



[image: Cover Image]





 


The Road to Corlay


On the Eve of the Fourth Millennium a slowly-building civilisation, struggling out of the rubble of the Drowning, was crushed beneath the sceptre of a powerful and repressive Church. But, as if in counterpoint, the sound of a magical pipe was heard, and the air was filled with songs of freedom and enlightenment. Then the Boy appeared, bringing the gift of sacrilege, a harbinger of the future – heralding the arrival of the White Bird of Dawning, and with it the coming of a New Age.


A Dream of Kinship


They came to destroy! The treacherous Falcons, uniformed in the black leather tunics of the fanatic Secular Arm, descended on Corlay to burn and kill. Commanded by Lord Constant, ruler of the Seven Kingdoms, they were determined to crush the religious heresy of Kinship. But a new dream rose from the ashes. When four Kinsmen escaped the carnage of their beloved land, each helped to fulfil the miracle that had been foretold: the coming of the Child of the Bride of Time.


A Tapestry of Time


Twenty years have passed since the time of the Boy-piper. Twenty years in which the movement of Kinship has challenged the tyranny of the Church Militant in Britain’s seven island kingdoms. Now a new figure arises: the boy, Tom – perhaps himself imbued with the spirit of the White Bird – wandering Europe in company with the girl, Witchet. But disaster, and the thirst for vengeance, will lead Tom down a perilous path, which will force him to face the possibility of breaking his Vow of Kinship, and challenge him to understand the true nature of the wild White Bird.
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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







INTRODUCTION
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Richard Cowper was a pseudonym of UK author John Middleton Murry Jr (1926–2002), son of the famous critic. Cowper also published four non-SF novels as Colin Murry, beginning with The Golden Valley (1958); and as Colin Middleton Murry – Colin being an early nickname, though in later life he preferred to be addressed as John – two autobiographical volumes, One Hand Clapping (1975), which deals mainly with his relationship with his difficult, intense, eccentric father, and Shadows on the Grass (1977).


After working for some years as a teacher, and finding his non-SF novels to be only moderately successful, Murry adopted the Cowper pseudonym for his first SF novel, Breakthrough (1967). Not conventional Genre SF, being more richly characterized and romantic than is usual, its story of ESP and a kind of reverse Reincarnation is sensitively told and given unusual reverberations by its use of a leitmotif from Keats. It remains one of Cowper’s finest works, and its romantic theme – it is a meditation on the power of the mind to sense Parallel Worlds, and upon the flimsiness and limitations of the reality of our own world – crops up often in his novels, sometimes in images of déjà vu; as does its venue, a Near-Future Southern England on the cusp of transformation. These characteristics also feature in many of the short stories assembled in The Custodians (1976) and later collections, the title story being much praised in America and nominated for several awards.


In these works, Cowper clearly takes off from and comments sensitively upon H. G. Wells’s often reiterated conviction that England was so irretrievably muddled that only a radical (perhaps fantastically sudden) transformation could save her in the end; this sense also informs what is generally considered his best singleton, The Twilight of Briareus (1974). In this tale England has been transformed, through a disruption in world weather caused by a supernova explosion, into a snowbound Arcadia; from the same apparent source later come psychic influences which lead to complex interaction between humans and Aliens. The story – like all of Cowper’s best work – is charged with a strange, expectant vibrancy; its explorations of human Perception demonstrate an openness not unlike that described in John Keats’s remarks about ‘negative capability’ – remarks that Cowper has quoted in print. Keats’s plea was for a kind of waiting expectancy of the mind, which should be kept free of preconceptions. Cowper does not usually link telepathy with the idea of the Superman, as is more normally found in US SF uses of the convention; instead, it can be seen in his work as an analogue of ‘negative capability’.


Although the air and style of Cowper’s SF is a long way from traditional Hard SF, it frequently makes use of traditional themes. Kuldesak (1972) deals with an underground Pocket Universe hidden beneath a Post-Holocaust Ruined Earth, and one man who finds the surface against the will of an all-powerful Computer. Clone (1972), which saw Cowper’s first real breakthrough into the US market, is an amusing near-future Satire. Time Out of Mind (1973), like the earlier Domino (1971), rather mechanically applies Psi Powers to thriller-like plots involving Time Travel and the rescue of a future UK from the totalitarian implications of the twentieth century. Worlds Apart (1974) is a not wholly successful comedy, burlesquing several SF Clichés in a story of an alien world on which an SF novel is being written about Urth, while back on Earth an SF writer writes about the alien world. Profundis (1979) places Cowper’s now-expected mild-mannered telepathic Christ-figure Under the Sea in a huge submarine which has survived nuclear holocaust and is being led around the world by dolphins anxious to keep human violence at bay. Cowper conducted his writing career with very considerable reticence and dignity, and seems to have felt that after publishing his Corlay sequence between 1976 and 1982 (see below) he had said what he had wished to say about the fate of Britain, for he wrote little more, with the exception of Shades of Darkness (1986), an elegiac ghost story. In a surprisingly large number of memorable tales, which Corlay climaxes but does not eclipse, he did though accomplish what seems to have been his goal: to address the Matter of Britain; to speak with quiet but unswerving eloquence about the way we are going to live tomorrow.


There can be no doubt, all the same, that Cowper rightly remains best known for his Corlay sequence, which comprises ‘Piper at the Gates of Dawn’ (1976), The Road to Corlay (1978), A Dream of Kinship (1981) and A Tapestry of Time (1982), and which is presented here in its entirety. The essential parts of the sequence take place in a warmly depicted Ruined Earth England, a thousand years after changing sea-levels have inundated much of the South-West, creating an archipelago-like venue which hearkens back to Richard Jefferies’s After London, or Wild England (1885), and which also clearly resembles the West Country featured in Christopher Priest’s coeval A Dream of Wessex (1977). (Cowper could not of course have known how rapidly, in the twenty-first century, parts of England would already be facing inundation.) In this land, an oppressive theocracy is threatened by the solace offered through a young lad’s redemptive visions of a new Religion, whose emblem is the White Bird of Kinship. Throughout, a sweet serenity of image and storytelling instinct – Cowper has always been a gripping teller of tales – transfigure the epic of his hero’s life in this drowned England into a clement vision of an England redeemed, and at peace. It is a vision which catches the heart.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Richard Cowper’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/cowper_richard


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.


 


[image: image]


 


[image: image]




Among the twenty-two books which comprise the Avian Apocrypha, the one which has been called by certain scholars ‘Old Peter’s Tale’ and by others ‘The Book of Gyre,’ has always occupied a place somewhat apart from the rest.


Recent close textual and stylistic analysis by Professor P. J. Hollins and others would appear to have confirmed the presence of no fewer than three distinct contributing hands, at least two of which have been confidently identified with the anonymous authors of ‘The Book of Morfedd’ and ‘Orgen’s Dream.’


In electing to offer to a wider public this new version compiled from the three earliest extant manuscripts I have purposely eschewed the two titles by which the work is generally familiar and have chosen instead that under which the story appears in the ‘Carlisle m.s.’ (circa AD 3300).


 


R.J.C.
St Malcolm’s College,
Oxford.
June, 3798.




PIPER AT THE GATES OF DAWN




Cold curtains of November rain came drifting slowly up the valley like an endless procession of phantom mourners following an invisible hearse. From beneath an overhang of limestone a boy and an old man squatted side by side and gazed disconsolately out across the river to the dripping forest on the far bank. Suddenly a salmon leaped – a flicker of silver in the gloom and a splash like a falling log. The boy’s eyes gleamed. ‘Ah,’ he breathed. ‘Did you see him?’


The old man grunted.


‘I’m going to try for him, Peter.’


The man glanced round out of the tail of his eyes and sniffed skeptically. ‘What with?’


The boy unfastened the thong of his leather knapsack, delved inside, and pulled out a slender double-barrelled wooden pipe – something between a twin-stemmed whistle and a recorder. He rubbed it briskly on the sleeve of his gray woollen pullover then set the mouthpiece to his lips and blew softly. A note, clear and liquid as a blackbird’s, floated out from beneath his fingers. Another followed, and another, and then came a little frisking trill that set the old man’s pulse fluttering.


‘Who taught you to play like that, lad?’


‘Morfedd.’


The boy rose to his feet, stepped out into the rain, and had taken four or five paces down the slope toward the river’s edge when the old man called him back. ‘Here,’ he said, pulling off his cap and flinging it across. ‘It’ll keep the rain off your neck.’


The boy grinned his thanks, dragged the waxed leather scuttle over his untidy mop of black curls, and skipped down to where a flat rock jutted out into the stream. There he squatted, as close as he could get to the hurrying tawny water, and once more put the pipe to his lips.


Squinting through the veiling rain, the old man became uncomfortably aware of a chill area around the back of his neck where his cap had been and he hunched down deeper into the collar of his sheepskin coat. Like wisps of gossamer, odd disconnected threads of music came floating up to him from the rain-pocked waters below and, as he half-listened, there suddenly flickered unbidden across his mind’s eye a lightning-sharp vision of a large and succulent dragonfly. So vivid was the image that for a confusing second he was convinced the insect was hovering a mere hand-span before his nose. Next instant there was an excited shouting from below, a flurry of splashing and he saw the boy staggering among the rain-wet boulders at the water’s edge with a huge silver fish struggling in his arms.


With an alacrity which wholly belied his years the old man scrambled down the bank just in time to prevent the boy from measuring his own length in a pool. He grabbed at the gulping salmon, thrust his thumbs firmly into its gills and contrived to bang its head against a rock. ‘Blast me, boy!’ he cried. ‘I never saw such luck in all my days! Blast me if I did!’


The boy laughed delightedly. ‘He’s big, isn’t he? Did you see him jump? Right up at me! Swoosh!’


The old man lifted the shuddering fish and contrived to hold it out at arm’s length. ‘I’ll swear he’s nigh on ten kils,’ he panted. ‘A regular whale! What are we going to do with him?’


‘Why, eat him, of course.’


‘Ah, some for sure, lad. The rest we’d best try to smoke. But we’ve got to get ourselves across the stream first. With all this rain, by nightfall she’ll be up to twice your own height, and it’s ten lom or more round by Kirkby bridge. Nip you up aloft and fetch the packs. We’ll try for a crossing up around the bend.’


The boy clambered back up to the overhang and ducked out of sight. The old man selected a stout stick from among a tangle of driftwood, took a clasp knife from his pocket and, having sharpened one end of the stick to a point, spiked it through the salmon’s gills and hefted the fish up on to his back.


Twenty minutes later the two of them were over the river and picking their way along the deer track that followed the far bank. By then the rain had eased off to a steady, depressing drizzle. Though it was barely two hours gone noon, the low clouds and the brooding forest dimmed the light almost to curfew gloom. Conversation between the two travellers was restricted to grunts of warning and acknowledgment as the old man negotiated rocks and exposed tree roots which had been made even more treacherous by the rain.


They had covered some two kilometers in this fashion when the track broadened out perceptibly into a discernible path. The boy at once seized the opportunity to move up to the old man’s side. ‘Will we reach Sedbergh before nightfall, Peter?’


‘Not without breaking our necks, we won’t. But I recall a ’stead hereabouts might lodge us for the night. I’ve been trying to bring the man’s given name to mind, but it’s twenty year or more since I last trod this track.’


‘A farmer, is he?’


‘Bit of everything as I recall it. Like most of ’em round here. Newton? Norton? Norris! That’s the name! Norris Cooperson! Yes, yes, now it comes back. Old Sam Cooperson was a color-sergeant in Northumberland’s dragoons. Won his freedom in the Battle of Rotherham in ’950. That takes us back a bit, doesn’t it? Old Sam leased a stretch of the Lord’s grazing down the river a way. Did well enough for his boy to buy the freehold. I seem to recall that young Norris wed a lass from Aysgarth. And didn’t her people have property round York? Or was it Scarborough? Funny how his name slipped me. Norris. Norris Cooperson. Aye, that’s him.’


‘Where does he live, Peter?’


‘On a bit yet. I seem to mind a beck skipping down from the fells. Old Sam built his ’stead facing south-west, backing right up into the hills. “Guarding his rear” he called it.’ The old man chuckled. ‘Sergeant Cooperson had had a Jock spear up his arse in his time, so he knew what he was talking about.’


They came to a waist-high wall of rough stone which had recently been repaired, clambered over it, and headed off on a diagonal course away from the river. After they had gone about five hundred paces the old man paused, lifted his head, and snuffed the air like a dog. The boy watched him closely. ‘Smoke?’ he asked.


‘Horses,’ said the old man. ‘Smoke too. It can’t be far now.’


The ground rose slightly and the forest trees began to thin out almost as if they were withdrawing fastidiously from a contact which was distasteful to them. The two wayfarers trudged up to the crest of the rise and saw below them a long bowshot off to their left, the low outline of a substantial stone stable, a bracken-thatched barn, a farm house and a scattering of timber outbuildings. A herd of long-horned, hump-backed cattle was grazing in the meadow which sloped gently down from the homestead to the distant river.


The old man shifted the salmon from one shoulder to the other and nodded with satisfaction. ‘I wasn’t wrong, was I, Tom? But it’s grown a fair bit since I last set eye on it. Reckon you’d best get yourself a stick while you can. They’re bound to have a dog or two.’


The boy shook his head. ‘They won’t bother me.’


‘It’s not you I’m feared for, lad. It’s our supper here.’


The boy unfastened his knapsack and again took out his pipe. ‘Dogs are the easiest of all,’ he said scornfully. ‘They’ll believe anything.’


