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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Prologue


Of the mastersmiths in the Northlands that were, and of their marvellous skills, the Winter Chronicles tell many tales. Greatest is that of Elof, called Valantor, but there were others who, mere men though they were, also forged for themselves an enduring name in its pages.


One there was who might have become a master among masters, yet in the end was counted the worst of failures, betrayer of his craft and squanderer of his inborn power and talent. So judged his fellow mastersmiths, who set down his story. Yet written in the margins beside it, in a hand unknown but always faithfully copied from manuscript to manuscript, generation to generation, is the simple phrase, ‘There is more to be said.’


Much more …










CHAPTER ONE



Fair of Swords


THE ICE LAY EMPTY beneath the cold moon, as if seeking a mirror for its own no less jagged and barren beauty. From sky’s end to sky’s end of that immense glacial wilderness nothing stirred save the pale sky-shadows, and the pattering wafts of powder snow. And yet faint shimmers of light glanced among the cold crags, and voices awoke. They sang in the glassy air like the chime and fall of icicles.


‘He is coming.’


‘We must see him, speak with him. We have taken too much on trust already.’


‘He will be here soon. He is making preparations. There is so little time, with these vermin. To dwell among them … I am weary.’


‘Soon others will carry on.’


‘He will be overawed.’


‘Yes.’


‘In the right way! Nothing must go wrong now.’


‘Then you had best turn south again. At once!’


It was a dream that woke him, as he nodded over his work. Suddenly, sharply, so that his heart raced and his breath came shallow. He seldom if ever remembered dreaming, and it shocked him. He looked around wildly, and saw that his work was cooling evenly, and the workshop was quiet. Through the open upper half of his door the sky was black, the stars pale; but suddenly a brighter light streaked between them, a brilliant, instant slash across the sky, rising to the zenith and falling away. ‘A starstone,’ he thought sleepily, stumbling to the door. ‘They don’t usually last that long.’


But when he reached the door it had gone. The cold air on his cheeks woke him a little, and he stretched, yawned, groaned. Nothing met his eyes but the fading stars, and the moon impaled upon the distant summits, spilling its thin glare down their flanks. Around the horizon, like veils it drew before the dawn, fluttered the faint colours of the aurora; but a colder light shone beneath. He knew what lay there, not so many leagues distant, but rarely in his life had he given it much thought. Yet could it have been that he dreamt of – and the voices? He searched his memories anxiously, but they were already fading. He could remember only an urgent command, to go south. And that was nonsense, if ever he’d heard it. He’d never been to the South, where it was so hot men had red hair; and he never wanted to.


So it began, as he told it, and as the Chronicles record. Perhaps it was only in looking back that he added meaning to that vision, and those words to the voices. Perhaps, though, some faint echo did reach into his sleep, of the powers that were stirring, the wave that was rising and was soon to sweep him away for ever. But a sudden sizzling creak from the furnace caught his ear, the first faint contraction he awaited. It drove away all other thoughts. Seizing the great tongs that stood ready, he knocked free the catch of the small door and swung it squeaking back. Shading his eyes against its withering breath, he plunged in the tongs and pulled out a chunk of metal, strange and uneven in shape, glowing dully in the near dark. He turned it this way and that, inspecting it by its own light, absently humming a slow tune. Then, without haste, he carried it to the great anvil, braced it against the heavy round-topped swage he had set up, and reached for the largest of the hammers he had ranged out ready. A tap or two and his hand went to a smaller one, and some time after that to a file. From time to time he thrust the metal back into the furnace, to renew its glow; he needed no other light. And as he tapped and scraped and shaped he sang, softly, in a tuneless baritone; words of holding, resisting deflecting, defending. He never faltered, and he never looked. Every tool lay under his hand as he reached for it, every word flowed, so that his mind and his eyes never for an instant left his work. For he was a mastersmith, and the virtues within him poured into the metal he was forming, and made them, for that moment, one.


At last, as the darkness itself receded and the morning mists rolled over the town, he straightened up, sighed, plunged the darkened metal into the open fire once more, and then, with careful calculation, into the trough by his side. Steam squealed, the tongs shivered an instant in his grasp like something alive, and then there were only bubbles. He pulled the metal out and dipped it into a narrower jar, raising throat-stabbing fumes from which he retreated, and then into a sandbox. Enough for now, he told himself, as he washed away the sand and the corrosive pickling stuff. Polishing and decorating could wait. He would try it out now.


Exulting, he stormed through to the back of his workshop and the little rooms where he and his apprentices slept. Even in the dark he knew Olvar was there, snoring gently to himself, a long contour of darkness like a miniature hill. ‘Hoi!’ barked the smith. ‘It’s done! Up, up and into the saddle, you lazy slugabeds! It’s a bright day beginning!’


The hill gave an uneasy quiver, snorted, broke wind, sighed happily and shrugged deeper into the worn fur covers of the cot. The smith growled and aimed a boot somewhere just below the summit. It was like kicking a rock, but a head shot out from under the cover. ‘That wasn’t necessary!’ complained a richly petulant voice. ‘I was just—’


‘Getting ready to sleep out the morning? No, I do you wrong. You’d never have missed breakfast – or breakfasts, in your case,’ added the smith cheerfully. ‘Well, today you can earn your bacon for a change. Up and out!’


Olvar heaved his dark bulk upright. His cot complained bitterly. ‘I warn you, Master Kunrad,’ he yawned. ‘I’ll be working up an appetite.’


‘Then you can start on your own toes, and keep going. And you, Gille – Gille?’ The other cot stood empty. The mastersmith swore, pulled his heavy sheepskin jerkin off the hook and stamped out of his back door, across the rutted alleyway to the stables opposite. The air within was warmed by the beasts who nodded peaceably in their stalls as he strode by to the raised hayloft at the end and kicked the wicker panelling hard. There was a yelp, a flurry of hay and a slight, swarthy youth sprang upright, stark naked and staring wildly around. Then he blinked at the smith in the odorous dimness and sighed. ‘Oh, it’s you …’


‘Yes. Not her father, not this time and bloody well lucky for you too!’


The young man shrugged elegantly. ‘I’m just a poor prentice. I can’t afford to marry and settle down. What am I to do?’


‘Take up knitting! If you’re trying to pretend you can’t afford clothes. Put some on or I won’t be able to face my sausages. Who is it this time, anyhow?’


‘This time?’ A round-faced young woman sprang upright beside him, clutching a crumpled gown as rather inadequate cover. The smith blinked.


‘Oh – er, hallo, Stejne, isn’t it? Well, yes, this is rather a popular place—’


She shot a smoking glance at Gille, who had been frantically gesturing at the smith. ‘Popular!’ He gave her a studiedly boyish half-smile and a little shrug.


‘You wait!’ she snorted and turned away, making the gown even less adequate. But she took rather longer about stalking off through the hay than modesty demanded, giving Kunrad ample chance to admire the curves of her back; and as she passed him she launched a glance of a different kind under her long lowered lashes. It made him pray to the Powers that Gille hadn’t noticed.


‘Whew!’ said the young man, hopping on one leg to get straw out of his shoe. ‘See that, did you? Isn’t she a peach? I reckon you could—’


‘I could use a better couple of prentices!’ snarled the mastersmith, making as if to cuff him on the ear. ‘One does nothing but sleep and eat me out of house and home, the other can barely lift his hammer of a morn because he’s been banging away all night!’


Gille ducked away easily. ‘You should talk! But I can still make you songs and verses for your great works, better than your own—’


‘And one of these days you’re going to make more than that, and who’ll have to cope with the father? Aye, fine, you’re a ready wordsmith, but I wish there was some way to keep your head and throw the rest of you away!’


‘Wouldn’t have a lot to sing about, then, would I?’ grinned Gille, flinging his shirt over his shoulder as they came out into the alley. ‘Anyhow, this is all your own fault for rising at such an hour! Look, the sun’s not even through the mist yet, and an hour or more till breakfast.’


‘I haven’t been to bed. I’ve been working. And we’re going to make good use of that hour. Get Olvar and—’ Kunrad grinned. ‘Come help me into my armour! Oh, and get some clothes on. Working clothes!’


‘These are my working clothes!’


Nevertheless Gille was soberly enough dressed a few minutes later, as he and Olvar led the mastersmith out of his front door on to the open green beyond, beneath the high gate in the palisade wall of the town. At every step he clanked, but he was already moving more freely, testing and flexing the joints. As they passed the door he did a clumsy little dance step, and the mailrings and the plates and gadlings chimed faintly in harmony. The prentices stood back admiringly. ‘Something to see it all together at last!’ rumbled Olvar. ‘Ready for the big fairday! You’ve fixed the gardbrace, boss?’


‘It was in the cooling,’ nodded the smith, noting that the recut lining held the helm exactly level and unmoving on his head, and the visor’s browpiece no longer showed that slight tendency to tilt over his eyes. Mist droplets were collecting on the mirrored surfaces, beading the delicate inlays, trickling away down the fine fluting that both strengthened the plate and ornamented its flowing profiles. ‘I was too hurried with the first ones. This time I’ve been more careful. Well, shall we see?’


The prentices exchanged glances. Gille hefted the big, roughly made sword he carried. So did the smith – and took a swing at him. Gille ducked it as easily as ever, and as the glittering arm passed he struck at the opened shoulder joint. The long blade struck the ornamented shoulder armour, and skipped off across the new gardbrace, the one unpolished point, to slither feebly down the smith’s back. ‘Perfect!’ whooped the smith behind the stern features he had moulded on to the visor’s facemask. ‘Another!’


Gille, recovering, drove at the chest armour. His point struck, driving the breastplate back on the fine mail beneath. It linked, stiffened and spread the force, and the smith parried skilfully. ‘Hardly felt it! Another! You now, Olvar!’


The burly prentice swung up his sword with stolid unconcern and brought it down on the high crown of the helm. The smith disengaged easily, and it clanged and clattered across the other shoulder. ‘Featherlight!’ jeered the smith cheerfully. ‘Come on, laddie, you’re holding back! These are blunt edges, remember? Put a bit of weight behind it or you’ll get no breakfast!’


Like most of the smith’s threats, this meant nothing and Olvar knew it. His cut to the left thigh clanked away of its own accord, off cuisse and greave, to stick in the turf. ‘Ha!’ growled the smith suddenly. ‘I’m going to chop off your head, you great useless lump of buffalo lard—’


He whipped his sword back with enough forceful intent to startle a more imaginative man than Olvar. As the mastersmith twisted back, swinging the blade high to deliver what would be a devastating blow, the prentice lashed out in a wild clumsy parry. But the sword quivered at the crest, did not fall. The mastersmith gave a strange choking cry; and then the edge of Olvar’s sword, with all his huge strength behind it, smashed into the loricated plates that shielded his side, with a noise like new forging. Appalled, the big prentice let fall his blunted blade. But even as it struck the ground the smith toppled with it, like a steel statue, flat on his back, jingling as the helm bounced off the hard earth.


