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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.


      




 


 


 


It was so old a ship – who knows, who knows?


– And yet so beautiful, I watched in vain


To see the mast burst open with a rose


And the whole deck put on its leaves again.


from The Old Ships by James Elroy Flecker




 


 


 


Tho’ much is taken, much abides; and tho’


We are not now that strength which in old days


Moved earth and heaven; that which we are, we are;


One equal temper of heroic hearts,


Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will


To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.


from Ulysses, by Alfred Lord Tennyson




Prologue


Iolkos, in Greek Land, 978 Old Era.


Though I wasn’t there to see it at the time, this is what I heard:


Only one of the old crew had stayed in Iolkos, living at the edge of the city, close to the docks at Pagasae. Each day at dusk, Tisaminas walked along the crumbling harbour wall, passing the lines of black-sailed war galleys, bobbing fishing boats and colourful trading vessels to reach a backwater of the port where a rotting ship was moored. An ageing, angry man sat huddled in its stern, wrapped against the evening cool in a heavy sheepskin cloak.


‘Goodnight, old friend!’ Tisaminas called down to the deck. ‘Is there anything I can get for you?’


The gaze that met his own was bright with fury, the voice a growl. ‘My sons! Help me find the bodies of my sons, Tisaminas!’


‘I can’t. It’s the one thing that none of us can do. Antiokus, perhaps, the young enchanter; but he’s long gone. We could never do it. You know that well enough. But is there anything else you want? Ask for anything. I’ll try to walk around the moon for you, if you like.’


The man below huddled deeper in his cloak, staring at the prow, gazing into time. ‘My two sons on the funeral bier, Tisaminas. And a torch in my hand. The chance to say goodbye to them. Nothing more. Save for the head of that witch, their mother, stuck on the end of my spear! That’s all I want.’


The ritual never changed, a ritual of anger and despair; the same words, the same desperation, the same hopelessness, week after week across the years.


Tisaminas answered as he always answered. ‘They’re dead. They’re gone. Medea killed them twenty years ago and we were all helpless to stop her. She has fled to her own country, to an underworld that can only be dreamed about by the likes of you and me. What you ask can only be dreamed, my friend. I’ll still walk around the moon for you. Or I can bring you food and drink … a slightly easier task.’


The man on the deck sighed. After a while he said, ‘I don’t want you to walk around the moon. Too far away. And I will eat and drink only what falls from the sky.’


‘Then goodnight, Jason.’


‘Goodnight. Thank you for watching me.’


‘I’ll watch you to the end. You know that.’


‘And I want that end so much, Tisaminas,’ Jason cried. ‘Truly I do. And so does Argo. She talks to me in my dreams.’ Again, his eyes were blazing. ‘But not before that witch is feast for crows!’


Tisaminas unpacked bread, cheese and olives from his pack, and tossed this simple food down to the deck of the once great ship where Jason swept it into his cloak, before huddling again in Argo’s bosom, in the protecting oak, to brood and dream of his murdered boys.


Why did Tisaminas stay close that night? Some inkling of our old friend’s fate, perhaps, whispered by the goddess whose watchful eyes peered from Argo’s prow. He lingered, out of sight of the raging, weeping hero on the cracked, warped planks, intensely sad himself.


‘It’s coming to an end. I shouldn’t have said the words. I’ve willed them true! What will I do without you, Jason? What will any of us do?’


The moon sat full and low between the headlands. It had been there for hours, unmoving, as if caught in time. The only sign of change in the silent harbour was the restless ebb and flow of the dark sea against the harbour wall and the lines of tethered galleys. Tisaminas didn’t understand what was happening.


‘If only Antiokus was here,’ he murmured to the night. ‘He could explain this. Time has slowed …’


He noticed, then, that torches were burning on each headland, men standing on the cliffs, staring back towards the port.


‘This is the moment,’ Tisaminas breathed, and tears filled his eyes as he searched the darkness for Jason, below him.


As if his words had broken a charm, a rotten spar cracked away from Argo’s mast, crashed down to the deck of the ageing ship, striking the hero who sat there in a dream. The wound was mortal, by the sounds of the cracking bones and the sudden flow of blood and pain from Jason’s mouth.


Tisaminas turned to run, to raise the call, but a voice whispered to him, ‘Stay here. Remember what you see.’


He glanced behind him. A dark-eyed girl stood there, wrapped in a green cloak. She smiled at him, then drew his attention back to Argo.


The old ship began to shift on the water. It slipped its moorings and turned towards the open sea. It drifted quietly between the dark war galleys of Iolkos, compelled by neither oars nor sail. On each headland more torches burned, twin lines of fire on the very edges of the cliffs, marking the passing of Jason towards the embracing moon.


‘They all knew,’ the man on the harbour wall said aloud. ‘The old crew – and their sons and their daughters – they all knew. She called us all!’


He found his own torch and waved it. The fires on the headlands looped and signalled back. ‘She told us all,’ Tisaminas shouted as the ship passed between the cliffs. ‘She called to us all!’


And he added quietly, ‘Thank you for that at least, Argo. Goodbye, old friend!’


From the distant heights the torches were tossed into the sea, falling streams of flame marking the departure of a great man as the proud ship sailed below them. The moon rose suddenly and swiftly into the vault of stars, catching up with time, dropping below the hills of Iolkos in the west. Suddenly, everything was dark again, the funeral ship swallowed by the night and by the ocean.


Tisaminas turned to the girl. He was apprehensive. He knew he was in the presence not of a mortal but of the goddess who had protected Jason for the better part of his life.


‘It’s over, then. Over at last. After all these years of agony.’


‘Yes. It’s over at last. Jason is in safe hands.’


Tisaminas said, ‘Argo is frail. But will she take him to a safe place of burial? Out of sight and out of mind?’


‘Yes,’ said the girl, ‘she’ll take him to a safe place of burial.’


Then she laughed, turning away, her cloak swirling.


‘But one among you will always know where to find him!’


The northern country of Pohjola, 100 years later.


Only half remembering this frozen land, he had struggled through the snow for a lifetime, it seemed, sometimes dragging his packhorses by their bridles, always reluctant to charm them and make his life easier. His bones ‘itched’, as if to say, ‘The power is here, you can use magic to stop this misery!’


But he wanted his strength in full for when he reached the ice-bound and mysterious Screaming Lake. So he suffered the winter and the endless night. And the horses suffered with him. And where the snow lay shallow he ran, and where animals had ploughed their own deep tracks through the drifts he followed in their prints, and in this way, moon by moon, he crossed the night-pale snow waste, coming closer to the land of the Pohjola, and the strange place he sought.