The old man studied him thoughtfully, sucked a tooth, seemed on the point of saying something and then, apparently, changed his mind. Side by side they plodded off down the hill toward the farm.


The shaggy cattle raised their heads at their approach, regarded them with mild, munching curiosity and then nodded back to their grazing. They had passed almost through the herd before the farm dogs got wind of them. They came hurtling out from behind the stables, three lean, vicious-looking fell hounds, snarling and yelping in their eagerness to savage the intruders.


The boy stood his ground; calmly waited till the leader was but a short stone’s throw distant; then set the pipe to his lips and blew a series of darting notes of so high a pitch that the old man’s ears barely caught them. But the dogs did. They stopped almost dead in their tracks, for all the world as if they had run full tilt into a solid wall of glass. Next moment the three of them were lying stretched out full length on the wet grass, whining, with their muzzles clasped in their forepaws and their eyes closed.


The boy played a few more notes then walked forward and prodded the largest of the curs with his toe. The animal rolled over on to its back and offered its unguarded throat to him in a drooling ecstasy of abject submission. ‘You see,’ said the boy disdainfully. ‘They’re such ninnies they’ll even believe they’re puppies.’


The barking had brought a woman to the door of the farm house and now she called out to the dogs. Slowly, dazedly, they rose to their feet, shook themselves and loped off toward her, pausing every so often to glance back and whimper perplexedly.


‘And who might you be, strangers?’


With his spare hand the old man doffed his cap, allowing the damp breeze to flutter his white hair. ‘Old Peter the Tale-Spinner of Hereford, ma’am. Legging for York City. This here’s young Tom, my niece’s lad. We missed our way short-cutting it through Haw Gill. We’d be glad to pay silver for a night’s dry lodging.’


‘My goodman’s out timbering,’ responded the woman doubtfully. ‘I dursent say you yea or nay without he’s back.’


‘That would be goodman Norris, I daresay, ma’am?’


‘Aye,’ she said, screwing up her eyes to see him better. ‘Aye, it would.’


‘Then you must be Mistress Cooperson.’


‘Aye,’ she admitted. ‘What of it?’


‘Tell me, Mistress, does Old Sam’s halberd still hang bright over the chimney-breast?’


The woman raised her right hand in a strange, hesitant little half-gesture of uncertainty. ‘You’ll have been here afore then, old man?’


‘Aye, ma’am. Close on twenty year since. Just agin you and young Norris wed, that would a’ been.’ He cocked an eye up at the sagging, dripping clouds. ‘If me ’n the lad could maybe step inside your barn yonder, we’d hold it more than kind. This wet strikes a deathly chill into old bones.’


The woman flushed. ‘No, no,’ she said, backing over the threshold. ‘Come you in here and dry yourselves by the fire. It’s just me and the young lass alone, you see.’ Then, by way of explanation, she added: ‘We heard tell there was an Irish raider into Morecambe Bay afore Holymass.’


‘That’s real kind in you, ma’am.’ The old man beamed, swinging the salmon down off his back and holding it out toward her. ‘We even thought to bring some supper with us, you see.’


‘Oh, there’s a wild beauty!’ she exclaimed. ‘How came you by him?’


‘Singing for our supper, you might say,’ said the old man winking at the boy. ‘I’ve been thinking we could maybe split master silversides longwise and perhaps smoke one half of him in your chimney overnight. That way you’ll have a fine supper and we’ll have ourselves fare for our morrow’s footing.’


‘Yes, yes,’ she said. ‘There’s oak afire this minute. Do you bring him through here into the scullery.’ She called round over her shoulder: ‘Katie, lass! Come and liven up that fire right sharp!’


A blue-eyed girl of about twelve, with hair so palely blonde it was almost white, emerged from the shadows, took a long hard stare at the visitors and then vanished. The old man wiped the mud from his boots on the bundle of dried bracken piled for the purpose just inside the doorway, then carted the salmon through into the scullery and flopped it out on the slab of dark green slate which the woman indicated. She reached down a knife and a steel from a shelf and honed a rapid edge. Then with the skill of long practice she slit the fish down the belly and began scooping its insides into a wooden bucket.


The boy meanwhile had wandered through into the long stone-flagged kitchen and now stood silently watching the girl arranging dry oak billets against the smoldering back-log in the huge fireplace. She glanced at him over her shoulder. ‘You can blow, can’t you, boy?’


He nodded, moved across and knelt beside her as she crushed dry bracken up into a ball and thrust it into the space behind the propped logs. ‘Well, go on then,’ she commanded. ‘Show me.’


Obediently the boy leant forward and puffed till the white ashes leapt aside and exposed the glowing embers beneath. He reached out, pressed the bracken down and blew again. The kindling began to smoke. Next moment a tiny snakes-tongue of flame had flickered up. He blew more gently, fanning the flame till the whole ball was well ablaze and then he sat back on his heels and brushed the powder of ash from his cheeks and eyebrows.


The girl laid a few sticks across the flames and turned to him again. ‘What’re you going to York for?’


‘To Chapter School.’


‘What’s that?’


‘My cousin’s spoken me a place in the Minster choir. He’s Clerk to the Chapter.’


‘What’ll you do?’


‘Learn to read and write. Sing in the choir. Maybe play too.’


‘Play what? Your pipe?’


He nodded.


She studied him long and hard by the light of the spurtling flames. ‘I saw what you did to the dogs,’ she said thoughtfully.


He smiled. ‘Oh, that was easy. The fish was much harder.’


‘You did that to the fish too? What you did to the dogs?’


‘Sort of,’ he said.


‘How do you do it?’


His smile broadened but he said nothing.


‘Can I see your pipe?’


‘All right.’ He got up, walked over to the doorway where he had left his pack, took out the pipe and brought it back to her. She held it in both hands and examined it by the firelight. Deep inside one of the tubes some crystalline facet caught the flames and twinkled like a diamond. She raised the mouthpiece to her lips and was just about to blow when he snatched the instrument from her. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No, you mustn’t. It’s tuned to me, you see.’


‘That’s daft,’ she said, her cheeks flushing scarlet. ‘How could I hurt the silly thing?’


‘I’m sorry, Katie. I can’t explain it to you.’ He stroked his fingers in a slow caress all down the length of the pipe and then looked up at her. ‘You see, Morfedd made it for me.’


‘Morfedd? The Wizard of Bowness?’


‘Yes.’


‘You knew him?’


The boy nodded. ‘Morfedd’s in here,’ he said, lifting the pipe. ‘And in me.’


‘Who says so?’


‘It’s true, Katie. He chose me on my third birth-night – ten summers ago. He twinned my tongue for me. Look.’ His lips parted and the tip of a pink tongue slipped out between the white, even teeth. As Katie watched, fascinated, the boy’s tongue-tip divided and the two halves flickered separately up and down before flicking back into his mouth. ‘Believe me now?’ he asked and grinned at her.


The girl’s blue eyes were very wide indeed. ‘Did it hurt?’ she whispered.


‘No, not much. He did it bit by bit.’ The boy held up the pipe and pointed to the twin air ducts. ‘You see he wanted me to be able to tongue them both separately,’ he said. ‘Listen.’


He set the pipe to his lips and blew gently down it. Then, without moving his fingers, he sounded two gentle trills, one slow, one faster; yet both somehow intertwined and as sweetly melodious as two birds warbling in unison in a green glade of the deep forest.


Katie was utterly enraptured. She had quite forgiven him his ill-mannered snatching of the pipe. ‘Play me a tune, Tom,’ she begged. ‘Go on. Do. Please.’


‘All right,’ he agreed. ‘What would you like?’


‘I don’t know. Make one up. Just for me. Could you?’


Tom rubbed his nose with the back of his hand then he turned slowly to face her and gazed deep into her eyes. As he did so he seemed to go very, very still, almost as if he were listening to some sound which only he could hear. For perhaps a minute he sat thus, then he nodded once, set the pipes to his lips and began to play.


Norris and his two grown-up sons returned from the forest at dusk. Well before the others heard them Tom’s sharp ears had picked up the distant jingle of traces and the squeal of wooden axles. A moment later the dogs gave tongue to a raucous chorus of welcome. Katie and her mother hustled round making the final preparations for supper while Tom and old Peter sat one on either side of the fire, steaming faintly in the drowsy warmth.


Norris was the first to enter. A thick-set, heavily bearded man, with graying hair and eyes the color of an April sky. He dragged off his hooded leather tippet and slung it up on to an iron hook. Almost at once it began to drip quietly on to the flagstones beneath. ‘Halloa, there!’ he cried. ‘What’s this then? Company?’


Old Peter and Tom had risen at his entry and now the old man called out: ‘You’ll remember me, I think, Norris? Peter the Tale-Spinner. Son of Blind Hereford.’


‘Sweet God in Heaven!’ exclaimed Norris striding to meet him. ‘Not the Prince of Liars in person? Aye, it’s him, right enough! Welcome back, old rogue! I’d given you over for worms’ meat years ago!’


They clasped forearms in the pool of yellow lamplight and shook their heads over one another. ‘And who’s the sprig, then?’ demanded Norris tipping his chin at Tom. ‘One of yours?’


‘My niece Margot’s lad. Tom by given name. Margot wed with a Stavely man. I’m taking the boy to York for her.’


‘York, eh? And legging it? Ah so, you shall tell us all over supper. Well met, old man. What’s ours is yours. And you too, boy. Katie, wench! Is my water hot?’


He strode off toward the scullery, boisterous as the North wind, and soon they heard sounds of noisy blowing and sluicing as he swilled himself down at the stone sink. His wife came into the kitchen and clattered out wooden bowls and mugs down the long table. ‘He remembered you then?’ she said with a smile.


‘Aye,’ said Peter. ‘I’ve changed less than he has, it seems. Not that he hasn’t worn well, mind you.’ He tipped his head to one side. ‘How comes your lass by that barley mow of hers?’


‘Bar me all my folks are fair,’ she said. ‘Katie’s eyes are her Dad’s though. The boys seemed to fall betwixt and between.’ She stepped up to the fireplace, caught up a corner of her apron and lifted the lid of the iron cauldron which hung from a smoke-blackened chain above the flames. A rich and spicy scent floated over the hearth. She nodded, re-settled the lid and squinted up into the chimney where the other half of the salmon could be dimly seen twisting slowly back and forth in the hot air and the blue-gray woodsmoke. ‘Let it down again, lad,’ she said. ‘We’ll souse it just once more.’


Tom unhooked an end of the chain and lowered the fish till she was able to reach it. ‘Hold it still now,’ she said and picking a brush of twigs out of a pot on the hearth she basted the now golden flesh till it gleamed like dark honey. ‘Up with it, lad.’


The fish vanished once more up the throat of the flue and a few aromatic drops fell down and sizzled among the embers.


As Tom was making the chain fast the door to the yard opened and Norris’ two sons came in followed by the three dogs. The men eyed the two strangers curiously and watched without speaking as the dogs bounded up to the hearth and then ranged themselves in a grinning, hopeful semi-circle round the boy who looked down at them and laughed.


Norris appeared at the scullery door toweling his neck and bawled out introductions as though he were calling cattle in from the fells. The young men nodded and flashed their teeth in smiles of welcome. ‘You must have got a way with dogs, lad,’ observed one. ‘That lot don’t take kindly to strangers as a rule. They’re like as not to have the arse out of your breeks.’


Tom eyed the dogs and shook his head. Then Katie came in and summoned them to her. In her hand she held the wooden bucket of fish offal. She opened the yard door, stepped outside, and the dogs tumbled after her, whining eagerly.


Ten minutes later the men and the boy took their places at the long table. Katie’s mother ladled out thick broth into wooden bowls and Katie set one before each guest, then one before her father and her brothers and, last of all, one each for her mother and herself. Norris dunked his spoon and sucked up a noisy mouthful. ‘My women tell me we’ve got you to thank for this,’ he said to Peter.


The old man shrugged modestly and winked across at Tom. ‘You wed a fine cook, Norris,’ he said. ‘I’ve not tasted such a broth since I sampled your mother’s.’


Norris smiled. ‘Aye, old Mam taught Annie a thing or two afore she went. How to bear strong men for a start. Now tell us some news, old timer. Is it true there’s a new king in Wales?’


‘Aye. Dyfydd men call him. They say he’s a fierce and cunning fighter.’


‘That’s as may be, but can he keep the peace? Hold off the Paddys? Hey?’


‘Maybe. Along the west border there was talk of him laying court to Eileen of Belfast – King Kerrigan’s widow. That might do it – if he pulls it off.’


‘The sooner the better,’ said Norris, reaching out and tearing a ragged lump from the wheaten loaf before him. ‘You heard they’d fired Lancaster Castle?’


‘There’s no truth in that story, Norris. They were held at Morecambe and hanged at Preston.’


‘Is that a fact?’


‘I did a two-day telling in Lancaster myself a month back. On my way up to Kendal. By the time we leg it into York I daresay folk will be telling us the Paddys hold everything west of the Pennines.’


Norris laughed. ‘Aye. If cows grew like rumors we’d none of us lack for beef.’


Peter smiled and nodded. ‘Are you still under Northumberland’s shield here?’


‘For what it’s worth. The last border patrol we saw was nigh on a year back, and they were a right bunch of thieves. No, the only time his Lordship wants to know about us is at the Mid-Summer Tax Harvest. Our trouble here is that there aren’t enough of us freeholders to make up more than a token force. And we’re spread too thin. The Paddys could pick us off one by one if they’d a mind to, and none of us would be a wit the wiser till it was too late. It’s our luck there’s not much up here they’re likely to fancy.’