Gille sprang over him, fumbling with the helmet straps and gibbering. ‘Olvar, you idiot! Master! Master Kunrad, are you killed? Olvar, oaf, wantwit, don’t just stare, go fetch a healer, you sow’s head! Fetch Mistress Metrye, and the Guildmaster – run!’


A gaggle of inquisitive neighbours carried the mastersmith to the healer’s house on a door, still in his magnificent armour. Everyone had browbeaten the prentices so thoroughly that they were shaking too much to remove it. En route Gille managed to unlace the tabs of the plate collar, spilling out the smith’s dark tousled curls but, mercifully, nothing worse. Kunrad’s face, normally best called amiable, was unmarked, but very pale. He groaned suddenly, and his carriers almost dropped him. But he raised himself on one elbow, and said thickly ‘Twist the catch about, idiot!’ and dropped back with another groan.


‘Master!’ moaned Gille. ‘What happened? Why didn’t you move when that ox Olvar—’


‘Not … fault,’ said the smith clearly enough. ‘Mine … ’nother flaw … tell you ’bout it when …’ His voice uncoiled like a broken spring.


‘He’s cracked a rib or two and rattled his brains,’ said the silver-haired woman severely. ‘Which if he is very unlucky will leave him little better than you two morons. But it’s much more likely he’ll be his old self in a day or two, with rest.’


Gille breathed out. Olvar sat down hard, and almost destroyed the bench. ‘Thank you, mistress,’ said Gille. ‘Well, at least his armour is well proven. I thought he’d been cut in two with that blow!’


The old woman picked up the breastplate, angled it to the window and sniffed. It mirrored the painted planks of her house, wild images of seabeasts she had never seen, and shipbattles her father had fought in; but to the prentices’ sight it showed something beneath, a burning shimmer like sunlight on clear water, transient yet somehow embedded in the metal. To her eyes as well, they realised; for often healers had a touch of smithcraft in the blood. ‘Strong stuff indeed, by the look of it.’


‘Masterly!’ breathed the Guildmaster. Like Olvar, he was one of the copper-skinned men whose forefathers had first come from over sea, and his narrowed eyes were like coals above his cheekbones. ‘Getting it ready for the spring market, was he?’


‘His great project,’ said Olvar hollowly. ‘His dream. Beyond any fair I could think of. The greatest armour that ever smith since Ilmarinen made, it was to be. He’s crafted suit after suit till he came to this pattern, all the time he could spare from supporting himself and us – and then he’s made three of the type, shattered half the pieces testing and stuck the best ones together.’


‘Testing,’ huffed the Guildmaster, who headed all the local guilds and hence the town. ‘Like this?’


‘And on us, sometimes,’ said Gille, wincing at the memory.


‘So?’ mused Metrye. ‘Then I suppose he’s earned what you gave him this morning.’


‘He said it wasn’t our fault!’ protested Olvar.


‘Did he?’ grunted the Guildmaster. ‘Well, he ought to know, I suppose. I still don’t know what prentices are coming to. Rack and ruin, no discipline – it’s a proper household that young fellow wants. Thirty-six and still unwed – you should encourage him!’


Gille recalled that the Guildmaster’s eldest girl was among the many who had tried to snare Kunrad, and the few who had succeeded, briefly. ‘It’s not as if we don’t try, sir,’ he said lamely. ‘I mean, we’d be glad of a woman’s touch around the house, us.’


‘Decent cooking,’ groaned Olvar.


‘And filthy clothes washed and backsides run after,’ said Metrye sardonically. ‘A fine prospect for some poor innocent, I’m sure. No wonder they never stay with him long.’


‘Something to take his mind off work, anyhow,’ said Gille sourly. ‘That’s why. He gets lost in it. For a week he’s head over heels in love, and then he gets some new idea – about the armour, usually – and, well, just forgets about them. Along with eating, washing, sleeping, you name it, for days at a time. He doesn’t mean to, he doesn’t mean any harm! But then they see what he’s going to be like.’


‘And they give him the breeze!’ grunted Olvar. ‘And he doesn’t notice that, either.’


Metrye, with two husbands behind her, wrung out the damp cloth on the smith’s brow. ‘Then he can’t really have cared. Nor they. A shame there aren’t more woman smiths!’


‘Woman – ridiculous idea!’ growled the Guildmaster.


‘Well, I can’t think who else is going to land him,’ said Gille. ‘Not while he has this idea set in his mind, anyhow.’


‘Lucky to have anything still set – ah, he’s coming round.’


Kunrad rolled on his side and was promptly and noisily sick. But after he relaxed, and drank some of the wise woman’s herbal infusion, he seemed to recover his wits quite quickly. Until, that was, Olvar, still in anguish, asked him what had gone wrong with the armour.


Kunrad stared blankly. ‘Wrong? Well – oh yes, something did … I suppose. But …’


‘What, Master?’


‘Why …’ His face mirrored Olvar’s anguish. ‘There was something. I know that. But I can’t remember what it was. Not a thing. Not a damn thing!’


‘Common enough,’ said Metrye, brushing the prentices back from the couch like so much fluff. ‘A wound or a dunt on the head’ll often blot out the memory of it. You take your rest and don’t fret your stupid self, and the chances are it’ll come back to you in a week or two, when all else is healed. Lie back quiet, now, and bless your luck your brain didn’t run out your ears!’


Kunrad did his best to take her advice. The grating pain in his ribs every time he breathed made that a lot easier. Leaving a problem alone, though, was not in a true master-smith’s nature. Even when, strapped up and bandaged, he was allowed back to his own bed, it kept him awake all night, as much as the aches and pains did, or the aftereffects of Gille’s cooking. When he did sleep, too, he dreamed again, feverish dreams in which he chased an empty suit of armour that danced eerily through a spectral landscape, lush and pleasant one moment, but the next falling away to reveal the stark bones of the Ice. The awful thing dangled the answer in his face, mockingly; but when he awoke, the bandage sweat-soaked and tight over his swollen ribs, he could remember nothing.


Nor could he still, by the first day of the great spring fair, some five weeks later. The bandages were off, the bruising yellowed and healing, the ribs no worse than tender, but the inner itch was still there. Kunrad was back at work, polishing up the blades and hafts and hauberks that made up his stock-in-trade, for this was the occasion of the year, not only in the town of Athalby but in the whole of the lands around. It would draw buyers from all across the Northlands, from the seacoast to the mountains, from wandering bagmen peddlers to the great merchants who traded between cities, and still sometimes with the hostile South. There, he had heard, the sothrans despised and mocked the idea of true smithcraft. They called it a superstition of half-savages that crafted metal could be infused with virtues, strengths that went beyond the merely physical, influences that could strengthen or direct the purpose of the metal artefact, sometimes in very powerful ways. They scorned it as they did all things northern, yet they were still ready enough to pay high prices for the work itself. Merchants had made a good profit from his work there, he knew; well, let them! They earned it by the trouble of such a long journey among such nasty folk. If they bought from him again, as they always did, that was enough. Of course, the price might go up a little …


It was at a past fair that Kunrad had found his path in life, very early. He was born in Athalby, a quite large town in the rising years of the Northlands, some two centuries after their first painful settlement. In those days there was no Great Causeway across the Marshlands to the South, the land of Bryhaine, and both lands still stood in fear and distrust of their neighbours. This was made more so as the Northland settlers intermingled with the rustic, peaceable folk who came across the sea to settle there, and took on the copper hue of their skins, which many in the South despised. But to the people of Athalby both the sothrans and the Great Ice seemed like very remote menaces, problems for others to get concerned about. They were, by and large, a quiet, stolid folk, hard to impress, harder to daunt, well-nigh impossible to panic and proud of it, shaped in the tough image of their land.


This lay well to the north and inland, a wide lowland on the southern margins of the Starkenfells, beneath the crook of the arm that the mountains of the Meneth Scahas thrust out northwestward, barring the advance of the Great Ice. They sheltered Athalby and its surrounding villages and farms from the worst of the chill winds, and broke rainclouds upon their slopes to send down a maze of small rivers and lakelets. Other, less welcome streams flowed in summer, swollen with meltwater from the vanguard of the glaciers. The mountains were young and sharp, their rock new. On the higher ground its jagged bones showed through the thin earth, and few trees grew, or much except scrub and heathers and mountain herbs. The rich silt the streams brought down kept the lower ground fertile, but it was never lush, with only small patches of woodland, stunted and wind-bent. It was not especially attractive country. Indeed, the townspeople themselves said that its chief virtue was that it was impossible to get lost, because the country was exactly the same no matter which direction you went. They also joked that Athalby stood at the centre of the world, because no matter how you rode around it, you always seemed to stay in the same spot.


With such reflections, repeated endlessly to one another and even more often to strangers, Athalby folk contented themselves through long and generally peaceful lives. They were not a people to be much concerned with the need for adventure, or change; the seasons were variety enough for them, and the increase or otherwise of their flocks, harvests and families. The frequent markets and fairs, of which spring was the greatest, furnished all the trade and society they required, and a wide range of diversions. It was to one of these that Erlik, Town Smith of Athalby and one of its most solid citizens, took his young son Kunrad, who till then had seemed another of the unexceptional breed.


The first the Chronicles show us of him is a small boy watching a friendly contest of arms, mailed riders sweeping by with lances couched to meet in jangling disorder, or rising in their stirrups to loose long arrows at tiny targets on wands beside the track. Others on foot contest with swords and bucklers, setting the air alive with the toneless music of metal. It is a sound his home is already full of, but there it takes on a newly exciting life. The fighters are the armed guardsmen of various towns, the nearest the Northlands ever came to armies; and the boy watches them, mouth agape. Yet he is held, not by the battling, as many boys would be; but by the beauty of the weapons themselves. And most of all by the bright armour, the rippling shirts of mail, the shining plates at leg and breast, the gaudy shields and the polished helms. They fasten themselves in his mind, these shining skins of metal and their companions and tormentors the bolt and blade. These are friendly contests, and he sees nothing of their killing quality, only their bright power and the skill with which they can be wielded. Wonderful things they seem to him, attributes one should be born with, instead of flesh and bone. And yet, they are so very crude. So many small details he notices that could be better shaped, so obvious that he wonders why others have not corrected them. All the way home he prattles about them, and Erlik listens patiently; for even an Athalby mastersmith has to have some imagination, and he sees the beginnings of a powerful talent in his little son. A very profitable one, too.


