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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


Robert Holdstock (1948–2009) was a British author, with an MSc in medical zoology from the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. He spent 1971–1974 in medical research before becoming a full-time writer. He published his first short story, ‘Pauper’s Plot’ for New Worlds in 1968. He went on to write a number of pieces of short fiction before concentrating for most of his career on novels. Among the more notable stories of this period are the novelettes ‘Travellers’, a Time-Travel tale, and ‘The Time Beyond Age: A Journey’; some others are collected in In the Valley of the Statues (1982) (see below). After the mid-1970s his writing broke into two superficially incompatible categories.


Under the House Names Ken Blake and Richard Kirk, and as Robert Black, Chris Carlsen, Steven Eisler and notably as Robert Faulcon, he published at least twenty novels, novelizations and works of popular sf ‘nonfiction’ (these under his own name), almost all of them commercial efforts and most of them infused with a black intensity of action that gave even clichéd Sword-And-Sorcery plots something of a mythic intonation. Among the most interesting of these titles was the quasi-fictional Tour of the Universe: The Journey of a Lifetime: The Recorded Diaries of Leio Scott and Caroline Luranski (1980) with Malcolm Edwards, which describes a 26th century tour of the local galaxy.


At the same time, under his own name, Holdstock began to publish sf novels in which he accommodated the mythologizing of his dark fantasies within the frame of ‘normal’ sf worlds. For example in Eye Among the Blind (1976) (in which he explores the interplay between Aliens and alienation), Earthwind (1977) and Where Time Winds Blow (1981) (see below). The later sf approaches fantasy in intensity.


With the publication of Mythago Wood (1984), Holdstock’s two writing directions suddenly and fruitfully converged in a tale whose elaborate proprieties of rationale are driven by narrative energies and an exuberance of language previously most evident, crudely, in his Berserker novels, written as Chris Carlsen. Much expanded from his short 1981 fantasy with the same title, Mythago Wood is a central contribution to late 20th-century fantasy and is dense with fantasy tropes. It is fantasy rather than sf, perhaps because its cognitive premise – that it is possible to construct an ‘engine’ through which one might literally conceive racial archetypes – is much easier to convey in fantasy terms. The frame of the Mythago Cycle, which this tale initiates, is obdurately rational in tone, and the ‘mythagos’ discovered – and transmuted – by the contemporary protagonist are appropriate expressions of what might be called the unconscious tale of the race: they are that tale made animate, and each mythago bears a name or names – and enacts the nature – of those archetypes from whom flow the permutations of that tale. The wood from which they come – like the interior lands for which the protagonists of much British fantasy long – is a classic Little Big heartwood, huger inside than out, and more and more ancient the further one penetrates inwards. In describing this world Holdstock engages in language of a metaphoric density rarely encountered in marketable fiction, and through his language articulates a hard knotty pain of desiderium so many English people feel for an Ur-land that never existed but which seems still to pulse through what remains of the astonishingly dense world of Britain. Mythago Wood won the 1986 World Fantasy Award.


The next volume in the Mythago Cycle, Lavondyss: Journey to an Unknown Region (1988), only increases the intensity of the Chymical Marriage between rational discourse and desiderium or Sehnsucht (a term C. S. Lewis employed to describe the melancholy longing for ‘something that has never actually appeared in our experience’, and by which he meant to designate the impulse behind certain kinds of fantasy). The longing of the protagonists of Lavondyss to enter the ‘unknown region’ – Holdstock’s term here for the wood within (and prior to) the world – is absolute, and it gives the book much of its obdurate potency. ‘Toward the Unknown Region’ (1906) is a choral work by Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872–1958), a composer whose evocations of a longed-for Britain are refreshingly muscular; Holdstock’s citing of this piece of music is therefore heavily loaded (Vaughan Williams himself appears in the novel); and the obdurate Sehnsucht of his music conveys to most listeners what Holdstock at his best conveys: a sense that the Matter of Britain is a Story that can be told.


The title novella in The Bone Forest (1991), and the title novel in Merlin’s Wood: Or, The Vision of Magic (1994), continue the Mythago Cycle in modes closer to conventional fantasy, as do The Hollowing (1993) and Gate of Ivory, Gate of Horn (1997). Holdstock’s further singletons are also fantasy, as is the Merlin Codex sequence. Comprising Celtika (2001), The Iron Grail (2002) and The Broken Kings (2006), the Merlin Codex is a complex and hauntingly surreal reworking of some central motifs from the Mythago Wood tales into a rendering of European mythology as a whole into a kind of temporal labyrinth, with lines of story interweaving through time. The central drama whose ramifications echo through the worlds of the series is the conflict between Jason and Medea, underlier figures who shape the complex epic. The central character, an immortal Merlin, serves as both victim and guide, whose quest for a primordial riven family – Jason’s abducted children – knits the sequence together.


In his last completed book, Avilion (2009), Holdstock returns directly to the central knot of story of Mythago Wood and Lavondyss, continuing the Huxley family tale through deaths and resurrections that amount in the end to a grave-song for England, though the wood continues.