‘You’ve not been troubled then?’


‘Nothing to speak of.’


The younger son glanced round at his brother and murmured something too low for Peter to catch.


‘Poachers?’ Peter asked.


‘We had a spot of bother a year or two back. That’s all settled now. Let’s have some more beer here, Katie, lass!’


The girl brought a huge stone jug and refilled her father’s mug. ‘Dad killed one of them,’ she said to Peter. ‘With his axe. You did, didn’t you, Dad?’


‘It was them or us,’ said Norris. ‘Don’t think I’m proud of it.’


‘Well, I am,’ said Katie stoutly.


Norris laughed and gave her a cheerful wallop on the behind. ‘Well, it seems to have taught them a lesson,’ he said. ‘We’ve not been troubled since. Now tell us how the world’s been treating you, Tale-Spinner.’


‘Never better than this,’ said Peter taking a long pull at his beer. ‘I crossed the narrow seas; lived a while in France and Italy. Joined up with a Greek juggler and voyaged with him to the Americas. Made some money and lost it. Came home to die two years ago. That’s about it, Norris. Nothing you’ve any call to envy me for.’


‘You’ve never felt you wanted to settle then?’


‘It’s not so much a question of wanting, Norris; more a question of royals. Some can save money; some can’t. Mind you, I’ll not say I haven’t had my chances. I was three whole years in one town in Italy. Still got connections there in a manner of speaking. But I’ll not be putting to sea again. These bones will lie in the Fifth Kingdom. All I’m waiting for now is to see the millennium out.’


Katie’s mother spooned out steaming portions of rosy fish on to the wooden platters, piled potatoes and onions around them and passed them down the table. Norris stretched out and helped himself liberally to salt. ‘And just what’s so special about the year 3000?’ he demanded. ‘A year’s a year and that’s all there is to it. Numbers aren’t worth a pig’s turd.’


‘Ah, now, if you’ll pardon me for saying so, Norris, there you’re mistaken. The fact is the world’s grown to expect something remarkable of AD 3000. And if enough people get to expecting something, then like enough it’ll come to pass.’


‘Peace and Brotherhood, you mean? The White Bird of Kinship and all that froth? I just wish someone would have a go at telling it to the Paddys and the Jocks.’


‘Ah, but they believe in it too, Norris.’


‘Oh, they do, do they?’ Norris snorted. ‘It’s the first I’ve heard of it. If you ask me the only time the Jocks and the Paddys are likely to fall on anyone’s neck is when they’ve got a broadsword to hand.’


‘There’ll be a sign,’ said Peter. ‘That’s how it’ll be.’


‘A sign, eh? What sort of sign?’


‘Some speak of a comet or a silver sky ship like they had in the Old Times. In Italy there was talk of a new star so bright you’ll be able to see it in the day sky.’


‘And what do you think?’


‘Well, they could be right, Norris. Stranger things have happened.’


‘No doubt. And telling people about them has kept your old belly nicely lined, eh?’


‘Someone has to do it.’


‘Oh, I’m not belittling you, old timer. In truth I sometimes think we need more like you. Faith, it’s a poor look out for folks if they can see no more to life than scratching for food and working up their appetite for it by killing their fellow men.’ He waved his knife at Tom. ‘What do you say, boy?’


Tom swallowed his mouthful and nodded his head. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said. ‘There is more than that.’


‘Bravely said, lad! Well, go on, tell us about it.’


‘Peter’s right, sir. About the White Bird, I mean. It is coming.’


‘Oh, yes?’ said Norris, winking at Peter. ‘What’ll it be like, son?’


‘I mean for some of us it’s here already, sir,’ said Tom. ‘We can hear it now. It’s in everything – all about us – everywhere. That’s what I thought you meant, sir.’


Norris blinked at him and rolled his tongue pensively around his teeth. Then he nodded his head slowly. ‘Well now, maybe I did at that,’ he said. ‘Not that I’d have thought to put it just so myself.’


‘Tom’s a piper, Dad,’ said Katie. ‘He plays better than anyone I’ve ever heard.’


‘Is that a fact?’ said Norris. ‘Then after supper we’ll have to see if we can’t persuade him to give us a tune. How about it, lad?’


‘Gladly, sir.’


‘Good,’ said Norris stabbing a fork into his food and turning back to Peter. ‘You use him in your tellings, do you?’


‘Not so far,’ said the old man. ‘But the thought crossed my mind just this afternoon. There’s no denying he’s got a real gift for the pipes. What do you say, Tom, lad? Fancy coming into partnership?’


‘I thought you were supposed to be taking him to the Chapter School at York,’ said Katie’s mother with an edge to her voice that was not lost on Peter.


‘Why, to be sure I am, ma’am,’ he said. ‘We’re legging by way of Sedbergh and Aysgarth. Aiming to strike York for Christmas. That’s so, isn’t it, Tom?’


The boy nodded.


‘I was hoping to make a start two weeks ago but I got an invitation to a telling in Carlisle which held me back.’ The old man cocked a ragged eyebrow toward Katie’s mother. ‘I seem to recall you to be a native of Aysgarth, ma’am.’


‘You’ve got a fine memory, Tale-Spinner.’


‘I was thinking that maybe you would like us to carry some message to your folks for you?’


‘You’d have to leg a deal further than Aysgarth to do it, old man,’ she said and smiled wanly. ‘They’re dead and gone long since.’


‘Is that so? Well, indeed I’m truly sorry to hear it.’


‘It happens,’ she said.


Supper over, Norris tapped a small cask of strong ale, drew it off into a substantial earthenware jug, added sliced apple and a fragrant lump of crushed honeycomb, then stood the mixture down on the hearth to mull. By the time Tom had finished helping Katie and her mother to clear the table and wash the dishes, the warm ale was giving off a drowsy scent which set an idle mind wandering dreamily down the long-forgotten hedgerows of distant summers.


They settled themselves in a semi-circle round the hearth; the lamp was trimmed and turned low, and old Peter set about earning his night’s lodging. Having fortified himself with a draft of ale, he launched himself into a saga set in the days before the Drowning when the broad skies were a universal highway and, by means of strange skills, long since forgotten, men and women could sit snug and cozy by their own firesides and see in their magic mirrors things which were happening at that very instant on the other side of the world.


Like all good stories there was some love in it and much adventure; hardship, breath-taking coincidence and bloody slaughter; and finally, of course, a happy ending. Its hero, the young Prince Amulet, having discovered that his noble father the King of Denmark has been murdered by a wicked brother who has usurped the throne, sets out to avenge the crime. Peter’s description of the epic duel fought out between uncle and nephew with swords whose blades were beams of lethal light, held Norris and his family open-mouthed and utterly spellbound. Not for nothing was the son of Blind Hereford known throughout the Seven Kingdoms as ‘the Golden-Tongued.’


When the victorious Prince and his faithful Princess had finally been escorted to their nuptial chamber through a fanfare of silver trumpets the enchanted listeners broke into spontaneous applause and begged Peter for another. But the Tale-Spinner was too old and wise a bird to be caught so easily. Pleading that his throat was bone dry he reminded them that young Tom had agreed to favor them with a tune or two.


‘Aye, come along, lad,’ said Norris. ‘Let’s have a taste of that whistle of yours.’


While Tom was fetching his instrument from his pack, Katie made a round of the circle and replenished the mugs. Then she settled herself at her father’s knee. The boy sat down cross-legged on the fire-warmed flagstones and waited till everyone was still.


He had played scarcely a dozen notes when there was a sound of frantic scratching at the yard door and a chorus of heart-rending whimpers. Tom broke off and grinned up at Norris. ‘Shall I let them in?’


‘I will,’ said Katie and was up and away before Norris had a chance to say either yes or no.


The dogs bounded into the kitchen, tails waving ecstatically, and headed straight for the boy. He blew three swift, lark-high notes, pointed to the hearth before him and meek as mice they stretched themselves out at his feet. He laughed, leant forward and tapped each animal on its nose with his pipe. ‘Now you behave yourselves, dogs,’ he said, ‘or I’ll scare your tails off.’


Katie regained her place and he began to play once more. He had chosen a set of familiar country dances and, within seconds, he had feet tapping and hands clapping all around the circle. It was almost as if the listeners were unable to prevent their muscles from responding to the imperious summons of his jigs and reels. Even Old Peter found his toes twitching and his fingers drumming out the rhythms on the wooden arm of the inglenook settle.


With the flamelight flickering elvishly in his gray-green eyes Tom swung them from tune to tune with an effortless dexterity that would surely have been the envy of any professional four times his age, and when he ended with a sustained trill which would not have shamed a courting blackbird his audience showered praise upon him.


‘Blest if ever I heard better piping!’ cried Norris. ‘Who taught you such skills, lad?’


‘Morfedd the Wizard did,’ said Katie. ‘That’s right, isn’t it, Tom?’


Tom nodded, staring ahead of him into the flames.


‘Morfedd of Bowness, eh?’ said Norris. ‘Me, I never met him. But I recall how in Kendal the folk used to whisper that he’d stored up a treasure-house of wisdom from the Old Times and Lord knows what else beside. How came he to teach you piping, lad?’


‘He came for me on my third birth-night,’ said Tom. ‘He’d heard me playing a whistle up on the fells and he bespoke my Mum and Dad for me.’ He raised his head and looked round at Norris. ‘After Morfedd died,’ he said, ‘I composed a lament for him. Would you like to hear it?’


‘Aye, lad. That we would. Whenever you’re ready.’


Then Tom did a strange thing. He gripped the pipe in both hands, one at either end, and held it out at arm’s length in front of him. Then, very slowly, he brought it back toward his chest, bent his head over it and seemed to be murmuring something to it. It was a strangely private little ritual of dedication that made all those who saw it wonder just what kind of a child this was. Next moment he had set the pipe to his lips, closed his eyes and turned his soul adrift.


To their dying day none of those present ever forgot the next ten minutes and yet no two of them ever recalled it alike. But all were agreed on one thing. The boy had somehow contrived to take each of them, as it were, by the hand and lead them back to some private moment of great sadness in their own lives, so that they felt again, deep in their own hearts, all the anguish of an intense but long-forgotten grief. For most the memory was of the death of someone dearly loved, but for young Katie it was different and was somehow linked with some exquisite quality she sensed within the boy himself – something which carried with it an almost unbearable sense of terrible loss. Slowly it grew within her, swelling and swelling till in the end, unable to contain it any longer she burst into wild sobs and buried her face in her father’s lap.


Tom’s fingers faltered on the stops and those listening who were still capable of doing so, noticed that his own cheeks were wet with tears. He drew in a great, slow, shuddering breath, then, without saying a word, got up and walked away into the shadows by the door. One by one the dogs rose to their feet and padded after him. Having restored his pipe to its place within his pack he opened the door and stepped outside into the night.


It was a long time before anyone spoke and, when they did, what was said was oddly inconsequential: Norris repeating dully, ‘Well, I dunno, I dunno, I dunno,’ and Old Peter muttering what sounded like a snatch from one of his own stories – ‘And the angel of Grief moved invisible among them and their tears fell like summer rain.’ Only Katie’s mother was moved to remark: ‘He’ll not carry such a burden for long, I think,’ though, had anyone thought to ask her, she would have been hard put to explain what she meant, or even why she had said it.


During the night the wind shifted into a new quarter. It came whistling down, keen and chill from the Northern Cheviots, until the dawn sky, purged at last of cloud, soared ice-blue and fathomless above the forest and the fells.


A bare half hour after sun-up Old Peter and Tom had said their farewells and were on their way. Katie accompanied them to the top of the valley to set them on their path. She pointed to a white rock on the crest of a distant hill and told them that from there they would be able to sight Sedbergh spire. The old man thanked her and said he’d be sure to call and see her again when he was next in the district.


‘You may be,’ she said, ‘but he won’t. I know,’ and turning to Tom she took from the pocket of her cloak a small, flat, green pebble, washed smooth by the river. A hole had been drilled in the center and through it a leather lace was threaded. ‘That’s for my song,’ she said. ‘Keep it. It may bring you luck.’


Tom nodded, slid the thong over his head and slipped the talisman down inside his jerkin where it lay cool as a water drop against his chest. ‘Goodbye, Katie,’ he said.


He did not look back until they were well down the track and then he saw her still standing there on the hilltop with the wind streaming out her long hair into a misty golden halo. He raised his arm in salute. She waved back, briefly, and the next moment she had turned and vanished in the direction of the hidden farm.


They stopped to eat shortly before noon, choosing the shelter of an outcrop of rock close to where a spring bubbled. The sun struck warm on to their backs even though, but a few paces from where they sat, the wind still hissed drearily through the dry bracken bones. Old Peter broke in two the flat scone which Katie’s mother had given them and then divided one of the halves into quarters. He sliced off two substantial lumps of the smoked salmon and handed bread and meat to the boy.


For a few minutes they both chewed away in silence then Peter said: ‘I’d been thinking of trying our luck at Sedbergh Manor, but maybe we’d do better at the inn. There’s a chance we’ll strike up acquaintance with a carrier and get ourselves a lift to Aysgarth. Better ride than leg, eh?’


‘Whatever you say,’ agreed Tom.


The old man nodded sagely. ‘If luck’s with us there’s no reason we shouldn’t pick up a royal or two into the bargain. Between the two of us, I mean. Reckon we could milk it out of them, eh?’


Tom glanced across at him but said nothing.


‘You’ve never thought of roading for a living then, lad?’


‘No.’