In due course, it is recorded, Kunrad became one of his father’s prentices, and gave good proof of his promise. Erlik was a sound teacher, and by his teens the boy was already an able metalworker, adept at all the ordinary tools and utensils, charms and trinkets the townspeople demanded of a smith. It was not only his way with the metal, though, but the strength of the virtues with which he imbued his work. His steel hoes dug better, and the plants around them flourished; his silver flagons kept the wine fresher. He made everything well; he became a very good smith for all purposes. Erlik, feeling the onset of age, would have been happier if the boy had actually shown more enthusiasm for all these everyday wares, on which his own fortunes had been founded. But what really held Kunrad’s attention was the shaping of fine swords, and knives, and axes, and pikes, and arrowheads, and above all armour; and it was always on these that he chose to use the skills he learned.


Erlik, an unwarlike man, found it slightly unnerving as his smithy began to fill with beautiful, lethal objects, not least because they kept their edge all too well and found their mark with bitter accuracy. In part this was due to the cool perfection in Kunrad’s forging, but there was more to it. A quality in himself flowed out into them; and Erlik and his wife, who no longer dared sit down in the smithy without looking carefully, began to worry about where the boy had got it from, and how he was going to turn out.


They did not have to. As the years passed, and he grew from capable journeyman into burgeoning master, he began to study the arts of battle, and even fought in occasional friendly tourneys and trials. It showed in his craft; but on Kunrad himself it had little effect. His prentice piece had been a plain but beautiful knife, of undeniable skill, but too like a dagger for Erlik’s taste; and when at twenty-four he became the youngest candidate for mastery anyone could remember, it was with a hunting sword of conventional falchion shape, broad and heavy, but inlaid and entwined with traceries in many metals, a forest of swirling vines and creepers entangling the figures of foresters, hounds and game, great beasts whose images he had found only in books, all frozen in an instant of pursuit and flight. And beneath them, for the eyes of the masters who marvelled, there was another tracery deep within the metal, fleeting webs of light that spoke meaning to their minds and hearts directly, and to the craft they themselves held. These were the subtle virtues a smith could pass into the works of his hand, to make it more than the mere metal form, a living instrument of its purpose. The masters read them in the light of their own craft, and were borne up themselves into the unending quest the fine gold and silver inlays depicted, eager as the fine edge to cut at the quarry. They were silent awhile as they passed the blade from hand to hand; and then without a ballot, in standing acclaim, they welcomed the gangling young man into their company.


But though his home bristled with spike and blade he never showed any urge to use in earnest the creations that were beginning to make him a name, first in the region and then further afield. He remained the generally quiet, amiable character he had always been, hard-working and serious-minded, and if there were hidden fires they were unleashed chiefly on his work. When his parents died in one harsh winter he declined to follow Erlik as Town Smith, forfeiting riches and a fine house, but freeing himself to his own pleasures. He made the things he liked best, worked hard, lived simply, drifted in and out of several hopeful matches, and eventually, when he had a little money saved, brought in two prentices. The most hopeful candidates went to richer smiths, so he chose those less accomplished but most serviceable to him, Olvar for relentless strength and patience, and Gille for the finer decorations and the wordcraft that could weave and intensify the virtues of a work, the spells that were sung over it.


So it is the Chronicles return to him, a man in his prime who seems to mark time in all the common concerns of life, that he may still pursue the vision of his childhood. Small wonder he rarely dreamed, for his dreams were what he lived and thought about, and what he wove under his hands. Such folk are most often the happiest; but as he made ready for the fair, that dancing vision of imperfection tormented him still, a torment he had never learned how to bear.


As usual he took no booth at the fair, for its centre was just beyond the gates, and his door could be seen from there. He had chosen the house with that in mind. The prentices were busy hanging a banner from his eaves, and staking out a double line of swords and other weapons like a bizarre fence to lead in his buyers.


‘Get yer wares!’ chanted Gille, bedecking them with signs. ‘Get yer luverly pig-stickers! Gizzard-slicers and gut-grallochers! Gall-churners and codpiece-collopers! All hot, all hot! Get ’em while they’re fresh, afore they get you! Don’t drop ’em on yer toes whatever yer do! All hot, all hot!’


‘Shut up!’ grunted Olvar. ‘You sound too much like the pie-seller. Or that girl with the hot rolls.’ He scanned the gathering crowd hopefully. So did Gille.


‘Look, if she turns up, I’ll take her and you take the rolls, right?’


Olvar gave him a withering look. ‘In a pig’s ear, brother prentice. Food’s not all I think about, you know.’


‘Maybe not, but what about that time you almost choked? I told you, you can’t do it and eat—’


‘A man can try. Listen, you, the master said we could go look around the fair for likely customers, when we were ready. So I’ll go now.’


‘Hey, why not me first?’


‘Because food’s all he’s after,’ grinned Kunrad, coming out of the smithy, wiping a newly filed spearhead on his leather apron. ‘It’s too early in the day for your pleasures, yet.’


‘It’s never too early!’ protested Gille, but he subsided.


‘Besides, yours are more expensive,’ said Kunrad cheerfully. ‘Look alive now, or you’ll put off the customers! Sell a round dozen of swords today, or a couple of the heavy mailshirts and you can have a silver penny for tonight, and ache for days after. Set those arrows out handsomely, there. Even with the weeks I lay ill, we’ve got a fine stock. Shift it all and we can spend six months or so really getting to grips with that armour!’


‘Yes, master,’ sighed Gille. ‘I can hardly wait.’


Olvar, though, was back unexpectedly within the hour. He was greasy about the mouth, and licking it off his fingers, but it was news he was alive with. ‘They’re all talking about it!’ he announced. ‘There may be war with the South!’


‘There’s always going to be war with Ker Bryhaine!’ sighed Gille. ‘It must be so boring down there in the boggy borderlands they spend their time cooking up squabbles!’


‘Never seems to come to anything!’ agreed a merchant, to whom Kunrad was showing some heavy horse-swords. ‘I’ve heard the rumours, too, but they don’t amount to more than a skirmish here and there—’


‘It’s coming to something this time!’ interrupted Olvar, looking almost excited. ‘There’s a lot of trouble with corsairs at sea, ships taken from north and south, and each one’s blaming the other, either for the corsairs or not doing enough about them. There’s toing and froing on land as well, raids and suchlike!’


‘What, across the Marshlands?’ grinned Kunrad, clinching his sale. ‘They’ll soon get tired of that!’


‘If they live long enough!’ shivered the merchant, slowly counting silver from his purse. ‘Twice I’ve been across that godawful place, in a caravan the size of a small town, mark you, and we still lost men every night! Weeks it took, and I don’t think I got an hour’s sleep at a stretch without some horrible sight or other alarums. It’ll be a while before I ride those paths again, for any profit!’


‘Well, you’ll have good protection at your saddlebow when you do!’ said Kunrad. ‘Now upon this blade there are virtues of breaking barriers and cleaving a sure path, as I said, as well as mere breaking of heads. And the silver tracing on the guard’s a fine specific against bogles and bump-in-the-nights!’


The merchant winced as he put down the last coin. ‘Let’s hope so! All very well for you to joke, but you haven’t seen them. I’d sooner wield the sword against them than sothrans, that’s for sure. The redpates aren’t such bad fellows in their way. But I’m sure it’s all talk. Why should sensible men fight? There’s little enough profit in war for either side. Why, there’s a sothran lordie here to the fair, friendly and freespending as you like, and he’s pouring scorn upon it!’


‘Is there now?’ exclaimed Kunrad, rubbing his hands. ‘Olvar, you lout, now that’s the kind of news you should be looking to bring back, and not a pack of rumour! Up, off, away the pair of you, waylay his wealthy worship and invite him hither in ways he can’t resist! From all I’ve heard, these sothran lordlings are always after new wargear. Merchant, that’s worth a stoup of ale – will you seal the deal on one?’


Soon after the merchant left, with his weighty purchase bouncing at his back, there was a stir in the crowd, and the prentices reappeared at the head of a small entourage. Kunrad smiled as he saw the tall figure they led, striding eagerly across the trodden grass as if it was his own homefield, with a gaggle of what were evidently servants and soldiers at his back. A rare sight, a sothran so far north, let alone one of their ruling lords, and one that reassured his heart. Not only because this might be his best customer ever, either.


Kunrad was not the kind of man to take joy in any profit a war might bring him. He saw weapons as matters of defence, of shielding the just and enforcing the right. For those, sometimes, men had to fight. Against savagery and barbarism and the greater enemy, the Ice and the evils with which it sought to flood the world – there, too, men had to fight, and he was happy to give them the means. A war, though, between two civilised peoples, lately neighbours under one king – it was not to be thought of.


Very likely that was why this lord had come here, so far north. On some kind of embassy, perhaps, sent by the sothran Syndics or whatever they called themselves to reassure people, to calm their fears and remind them Bryhainers were not all tomato-haired devils.


If so, the smith decided, he was a good choice. The lord’s hair was nothing more outlandish than auburn or light brown, streaming back over his shoulders as he walked. He was as tall as Kunrad, towering over Gille and most Northerners, and a lot more lithe. He would be considered handsome, too, the smith realised as he drew closer – uncommonly so, in a lean, hawk-nosed sort of way. He walked easily among the crowd, without any hint of the legendary sothran arrogance. When he saw the smith waiting at his door, he stepped ahead of his followers and saluted him politely. ‘Merthian Laithe, of Anlaithann in the Southlands. Do I have the honour of addressing—’


Kunrad smiled to himself. Very neat! Merthian had phrased his name so as to avoid mentioning any title which might offend Northerners, but leaving no doubt that he had one – Lord of Anlaithann, probably, wherever that might be. It would do no harm to return his politeness.


‘Kunrad Erliksson, Mastersmith of Athalby, to serve your – lordship.’


Merthian smiled back and nodded to the burly soldier with a head of russet hog’s bristles who had unobtrusively moved up to his side. ‘We’ve been hearing about you along our road – eh, captain? It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ And he bowed.


That was not a gesture Northerners went in for, but Kunrad was not going to look like a yokel in front of the crowd. He bent awkwardly in return, ignoring Gille’s stifled snigger. ‘If it’d please your lordship to look over the works of my hands—’


‘If they’re anything like the others I’ve seen, it certainly will!’ said the newcomer cheerfully, plucking curiously at one of the hedge of swords.


‘Just workaday blades, those,’ said Kunrad. ‘Decent and sound for a fair price, but naught special. I’ve better within.’


Merthian straightened up and sighed. ‘Workaday!’ He looked at the smith a moment, then drew his own sword and offered it, hilt forward over his arm. ‘This is of Northern make, and what it cost me, I dare not tell you! Eh, captain? What would you make of that?’


Kunrad took it, weighed it in his hand, tapped it against another, checked the balance, peered at the hilt a moment, and swept it back and forth in great whistling slashes that made the captain stiffen visibly. Merthian just smiled. Then Kunrad held the blade away from the light, twisting it slightly, and gave a considering nod.


