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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.
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CORLAY






Chapter One



January 3rd, A.D. 3019. Dawn of a cold hard day. A low, flat millstone of a sky remorselessly grinding out the thin, gray flour of a winter’s daybreak against the rocky coast of Brittany. Out to sea the Breton trading schooner Sans Pareil, swinging listlessly at anchor, awaited the breeze that would nudge her the few remaining kilometers southeast into the harbor of St. Brieuc. The slow deep swells of the Atlantic, rolling ponderously up the French Channel, lifted and lowered the schooner as if weighing it thoughtfully before moving on to other things. The ship’s timbers sighed resignedly: a new block high up in the rigging squeaked in protest: moisture trickling down a halyard gathered at a splice and wept quietly into the scuppers. By slow degrees the riding light at the masthead grew paler and paler until it was scarcely visible at all.


A man emerged from the cabin into the still-shadowed well, muttered a word of greeting to the dozing watchman at the helm and made his way forward. Grasping a dew-damp stay in his right hand he leaned out over the ship’s side, fumbled with the buttons of his leather breech-flap and then urinated powerfully into the gray, indifferent waters below him. A long arching mane of steam wavered like a ghostly pennant in the cold, still air and was lost in the mist. The man yawned, fastened up his flap, spat explosively, then thrust back the scuttle of his patched, leather cape and scratched vigorously at his short grizzled hair and beard. That done he cupped his hands, blew into them and rubbed them briskly together. And all the while his alert blue eyes scanned the rocky coastline which was slowly beginning to emerge from the thinning mist.


This man was not a member of the crew, though like so many inhabitants of the Seven Kingdoms he was no stranger to the sea. By profession (to use a term which he himself would surely have scorned) he was a furniture maker, but his true calling was itinerant Jack-of-all-Trades. Tinker, chairmaker, clock-mender, water-diviner, the Magpie traveled the Kingdoms of the West and his caravan was known from Edinboro’ to Lyon. Formally speaking he owed fealty to Earl Robert, Lord of the First Kingdom, having been born on the Isle of Blackdown fifty-three years before, but in practice he was his own master and he made a fair living from the skill of his nimble fingers and the sharp wits he had been gifted with.


To look at he was nothing very special. Somewhat less than average height, broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, with arms a thought longer than was usual (his fingertips just reached to his knee-caps), nevertheless he was not the man you would choose to pick a quarrel with. And in this you would surely be wise, for the Magpie had already handed more than one man his final pass into the next world. He did not boast about it—indeed he hardly ever spoke of it at all—but the fact that he had done it lent him a subtle aura of quiet self-confidence that other men detected like a pungent warning scent. It made them pause, think twice, and more often than not, elect to give him the benefit of a doubt.


But this man possessed one especial talent which set him apart from all but a handful of his fellows, while to those select few it linked him with a tie stronger than any tie of blood. The Magpie was huesh. Translated out of its archaic Cornish tongue this marked him out as being blessed (or cursed, he sometimes thought) with the gift of second sight. It was the huesh which had driven him aboard the Sans Pareil in New Bristol and would assuredly drive him ashore the moment they docked in St. Brieuc, for whatever else the huesh might be it was not a command that could be lightly ignored.


Feeling the first stirrings of a breeze upon his bare neck he hefted up the hood of his cape and made his way astern just as two deck hands emerged from the hold, headed sleepily for the anchor windlass and leaned their weight against the spokes. The schooner’s sails flapped wetly as she crept forward along her dripping cable, paused on the slow uplift of a rising swell, hung for a moment, then dipped into the long decline of the following trough. The Breton skipper appeared at the companionway, glanced up at the leaden sky, grunted to the watchman and took over the wheel. A minute later, festooned with weed, the anchor rose to the surface and thumped against the bow.


Escorted by a raucous squabble of sea birds and helped by a flooding tide the Sans Pareil entered the harbor of St. Brieuc just as the cathedral clock commenced its elaborate chiming of the ninth hour. By the time the first quarter had floated out across the town the schooner was tied up alongside the cobbled quay and the sails were coming down. The Magpie shook the Captain by the hand, slung his knapsack across his shoulder, stepped ashore and glanced along the waterfront.


Already the port was astir. Fishing boats were unloading; others preparing to put to sea; iron-shod barrows rattled over the uneven cobbles; voices shouted; blocks and winches squealed: the racket of sawing and hammering echoed back and forth across the narrow water. And permeating everything was the wild shrieking of the gulls as they swirled in a perpetual blizzard around and around the leafless forest of bare masts.


The Magpie sniffed the air like a dog then began picking his way among the net-menders and the heaps of empty fish baskets, heading toward one of the shabby waterside taverns. Scarcely had he entered and thrust back his hood than there came a great shout from the shadows: “Sacrê Oiseau! C’est La Pie!”


The Magpie grinned and dropped his knapsack on to a vacant settle. “Well met once more, eh, Belle?”