Knowing where he was, he was already wearing wolfbone and beartooth around his neck, and had tied the skins of mink and fox to the ragged, stinking furs in which he’d wrapped himself, half a year ago, when he had first left the plains and marshes of Karelia and crossed the ice-bridge to the mountains of the north.


There was no dawn or dusk in the winter in this odd land, only moonlit clouds, patches of stars and the spirit-glow of lights to the north. His body alone, and the brief visits of the moon, suggested when sleep was needed. The horses didn’t like it.


‘My bones itch,’ the young man said through his frosted beard, as he brushed the ice from the flaring nostrils of his two proud companions, holding his torch closer to inspect their eyes and necks for damage. ‘They itch because they are carved and inscribed with all the magic that I have ever needed, and will continue to need in my long life to come. I was born this way, hundreds and hundreds of good horses like you ago! And yes, I suppose I could use a little of that magic to make life more tolerable. And of all the horses I have known, you two are certainly the best. Which is why I haven’t named you. I will grieve for you too much as it is, when you’re gone. Horses improve as the centuries drift by! So I could charm up a little warmth … but I won’t I prefer to save it for when we’ll truly need it. Come on, horses … this is not so bad. We’ll soon be at the lake. For the moment, just one more hour of travel? And then we’ll stop for food. I promise!’


Cold, frosting breath in his face, and a bleak look from the two animals, was all he received by way of reply to this lengthy pleading. It was as if they knew that the lightness of their packs meant that their food was almost finished. Already their bones showed stark against the skin, below their blankets, where the rationing was beginning to bite.


No day, only endless night. The last time he had been here – five generations ago, now – it had been endless day, and he had thought he would never see the stars again. Now he longed for the sun. And dawn was coming. The many-coloured lights to the north were dancing higher, the fiery breath of the waking goddess, streaming into the starry, Stygian heavens.


‘Day is coming, horses. And though I’m glad of that, I must be at the Screaming Lake before it arrives. Too many things wake with the dawn in this chill-boned land. So come on … one last try? One last hour? For me? For your young-old master, Merlin?’


Cold-eyed silence, save for the freezing breath.


‘I will not waste my precious bones on getting there,’ the young man said. He was impatient, now, and angry. ‘I must save my magic!’


He dropped the tethers, turned and walked through the thick snow, following the shallow path made by a pack of wolves. He howled and growled as he picked up their scent, rattled the wolf’s-bone talisman on his chest. Teasing.


After a moment, the horses followed quickly.


But then, I’ve always had a way with animals!





PART ONE:



RESURRECTION




Chapter One


Niiv


I was neither a stranger in this territory, nor familiar with it. The last time I had passed this way, the route into the wilderness of forest and snow that was the northern land of Pohjola had been an open gorge, guarded by nothing more sinister than white foxes, chattering mink and dark-winged carrion birds. But in five generations or more, things had changed.


As I came out of the birch forest into the gathering mouth of the gorge I faced a barrier of grim-faced wooden statues, five times a man’s height, each ringed with torches that illuminated the leering features.


I counted ten such grotesques. They spanned the gorge. Between them, a thick thorn fence barred anything but a snow-rat from passing, and if there was a gate through this sinister wall, I couldn’t see it.


I used the thorns as hooks and erected a crude shelter from the tent-skins in my baggage. I fed the horses then studied each tree-face in turn. One leaf-haired, grim-eyed mask held my gaze for several moments before I realised what it was. The knowledge shocked me. It was an image of Skogen, an old trickster friend of mine; his name meant ‘shadow of unseen forests’. That is exactly what he had been. In the remote past, when he had still been in human form, we had adventured together. Now he was here, in eternal night, a god in wood, face cracked by ice. He had no business being here. When I called out his name the torches that girdled his neck seemed to flicker with amusement. I was not amused, and nervous memory was returning.


Now a second face suddenly became familiar to me, once I had seen through the rough-hew of its carving. Another old ‘friend’ from the early years, this one gentler.


‘Well, well. Sinisalo. You used to climb trees. Now you are one. You used to play tricks on me then run away like the wind. Now you’re rooted.’


Sinisalo was the ‘eternal child in the land’. I myself had once been sinisalo. All of life’s creatures are sinisalo for a brief moment. The child’s power is usually left behind in the process of growth. But for some of us, that funny, frisky fawn always remains at the edge of our vision, to be summoned at will. The eternal child. Here she was, five thousand years on, a memory in carved birch.


‘Sinisalo,’ I whispered again, with affection, and blew a kiss.


The face on the towering trunk didn’t change its expression, but large, dark birds began to rise from their winter nests and perch upon the craggy ledges of all the statues.


It had been a long time since I had last encountered these entities, and I had forgotten most of them. What I remembered was that every time I encountered them, in stone, or wood, or bone or as masks or colourful patterns on the walls of caves, whenever our paths crossed, my life changed. For the worse. It had always seemed to me that these ten old faces in my world were watching me, appearing to me as unwelcome portents of a shift in my life of travel, security and pleasure on the path I walked. Not that these frozen wastelands of rock, ice and forest were a pleasure to cross, but I was here on personal business, and had been anticipating a change for the better.


No, these gruesome, grinning totems were not at all a welcome sight. My bones itched. Their names – all but Skogen and Sinisalo – continued to elude me. That there was life in the wood, that they had tracked me down for their own purpose, did not escape me. I wondered if they could read my confusion and my reluctance to remember more clearly.


‘Listen!’ I shouted. ‘I know two of you. I’d probably know all of you if I could recognise you. I’m a friend. I walk the Path. This is my hundredth time of walking. At least! Who’s counting? I’ve been here a hundred times before. And now I need to go on. Please call the people who erected you. I would like to talk to them. I need the gate opened!’


A long sleep later – I was exhausted; the crows woke me to the ever-present northern darkness – I stood before the wall, staring at the torches of reindeer riders, one of whom had dismounted and was standing, gazing down at me from some structure in the centre of the thorn barrier. I could see that there were five riders in all, each so heavily draped in dyed and decorated fur cloaks and hats that they seemed enormous as they straddled their beasts. The creatures were amply decked out with winter colours on their antlers, and draped in colourful blankets and cowls, through which their freezing breath emerged like elemental life-forms.


The man who stared down at me asked me who I was. I could see only his eyes. I replied in a dialect of his language that I was the young warrior who had last come this way five generations ago and fought with their ancestor hero Lemkainon, against the bearskin-shrouded Kullaavo, the dark spirit of the land.


‘You fought with Lemkainon? Against that monster?’


‘Yes.’


‘Didn’t do much good. Kullaavo is still in the forest.’


‘We tried.’