‘It’s a decent enough piece,’ he admitted. ‘From Dunmarhas down south, by the master’s mark, about seven years old. Good springy steel, well forged, with a harder edge added. It’s seen some use, it’s well sharpened bar a few nicks. But the pretty hilt, now—’


‘Ah!’ murmured Merthian, exchanging looks with the captain.


‘The hilt’s sothran work. Well enough in its way, but weaker. It’ll give, and soon.’


‘But that is newer!’ protested the captain.


‘Look for yourself! There’s already fine cracks about the base of the guard. It could be far better shaped to the hand, too, offset a touch to lessen the strain on your wrist, and end the wear where your thumb falls. I’ve guards and quillons that’ll shield your fingers better, but I’d go for a finer blade altogether. This one’s a shade short for a man of your stature. And a touch too rigid near the point – too ready to snap at the right blow. Too wide at the hilt, also, with the fuller – that’s the blood channel – too flat. And the tang overly narrow, by the look of it. And the same type of simple edge all the way along – nothing to catch or snap the other blade, nothing – oh, there’s far more you can do. And virtues – well, one against rust, that’s usual, and one of easy drawing and sheathing, and one of straight cleaving, but no more, and none as strong as they might be—’


He stopped. The captain was chuckling, quite openly. Merthian held up a hand. ‘Enough! Please excuse him, Mastersmith. We don’t talk much of such things in the South, but I – well, I’m not a man to mock what others believe in, simply because I don’t understand them. So tell me about … virtues, by all means.’


‘Little more to tell,’ said Kunrad, mollified. ‘Fair enough, but you can do better. But for the hilt, they might issue a common soldier such a sword here. Decent, but, well, as workaday as those.’


‘I was afraid you were going to say that,’ sighed Merthian. ‘I saw some other work on the way North, a couple of your pieces included. Well, show me something better, by all means; but I’m seeking all manner of arms for my housetroops as well. So we’ll set a price on these workaday ones too. A quantity price, of course.’


Gille and Olvar exchanged eager looks. Kunrad ushered in his guest, sizing him up as he did all customers. He found him a younger man than he first appeared – bright-eyed, pale-skinned, clean-shaven, no more than thirty. Well dressed in a quiet way, in rich green riding coat and hose; only the touches of gold at throat and cuffs, the single heavy ring and the fine tooled leather of belt and boots suggested special wealth. A casual wealth that needed no display, just as the very ease of his manner suggested he was used to command. The Lord Merthian evidently had nothing to doubt or prove, but he did not seem complacent about it. He was looking around the cluttered smithy with keen interest all over his fine features. Gille might have some competition with the girls tonight, thought the smith cheerfully, and warmed to his guest even more when he ignored the one good chair and slumped comfortably down on a bench.


‘Can I offer your lordship some wine?’


‘You can, Mastersmith – though with no offence to Northern wine, I’m happier yet with Northern ale. The captain here certain is! And by the way, plain Master Merthian will do very well. If truth be told,’ he grinned, as Gille filled the best pewter tankards from the house barrel, ‘it’s something of a relief to be free of all the honorifics. I find the North refreshing – in several senses, eh? Your health!’ He wiped foam from his lips. The captain belched happily. ‘Now, what can you show me?’


For the next hour a succession of Kunrad’s best swords were brought out, laid on the table, tested, compared, priced and mused over. Merthian plied him with questions about them, the considered kind of questions that spring from knowledge already wide. Evidently he had a deep grounding in the art of swordsmanship, and one based in experience, although there was nothing bloody or violent in his talk. The smith responded readily, for he rarely met anyone with whom he could share his enthusiasms so fully. Before long, fascinated by Merthian’s experience and his sothran viewpoint, he was questioning eagerly in his turn. Time passed, ale flowed, and almost in passing two of Kunrad’s finest swords were sold for little less than his asking price. They had hilts gilded and jewelled, the grips bound with finest doeskin on a base of hide boiled and hardened to form, and blades made like great tapering leaves but edged like razors, with cunning shapings and serrations at the top and strong, lethal points. The price was not low, and the captain spluttered into his ale; but Merthian paid without demur.


Not content with that, he picked out a great pack of lesser weaponry, the greater part of what Kunrad had made ready for the fair – so much that the captain and two of the followers had to be sent back to Merthian’s lodging for a deep bag of gold coin, stamped with the image of the Raven and Sun on one side, and with the image of a towered city on the other, impossibly great to Kunrad’s mind. Still they talked, with Kunrad eager to draw on Merthian’s experience; and it was to armour the talk turned. The prentices dragged out jingling mailshirts and lighter cuirasses of overlapping plates; and although the sothran shook his head a little at the prices, still more gold changed hands. At last Merthian took Kunrad up on a point about the padding of overlapping sections, and the mastersmith could not resist a reference to his great work.


Merthian’s eyes gleamed. ‘May I see it?’


Kunrad havered. ‘Well … it’s not ready. Nothing like. There’s a lot still needs doing …’


Merthian spread his hands. ‘Does that matter? Oh, I know you craftsmen, you’d sooner astound me with the finished piece. But I shan’t be back this way for a long time. If ever. I too have a great project in my life, a work of order and peace, and it will hold me in the South for years to come. That is, if it succeeds; if not, well, who knows where I may be? My friend, this armour’s evidently the peak of your achievement, the end result of all we’ve talked about. You wouldn’t deny me this one chance to see it?’


The smith, as his prentices knew, was a kindly man by nature, and he had his common share of vanity. He had also had a little more than his share of ale. With a sigh he rose, angled the shutters so the sun, now sliding down into the afternoon, fell on the back of the smithy, and with a slight hiccup drew aside the heavy curtain that hung there.


Merthian sprang up with a yelp of surprise. The stolid captain, who had been consoling himself with the beer, gave a long low whistle and swore. Even Olvar and Gille stared, for seeing the armour complete in cold mist, with pieces left unpolished, had not prepared them for the sight of it in the full sun. In the time that had passed Kunrad, pursuing his quest for the flaw, had replaced the damaged parts with his spares, and completed the polishing and the decoration. It stood there now, ranged on a frame as it would be worn in life; and the sunlight struck it now with such blazing force that it seemed to sound in the ear as well as the eye, a great clash of silver cymbals.


This was the form of it. A full suit, covering the body from head to foot, so that as it stood there, arms outstretched and masked helmet bowed, it looked like the statue of some ancient hero. It shone black and silver there, bright plates of ornamented steel founded on a base of mail that at first looked plain and dark, but shimmered with an elusive light in the steady sunbeams. It was as Kunrad had intended, both a stern image of martial strength and a thing of beauty in itself. Yet there was more, as he began to see for the first time, watching the others’ reactions. He had worked, perhaps better than he knew. He had envisioned something that would suit a leader of men; but in uniting the strength and beauty he had imagined with other qualities less obvious, maybe, he had created something that embodied leadership in itself, a vision of sheer power almost independent of the wearer.


There were two kinds of armour worn at that time, mail of interlinked rings or overlapping scales, and plate, that enveloped the body in stiff forms of solid metal. Mail was lighter and more flexible, but even with aketons – coats of padding – or light plates of stiffened leather beneath it, it could not withstand the heaviest blows with the edge, or the piercing of spear or crossbow bolt. Rings might be driven into a wound, and worsen it. Plate armour would turn almost any blow, but at the cost of weight and stiffness. Also, for all the time and patience it took to make mail, plate was more expensive, and much subtler, because elaborate joints of many elements, given archaic names such as poleyns and couters, had to be fashioned and worked for every flexion of the body, often down to the very fingers. Kunrad had chosen both. His work was founded on a mail-shirt of the pattern commonly worn, the long hauberk reaching almost to the knees, with mailed gauntlets and leggings; but uncommonly light and fine in its fabric, and shaped by his own subtle and complex craft.


‘The rings are small,’ he said, ‘but shaped and riveted each against its neighbour, and in places double-layered, so that they interlock if driven back against one another. There is a virtue upon them to enhance that.’


‘What makes them sparkle like that?’ asked Merthian wonderingly. ‘What manner of decoration?’


Kunrad smiled. ‘Not for appearance alone; nothing here is. Each ring is coated with black forge-enamel, baked hard and glossy – that is against corrosion. And they are lined with a dust of tiny gemstones, won from fine river-sand and little greater, so that they move freely against one another. That is what takes the light. So that while the shirt hangs thus, yes, it sparkles; but when its wearer moves—’ He took one arm gently, and the onlookers gasped. The cold glitter rippled like liquid fire.


Over the mail he had set garnitures, plate pieces to protect the most vulnerable areas, yet leave movement as free as possible. This again was not uncommon, but Kunrad had created these in his own fashion. Instead of a solid collar and breastplate there were jointed assemblies, like poleyns that followed the contour of the body, flexing and sliding over one another to follow its movements, and overlaid layers of lames, hands to protect the outer surfaces of side and thigh. These plates were not plain things, but shaped with careful skill, relying almost always on shape and angle for their strength, rather than sheer weight of metal. And they were made beautiful in themselves, richly but finely ornamented with fluting, moulding and inlays; yet every moulding had its own purpose, to block a blow or turn it, or to strengthen some other piece that might be driven back against it. The shoulder and arm assemblies, gardbrace and vambrace, seemed solid at first sight, yet beneath the beautifully shaped outer shells plate and mail flowed together as freely as a second skin. Gauntlets of mail with leather palm and finger panels covered the hands, but topped with more interleaving plates on springs of steel and whalebone – flexible till struck, then bedding, locking, impenetrable. Here as elsewhere the rivets that provided both fixing and hinge between plates were shaped, not for mere decoration as in ordinary fine armour, but as defences in themselves, shaped to deflect a blow in directions carefully considered. The inlays were of gold and silver, alongside glossy black enamel and the duller niello shading that added richness to the mouldings. They enhanced the shape of the armour, and its flowing movement, the free flexion of its joints, the commanding features of the visor-mask beneath the high-crowned helm.


‘Yet none of this also is mere decoration,’ said Kunrad quietly, contemplating it. ‘There are virtues in the inlays also, more than the bare steel could contain. It may have many virtues forged into it, the turning of blades and the blunting of edges, the breaking of points and the baffling of blows, dispersing their force among its own springy sinews. For those, steel more than suffices. But to make the suit act as a whole, to have it follow the body of its wearer like his own skin, to lend it lightness and life and a flow like those of the flesh and blood within – there the finer metals of the patterning must serve, as the nerves do in the body of bone and flesh.’


‘I would not find that too hard to believe,’ said Merthian, no less quietly. ‘Even as it hangs there it seems alive, ready to move almost with a will of its own. And a strength, as if it could lend that strength to the wearer, to put fire in his friends’ hearts and fear into his foes’. That is armour for a leader.’