‘Ah, it’s the only life if you’ve got the talent for it. Blast, but we two’d make a splendid team! Think of legging the high road through the Seven Kingdoms! York, Derby, Norwich, London. New towns, new faces! Why, we could even duck it across the French seas an’ we’d a mind to! Taste the salt spray on our lips and see the silver sails swell like a sweetheart’s bosom! How’s that strike you as fare for a spring morning, lad?’


Tom smiled. ‘But I thought you said you weren’t going to go to sea again.’


‘Ah, well, that was just a façon de parler as they say across the water. But with you along it would be different. We could work up a proper act, see? You’d feel your way into the mood of each tale and then, with that pipe of yours, you’d come drifting in along o’ the words like a feather on the tide. Between the two of us we’d reach right down through their ears and tickle their pockets. Blast it, Tom lad, I tell you you’ve got a touch of magic in those finger-ends of yours – a gift like nobody’s business! You don’t want to chuck all that away while you choke yourself to death on Minster dust! A dower like yours cries out to be shared! You owe it to the Giver of Gifts! Out there on the wide high road you’ll be as free as the wind and the birds of the air! Up and off! Over the hills and far away!’


Tom laughed. ‘But I am free. Morfedd taught me that. He unlocked something inside me and let it fly out. Besides, I want to learn how to read and write.’


‘Pooh, there’s nothing to letters, Tom. I’ll teach you myself. And more besides! There’s only one school for the likes of us, lad. The great high road. Once you’ve begun to turn the pages of that book you’ll never want another.’


‘And Mum? What would she think? After she’s taken all that trouble to bespeak Cousin Seymour for me?’


‘Ah, your heart does you credit, lad. Real credit. But I know my Mistress Margot. Been dreaming up plans for you, hasn’t she? How maybe you’ll catch the Bishop’s eye and gain a preference and so on and so forth? Isn’t that it? Ah, that’s just a mother’s daydreams, Tom. Believe you me, lad, the only way to preference in York Chapter for a boy like you is up the back stairs and on to the choirmaster’s pallet. Faith, I tried to tell her so, but she wouldn’t listen. Said your Cousin Seymour would shield you from anything of that sort. But I know the ways of the world and—’


‘People become what you think them, Peter.’


‘Eh? How’s that?’


‘Morfedd said so. He said our thoughts are unseen hands shaping the people we meet. Whatever we truly think them to be, that’s what they’ll become for us.’


The old man stared at him, wondering if the Kendal gossips had spoken true and the boy really was touched. ‘Oh, he did, did he?’ he said at last. ‘And what else did he say?’


‘Morfedd? Oh, lots of things.’


‘Well, go on, lad. Let’s hear one.’


Tom rubbed his nose with the back of his hand and stared out across the hillside. ‘He used to say that seeing things as they really are is the most difficult seeing of all. He said people only see what they want to see. And then they believe the truth is what they think they see, not what really is.’


‘Aye, well, I’m not saying he doesn’t have a point here. But I’ll warrant he didn’t think to tell you how to recognize this truth when you do see it.’


‘You don’t see it exactly. You feel it.’


‘And just how’s that supposed to help someone like me who lives by his lying? Didn’t you know they call me “Prince of Liars”?’


Tom grinned. ‘Oh, that’s different,’ he said. ‘Your stories are like my music. They tell a different kind of truth. People hear it in their hearts.’


‘Blast it, boy, you have an answer pat for everything! Look here, I’ll tell you what. From now till Christmastide we’ll work the road ’twixt here and York – Leyburn, Masham, Ripon and Boroughbridge – finishing up at “The Duke’s Arms” in Selby Street. That way you’ll get a fair taste of the life I’m offering. Then if you’re still set on the Chapter School, why that’s all there is to it. Till then you’ll have a third-part share in all we take. That strike you as fair?’


‘All right,’ said Tom. ‘But you must tell me what you want me to do.’


‘Done!’ cried Peter. ‘We’ll set it up while we’re legging down to Sedbergh. Have you done with eating? Right then, partner, let’s be on our way.’


It soon emerged that the book of the open road which Peter had recommended to Tom with such enthusiasm contained at least one chapter which he himself had never read. By the third week of December when they reached Boroughbridge the old man found that rumor, racing ahead like a fell fire, had brought scores of curious people riding into town from as far afield as Harrogate and Easingwold. And the rumors were extraordinary. Even Peter, whose life’s philosophy was based on seizing fortune by the forelock and never looking a gift horse in the mouth, was genuinely bewildered by them. They seemed to bear no relation whatsoever to the facts which were, as he saw them, that a pair of troupers were working the road down to York for the Christmastide fair. What in the name of the Giver of Gifts could that have to do with any White Bird of Kinship? Yet there was no escaping the fact that it was this which was bringing these credulous country folk flocking in.


Nor was that all. Getting a quarter out of a fell farmer was usually about as easy as pulling his teeth with your bare hands, yet here they were showering their silver into his hat as though it was chaff, and none of them thinking to dip a hand in after it either. Over a hundred royal they’d taken in three weeks, not to mention the new suit apiece that dimwitted tailor in Leyburn had insisted on making for them, refusing even a penny piece for his labor. Why, at this rate, in six months he’d have enough put by for that little pub in Kendal he’d always hankered after. Six months? A bare three at the pace things were going! Sure Tom couldn’t grudge him that. Meanwhile here was the landlord of ‘The Bull’ fingering his greasy cow-lick and trusting they would favor him with their esteemed custom. No question of paying! It would be his privilege. And the inn yard with its gallery would surely be ideal for their performance. It could accommodate three hundred with ease – three fifty at a pinch. The venerable Tale-Spinner had only to give word and the news would be all round the town before the church clock had struck the hour.


‘All right, landlord,’ said Peter magnanimously. ‘But it’ll cost you two royal.’


The landlord blenched, made a rapid mental calculation, and agreed.


‘Two a night,’ said Peter imperturbably. ‘For the two nights.’


A slightly longer pause followed by a nod of grudging acquiescence.


‘And I’ll have half in advance.’


‘There’s my hand on it,’ said the landlord, and suited the action to the word.


A wall-eyed serving wench showed them up to their room which overlooked the inn yard. ‘There’s a spread of clean linen,’ she informed them shyly, ‘and coals to the fire. Would you like that I fetch you a bite to eat?’


‘Aye, lass. A meat pasty. And a jug of hot punch to help it down.’


She bobbed a half-curtsey and ducked out. Tom, who had wandered over to the window, observed that it looked as if it was going to snow.


‘More than like,’ said Old Peter, rubbing his hands briskly and stretching them out to the flames. ‘Aren’t we due a few feathers from the White Bird?’ He snorted tolerantly. ‘Can you make head or tail of it?’


Tom breathed on to the glass before him and drew a ‘3’ on its side. ‘I think it’s like you said to Norris. People want to believe it. They’re tired of feeling afraid.’


‘But what’s that got to do with us, lad?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Oh, I’ll not deny you play a very pretty pipe and I tell a stirring enough tale, but what kind of sparks are they to set this sort of kindling ablaze? I tell you true, Tom, if it wasn’t that we’re coining money hand over fist I’d be sorely tempted to turn around and head right back to Kendal. I don’t like the smell of it one bit.’


Tom moved away from the window and wandered back to the fire. ‘There’s nothing to be afraid of,’ he said. ‘I think we should go along with it.’


‘Go along with what?’


‘Well, tell them the story of the White Bird. You could, couldn’t you?’


‘And have the crows about my neck? You must be out of your mind.’


‘But Morfedd said—’


‘“Morfedd said!” That joker said a deal too much for your good, if you ask me! The sooner you start putting him behind you, the better for both of us. Oh, I don’t mean to belittle him, lad, but we aren’t in the back of beyond now, you know. Down here they’re a sight more touchy about such things than they are along the Borders. And as for York …’


Tom regarded the old man pensively. ‘I’ve been making up a tune to go with the White Bird,’ he said. ‘It’s not finished yet. Would you like to hear it?’


‘I suppose there’s no harm. So long as it’s without words. But what put that idea into your head?’


‘I’m not really sure. The first bit came to me just after we left Katie. When I looked back and saw her standing there on top of the hill. Since then I’ve been joining things on to it. I’ve been using some of them for Amulet. That scene where the Prince meets his father’s ghost is one. And there’s another bit later on when he believes Princess Lorelia has been drowned. The last bit I made up at Ripon when you were telling The Three Brothers. Don’t you remember?’


‘To be honest, lad, I can’t say as I do. The fact is, when I’m stuck into a tale I don’t hear much above the sound of my own words. I’m hearing it and telling it at the same time. Seeing it too. In a bit of a dream I suppose you might say. Maybe that’s why my tellings never come out word for word the same. Not even Amulet. And, blast me, if I had a silver quarter for every time I’ve spun that yarn there wouldn’t be a richer man in Boroughbridge!’


Tom laughed. ‘And has it always had a happy ending?’


‘Amulet? Aye. The way I tell it. My old Dad would have the Prince dying at the end. But that cuts too close to life for my taste.’


‘The White Bird dies too, doesn’t it?’


‘Look, do me a favor, will you, lad? Just forget about that Holy Chicken. Leastways till we’re shot of York. Down south in Norwich we’ll like enough get away with it, tho’ even there it could still be a bit risky.’


Tom who had taken up his pipe now lowered it to his lap. ‘But we’re not going to Norwich,’ he said. ‘Just to York. That’s what we agreed, wasn’t it?’


‘Aye, so it was,’ said Peter easily. ‘The fact is, Tom, I’ve grown so used to having you along I can’t think of it being any other way. Tell me straight now, hasn’t this past month been a fair old frolic? Remember that flame-headed wench at Masham, eh? Blast me but she was properly taken with you! And yon whistle wasn’t the only pipe she was pining for neither! I tell you that between us we’ve got it made, lad! Stick with me and I swear that six months from now you’ll be taking such a bag of royals home to your mam as’ll topple her on the floor in a fit! You can’t just let it drop now!’


Tom raised his pipe and slowly lowered his head above it as Peter had seen him do once before in the farmhouse kitchen. For a full minute he said nothing at all, then: ‘I must go to York, Peter. I must.’


‘Well, and so you shall. Show me him as says otherwise. We struck hands on it, remember? ’Sides I had word only this morning from Jack Rayner at “The Duke’s Arms” that he’s looking to us for Friday. The way I’ve planned it we’ll just work out the Christmas fair and then you’ll trot round and pay your respects to your Cousin Seymour at the Chapter House. You can’t say fairer than that, can you?’


Tom nodded. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I really am, Peter. I think you’re the finest story-teller that ever was. Listening to you is like sharing in a golden dream. But you see I promised Morfedd I’d go to York, and I can’t break my promise.’


‘Morfedd? What’s he got to do with it? I thought this was all Mistress Margot’s idea.’


‘She thinks so,’ said Tom. ‘But really it was Morfedd. He planned it years ago. Long before he chose me. Before I was even born. It was a secret between us.’


‘I’m not with you, lad. Planned what? That you should get yourself schooled in York Chapter? Is that supposed to make sense?’


‘Oh, that’s nothing to do with it. I just have to be in York at Christmas. For the forthcoming.’


‘Blast it, boy, why must you speak in riddles? What “forthcoming”?’


Tom lifted his head and gazed into the flickering coals. Then in a gentle sing-song he recited: ‘“The first coming was the man; the second was fire to burn him; the third was water to drown the fire, and the fourth is the Bird of Dawning”’ So saying he took up his pipe and began to play very softly.


It seemed to the old man that the tune came drifting to him from somewhere far away like the voice of a young girl he had once heard singing on the far side of a twilit lake high up in the Appenines, strange and sweetly clear and so magical that he had scarcely dared to breathe lest he should miss a note of it. He closed his eyes, surrendering himself wholly to the enchantment.


At once there began to drift across his inward eye a series of glittering pictures that were not quite real and yet were more than mere daydreams, memories almost, of not quite forgotten moments woven into the long tapestry of years that had gone to make up his life; instants when, wholly in spite of himself, he had seemed about to reach out towards something that was at once so simple and yet so profound that he just could not bring himself to accept it. And yet it could be grasped because it was not outside him but within him; a vision of what might be, as when he, and he alone, by stretching out an arm in thought could wrest the deadly weapon from the Uncle’s hand and grant Prince Amulet life. The power was his – was anyone’s – was …


The thread of the melody snapped. Peter’s eyes blinked open and the room seemed to rock into stillness around him. He felt his cloudy identity distill itself like mist on a windowpane and trickle downwards in slow, sad drops. There was a tap-tap at the door and, to Tom’s summons, in came the serving girl bearing a tray on which was a jug and two earthenware cups and the steaming pasty which Peter had ordered. She set it down on a stool before the fire, then turned to where the boy was sitting on the edge of the bed. ‘It’s true what they’re saying,’ she whispered. ‘I stood outside the door and listened. I was feared to come in while you was a-playin’.’


Tom grinned at her. ‘What are they saying?’ he asked.


‘That the White Bird’s a-coming. It is, isn’t it?’


‘Do you think so?’


‘Aye, young master,’ she said. ‘I do now.’


The night before they were due to leave for York there was a heavy frost. The landlord of ‘The Bull’ lit some charcoal braziers in the yard and Peter and Tom gave their final performance at Boroughbridge under a sky in which the stars seemed to quiver like dewdrops in an April cobweb. Peter was perched up on a rough dais made of planks and barrels and Tom sat cross-legged at his feet. As the recital was drawing to its close the old man caught sight of a figure slipping away from the outer fringe of the crowd. Lamp-light gleamed briefly on polished metal and, a minute later, Peter’s alerted ears caught the brisk and receding clatter of iron-shod hooves on cobblestones.