I told him the name I had used during that encounter. I reminded him that my return had been predicted, exactly on or around this time. The man breathed frost at me, then said, ‘If that’s true, then you’re an enchanter. Some of them live until the flesh abandons their bones. Even then the bones sometimes keep on rattling. Are you an enchanter?’


‘Yes. Let me through.’


He peered harder at me. He probably couldn’t see me very clearly in the dark. ‘How many birds do you fly?’


I was certain he was asking how old I was; the Pohjoli measured the age of shamans by the number of spirit-birds they could inhabit when they entered the dream-trance, usually one bird for every ten years of life.


‘Two,’ I answered.


‘Only two? But you were here five generations ago, you said.’


‘I keep to two because I travel faster that way.’ The younger, the better.


‘More birds, more skills, surely.’ The older, the wiser.


‘Well, yes. But fewer birds, more appetites.’ And more energy. Self-evident!


I had been alive since before the land of the Pohjoli had grown from the great ice. But I still only flew two birds – a hawk and a raven, by the way, though I hadn’t seen them for a while; they weren’t my favourite companions – because it was more important to keep youth on my side. At least for the moment.


My inquisitor thought about my reply for a moment, then asked me my business in Pohjola.


‘I’m going to swim in the Screaming Lake,’ I replied.


He seemed astonished. ‘A terrible place. There are more dead men in the waters there than are living in the whole of the land of Kalevala. Why would you want to bother with a place like that?’


‘I’m looking for a sunken ship.’


‘There are a hundred ships at the bottom of that lake,’ the guardian said. ‘The old man of the water has built his palace from their timbers and the bones of the drowned. It’s a dreadful place to go.’


‘No water man will have touched the ship I’m looking for.’


The man on the wall squeezed his nose as he thought about my words. ‘It seems unlikely. Enaaki is voracious. Anyway, the ice is a man’s height thick. Not even the voytazi can get through it.’


The voytazi, I knew, were the water demons who snared men on the shore and dragged them down to a terrible death. The Pohjoli lived in terror of them.


‘I have a way of getting through it.’


The reindeer rider laughed. ‘Anyone can get through it downwards. Digging down isn’t the problem. The lake is full of the song-chanters, bead-rattlers and drum-whackers who’ve done that. But the ice will close over your head. How will you get out?’


‘I may have a way of doing it,’ I bragged.


‘Then you have a secret,’ my host retorted, ‘which you must reveal before we can let you through.’


I thought he was making a joke and laughed, then realised that he was quite serious. People in the


Northland were hungry for ‘charms’, I remembered, and they were traded as easily as the Greeks traded olives and milk-white cheeses.


I was getting irritated with this man. It was clear he wasn’t going to give way to just any young-looking grease-haired, long-bearded, crow-savaged, mule-packing, stinking stranger; not without trade. And though I suspected he had little time for enchanters themselves – the song-chanting, bead-rattling drum-whackers as he had dismissed them – I hazarded that he was greedy for those little devices of enchantment that in this country they called sedjas.


‘I’ll reveal nothing of such a secret, and you know it. But I have talismans to trade, and a cure for the Winter Bleak which I’ll show you later. Let me through. I must get to the lake.’


‘You have a cure for the Winter Bleak?’


Every man, woman, child and wolf in this long-night wasteland dreamed of a cure for the misery that affected them as frost crept from tree branch to their own hearts. I had long ago discovered that the best cure for it was to believe there was a cure for it.


Reindeer man squeezed the ice from his nose again. ‘What’s your business with the ship?’


Exasperated, impatient, I said more than I wanted to. ‘I believe I know her name. I once sailed with her captain. He’s still with her. I hope to throw flowers on his grave.’


Reindeer man grunted, then looked about him at the totem trunks.


‘I don’t understand. But it looks to me as if the rajathuks have accepted you.’ He thought hard for a moment, then shrugged. ‘So you may pass through.’


I took time to look in turn at each guardian tree – each rajathuk – and thank it.


The gate had been dragged back. I quickly crossed into the territory of Pohjola, tugging on the tethers of my reluctant horses, then watched as the tangled mass of thorn and wicker was returned to its place between the towering wooden idols.


I was introduced to each of the riders who were waiting for me, though only a hulking man called Jouhkan showed the slightest interest in me.


Lutapio, the leader of the riders and my interrogator at the wall, was inspecting my horses. He offered to trade them for reindeer, but I refused. I liked my animals. Good horses, even packhorses, were hard to come by and I’d had this pair for five years. They had become good friends. Losing horses to Time, to Death, and losing hounds or wild cats, other good friends, is one of the most difficult things about walking the long path. My path is rich with the graves of old friends, or memorials to their memory.


I had supposed Lutapio was looking for some payment for the hospitality he was about to offer me, but he waved my suggestion away. I was welcome to travel with them to the lake, just as soon as their business in this forested wasteland was concluded, which would not be for a while.


Their business was at the spirit hill of Louhi, Mistress of the Northlands, a very sacred place, a narrow cave leading into the sheer, icy wall of a mountain, guarded by crowded and tangled winter trees. Blue-red flames flickered in two stone basins on either side of the entrance, and the gleaming white of bears’ skulls picked up the eerie light as they dangled from branches.


The reindeer riders had set up two low tents close by, and two bigger fires burned, kept roaring by the rest of the group, who restlessly scoured the woods for forage. Reindeer snuffled and snorted at the tethers.


Curious, I approached the cave, but Lutapio insisted that I stay outside. I could hear song, the sound of three women’s voices, I felt, one of them almost chanting, the others harmonising. The song turned into a scream of pain, then there was silence, followed by the sound of weeping and wood being angrily snapped.


The cycle was repeated. Lutapio tugged me back to the warmth and offered me a drink.


‘Her name is Niiv. She may or may not speak to you, it all depends.’ He didn’t specify on what her conversation might depend. ‘Her father died in the lake, not long ago. He was the greatest of the dream travellers, and several different animals would take his spirit, though he was strongest in the bear. Niiv is his eldest daughter. His eldest son was killed by a moon-mad wolf. Jouhkan, his youngest son, has no desire to dream travel. So Niiv is here, with her sisters, to ask Louhi if it is right for her to take over her father’s dreams. To do this she must become her father for a while, and live through his pain and his life and then at last his death. This is almost the end, as you can hear. She must be terrified.’


‘And if Northland’s Mistress says no?’


‘She won’t go back,’ Lutapio said matter-of-factly, pointing to a ditch that had been dug through the snow into the frozen ground below. It was marked with a post from which an amber necklace hung.


‘I hope the Mistress approves of her,’ I volunteered.


Several of the men laughed, including Lutapio, who said, ‘Knowing Niiv, Louhi will be eating out of her hand.’


