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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.


      




The Anvil of Ice


By Michael Scott Rohan


The Anvil of Ice (1986) opens Michael Scott Rohan’s trilogy The Winter of the World. It was followed by The Forge in the Forest (1987) and The Hammer of the Sun (1988); together, they make up one of the most distinctive recent achievements in fantasy. They received the Crawford Award from the International Association for the Fantastic in the Arts, and Rohan returned to the setting with The Castle of the Winds (1998). Rohan has also written both science fiction and further fantasy novels, perhaps most notably the Spiral series beginning with Chase the Morning (1990), and works in collaborations with Allan J Scott like The Ice King (1986).


The Anvil of Ice is a story of apprenticeship. The protagonist Alv, whom we meet on the first page, will go on a journey of discovery through a world enduring a “Long Winter” and the encroachments of ice from the north. But which world is this?  On one hand, the talk of a Long Winter might make the reader think of this world’s Ice Ages. We’re told that we have this story from what “the chronicles record, and thought copied and recopied by many hands, the voice of one who has seen, and felt, speaks still from their pages.” One might say exactly the same of many records that have reached us from our own history. But on the other hand, we learn soon enough that this is a world where magic of a kind works. But here too, there’s ambiguity. At one point, a character creates a brilliant, blinding light to scare off some wild animals. But, as he explains to Alv, “No magecraft at all was needed for it – simply two items of knowledge. First, that a certain rare metal burns thus when very pure. Second, how to find and purify it.” Yet there are other instances where – for instance – gods appear and interact with mortals. So perhaps it is and isn’t our world.


The central nexus is between what we might call technology or science, and what seems to be a language-created kind of magic. This is clearest in some of the early chapters where Alv learns his craft as a smith. These passages embody a lot of fascinating research about how, for instance, a sword or a helmet is created. But certain kinds of words of power intensify the craft so that, for instance, the helmet might enable the wearer to pass unseen. This kind of knowledge is scarce in Alv’s world, and is morally neutral: it can be put to good or evil use.  One of the first challenges Alv has is to determine what kind of apprentice he wants to be, and whom he wants to serve. That means understanding what he feels about the advancing ice – which, it’s hinted, is almost alive.


The ice itself is glimpsed only a little in this volume, but when it does it is a striking and absolute vision:




Far out into the distance below him stretched the glacier, infinitely far along the widening valley between dwindling peaks and out into a vast expanse of softly glowing greywhite. The eastern walls of the mountains sank into it as if into a sea, overwhelmed; here and there, as if in mockery of former majesties, a remote peak protruded, blunted and crumbling like a slighted fortress . . . the sight filled [him] with the sudden chill feeling that he, that the whole warmly living world of earth and flowers and beasts and men and women were nothing but a very thin crust of dirt upon an infinity of cool sterile whiteness, a smear of filth on the chill beauty of a gem, at the mercy of its slightest movement or disturbance, utterly insignificant.





Later, Alv has an insight about the world that the Ice is opposed to: “He saw, in its totality, the interlinking, interwoven life of the forest, and the greater whole that its parts made up. A leaf trembled, a tree creaked, a hawk stopped, ants scuttled; in a clearing, startled by nothing, a bright-eyed deer leaped and sprang away.” The natural world seems tiny in comparison with such a vision. More to the point, it is both various and interlinked. The ice would erase this variety, replace it with grey-white uniformity. Yet, as the passage I quoted above makes clear, humanity is tiny in relation to the ice. How can it stand fast against the advance? This is accentuated by how often Alv is presented as a solitary figure. A group of friends has gathered around him by the end of the book, but there’s still a quality of apartness to him: as he says at one point, “I do not even know who my parents were. I am a wanderer in this world, never at home for long.” 


There are some questions left hanging by this book, for which the reader may seek answers in later volumes: for instance, the true nature of Alv’s ancestry, and exactly why he seems so marked out for a particular destiny. I don’t want to spoil the volumes that follow, except to say that they’re worth reading as much as this one. They also enrich one’s sense of the sources from which Rohan has drawn – the Icelandic chronicles, for instance, or Wagner’s Ring Cycle. But in many ways, The Anvil of Ice tells a story that’s self-contained. The last chapter resolves many of the tensions that have been growing throughout the book, and makes clear where Alv’s loyalties lie. The ice and the conformity it brings will be resisted, here and in the future. 


– Graham Sleight
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CHAPTER ONE


The Forging


IT WAS THE CHILL before dawn that woke him, and the snuffling and stamping of the great bull in its stall. The dawns were always cold then, whatever the season, in the Long Winter of the Old World; in the dominion of the Ice. So the chronicles record, and though copied and recopied by many hands, the voice of one who has seen, and felt, speaks still from their pages. But now, on this day, it was newly; spring, and the keen air was making the great beast impatient to run free in the pastures among its cows. So the boy sprang out of his pile of skins, wincing at the air’s bite, and began scrambling into those of them that were garments. If he let the bull begin bellowing here so early, it would mean a beating. He swung the moth-eaten fur cloak round his shoulders and seized the long goad off the wall, the strange shapes and characters in the icy metal branding his fingers with unknown wisdom. The bull’s tossing head, with its horns as long as his body, was no more than a lighter patch in the blackness high above him, but with the ease of long practice he slipped along the stall wall, a slab split from a sandstone boulder, and quickly looped the goad through the carved ring in the bull’s nostrils. Instantly the outswept horns ceased goring the air, the great head drooped, and the bull stood docile while the boy undid its tethers and urged it out of the stall. It waited placidly while he untied the rest of the herd and shooed and bustled the huge beasts, white as soiled ice, out into the pallid air, their breath billowing in clouds as they lowed and snorted, their hooves crushing the half-frozen mud. Thus the day that was to change all days began, for him, like any other.


Nothing else was stirring in the little town called Asenby. The very houses seemed asleep, shuttered tight against the cold; even the wide-eyed faces painted in vivid red and black across their planks looked dazed and only half-awake. The boy scowled as they passed the Headman’s great house with the painted whales framing its porch, leaping four storeys to the rooftree. When he was a few strides further on he jerked the goad slightly; the bull snorted loudly in pained protest, awaking loud anxious lowings from the rest of the herd. But by the time the shutters slammed open he was already past, turning the corner towards the Landgate.


From the high old house on the corner light gleamed, warm and red as a breath of summer, running molten gold even into the cold puddles, and there came the low muttering of a chant. The boy scowled again, yet more darkly, and led the bull closer so he could peer in the open door as he passed. Yes, Hervar was there, his lean shadow dancing immense on the wall of the forge as he squatted over his anvil, crooning and tapping away at a flake of blackened metal. The new hoeheads that would be, new for the new-made virginity of the soil. In the working of the metal, in the quavering of the chant, lay potencies united by the power and craft of the smith to make the hoes potent in themselves – a virtue of fertility, for the fields and perhaps also the women who would till them. That much the boy knew, but no more, for all he wished to, for all he had tried to puzzle out the markings on the goad. The wizened old smith had always refused him knowledge, even the simplest instruction in signing and reading that he gave every child of the town. Now he was looking up, glaring through straggling sweat-plastered grey locks and waving the boy sharply away without missing a beat of the chant. His plump apprentice came bustling out, brandishing long iron tongs and shouting. “You keep off, Alv! Out to your work, or I’ll scratch your pale hide for you where it itches! Tinker’s brat!”