Of the novels reprinted here, Earthwind utters slow but moving hints of the powers of a ‘chthonic’ atavism pulsing deep in the blood of all that lives universe-wide. It is a portrait of a planet colonised by humans, who can scarcely comprehend the multifaceted nature of a world they were not born to. Where Time Winds Blow, the other novel in this volume, is much more complex. On a world riven by literal winds, a conflicted cast is caught up in an ornate narrative which gradually reveals to them some of the plumbings of the structure of time, through which time winds blow, depositing valuable artefacts, which are coveted by all. The stories assembled in In the Valley of the Statues, which is the final volume presented here, includes not only the brilliant novella that became Mythago Wood, but also a trove of stories whose techniques and topics range across Holdstock’s entire career to that point. They are stopping points in the Holdstock geography, they are good places for us to stop.


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


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.






As one with the knowledge and magic of the source
Attuned to the majesty of music
They marched as one with the earth


Jon Anderson,
The Ancient: Giants Under the Sun







PROLOGUE


Some of them died in the cave, died of cold or of hunger, unable to find the spiritual strength to carry on through the winter. Others died out on the snow-covered plateau as they hauled fragments of the ruined ship into the barren cavern in the middle of this ice wilderness; instinctively they knew that they were high on the side of a mountain. When the snow clouds occasionally dispersed they could see into the distance, and though ice crystals stuck their eyelids together, and made blue-skinned statues of them, they could see the green of the lowlands.


A woman led the way, a woman who had once been important to the group, and who was now just a name. They followed her blindly, those who had decided to leave the remains of the crashed ship. Others stayed behind, secure in the vacant mountain cave, slowly starving.


Those that went had already forgotten what the ship meant to them – they had forgotten what they were and who they were, where they had come from and where they had been going; the blinding, driving snow chased these memories from them, but nothing mattered now, nothing but the green lands below them.


And the pattern in their minds, the bizarre and frightening alien image that began to haunt them …




RITUAL




one


She dreamed of the Stone Age again, and on waking felt a sense of disappointment as the images fled rapidly from her mind, leaving just coldness and strange alien smells. How vivid the recollection of the great tumulus had been, how piercing the imagined sounds of ancient chisel on rock, echoing through the still summer air. Then there had been familiar faces, crowded in a small chamber, and the babble of excited voices, sounding hollow and unreal in the dank confines of the tomb. A flickering light had illuminated the surfaces of the rock that lined the passageway … there had been a sense of pain, and of pleasure … words, meaningless as she thought about them on waking, had left her with a sense of great age, of great enigma, of bizarre activity in the dawn of civilized man …


The dream decayed but for some minutes Elspeth Mueller lay waiting for the after-images to dissolve fully, allowing her sideways view of the forest to assume importance. The sense of pleasure evaporated, but not the pain. The pain persisted.


After a while, in order to examine her ankle, she sat up as straight as she could in her low-roofed cawl, a hastily erected tent of blue-bark and dead vegetation. The cut was deep and blood had run everywhere. It had dried on her calves and soaked into the white leather of her moks, which had taken her hours to make and of which she was very proud. She pulled the shoe from her wounded foot, hating the leather’s greasy waterproofing because she remembered where the grease had come from. Tentatively she touched the gash and managed to open the wound again.


A spike of blue-bark, part of the curved frame of the cawl, had driven into her ankle as she slept. Perhaps it had sprung out of position, and at some time during the long night she had impaled herself, not waking, but sensing the pain even in her dream.


The feeling of pain that had accompanied her unconscious revisitation of that Stone Age tumulus came back to her. How bizarre the way two elements of her life, separated by many years, could combine in such a totally inaccurate but such a very coherent way during one short dream, one brief transcendence of normal time. An agony of her childhood, and an event from her recent past (the exploration of the tomb) drawn together in the half-light of her sleeping mind.


With pain she was well acquainted. The ritual agony of her girlhood, the final almost unbearable attack upon her, initiating her, bringing her to womanhood, defining her as a particular type of woman – a magda, breastless, childless – those moments, those terrible, beautiful moments, haunted her sleeping hours more and more …


As if my mind senses the fading of memory – touching her breast – as if it knows how soon I’ll forget …


There had been no pain when she had been in that ancient valley on Earth. The pain of laughter, of jokes, directed at her almost alien strangeness – that pain, yes: and friendships, maturing naturally into love, but frustrated, defeated, by her ritual lack.


The passage of years, her twenty years in normal society, had poisoned the beauty of her initiation. She thought of her home planet, now, as a brutal place, with barbarian habits, a horrifying world that was as primitive, beyond its glass and steel shutters, as Aeran with its stone and slings.


And yet – again she touched the two glittering jewels that were sewn tight, deep, in the skin of her chest – and yet the earth is in me, in all my kind, earth and stone, intimate with the red life of my body …


Perhaps that was why Darren – such a young boy to be such an experienced hunter – perhaps that was why he felt so strong an attraction to her.


‘Stone lady’ he called her, and it was a name given out of respect, and out of affection. And more recently it had started to become my stone lady.