A vast woman, sheathed in a stained apron of unbleached canvas, came sailing out from the back of the tavern like a full-rigged man-of-war. She grappled the Magpie to her enormous bosom and kissed him heartily on both cheeks. “Three years!” she cried, thrusting him out at arm’s length. “Do I lie? Where has the rogue been? Whose bed has he been warming, hey?”


“Ah, ma plus Belle. Could I ever deceive you?”


“The wretch!” she laughed. “He has only come back for my moules! Confess now!”


“And your wine, Belle. You’re forgetting the wine!”


“Monster!” she roared, gripping the flesh of his cheek between finger and thumb and tweaking it fondly. “Come, old gray dog. In beside the fire and tell me all. Môme! A place here, you offspring of a snail!”


The Magpie allowed the woman to conduct him to the seat of honor—the inglenook settle beside the glowing fire—while the little serving wench scurried up, grinning broadly, and set before him a basket of white bread, a pewter bowl and spoon and two tumblers. Belle vanished into the recesses at the back and returned a moment later carrying a bottle of wine. She poured out two brimming measures then set the bottle down on the table and eased her vast bulk into the opposite seat. She handed one glass to him and raised her own. “So, Ma Pie,” she said in an altogether gentler tone. “Tell me what brings you back to St. Brieuc in the teeth of winter?”


“I’m on my way to Corlay.”


“Corlay? You?” Her surprise was evident. “Why?”


“I have somebody to meet there.”


She screwed up her eyes, regarded him pensively for a moment and then murmured: “We hear things have not been going so well for the Kinsfolk on your side of the water.”


The serving maid brought a steaming tureen of shellfish soup to the table and set it down before the Magpie. Belle reached over, scooped deep with the ladle and tipped the fragrant broth into his bowl.


The Magpie tore off a crust of bread, dunked it, and chewed it with unfeigned relish. “Ah, there’s none like this anywhere,” he said. “You’re a marvel, Belle.”


Belle nodded complacently and helped herself to another mouthful of the harsh red wine. “You sailed from Blackdown?”


“New Bristol.”


“And how are things there?”


The Magpie twitched his shoulders. “As always. A bit worse, maybe. The crows…” He shrugged again and left his sentence unfinished.


“Ah. Here too,” she sighed.


“Is that a fact?”


Belle nodded. “The Queen is old,” she murmured. “Today Duke Alain drives the cart and M’sieu Corbeau is perched at his shoulder. They say Corlay lives on borrowed time.” She broke off a piece of bread and dipped it in the tureen. “They mark all who enter and leave the sanctuary. So I have heard.”


The Magpie regarded her levelly over his lifted spoon. “Do you know why, Belle?”


“Why? No. There are rumors of course.”


“What sort of rumors?”


Belle raised her head and glanced swiftly around to see if they could be overheard. Leaning forward until her lips were close to his ears she whispered: “They speak of a miracle.”


The Magpie stared at her for a long moment and then returned his attention to his food. Before she could add anything two men uniformed in the black leather tunics of the Secular Arm entered the tavern and called for soup and wine. Belle heaved herself up, touched the Magpie lightly on the neck and sailed off to attend to her business.


Although it was barely three hours past noon the daylight was already beginning to fade as the Magpie gained the crest of the final hill that lay between him and his destination. Below him, some two kilometers to the east, he could just make out the gray ribbon of the high road to St. Brieuc wriggling back and forth across the floor of the valley. A faint, misty chaplet of lights was all that remained visible of the village from which the castle took its name and where, if Belle’s information was correct, the agents of the Secular Arm were keeping watch on any stranger who visited the sanctuary.


Leaning his back against the gnarled trunk of a chestnut tree he unlooped a leather flask from his belt, tilted his head and filled his mouth with brandy. From the shadows all around him came the faint patter of water drops dripping on to the drifts of dead and decaying leaves. He swallowed the spirit a little at a time, savoring it gratefully, conscious of the warmth trickling down into his chilled stomach, while his eyes ranged over the hillside seeking for a path which would not prove too treacherous and would yet allow him cover.


Having found what he sought he allowed his gaze to wander on up to the head of the valley where the distant turrets of Corlay were now sharp silhouettes against the tarnished silver of the western sky. He watched the lights of the castle beginning to prick through the gloom and he saw a plume of smoke waver up from some invisible chimney among the battlements. It rose hesitantly, questing this way and that, and was suddenly shredded and scattered by the freshening wind from the Channel away to the north. A bright vision of the blazing hearth that lay below the column of smoke made him shiver abruptly. He took a final, comforting gulp of brandy, wiped his lips with the back of his hand, then thumped home the stopper and returned the flask to its place on his belt. Taking a firm grip with one hand on the stout ash pole he had selected for a staff he hooked the thumb of his other hand under the strap of his satchel and strode off along the crest of the ridge.