Later, while settling accounts with the landlord, he inquired casually whether any ‘crows’ had been pecking around.


The landlord glanced quickly about him, saw that they were unobserved and murmured: ‘Aye, there was one.’


‘Happen you know what he was seeking?’


‘Not I,’ said the landlord. ‘He asked nowt of me.’


Peter took a bright gold half-royal out of his purse and laid it on the table between them. With his extended fingertip he nudged it delicately an inch or two toward his host. ‘Flown in from York, I daresay?’


The man’s eyes swivelled away from the coin and then back to it again as though tethered by an invisible thread. ‘Aye, most like,’ he said.


‘And home to roost by starlight,’ mused Peter, coaxing the coin back toward himself again. ‘I wonder what sort of song he’ll be croaking in the Minster?’


The landlord leant across the table and beckoned Peter closer by a tiny jerk of the head. ‘Know you aught of the White Bird of Kinship, old Tale-Spinner?’ he whispered.


Peter clucked his tongue, chiding ironically. ‘Did you think to speak heresy with me, landlord?’


‘ ’Twas you that asked, and that’s the carrion the crows are pecking for. They’ve smelt it blowing down strong from the hills these twelve months past. Don’t tell me you’ve not heard the talk.’


‘Aye, some to be sure. Along the Borders.’


The landlord shook his head. ‘No longer. It’s in the open now. Seems even the field mice have got bold all of a sudden. Me I keep my thoughts to myself.’


‘So you’ll live to raise wise grandsons like yourself,’ said Peter, nodding approval. He tapped the coin with his fingernail. ‘Was that one I saw asking after us?’


‘Aye, he was. Where you hailed from. Whither bound.’


‘And you told him, of course.’


‘Not I. But anyone with ears in Boroughbridge could have done so. You’ve not kept it any close secret.’


‘That’s true. Well, I’m obliged to you, landlord. The boy and I have a mind to ride horseback the rest of our way. Can you manage us two hacks to “The Duke’s Arms” in Selby Street?’


‘I can that, and gladly,’ said the landlord, quite at his ease once more. ‘A quarter apiece they’ll cost you.’


Peter nodded, opened his purse once more, joined a second half-royal to the first and pushed them across the table top. ‘You’ll not be out of pocket by our stay, I think.’


The landlord shrugged and pocketed the coins. ‘They weren’t an over-thirsty lot, but there were plenty of them.’


That night the old tale-spinner’s dreams were troubled by shapes of vague ill-boding, but the shadows they cast soon lifted next morning as he urged his hired horse at a trot out of Boroughbridge along the ancient road to York. Frosty icing glittered as the early sunlight splintered off diamond sparks from the hedgerow twigs; frozen puddles crackled briskly beneath the clopping hooves; and breath of horse and rider snorted up in misty plumes along the eager nipping air.


‘Hey, Tom, lad!’ Peter called back over his shoulder. ‘How’s it feel to be entering York in style? This is the life, eh? Beats legging any day!’


Tom shook his own nag into an arthritic canter and eventually lumbered up alongside. ‘No one can hear us out here, can they, Peter?’


‘What about it?’


‘There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you.’


‘Well, go ahead, lad. Ask away.’


‘It’s about the White Bird.’


A light seemed to go out in Peter’s eye. He sighed. ‘Well, go on, if you must,’ he said. ‘Get it off your chest.’


‘Just before he died Morfedd told me that the Bird will come down and drive the fear out of men’s hearts. But he didn’t say how. Do you know, Peter?’


‘I thought I’d made it pretty clear what I think, Tom. Why don’t you just let it alone, lad?’


‘But you know the story, Peter.’


‘I know how it ends,’ said the old man grimly.


‘The other bird, you mean?’


‘Aye, lad. The Black Bird. Me, I prefer my stories to have happy endings.’


Tom rode for a while in silence considering this. ‘Maybe it was a happy ending,’ he said at last.


‘Not the way I heard it, it wasn’t.’


‘Then maybe we should all hear it different,’ said Tom. ‘Perhaps that’s what Morfedd meant. He said true happiness was simply not being afraid of anyone at all. He called it the last secret.’


‘Did he, indeed? Well, let me tell you I’m a great respecter of Lord Fear. That’s how I’ve lived so long. If you want to do the same you’d better start by speeding all thoughts of the White Bird clear out of your mind – or into your pipe if you must. I’ve more than a suspicion we’ll find plenty of ears in York ready pricked for heresy, and plenty of tongues ready to run tattle with it. It’s a dangerous time to be dreaming of the White Bird of Kinship, Tom. Have I made myself plain enough?’


‘Aye, that you have,’ said Tom and laughed cheerfully.


As they clattered over Hammerton Bridge a solitary horseman dressed in doublet and breeches of black leather, wearing a studded steel casque helmet, and with a lethal-looking metal cross-bow slung across his shoulder, emerged from behind a clump of trees and came cantering after them. ‘Good morrow, strangers,’ he hailed them chilly. ‘You ride to York?’


‘Aye, sir,’ said Peter. ‘To York it is.’


‘For the Fairing, no doubt.’


Peter nodded.


‘You buy or sell?’


The old man doffed his cap. ‘A little of both, sir. Old Peter of Hereford, Tale-Spinner. At your service.’


‘Well met indeed, then!’ cried the bowman. ‘How better to pass an hour than by sampling your goods, Old Peter. And the lad? Does he sing, or what?’


‘He pipes a burden to my tales, sir.’


‘A piper too, eh! Truly fortune beams upon me.’ The stranger drew back his lips in a smile but his eyes remained as cold and still as slate pebbles on a river bed. ‘So, what have we on offer?’


Peter rubbed his chin and chuckled. ‘On such a morning as this what could suit better than a frisky love story?’


‘Nay, nay, old man! I fear you might set me on so hard my saddle would come sore. I’ll have none of your rutty nonsense. In truth my tastes are of a different order. Inclined more toward the fable you might say.’ The smile was gone as though wiped from his face with a cloth. ‘I’ll have The White Bird of Kinship, Tale-Spinner, and none other.’


Peter frowned. ‘Faith, sir, I’m famed to know a tale for every week I’ve lived, but that’s a new one on me. No doubt I have it by some other name. That happens sometimes. If you could, perhaps, prompt me …’


‘We’ll let the lad do that for us, old rogue. Come, sprat! Put your master on the right road!’


Tom smelt old Peter’s fear, rank as stale sweat, and felt a quick stab of pity for the old man. He looked across at the bowman and smiled and shook his head. ‘I do have an old hill tune of that calling, sir. But it has no words to it that I know. If you wish I can finger it for you.’ And without waiting for a reply he looped his reins over his pommel, dipped into his knapsack and took out his pipe.


The bowman watched, sardonic and unblinking, as the boy first set the mouthpiece to his lips then turned his head so that he was facing the newcomer directly across the forequarters of Peter’s horse. Their glances met, locked, and, at the very instant of eye-contact, the boy began to play.


Whiteness exploded in the man’s mind. For an appalling instant he felt the very fabric of the world rending apart. Before his eyes the sun was spinning like a crazy golden top; glittering shafts of light leapt up like sparkling spears from hedge-row and hill-top; and all about his head the air was suddenly awash with the slow, majestic beating of huge, invisible wings. He felt an almost inexpressible urge to send a wild hosanna of joy fountaining upwards in welcome while, at the same time, his heart was melting within him. He had become a tiny infant rocked in a warm cradle of wonder and borne aloft by those vast unseen pinions, up and up to join the blossoming radiance of the sun. And then, as suddenly as it had come, it was over; he was back within himself again, conscious only of a sense of desperate loss – of an enormous insatiable yearning.


The bowman sat astride his horse like one half-stunned, the reins drooping from his nerveless fingers, while the old man turned to the boy and whispered: ‘What in the name of mercy have you done to him? He looks like a sleep-walker.’


Tom ran his strange forked tongue across his upper lip. ‘I thought of him like I think of the dogs,’ he murmured, ‘not as a man at all. Perhaps he wanted to believe me. Do you know who he is?’


‘Aye. He’s a Falcon. Each Minster has a brood of them. They have a swift and deadly swoop. I glimpsed one of them at the telling last night.’ He turned back with a broad guileless smile to the bowman. ‘Well, sir,’ he cried cheerfully, ‘now you’ve sampled the lad’s skill, how about a taste of mine? Myself I’m in the mood for a good spicy wenching tale, if you’re agreeable?’


The man nodded abstractedly and the old story-teller launched himself without further ado into a tale of lechery whose bones had been creaking long before Rome was young and yet which, for all its antiquity, lacked neither spirit nor flavor.


By the time the last score had been settled, the last knot tied, the three riders were within a strong bowshot of the city walls. Peter reined up his horse and doffed his hat with a fine flourish. ‘Your servant, sir,’ he said. ‘And may your nights be as lively as my tale.’


The man reached absently toward the purse that hung at his belt but the old man stopped him with a lordly gesture. ‘Your personal recommendation is all we crave, sir,’ he said. ‘We come to work the Fair.’


‘So you shall have it,’ said the bowman. ‘I give you the word of Gyre.’ He stood up in his stirrups and looked back along the road they had ridden as though he were searching for something he could no longer see. Finally he shook his head, turned back, and glancing at Tom, said: ‘I am sorry I didn’t get to hear your piping, lad. Some other time, eh?’


Tom nodded and smiled and patted the neck of his horse.


In brief salute the bowman touched his left shoulder with his clenched right fist. ‘Well met, then,’ he said. He shook his reins, kicked his heels into his horse’s flanks and cantered off toward the west gate of the city.


As they watched him go, Peter muttered uneasily: ‘Was that his idea of a joke, d’you think?’


‘No,’ said Tom. ‘He meant it.’


‘But he can’t have forgotten.’


‘I think he has,’ said Tom. ‘He remembers something, but he’s not sure whether we had anything to do with it. Didn’t you see him looking back along the road? Perhaps he thinks I offered to play for him and he refused.’


‘And he won’t remember?’


‘I don’t think so. Not unless I want him to.’


‘I once knew a man in Italy who could entrance people,’ said Peter. ‘But he did it with words.’


Tom nodded. ‘Morfedd could do that too.’


‘He did it to you, did he?’


‘Often.’


‘And how do you do it?’


‘I tell them too – only without words.’


‘Tell them what?’


Tom looked into the old man’s eyes and smiled faintly. ‘I told him about the White Bird,’ he said. ‘He wanted to believe me, so it was easy.’


Peter stared at him. ‘Do you know how you do it?’


‘I know when someone wants me to.’


‘But how, lad? What is it you do?’


Tom sighed faintly. ‘I join myself to them. I build a bridge and walk to them over it. I take their thoughts and give them back my own.’ He glanced at Peter and then away again. ‘One day I’ll do it for everyone, not just one or two.’


‘And Morfedd taught you that, did he?’


‘He taught me how to find the right keys. A different one for each person. But I believe there’s a master-key, Peter. One to unlock the whole world. I call that key the White Bird.’


Peter shook his head slowly. ‘Well, I’m scarcely wiser than I was before, but I’m mighty glad you did it. I had an ill vision of the two of us lying spitted at the roadside like a couple of sparrows. That little toy he carries at his back can put a bolt clean through an oak door at thirty paces.’


Tom laughed. ‘I liked the story anyway.’


The old man treated him to an enormous wink. ‘Come on, lad!’ he cried. ‘We’re still alive so let’s make the most of it! My throat’s as dry as a brick oven.’ Slapping his horse’s haunch with the reins he led the way into the city.


York was the first city that Tom had ever laid eyes on. As soon as he had recovered from his initial astonishment he found it put him irresistibly in mind of an ancient oak that grew on a hillside near his home in Bowness. Known locally as ‘the Wizard’s Oak’ this once lordly tree had been completely shattered by lightning and given up for dead. Then, a year later, it had begun to generate a few leafy shoots and, within ten years, had become a respectable living tree again. Now as he wandered about the bustling streets and squares and nosed into the dark alleys, Tom’s sharp eyes picked out the dead skeleton branches of ancient York still standing amidst the new, and he found himself wondering about the race of men, long since dead and forgotten, who had erected these incredible buildings. He even conceived the odd notion that the builders must themselves have been shaped differently from ordinary men and women, not rounded but squared off and pared to sharp edges, as if their gods had first drawn them out on a plan with rule and line and then poured them into molds, row upon row, all alike like bricks in a brick works.


Yet even underneath those stark bones he perceived faint traces of a structure yet more ancient still: great blocks of gray granite cemented into the foundations of the city’s walls and, here and there, twisting flights of stone steps worn thin as wafers by the feet of generations all hurrying on to death long long ago. Once, wandering near the Minster he had seemed to sense their hungry ghosts clustering all about him, imploring him with their shadowy charnel mouths and their sightless eyes to tell them that they had not lived in vain. He had fled up on to the city walls and, gazing out across the Sea of Goole, had tried to imagine what it must have been like to live in the days before the Drowning. He strove to visualize the skies above the city filled with Morfedd’s ‘metal birds’ and the great sea road to Doncaster thronged with glittering carts drawn by invisible horses. But in truth it was like believing that the world travelled round the sun – something you accepted because you were told it was so – and a good deal less real than many of Old Peter’s tales. Even the importunate ghosts of the dead were more alive in his imagination as they came flocking grayly in upon him, unaccountable as the waves on the distant winter sea.


Staring into the setting sun, lost in time, he heard, deep within himself, yet another fragment of the melody he was always listening for. At once the smothering weight lifted from his heart. He turned, and skipping lightly down the steps, headed back to the inn.