The boy sneered, twitched the goad around suddenly and set the wide horns tossing a foot’s span from the apprentice’s flattened nose. He retreated with a panic-stricken squeak, and the herd, moving close to the house, began to press against its walls and peer round-eyed and stupid into the smithy. Some beasts were actually scratching themselves against the timbers, till the house vibrated and the chant inside rose to a cracked screech. That might be too much. Hurriedly Alv called them off, back into the centre of the street, slapping at their grimy flanks with his hands and leaving the goad securely in the ring.


The town wall was a massive affair, circling the little knot of streets and running straight out into the sea on either flank of the little harbour, acting as a breakwater. As long as Alv could remember they had been rebuilding and strengthening it, thickening the broad drystone base, shoring up the double rows of mighty pine trunks above and adding, towers on the rampart that ran between them, so that constant watch could be maintained on both sea and land. The watchman in the gatetower ahead yawned when Alv hailed him, and made no haste about swinging the great bars up on their counterweights to open the narrow gate. The other herds weren’t even stirring yet, though that would have been no defence for him if he’d been late. The cattle filed through in pairs, no more, and the gate swung to again behind. Alv dimly remembered it as wide, and always open in daylight, but these were troubled days; few traders’ wagons ever rolled this way now. The cattle jostled and crowded on the uphill path, eager to get to their pastures, and when they reached the high meadows overlooking the town they broke and scattered, some clumsily skipping and bounding as if they were calves once more. Alv clambered up onto his favourite rock seat and deftly flipped the goad free from the ring. The bull stared at him an instant in baffled fury, then snorted violently and went lumbering away across the meadow. Alv settled down to eat the chunk of hard cornbread he had been given last night, and the strip of salt fish he had stolen to go with it. He looked out, far out across the sea to the horizon. Soon the sun would arise and bring him warmth; small birds were singing in the bushes, and the sky was filling with light that reddened the flanks of the cattle and the Wisps of smoke that rose over the wood-tiled rooftops below, as kitchen fires were kindled. But the sight kindled other fires in him; how often he had sat there and prayed, to powers he did not know, that the calm grey sea beyond might leave its rolling and rise in wrath to sweep those rooftops away!


He shivered. The breeze off the sea was growing strong, sending ragged banks of cloud scudding landward; in the growing light they cast weird rippling shadows on the waves. For a few minutes he amused himself watching them – and then he sprang to his feet. In those shadows under the clouds other, deeper, darknesses were slipping across the waves, long sleek shapes lancing in towards the shore. Four of them, low in the water where a watchman nearer sea level might easily miss them in this dim, hazy light.


Without thinking he cupped his hands and yelled. Nothing happened. If he was wrong they’d flay him alive. He yelled again, and saw the Landgate watchman look up and wave casually. “No!” he screamed, so loud his voice cracked. “Out there, you fool! Out there!” Alv stabbed his arm out seaward again and again. The watchman turned and seemed to cock his head and squint into the low light. Then he sprang up, grabbed the huge steerhorn that hung above the gate and blew a loud bellowing blast. The bull in the meadow echoed it, stamping the turf in challenge. Confused shouts rose up from below, and the rumble of feet on the ramparts; an instant later another horn blew from the sea wall, and a drum stuttered. All over the town shutters slammed open, voices squeaked and yammered, men and women charged half-dressed into the street, colliding with each other and tumbling down in the mud. Bright gleams moved more purposefully through the streets and up onto the ramparts, armoured men of the town guard marching to their posts, staring as Alv was, out to sea.


He could see the ships more clearly now, sails furled on their low masts, foam rising along their flanks as long lines of oars dipped and rose in a fast, thrusting rhythm. For an instant, cresting a wave, a long outthrust prow stood out, with a wide flat platform just behind it. Along the black hull beneath the platform was painted an animal head with long sharp-toothed jaws agape. Above the hubbub below, a single name rose, almost like a sign. “The Ekwesh! Ekwesh raiders!”


For an instant Alv stood transfixed, staring. The Ekwesh, this far down the coast? But then he remembered his own peril. He went bounding down the slope, forgetting the path, arms flailing wildly to keep his balance as he skidded through the grass. But as he circled the hillside towards the Landgate a solid thudding sound came echoing up to him, and he saw the Landgate quiver and resound as heavy logs were piled against it.


“Wait!” he screamed at the top of his voice, hearing it absurdly thin and childish against the wind. “Let me in! Open the gate! Wait –”


On the rampart opposite, only a little below him now, a burly figure in helm and mail turned and gestured sharply. “No time now, boy!” bellowed the Headman. “Should’ve got back at once! Get away, hide yourself out there somewhere – and have a mind to those cattle!”


But I gave the alarm! I warned you! The boy stood there an instant with his eyes brimming at the unfairness of it, his fists clenched. But he knew well enough there was no use pleading; if the Headman wouldn’t risk opening the gate for his own precious cattle, why risk it for one young thrall? So the Headman would reason, and so his town. Why had he ever bothered to warn them? Wasn’t this the destruction he’d been praying for? Let them escape it if they could! As for himself – hide? Where, on these rolling hills? A little further up the slope, overlooking the seaward side of the town, was a clump of scrub. As well there as anywhere; at least he would have a good sight of the fun.


The ships were nearer now. They must have heard the alarm raised and were ploughing directly inshore to the attack, knowing that they could not now hope to land and take the town open and undefended, not without a long siege, which was seldom their way. Archers massed on the rampart, but they were not yet within bowshot, not quite. Alv was staring wide-eyed; he had never seen so powerful a force. Each ship bore at least thirty oars on each side, and there looked to be more than just rowers on board; behind the low gunwales he could see other figures squatting and raising gaudy shields to protect the rowers. Suddenly, obviously at command, every oar swung upright in a great rippling movement like the flick of a fish’s fin. In that moment Alv saw three outlandish figures step out onto the platforms. Then the oars swept down in a new, even faster rhythm, and a harsh thudding sound boomed across the water, like enormous drums. Harsh voices sounded in time to it, the ships surged forward and the figures whirled into a dance. Alv felt his mouth go dry. Even he had heard of the shamans of the Ekwesh. Garbed as the god-spirits of their clan they danced up war-craft before battle, to set a fire in the hearts of their own men and quench it in their adversaries. And if the rumours were true, the mightiest of them could do more than that.


Then he heard the sharp rattle of a drum from the town. Looking down to the harbour, he saw Hervar, draped in his guild robes and bearing his iron staff, go hobbling across the strip of shingle where the boats were drawn up. He too was chanting, swaying, beckoning. Suddenly he broke into a grotesque hopping, swaying dance that Alv had never seen before, thudding his staff into the gravel, splashing down into the shallows. Beyond him, at the gap in the sea wall, the incoming waves seemed to slow, collapse and break as they would around some underwater reef or rock. Hervar danced faster, hopping back and forth with little taut steps, working himself up into a frenzy of concentration. The water boiled, bubbled and broke in a hiss of spray over something that rose from the depths, caked with weedy growths like the back of some kraken-thing that had lain there for years uncounted. It was a huge, metal-bound tree trunk, cut into the likeness of a tall pillar, its capital a chunk of metalwork; from this a network of chains dangled, swinging wildly in the boiling sea. They drew taut suddenly, then slackened again as another pillar rose to left and right of them – a fourth, and then a fifth, rising upwards across the wide gap in the seaward wall and filling it with a many-stranded necklace of chain, studded with fine spikes and hooks, lethal to any ship that tried to pass it. Alv whistled with excitement; this was the Seagate, pride of the town, creation of generations of smiths and shielded by their craft from the sea’s decaying. He had seen it only once before, as a very young child, when it was used with great effect against a single corsair galley, dipping down to ensnare the hull and lift it out of the water, spilling out the crew.