Half an hour later he scrambled up the treacherous bank of a scrub-filled gully, skirted an empty sheep-fold and found himself standing on the ancient slabs of quarried stone that paved the road up to Corlay. Long ago huge oaks and beeches had lined this route, casting a welcome summer shade upon all those who toiled up the steep incline to the château, but few of these giants remained and the leafless saplings which the Kinsfolk had planted to replace them seemed tokens of hope more than of expectation. Stamping his wet boots to restore some feeling in his frozen feet the Magpie set off on the final stage of his long journey.


Directly above the outer gate of the château four carved marble escutcheons had been set side by side into the wall of the gatehouse. Each bore the coat of arms of one of the four royal families who had at one time or another occupied Corlay. Hovering protectively above these, so new that it appeared startlingly white in the thickening gloom, was a spread-winged effigy representing the Bird of Kinship. The sculptor had fashioned his vision in such a way that the airy, soaring, upsweep of the wings combined together with the downward droop of the head to suggest a mingling of aspiration and compassion that was truly unearthly.


As he plodded toward the gatehouse the Magpie noted the avian symbol but experienced no appreciable lifting of the spirit other than the relief normal to a footsore and weary traveler who has at last reached his destination. The outer gates stood open so he walked through and peered about him. Hearing voices behind a door which was set into the gatehouse wall he rapped on it with the butt of his staff and heard a cheery voice cry: “Entrez! Entrez!”


He twisted the latch ring, thrust open the door and stepped over the foot-worn threshold to find himself standing in a sort of office. Seated on stools around an iron stove were two men and two women. An oil lamp suspended by a chain from one of the low rafters cast a warm glow over their faces. Between the stove and the doorway where the Magpie stood was a wooden counter, constructed in two sections and bridged by a hinged flap now laid back. Lying upon the counter was an open register.


The Magpie thrust back his hood and nodded to one of the men who had risen to his feet and was now advancing toward him. “The gate stood open,” he said by way of explanation. “I saw no bell.”


“Those who wish to come, come: those who wish to go, go,” said the man, smiling. “That gate is never closed. Welcome in Kinship, friend. You are from across the seas?”


Again the Magpie nodded. “From New Bristol, yes.”


“And what draws you to Corlay?”


“I seek a girl,” said the Magpie. “One Jane by name. Jane Thomson. She came here last April in the company of a priest called Francis.”


He sensed the sudden stir of interest that his words had evoked among the three who were seated around the stove and his sharp ears caught the murmur of “Jehane?”


The man reached up and tilted the lampshade so that the light slanted across the Magpie’s weathered face. “You are not Kin, are you?” he asked.


“Does it matter?”


“No,” said the man and let the shade down again. “But I must ask you to write your name in the register. It is our custom.” He selected a pen from a stone jar, dipped it in a brass inkwell and handed it over.


The Magpie pulled the book toward him, scrawled “La Pie—Nouvelle Bristol”—added the date and returned the pen. “Jane is still here then?” he asked.


The man glanced at the entry in the register and nodded. “Yes. She is still here.”


“And how do I find her?”


“I am going that way, m’sieur,” said one of the women. “I will take you to her. Does she expect you?”


“I doubt it,” said the Magpie. “But it’s possible.”


The woman rose to her feet, picked up a shawl and wrapped it around her shoulders. Then she took down a storm lantern from a shelf, lit its candle at the glowing stove and clapped its window to. She gave the other woman a quick kiss on the cheek then came over to the Magpie and invited him to follow her.


He stood aside to let her pass, nodded to the lodge keeper, and stepped out of the gatehouse, closing the door behind him.


A thin drizzle had begun to fall. The light from the lantern gleamed dully on the worn slabs that paved the roadway between the gatehouse and the main entrance to the chateau. The woman glanced back to make sure he was following and said: “You have come far today, m’sieur?”


“From St. Brieuc,” he said.


“On foot?”


“Yes.”


“It is a hard climb that. Especially in the winter.”


“You do not have many visitors?” he asked.


“Not now,” she said. “In the summer, yes. Some from far away. Even from the Americas.”


“And it is”—he sought for a word—“permitted?”


“They come,” she said. “In the summer they come. Why should they not? They do no harm to anyone.”


“So you feel safe here?”


“Safe?” She repeated the word as if she were unsure whether she had heard him correctly. “But who would wish harm to Corlay, m’sieur?”


“There are plenty of evil men in this world, madame. In the Kingdoms the Kinsfolk are outlawed.”


“Ah, so I have heard.”


“And I saw many Falcons in St. Brieuc.”


“This is not Seven Kingdoms, m’sieur. We are a free people.”


“The crows do not trouble you then?”


“No. They keep themselves to themselves. But perhaps down in St. Brieuc it is different.” She sighed audibly and clutched her shawl tighter about her shoulders.


They were approaching the wide, vaulted entrance to the château. Huge, blank and impassive the walls and towers loomed up as if they alone were supporting the burden of the weeping skies. This would not be a difficult place to defend, mused the Magpie, provided you were prepared to do it.