‘To that end I designed it,’ answered Kunrad.


They contemplated it in silence, swaying slightly on the cool breeze, the tall helm brooding in silence over the strength it crowned.


‘Did you have any wearer in mind, then?’ asked the sothran. ‘Is there a famous face in those features, some great man of the Northlands, some hero?’


Kunrad smiled. ‘We have few enough of those in these times. No, no one man; though if one such comes along, in my lifetime, I would gladly be the smith to craft him something fitting.’


Merthian looked puzzled. ‘But this—’


Kunrad winced slightly. ‘It’s … unfinished. There are problems within it. Perfecting it will teach me the shaping of something better, in time.’


Merthian shook his head wonderingly. ‘Smith, to me it appears perfect. Perfect! Smith – this also I would like to buy.’


Kunrad stared. ‘My – Master Merthian, I’m sorry. It’s unfinished, flawed. Besides, it’s not made to your stature, as it should be. I made it to mine, so I could prove it.’


Merthian rose to his feet. ‘We’re of a height, you and I – very close. My shoulders and breast are not so large-made, but a trace of padding will amend that. I can tell you now by the sight alone, that suit will fit me more closely than half the sothran armour I own. As to the flaw – Powers, man, I have talked enough with you to know that what you call flaws are beneath the notice of any ordinary man. They need not affect the price. Smith, I want that suit, I will not haggle. Your price is mine! Name it!’


The prentices’ eyes glittered, but Kunrad writhed. ‘Master Merthian! Do not make me refuse you again! In all conscience, I cannot. I’ll gladly make you one like it, when I’ve done, for a fair price – or a lesser one for you, as outwardly fair as this, even now—’


‘And how long would that take?’ demanded Merthian passionately. ‘Smith, you heard me. My project calls me, as yours you; but mine must be launched within months. And then I cannot come back till it is done, and that may be years. And smith, I need that armour for it. Need! Do not think I am a child with a shiny toy under its eye. I have men to lead, I must be in their eye at all times. Even in the heat of battle I must be clear to them both in their eyes and in their hearts, a living standard and a banner they will flock to. Can you make me another suit to let me be this, in three days?’


The smith shook his head. ‘Not in three weeks, Merthian. I am truly sorry.’


‘Then if I do not have that one, I am nothing. Come, man, at least give me a fair chance! You showed it to me, you never said then that it was not for sale. At least name some price, however enormous!’


Kunrad held up a hand. He was breathing hard, and he ran fingers through his already disordered hair. ‘A price? What could I have of you that would persuade me? There are things you don’t begin to understand, that nobody but a smith truly could. A hundred thousand of those gold coins, a thousand thousand; your castle, your lands even, wherever they are—’


The captain was on his feet and drawing his sword, barking something in the sothran tongue. Gille gave a nervous yelp, but he reached for one of the swords on display; Olvar’s hands closed on the tabletop, ready to heave it over. The sothran servants crowded into the door. ‘Down on your knees, you Northland hound!’ the captain was shouting. ‘You baseborn bastard, you dare insult my lord Merthian, the—’


Merthian’s long fingers closed about his sword-arm and stopped it without any visible effort. ‘No, captain! We are guests here! I would sooner think the Mastersmith meant no insult.’ He waved the servants back.


The smith shook his aching head. ‘No insult to you! Though some might feel insulted already by such insistence as yours. I was going to say such things wouldn’t be enough, that was all. But yet, we’ll call it that, if you must insist on a price for a thing that has none. If that’ll end it.’ He gave a weary laugh. ‘Nothing less. That sum, or your castle and your lands. And I wish you a safe journey back to them, Merthian. I am truly sorry.’


Merthian shut his eyes. ‘Perhaps I do not deal in this as fairly as I would wish. If you knew what is in my heart, and what I must do – if I were only free to tell you, you would at least forgive me my refusal to take your answer. Smith, if you were to help in this project of mine, in this way and others – then, yes, when all is brought to fruition, then I will give you what you ask. The gold. Or, yes, the lands, that I love dearly, and that are worth as much or more. And I swear that! By the name of my father who left me them I swear it. I will write it in blood if you desire!’


There was a moment’s silence in the smithy, and the noises of the fair outside seemed like an intrusion from another world.


‘Master Merthian,’ sighed the smith, ‘it is I who cannot explain matters as they demand. Keep your lands, as you should, and as I must keep this armour. For it is as much the same to me, and more. The work of my heart, a part of myself, with all that I have poured into it; and it must be completed or I will never know rest again. Could I sell the reflection out of my mirror? As I said, I can make other armours, I will make one for yourself before all other men, if you still wish it. This one, though, this must never leave me; and though it gives me pain, the whole Southlands and Northlands together would not buy it of me.’


Merthian shook his head, his hair flying in his eyes, and his voice was cold and controlled. ‘There are concerns here I do not understand, clearly. I try to respect another’s beliefs, as I said; but this seems to me beyond all reason, to feel that what you make is part of yourself. Believe in the Powers if you will, I do myself in some wise; but this … this religion of metal, this divinity of steel! A savage superstition, as if you worshipped stock and stone like the brown-skinned men you have taken among you. That you should clutch it to you is reasonable enough. Men need faith, however unworthy or demeaning. But that it should prevent you acting sensibly – ah, well. I waste my words, as before. My servants will take up what I have bought, and I thank you for that, Mastersmith, and the good ale. Perhaps we will meet again. Come, captain!’


He bowed, as politely as before. Kunrad, red in the face, bobbed curtly in reply, but Merthian was already turning away, with the captain stalking at his heels, hand still ostentatiously on his sword-hilt. They stepped out through the door into the warm light outside, and the servants, laden with clanking bundles, closed in behind them. None of the sothrans looked back. Olvar let out a great breath, and Gille sat down as if his legs had begun to shake. Kunrad twitched the curtain violently back into place, and slumped down at the table. Nobody said anything. The atmosphere of Merthian’s departure still hung heavy over the smithy.


At last Kunrad reached for his alemug. He took a sip, then he stared at it distastefully and put it down. ‘A lesson for a smith. Beware of vanity, and overmuch ale among your customers. And never, never show anything you are not prepared to sell. There I’ve offended a good customer and a fine fellow, as he seemed, and ruined my pleasure in the day.’


‘He had no call to be so greedy,’ said Olvar soberly.


‘That’s so!’ agreed Gille angrily. ‘With the manners of these sothran lords I’ve heard about, he should have taken no for his answer, and never let matters reach this pitch. He just wanted the thing so much.’


‘I suppose so,’ said Kunrad unhappily. He smiled ruefully, and hefted the bag of gold. ‘Ah well. At least we’ve a fine profit out of the day.’ Shutting the outer door, he and Olvar began to heave a spare anvil off the trap door that hid his strongbox. He stopped, and, delving in the bag, tossed a gold coin to Gille. ‘I’ll keep my word to you both. That’s the worth of a silver penny each, and more.’


Gille caught it almost absently, and sat turning it over and contemplating the design. ‘I wonder what his great project was?’










CHAPTER TWO



The Hand of the Ice


‘AND THAT CONCERNS YOU?’ demanded Haldin, putting down his alemug. ‘I shouldn’t let it. If he’s as decent as you think, he probably regrets the brawl himself, no less. Anyhow, you haven’t driven him away.’


‘He’s still here?’ Kunrad looked up from his plate.


‘Oh aye. Still in his rooms at the Golden Seal, says old Kulle, till the fair’s done; so he’ll be quitting in the morning, most like. I’ve seen the man around once or twice – sold him a dozen swords yesterday, in fact. And a parcel of helms.’


‘You too?’


‘And Galdred here, a pile of those cheap mailshirts of his – eh, Galdred? And Makke of the Barns, and Bure from Hroby, Tovte the Axewright – every weaponsmith hereabouts, just about. Said he was buying for his housetroop.’


‘Yes, to me too. Must be a fair number.’


Haldin nodded. ‘Could be two, three hundred or more, if he’s a powerful wight. These sothran lords are rich, boy. You should see the place, sometime.’


Kunrad smiled weakly. ‘I don’t think I’d get on with them, if present experience is anything to go by.’


Haldin laughed. ‘You’re letting it get to you, my lad. You’d be fine, long as you didn’t push your food about the plate like that. They’re long on manners and deportment. Now me, when I was eating with the quality, every time I slurped the soup through my whiskers, know what?’ He prodded Kunrad painfully in the ribs. ‘I wiped ’em neatly on the tablecloth! ’


Kunrad couldn’t help joining in the happy guffaws around the table. Haldin was the man who had stepped into his father’s shoes as Town Smith, a mastersmith of ordinary ability but wide experience and far travelling, and a friendly counsellor to all the younger smiths.


‘Pay no need to the ignorant old buzzard!’ chimed in Tarkil the Goldsmith. ‘What’s he think the serving-girls’ shifts are for?’


‘What’s a tablecloth?’ demanded Galdred.


‘What’s a shift?’ demanded Haldin. Guffaws again all round.


‘Not in front of the lad!’ said Kolfe the Farrier in mock reproof. Kunrad shook his head and chuckled. Few of his fellow masters were really old, Haldin a vigorous fifty, but they made a point of treating him like a babe in arms. All the same, their plain banter and the sense of support behind it was making him feel far better than he had done for the last couple of days.


Not that the fair hadn’t gone well. What Merthian had left, a host of other buyers cleaned out – eager, it seemed, to buy at the same place as the sothran lord. He and the prentices had sold all they had and what little more they had time to craft in the two days remaining, and the strongbox was now crammed. For most of the time he had been too busy to give Merthian a thought, but he had been obscurely unhappy. When his guild-fellows began plying him with questions around their fairtime feast, it had all come back. The universal opinion, though, was that Merthian would have been lucky to escape any of them without a boot in his sothran breeches; and that Kunrad should forget it, enjoy his gold and get on with perfecting that armour.


Nonetheless he left the feast as early as he decently could, and as sober. As the tall doors of the Guildhall, with their painted emblem of Ilmarinen forging the lightning, closed behind him, he pulled his old fleece jerkin close and strolled off down the main street, sniffing at the air. There was a heavy, oppressive feel to it, a brooding hint of coming thunder, and he was eager to get home before rain turned the trodden clay and stones to mud. The night was quiet now that the fairtime revellers had gone to their beds, or in some cases gutters, but he was faintly aware of distant stirrings, and the sound of hooves in nearby streets.


Unknown to him, all across the town men were slipping out of lodgings and stables where the casual faircomers slept, donning armour, buckling on weapons, climbing on to horseback, gathering at street corners and byways. They were quiet about it, quiet and calm, and ready to quieten others, so that he heard only the occasional voice raised. Common enough in fairtime, that meant nothing to him until he reached the margins of the green common before the gate, and saw the men who milled around there.