From the Ekwesh ships a chorus of yells greeted this challenge, and for the first time Alv heard the sinister rasping song of spear against shield. Having missed their chance of surprise, the raiders would have to face the power of the Seagate, or go away empty-handed. But that, he knew, was not their way. The ships were so near now he could see the shamans clearly, stamping and whirling on the narrow platforms. The leaping figure was the Bear, a suit of fur with huge clawed paws and a long-jawed mask that snapped and bit at invisible fish as the figure leaped. To the right the gaunt ugly likeness of the Wasp cavorted, jabbing its stinger down into fallen foes. But in the lead ship, racing ahead of the others, the strangest figure of all swept out wide wings, far wider than the platform, under a mask with a curved beak and crest that each stood out a full arm’s length, matching the image painted on the boat’s flank – the Thunderbird. Straight in towards the rising logs the sharp bows came, and the marksmen’s arrows whined and skipped across the water. One plunged quivering into the side of the platform, but still the Thunderbird danced, faster and faster till the wings stood out and floated like an albatross’s, white against the grey clouds rolling overhead. A shout came from the wall, then the flat snap of bowstrings and a swarm of arrows buzzed down around the raiders, pattering like rain into the sea. Alv, springing up in excitement, saw a ceiling of shields whip up to meet them, saw the Bear duck down and the Waspman, struck through body and throat, topple sideways into the sea. But the Thunderbird stopped dead, the wings flew up and back like a stooping hawk’s, and the great mask split and fell away to reveal another, glittering hideous, distorted death’s head in blue steel. There was a flash, a deafening crackle, and from the grey cloud overhead a streak of glaring blue light came hammering down into the town. Straight onto the beach it smote, onto the twisting figure with the iron staff. A groundshaking roll of thunder drowned out the drum. Light seared along the beach and was gone. A blackened, beardless image of the old smith stood frozen in his place, the staff glowing molten in the rigid fingers. Then they crumbled, and the staff fell sizzling into the surf. Hervar’s body fell backwards, like a leaf blown from a bonfire, and lay stiffened on the shingle.


From the harbour mouth came a sudden ominous creaking, and Alv saw the Seagate sway violently, its chains flailing and tangling. The defenders on the wall rushed to reach out pikes, spears, anything that might snag chains or pillars and somehow hold them upright. On one side they caught the chain to the nearest pillar and hauled on it; on the pillar at the other side they sank long pole-axes into the wood. But then a new wavecrest struck, the whole mass swayed once more, and with a relentless grinding of iron the central pillar went toppling forward and pulled the others with it. One fell straight downward, plucking the axemen down into the churning water; the other swung violently in the direction it was being pulled and came smashing down on the wall itself. The logs split, the rampart splintered, armoured bodies fell thrashing into the grey waters; the pillar rolled down onto them as they struggled, and blotted them from sight. For an instant its weed-snared base reared up to the light, and then everything was gone. Over the frothing gap rode the leading ship, the Thunderbird dancer sprawled flat on the platform. The black and white bows ground into the harbour gravel, bounced once on the swell, and then the Ekwesh warriors were rising from beside the oars and spilling over into the shallows. But instead of rushing ahead, they stopped at the waterline and knelt down in the shelter of their shields. Then, as the defenders came clamouring down off the walls and from between the houses, the oarsmen rose from their benches with bows in their hands, and the long Ekwesh arrows went whistling out. The first townsmen fell, the others hesitated, and the kneeling warriors leaped up and charged as the other two ships came sailing in through the Seagate. The few remaining archers on the seaward wall died as they loosed their own shafts, and then it was hand-to-hand battle on the shingle. The black clouds opened and spilled dark rain over the scene.


To Alv, watching from the heights, everything seemed to dwindle and retreat behind the rain-curtain, to become a scurrying mass of figures through the winding streets. Groups would meet and merge in violent action, but who was who, and who had the upper hand, he could never make out. Only when the groups fell away and the action ceased he could see shapes that lay writhing or motionless in the mud. But he quenched the horror of it with cold laughter, telling himself he cared not who slew whom. Tinker’s brat, they’d called him! Well, maybe; as well be child to one of those poor wandering wretches without craft or art, as to any in Asenby town now. Why should he care which of them lived or died there below? They were no kin of his; his skin spared him that, and his brown hair and lean hard features, wholly unlike their straight black hair and rounded coppery complexions. He had never seen anyone else who looked like him, though traders had said there were paler folk far in the south. A southerner let him be, then; he cared little for his unknown parents since they’d abandoned him at the gate here – here, where he was named Alv, the goblin, the changeling. The Headman had taken him in and raised him, less from kindness than an eye for a cheap thrall; from his earliest memories he had laboured, in the kitchen or the fields with the women, and with the cattle since his ninth summer, some three or four past. And yet all that time he had remained an outsider, taunted and despised by other children, unable to forget what was embodied in his very name. Alv! He slapped the goad down into his palm. It was no name he called himself. And the malice in it rang true, for he had learned to repay them with a hundred little irritations, the only defence he had. Why should he suffer for them now, or mourn? He watched, and did his best to laugh. And when the cloudburst passed, and the sunlight sparkled in clear clean air, it was all over.


Smoke rose from some of the rooftops, but not through the chimneys, and no man moved to put it out. Three Ekwesh ships were drawn up on the beach, and the tall warriors went to and from them unhindered, unhurried, carrying great bulky loads. He could see the paintings on the black hulls clearly now, and they were very like the ones on the walls that now seared and blackened in the heat. The Ekwesh were close kin to the peoples of the north, the same cast of face and body, but save for a few words their tongues were different, and they were no simple farmers or traders. They came out of the west over returned. Rumour had it that their land matched their hearts – flinty, pitiless, blazing or chill with the changing seasons, the shifting passion. They were great sailors and great warriors, but they respected nothing that was not theirs, not land, property or life itself. And rumour whispered things darker yet –


Behind him the bush rustled. He half rose, turned and caught a glimpse of black armour, copper skin – then a great weight thumped down on him and ground his face into the earth. Winded, blinded, he was only half aware that his hands were being tied behind him. Then a hard hand twisted in his hair, hauled him upright and sent him staggering off down the path he could hardly see. He remembered, then, that there had been four ships; one must have landed down the coast, to cut off messengers or fugitives. By the time the mud cleared from his eyes he was in the town, stumbling along the streets he had left so short a time before.


A nightmare had settled on the place. The air was warm and hung with curtains of stinking smoke, and it was no sun that crimsoned the puddles. The painted walls were scorched or smashed, and the people who had lived behind them lay stark and cold in their shadow. At the first house a man in mail lay curled up below a window, embracing the arrow that transfixed him; on the step a woman sprawled with twisted limbs in a red-brown pool, and in the mud at the centre of the street a young child lay with a single bootprint the length of its body, still twitching faintly. Alv was made to step over it, and almost stumbled. These were people he had known, had seen the day before; he remembered the child’s birth, the feasting when even he had found a place and a full stomach. So it was throughout the streets, and each sight worse than the last, a vision that shook the boy with pity and horror beyond his understanding.