The woman gestured with her lantern across the paved and graveled inner courtyard to where two lamps dimly flickered on either side of a balustraded flight of stone steps which led up to a porched doorway. “Jehane lives over there in the Queen’s Tower,” she said. “Go through that door and climb the stairs which you will find on your left hand. She has the chamber on the first floor where you see the light shining.”


“Thank you, madame.”


“You are welcome, m’sieur.”


She gave him a quick, shy smile, bobbed her shawled head and moved off into the shadows.


The Magpie crossed the courtyard, mounted the steps and tried the outer door. It opened easily. A lick of the damp night air pushed past him as he stepped inside. Within a stone niche the flame of a solitary oil lamp shivered nervously and shadows flapped like black banners across the bare stone walls. He closed the door quietly behind him and dropped the wooden latch back into its slot. Through a corbeled archway he could see the stairs that the woman had spoken of spiraling upward, but before he ventured upon them he walked a little way down the cold, dark hallway and peered curiously about him.


He saw two or three unlit passages and no sign of any living person. The place seemed almost as bare and cheerless as a prison. The only human touch appeared to be a stoneware jar standing on a window ledge into which someone had despairingly stuck some sprays of autumn beech leaves, a few hips and haws, and one or two bleached stalks of dead cowparsley. Dead flowers and cold, dead stones.


Turning on his heel he retraced his own damp footprints to the courtyard door and began to feel his way up the narrow twisting stairs, the butt of his trailing staff tap-tapping against the stone treads. At last he saw a chink of light ahead and, shuffling toward it, discovered a stout oak door on which he rapped briskly with his knuckles. There was a quick pattering of feet from within, the latch clicked, the door swung open inward, and the Magpie found himself gazing into a pair of the bluest eyes he had ever seen. “I’m looking for Jane,” he said with a grin. “Am I come to the right place?”


“Who is it, Alison?” inquired a dear and familiar voice.


“It’s me, Janie!” he called. “Your old Magpie! Aren’t you going to ask him in?”


“Magpie! It can’t be! Oh, my dear—my own Magpie!”


She flew into his arms like a bright bird and clung to him hardly able to speak for joy.


“Ah, Janie lass, but it’s good to see you again. What’s this? Tears? What sort of a welcome for an old friend is this supposed to be, hey?”


“Oh, you’re so cold and wet, Magpie. Come over by the fire. You take his cape, Alison. And then run and tell Francis who’s here. No, bring us some wine first. The best one. The very best. You know which one. Oh, I can’t believe it! Magpie! My own dear Magpie!”


She pulled him to the fire, sat him down in a low chair before it and gazed at him as though she would eat him up with her shining eyes. He stretched out his hands to the blazing logs and let out his breath in a long, contented sigh. “Faith, lass, but you’re housed a long way from anywhere up here. I’ve been on the road since ten.”


“Have you come in your van?”


“No, I legged it. All the way up from St. Brieuc. A tidy trot.” He cocked his head on one side and ran his eye over her. “So how long have we got now, Janie?”


She glanced downward, placed her right hand over her swollen belly and laughed. “A week or two—that is if he isn’t late.”


“And how’s it been with you?”


“All right. They’re such kind people, Magpie. And I’ve always had Francis.”


“Aye. So you have. How is he, by the by?”


“Oh, he’s fine. You’ll see for yourself soon.”


The girl with the blue eyes and the barley-bright hair came in carrying a tray on which was a bottle and four earthenware beakers. She set it down by the hearth and said: “Would m’sieur like something to eat?”


“Of course he would,” said Jane. “See what you can find in the kitchens on your way back. Take the basket with you.”


Alison nodded and a moment later they heard her skipping away down the stairs.


“Who’s the golden angel?” asked the Magpie.


“Alison’s my best friend,” said Jane. “She’s lived in Corlay since she was a babe. Her parents are dead. I sometimes think that if it hadn’t been for her I’d have run back to Quantock long ago.”


“You still miss it then?”


“Oh, Magpie!” She closed her eyes for a moment then drew a deep, gasping breath and shook her head as if to say: “What good does it do?” “Those first two months,” she said, “before I could be certain about the babe, I hardly stopped crying at all. And at night I always dreamed about Mum and Dad. Night after night after night. All the time. I even used to wake up crying.”


The Magpie reached out and gripped her hand in his. “I did the best I could, Janie. I lay low for a week or two and then slipped across to Tallon and had a word with Rett and Simon. The Grays had cleared out by then and… Well, we gave them a fair burial up in the orchard behind the cottage. Under that old cherry tree. Rett cut a headstone and we planted a whole load o’ daffs…”


Jane gave a slow, sad sigh then ducked down and kissed him. “Bless you for that,” she whispered.


“It was the very least I could do for them, love.”


She knelt down beside him and laid her head against his knee. “And Thomas?” she whispered. “What of Thomas?”