She smiled at the thought, staring out through the wide entrance of her cawl to where huge, damp fronds of blue-bark hung limply in the dense forest, absorbing the dawn mist and waving gently in the unfelt breeze that filtered down through the canopy. To love an alien, to mate with a nue, with a beyonder, with a naked-skinned black-skinned stranger from beyond the air and sky …


What was it doing for his reputation in the crog? What thoughts filled the air behind those earthen walls? For the most part they had accepted it, his elders, the seer, the singers of earth and wind and stone; they had not condemned him.


Noise: the noise of wind, high above the forest, not really penetrating this deeply through the tangled growths, the purples and greens and reds, and the flickering tendrils of light-gatherers, reaching into the air above the canopy, thousands of them, like the darting tongues of snakes.


Noise: the chatter of skitch, migrating away from the winding river for an hour or so in search of certain juicy ‘worms’ that emerged into the hot undergrowth during the night, before coolness and dawn drove them back into the mossy soil.


Noise: the explosive gasps of a gup, jumping backwards from branch to branch as it escaped some unseen terror, a plate-toothed vine, perhaps, or a snapdragon (yes, a snapdragon – she could hear the staccato snap of those slimy monsters, a squad of them, she imagined, swarming through a blue-bark, consuming all that had made the ‘tree’ their home).


After a while, into this symphony of alien forest sound, came a new noise. Voices, the babbling laughter of a girl, the grunting anger of a boy. They weren’t as close as they sounded; the blue-bark fronds, with their peculiar resonating ability, could retransmit forest sound for miles. The group could be miles away, just leaving the crog, excited at the prospect of a full day’s hunt down-river on the scree plain bordering the marsh.


Elspeth stretched out her legs so that her feet extended beyond the protection of the cawl. Blood from the ugly gash ran freely on to the moss that covered the soil of the clearing in a thick, spongy bed. And, like a sponge, the frondmoss absorbed and digested the strange alien fluid, leaving no trace but the odour of raw meat.


Am I raw meat? To an animal any other animal is just that – living, raw flesh. Blood is the taste of meat. I am the taste of blood. Natural flesh, living, pulsating, stinking like decayed meat. I am decay. How strange.


Staring at the wound, experiencing the pain, the sight of her bodily loss.


Strange. So long since the last time …


Her ship – faithful servant, a sailing star among the stars, so far above her – the ship had protected her for twenty years, preventing pain, preventing wounds, preventing disease. She had almost forgotten what it was like to function normally. For the first time in her adult life she knew what it was like to be fully human.


Where are those kids?


She could hear their voices, drifting, echoing through the saturated jungle. They were running through the mist, following instinctively the unbeaten track to the small clearing where Elspeth and Darren had built the cawl. They sounded more than usually excited, perhaps because today was the day they would show the beyonder, their strange, hairless female friend (and the ‘marked woman’ of the older youth, Darren) how to snare blackwing.


She had waited so many hours for this moment, so many desperate hours …


That sudden thought of how long she had spent on Aeran made her heart miss a beat and she glanced at the tiny watch she still wore on her left wrist. The green figures flickered on and off, checking the seconds as they drained away. Nearly one hundred hours. She had been on the surface nearly one hundred hours.


Long before she had arrived in orbit around Aeran she had known that her time on the planet would have to be restricted or … well, it was still a fanciful thought, even if the evidence was overwhelming. (Remember Austin, screaming his fear, his gradual destruction, an insane man filled with a desperation to cling to the last vestiges of what he had once been …?)


She had set that arbitrary limit of a hundred hours as the time of her total stay if she was to remain unaffected by whatever had destroyed Austin. She had been in orbit over two standard months, spending a few hours on the outskirts of the crog, or with the marked couples on their hunting trips; but now, aware of the privilege she was being granted, she had been a full Aeran day in this tiny clearing, sheltered by her hastily made crawl, naked but for a pair of moks and a leather belt from which hung a roughly chipped bone knife. It was part of the preparation for her first hunt, her first taste of alien ritual. And it had used up her time, almost to the full.


Ten seconds, nine, and she watched with growing horror as the last moments of safety drained away.


Five seconds and the voices of Darren and the others grew loud. Two seconds and she shook her head, reached out to the watch and began to remove it from her wrist.


A hundred hours came and passed and she tore the watch from her arm, flung it deep into the bush in front of her, sat trembling and waiting for her friends.


She didn’t feel any different, certainly, save for her now total resignation to death. Not death in the physical sense; she was well aware that death was always present, that from the moment she had slipped from the womb she had begun a slow, then increasingly rapid, slide down the road to decay, and would soon crawl back into the womb of the Earth Mother. Not that sort of death, but the death of everything she had been, everything she was, everything she might have hoped to be. How long remained to her she didn’t know. She had never discovered how long Austin had been on Aeran before he had realized what was happening. That arbitrary figure had been based on nothing at all. Even a hundred hours might have been too many. But what the passing of that self-imposed limit meant was that she had resigned herself to obliteration, and had done so cheerfully, and without remorse.


She would have to watch her own past very carefully, and monitor the way it faded.