They came to the Headman’s house, many of the household dead about it. The burly man lay there under the crackling rafters of his own proud porch, his body made a spilt shell by broad stabbing spears and his head half hewn from the trunk. Staring at the ruin, Alv grasped vainly at all the hatred he had once felt, but it fled from him now. A harsh, unkind man the Headman had been, there were few warmer moments to remember him by, but he had done no great evil, nothing worthy of such an end. What he was paled before what had been done to him. To Alv, staring at the ruin, the destruction he had once wished upon the place seemed a childish thing indeed, and he thrust it violently aside in his mind, bitterly regretting his laughter.


His captors dragged him to the square by the town’s main well. To his surprise he saw that there were other townsfolk alive there, mostly younger women and children. Many of the Ekwesh were gathered there to guard them, and he had his first clear sight of them. They were tall men for the most part, and dressed much alike in rough leather kilts and stiff jerkins and helmets of heavier leather, studded with metal and painted with the same black and white designs as their boats – sailors’ armour, light enough not to drag them down. Their arms and hair jingled with ornaments, often of amber and precious metals, but their faces belied the richness – set, scowling masks with cold eyes, and all seamed with great scars, even the youngest. In the centre, near the well, stood a stooped figure in a long dark robe and broad-brimmed hat, leaning on a thick white stick and barking commands that sent the warriors scurrying left and right, occasionally with a crack of the stick on bare head or shoulder. Two Ekwesh were dragging a captive up to him, a middle-aged woman Alv recognised as wife of the town’s sugarbaker. They flung her down on her knees before the man’s feet; the hat bent over her an instant, then he gave a curt dismissive gesture. One of her captors dashed his spear-butt into the back of her head where it met the neck, the other flung her aside and passed his spear through her body, the broad blade eviscerating her; the huddled knot of captives set up a terrible wail. Then it was Alv’s turn to be hurried forward, and the leathery hand clamped the back of his neck, forcing him to his knees. The face that bent over him, shadowed by the hat, was lean and hard, scarred like the rest but made even more terrible by its eyes, yellow and catlike under wrinkled brows, seeming to scan and weigh everything in their path.


The sight made him kick out in fury, afraid above all of being slaughtered like a goat where he knelt. The grip tore loose, the rawhide on his wrists snapped, and before he knew it he was on his feet, panting.


The old Ekwesh barked a word, and a spear stopped just short of Alv’s throat. The man thrust his head forward like some ancient lizard, looked Alv up and down and smiled, revealing a row of carefully pointed and serrated teeth. “Strong,” he said in a guttural accent, nodding to himself with satisfaction. “Sothran? Thrall here? So. Good thrall for us. You live.”


Alv’s anger boiled over onto his tongue. “Amicac swallow that!” he shouted, and spat mud onto the soiled robe. “Keep your mercy, eater of men’s entrails! I know what comes of your thralls! Better dead I am than living a short life as your cattle –”


He was flung violently on his back, staring up at the spear that would tear out his belly. But there came a sharp command in another voice, and it did not fall.


Alv twisted round to see who had spoken. Over by the well, lowering the dipper from his lips, was another robed man. But he was no Ekwesh, though they fell back as he strode forward. He was the first man Alv had ever seen with skin much like his own. His robes were the colour of ripe corn, with a rich pattern worked into them that shimmered in the clear light. He looked down at the boy for a moment, and then said “Get up!” in a brisk, neutral tone. Alv climbed awkwardly to his feet, uncomfortably aware of the spears still levelled at him. The newcomer looked him up and down, examined his hands as one might the hooves of an animal, and then jerked the boy’s head round and stared hard into his eyes. The man’s own eyes were dark and piercing, though the sunlight seemed to strike a cold white light in them. “A strange thrall!” he said, in the same clear, colourless voice. “Your name? Your parents?”


“Alv. I was a foundling –”


“A well-spoken foundling.” The stranger sniffed fastidiously. “A cowherd, that’s obvious. Yet you were educated? Worked in the smithy?”


“Never! The old smith, he wouldn’t –”


The man gave a cool laugh. “No. He would not favour someone he could sense might soon excel him. Well, boy, I am no man-eater, and I keep no thralls. I am a man of your own land, a Master of the Guild of Smiths, one of those allowed by its rules to treat with the Ekwesh, to buy back goods they have looted. I have been away many long months; I go back now to my own new household, and I will need helpers in the years ahead – those who are like me, having no ties to family or folk to turn their hearts elsewhere. You have that in you that makes a smith, I can tell – but how much of one, only the tempering of time will show.” He glanced lightly around. “Nothing remains for you here, if anything there ever was. If you will serve me, I will take you as one of my apprentices, for as long as you show promise. If that fails, you may find a place in my forge, or go your own way. Or shall I let these creatures do as they Will?”


Alv blinked, unable to form words. He stared at this stranger who was offering him life, a new life, as casually as a drink from the dipper in his hand. He cut an impressive figure, though his face glistened with sweat as if he had lately run a race. His skin was like Alv’s but swarthier; his long jet-black curls were plastered over his brow, but hung free around a face regular and unlined, betraying no particular age, with a long heavy nose over thin lips and a strong chin. It was an easy face to accept, to believe in – and what else was there, indeed, beyond the blades that quivered at the corner of his eye? “Yes!” he choked out. The man raised a sardonic eyebrow, and Alv realised what he had said. “I mean … yes, I will be your apprentice. I want to be – very, very much!”


The man nodded evenly, clapped him on the shoulder, and spoke a few words to the old Ekwesh. The old man took two short steps forward, robes rustling, the white stick whistled out before Alv could move and caught him hard across the cheek, splitting the skin open. Alv staggered but did not fall; the old man spat copiously in his bleeding face and turned away to bellow at his soldiers.


“A pleasant people,” murmured the smith, and gestured at the bucket balanced on the well rim. “Wash yourself. I would as soon be spat on by a rattlesnake. When , make your way down to the beach and find my servant there – an old man, of our kind. Tell him my things are to be loaded into the ships, and help him. I fear we must endure the company of the Ekwesh for a day or two longer, as by treaty they carry back what I have recovered.”


Alv looked at him a little dazedly, but he had long since learned not to question openly. “Yes … master.”


“Mastersmith. My name is Mylio, but I prefer the title.” As Alv wiped his face on his cloak his eyes strayed to the captive women, mostly slumped in apathy in the mud. The Mastersmith caught his shoulder. “Leave them. There is nothing you can do for them – and if I read you aright, you owe them nothing. No particular sweetheart?” He wiped his hand. “Hardly. We must find you some better garb. Go, then.”


Alv nodded. “Yes – Mastersmith.”


It was strange to walk through those gory streets unharmed, ignored by the slayers milling around him. Alv felt as if he was somehow dead already, a ghost on his journey to the River – not to cross it, perhaps, but to sail away down it to another birth, another destiny, as the tales told of some spirits great or terrible. Certainly he was walking through death, for it lay all around him, and he had to avert his eyes from what he trod in. When he came to the beach and passed the long line of bodies, the townsmen who had fallen in that first volley, he kicked off his soiled sandals and wrappings and left them where they lay, though the shingle was bitter cold underfoot. At first there only seemed to be Ekwesh about, but then he noticed a small pile of boxes on its own near the last ship, and a cloaked figure huddled in its lee. He stalked over towards the pile, and an old pale-skinned greybeard picked himself up slowly and peered at the newcomer with dull resentful eyes.