Late on Christmas Eve a message was brought up to Clerk Seymour at the Chapter House that a man was below asking to speak with him on a matter of urgency.


The Clerk, a gray, cobwebby man with a deeply lined face and bad teeth, frowned tetchily. ‘At this hour?’ he protested. ‘What does he want?’


‘He didn’t say, except that it was for your own ear.’


‘Oh, very well. Send him up.’


A minute later there were steps on the wooden stairs, a deferential knock at the door and Old Peter appeared on the threshold with his hat in his hand. ‘Clerk Seymour?’


‘Aye, sir. And who are you?’


Old Peter closed the door carefully behind him and came forward with hand outstretched. ‘Old Peter of Hereford,’ he said. ‘Tale-Spinner by calling. You and I are related by wedlock through my niece Margot.’


‘Ah, yes. To be sure. You are bringing her boy to me. Well met, cousin.’ They shook hands formally and the Clerk gestured the old man to a seat. ‘I have heard many speak highly of your skill, Tale-Spinner,’ he said. ‘But am I not right in thinking you are over a week in York already?’


The old man made a self-deprecating gesture. ‘Truly I would have called sooner,’ he said, ‘but I guessed these weeks would be a busy time for all at the Chapter. Is it not so?’


The Clerk smiled faintly. ‘Aye, well, we are none of us idle at the Mass. That goes for you too, I daresay. You will take a cup of wine with me?’


‘That I will and gladly, cousin.’


The Clerk fetched cups and a stone bottle from a cupboard. ‘And how goes the Fairing for you?’ he inquired amiably.


‘Faith I’ve never known one like it,’ said Peter. ‘I vow I could fill Cross Square four times over and I had the voice to carry. They flock in like starlings.’


The Clerk poured out the wine carefully, recorked the bottle, handed a cup to Peter and lifted his own in silent toast. Having taken a sip he resumed his chair. ‘You are not working alone, I gather.’


‘Ah, the lad you mean?’ Peter nodded indulgently. ‘Well, he pleaded with me to let him take a part and I hadn’t the heart to deny him. He has a mighty engaging way with him has Tom. But of course you’ll know that.’


‘Not I,’ said the Clerk. ‘I’ve never set eyes on the boy. In truth, until Margot’s letter I’d thought he was another girl. What is it he does with you?’


Peter licked a trace of wine from his lips. ‘I let him pipe a burden to my tales. A snatch or two here and there. It helps things along and it keeps him happy.’


‘He does it well?’


‘I’ve had to coach him, of course. But he learns quickly. He has a good ear for a tune.’


‘Then it’s clear that I must make time to come and hear you.’ The Clerk took another sip at his wine. ‘You see the Fairing out?’


‘Aye. I had thought to leg to Doncaster for the New Year but while things go so well …’


Clerk Seymour nodded, wondering when the old man was going to get round to saying whatever it was that he had come to say. Surely it was not just to pass the time of day? ‘To Doncaster,’ he murmured. ‘Aye, well …’


Old Peter set down his cup and plucked his lower lip thoughtfully. ‘Tell me, cousin Seymour,’ he said casually. ‘The Chapter School. Am I right in thinking they take lads of all ages?’


‘Well, within reason, yes, that is so.’


‘Fourteen years would not be thought too old?’


‘By no means. But surely I understood Margot to say …’


‘Yes, yes,’ said Peter quickly. ‘Young Tom won’t span fourteen for a five-month yet. What I am anxious to know, cousin, is whether his place could be held open for him till then?’


‘I’m not sure that I …’


‘This would be in the nature of a personal favor to me, you understand, and naturally I should be prepared to recompense the Chapter for any inconvenience it might cause.’ The old man hesitated a mere half second, glanced sharply sideways and added, ‘Fifty royal?’


The Clerk did his best to conceal his astonishment and did not succeed. After all, the sum mentioned was as much as he earned in a six-month! He stared at Peter. ‘Forgive me, Tale-Spinner,’ he said. ‘But do I understand you right? You wish to postpone the boy’s entry till he reaches his fourteenth year?’


Peter nodded.


The Clerk waved a hand. ‘Why this, I’m sure, could easily be arranged. But why?’


Old Peter sank back in his chair and let out his breath in a long sigh. ‘Cousin Seymour,’ he said, ‘you see before you an old man, friendless, alone in the world, with the final curtain about to come down upon his last act. For this month past I have found in Tom’s constant companionship a source of solace and comfort I had not dreamed could be mine. My sole wish is to make one last farewell tour through the Seven Kingdoms and then back home to Cumberland and the long rest. Without Tom I could not face it. With him along it will be my crowning triumph. There now, that is the answer to your question.’


The Clerk nodded, pursing his lips pensively. ‘And the boy? Presumably he is agreeable?’


‘Oh, he loves the life! Fresh faces; fresh places. Why this last six weeks a whole new window has opened in Tom’s world!’


‘Then there would seem to be no problem.’


‘On the face of it, you are right, cousin. But the truth of the matter is it’s not quite so simple. For one thing there’s still the lad’s mother.’


‘You mean you haven’t discussed it with her?’


‘Well, until the lad expressed his desire to join up with me, the question didn’t arise. Since then we’ve got along like a house a-fire. But it’s only natural he should feel a good son’s duty to abide by his mother’s wish.’


A gleam of belated understanding kindled in the Clerk’s eye. ‘Ah, I see,’ he murmured. ‘So it would suit you if we could make this delay “official”?’


Peter slipped his hand beneath his cloak, fumbled for a moment, then drew out a soft leather bag which clinked faintly as he laid it on the table. ‘What harm could there be in gratifying an old man’s whim, cousin? I will cherish that boy as if he were my own son. I’ll even undertake to school him in his letters. And I shall return him here to you, safe and sound, before the Midsummer High Mass. All I’m asking of you is that you write a letter to Margot explaining that the place you had bespoken for the lad will not be open to him till the summer; and that when I bring Tom along here you say the same to him. That done we can all go our ways contented.’


The Clerk reached out, uncorked the wine bottle and poured out a second careful measure into the two cups. ‘There is but one thing troubles me,’ he said. ‘I have only your word for it that the boy is happy with you. I would have to speak to him alone before I could agree.’


‘You would not tell him that I have spoken with you, Cousin Seymour?’


‘Naturally not,’ said the Clerk, lifting his cup and touching it against Peter’s. ‘That is clearly understood. Nevertheless, for his mother’s sake, I feel bound to insist upon it as a condition of our confidential “arrangement”.’


‘Agreed then,’ said Peter, and with his free hand he gathered up the bag of coins and shook it gently. ‘The moment you have satisfied yourself that matters are as I say, these will be yours to distribute as you think fit. To your health, cousin.’


At the very moment when the Clerk to the Chapter was chatting so amiably to the old tale-spinner, a very different sort of discussion was taking place in a tall gray tower block at the far end of the Minster Close. This building, which was known locally as ‘The Falconry,’ was the headquarters of the whole Secular Arm of the Church Militant throughout the Seven Kingdoms. Its reputation was just as bleak as its appearance. Cold, functional, efficient; the only sign of decoration on the walls of The Falconry was an inscription in burnished steel characters riveted fast to the stonework above the main door: Hic et Ubique. This, when translated from its archaic tongue, read simply: ‘Here and Everywhere.’ Nothing further was needed.


The man responsible for overseeing all the multifarious activities of the Secular Arm had the official title of ‘Chief Falconer’ though he was more generally spoken of as ‘the Black Bishop.’ Born in 2951, the illegitimate son of a Cornish tax-collector, he had been brought up by the Black Fathers and had risen to his high eminence by dint of great intellectual ability, an outstanding capacity for organization, and an appetite for sheer hard work which had already become something of a legend before he had reached the age of twenty-five. In the seven years since he had been appointed to his present office he had completely re-vitalized the moribund structure he had inherited and rumor had it that his heart was set on doing the same throughout the whole of Europe. Others maintained, sotto voce, that here rumor lied, since it was a proven fact that the Black Bishop had no heart at all.


What he did have was a fanatical sense of dedication and a will that brooked no obstacle. It was not ambition in the commonly accepted sense of that word, rather a kind of steely conviction that he and he alone was privy to the Truth. Long ago he had been vouchsafed a vision that would have struck a responsive chord in the imagination of many a nineteenth-century engineer, for he had dreamed of the Church Militant as a vast and complex machine in which every moving part functioned to perfection, and all to the greater glory of God. In such a machine, with fallible men as its components, fear was the essential lubricant, and none knew better than the Black Bishop when and where to apply the oil can. Yet he derived no particular pleasure from watching men tremble – indeed it was debatable whether he derived particular pleasure from anything – but if he deemed it necessary he did it, and he deemed it necessary quite often.


Besides the Bishop there were four other men present in the Council Chamber high up on the fifth floor of The Falconry. They were seated two to each side of a long table. The Bishop himself sat at the head. For the past half an hour he had listened in silence while his four District Marshals gave him their verbal reports and now, with the last one concluded, he simply sat there, his left elbow resting on the arm of his chair, his chin resting on the knuckles of his left hand, and slowly looked at each of them in turn. And one by one they quailed before his eyes, their own glances seeking the shelter of the table top or the candlelit corners of the room.


‘So,’ he said quietly, ‘I ask for facts and you bring me rumors: I ask for the firebrand and all you can offer me is a cloud of smoke. Meanwhile every road into York is choked with credulous fools hurrying in to witness the miraculous advent of … of what? A goose? A swan? A seagull? What is it they’re expecting? Surely one of you has discovered!’


The four officers continued to stare down at the table top. Not one of them cared to risk opening his mouth.


The Bishop thrust back his chair, stood up and walked over to the wall where a map of The Seven Kingdoms was hanging. He stood for a moment, with his hands clasped behind his back, contemplating it in silence. Finally he said: ‘And why here? Why York? Why not Carlisle? Edinboro? Newcastle? Belfast, even? There must be a reason.’


One of the Marshals, Barran by name, observed tentatively: ‘In the legend, my Lord, the White Bird—’


‘Yes, yes, I know all that, Barran. Lions and unicorns. Fairytale nonsense. But I sense a guiding hand behind it. I feel it here, in my bones.’ He turned away from the map and moved back restlessly toward his chair. ‘Why do men and women need miracles?’ he asked. ‘Can any of you tell me that?’


They shook their heads.


‘It is really very simple. If the life they know already is all there is for them to believe in, then most of them would be better off dead.’


The marshals’ eyes widened as each one wondered whether the perilous boundary which demarcated heresy from orthodoxy was about to be re-drawn.


‘It has always been so,’ continued the Bishop somberly. ‘And what happens ultimately is that they are driven to create their own. Miracles born out of sheer necessity – out of spiritual starvation! Our danger is that unless we are very careful they may do it here. The time is full ripe and there are sufficient gathered for the purpose.’


‘We could disperse them, my Lord.’


‘You think so, Thomas? That would be a miracle indeed! By tomorrow night, at the rate things are going, they will out-number us by hundreds to our one.’


‘So many, my Lord?’


‘I have it on the Mayor’s authority. And there’s another thing. So far there’s been no whisper of civil trouble in the city. They’re meek as sheep, all of them. Most have even brought in their own provisions for the week. All they do is wander up and down gawping at the Minster. Quiet as mice. Waiting. Just waiting. But for what?’


The Marshal called Barran cleared his throat and murmured: ‘I have heard it referred to as “the forthcoming,” my Lord.’


‘Go on.’


‘It is said that at the start of each millennium mankind is given another chance. They would have it that the Drowning in 2000 wiped the slate clean so that a new message could be written on it in the year 3000.’ He tailed off apologetically and turned his hands palm upwards on the table as if to disclaim any responsibility for what he had said.


The Bishop snorted. ‘The Drowning was the direct result of humanity’s corporate failure to see beyond the end of its own nose. By 1985 it was already quite obvious that the global climate had been modified to the point where the polar ice caps were affected. Besides, the process itself lasted until well into the 21st Century. Such dates are purely arbitrary.’


‘But, my Lord,’ Barran protested, ‘the teachings of Jos—’


‘Yes, yes,’ cut in the Bishop irritably, ‘because it suited the Church’s purpose to denounce it as a Divine Judgement upon the Materialists – which of course it was. But that does not mean that the Church was not fully aware of the physical causes which underlay it. At the end of the 20th Century disaster could have struck in any one of a dozen different ways. By allowing us just time enough in which to adjust to it, the Drowning proved to be the most fortunate thing that could have happened. So five billions perished. When you consider the alternatives you can only allow that God was exceedingly merciful.’


The Marshals, back once more on firm ground, nodded in agreement.


‘So,’ said the Bishop, ‘let us discard speculation and concentrate upon the practical aspects of our present situation. The one thing to be avoided at all costs is any sort of direct confrontation. The symbolic features of this ridiculous legend must on no account be permitted to gain a hold over their imaginations. Five days from now, Deo volente, they will all have dispersed to their homes, hopefully a good deal wiser than when they left them. In the meantime I wish our men to be seen, but nothing more. They must keep themselves in the background. Let them lend their assistance to the Civil Watch. But tell them to keep their eyes and ears open. At the first sign of anything out of the ordinary – anything which might conceivably be exaggerated into some spurious “miracle” – get word back to me at once, and leave it to me to decide what action should be taken. Is that understood?’


The Marshals nodded, relieved that it had been no worse.


‘Have you any further questions, gentlemen?’


There were none.