Easing herself out of the crude shelter, Elspeth drew up to her full height and stretched her limbs. The cold, the damp, the cramped position did not bother her, she had found that out very quickly. The nightlife of the forest had been a nuisance and her calves were covered with white blisters where yellowspins had fed on her during her light sleep. The blisters were not the result of the bites but her body’s immune reaction to the whip-like parasites that the yellowspin had injected into her. None of them had succeeded in penetrating very far. The ache in her muscles soon vanished and there was just the natural and persisting pain of the gash on her leg.


Elspeth Mueller, standing at her full height, was over six feet tall, a head at least taller than Darren, who was a tall male. Her extra height in no way affected their relationship, although it had prompted much discussion of her ethnic origins, long weeks before, when she had told the young hunter just exactly what she was and where she came from. It had not been a good thing to do, she had realized afterwards, since it constituted cultural interference, but the crog’s special interest in her had soon faded.


Her brown skin was naturally sexually unattractive to the males on Aeran, who found her colour amusing; but Darren had penetrated beyond the superficiality of the strange nue (hairless humans of either sex) and Elspeth had no doubt that Darren was experiencing something not far short of desire for her. He had, after all, asked her if he might be her marked man, as obvious a declaration of desire as any she had experienced in her short life. She had not yet agreed, but saw his point that it would help her enter the inner dune of the crog, where she was at the moment forbidden to go.


Quite suddenly Darren came bounding out of the undergrowth, grinning and breathing heavily, holding on to a crystal knife that hung round his neck by a thin leather cord. Two other males followed him and behind them came two younger-looking girls. The two youths she recognized as Engus and Laurian. They were both heavily built youngsters and rather bloodthirsty; she had seen their proficiency with stone, sling and spear, but they were not as highly regarded as Darren. Laurian, in fact, had failed his initiation ritual and was hardly thought of at all, but in time he would try again. In the meantime Darren and Engus both demonstrated a pleasant fact of Aeran life – friends were made to last. They had not rejected Laurian as Elspeth might have supposed they would had she not been here witnessing life in the forest at first hand.


Darren was the most slender of the three, and also the tallest. He had to look up to Elspeth, something he didn’t like, but towered over most of the rest of the colony. He was good-looking beneath his long yellow hair that hung limply, and dirtily, all round his neck. His body hair seemed tighter than that of the others; deep yellow (in some places almost orange) it looked not so much like fur as a tight-fitting yellow garment. Only his face, above the jaw, was pink and bare. And, at appropriate times, his sex organ.


The two girls were identically furred, save that the younger was still obviously pubescent and large areas of her breast and shoulders were still naked. This girl Elspeth didn’t recognize, although she knew the older girl, Brigedd, the marked woman of Laurian. She was unhappy with that status since Laurian had failed to complete the rigorous initiation programme (more a test of physical stamina than anything), whereas she had managed easily. As a consequence, even though her acquaintance with the couple was brief, Elspeth had a picture of a constantly fighting and very unhappy match. Darren talked casually about ‘stealing’ Brigedd before too long – he always said it within Laurian’s range of hearing and the non-warrior grew furious, but was not allowed to do anything by way of issuing challenge.


The group gathered about Elspeth. ‘This is Moir,’ said Darren, putting his arm round the youngest girl’s shoulder. ‘My sister.’


Moir looked up at the tall negress and moved her lower jaw in the side-to-side motion that signified wary greeting. She’s very pretty, thought Elspeth. Without the fur these people are really beautiful.


‘Elspeth is a friend,’ snapped Brigedd, and the younger girl smiled self-consciously. ‘Hello.’


‘Hello Moir. Your first hunt?’


‘She’s not hunting,’ said Engus darkly. (Why was he always so bad tempered?) ‘She’s watching. Which means I’m watching.’


Elspeth realized, quite suddenly, that this was Engus’s marked woman. Darren’s sister! Was Darren unhappy about the fact? She couldn’t decide.


Elspeth noticed Darren and Engus looking her up and down. She felt herself flush and fought not to drop her hands to conceal herself. ‘You’re making me uncomfortable.’


Darren smiled, fixed her with his blue-eyed gaze. ‘Why?’


‘Never mind. When do we start?’


‘As soon as we can,’ said Darren.


‘She hasn’t scratched any symbols,’ said Brigedd. Elspeth’s heart raced. The girl was smiling at her, knowing of her fascination for the symbols used by the people of the crog. For the first time since they had arrived Elspeth noticed Brigedd’s arms – badly gashed and only just beginning to heal. She’d been in a very bad fight. Seeing Elspeth’s scrutiny she touched her left arm almost tentatively. ‘Duel,’ she said. ‘I won.’


Obviously, thought Elspeth, bearing in mind the finality of Aeran duels. The duelling system, here, was complex and was one area of the culture she would not fully understand until she was accepted inside the dune walls.


‘That’s right,’ said Elspeth loudly, returning to the question of her carving the symbols of the hunt. ‘I haven’t done my duty yet. Who’s going to show me?’


‘I’ll show you of course,’ said Darren. He too knew how excited she got when she saw, or watched the production of, the complex symbols that the colonists (was that term appropriate any more?) used at every junction in their lives. He probably also knew that she was less interested in the blackwing hunt than in making the symbols for herself and having him explain them. Today, with luck, she would make a small breakthrough in understanding what had happened on this world, Aeran. And today, with any luck at all, she would take a large and important step towards understanding something that had been a mystery, a tourist-attracting enigma, for more than seven thousand years.