Alv had met little else but forbidding looks; they no longer affected him. “The Mastersmith sent me – Master Mylio. He has taken me as an apprentice, and says you are to load his gear into the ship, and I am to help you.”


The old man considered slowly, chewing on nothing and gazing at Alv’s ragged clothes. “An apprentice, eh? And what might your name be?”


‘They call me Alv, here.”


The old man blinked around. “None here will call you anything again, unless they walk by night. Alv, eh? I am Ernan, the Master’s only servant, save for my wife and a forgeboy. There is another apprentice, too, older than yourself and well schooled. But all are servants, even he, when and as the Mastersmith requires it. Do I speak clearly?” Alv nodded warily, and the old man picked up a bundle wrapped in skin. “Well, then. Remember that. Do you pick up one of those boxes, and follow.”


Alv heaved the topmost box off the pile, a painted chest of bent cedar; it was the kind they made in many towns, he noticed – including here. It was heavy, and he staggered, but managed to hoist it onto his shoulder. Old Ernan was already striding around the side of the ship, canted sideways as it was beached; he walked right out into the shallow surf, and Alv followed, to where the steep curving gunwales were at their lowest. There a short slatted board had been lashed to make climbing up easier; it creaked and flexed and shifted underfoot, almost spilling Alv into the water. Ernan reached out, steadied him, then took the box and laid it down in a locker lined with oiled sealskin. “Now, sir apprentice,” he grunted, “do you come down now and help me with the larger chest there. And this time have a care!”


Alv followed gingerly, and as he stepped down into the water his eye was caught by something a little way along the beach, black against the foam that washed around it. A few steps closer, and he saw with a shock that it was the old smith Hervar, left lying where he had fallen, scorched tongue protruding and charred arms thrust upwards in a mute, meaningless gesture, as if to ward off the sky. Someone who might soon excel him … But he was past all enmities now. Alv turned at Ernan’s angry growl, and hurried to take the other end of the long black chest – Ekwesh work, this, by the fierce bird designs around the huge and heavy lock. It was less weighty than it looked, though, and the two of them moved easily into the surf. But as Ernan reached the ship’s side, and Alv heaved the chest up onto the gunwale, a fleck of colour caught his eye, a tuck of what the chest contained snagged in the throw of the hinged lid. He was about to tell Ernan when the colour of the bright stuff awoke a memory in his mind, and he peered more closely at that protruding piece. It was soft and light like doeskin, but with a pattern painted on it in stiff bright paints, blue and white. It was not something he would forget, that pattern of jagged feather shapes, for he had seen it so recently, dancing and whirling upon the prow of the leading warship till the very clouds opened and the lightning came. What was the Mastersmith Mylio doing with the Thunderbird dress of a shaman among the Ekwesh? He remembered the dancer, collapsed as if in exhaustion, and the sweat-soaked hair plastered to a high pale brow. But then Ernan tugged impatiently on the chest, and Alv folded his thoughts away in darkness, determined not to leave even the slightest tuck of them for those dark eyes to see. He had much to learn, and learn he would, before asking rash questions. So when, towards midday, the Ekwesh made ready to sail and the Master-smith came back on board, Alv kept his peace and greeted him with respect.


As the laden craft slid through the shattered Seagate, oars creaking on their pivots, he stood at the stern by the massive tiller, drinking in the hundred stinks of salt and tar and dried fish and finding none worse than that of the Ekwesh themselves, and watched the flames mount over the rooftops he had never called home. Suddenly the great gilded windvane stirred; the towering steersman sniffed the air sharply, and bellowed something to the chieftain on the narrow foredeck. The oars were shipped, and the deck vibrated under the crew’s bare feet as they ran to unfurl the sail from below the wide yardarm. The black hempen square billowed and drummed taut, straining against the web of tarred cords that strengthened it. A strong wind arose from the south; it fanned the burning buildings to a furnace heat, but the boy named Alv it bore far from that place. Wide though his life’s wanderings were, that brought him at last to the very heart of the world, he came there never again.




CHAPTER TWO


The Apprentice


THE BLACK SHIPS RAN northward on a following wind, and pursuit, if any there was, they left far behind them. The few small craft they sighted put about and ran for the shore, for there was now no power in this region strong enough to resist them. So it was for two days and nights, and throughout this time Alv was left on his own, for Ernan lay seasick in the stern and the Mastersmith was with the Ekwesh chieftains. Some boys his age might have been lonely, but Alv was well enough used to his own company, and content to huddle down among the cargo in its wrappings of greasy hide, think his thoughts, and stay out of sight. It was warmer there – and safer. He was in no real danger from the raiders; the Ekwesh treated the Mastersmith with awe, and left what he named his alone. A kick and a curse were the worst he got when he was in the way, like any stray animal on the decks; they treated their own no better. But from the other boats, where there were captives, he heard cries that haunted him. The Ekwesh were a fell folk, vain, proud, quarrelsome, and crueller than any other of that day. What he saw of them in the days after the raid only fed and swelled the hatred he felt; and it never left him.


But at last, after what seemed like an age, the bows of the chieftain’s ship ground into the sand of a narrow beach between high cold cliffs. Then all the Mastersmith’s goods were carried ashore with great care, and stacked high above the tide line, under his watchful eye. The moment this was done a sharp word was given and the warriors who had carried the last cases ran to the bows and began to push them free. As they scrambled aboard on trailing cables the oars kicked up spray, backing water among the breakers, the rowers took up a chant and without sign or farewell the shark-sleek warship slid out to rejoin the others standing offshore. The watchers on the beach saw the black sails slacken as one and thresh in the breeze, while the great yardarms were canted round. Then the sails were reefed and the raiding ships swung about before the wind, gunwales dipping into the swell, and went racing out north and west towards the horizon, as if they fled the sunrise that was coming.


Alv shivered. The Mastersmith had given him a good cloak and fine fur-lined boots – no doubt from among the Ekwesh loot – but in this dawn he lacked the shelter of walls, or his pile of skins, however dirty, and the faint warmth of the cattle’s bodies in the air. And the air in this new place did seem to carry some extra tang of cold. Beside him he could hear Ernan grumbling through chattering teeth. Only the Mastersmith, bare-headed and lightly robed, seemed not to feel the cold; he was looking up at the dark gap in the rock wall, idly caressing a bracelet on his wrist, and listening. After a moment Alv heard the light clopping of hooves, and an instant later saw a soft lantern-gleam in the dimness. A train of ponies was making its way down the path and onto the beach.


The rider on the lead pony sagged sleepily, but gasped and pulled up sharply when he saw the Master-smith, and jumped down with a gush of apologies. The Mastersmith held up a hand. “You are early, my good Ingar. It is only that we were earlier, for the barbarians were in haste to be away. But on with loading, for so are we!” Alv watched the Mastersmith drift away, and fall into quiet conversation with Ernan, both men drawing strange numinous patterns on the sand. He had not missed the vast relief Ingar, whoever he was, had betrayed when he was welcomed kindly. It could be a bad thing, then, to fail this strange smith, even in a small way – that was worth remembering.


Ingar, as it turned out, was the master’s other apprentice – a heavyset young man about four years older than Alv, with dark skin, straight features and blue eyes like Ernan’s. He looked at Alv with something of the master’s keenness, and nodded slowly. His speech was much like Alv’s own. “You’re welcome, boy. At the very least we can use another hand in our new forge – and a less clumsy one, I’ll wager, than Master Roc here.”