‘How far is it to the lake?’ I asked later.


‘Five rests, perhaps six if you’re slow. Jouhkan and Niiv will take you. The lake shore is crowded with strangers, many of them enchanters. The place stinks of potions, spells and shit. You’d be wise to keep your wits about you. Though somehow, I believe you will.’


I thanked Lutapio and assured him that I was prepared for the circus that I would find. Six rests he had said, and I supposed he meant periods of sleep, approximating to a night. When night lasts nearly half a year, days cease to be meaningful, but I had a fair idea of how far I had to go, now, and the journey was to be shorter than I’d expected.


An icy wind began to blow from the mouth of the mountain sanctuary of Northland’s Mistress. Our warming fires guttered, sparks flying on to the taut hides of the tents, but quickly dying on the layer of stinking grease that covered the skins. A little while later the three women emerged, running, bent almost double; I heard laughter from below the brightly coloured mufflers that encased their faces, all but their eyes, which flashed brightly in the light of the fires. They scampered to their own tent and ducked through the low flap, pulling it shut. The laughter became louder, and then they sang again, but this time with true, pure joy, three voices that bubbled, shrieked and chattered tunefully.


Whoever she was, Niiv now had a little magic, her father’s magic, and she was delighted.


Lutapio and the others crawled into the tent to sleep. I crouched by the fire for a while, wondering whether to probe a little into the Lady of the North; I had heard of Louhi, of course; her effect and influence were everywhere. But I had never encountered her. My idle thoughts were interrupted when one of the women came out of her tent, glanced at me, then came over to me, kneeling down in the snow so that her voluminous skirts spread around her. She wore a red woollen cap pulled down to her eyes, and a scarf that covered her face. Pale blue eyes searched me from that slit in her winter mask. I was disturbed by the intensity of that gaze, almost charmed by it, caught by it as a fish is caught on a bone hook. I couldn’t help thinking: this woman knows me.


We sat in this way for what seemed an age. I fiddled with burning sticks and she mimed the slow slapping of her hands together as she watched me unflinchingly.


She suddenly spoke. ‘You’re one of those who walks the Path around the world. Aren’t you?’


Taken by surprise at this sudden insight, I answered, ‘Yes. I am. How did you know?’


‘Frost-haired Louhi showed me how to look. She seems disturbed by you. I can’t see your face for all that beard. I wonder who you are? I’ll find out. You’re going to the lake.’


It was a statement, but I still answered. ‘Yes. Looking for a ship.’


‘I’ll find out who you are,’ she repeated almost menacingly, then clambered to her feet, brushed the snow from her skirts and swirled back to her tent.


‘I’d have told you if you’d asked,’ I muttered to her rump as it vanished into the skins.


After the sleep, a fresh reindeer was harnessed for me and I was helped up by Jouhkan. I found the saddling awkward, my thighs spread too wide for total comfort, and the reins, slung between the antlers, clumsy and hard to control.


The three sisters laughed behind their woollen masks, then called to me in a slightly mocking way – I was being teased rather than insulted – before turning their own reindeer away from the sanctuary and trotting off along a holloway through the snow. My own mount bucked and was off in pursuit. Since I was holding the tethers of my pack animals I was almost hauled from the saddle blanket, but kept my grip and bounced uncomfortably behind the amused young women.


Jouhkan tickled my horses with his spear and helped them forward. And in this way we made our first progress southwards, turning away from the northern lights into bleak forest again and following proven tracks and trails. The travel was tiring, but I could have happily kept going. I could almost smell the coming dawn. My guides liked to stop regularly, however, crouching in a huddle and exchanging small talk and scraps of food, delays that I found irritating.


‘You won’t get there any faster by wishing it,’ Niiv teased me.


She was eating the last of the salted fish. She was forbidden to eat the meat, she had told me, since she was the daughter of a shaman who had died during her coming of age. She was not properly ‘born’ yet, but whispered to me that she was already pregnant. It was none of my business. She would soon make an offering at the tomb of the Lady of Pohjola, who could make the appropriate adjustments, if she saw fit. Everything was working out well, she believed. Jouhkan was her older brother, and guardian, but he was well aware that Niiv was a rule unto herself.


‘I’m here to protect her from bears and wolves,’ he said with a smile. ‘She’d rather dance with them … and probably would.’


Denied the fish, Jouhkan and I chewed our way through strips of reindeer meat so putrid I almost asked my host whether in fact I was eating a drowned man’s dried bowels. But there was nothing else to eat, so I kept quiet. To take away the taste I watched the beautiful young woman. Crystals of snow and salt lined her mouth as she chewed noisily and greedily. She was watching me with such curiosity that I felt my brow furrow, a sign of nervousness that she clearly noticed instantly. There was always a knowing smile on her face.


‘Where you’re going is the most dangerous of all the lakes in Pohjola; in any land. Except for Tuonela, the black lake. Did you know that?’


I agreed that it was dangerous, but I hadn’t heard more about it than that it was a lake where a screaming ship lay in its depths. Feeling so strongly that it was my old galley that had sunk itself and my good friend there, I had stayed at a distance. I knew of the old man of the lake, but something in Niiv’s tone gave me pause for thought. I’d have to be prepared to unloose a little of my talent, I suspected.


She went on, ‘The song-chanters spend a week on the shore during the long summer, singing to the waters, persuading Enaaki, the old man of the water, to let them swim down. Sometimes he snatches them from the bank and dismembers them. But usually he’ll agree to a visit when winter comes. He eats entrails and you’ll need to supply him with at least one full reindeer’s worth – a horse’s might do – if you’re going to persuade him to let you swim down to his lair. Did you know that?’


I hadn’t. If I found that this offering was essential – I doubted that it would be – I’d have to find some way to trade for a reindeer. My horses were not available.


Niiv was relishing her task of enlightenment.


‘There are more than a hundred voytazi, pike-toothed spirits, guarding the sunken ships. Enaaki’s palace is like a labyrinth, walls of wood tied together with weed, and a roof of human bones. It stretches down for miles into the gloom. The lake has no true bottom, only the roof of Enaaki’s palace, full of spy holes and traps. If he comes up to take you, you’ll be dragged down so fast, and so deep, that your ghost will still be in the water above, swimming on, unaware.’


‘I’ll make sure I give him a good meal of entrails.’


‘You must.’ She watched me for a moment, then frowned. ‘Enaaki will have eaten your friend a long time ago. It’s only his ghost that screams.’


‘If that’s true, then I’ve wasted my time.’


Then her words came home to me. She had guessed so easily that I had come here not to honour the dead, but in the hope that my friend was still alive, and that I believed it was his tormented presence in the depths that uttered the terrible scream for which the lake was named.