Two days after Christmas Clerk Seymour sent a message to ‘The Duke’s Arms’ that he wished to speak with Tom. Old Peter accompanied the boy to the Chapter House. Of the two visitors there was no question who was the more nervous. Hardly had the introductions been made than Peter, pleading the afflictions of advanced age, scuttled off to relieve his bladder. It took him rather longer than might have been expected. When he reappeared it was to learn, to his well-simulated dismay, that Tom would not be joining the Chapter School until the summer.


He clucked his tongue and shook his head dolefully, then brightened up. ‘No matter, lad!’ he cried. ‘It’s not the end of the world, is it? And the days twixt now and then will pass in an eyeblink, eh, Cousin Seymour?’


The Clerk nodded. ‘I have been suggesting to Thomas that he might do a great deal worse than to keep you company on your spring travels, Tale-Spinner.Would such an arrangement be acceptable to you?’


‘Nothing could please me better!’ exclaimed the old man. ‘Why, Tom, we’ll make that round tour of the Seven Kingdoms I spoke of. That’ll give you something to brag about to your school-fellows, eh? What do you say, lad?’


Tom smiled. ‘It’s very kind of you, Peter.’


‘Pooh! Stuff!’ cried the old man, clapping an arm round the boy’s shoulders and hugging him tight. ‘We’re a team, you and I. We stand together against the world, Tom. Artists both, eh? A few days more in York then off down the high road to Doncaster. We’ll follow the coast as far south as Nottingham, then, if the wind’s fair, take ship to Norwich. How does that like you?’


‘It likes me very well,’ said Tom.


‘I shall be writing to your mother, Thomas,’ said the Clerk, ‘to let her know that you are in good hands. As soon as you have decided what your plans are, Tale-Spinner, I will be happy to include the information in my letter. We have a Church messenger leaving for Carlisle next Wednesday. I will see that he delivers it into her own hand.’


‘That’s most civil of you, Cousin Seymour. Most civil.’


‘Myself I depart for Malton directly,’ continued the Clerk, ‘but I shall be back on the eve of the New Year. Perhaps you would drop in on me then?’


‘Indeed I shall. In the meantime I’ll have roughed out some details of our trip.’


The Clerk accompanied them to the door of the Chapter House where they shook hands before making their way through the crowds which thronged the Minster Close. As they were passing The Falconry a man emerged from beneath the overshadowing porch and caught sight of them. He paused a moment, watching them through narrowed eyes, then ran lightly down the steps and plucked the old man by his sleeve. ‘Greetings, old Tale-Spinner,’ he murmured. ‘Dost remember me?’


Peter turned. ‘Aye, sir,’ he said. ‘Even without the casque. How goes it with you, Falcon Gyre?’


The man glanced back over his shoulder. ‘I was at the telling last night,’ he said.


‘I am indeed honored,’ returned Peter, with the merest hint of irony in his voice. ‘Didst prefer it to the other?’


‘I would talk with you, old man. But not here.’


Peter flicked a quick glance at Tom who appeared supremely unconcerned. ‘Aye, well,’ he muttered uneasily. ‘ ’Tis not the best of times, friend Gyre. We have a telling billed within the hour. Would not tomorrow be—’


‘Tomorrow would be too late,’ said Gyre. ‘I know of a place hard by.’ As he spoke he tightened his grip perceptibly on the old man’s arm and steered him, gently but firmly, toward a narrow alley.


By a series of twists and turns they were conducted into a courtyard which fronted on to a backstreet market. There in a dingy shop which was part ale house, part general store, Gyre ordered up three mugs of spiced wine, guided the old man and the boy into a corner settle and said: ‘You must quit York tonight.’


For some seconds Peter was too taken aback to say anything at all, then he managed to stutter: ‘By whose authority comes this? We break no law.’


Gyre shook his head. ‘I, Gyre, tell you this, old man. For three nights past I have had the same dream. I wish no harm to befall you. Stay not in York.’ He spoke in little impetuous rushes, like one who has run hard and snatches for his breath.


Old Peter gazed at him, noted the unnatural brightness of eyes which he had first seen cold as the pennies on a dead man’s sockets, and he remembered the way this licensed bird of prey had stood up in his stirrups and stared back along the sunlit road to Hammerton Bridge. ‘A dream, eh, friend?’ he murmured mildly. ‘And three nights running. Is that all you can tell us?’


Gyre looked from the old man to the boy and back again. ‘I noose my own neck by speaking of it with you,’ he said. ‘Will you not be warned?’


‘Aye, man, we are truly grateful. Think not otherwise. But this dream of yours. Could it not have some other reading?’


‘Perhaps,’ said Gyre, and all the urgency had suddenly drained from his voice. He sounded almost indifferent.


‘You cannot tell us?’


‘It comes and goes again,’ said Gyre and frowned. ‘I know when it has been, but I know nothing of its nature.’


‘And yet you sought us out to warn us?’


‘Aye, well.’ Gyre shrugged. ‘Something came over me.’ He got up and, without another word to them, walked out of the shop and disappeared, leaving his drink untasted on the table.


Old Peter stared after him, kneading his chin with his thumb knuckle. ‘What make you of that?’ he asked.


‘He meant it,’ said Tom.


‘Yes. But meant what, lad? Did you see his eyes?’


Tom sipped his drink and said nothing.


‘I’ll warrant he’d been chewing “drasil foot.”’


‘But we could go, couldn’t we, Peter? We don’t have to stay now, do we?’


‘Ah, you’re forgetting your Cousin Seymour. He won’t be back from Malton till Monday. Besides, lad, this place is a regular gold mine for us. Close on twenty royal a day we’re taking. A day! And I can recall plenty of times when I’ve not taken one in a week!’


‘All right,’ said Tom. ‘So we’ll stay.’


‘Me I’m not superstitious,’ said Peter. ‘I can’t afford to be. Still I wouldn’t like you to feel that I …’


Tom laughed. ‘And abandon a gold mine? Never!’


‘Ah, I thought you’d see it my way,’ said Peter complacently, and catching up Gyre’s abandoned mug he swigged it off in a single draught.


At the tenth hour of the New Year’s Eve, Old Peter shrugged on his heavy cloak and set out to keep his appointment at the Chapter House. That afternoon he had totted up the sum of their takings over the past fortnight and found it came to the staggering total of one hundred and seventy eight royal. Even allowing for the fifty he had pledged to the Clerk this was still a golden harvest the like of which he had never known. It had driven him, for the first time in his life, to seek the services of the bankers. Now, folded flat and stowed away in a concealed pocket within the lining of his doublet, he carried a letter of credit which would see them both round the Seven Kingdoms and back again to York even if they never took another quarter. Truly, as far as Peter was concerned, the advent of the millennium had already proved wholly miraculous.


As he approached the Chapter House he was astonished to find the Minster Close almost deserted. On this night of all nights he had expected to see the crowds milling in readiness to celebrate the midnight chimes. Then he recalled how an Order had been promulgated from The Falconry that very morning banning all such gatherings within the city walls on account of a case of plague which had been discovered. He looked about him. Over the roofs to the south he saw the low clouds already tinted a coppery red from the flames of invisible bonfires that had presumably been kindled on the open ground beyond the southern gate. He decided that as soon as his business with the Clerk was concluded he would take a stroll along the walls to watch the sport.


He was kept waiting for a cold half hour at the Chapter House before Clerk Seymour could receive him and by the time all the details of the transaction had been settled, the cash handed over and a pledge drunk in wine, the last half-hour chime before midnight was sounding from the Minster. Peter stepped back out into the night to find that the air had become alive with snowflakes, large and soft as swansdown.


There was no wind at all, and where the two wall torches flamed beside the entrance to The Falconry the currents of rising air were setting the drifting flakes into a swirling dance like twin clouds of golden moths.


As the old man hefted up the hood of his cloak and retied the leather laces at his chin a solitary horseman came spurring into the Close. He reined up outside The Falconry, flung himself from the saddle and, without even bothering to tether his mount, raced up the steps and into the building. Reflecting that no news travels faster than bad news, Peter made haste to quit the scene. He was hurrying toward the southern gate when a troop of five Falcons, helmeted and with their bows at their backs, galloped past him down the main street, the steel-shod hooves of their horses striking showers of sparks from the snow-slippery cobblestones. So uncannily silent was the town that Peter could hear their clattering racket long after they had passed out of his sight.


The last quarter-chime had just died on the air as he set foot on one of the ancient stairways that led up to the top of the city wall. Pausing to gather breath for the climb, the old man suddenly remembered Tom. The thought came to him in the form of a brilliantly clear mental image of the boy’s face as he had once seen it lit up by the flamelight from Norris’ hearth. As if a hand had been thrust violently into his back, the old man began scrambling up the stairs two at a time. Heart pounding, lungs wheezing like a blacksmith’s bellows, he staggered up on to the battlements and peered dizzily over. The sight that met his eyes all but brought his heart to a full stop. By the light of a dozen bonfires an enormous crowd was assembled, a silent sea of blank white faces gazing upwards toward the city wall. The only sound to be heard was the crackle of flames as a log broke in two and a fountain of sparks swept up to meet the ceaseless downward sift of the snowflakes. The only sound? ‘Dear God,’ groaned the old man in what was part prayer, part incantation, ‘Dear God, no.’


He set off in a shambling, broken-winded run along the battlements, pausing every now and again to peer downwards. He came upon other silent watchers, first in ones and twos, then clustered ever more closely together, leaning over the parapet, rapt and still. He elbowed his way between two of them and saw that a little way below and some thirty paces to his right, a rough wooden scaffold had been erected by masons working to repair an inward-curving section of the wall. A ladder led down from the parapet to a boarded platform, and there, seated so casually that one leg hung dangling over the airy gulf below, was Tom. His back resting against a rough pine joist, the snow already beginning to settle unheeded upon his bent head, he was playing his lament for The White Bird of Kinship; playing it really for nobody but himself, unless perhaps it was for the spirit of a man he had once loved who had dreamed an impossible dream of human kinship long ago among the hills and valleys of Bowness.


As Peter stared downwards it seemed to him that the whole scene was becoming oddly insubstantial: the pale upturned faces of the silent crowd beginning to swirl and mingle with the drift and swirl of the pale flakes; the stones along the parapet touched with the rosy firelight until they appeared to glow with the warm inward glow of molten glass. All about him he seemed to sense a world becoming subtly transformed into something wholly new and strange, yet a part of him still realized that this transformation must lie within his own perception, within himself.


– I believe there’s a master-key, Peter. One to unlock the whole world. I call that key The White Bird.


As the boy’s words came whispering back into his memory an extraordinary excitement gripped the old man. Fear slipped from him like a dusty cloak. He began to hear each separate note of the pipe as clearly as if Tom were sitting playing at his side and he knew that every listener in that vast concourse was hearing the same. So it was that, despite himself, no longer caring, Peter found his head had tilted backwards until the feathery snowflakes came drifting down upon his own upturned face. And gradually, as he surrendered himself to the song, he too began to hear what Gyre had once heard – the great surging down-rush of huge wings whose enormous beat was the very pulse of his own heart, the pulse of life itself. He felt himself being lifted up to meet them as if he were being rushed onwards faster and faster along some immense and airy avenue of cool white light. Of their own accord his arms rose, reached out in supplication, pleading silently – Take me with you … take me … take me … But, ah, how faint they were becoming, how faint and far away. Ghostly wingbeats sighing fainter and ever fainter, washed backwards by an ebbing sky-tide, drifting beyond his reach far out over the distant southern sea. Away. Gone away. Gone.


The old tale-spinner opened his eyes without realizing that he had ever closed them. What had happened? There was a mysterious sighing in the air, an exhalation, as if the held breath of the whole world had been released. Gone away. Gone. Our bird. Our own White Bird. Why hast thou forsaken us? He shook his head like a wet dog and blinked round at the vacant, dream-drugged faces beside him. And it was then that he realized the music had stopped. A sound most like an animal’s inarticulate bewildered growl broke from his throat. He lunged forward, thrust himself half over the parapet and squinted down through the lazily drifting petals of the indifferent snow.


The boy was lying, head slumped, limbs twisted askew on the wooden platform. Through the left side of his chest a single crossbow bolt fledged with ravens’ feathers was skewering him to the pine joist behind him. One hand was still clutched around the projecting shaft of the bolt as if to pull it free. On the snowy boards blood was already spreading outwards in a slow, dim puddle.


Forcing his way through the press of stunned spectators the old man gained the ladder by which Tom must have descended and, heedless of his own safety, clambered down to the platform. As he set foot on it the Minster bells suddenly unleashed their first great clamorous peal, flighting out the Old Year and welcoming in the New.


Accompanied by Marshal Barran the Chief Falconer strode furiously along the top of the city wall. In the distance he could make out a little huddled knot of on-lookers, lit by flickering torch light, gathered around the top of the scaffolding. Down in the meadows below, the mounted troopers were already dispersing the crowd. For the third time he asked the same question: ‘And you are absolutely certain this was the same boy?’


‘There could not be two such, my Lord. He fits the Boroughbridge report perfectly.’


‘Insane,’ muttered the Bishop. ‘Absolutely insane. Whose troop is the madman in?’


‘Dalkeith’s, my Lord.’


‘And why that way when he could have slit the pup’s throat in a back alley and no one a wit the wiser? Now we’ve got ourselves five thousand eyewitnesses to a needless martyrdom. And on this one night of all nights!’


‘Aye, my Lord. They’re already murmuring about Black Bird.’


‘And for how long do you suppose it will stay a murmur? In a month they’ll be shouting it from the rooftops. What they’ll be saying by this time next year is anybody’s guess.’