“Clumsy!” snorted a scornful voice from the darkness. It had a gruff tone to it, but its owner was obviously little older than Alv. “If you’d leave your old books and lift a finger in the forge once in a day, we might see how deft you are, Master Ingar!” The speaker came strutting forward into the lamplight, and for a minute Alv thought he was looking at a round cloth bundle with legs. Then one end of an enormous muffler was unwound, and a broad pale face glared out ferociously. “What’re you gawking at, you? Not my fault I wasn’t born with ice in my blood like all you ruddy northerners – ’cept Ernan, and he’s caught it with age. Three cloaks I’m wearing and I still crunch when I sit down – if ever I get to go on this little jaunt –”


“Listen,” interrupted Ingar, “sitting down will not be your main concern for a while if you delay the master. Now come on, and you too, Alv; the ponies must be loaded at once. At least we’ll have the sun soon.”


When it rose it was bright, and Alv and Ingar grew quickly warm as they lugged the boxes up onto the patient beasts, who stolidly stood and cropped the few patches of dune-grass within reach. But hot as it was, Roc was slow even to throw back his hood; when he did Alv jumped, and exclaimed out loud. In the sun the boy’s hair seemed to be a tousled mass of flame, a spectacular, impossible colour – red. Beneath it his square, snub-nosed face was almost pure white, but spattered all over with flecks the same uncanny shade of red. Roc stared right back at him. “And just what’re you yelping at now, may I be so bold? Never seen a body so handsome as me before?”


“He’ll never have seen red hair, I’ll be bound,” chuckled Ingar. “Never been to the Southlands, then? They all look like that down there, you know. It’s the sun makes their brains boil over.”


“There’s rubbish for you!” said Roc. “He’s a sothran himself, isn’t he? Brown hair and green eyes – at least I thought they were green …”


“No,” said the Mastersmith, who had come up behind them so quietly everybody jumped. “Alv is not a southerner such as yourself, though of the same kin. He has the look of one of the old people of the north, before they joined with the brown-skinned folk who came westwards across the Ice. And that is a very interesting thing to be. So now, if you please, back to your work …”


The young men scurried to obey. “Old people of the north, eh?” puffed Roc as they struggled to fix the carrying straps round an especially wide chest. “Well, kinsman, you should be right at home where we’re bound. Further north than that men don’t willingly go – except one or two, maybe …”


“That’s enough!” snapped Ingar. Roc pursed his lips and was silent.


By the time the ponies were loaded it was full day, and the Mastersmith stood up from the sand and swept a foot carefully across all his drawings. Then he gestured casually to Ingar, now on foot, and the little party set off up the rocky floor of the defile. It had many windings and long steep slopes, and Roc and Alv, following behind, had often to help and steady the beasts, and even haul them on by their stiff scrubby manes over patches of scree that slithered away beneath their hooves. At last they emerged, some hundreds of paces from the cliff edge, and found themselves in wide rolling country of the kind Alv had always known. But as they crossed the top of the first low hill, heading inland, it seemed to him that there was a line of blue at the horizon too solid to be cloud, and that in places it was crested like a wave, white caps glinting against the sky and never folding, never breaking. He did not understand what he was seeing, and he was too afraid of looking foolish to ask Roc, but the sight stirred feelings in him – of the immensity of the world, and what it might contain, and of all the things he might find in it. The shadow of the Ekwesh lifted from him; he felt like singing, but didn’t know how the Mastersmith might react. He hummed under his breath as he went, and at every rise in what seemed to be a well-trodden path he watched eagerly for that unchanging line, to see if it might look any nearer.


By and by the path led them to a road, and along this they turned, with the Mastersmith strolling at their head. He wore now the black robes of his guild and rank, and at his side a short heavy sword. Ingar too was armed, and casting watchful eyes around at every bank and copse they passed. When the road cut through a wide area of woodland he dropped back to walk beside the younger boys. “Got to be wide awake here, the pair of you. The Master-smith chose this road carefully, to judge by all the maps he was drawing, but no path is safe hereabouts. Robbers and outlaws gather near a big town, for they know what road the merchants’ll take.”


“Are we near a town here?” asked Alv.


“That we are, and a big one, the last in these parts; Harthaby they call it. We’ll be there by early afternoon at this rate. But we won’t be staying long, we’ve a long way ahead. And since we won’t need all the ponies for carrying, at least we won’t have to walk. Ever ridden a horse?”


“No,” admitted Alv. “A bull, though, once or twice.”


The others looked at him again. “A bull,” muttered Ingar, when he saw the boy was serious. “Well, a horse shouldn’t give you too much more trouble then.”


Harthaby town was large indeed, some three or four times the size of Asenby. Alv had never seen anywhere so large; too wide for a single hill, its walls meandered out around two or three, and each was crowned with a building larger than the Headman’s house, larger even than Asenby’s granary. When they reached the main gate, though, it was no wider than the Landgate, and well guarded; there was a press of people waiting to pass. But the Mastersmith simply spoke a few words to the guards, and they passed his party through ahead of everyone, much to Alv’s embarrassment; nobody dared hiss or glare at so great a smith, so they reserved it for the most ragged member of his party. But he forgot that at once, the moment he was in the town, for so many streets and such a throng of people were new to him, though the others said there were many greater towns to the south. The huge buildings, said Roc, were the Halls of Guild, where members met and markets were held; it was to one they’d be going now, though only for as long as unloading the boxes and loading up some travelling gear would take. “And getting a bite to eat – if our noble master’s not in one of his fasting moods!”


“The Ekwesh gave me some food,” Alv commented ruefully, “but I never dared touch their meat …”


Roc shuddered. “Aye, the dirty brutes. Never know whom you’d be eating, eh?”


Fortunately there was food enough at the Merchants’ Guildhall, though others at the servants’ tables complained bitterly about corn porridge and smoked fish, saying that they could get no decent delicacies any more with the corsairs terrorising sea traffic from the south, and now also the Ekwesh. To Alv it seemed like heaven to eat his fill, and he even out-ate Roc. The Mastersmith and Ingar dined with the Master Merchants, concluding their business over the chests brought from the ship. Watching them go, Alv wondered how much of the recovered booty came from his own town, and why Harthaby, so much richer, had not yet been attacked. But he kept that thought to himself. He was no less pleased when Ingar took him off to find a bath and some new clothes. To his surprise they were like Ingar’s own, though less decorated – good woollen shirts, jerkin and hose of black leather, and the black boots and hooded cloak he already had. “The livery of an apprentice in our guild,” said Ingar. “Our colour is black – probably,” he added disdainfully, “because it hides the dirt.”


Alv looked down at himself doubtfully; the clothes felt almost indecently soft and clean against his damp skin. “Ernan and Roc don’t wear it …”


Ingar raised an eyebrow. “Of course not. And count yourself lucky that you do, so young and untried. The Mastersmith has great confidence in you, that’s obvious.”


Just how much Alv only realised when they rejoined the others, and he saw the look of shock on their faces. Ernan sniffed disapprovingly, Roc whistled softly and nodded, but said nothing. Indeed, from that moment a gulf opened between him and Alv, and in many ways, though they were to become fast friends, it never again closed. However, when they loaded the ponies with new supplies, apprentice and servant shared the work as before.