‘But I don’t believe it is true,’ I went on, cautious now.


‘Why not?’


‘Because of the ship that protects him. Not even Enaaki can eat this particular ship.’


‘If it is the ship,’ she taunted.


‘Yes.’


‘If it is your friend.’


‘Yes.’


‘How old are you, Merlin? Tell me that.’


She had leaned forward, almost hungrily. Her breath was astonishingly sweet, despite her meal of fish. Before I could stop myself, I had leaned towards her as well, almost nose to nose, drawn to her without thinking, as lover is to lover.


I came close to telling her the truth. All that stopped me, as she radiated almost irresistible charm and beauty, was that I couldn’t summon the right words to explain the thousands of years I had been walking the circular path that surrounded both the world of reality and the underworlds that opened into it.


‘Older than I look,’ I muttered lamely.


‘Well, yes. I know that. Every so often a skull appears on your face. You should be long dead. A thousand times dead. Tell me how you’ve managed to keep the youth in you alive!’


‘You’d do better to ask the youth. And he’s long, long gone.’


She thought about that, then tapped my nose, not with an elegant finger but with the last morsel of salted perch. ‘I don’t think he is,’ she whispered.


She cocked her head, smiled through the snow and salt as she popped the fish into her mouth, then pulled up her muffler, ready to return to her tent, to sleep, though she stayed for a while by the fire. Jouhkan stared at me, his jaw working slowly as he softened dried meat in his bark-stained teeth. He had not understood much of the conversation.


‘If you find your friend intact, and not in pieces in Enaaki’s kitchen, how will you get him back to dry land? As Lutapio told you, the ice is a man’s height thick. It can close over you in seconds.’


Again, that careful curiosity. The question seemed so innocent, but even Jouhkan was probing for the secrets I might hold.


All I said was, ‘Ask me in a few rests’ time. I have to get there first. I have to learn some rules.’ I was still ravenous. ‘May I have some more reindeer meat?’


Jouhkan looked puzzled at that. ‘Reindeer meat?’


I pointed to the brown sinew that he held in his gloved hand. He laughed, shaking his head. ‘This isn’t reindeer … Did you think it was reindeer? I wish it were!’ He snarled at his meal. ‘It makes my stomach churn to think where this came from …’


‘My mistake!’ I said hurriedly. ‘Please don’t elaborate.’


He passed me a strip of the disgusting flesh. I noticed that Niiv was laughing silently behind her muffler.




Chapter Two


Urtha of Alba


‘Will you answer a question for me?’ I called to Niiv during the third period of our journey to the lake. She had been in a sullen mood for two ‘days’, and sick twice. Her sisters were riding apart from her, though there had been no arguments between the three of them. We hadn’t talked very much, there had been very little opportunity. A biting wind had been cutting through the forest. It cut to the bone. It cut all thoughts except those to do with keeping warm and getting home. It was quieter now, just the sound of hooves on fresh snow and the grunting of the animals. Niiv was riding ahead of me.


‘Yes. If you will answer one of mine.’


My curiosity about the woman was deepening, though I was anxious to hide the fact. She was familiar in a way that disturbed me, not because I could feel the kindling of powers of enchantment in her muffled head, but oddly because of the way she laughed. ‘Who’s the father of the child you carry?’


She glanced at me over her shoulder, then rode on in silence for a while before saying, ‘I don’t know.’


‘You don’t know the father? Were you asleep at the time?’


‘It hasn’t been decided!’ she amended angrily, adding, ‘Yet!’


 I felt a thrill of comprehension. And a chill at the same time. Familiar words echoed across the generations. I watched her body swaying on the back of her steed. She was vibrancy incarnate. She was staring slightly to the left, aware of my gaze on her. She waited. She remained silent. She knew I was more than curious.


‘I see,’ I said. ‘There’s no child as such, just a hope in your head. Just a dream. Nothing inside you yet.’


‘There is a child,’ she said sharply, and after a moment added: ‘It’s simply that the child, as yet, has not got its father. The child so far is Niiv, and Niiv alone. It’s waiting for its father. I keep telling it to be patient, but children are such demanding things.’ She glanced back at me again as she said this, and I saw that she was amused, teasing me. ‘This one wants to be born. But without a father, how can it grow properly?’


‘How indeed?’


We rode on in silence for a long, long time. I spent a lot of that time trying to decide whether Niiv frightened me or fascinated me. As she had spoken I had felt my flesh crawl. My bones were almost singing! All my life I had believed that my skills in charm – some call it enchantment – were carved on my bones, and though I wasn’t using charm at this time (it’s costly), the bones themselves were very effective amulets, always signalling to me to be careful.


Indeed, warning signals were everywhere, most particularly in the flash and swirl of fire in the night sky behind us, silent and sinister. That northern horizon was alive with cascading light, a shimmering fall of burning colour that was constantly reflected in the polished bead and bone of Niiv’s elaborate headdress.


My concerns were twofold. It was clear to me that Niiv was playing with the skills in charm she had been given by the Lady of the North. She was dabbling in sorcery in the most obvious way. She had started a child in her womb, sensing that this earthly vessel would be useful in absorbing other life and other skills. I had known of this trick from the moment I had started on the Path, and knew how to take avoiding action. It was a dangerous strategy, and Niiv was still too young to control it; and so she, too, was dangerous. She had certainly learned some small magic from her father, though I doubted that he had intended to teach her. Everything suggested to me that she had stolen her small skills from him. And now her father was dead, horribly drowned. And she had used that death to claim his right in enchantment. Her brother seemed to exist in an airy world of his own, riding well behind us. Niiv had no one advising her, no one counselling her, no one ready to control her excesses. And I was aware that not even Niiv knew how dangerous she was.


Dangerous! And though I had admitted my own nature to her, as I would admit it to anyone – that I was a simple shaman, all of whom lied about their age and skills – she had somehow seen behind the lie. She knew I was no ordinary shaman. She had seen a skull peering through my face. She had recognised me as ‘one of those who walks the Path’. She had raw talent. I would need to be careful in speech and behaviour from now on.


My second consideration was the simple familiarity of the woman, and I suspected that this, too, would be the subject of her own question to me.


After a while I asked her, ‘What was your mother’s name?’


‘My mother? She was named for the blue of the lake in high summer. Why do you ask?’


‘What was your grandmother’s name?’


‘My grandmother was named for the frost that glitters on the branches in the dead of winter. Why do you ask?’


‘And your great-grandmother?’


Niiv hesitated before answering, not looking at me. The beasts struggled and snorted as they ploughed through the snow.


‘The same as my mother. Why do you ask?’


‘And your great-grandmother’s … grandmother?’