Men, and the gleam of swords in the near-darkness. Nobody fighting, not exactly, but people shouting, waving, protesting – folk held at swordpoint, he realised, voices he knew, his neighbours. Amazed, struck with that sense of the unreal which surrounds sudden crisis, he took a step closer. Only then he saw there were other men prowling about the common. One loomed up in front of him, sword in hand, mouth open to challenge. Kunrad, outraged, slapped the blade aside and swung a fist into it. The man was stretched flat on the grass, unmoving. Rubbing his knuckles, he trotted on, then stopped uncertainly at a rending crash of masonry, another, hollower, and a roar of rage – Olvar’s. He stood a moment, then swore and ducked back, searching around on the grass for the stunned man’s sword. Fire flashed up behind him, and he found the blade by its glitter. He plucked it up, took a deep breath and ran headlong for the crowd. The fire was flickering around his own doorway.


All the faces were turned towards it, swordsmen and captives alike and pale. Only as they heard him run up they turned, but in the black of the smith’s guild he was hard to see, and so the blows aimed at him were too late and too weak. The sword felt good to his hand, and he swung it around him in two great slashes, back and forth. The swords that struck at him were hurled back on their wielders, sending them flying, or dashed from their hands, or shattered, and he had a passage clear to the doorway. The door hung loose, lock and hinges dangling broken. He clutched at the frame in shock.


The flames rolled out from under the lintel, across the ceiling, tasting the wooden rooftiles. The inside of the forge was lit bright. Neither Olvar nor Gille was anywhere to be seen, but the wall of his hearth was shattered, and blood trailed among the debris. The spilling coals had started the fire. In the shattered wall lay the spare anvil, as if hurled aside by straining men, and the trap door was smashed asunder. Beyond it, at the back of the forge, fire licked at the sagging curtain that had concealed the armour, torn aside now and half fallen. A man stood there, with his back to the smith.


That much Kunrad saw, in the one instant. Then there was an almost musical chime in his head, a point of bitter pain, and the light exploded out at him. He was dimly aware of something rushing up, and the impact, the gritty pain against his lips as he grovelled. There was a duller pain under his chest; he fought to breathe. The strength was out of his limbs, and he made swimming motions like a baby as he fought to raise himself. Something cracked, loudly, and flaming splinters dropped around his face. Men were stepping past him, over him, and he could do nothing to prevent them. With a tremendous effort he managed to lift himself on one elbow, ignoring the ache in his skull and the sickly warmth that dribbled down his chin. He looked up, out of the forge, the way the men had gone.


He saw Merthian, no great ways away, dressed in dark riding gear, with a sword in his hand. He was looking half over his shoulder, back at Kunrad, and the look on his face was remote and deeply unhappy. He turned, and angled the point at Kunrad as he lay. He seemed to hesitate a moment, then turned sharply away and vanished into the dark. It came rushing in on Kunrad, and he felt his arm give. He was vaguely aware of something dragging at his ankles, worsening the pain in his chest, and he tried to kick against it; but then he felt cold, and his ears rang, and the night dropped away under him.


Light burst in on him, and he sat up abruptly, or tried to. A firm hand pushed him back on the rough bolster. ‘You lie still!’ said Metrye’s voice, severely. ‘Two such knocks in two months, you’ll be lucky not to become touched as it is. No more than you were already, anyhow! At least this one wasn’t too hard. Didn’t put you out for long.’


He coughed, and winced. ‘Chest – hurts.’


The old woman snorted. ‘Oh, that! Just bruises when you fell, and luckier still that it wasn’t on any of the sharp bits.’ She gestured at the wall. ‘Your sword.’


‘My sword—’ He stared at it. ‘No wonder it felt right …’ Then the whole vision came rushing back.


‘The forge!’ he choked. ‘The boys – Olvar—’


‘Here and well,’ said Metrye. ‘Trust them!’


‘We’re well, boss,’ echoed Olvar’s voice. ‘They damn near caught me with the anvil, but Gille pulled me loose. You too, after they conked you.’


‘Looking after his own skin all the while, I’ll be bound!’ said Metrye acidly.


‘No … did the right,’ said Kunrad thickly. ‘Nothing else ’gainst so many … but the forge?’


‘Bit singed, boss, but still sound. Like you always said, when you’ve a roomful of fires you don’t build a place to burn easy. Heyle the Glover’s roof caught, though; and the butcher’s house behind, and the builder’s yard, and a clothworker’s house. They raided them all, powers know why. More mess than looting, like they were drunk or something. Though they went right by Ennar Goldsmith’s without so much as a glance, they say. Our house came off lightest, except …’


‘Except there’s stuff gone,’ said Gille miserably. ‘All the weapons we had left, just about. And … and the gold.’


‘The … gold,’ Kunrad twisted his neck to try and avoid the pain. Evidently he had been hit at the base of his skull. ‘Weapons? We hadn’t much … The armour?’


Silence was his answer.


Metrye squawked in protest and astonishment as Kunrad twisted violently around, sat up and dropped unsteadily to his bare feet on the boards. ‘The armour,’ he mouthed, feeling the puffiness of his lip. ‘Get the mastersmiths! Have Haldin … and the Guildmaster, get him …’ His voice faded, and he swayed. But even as he wavered his eyes focused on the prentices. ‘Get them! Now! Run!’ He slumped back over the board bed.


By the time they arrived, though, he was sitting up, pale but composed.


‘Glad t’ see you’re well enough,’ rumbled the Guildmaster, patting his shoulder. ‘Louse-ridden business! Though it could’ve been worse. No lives lost, at least.’


‘Dunno what things’re coming to!’ said Haldin grimly, twitching his whiskers. ‘Within our own bloody walls! I mean, here’s these fellows, just like ordinary corners to the fair, in their ones and twos mostly. Then all of a sudden they’re up and in a bunch, ten or twelve, maybe more. And any man gets in their way they knock cold or scare shitless. Much use the guards turned out!’ he added, looking accusingly at the Guildmaster and Kennas, the guard captain.


‘We couldn’t help it! We’re more concerned with thieves getting in, and rightly so, this time of year. My lads were all around the walls, no more’n three or four on the gate. They winged a couple with arrows, they think. Hadn’t time for more.’


‘Well, maybe that’ll help put the finger on the bastards,’ grunted Tarkil. ‘Small chance otherwise. They had the sense to be smart about it. Raid a few of the houses nearest the gate, break out and gallop off, bang. Nobody knows who they were. Seems they’re right, all these southern tales about bandits getting bolder.’


‘No,’ said Kunrad flatly. ‘Not bandits. That’s what they wanted you to think; that’s why they raided the other houses too, or pretended to. I saw their leader. And I knew him.’


There were cries of disbelief as he told his tale. ‘A man as rich as that? Why’d he stoop to petty plunder?’


But as Kunrad told his tale his fellow masters grew grimmer still. They knew the young mastersmith from childhood, and they had heard his tale that night. ‘It makes sense enough,’ admitted Haldin unhappily.


‘And there’s proof,’ said Kunrad. ‘I took that sword off one of the raiders, and thought it felt well in my hand. Small wonder. It’s one of mine. A cheap one, that was bought for his men.’


‘One thing, though,’ said the Guildmaster, his heavy brows knitting. ‘You saw him. He knew, and he had a sword. Why’d he let you wake up?’


Kunrad had been chewing that one over himself. ‘I think he considered it, Guildmaster. Maybe he thought his man had dunted me worse than he had. I was bleeding hard at the mouth, I think. And he expected the smithy to burn down over me. And, well, he didn’t look too eager to do aught worse. Sounds as if his men had orders not to kill, too, doesn’t it? Not if they could help it, anyhow. Maybe because he’s a lord and a sothran he didn’t feel it mattered so much if one man recognised him. That nobody’d dare come after him.’


The Guildmaster nodded, then rounded on the guard. ‘Kennas! Get a patrol down to the Golden Seal and—’


‘He quit last even,’ said the captain flatly. ‘Saying he was anxious to be on the road.’


‘Well, he can’t have got far yet!’ thundered the Guildmaster. ‘Muster a riding, all the men you can raise, citizens too!’


‘Get me a horse,’ said Kunrad.


‘He hit harder than he thought, that man!’ barked Metrye. ‘You’re riding nowhere!’


‘I know them, remember? There’ll be lots of folk on the roads, southward especially. But I saw some faces – marked a couple, too.’


‘I’ll ride along, then,’ said Haldin, ‘with your lads, and look after you. Not named Bold-Counsel for nothing, are you? We’ve come near enough losing you already.’


It was less than an hour later that the riding swept out of the gates, and the sun still barely over the mountains. Scouts and trackers had already gone before. The riders, twenty guards and sixteen townsmen, made a great thunder as they went, with women waving and children shouting, but a half-mile or so beyond the gate they petered to a rather shamefaced trot. There was no obvious trail, and the captain cast about for his trackers. They rode in a few minutes later, but not from the direction everyone was looking.


‘Northward?’ protested Kennas, taking off his helmet to scratch his white hair. ‘Why in Hella’s name should they go that way?’


‘To throw us off in the dawn light,’ suggested the scout. ‘So they could turn south later. And they’ve been trying to mess up their tracks somehow. Didn’t work, though. They must think we’re thick, these carrot-heads!’


‘They’ll still be that far ahead!’ snapped Haldin. ‘After them!’


As they rode, he saw that Kunrad was dangling something from his fingers, a pierced circlet that twisted on a fine chain. ‘A direction bracelet, lad? When you know the land around well enough?’


‘One of mine. I was hoping it would follow my will, and the armour,’ said Kunrad. ‘And there is something – but on horseback it’s hard to be sure.’


‘We’ll have their spoor soon enough, Mastersmith,’ chuckled the guard. ‘And by Raven’s burnt beak, they’ll need armour when we catch them up!’


‘They’ll all be trying to cram into the one suit!’ crackled Haldin. ‘We’ll just trim off what sticks out!’


‘You’d better be careful,’ said Gille.


There was the usual chorus of sneers at anything he said. ‘No, he’s right,’ said Kunrad. ‘That swift uprising, the care they took not to kill. That’s discipline, not banditry. I think we may be dealing with proper soldiers here.’


‘Like enough,’ said Kennas crisply. ‘But so are you, and there’s twenty of us. So if you good citizens will just be content to follow orders and leave it to us, why—’


‘Halt!’ One of the scouts was shouting, while another, dismounted, was sniffing around on his knees like a dog. ‘Over here!’


The column reined in, grumbling and swearing, shivering in the icy air, while Kennas rode up to argue with the scouts. Kunrad took a second to steady the bracelet, on which he had set not only the usual virtues of wayfinding, but of seeking a destination. The armour was his destination, he told himself, wherever it might go in the world. And as he gave word to the thought, he knew it was true.