She bound up the gash on her ankle and then they ran through the fast-rising early morning mist until they came to the river. Here they found movement less difficult and wound their way, with the meandering water course, through the dense jungle of the forest, until at last they had left it behind. The land rose into a series of rolling hills, boulder-scattered and deeply incised with the valleys of rivers which ran from the distant mountains, through the forest and into the marshes.


Here, on the hills, a deep and soft layer of frondmoss made running very comfortable. They left the river and climbed over the top of the valley slope so they could look down at the thread of silver and out to the brown and glistening swamps. Lakes and mudflats, the inhospitable land between the crog and the vast salt ocean was a place where no Aerani had ever ventured, an area of carnivores and maneating mud-pits. There, at the edge of the swamplands, the eyes and hands of dishonoured Aerani were committed to decay, denying the spirit its rightful consummation by fire. And there, too, the ground seemed thrown up into ridged humps, like peculiarly fashioned graves – but the graves, occasionally, moved and revealed themselves as the beasts they were.


‘This way,’ called Darren, leading the group away from the direction of the river and further across the frondmoss plain. The air was crisp and cold and a strong wind, blowing up across the hills, carried with it the rich scents of the crowded forest. Elspeth, breathing deeply to compensate for the low oxygen content of the atmosphere, found the smells exciting and sensuous. She became dizzy with the effort of breathing and stopped, for a moment, to stare across the green and purple mat of foliage, the flickering snake tongues, the darting animal shapes …


Behind the forest rose the mountains …


Partly obscured by clouds, white with snow, jagged and sheer: the mountains. They cast their shadow across the land, the shadow of snow, evoking memories of her past, and a fear that had been for so long buried beneath her trappings of adulthood.


Fear surfaced – blizzard/blood … the coldness, the deathly chill, the needles of ice …


The terrifying memory receded, but her panic remained; she ran after Darren and the others, a silent scream echoing (silently) through her mind. While the mountains watched …


Eventually they came to a great causeway, dipping into the earth, running for nearly a mile and flanked by sheer cliffs.


Hanging from the cliffs, dangling almost effortlessly, were thousands of dark leathery shapes. Blackwings.


Laurian and Brigedd vanished, running silently over one cliff-top to get to the other end of the valley. Engus and Moir crept off along the other edge of the causeway so that the girl could watch the procedure of the hunt with Engus explaining. The youth was annoyed at having to waste this hunt in such explanations; Engus was always bad tempered, and his disapproval of Elspeth and her involvement with the colony (she was a nue after all, he often shouted) always made his presence unwelcome.


‘If we can’t catch one of that lot,’ said Darren, pointing to the sleeping blackwings, ‘then we ought to be ashamed of ourselves.’


They lay on their stomachs and stared at the silent valley. Blackwings hunted in the early afternoon; two or three hours of frenzied feeding, and then back to the ‘roost’ for the rest of the day and all of the following night, hanging motionless but not quite fully unconscious as many an unsuccessful hunter had discovered to his cost.


‘You’ll need your own snare,’ said Darren, and slid out of sight behind a jagged rock. Elspeth crawled round after him and squatted on her haunches, staring at the desolation of the frondmoss plain. It was a stark land, rolling brown turf, scattered with boulders and the clumps of tangleweed that the Aerani hunters used as snares. It was not an angry land, it was an inhospitable land, and its bleakness chilled Elspeth more than the cool wind on her naked skin.


The wind had dropped to a whisper, and at the far end of the causeway a thin veil of mist remained, clinging to the valley and making shadows of the activity there. Elspeth could hear Moir babbling her questions, and Engus’s occasional angry grunt that silenced the girl for a few seconds. Suddenly, however, a new sound came from Moir’s direction; the sound of her voice singing.


Elspeth was taken by surprise and she listened intently to the song as it spilled across the valley, not loud, not shrill, not alarming, just a gently fluctuating note, quite entrancing and quite beautiful. Elspeth had heard singing from the walls of the crog – several songs, by several different Aerani – but this music, coming from the girl above the cliff, was unfamiliar.


‘She’ll scare the blackwings, won’t she?’ she said to Darren.


The boy shook his head, abruptly, decisively. He was watching his sister through narrowed eyes, a hint of a smile on his lips.


‘It’s an earth song,’ he said quietly. ‘She’s adding to it in her own way.’


‘What does it do?’


‘Wins the earth,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘The blackwing like it, they think all is well. All we have to do is capture the wind for a while.’


‘Singing?’


‘No!’ said Darren, shocked. ‘Not singing! Can you sing the wind song? Would you dare?’


Elspeth shrugged. ‘We’ll carve it, then. As a symbol.’


‘Not even I can do that,’ said the youth. ‘Not yet, anyway. No, we’ll make simple offerings to the wind …’ he trailed off, staring upwards. ‘Listen to her voice.’


Drifting, soothing, the note perfectly held, perfectly pitched. Darren watched her, distantly. He seemed full of pride, full of love.