‘My great-grandmother’s grandmother? How curious you are, Merlin. How strangely curious. My great-grandmother’s grandmother was named for the mist that hangs in the trees in autumn.’


‘Little Meerga,’ I whispered, but said aloud, ‘You have a long memory.’


‘We don’t forget,’ Niiv agreed. ‘All my grandmothers watch me from the bosom of the Northland Mistress. Why are you asking me all this?’


‘You remind me of someone.’


Niiv laughed. ‘Not little Meerga. She died two hundred winters ago.’


‘I know.’


Little Meerga. Mist Lady. I watched Niiv ride and remembered her ancestor; it was so obvious to me now, now that I had placed the connection. The eyes were the same, the laugh was the same, the provocative way of riding was the same. The spark of outrage was the same.


I was sad for a while, though I couldn’t help laughing when I remembered my first encounter with the woman whose descendant – my own descendant, my own great-something-grand-daughter – now rode ahead of me …


*


Meerga was fragrant and knowing as she slipped into my tent, accompanied by her sister. I was excited at the prospect of the encounter – though not the look in her eyes when she first glimpsed me. Her sister, who was even more appalled at the sight of me, asked her several times if she was sure about what she was doing. Meerga reassured and dismissed her sister, then again looked doubtful herself.


We took a drink and ate some pieces offish, sitting on opposite sides of the small fire whose flame cast a pleasant glow on her pale face. Something must have warmed her, though probably not my conversation, because suddenly she stood, invited me to stand, then began to undress.


Below her woollen cloak she was wearing a red and blue patterned dress of fine linen; the aroma of bluebells drifted from the fabric. She slipped the shoulder knots and let the dress fall away, to reveal an undergarment of white, gauzy material that was heady with the scent of spring flowers. The dried petals had been sewn into the seams, to make a pattern of circles around her body. She was very beautiful and she watched me through wide, blue eyes as she deftly untied the bows at the shoulder. The undertunic fell to reveal a garment of gossamer thinness, from which came the scent of rosewater mixed with the fragrance that excites, the aroma that has nothing to do with flowers.


She started to lift this final garment above her thighs, then teased me: ‘Aren’t you going to shed some of that fur?’


‘Well, if you’re sure.’


I slipped my wolfskin cloak from my shoulders, kicked it away, revealing my deerskin shirt and trousers. Though the trousers were loose around the groin, for obvious reasons, the shirt had congealed to the undergarment I wore, whose nature at that moment I couldn’t remember. I dropped the trousers and noticed Meerga’s shocked glance, then looked down and shared her shock.


I had washed all my clothes in the sacred river of the Aeduii, a tributary of the great river Daan. Thoroughly washed them! Then again, that had been in summer – I wasn’t sure which summer precisely – and in a much warmer country. I’d simply not noticed the decay.


I apologised, then used my flattened palm like a blade to separate shirt from vest; the pungent aroma of fungal spores and sweat mingled with Meerga’s roses. It was a quite pleasant combination, I thought. But she had put her hand over her mouth, speaking through her fingers. ‘Do you have any skin under there?’


‘I’m sure I do …’


The vest came away eventually, though it tore at areas where insects had burrowed. I’d not noticed them until now, and now they hurt as they bled. Naked, I stared down at a body that had been conquered and ransacked by a world that had nothing to do with the kings, armies and the greed of my own kind.


‘I’m sure I can do something about this …’ I started to say, but a gust of cold air announced Meerga’s appalled departure, overcoat flung carelessly round her shoulders.


But she came back an hour or so later, with various ointments and mosses, and set about cleaning me up. And at some time during the night, her daughter was conceived, though I had long since left the lakeside when the girl came into the world, and the line that led to Niiv had been commenced.


The laugh and the look; it had remained over two hundred winters …


*


I decided not to reveal this insight to the girl, so I simply said, ‘But you wanted to ask me a personal question in return? Ask away.’


‘Thank you,’ Niiv said as we rode on slowly through the forest of birch. She seemed disappointed that the previous exchange had ended. ‘But now isn’t the time. I’ll ask you later. When we’ve reached the lake. I hope you’re prepared for the question.’


‘All my life I’ve felt prepared for everything except riding reindeers. So if your question is do I like reindeers, the answer is no. And if your question is do I like what I’m eating, certainly not. Do I like watching you ride? Yes. I like watching you ride.’


She laughed quietly at that, I noticed.


‘Do I wish I was back in the warm climate by the blue seas that lie to the south of here? Most definitely. Would I like to become the father of your unborn child? Now there’s a question.’


‘But not the question I want to ask you,’ Niiv said instantly, with not a flinch or twitch or hint of anger at my presumption as she guided her buck through the snow.


‘But would I, though …’ I mused.


‘But would you, though,’ she teased.


‘I don’t know the answer.’


‘Nor do I. As I said: it wasn’t the question.’


She glanced back with what I imagined was an impish smile, though the night and her woollen mask exposed nothing but a torchlit twinkle in her eyes. The rest was imagination.


And the itching on my bones made me long to scratch below my filthy cloak.


Because I had been anxious to get on, and because my companions were also young, we came to the lake after only five periods of sleep. I was starving, as was Niiv whose excitement and boldness had grown as we had neared her home, and the wind was from the south and the smells of cooking were almost irresistible.


Nevertheless, the woman instructed Jouhkan and me to stay where we were, among the sparse trees, while she ran quickly towards the glow of the fires we could see ahead of us.


Jouhkan was scratching his strong, yellow beard. ‘There’s something up,’ he muttered. ‘Probably a new arrival. She has a nose for these things. Even before the Northland’s Mistress gave her a new set of nostrils!’


If that was true, then she had a better nose than I. All I could smell on the breeze was food, piss, sweat and reindeers. And the tangy aroma of a fruit, a yellow berry that grew all through the long Pohjolan night, a fragrant if tiny piece of magic in the dark. Jouhkan’s comment added to my conviction that Niiv herself had been born talented in sorcery. Although at first at a very simple level, she was now like a briar rose, growing out of control. I was very much on my guard with her.


Niiv came scampering back, her head exposed, fair hair flowing, her skirts caked with snow. She was breathless and unhappy and the moment she reached me she touched ungloved hands to my face, staring at me.


‘They’re Galliks,’ she said. ‘Apparently very dangerous. I don’t know them, but there are other visitors who do. They are nicknamed “quill-heads” because of what they do to their hair. Do you know them?’


Galliks? Quill-heads? I knew them well enough. Lime-streaked hair, stiffened in battle like frosted wood or stripped feathers, bodies painted with the faces, eyes and members of their ancestors, voices trained to shout above the sound of falling water, arms strengthened to allow them to hold their full body weight by one hand as they flung themselves out from their chariots, clinging to the knotted mane of their galloping horse. Yes, I knew them well enough. The Greeklanders called them keltoi.