The bracelet twirled a little, and then it steadied. He looked along the line of it, and raised his eyes. He was dazzled. The climbing sun glittered cold on the sharp mountain peaks.


‘But they can’t have gone that way!’ protested Kennas. Haldin tapped his arm, and pointed to Kunrad’s outstretched hand.


The captain knew better than to contradict a mastersmith. ‘Ride on, then!’ he barked. ‘Thought they’d put us off, doubtless! Ride!’


‘Doing a grand job, aren’t they?’ Gille muttered. Olvar nodded; but Kunrad, tucking away the bracelet, was already riding ahead, and they had to spur their mounts to follow.


All that day they rode, and the land around them became less familiar, more windswept, more barren, as it rose. Grass gave way to heathers, and the heathers grew harder and scrubbier. The soil was growing thinner, the plants browner despite the clear spring air. They clung to the bones of the barren land as if the wind would carry them away, and it occurred to Kunrad that anything dying here would soon be covered in low grasses, lichens and mosses, and add one more featureless hummock to the bleak vista. In such a place, and in the clear light, the horsemen’s trail stood out clear enough for all to see, and it did not turn. The mountains were looming high above them now, closer than most men had ever seen them, and when they stopped to water the horses at one of the many deep carven streamlets, Kunrad tried his bracelet once again.


‘Always north!’ said Haldin, a little too cheerfully. ‘Sure you didn’t use a lodestone by mistake?’


Kunrad glared at him. ‘All too sure! There – see?’


Olvar squinted. ‘That’s a pass of sorts, there. Swear to it.’


Kennas looked around sharply. ‘You mean, through? Be damned to that!’ All men knew what lay beyond those mountains, and a distinct chill lingered in the sunny noon air to remind them of it. But he was a brave man, or was obliged to be. ‘Well, we’ll take up their little bluff!’ he said. ‘Though they must be damnably far ahead, if they’re out of view in this bare country. A killing pace they’re keeping up! Still finding that trail, lads?’


‘Yes,’ said the lead scout. ‘Though it’s odd. Very blurred and mucky, in this damp land. But still clear.’


‘Well, we haven’t time to look closer!’ He didn’t need to articulate the thought; night, finding them under the shadow of those peaks. ‘One good ride and we should be on their heels. Maybe even have sight of them soon!’


‘Let’s hope so!’ said Haldin softly. ‘It would make a difference.’


But as the afternoon wore on the land ahead remained empty. Only birds flew, wheeling and croaking in the distance, and small beasts scattered from the riding’s path; though not very many of those. And it was as if the soil began to slip from under their hooves, and they found themselves riding across barely covered scree-falls that would give way treacherously now and again. And then, up ahead, they saw the scouts rein in so abruptly their mounts reared and plunged, and the riders sprang to earth. Then they frantically flagged the column down.


‘Now what’s amiss?’ roared Kennas.


‘A camp!’ called the scouts, wheeling their horses and stooping to peer at the ground.


‘What? They haven’t had time to camp – unless … You bloody fools! Have we been following an old trail?’


‘It was still half dark when we picked it up!’ wailed the younger scout, as the column closed in around him. ‘All muddied! But there were clear tracks, and fresh!’


‘That’s right!’ protested another. ‘At least … that’s what we thought!’


Kennas, beyond speech, tore off his helmet and dashed it to the ground.


‘That’s no way to treat my good work!’ protested Haldin. ‘What’s going on, anyhow?’


‘They came this way before the raid!’ snarled the captain. ‘Before the fair, I’ll be bound! Sothrans come to see the sights, that’s all! When, you trollscuts – when?’


‘Well – three nights since, by the ashes! But there’re these tracks—’


Kunrad closed his eyes a moment. ‘The night of the first day? Just after we quarrelled?’


‘Fresh trail!’ shouted a scout, who had cantered away down the hill. ‘Fresh beyond doubt! They’re headed eastward and south, along the mountain edge. A lot of them, the whole damned column!’


‘So they did retrace their tracks to put us off, eh?’ muttered the captain. ‘Damn-fool trick. Well, they’re making a hell of a pace – those big sothran horses, probably. Not much chance of catching them up, but if we ride—’


‘Fresh tracks!’ shouted the young scout, from the other direction. ‘Over here! Only a few, but fresh!’ He was pointing uphill.


‘What?’ roared Kennas. ‘You’re blind, boy!’ But he rode over, came back, and dismounted to pick up his helm.


‘Beyond me,’ he said, trying to polish the muddy gravel off it with his glove. ‘They split up, it seems. Most turned eastward, but a few more paddled around here somewhere. What a place to!’ He looked around and shuddered. They were at the mouth of a wide valley, its sides rounded and scoured as an old mixing bowl. The soil was thin, more a mix of stones, with occasional long strange heaps like giant wormcasts, and scattered boulders. ‘Hoped to decoy us up into that forsaken hole, evidently.’


‘It’d make sense of a sort,’ said Haldin. ‘Just enough of them slink off with the plunder, somewhere easy to give us the slip. That leaves us to chase after a bunch of lilywhites out for a constitutional, and what’s to prove otherwise?’


‘Right, Mastersmith! The others have probably slipped back around a corner somewhere and followed after the rest, some other way. Well, the day’s wasting …’


Kennas stopped, his mouth twitching. The bracelet was pointing resolutely uphill.


‘Bugger that thing! With all respect, Mastersmith – Mastersmiths! But there must be something agley here. We can’t go on up there! If the land goes on like this we wouldn’t be able to use our horses. And besides …’


‘Besides, night’s coming on,’ said Olvar.


‘Yes!’ snarled the captain, tugging at his short beard. ‘Yes it bloody well is! And I couldn’t be sure of holding the men here, not the citizens nor my lads either, and do I blame them? In Tiure’s armoured arse I do! Listen, you’re the guildsmen present. Either I can go after the main band, back eastward, though it’s little hope I hold of that – or I turn about and go back. They might be doubling back to attack the town again, after all.’


‘Ach, that’s nonsense!’ protested Haldin, but with scant enthusiasm. ‘Small chance of that, and you’ve more than enough men back there to cope.’


‘Yes. But not these lads; and the town’s more to them than this hunt, small chance or not. You can doddle around here as you like, Master Kunrad, but the men won’t.’


Kunrad heaved a sigh. ‘I think you should turn back, captain. What the bracelet shows me is mine alone.’


‘You’re not going to stay?’ spluttered Gille. ‘That was one dint too many!’


‘The lad’s right, Mastersmith!’ exclaimed Kennas, horrified. ‘I was prating only, I didn’t mean—’


Kunrad nodded. ‘There were only three or four tracks, you said? Then a few more of us should be enough.’


‘If they’re all we meet, maybe,’ muttered the captain. ‘Hoi! We’re turning back, lads. Volunteers to stay on with the mastersmiths?’


‘Well, I see I’m one,’ grunted Haldin. ‘Me and my promises!’


Nobody else spoke. ‘All right!’ said the captain. ‘Sergeant, take command! Piss off out of it, and watch out for that main band! Masters, we’d best be riding now or not at all – and yes, I do bloody well have to come, if you do!’


‘Thank you, captain,’ said Kunrad awkwardly, as they watched their force wheel about and go scattering and stumbling down the hill, rather too fast. Men were looking back; but none of them were stopping. ‘I won’t forget this.’


‘Believe me, neither will I!’


‘Nobody thanks us, you notice,’ muttered Gille to Olvar. ‘I don’t remember volunteering either, do you?’


‘Comes with the guild colours,’ said Olvar, though there was a faint fleck of concern in his voice. ‘All part of the job. Boy! Sharpen that chisel! Boy, walk into a daggertooth’s den! Life’s rich tapestry.’


‘I think I’m coming unravelled,’ was all Gille said. But the others had already turned their mounts uphill, and he was acutely aware of being alone. All he could do was follow.


It was another world the valley led them into, a world where life clung grimly on to the edge of uncompromising stone, in case the whining wind should sweep it away. There was no warm life in earth or sky. There were only a few patches of trees, scrubby firs huddled against either flank, their gnarled roots climbing over jagged boulders like fingers clutching their last handful of sustaining soil. Higher up they shrank to low creeping shrubs, gnarled and tangled and as coated with brownish lichens and mosses as the stones around; so that when they finally gave way, lost ground and vanished, it was hard to notice. But as the searchers approached the crest of the valley slope, only the rocks remained, tolerating the lichen and the few leafy things that shivered in their shelter. The rocks themselves seemed to change at the crest, quite suddenly, in the compass of a step, from a shovelled jumble of scree to a more shapely weathered roundness, but one which gave no shelter or respite to life of any sort. The trail was still clear, but only in pebbles scarred or tossed aside; there was no bare earth to take imprints. They felt, all of them, as if they were crossing some kind of subtle border into a region where they had no place, a country of stones.


It had a bizarre beauty in its fashion, crowned by the majestic mountain flanks, blackened and glossy, with their jagged snowcrowns glistening against the grey clouds. A passing raincloud trailed its veils across the summits, and the raindrops glittered in the low light, as if turning to ice even as they fell. The mountain walls dropped away with breathtaking steepness to this smooth-sided cleft and its barren floor, a wide expanse of wind-raked gravel as flat as any made by man. Sprawled across it lay stones of weird shapes, boulders rolled round as polished gemstones mingled with great jagged things, raw and stressed, that suggested the debris of a battle between immense forces. ‘So it is, I’ve heard,’ Haldin whispered. They all whispered instinctively, for the valley’s voice was the wind. Not even a bird cried out. ‘The … the Ice pushes the great boulders as it moves, grinding them to gravel and silt eventually as a river does. But at bleakest winter, its meltwater freezes to the very surface of the rock, and tears great chunks loose, like a beast with its fangs. So it rips at the very fabric of the earth itself. It did here once, before it withdrew.’


Rivers ran between the stones, slow, narrow channels that crossed and recrossed like veins in an ancient hand, gnarled and strong. They were green, a thick pallid green like oily paint, but not even with the small scummy life of pond and ditch. When Kunrad let it drip through his fingers a coarse sediment clung, heavier than wine-lees; and when they sipped a little, the strong mineral taste made them spit. That was all the colour, ground from the green granite beneath. The horses would not touch it. Ahead of them, at a bend in the valley, stretched a wide pool of the same dismal shade, so heavy that even the wind seemed unable to ruffle its pale surface. From here, like an artery, all the streams ran; but as they advanced they saw others, smaller, cascading down into it, a web of tiny rills and waterfalls scouring down a steeper slope of tumbled stone.