“Aye,” he muttered. “I might have guessed that was coming,”


“Was it the Jaws?”


“It must have been, Janie. There was a great blow from the north in the middle of May. Three days it lasted. The sea wall at Chardport was breached in two places and Lord knows how many fine trees were laid flat. The Quantock combers were out gleaning the wrack when they found him. One Eye told me about it. He guessed it must’ve been Thomas when he heard tell of a black bolt in the ribs.”


“They didn’t…?” The words stuck in her throat like a cinder.


“You know the combers, Janie. What was a drowned Kinsman to them?” Suddenly he slapped his hand on his knee and cried: “Hey, I’ve brought you a present! Something you won’t believe till you see it. Sling over my sack.”


Knuckling the tears from her cheeks Jane rose to her feet and brought him his leather knapsack. He flipped the toggles undone, delved within and pulled out an oblong packet wrapped up in a piece of faded brown sailcloth. He handed it to her with a grin.


Frowning, Jane unbandaged the wrapping to disclose a pair of pipes, exquisitely fashioned from black wood and yellow bone, and bound together side by side with alternate bands of copper and silver. As she turned them over wonderingly in her hands she saw, etched in flowing script on the back of one of the twin barrels, the words “Thomas of Norwich—Doncaster 3010”


The blood drained from her cheeks and her gray eyes seemed to grow dark and huge. “How… how came you by these?” she whispered.


The Magpie leaned forward, poured out two cups of wine, handed one to her and took the other himself. “You mean you can’t guess?”


“You hueshed it?”


He nodded. “Aye. How else? Last August it was. A place called Stoke Pero, t’other side of Dunkery Beacon. A shrimper found them and I hueshed myself there on hand to buy them off him for a silver crown. I cleaned them up and put them aside for young Tom’s birth gift.”


“His pipes,” she murmured, stroking a fingertip over the stops. “His very own pipes. Ah, Magpie, if you knew how much I once longed to hear Thomas play these for me.”


“You never heard him pipe?” The Magpie sounded astonished.


“Only that one time in the prison. When Francis came. And… and…” Her voice faltered to a stop then picked up again. “But Thomas talked so much about it. All that starry night when we sailed over to Blackdown…” She heaved another enormous sigh and shook her head.


“Drink up, lass,” he said. “This is good wine.”


She raised her cup to her lips and took a dutiful sip. “Now I’ll tell you something, Magpie,” she said. “Since then I’ve not had a single huesh. Not one. My last huesh was of you finding Thomas up on Windhover Hill. And that was before we fled Quantock.”


“Aye, it happens sometimes,” he said. “My old mam’s often told me how she lost the gift all the while she was carrying me. You’ll get it back again.”


“I don’t want it back!” she said fiercely. “What has it ever brought me except pain and heartache? Let the Bird keep it!”


“It brought you Thomas,” he said mildly.


“And what kind of gift was that? Given one moment, snatched back the next. Do you think I don’t know that Dad and Mum would still be alive today if I had hueshed Thomas washed up in the Jaws? None of this would have happened, Magpie. None of it.”


He nodded. “I know what you mean, lass. And that’s one thing I never did understand. I know Thomas blamed himself for what happened. He believed he should have been drowned out in the Somersea where One Eye found him. He said the pattern had been altered. I never could fathom what he meant.”


“He meant Carver,” she said leadenly.


“Carver? Who’s Carver?”


She lowered herself into the chair opposite and laid the pipes in her lap. “I never really knew who Carver was,” she said. “I found him within Thomas when I tried to reach him down in the Kingdom Come after Jonsey and Napper brought him into Tallon. All I know is he was from the Old Times before the drowning. It was Carver who kept Thomas alive when he should have drowned out there in the Reach and been washed up in the Jaws. That’s what I’d hueshed”


“And that’s what happened, Janie.”


“Not then. Not when it should have done. I’ve thought and thought about it hundreds of times. And you know what I believe? I believe the Bird used Carver to bring Thomas and me together. For this!” She lay back in her chair so that the full, swollen roundness of her pregnancy was displayed. “That’s what Carver told me at the end. Just before Thomas died. He said, ‘He’s in the child. I’ve done what I had to do.’”


“Who said that?”


“Carver did.”


“He spoke to you?”


“I read him in Thomas.”


Totally nonplused the Magpie shook his head and poured himself another cup of wine.


“I think we were used, Magpie,” she said flatly. “Simply used. Made things of. Thomas and me and Carver too. That’s what I believe.”


“Aye, well,” he said uneasily. “We’re none of us free, Janie.”


Something in his tone made her sit up and glance across at him sharply. “What are you trying to say?”


“Why, nothing,” he replied with a disarming grin. “A huesh is a huesh, that’s all.”


She studied his face by the flickering light of the fire and finally she said: “There is something. I’m sure of it.” Her face suddenly cleared, and pointing a finger directly at him she said: “You didn’t just ‘come to see me,’ did you? You hueshed me!”