Galliks, keltoi, bolgae, Celts, they were known by so many names, and all had names for their tribes and great clans based on deeds, or creatures, or ancestors, or visions. They were a widespread and confusing people, usually hospitable, highly honourable. How dangerous they would turn out to be depended from where, in the western lands they dominated, this particular group had come.


‘When did they arrive?’


‘Some time ago, while I was singing with Louhi. They seem to be very unhappy.’


‘What are they looking for?’


‘What are you looking for? What is anybody looking for? The same thing in different guise. This place attracts madness and hope as warm skin attracts a mosquito. Please be careful of them. They’ve already made threats against a neighbouring camp. They’ve set up their own tents close to my village.’


And then she gave me that look again, the look that said I know you! And she knew that I was older than my face, and she smiled, adding, ‘I think you should ask for lodgings with those brutes. If you could persuade the rajathuks to let you pass into Pohjola, you might be able to persuade the Galliks to keep their iron dry.’


Certainly I would seek lodgings with them – they might well be useful to me, and I was familiar with most of their dialects. First, though, I had to pay a call on an old friend.


*


The frozen lake was far wider than I’d remembered. Its forested shore was alive with fire, fifty camps or more, hundreds of fires burning and cooking and warming the black of night, away into the distance. The ice stretched out before me, marked and patterned through the long winter by shamans trying to fathom its secrets. Even now, out in the midnight gloom above the frost, I could see naked figures moving and dancing, skating and crawling, some of them beating at the great lid of frozen water that separated them from the world of ghosts, ships and ancient offerings at the bottom of the wide mere. Several tall, grey, indistinct figures stood motionless in a circle at the centre of the lake.


The surrounding woods were eerie ghosts in the starlight, their shapes silvering when the moon rose, sometimes shimmering when the falling veils of light in the north streamed at their most brilliant. The roots of these woods sucked the spirits from the lake. They bristled with the past, whispered with lost voices. This lake was one of several places that touched into distant Time itself. What I sought might as easily be in one of these massive birches, or in a copse of thorn, as in the old ship in the lake mud, far below the ice.


I listened for hours, listened for the scream of desperation, the howling voice calling for what it had lost. But the lake, for now at least, was silent.


Time would tell, though time was in short supply. With spring would come danger.


Later, I approached the two squat tents erected by the keltoi. A single man crouched in his furs, guarding the entrance to the crude enclosure. He eyed me suspiciously, asking my name and my business, and from his dialect I placed him as coming from the edge of the world itself, the Island of the Dead which I knew as Ghostland, though Alba was its more familiar name.


This island was close to the land of my birth. Its high places were marked with the same stones and spirals. Its caves stank of the same earth, the same dreams. For reasons I hadn’t begun to understand, the dead accumulated there, hiding in its forests and at the sources of its rivers, the vast domain of Ghostland, at the island’s heart. Many tribes lived on the border of this domain, protected by old and powerful defences against the spirits which walked, rode and fought there. Alba was a strange island, a place in which I did not feel comfortable, which is why I visited it rarely.


A stretch of water separated the white chalk cliffs of the island from the white cliffs at the edge of the huge land where I walked my path, but the men who prowled those sea-carved edges often signalled to each other using sunlight on their shields. In good weather and calm seas, small ships crossed the straits, and some of them managed to return.


I was allowed access to the fire inside the tent and found a chieftain, four of his retinue of warriors, and two druidi, the priests or sorcerers of the keltoi.


These island men were gruff in their speech, very crude in tongue, welcoming in their hospitality – I was invited immediately to share the tent and the food, payment to be discussed later – but each carried a severed head in a leather bag, and each took pleasure in showing me his trophy. The smell of the cedar oil was stimulating. The chieftain claimed that the grim skull he himself carried would sometimes sing to him of triumphs to come.


The men addressed these heads as if they were friends, asking forgiveness for closing them up again in their sacks at the end of a conversation, but food had to be taken.


I had seen this many times before, and not just with the strange Alba islanders.


The druidi were in disgrace, I was soon told. They had tried several times to penetrate the ice to find some lost and significant object from their chieftain’s land, and failed. Now they sat, sullen and thoughtful, away from the warlord. They were trim-bearded and crop-haired, though each had a single, long plait hanging from the left temple. They wore new deerskin trousers and thick fleece jackets. The older man had a splendid gold half-moon breastplate, a lunula, slung around his neck. They were both better dressed than the warriors, who sat huddled in brightly patterned cloaks, woollen trousers and long, beaten leather boots that were now quite rank in odour.


The chieftain’s name was Urtha. He was a bright and irascible man, still youthful though combat-scarred, given to both great laughter and flights of fury. Like many men I had met in my long journey, his language often sounded insulting and was peppered with obscenities. I sensed that no offence was ever intended; it was simply the way of talking.


He introduced his companions. Two were conscripts from a neighbouring tribe from among the Coritani, with whom Urtha’s clan of the Cornovidi were currently at peace. They were called Borovos, a hot-tempered, flame-haired youngster – who alone was responsible for the aggressive reputation of this group, I discovered – and his cousin Cucallos, who huddled inside a hooded black cloak and dreamed of other days and wild-riding raids. The other two were members of Urtha’s elite band of horse-warriors, which he called his uthiin. Most chieftains encouraged such bands to ride with them, and they took a name that reflected their leader. They were bound to the warlord by codes of honour and taboo, and had a status far higher than ordinary horsemen. These two, hard-faced, war-scarred, hard-drinking but pleasant, were called Manandoun and Cathabach.


The rest of his uthiin were guarding his fortress and his family, back on the island, under the temporary leadership of his greatest friend, and foster brother, Cunomaglos.


‘Dog Lord!’ Urtha laughed. ‘A fine name for that battlefield hound. The place, my fine fort, will be safe in his hands.’


‘What are you searching for?’ I asked him.


He scowled at me. ‘If I tell you that you’ll search for it too.’


‘I have enough on my mind,’ I replied. ‘My only interest is in a ship that lies at the bottom of the lake.’


‘The ship that screams like a man dying?’


‘Yes. Are you after the same ship?’


‘No. Not at all. No ships involved.’


‘Then why not give me a hint of what it is? We may be able to help each other.’