They walked to the nearest clump of tangleweed. Seven whip-like arms trailed limply on the ground and under Darren’s instruction Elspeth lay across the clump; but although one strand moved slightly the weed remained, on the whole, uninterested. They walked to a second plant and here had better luck. As Elspeth stretched her body, stomach down, across the heart of the weed, so two of the whips shivered and wrapped around her limbs, drawing tight.


‘Take your pick,’ said Darren. Elspeth reached for the longer tendril and gently detached it from the moss, shaking the clinging matrix from its three thin roots. ‘The roots can be broken off.’


‘Is that necessary?’


‘Not necessary, but they’ll burrow into you if you don’t.’


‘Oh.’ She gently snapped the roots and the plant coiled and uncoiled for a moment, then wrapped around her arm.


‘It likes you,’ said Darren, grinning. He swept back his hair and looked around. ‘My turn.’


He reached out to the same clump of tangleweed and they all wrapped round him. He gently disentangled himself and uprooted the longest strand. The plant flexed and twisted as he practised with it, and the motions grew faster and faster, the expression of intensity on his face increasing. Eventually the tangleweed was moving too fast for Elspeth to observe. ‘Are you watching, stone lady? Are you watching? This is the sort of proficiency you need to make a snare.’ He seemed proud. ‘Try it.’


The tangleweed raced in Elspeth’s grip. Darren nodded, satisfied. ‘With luck you’ll catch a blackwing and be inside the crog before night. Once the weed has a hold it’s up to you to keep your grip. That’s when it gets dangerous. But once the blackwing is snared it only takes a few seconds for its heart to stop. You’ll see.’


Moir’s song faded away and mournful wind sounds drifted out of the causeway.


‘When do I carve the symbols? Now?’


Darren laughed. ‘All right. Come on, let’s use that piece of bare rock.’


Crouched by a boulder, that grew out of the moss at the very mouth of the causeway, Darren removed his leather necklace and eased the crystal knife out of its binding. He passed this precious weapon (the gift of his initiation into warriorhood) to Elspeth, who cradled it in her hand.


With its tip she gently scratched the diamond-shaped pattern that aroused the forces within the rock. Three diamonds in a chain and Darren seemed satisfied. He stared at the boulder as if seeing more than its surface, and then directed her to add a fourth figure to the other three.


She scratched the rock, the lines coming out wavy and uneven, but her hand shook so much with excitement that she could hardly even think what she was doing …


This is how man carved the stones of Ireland seven thousand years ago … did it mean then what it means now?


Satisfied with the offering to the earth Darren took back his knife and licked the dust from its point. The knife was his greatest pride and he carefully slung it back around his neck.


‘What do they mean?’ Elspeth asked, smiling as she touched her shallow scratches.


‘You have put yourself into the wind; the shape allows for the passage of your hunter’s soul into the earth and the wind by way of the boulder. In water it would be different, through the forest different again. The rock itself is the most direct way of offering. Now the earth may return your favour by helping you snare a blackwing.’


Simple, really. Elspeth pondered the shapes. One more symbol for her answer book. The number that she understood was growing, and the repertoire of rock carvings was not vast. But this was the first that she herself had carved! Simple it may have been, but it was a great step forward for her.


She bent forward and kissed the symbol she had carved and Darren grinned. Then they ran back to the blackwing sleeping-grounds and lay flat on the spongy moss, staring down into the rift.


‘Before we came we asked our seer for a prediction,’ said Darren quietly. Interested, Elspeth glanced at him.


‘What did he come up with?’


‘Good fortune. New beast,’ said the youth.


She remained quiet for a moment, then turned back to regard their potential prey. ‘That’s the trouble with your oracle, it doesn’t leave room to figure out what it means. Now where I come from there’s an oracle—’


Darren waved her silent. ‘There’s your blackwing!’


One of the leathery creatures had dropped from its sleeping position and flown a few yards out into the bottom of the causeway. It curled up on a rock and wrapped its membranous wings about its body, buried its globular head in the skin wrinkles on its torso.


‘Aim your snare for the legs.’


‘Right.’


Elspeth, clutching her tangleweed tightly, walked quietly into the valley, ducking behind exposed rocks wherever she could, and bent almost double as she approached the creature. She realized she was sweating and the gentle breeze on her naked skin made her shiver with cold. There was something excitingly primitive about this sort of hunting, using parts of the environment to catch parts of the environment, matching strength with strength, speed with speed. One blast from her Kiljarold automatic would dispatch the blackwing to a better place in a split second. But there was no excitement in that.


Five yards from the creature she stopped, caught her breath and tried to calm her body. She was deep in the valley, the wind blowing quite strong now, and as she walked she could feel the dried blood on her calves cracking and irritating her skin. The gash was still painful, but she didn’t care. All around her the motionless black shapes of the blackwing population hung silent. High overhead, where the sheer cliff was a jagged grey gash against the brightening sky, two faces peered down at her. At the other end of the valley both Laurian and Brigedd were darting swiftly from rock to rock, approaching two susceptible blackwings as they snoozed on small boulders.