When they mounted up Roc did not spare himself a laugh at Alv’s battle with the stirrups and frantic attempts to keep his balance, even by grabbing at his pony’s stiff-bristled mane; nor did the girls and idlers in the streets, and more than once Alv burned with the same black anger of humiliation he had thought left behind. He kept his eyes down or straight ahead and did not look around him. He did not know how long it would be before he saw this, or any other town, again. By copying Ingar, however, he managed to learn the rudiments of keeping his seat and managing the reins, and by the time they had reached the northern gate he already felt quite comfortable on horseback. And that was as well, for a long ride lay ahead.


For the first day they rode fast along well-made roads, and from time to time they would pass others, single travellers on wagon, horse or foot, or small trading parties serving outlying villages. That night they camped in a stone enclosure with a hearth and roofed sleeping area, obviously built as a way station for travellers; but it was very old and crumbling. When they woke in the morning it was Alv’s turn to laugh at his fellows, because all but he and the Mastersmith were stiff and sore with the ride and sleeping on the ground. On the second and third nights they found other stations like it, though even more decrepit. All this time the road wound on between the low hills, unchanging, but it became more cracked and overgrown. Other travellers were few, rarely on foot, and always armed and distrustful. The station they came to late on the third night was a ruin, little better than a low wall with a firepit; on the fourth night, after a day of driving rain, they could not find the station, so overgrown was it. At last they settled in the shelter of a great cedar, wrapping themselves in all their blankets, skins and oiled cloth. In the morning they were all shivering and miserable again except Alv and the Mastersmith. “And this is the best of our journey so far!” the smith remarked, listening to coughs and curses as he led the party away on a narrow trail through the brush. “From here on the High Road has not been maintained this last hundred years, and the land reclaims it. So instead we are setting off across the Starkenfells – a good week’s ride over moorland.”


“Is this where your house is, Mastersmith?” asked Alv, looking around dubiously as they neared the top of a slope. The trees were thinning out around them, and the underbrush also; ahead were wide patches of long grass, waving in the cool humid wind.


“No indeed – the climate is anything but healthy! It lies beyond the Fells – a day or two’s travel through the forests, and then another two into the mountains – high above the cares of this world. But I imagine you have never seen a mountain?”


“I’ve heard of them,” said Alv, a little casually. The Mastersmith smiled faintly, and stretched out a long hand northward. Alv followed his gaze as they crested the slope, and gasped aloud. The wave he had seen from afar seemed to tower over him now, a vast wall of grey-green glass sparkling in the clear air, flinging its jagged white crests up into the blue infinity like spray from the rocks. For a moment, such was the power and terror of the spectacle, he almost thought to see it come sweeping down across the land. And then it seemed a greater miracle that so immense and graceful a shape could remain frozen in that instant of motion.


“Mastersmith –”


“Yes?”


“How did mountains come to be? They have not always been there, surely? They look – as if they had been thrust up from somewhere.”


The Mastersmith turned in his saddle to stare at Alv. “I was not mistaken, I see. There is perception in you, boy, true perception. Yes, they were thrust up, like a wave – and I believe not so long ago, in the life of the land, for the edges of the rock are sharp and little touched by the weather, and the fires under the Earth burn strong there –as you will see. But all the mountains are not the same age, I think, for some are more weathered than others and of different rock. That you will learn about in due time, boy, for a good smith must be able to find and mine his own new ore at times – to make it truly pure, and truly his. You will enjoy that, I think.”


Indeed, Alv could hardly wait. In this alone he would surpass that old idiot Hervar, for the greybeard had not strayed beyond the village in all the years Alv could remember, let alone gone searching for ore. Small wonder he had got himself killed, if he was so little concerned with his art. It was not a mistake Alv intended to make.


Over the next few days it was increasingly he and not Ingar who rode and talked with the Mastersmith, plying him with questions and never failing to find an answer that fed the fires in his mind. He was wary of offending the senior apprentice at first, but for his part Ingar seemed glad of the rest. Hard as it was to believe, he seemed to find his master’s company a strain, and was happier joking with Roc. Ernan rode in pinch-mouthed silence, which suited the others as much as it seemed to suit him.


So they journeyed across the moorland, a lonely, eerie place in which they saw no other traveller, and the only sounds of life were thin cool bird calls echoing through the damp air. At times the Mastersmith would point out the wheeling flight of a condor, high against the clouds, and once, as they drew nearer, a cloud of huge vultures rose from something – they could not see what, but it was large – trapped and decaying in a wide boggy patch. The taint of it seemed to cling to the wind long after they passed. It might have been that which drew the pack down upon them soon after.


They were hunting beasts, large but lean after the hard winter, and they crested the hill at speed, long tails stiffened and jaws set in wide fang-edged grins, breaking into harsh yipping cries as they saw the travellers. Catlike they Were, carrion-eaters but just as ready to run down live prey; they were built for that, their limbs long, their brindled bodies light, flexing and stretching as they ran. But their shoulders were massive, to carry the heavy heads whose thick jaws could sever a pony’s leg at a single bite. Alv, with his herdsman’s eye, counted twelve of the brutes, and no chance of running to cover in this bare land. The Mastersmith whirled in his saddle; Alv expected him to draw sword, but instead he sprang down and Ingar with him. They waved the others back; it seemed like madness, but Alv, acutely conscious of his new livery, seized a metal bar from the baggage and sprang down beside them. Ingar was calmly flicking an odd device, a flint and steel wheel with a thick loop of cord attached, till the brutes were almost on them. The cord sizzled suddenly, and flamed. The Mastersmith snatched it and drew back his arm as if to throw. Ingar swung away, covering his eyes, and Alv copied him, but an instant too late. A cloud of dazzling, searing light blossomed over the pack, as if the sun itself had come licking through the mists; flaming gobbets rained hissing down to lodge in their fur. Blinded, stung or afire, their onrush became a whirling confusion of yelps and snarls, burnt hair mingling with the carnivore stench. Only one huge beast, with grey streaks in its greenish fur, rose up on its hind legs and snapped viciously at the Mastersmith’s face; Alv, still dazzled, heard a horrible bone-and-meat thud and saw the beast roll kicking at his feet. Another snarling shape loomed up before him, he struck at it and heard bones break, and as his sight cleared he saw Ingar stoop with a tinderbox in his hand. This time he closed his eyes, but the tongue of light raced scarlet across closed eyelids, and the pack turned and fled yelping, tails firmly between their legs.


“Good,” said the Mastersmith calmly, wiping his sword on still-quivering fur. “Since nobody is hurt, let us be moving on at once, for if they regain their nerve and decide to stalk us, we shall have no peace by night. You have seen,” he added, turning to Alv as they mounted up, “a useful alliance of subtlety with force. Never forget it. They were more afraid of the fire than our swords, though it could do them less harm. So are the weak in mind led or driven, be they beast or man. The art of the true smith can be turned to great ends in this world, and often by applying its simplest skills. That flame seemed uncannily bright, did it not? Yet no magecraft at all was needed for it – simply two items of knowledge. First, that a certain rare metal burns thus when very pure. Second, how to find and purify it. Simple enough – but do not scorn such trifles, for all that, when you come to master the greater craft. As you will, soon enough.”


“Mastersmith …” Alv felt a cold tingle of excitement stir behind his belt, and an icier one of apprehension. He had to ask, and yet he was afraid – afraid he would offend the master, show himself up as stupid or unsuitable. But the Mastersmith looked at him with keen eyes, and raised an eyebrow. Alv had to risk it. “Mastersmith – why? Why me? What made you choose me? Wh-why are you so confident I’ll be able to do all these things?”