‘No,’ Urtha said emphatically. ‘But I will tell you that it’s an old treasure. One of five lost treasures. The others are scattered in the south somewhere. This one is important to me, though. Very important. Because of a dream I had about my sons, and the fate of my land. I need to know a little more. That’s why I’m here. I can’t tell you any more than that, except that these one-braids,’ he gestured at the huddled druids, ‘used an oracle – dead blackbirds, if I remember …’ his warriors, who had been listening, sniggered to a man, ‘… and the oracle said to sail north. To this piss-hole place! We’ve been trying to get here for nearly a season. At least, I think that’s true. How can I tell? Nobody told me that there was only night in the north.’ He lowered his voice irritably. ‘I’m going to make sure I get some new oracles when I get home. But don’t let them know.


‘And I’m missing my wife. Aylamunda. And I’m missing my daughter, little Munda – little terror! – she’s nearly four, now. And I like her very much. Even at four, she teases me … and I fall for it! She already knows more about hunting than I do. She’s got the goddess in her creases, if you know what I mean. She’ll be strong, one of these days. I pity the poor bugger who’ll have to marry her. But she’s great fun. She can run with my three favourite hounds, Maglerd, Gelard and Ulgerd. Wonderful creatures! I miss them too. I should have brought them with me.’


‘And your sons? Do you have sons?’


‘I’m sorry you mentioned them,’ he grumbled. ‘Demons. Twin demons. Five years old. It took charm of heroic proportion to persuade their foster father, a chief of the Coritani, to keep them for as long as he did. Borovos and Cucallos, here, are among his knights, and they know what I mean. I didn’t want the little horrors back, but he sent them back when they were five, with a fine black bull and heifer as an apology. When I go home, I’ll have to start the proper fathering myself. I imagine they’ve driven poor, noble Cunomaglos, their new guardian, to distraction by now. If not to combat! Yes, I’d hoped to have two more years of peace. Little grim-faces,’ he went on, more to himself than to me. ‘Not idle. Not stupid. But too quick to get angry with everything, according to their foster father. There’ll be trouble when I’m dead. Those two will fight each other, through greed I expect, tear the land apart, unless I can find a way to change things …’


He continued to mutter inaudibly for a moment or two.


All the male children of the chiefs of the keltoi were fostered for up to seven years, I remembered, before being returned to their natural parents. It was called “the separation’, and was usually a painful time, though not, it seemed, in Urtha’s case. The return was called ‘the greeting’, and was a time of testing and bonding, which could be equally painful because of its hostility. One in three of all returning princes would end up as a marsh sacrifice in his early adulthood, pegged down in shallow water, strangled, throat opened with a knife.


But I wanted to make friends with Urtha, at least for the moment. ‘Do I understand your priests told you this? That there will be trouble in your land?’


‘Yes … They’re the ones who read the signs, after I told them my dream.’


‘Then I suppose it must be true.’


Urtha glanced at me sharply, then looked at the gloomy enchanters. ‘I see what you mean,’ he agreed in a whisper. ‘They’re useless now, maybe they were useless then. Maybe things will turn out better.’


‘I’m tired,’ I said. ‘And I have a task of my own.’


‘The screaming ship, you said.’


‘The screaming ship.’


‘Don’t know much about it, but good luck. You’ll need it if you’re going to freeze your balls trying to raise her from below that ice.’


‘Thank you. But in a few days, by way of thanks for your courtesy, I’ll see what I can see, if you know what I mean … if you’d like that.’


He scratched his thick, black beard, thinking about what I’d said. ‘You’re an enchanter?’


Why hide it, I thought. Anyway, he would find out in a while, either when he realised I was going down to the ship, not raising her, or from Niiv, who I suspected did not hold the notion of discretion high among her virtues. ‘Yes.’ And I added, with a smile, ‘I’m the best.’


He laughed. ‘They all say that. Anyway, you’re too young. You’re no older than me.’


I cannot remember, now, why I said what I said next, why I trusted Urtha with an answer which, though vague, I had kept from Niiv. ‘I’m very much older than you. But I’m an old man who stays young.’ He looked at me blankly. ‘When I was born,’ I went on, ‘your land was still empty of anything but forest. The oldest animals still stalked the river edges …’


‘How long ago was that?’


‘A long time ago. Hundreds of good horses ago.’


‘You’re a moonstruck liar,’ Urtha said after a moment, a canny smile on his lips. ‘That’s not a complaint, you understand. Not at all a complaint. You may be a liar, and moonstruck, but I suspect you lie well, and since all we see is stars and moon … I’ll look forward to a few of your stories.’ He glanced gloomily around. ‘Nothing else to do but drink and piss in this gods-forsaken place.’


‘I’m not a liar,’ I said evenly. ‘But I’m not insulted by your doubts.’


‘Nothing more to be said, then,’ he grinned. ‘Only something to be drunk!’ He reached for a leather flask and waved it towards me.


‘I agree.’


A discomforting event occurred soon after, which put me on my guard. The next ‘evening’, which is to say after the formal meal before sleeping, one of Urtha’s retinue – Cathabach, I think – led me into the snowbound forest. Urtha and the rest of his men were there, staring up at the dangling clothing of his two enchanters, stretched over crude wooden, human frames. As I’d approached I’d noticed that a certain amount of humorous commentary had been abruptly stopped. Only frost-breathed reverence greeted me as I came up beside the chief.


‘This is what happens if you don’t get it right,’ Urtha said. ‘What a shame. For all their faults, they had talents.’


‘What happened to them?’ I asked, sensing mischief had been done.


But Urtha simply pointed to tracks in the snow, leading into the wilderness. ‘They went “wolf”,’ he said. ‘It’s something such men do when they need to escape.’


‘Are they dead?’


Urtha laughed. ‘Not yet. Just going home the hard way.’


Such men as Urtha’s druids were held in high esteem by many keltoi tribes, I knew, occupying high stature. But not, it seemed, in Urtha’s land. Make a mistake: run naked through midnight snow.


He stepped forward and stripped the deerskin trousers from one of the mannikins. He pulled the fleece jacket from the shoulders, and untied the gold lunula from around the other stick-man’s neck. To my surprise he offered me the trousers.


‘Any good to you? They’re shit-stained I expect, but you can clean them up, and they’re well stitched. Better than the stinking rags you’re wearing at the moment.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Do you want the jacket as well? Good for this climate.’


‘I won’t say no. Thank you again.’


‘Don’t thank me,’ he said with a searching look at me. ‘I’m not giving them to you. We’ll trade, in time.’ He passed me the thick fleece, then held the half-moon golden lunula in his hands, stroking it with his thumbs. ‘I’m glad to have this back for the moment. It’s very old. Very old indeed. It has … memories.’


I sensed that Urtha wanted a response from me but I said nothing. After a while he looked at me, his eyes sad. ‘It belongs to my family. That man had the right to wear it. Now I can keep it for a while, until I find a better man to wear it. I’m glad you came out of the night, Merlin.’
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