Already the snow was falling more heavily and a breeze had sprung up, blowing in from the sea, bringing the smoke from the dying bonfires billowing up along the battlements. Two members of the Civil Watch had found a plank, had laid the boy’s body upon it. Having covered it with a piece of sacking, they were now arguing about how best to get it down the narrow steps. The Chief Falconer strode into the center of the group. ‘Back!’ he commanded.


As they shuffled to obey he stooped over the makeshift bier, twitched aside the sacking and stared down at the pale calm face of the dead boy. He caught sight of a leather lace about the throat and, thinking it might be a crucifix, jerked it clear. All he found was a bloody fragment of a shattered green pebble. ‘The bolt,’ he said. ‘Where is the bolt?’


‘I have it safe,’ said a voice from the shadows.


The Bishop raised his cowled head and peered into the shadows. ‘Who are you?’


‘Peter of Hereford. Tale-Spinner. He was my lad.’


Marshal Barran leant across and whispered something into the Bishop’s ear. The Chief Falconer frowned. ‘What know you of this sad accident, Peter?’


The old man stepped forward into the pool of quivering torchlight. From beneath his cloak he produced the black-fledged bolt, its crumpled feathers already stiff with congealed blood. ‘This was an accident, sire?’ he said. ‘Your birds flew here this night to shed innocent blood.’


‘Have a care for your tongue, old man.’


‘Fear you the truth, my Lord Bishop? Know then there should by rights have been two of us down there. I to tell the tale and he to breathe the breath of life into it. Ask any man or woman who heard Tom play whether or not the White Bird of Kinship hovered here tonight.’


The Bishop glanced swiftly round at the circle of impassive faces and felt suddenly as if the sea wind was blowing right through his bones. Why was this old scoundrel not afraid to speak these heresies to his face? Men had been racked to death for less. Something was stirring here that even he might well be powerless to quell. There was a rank smell of false faith in the air. Well at least there would be no more public martyrdoms this night. He touched the bier with his foot. ‘Get this down to the gate-house. As for you Tale-Spinner, present yourself at the Falconry by the tenth hour of forenoon. Meanwhile you would be well advised to place a closer guard over that precious tongue of yours.’


The snow stopped shortly after dawn. When Peter made his way to The Falconry next morning it was through streets muffled as if on purpose to honor the dead. Everywhere along his route people, recognizing him, came up and touched hands and went away. Few said more than: ‘I was there,’ but their eyes were eloquent.


The ghost of an old fear brushed against him as he mounted the snowy steps to The Falconry but it no longer had the same power to freeze him from the inside out. He strode into the building, stamped the ice from his boots and told the doorkeeper who he was. The man directed him down an echoing passage into a room where a log fire was burning. Crouched on a stool beside the fire was Falcon Gyre.


Peter gazed at the bowman in surprise then walked across and placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Well met, friend,’ he murmured. ‘Would that we had heeded those dreams of yours.’


Gyre looked up but there was no hint of recognition in his eyes. They seemed to look right through the old man to something far beyond that only he could see. Peter remembered how he had stared back along the sunlit road across the moors to Hammerton and wondered what thoughts were going through his mind. ‘You did your best, friend,’ he said. ‘No one could have done more.’


As though by a superhuman effort Gyre brought his eyes to focus on the face above him. His lips trembled loosely and, suddenly, with a shock of real pity, Peter saw the man was weeping silently, the tears runneling down his unshaven cheeks and dripping unheeded from his chin. At that moment the door opened and the Chief Falconer walked in. He stood for a moment gazing with obvious distaste at the blubbering Gyre, then he turned to Peter and said: ‘What do you wish done with him?’


Peter glanced round, half convinced that the Bishop was addressing someone else in the room whom he had not yet seen. ‘I?’ he protested. ‘Why should I …?’


‘He has not told you?’


‘He has not spoken a word. I thought perhaps he was …’


‘He is in a state of profound shock,’ said the Bishop. ‘He remembers nothing. Nevertheless he was responsible for the accidental death of the boy.’


‘Gyre! Never!’


‘So you know his name?’


‘Aye. We rode into York together. My Lord, I assure you there has been some mistake. This cannot be the man.’


‘There has been no mistake,’ said the Bishop testily. ‘Gyre loosed the bolt by accident. Think you we would have ordered him to do it? Surely even you must have the wit to realize that it was the last thing on earth we could have wished.’


Peter stared down at the silently weeping man and then back to the Bishop. ‘No man could have fired that shot by accident,’ he said slowly. ‘It would have been difficult even for a skilled marksman. Upwards – against the falling snow – with only the firelight to aim by? That was no accident. But whoever did it it was not Gyre.’


The Bishop drew his lips back against his teeth with a faint sucking sound. ‘And just what makes you so certain?’ he asked curiously.


Peter shrugged. What had either of them to lose by it now? ‘Because Gyre tried to warn us to leave the city three days ago.’


‘Warn you? How?’


‘He told us to quit York. He said he had had a dream.’


The Bishop gazed at the old man, seeing the ripples of superstition multiplying, crowding thick upon each other, ringing outwards wider and wider with every minute that passed. ‘A dream,’ he said flatly. ‘What dream?’


‘He would not tell us. But he said he had the same dream three nights running. He just warned us to leave. Would to God we’d listened to him. But I had arrangements still to make with the Chapter Clerk for the lad’s schooling.’


‘Schooling?’ echoed the Bishop. ‘Are you telling me the boy was to enter the Chapter School?’


‘Aye, my Lord. That’s why I brought him here to York.’


‘But in that case he was certainly destined for the Ministry.’


‘I know naught of that, my Lord.’


The Bishop punched one hand into the other. ‘Oh, he was, he was,’ he said. ‘There can be no question of it. Besides, the Clerk will certainly confirm it. You must realize that this puts a very different complexion on the matter.’


‘How so, my Lord?’


‘Why naturally he must be interred in the Minster crypt with all due honor as befits a true son of the Church. How like you that, old man? Better than a public grave in the wall ditch, wouldn’t you say?’


Peter looked hard at him. ‘I daresay Tom will not be minding much either way,’ he said. ‘But make it a grave in the open Close if you must. Those Minster stones would lie too heavy on his heart.’


‘So be it,’ said the Bishop. ‘Leave it to us, old man. I promise you he shall lack for nothing.’


‘Except a little breath, my Lord.’


Frost laid an icy finger on the Bishop’s smile. ‘Have a care,’ he murmured, ‘or that golden tongue of yours may buy you a grave of your own.’


And so it came to pass that on the third of the New Year the Minster bells rang out once more. The pine coffin, decked with blood-berried holly, was borne from the gatehouse through the twisting streets to the doors of the Minster and vanished inside. By the time it reemerged the crowd of mourners in the Close had swollen beyond computation, lapping out even to engulf the steps of the Falconry itself.


Gazing down somberly from his fifth floor eyrie the Chief Falconer was moved to question his own wisdom in acceeding to the old man’s wish that the body be buried outside the Minster. Where had they all appeared from, these massed ranks of silent watchers? What marvelous sign were the fools hoping for? He watched with growing impatience as the bearers made their slow way through the crowd toward the heap of upturned earth beside the newly dug grave. As they laid the coffin across the leather straps, the first feathery flake of new snowfall came drifting downwards outside the window. Another followed and another, and then the Bishop saw faces here and there in the throng lift and gaze upwards. In less than a minute only the officiating clergy appeared concerned in the burial, the rest were reaching upwards, hands outstretched in supplication toward this miraculous manna softly falling feathers of the immortal White Bird of Kinship whose song once heard would never be forgotten.


The Bishop turned to Marshal Barran with a mirthless smile. ‘I suppose you realize that it is more than likely we are witnessing a future miracle.’


Barran nodded. ‘You did well, my Lord, to claim him for the Church. Think what this might have become had it taken place below the city walls.’


‘I hope you’re right,’ said the Chief Falconer. ‘Myself I’m not so sure. What if this fledgling we’ve taken into our nest should prove to be a cuckoo?’


Barran returned his attention to the scene below just in time to see the coffin disappear jerkily out of sight. The priest scattered a handful of soil into the grave and stepped back. As he did so those nearest to the graveside shuffled forward and each appeared to drop something white on to the lid of the hidden coffin. Soon a long procession had formed. As it wound slowly past the heap of raw earth each man, woman and child stretched out an arm and dropped a single white feather into the open grave.


Barran debated whether to draw the Bishop’s attention to this new development and decided against it. Instead, he remarked: ‘Do you recall, my Lord, how the fable ends?’


‘With the death of the bird, of course.’


‘Oh, no, my Lord. They would have it that when the blood of the dying white bird splashes the breast of the black, then the black bird becomes white itself and the cycle is repeated.’


The Bishop swung round on his Marshal, his eyes seeming to smolder like dark red coals. ‘In God’s name, Barran, don’t you see what you’re saying? Why didn’t you tell me this before?’


‘My Lord,’ stammered the Marshal, ‘indeed I would have done so, but you assured me you were familiar with the legend. As I recall it you—’


‘Aye, man, I remember. Lions and unicorns I called it. Stupid fairy tale nonsense. Well, so it is. So are they all. Credulous idiots. Children. Fools.’ He sighed. ‘Ah, well, it’s done now – for better or worse. I only wish I could believe it was for the better.’


Standing beside the grave, with the snow falling all about him, a lone piper had begun to play a hauntingly familiar lament.


‘Amen to that, my Lord.’ murmured the Marshal.


Three days after the funeral two men rode out of the city by the south gate and took the shore road for Doncaster. One rider was Old Peter of Hereford; the other an ex-Falcon by the name of Gyre. Around Gyre’s neck was fastened a thick hinged band of studded brass clamped at the throat by a steel padlock. The key to this lock was in Old Peter’s purse. The Collar of Servitude was the punishment which, as near kin, he had elected at the behest of the Secular Court; the rejected alternative would have been ritual blinding with a white-hot iron.


When they were fifteen kilometers clear of the city, Old Peter signaled Gyre to dismount then climbed down off his own horse. He beckoned the Falcon to him, unlocked the brass collar and flung it far out into the Sea of Goole. The key followed it. ‘That’s the way Tom would have wanted it,’ said the old man, panting from his exertions. ‘You’re free, Gyre.’


Gyre, who had spoken no intelligible word to anyone since loosing the fatal bolt, produced a sort of bubbling gurgle from deep inside his throat. Then he turned away, went back to his horse and unfastened one of the leather saddlebags. From inside it he took out something wrapped in a piece of blue cloth which he brought to Peter.


‘What’s this?’ said the old man. ‘An exchange, eh?’ He unwrapped the cloth and then drew in his breath in a painful hiss. ‘Man, how came you by this?’


Gyre looked down at the pipe which the Wizard of Bowness had fashioned for Tom and then he laid his clasped hands against his chest and crouched down in the damp sand at the water’s edge and whimpered like a dog.


‘Why did you do it, Gyre?’ muttered the old man. ‘What made you, man?’


Gyre raised his head, unclasped his hands, and with his right forefinger gently touched the barrel of the pipe. As he did so the sun thrust aside the clouds and shone down upon him. An expression of childlike wonder softened his ravaged face. His fingers closed round the pipe, eased it from the old man’s grasp, and then set it to his own lips. Closing his eyes he blew gently down it and then began to move his fingers falteringly over the stops.


To his dumb amazement the old man heard the unmistakable air of one of the themes which Tom had first devised for Amulet and then incorporated into his Lament for the White Bird. Gyre played it all through once, and then again, gaining assurance as he proceeded. As Peter listened in a sort of trance, understanding broke over him in a foaming wave of revelation. It was as though the music had brought him the answer to his own question. And it lay back there behind him on a road fifteen kilometers to the northward where the boy had once said to him in that quiet, supremely confident way of his – ‘I told him about the White Bird. He wanted to believe me, so it was easy.’ But what was it you had wanted to believe, Gyre? That the Bird was a living reality which would indeed come winging out of the winter sky? If you believed that, then you would have to believe all the rest too. Which meant believing that the Bird must die in order to live again!


Like bright bubbles rising to the swirling surface, memories began to cluster together in the old man’s mind: remembered things that Tom had said: ‘They are such ninnies they’ll believe anything’ – ‘I thought of him like I think of the dogs, not as a man at all’ – ‘I take their thoughts and give them back my own.’ And others too: ‘Our thoughts are unseen hands shaping the people we meet’ – ‘Morfedd planned it all years ago. Long before he chose me. Before I was even born.’ The old man began to shiver right deep down in the very marrow of his bones. What manner of being had this boy been? What latent power in him had Morfedd recognized and nurtured? Was it possible Tom could have known what he was about – or even half known – enough to stamp a picture of his own destiny on Gyre’s too willing mind? Could he have chosen his own death? Every instinctive fiber in Peter’s being rejected the notion. And yet … and yet … the pattern would not go away. One by one the nails thudded into the coffin and among the hands wielding the hammers one was his own. ‘I thought you’d see it my way.’ Thud! ‘A few more days in York then off down the high road to Doncaster.’ Thud! ‘You’re forgetting your Cousin Seymour. He won’t be back from Malton till Monday.’ Thud! ‘What harm could there be in gratifying an old man’s whim, cousin?’ Thud! Nailed down by the strength of an old man’s weakness. That collar should have been round his own neck not Gyre’s. With everything to lose, poor crazed Gyre had at least seen the boy as an end in himself. ‘I, Gyre, tell you this. I know when it has been but I know nothing of its nature.’ Why was it that men could never value things truly till they were gone?
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