The smith considered. “You feel it is a burden, that confidence? Set your mind at rest. I have reasons for it, and some I had from the moment I saw you.”


“You mean – because I look like one of the old northerners?”


“Indeed. That in itself was enough to interest me. All the greatest magesmiths have come from that stock, last survivors of the Lost Lands eastward, for it was among them that smithcraft was most cultivated, and so grew strongest. True smithcraft, the art that goes beyond the mere shaping of the metal, that is a rare and strange thing indeed, and not all possess it to the same degree, or at all. If a people lose sight of it, cease to cultivate it, it will fade from them. So it has for Roc’s people, who became so great and so wise in things material they felt they no longer needed it, and in time ceased to believe in it; it was some barbarian superstition they left to their less advanced cousins. In the Northlands, by contrast, it was nurtured and studied as the sothrans studied war and trade and building in stone. Yet even in the north it has dwindled now, as the old peoples have become assimilated among the greater numbers of copper-skinned folk who fled east over the Ice from the rising power of the Ekwesh realm. For though they, too, knew the art, they were a plain folk more concerned with the soil, the catch and the seasons than any deeper knowledge. So in most of them the art has declined to that level. Wise smiths, therefore, seek their apprentices among those in whom the old stock runs strongest – Ingar, for example, with his eyes and face. Very rarely they find one of almost pure northern stock, and in them the art often runs strong. Such, I would guess, are you. But I do not need to guess about what is in you. When I look closely, with the eyes of my art, I can see it, though you know nothing of it yourself as yet. And what I have seen, I trust. You will make a good smith – but how good, only the future will show.”


Alv shook his head, bewildered. “Thank you, Master-smith. I – I still don’t quite … It’s just that it’s what I’ve always wanted –”


“Naturally. That, too, is a sign. But you will see, when we reach my new home. It will not be too long, from the lie of the land. The beasts also, for they hunt near the forest margins at this season. And indeed –” He stood in his stirrups and pointed out towards the looming bulk of the mountains, presently no more than shadows swathed in clinging mist. Alv, copying him shakily, saw a long streak of greenish-brown only a league or so distant, filling the next low hollow and spreading back over the hills to rise up among the very roots of the mountain range. The contrast of the lush carpet of treetops and the cold sterility of those slopes was amazing; it looked as if all the life had come slipping and spilling off them into the valley, leaving only their bare bones to endure the icy weather. A narrow, muddy track led the travellers in among thick underbrush surrounding cedars, ash, maples, and spruce, pines far taller than the ones Alv had known on the coast – and here and there, towering above the rest, stands of red-barked metasequoias reaching for the clouds. “And this is only a sparse little outgrowth of the woods to the east,” remarked the Mastersmith, “Tapiau’la-ari-Aithen, the Great Forest that casts its shadow over the heart of all this land. Think of that.”


Alv shook his head. “I can’t, Mastersmith. But I’d love to see it one day. Have you?”


The Mastersmith’s mouth twisted wryly. “I have. As I hope you will, though you will need to be well proven and prepared before you venture into the realm of Tapiau. I barely escaped, myself. But here that power is weak. You will learn more about it – one day.” Alv took the hint, and stifled all his eager questions.


Ingar and the servants were looking around nervously as they rode in under the shadow of the trees, but nothing more than small green birds moved, bouncing around from bough to bough and cocking heads to eye these intruders with immense scepticism. Alv and Roc tossed crumbs to them. There were sounds deep in the forest, though; often they heard the groaning bellows of deer large and small, the snorting of wisants, and, always in the far distance, the deep coughing growls of meat-eaters on the hunt. Once, looking back, Alv saw a single doe slip silently across a clearing they had just passed through. When they came to a wide river, there was a swift crashing in the undergrowth as some large creature dashed away; bright blue birds flicked up shrieking out of its path. A moment later the travellers came across its slaughtered prey on the bank, a huge beaver also as big as a man.


“A daggertooth!” muttered Ingar, twisting the tinderbox nervously. Daggertooths preyed on even the largest forest beasts.


The Mastersmith shook his head. “Look at the windpipe – pinched shut, not punctured. Therefore it was one of the biting, not stabbing, cats – smaller and less dangerous. In any case, not even a daggertooth would attack a party this size.”


But the others kept casting anxious glances behind them as they went splashing through the ford, and that night they camped in a ring of thornbushes, with two fires lit, and set a watch. From there on, however, the forest began to grow thinner as the land rose sharply; the heavy undergrowth became sparse, and many kinds of tree were no longer seen. What grew around the path now were chiefly pines, firs and other hardier evergreens. Towards the end of the second day the path itself grew wider and firmer, no longer a muddy track but a well-surfaced road with shaped stones set along its edges. Here and there the resiny scent of the forest became newly sharp and strong, and looking around Alv saw the stumps of pine trees freshly hewn with the chips still lying around them, the light flooding into new clearings through the ravaged canopy. As the hours passed, he could see that a great quantity of wood had been taken from this forest, some very recently, and wondered who was cutting it. The Mastersmith, perhaps, to build his house or fire his forge – but there seemed to be almost too many stumps even for that. He could ask – but that might look stupid; better mention it casually to Roc, later. They camped that night where the trees stood tall and untouched.


All throughout the next day the trees grew thinner, the land steeper, until the forest died away to mere clumps and coverts huddled against the hillside, in one of which they camped. When they rose the next morning the travellers found they had a clear view back over the forest and out over the lands they had crossed. Alv was startled to see how high up they were; the forest lay stretched out below him, right to the moorlands beyond, silhouetted against the dim dawn sky. He turned, and blinked with surprise. He was in the mountains now, truly; they were all around him, as thickly, it seemed, as the forest had been, and the sun spilled blood down their flanks. As the travellers rode on, the last clumps of trees dwindled and finally seemed to fail altogether; the slopes on either side were covered in coarse grass, or bushes and scrub that clung to shelter as if in fear of being blown away. The only sounds of life were the drone of biting insects and the harsh screams of unseen birds of prey, echoing down the wind. By evening even the smaller plants had all but vanished, and the road was leading them across a broad slope, stony and bare, between two lowering dark peaks that looked like roots put down by the sky. The wind whistled bleakly between them, and somewhere in the distance there was the sound of falling water; it reminded him of the little falls on the hill streams, but much louder and deeper. As he watched, night fell, and the weary ponies plodded on through the pale afterglow. But the Mastersmith gave no word to halt, and with a sudden thrill Alv realised they must be near enough to reach the house tonight.


Hours went by. Stars came out, and the moon rose, and heads sagged with weariness; Ernan seemed almost asleep in his saddle, and Roc was swaying where he sat. But the Mastersmith was wide awake, and so, to his own surprise, was Alv, drinking in the mountain air. Darkness seemed to flavour it, like cool, bitter wine. The moon was sinking by the time they neared the top of the pass, and just as they crested the slope it slid down behind the peaks. But instead of the sudden darkness Alv expected, a new radiance seemed to hang in the sky, paler and clearer even than the light of moon or star. The crest and the peaks stood out sharp against it, and their snowcaps caught it and sparkled like frozen jewels. Abruptly the Mastersmith reined in his pony and swung down. Frost crunched beneath his feet. He beckoned to Alv, who followed suit, and came trudging up to join him.


“Look, boy!” hissed the Mastersmith softly, with something as near passion as Alv had ever heard in his voice. “Do you see it? D’you see it there? Look at it, the glory of it, blazing back from the earth into the heavens!”
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