He shrugged and laughed but would not meet her eyes. “I was coming, Janie,” he protested. “Ever since way back. I promised old Mam I’d be in Corlay for the birth. Besides I had that whistle to bring you.”


Before she could catechize him further there was a sound of voices on the stairway. A moment later the door was thrust open and into the room bounced Alison, closely followed by a tall, stooping man with thinning hair and dark brown eyes who was wearing a full-length, cassock-like garment clipped in about his waist by a wide leather belt.


The Magpie heaved himself up from the chair and thrust out his right hand in welcome. “Well met, Brother Francis!” he cried. “I’ll swear you’ve not grown thicker by a hairbreadth since I smuggled you aboard the boat in Broadbury.”


“Nor you neither, you old sinner,” laughed Francis, grasping the proffered hand in both his own and pumping it fiercely up and down. “Welcome to Corlay, dear friend. How goes it with you?”


“I’ve still my fortune to make,” returned the Magpie, “but I manage to keep afloat somehow.”


Francis drew up another chair to the fire and nodded fondly toward Jane. “Isn’t she the very picture of a madonna? Confess now, Magpie, did you ever see a prettier?”


“Janie? Faith she’s just a little scrag-bag full of wind and candle-ends. Never been anything else as I recall it. You mustn’t let her fool you with that big belly of hers.”


“What does he say?” inquired Alison of Jane.


Jane laughed and did her best to translate it into French but without notable success.


“And what news do you bring us from the Kingdoms?” asked Francis. “Better, I hope.”


“Not much. There’s a rumor the Grays have had their beaks clipped by the Civil Authority, but like as not that’s just hopeful hearsay. There’s still a fat price on your head, by the by. Twenty-five crowns was the last billing I saw. But truth to tell, Francis, I hear little of the Kinsfolk these days. They’ve all been driven underground or back into the Church by the Edict and the September Mass Tax. Your Cardinal Constant’s no believer in half measures.”


“He’ll never win men’s souls by fear,” said Francis. “That’s the oldest error in the world. All Constant is doing is screwing down the lid on the caldron. He’ll live to see the whole of Christendom blow apart in his face.”


“There’s been no move against you here, then?”


Francis flicked a sideways glance at him. “What makes you ask that?”


“Just the odd whisper. Nothing really.”


“What sort of whisper?”


The Magpie shrugged. “Someone told me the Falcons were keeping track of all who visited the sanctuary. I took the tip, struck off through the hills and skirted round the village.”


“Yes, it’s true,” admitted Francis. “They began doing it in the summer. Constant must have used his influence on the Vatican. Last May Turin sent an envoy to Duke Alain, the Queen’s cousin—he’s been at odds with her ever since she embraced Kinship and gave Corlay to the Folk. But Alain wouldn’t dare to make a direct move against us.”


“No?” said the Magpie in a carefully neutral tone.


“You think different?”


“I think nothing either way,” said the Magpie easily. “But this morning I counted close on a score of Falcons in St. Brieuc, and I wasn’t looking for them either, believe me.”


“Well, they have their headquarters there. Up by the cathedral.”


“Oh. Then that explains it.”


“He doesn’t really think that,” said Jane. “Why won’t you tell us what brought you here, Magpie?”


Francis, plainly bewildered by her question, gazed at her in astonishment.


The Magpie grinned. “Simple hunger, lass. What’s in yonder basket?”


“Oh, forgive me!” cried Jane. “What am I thinking of? Bring the little table over here, Alison.”


“I’d best clean myself up a bit first,” said the Magpie. “Have you water up here?”


“Indeed we have,” said Francis. “Come with me.”


He lit a candle at the fire and led the Magpie out on to the stairs and up to a circular wash room high in the tower. “In the day time that throne offers one of the best views in the whole castle,” he said. “Many’s the contemplative half hour I’ve spent at stool up here.”


The Magpie relieved himself into the dark maw, replaced the wooden cover and rinsed his hands and face at the stone sink.


“The whole room over our heads is a vast water tank,” said Francis, gazing upward. “It’s fed from the roof. Truly ingenious. Remind me to show you tomorrow.”


They returned to Jane’s room to find the table had been laid with bread and curd cheese, pickled onions and cucumbers, smoked bacon and red-streaked apples.


“A feast!” exclaimed the Magpie. “What would I have got if I’d warned you I was coming?”


“I steal it just for you, La Pie,” said Alison, coloring with pleasure.


“There’s a girl after my own heart,” he responded, and winked broadly at her.


He attacked his supper while the others nibbled to keep him company and sipped at their wine. During a lull in the conversation he lifted his cup, pointed to it and said to Jane: “If I hadn’t known better I’d have sworn that was some of your Dad’s handiwork.”


“Jehane made that,” said Alison proudly. “She is our best potter. It is true, Jehane. Even Georges says so.”