Stepping forwards gently Elspeth closed the distance between herself and her prey. The tangleweed in her hand seemed to tense with her, as if waiting for its instruction. She could see the beast’s throat moving as it breathed, hear the dull triple thump of its ‘heart’; pinflies, the animal’s natural parasite, moved across its body in apparently aimless activity. At any moment the blackwing might wake up, see her, and vanish in that bizarre mind-jumping flight that made the animals on this world so difficult to catch.


It had to be now.


Slowly she raised her arm, holding the tangleweed towards the animal. A moment later the blackwing’s eye opened, its head turned to look at her, and she squeezed the whip.


The plant uncoiled almost effortlessly and wrapped around the blackwing’s leg; the creature screeched and flapped into the air, but the tangleweed kept its grip. Elspeth felt her body swung into the air, and for a second she panicked …


Let go.


She hit the rock full face, grazing nose, forehead, jewelled breast. Sprawled across the boulder she watched the blackwing flicker away, leaving her in bursts of here/not-here; it covered the length of the valley in a few seconds, darting in different directions, almost defying her efforts to follow it with her dizzy gaze.


Miraculously the valley remained still, only a few blackwings actually flying off in panic pursuit.


Shaken, hurting where her skin was grazed and raw, Elspeth ran back to Darren and knelt beside him.


He was laughing. ‘You let go.’


‘I know I let go! I nearly bashed my skull in.’


He reached out and touched her grazed nose. ‘You’ll have to be more determined than that if you want to catch a blackwing.’


‘Are you sure we drew the right symbols?’


‘You and your symbols.’ Amusement. ‘Yes, we drew the right ones. The only thing that went wrong is that you lost your nerve.’


‘Well, I won’t lose it again.’


‘We’ll have to wait for a likely prey – look, down the valley! Quick!’


She stood up and stared down the gorge. Distantly, only just in eyeshot, one of the two hunters at that end was snaring a blackwing successfully. The great beast had its wings at full stretch and was beating the air, flying in short jumps with the tiny human form gripping it securely at a distance of some ten feet. For a moment beast and man (woman?) vanished, and reappeared some way distant, but still the hunter held on, and the blackwing collapsed to the ground. A second later it was motionless and the hunter (it was Laurian) was waving at them.


‘It mind-jumped while he was still attached.’


‘A strong beast,’ said Darren thoughtfully. ‘It’s a strange sensation, especially if the beast changes direction mid jump.’


‘And all the animals on this world can do that?’


Darren nodded. ‘All except us. But then, we have the Earthwind.’


‘The Earthwind? What’s that?’


Before Darren could answer, however, Engus and Moir raced by, Moir laughing as a well-aimed kick from her marked man found her furry rump.


Darren called to them to be quiet and they both dropped to the ground, looking apologetic, although Engus’s remorse was only momentary as he met Elspeth’s gaze.


‘Nice try,’ called Moir. ‘We’ve seen enough. We’re going to hang for a while.’


They were gone, then, racing across the frondmoss until distance and the vapour barrier hid them from view.


‘Hang awhile? What does that mean?’


Darren glanced at her. ‘We’ll do it later. You’ll see. I’m not letting you go this time.’


Sex, thought Elspeth. It’s their term for sex. I’ve been here all this time and I still haven’t learned their most basic colloquialisms.


A sudden deafening beat of wing against air dragged their attention back to the valley of the blackwings. A huge male blackwing, with a span of nearly twenty feet, was settling on to the boulder beneath which they crouched. Darren fell backwards in surprise as the great single eye turned to look at the two humans, but Elspeth jumped to her feet and flexed her tangleweed so that it flickered outwards …


The air before her face was disturbed violently as the leather-winged creature slashed at her, but perhaps because of her unfamiliar dark skin, perhaps because of her unconscious movement backwards, the razor-sharp claws missed her. The blackwing, before it knew what was happening, had a tangleweed around its left leg.


It screeched, stretched and struggled into the air …


‘Hold it this time,’ yelled Darren, scurrying away as the great beast swung down to the earth, unable to pull itself into the air as easily as it had expected.


‘Help me,’ screamed Elspeth as she felt her body dragged forwards and upwards.


‘Do it yourself!’ shouted Darren, delighted.


‘I can’t! Oh God!’


‘Keep holding!’


All she could see was the immense black shape stretched out before her. The tangleweed was biting into her wrist where it had wrapped itself around her arm before snaring the blackwing’s leg; she ignored the pain, tried to ignore her fear that the primitive beast would turn on her at any moment. The blackwing was too busy panicking, however. The thunder she heard was the beat of wings. The wind she felt was her body being half dragged across the stony ground as the beast tried to fly.


Sudden nausea!


She shook her head. Her stomach had turned over and the dizzying sensation of impending sickness had flashed through her skull. What had happened?


It happened again! And again!


The cliffs seemed to jump as if they were being displaced by split seconds. A boulder flashed by and was gone, not smoothly, just vanishing. She screamed. The blackwing too began to screech, in its horrifying high-pitched voice; loudly, angrily, beating the air, but fallen, now, to the ground.


Elspeth kept a tight hold on the tangleweed, but maintained her distance from the threshing animal. Slowly she climbed to her feet. Her whole body was trembling, her stomach hurting with the wrenching sensations of sickness that had accompanied the flight. She knew what had happened but was almost too confused to think about it. The here/not-here dance of the blackwing had carried her with it, instantaneous transportation across several yards at a time. She had teleported. She had jumped through space hanging on to the beast’s mind by the vegetable whip that had served her so well.