“So that’s what you’ve been up to,” said the Magpie, spearing an onion on the point of his knife and crunching it with noisy relish. “I might have guessed you wouldn’t just be sitting on your bum all day like a broody hen.”


“She teaches too,” said Alison. “In our school.”


“Aye, that follows,” he said. “And what do you do, Francis?”


“Francis is the self-appointed midwife,” laughed Jane. “Isn’t that so, Francis?”


Francis flushed darkly. “Someone has to keep an eye on you,” he murmured. “And Thomas laid the trust upon me.”


“I was only teasing,” she said. “Francis is a marvel, Magpie. Really he is. He teaches Latin and Mathematics in the School and he’s Chief Clerk to the Sanctuary. He’s writing a book too.”


“Is that so?” said the Magpie. “What sort of a book?”


“A history of the Boy Thomas,” said Francis shyly. “I still have all the notes I made when Constant dispatched me to Cumberland.”


“Yes, I heard something about that,” said the Magpie. “They say you used a letter from his Lordship to gain you entrance to the fort at Broadbury. Is that why the Grays are after your head?”


“I am an apostate,” said Francis simply. “That is a far worse crime than heresy in Constant’s eyes. To him I must personify the absolute nadir of spiritual corruption. Compared with me Judas Iscariot was just a naughty child.”


“Is the Cardinal mad?” asked the Magpie.


“I no longer know what the word means,” said Francis. “Constant believes he has a divine mission to restore the Church to what he sees as being its rightful position of supreme and absolute authority throughout the world. For many years I shared his vision. If he is mad then surely I have been mad too.”


“Live and let live is my motto,” said the Magpie. “But it has to work both ways. If Constant’s buzzards want to stick their beaks into me they’ll have to pay for the privilege.” So saying he raised his knife and touched the point lightly against his pursed lips.


“But what does that solve in the end?” said Francis. “That is what the Boy taught us. True Kinship is the only answer. It breaks the shackles which bind the soul and frees it from the prison which is fear of death.”


“Is that what Constant believes?”


“He believes that Kinship is a terrible threat to the authority of the Church—which it is. What he cannot see is that in each age the Old Truths must be born anew if they are to survive. Wise Old Morfedd knew that and he taught it to Tom, and in Tom the knowledge blossomed into a flower of fire the like of which the world had not seen for three thousand years! The Boy’s life began at the instant when Gyre’s black arrow pierced his heart.”


“You speak in riddles, Francis. How if Constant kills off all the Kinsfolk in Christendom? Will the world wait for another three thousand years?”


“He can kill Kinsfolk, Magpie, but he cannot kill Kinship. It floats on the air like thistledown and seeds in men’s hearts. It is a song without end. One day the White Bird will hover over the altars of the world and the image of the murdered man on the cross will be forgotten like a fevered dream.”


“And no doubt a sea of innocent blood will have been spilt in the meantime.”


“But it will happen,” said Francis. “It will happen.”


The Magpie passed that night on the floor of Jane’s room lying wrapped in a blanket before the embers of the dying fire. He did not sleep well. Twice he awoke with a start and each time he snatched instinctively for the knife which lay ready to hand beside his head. On the second occasion he got up, tiptoed across the room and silently unlatched the door to the stairs. He listened with held breath but heard only the thin tooth-whistle of the night wind honing among the cracks and crevices of the ancient stonework; the faint, finger-nail tapping of ivy leaves against the leaded casement. He closed the door again, crept back to the hearth, scratched the glowing embers together and blew upon them. When a flame licked up he laid a handful of dry twigs upon it, then, taking up his knife, he selected a billet of split wood from the log basket and prized off a long, tough splinter. Returning to the door he thrust his improvised wedge between the iron retaining bracket and the latch bar, effectively jamming it down. Then he made his way back to the hearth, gathered the blanket about him and sat staring into the flames.


“Magpie?”


He jerked around and saw the waiflike figure of Jane standing at the curtained doorway to her bedchamber. She had draped a shawl over her shoulders and was clutching it to her throat with one hand. In the other she was holding the pipes he had brought her. Beneath her short white nightgown her legs and feet were bare.


“I’m sorry, lass,” he murmured. “I didn’t mean to wake you. Get you back to bed.”


“You didn’t wake me,” she said, advancing toward him. “I couldn’t sleep either. I heard you moving about. What were you doing?”


He reached out and dragged a chair closer to the fire. “Sit you down before you catch your death, lass. Is Alison awake too?”


“She’s sleeping like a stone. She always does. Now tell me what you were doing.”


“Making the door fast,” he said.


“Why?”


“Because that’s the way I am, Janie. Suspicious by nature. Always have been.”


“No,” she said, “it isn’t just that. There’s something else. I can feel it, Magpie.”


“Oh, yes?” he said. “And just what is it you feel?”


“I’m not sure. Something in you, I think. A sort of shadow. A coldness.”


The Magpie gave a grunt which might have meant anything.


“Don’t you know what I mean?” she asked.