The blackwing died.


Its threshing ceased, its eye began to bleed, sepia blood running down its shiny black skin. Elspeth released her grip on the tangleweed and the plant curled about her arm like a passionate snake, gripping her tightly and burying its tip in the warm wetness of her underarm. She wiped her hands on her thighs, stared at the smeared blood from the broken skin on her right wrist. Darren raced up and dropped beside the dead blackwing. He looked up into the sky, stared at the cliffs where large numbers of the animals still hung calmly and disinterestedly.


‘You were lucky,’ he said. ‘That final screech usually makes them attack. That’s the one thing you have to fear, the blackwing calling for help.’


‘It panicked a few of them.’


‘But they didn’t attack.’ Darren stared at her, reached out to touch the tangleweed and let his fingers run over her ebony skin. ‘Perhaps this, perhaps your own darkness … I’ve never known them not attack before.’


They stared at their prey. Its wings had begun to shrivel as body fluid drained out of them and into the slowly distending body cavity, and after a moment Darren crawled over and took a hold of the skeletal structure of the blackwing’s upper limbs. He snapped the bones with a great deal of effort and ripped the wings from the body. Using the sharp end of the bone he punctured the body cavity and glistening green fluid spurted across the ground, bubbling as it drained into the moss.


‘Help me,’ he said.


Elspeth gripped one of the beast’s legs, and with Darren hauling at the other they dragged their hunt back to the entrance of the causeway. Breathless they squatted for a while and laughed. Their laughter became more excited, more childish. Elspeth said she thought that she must have looked really funny being dragged by the blackwing. They laughed. Darren said that she had. They laughed some more. Elspeth said she’d never been so frightened in all her life; they shrieked with laughter.


Some of the blackwings left their sleeping places and beat a noisy track out towards the distant weed-clogged lakes of the nearer marshlands; haze and mist consumed them as the two hunters watched, silently contemplating the morning’s events. Elspeth ran her fingers along the faint symbols she had drawn, tracing the shaky lines of the lozenge patterns. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered, feeling strange as she said it, watching the rock as if some reply might miraculously appear on its grey surface.


‘We’ll come back tomorrow and chip them in deeply,’ said Darren.


‘A successful hunt,’ said Elspeth proudly. ‘My own permanent symbols.’


‘It’s a great moment,’ agreed Darren. ‘If you go on like this you’ll soon be carving the Earthwind.’


‘What is that, Darren? You mentioned it before. What is the Earthwind?’


He looked at her in surprise, then glanced at the spidery symbols scraped on the stone. ‘The Earthwind is … well, the Earthwind!.’ He smiled, looked at her and shook his head. ‘It’s the symbol that gave us life, and gives us the earthsong to guide us.’


‘The oracle!’ said Elspeth loudly, making some slight sense of what he was trying to say. ‘You call the oracle “Earthsong”. Is that right?’


Darren seemed uncomfortable. He traced round Elspeth’s symbols with his forefinger and frowned. He said nothing.


‘But Earthwind,’ insisted Elspeth. ‘Darren, what is that? I mean … well … show me. Please, show me.’


‘I can’t show you …’ Darren trailed off looking awkward. ‘The Earthwind, it’s …’ He struggled for words. On his face, above the fur, a thin sheen of sweat appeared.


Suddenly he jumped to his feet and ran back to the dead blackwing. ‘Come on, let’s get him to the forest, out of sight of the rest.’


Elspeth sighed, but decided to live with her intrigue. There was plenty of time yet. She looked down the valley and realized there was no sign of Laurian and Brigedd. ‘Where are they?’


‘Doing what we should be doing,’ said Darren. Elspeth felt her stomach knot; Darren seemed matter of fact.


‘Hanging?’


‘Hanging. But not with this beast lying around for any hunter to pick up and claim as his own.’


They dragged the carcass back to the river and from there back to the forest and the tiny clearing where they had all met earlier. Darren was out of breath, his yellow-orange fur saturated and matted with sweat. Elspeth just felt cold. Her wrist was hurting and she wished she had just a pair of shorts or even a decent pair of tall boots. The leather moks she was wearing rubbed her heels and slipped about with the sweat from her feet. Nakedness had its shortcomings.


Resting, squatting on the ground, Darren unwound his tangleweed and flexed it a couple of times. He looked at the vegetation wall all around and finally spotted something. He pointed. ‘Look there. See?’


Peering through the tall plants, the great divided trunks of the blue-barks with their precisely straight branches sticking out like vanes, she saw what looked like a large net. It was difficult to discern exactly what she was looking at … a sort of cocoon hanging from one of the lower branches – orange laced through with black …


With a start she realized what it was and it made her heart race. Engus and Moir were hanging from the tree, locked together by their tangleweeds, legs trailing limply, faces together in a long, almost motionless kiss; each had one hand on the branch and they were tied to the girder by one end of each tangleweed. They swung slowly round, completely still, completely unbothered by anything.
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