He was silent for a moment then said: “Aye, I know what you mean.”


“Then what is it? Tell me.”


“If you must know, it’s fear,” he said. “Plain, simple fear.”


“But why? What is it you’re afraid of?”


He stretched out his arm, readjusted a flaming log, then sat back on his heels and muttered: “I’m fearful for you, sweet lass.”


Jane stared at him. “Then it has to be a huesh,” she whispered, “for nothing else in the would could make you afraid.”


He smiled in spite of himself. “Would that were so.”


“You know you’ll have to tell me sooner or later.”


“Aye, that’s true,” he admitted.


“Then tell me now.”


“There’s little enough to tell, Janie. You know how it is sometimes. But I got this one twice. The first time I wasn’t really sure—not sure it was you, I mean. Then, ten days ago, when I was higgling up in the hills behind New Bristol it came again—so bright and clear I didn’t stop to argue. It was like that time I hueshed the devils on you in Culmstock Cove. All I knew was I had to get to you quick.”


Jane shuddered so violently she all but lost her hold upon the pipes she was clutching. “What was it you saw?” she whispered. “Surely not that again?”


“No,” he said. “I saw it snowing. Snowing hard. It was night. And there was something ablaze somewhere—a redness in the sky. And there was a sort of hut or barn, I think.”


“And that was all?”


“Aye, that’s all. But it was us, Janie. You and me both. I had you held in my arms, lass. It’s that that’s dragged me all the way down here to your side.”


Jane tilted back her head, raised her left hand and pressed the back of it hard against her mouth. A pathetic, half-strangled little cry of utter misery crept from between her lips. “No more,” she mourned. “Oh no, no more. Let me be now. Oh please, please, let me be.”


Listening to that heartbreaking plea the Magpie was gripped by a fierce, impotent fury against all the mindless malice of a world where the innocent are forever condemned to suffer. “They’ll not hurt you again, Janie,” he growled. “Not while I’m still alive to prevent it. So set your mind at rest on that score. I’ll have a word with Francis tomorrow and see what he thinks.”


“It’s no good, Magpie,” she sighed. “He won’t believe you.”


“Why shouldn’t he?”


“Because some part of him won’t want to. Thomas used to be the same. He couldn’t ever really trust the huesh either. Maybe if you were Kin it would be different.”


“What’s that got to do with it?”


“Yes, I know, Magpie. I can’t explain it. It’s something I can’t really understand myself. In me the two things are all mixed up.”


“Well, I’ll give it a try anyway,” he said. “And I’ll sniff around a bit and see if I can’t find the place I saw. It’s around here somewhere. I’ll take an oath on that.”


Jane drew a deep, labored breath and said in a small, flat voice: “You believe it’s the Falcons, don’t you?”


“They weren’t there in my huesh, lass, that’s for certain. But, yes, I do. As I read it, now they’ve finished with York they’ll move in for the kill on Corlay. Nothing else makes half so much sense. My guess is they’ll simply do it and argue the toss later. After all, what’s to stop them?”


“But why, Magpie?”


“It’s like Francis said, Janie. They’re scared witless of you Kinsfolk. Remember what that crazy loon of a deaf priest called you? ‘Devil’s spawn.’ I’ll never forget the look on his face as he said it. His eyes were going all ways. He was gibbering mad with fright. And when men are that scared all they can do is kill.”


“Kill,” she echoed dully. “Killing and hate and pain. Oh, Magpie, will it never end?”


“Maybe, one day. Perhaps we’ll live to huesh it yet, Janie. You and me together, hey?”


Jane twisted sharply in her chair and pressed her right hand down hard against the side of her womb. “Oh, how he kicks,” she whispered. “Are you in such a hurry to be born, little fool? Don’t you know there’s nothing for you out here except heartbreak? Lie still now. Hush.”


The Magpie smiled. “And just what makes you so sure he’s a boy?”


“Do you really need to ask? Didn’t your mother huesh it so?”


“Aye, she did that,” he agreed. “The night you and Thomas were spliced. Lord, but it seems a lifetime ago, doesn’t it?”


Jane lifted the pipes and held them up before her in the firelight. “Tom, Tom, you piper’s son,” she murmured. “Shall I finger you a lullaby on your father’s pipes, boy? Will that make you lie still?”


She set the instrument to her lips and arranged her fingers upon the stops. Then, frowning a little abstracted frown, she drew in her breath and, hesitantly and very softly, she began to play.




Chapter Two


The Secular Convention of York which took place in that cold, northern city during the last week of November A.D. 3018 was summoned by Cardinal Constant on his return from Italy and was presided over by his lordship in person. As well as the fifty-two marshals of the Secular Arm drawn from the seven Kingdoms there were also present, by special invitation, at least a score of emissaries from overseas. Representing as it did well over a third part of the forces of the Church Militant throughout European Christendom there could be no question that the Convocation of 3018 was a most formidable gathering.
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