And then, as they raised their eyes, they saw above it the source of all this, towering high against the mountain-slopes, filling the upper valley with a mighty wall. Not a straight barrier; its ramparts were jagged, its face irregular, inward sloping, deeply undercut. The sun had eaten at it, the wind weathered, the earth besmirched. Holes and channels riddled it like suppurating sores, running green streams of infected meltwater. Blocks and cascades fallen from it strewed the bleak ground, and shrank slowly to feed the artery streams. Cracks and chasms opened where the earth beneath thrust up in resistance, or sank away beneath its tyrannical burden. Yet all of these attacks it scorned in its sheer enormity, grinding down weakness and strength alike, renewing what was torn from it with an infinity of resource, like a fortress which was all wall, with no hollow heart.


It lay there in timeless stillness; and yet the terrible tension in it, the crouching, contained menace, struck straight into their minds. In the face of the giant glacier they saw a torrent barely held in check, the vanguard of a vast army ready to sweep down over all in its path. The sheer scale and power of it would have been awesome enough to them, even without the knowledge of the dark implacable wills that lay behind it, that turned its jagged rim to an outstretched hand with reaching, clawing fingers. Like a monstrous pale arm indeed it crooked around the mountain face, scaled and scarred with crevasses and encrusted moraines. But they knew also, in this their first sight of it, that it was only one limb of an uncountable number, and not the largest. That it was less than a fingertip of the vast cold hands that closed around the world, and sought to clasp, to crush it tight and eternal within the chilly grasp of the Great Ice.


It was Gille who managed to break the silence. Without wholly realising it, they had reined in and drawn together, like infants clutching hands in the face of the menacing unknown. ‘Why – why on earth would they ever have come here?’


The captain audibly struggled for control of his voice. “Cause we wouldn’t, laddie. And there’s been no trail leading out, has there? So either there’s another way and I don’t mind admitting I’d be glad to find it. Or they’re still holed up here somewhere.’


‘I shouldn’t have dragged you here!’ said Kunrad shakily. ‘No hunt was worth this.’


‘But you don’t say you wouldn’t have come yourself, you obstinate bugger!’ grumbled Haldin. ‘Don’t worry. I feel the same way. I want their hides, and not least for dragging me here. It’s my business too.’


‘My town,’ added Kennas. ‘Same goes. But it feels like – Powers, I don’t know the words!’


‘That now you’ve seen this,’ suggested Gille softly, ‘the world’s never going to look quite the same, ever again?’


The captain turned in surprise. ‘You too, lad? Well, all of us, maybe. But there’s more folk than us to consider. There’s still a trail to follow. Let’s be about it!’


‘Have we long enough before dark?’ Kunrad wondered.


‘There’s a good three hours left in the sun!’ said Haldin. He unlashed the great beard-axe he carried at his saddlebow, and laid it across his knee. He seemed to draw strength from that. ‘Long enough to get up to … that, if we need to. And back! Let’s go!’


But by the time they reached the margins of the lake, Haldin’s guess had proved a bad one. The shadows under the high peaks grew deep much sooner than usual as the sun fell, and the wind that scoured down the valley brought racing tatters of grey, spitting cold drizzle. They were becoming thicker, and the drizzle hung like curtains beneath them, pitting the still green surface of the great pool. The trail led right to its margins.


‘They didn’t ride through that, surely?’ grunted Olvar.


Haldin shook his head. ‘The horses don’t like it. But maybe sothran ones – or could they have dumped their booty in here, to hide it? To come back later?’


The captain shuddered. ‘Back here?’ He kicked free of his stirrups, took his long lance from its socket and poked around with the butt in the shallows. Strange bubbles rushed up, and an unpleasant smell tinged the air; but there was no sign of anything except pebbles. ‘The centre’s much deeper,’ he reported. ‘You’ll not go riding across that. Better we go afoot and look for some other spoor.’


Glumly they plodded around that side of the slope, searching for another track, but there was nothing anyone could find. Olvar, though, stared uneasily at the opposite bank. ‘Might be something there, see?’


Kunrad stared. ‘A slip, you mean? But that must happen all the time in muck like that. Besides, you’re not trying to tell me they went up there?’


They stared at each other a moment. Then they jumped. It was only a harsh bird-caw, but in that bleak place it echoed from wall to wall, harshly alive and urgent. Looking up, they watched black wings wheel above the valley an instant; then, as the call was answered from somewhere above, they vanished into the grey clouds. Kunrad saw with a sudden chill that these had been growing thicker even in the short time they searched. They were almost solid now, and the sun dwindled to a pale smoky disc, fluttering and fading like a blown candle. He could believe the birds were the fabled messengers of Raven, who had stolen the sun. Even as he looked, a wash of darker cloud came rushing up over the mountain crests and the towering wall of ice, and suddenly the very air seemed to turn grey.


‘Enough!’ he called out, though the words stuck like sharp bones in his throat. ‘High time we turned for home!’


‘High time and beyond!’ shivered Gille, springing into his saddle. ‘Come on, Olvar, you oaf, d’you want to lie the night here with an ice-block for your pillow and an Ice-witch for your bedmate?’


‘There’s still light enough,’ said Haldin angrily. ‘I mean, we’ve chased the bastards this far – and what’s happened to Master Bold-Counsel? I never thought you the superstitious sort!’


‘You think I like running away?’ demanded Kunrad irritably. ‘You don’t have to believe in bogles and witches and spooks to feel there’s something less than canny up there! I’ll not have others face it on my account or anyone’s!’


‘He’s right,’ said Kennas flatly. ‘To horse, my masters. We’ll have to skirt the lake as is, to be away ere night.’


Then the rain came in earnest, a first great wave of it drumming down across their shoulders, and with it wafts of tiny stinging hailstones, spattering into the lake. Without a word the weary men clambered into the saddle, pulling their hoods down low; and, turning their faces from their first sight of the great Enemy, they set their horses to the east and south. Around the green lakelet they rode, still in silence, while the wind-driven rain whipped up its waters, as if to taunt them. Old Haldin took it hardest; Kunrad, riding beside him, saw his knuckles clench again and again on the shaft of the great axe, and understood why. Haldin had been as daunted as the rest of them by the Ice, perhaps more so; but like many men of little imagination and strong pride, he was afraid to admit his fear, most of all to himself. He had grown more and more eager in the chase, as if thirsting for revenge on those who had brought him to it; and now they had beaten him, they and the fear together.


Saying anything, though, would only worsen his shame. Kunrad decided he might give vent to his own feelings, when he could. That would make Haldin try to cheer him up, and lessen his own bitterness. As they passed the end of the lakelet, fording a sluggish outflow, the rain began to slacken, but the twilight was already deepening in around them, till all they saw were indistinct shadows and silhouettes against a grey sky, and the horses picked their way with difficulty.


Without warning Haldin’s hand clamped down on Kunrad’s arm, painfully. The older man half rose in his stirrups, and flung back his dripping hood. Kennas started to say something, but was silenced by Haldin’s angry hiss. ‘Up ahead there! Don’t you hear something?’


‘Sounds like …’ Olvar hesitated. ‘That’s horses!’


‘Just a few, by Hella!’ hissed the captain. ‘A ways ahead! And heading … aye, for the bloody passmouth! They must’ve been lurking in some fold of the slope all this time, to slink past us!’


‘They’ve done it, too!’ snapped Gille, as angry as the rest.


‘By Ilmarinen’s hot coulter, they haven’t!’ growled Haldin.


‘We can’t ride hard in this murk!’ protested Kennas. ‘Over these bloody stones—’


‘We can too, down the streambed!’ was the older smith’s furious response. ‘Smoother there! Ride, if you’re not afraid!’


He was away, spurring his weary horse, and Kunrad after him, his own blood suddenly roaring in his ears as the stream thrashed and spattered beneath him. For the sake of the others, he had sought to forget his driving rage; but he had only stifled it, and it erupted now with force redoubled. He plucked the sword, the cheap decent sword, from the saddle-scabbard; it felt like a feather in his hand. Ahead he saw the glint of Haldin’s axe, swinging in the dark, a fearful weapon the master-smith, by all accounts, knew how to use. Even over the noise of their own charge Kunrad could still hear the horses ahead, trotting now but no more; the others couldn’t have found a stream yet, or thought of it. The stones would not be slimy in this poisoned water, where not even that last lichen grew. They would overtake the sothrans fast, perhaps any moment, coming between them and the mouth of the pass; but it was growing truly dark now, and there could be a fearful game of hide-and-seek among the boulders.


But then, to his left, he heard a startled whinny, and a sudden triumphant roar of challenge from Haldin. At least the smith still had the sense to make sure whom he attacked. There was no answering voice, but a clash of metal. Kennas caught up with Kunrad and swept past him, out of the streambed and on to the gravel, lance lowering at the darkness ahead. Haldin shouted again; and this time he was answered.


Yet it was no voice, that answer, though it had shape and form of a kind. It was the high wailing shriek of a beast; but loud, dreadfully loud in that echoing bowl of a place, and heavy with jarring discords that stabbed the ears like steel spikes and froze even heated blood. It sparked sheer terror like struck iron, and Kunrad’s horse reared and thrashed, almost spilling him from the saddle. But more terrible yet was the cry that vibrated beneath it, for that throat at least was human, and the agony of it plain. It was Haldin’s; and when the other cry ended abruptly, it lasted a brief instant longer, before choking to nothing. Its echoes were lost in another, heavier noise, a thudding crash among scattering stones.


Horrified, ears ringing, Kunrad shouted Haldin’s name, then ducked barely in time as something glinted in the darkness before his eyes. It sang by over his head, and he struck out at where he thought the swordwielder must be. Nothing; and the force of his blow almost toppled him from the saddle. Frantically he grabbed the pommel, tried to pull himself back up, and was horrified to see another, larger horse loom up, and the glint of its rider’s breastplate. Nobody in their party wore one; this was an enemy, and his sword gleamed against it as it swung. Kunrad struck at it, frantically, and his sheer strength stopped the blow. Desperately he swung up, parried the horseman’s next cut, and locked blades with him as their horses wheeled, hearing the other’s furious breathing and half-mouthed curses. Furiously his enemy tried to disengage and thrust in one movement, but Kunrad had been taught the counter. Almost automatically his blade lifted, gave and whirled, sliding the other’s sword past him and leaving his body undefended. It was so instinctive that Kunrad hesitated to complete the killing stroke; but nonetheless his sword ran under the other’s armpit. A grind, a jar; a mouth a hands-breadth away yelled in utter incredulous agony. Horrified, he jerked his hand back, and the yell foundered in an inhuman gargling sound, a violent drowning cough. The shadow before him vanished, there was another dull crash, and the other horse bolted. Darkness reigned absolute.


Kunrad quietened his horse, hearing the heavy panting of others nearby, and further off the captain, swearing fearfully. Hoofbeats drummed now, near the pass-mouth, far and fading, hard to locate for ears still riven by that first awful howl, and minds still shaken. Then the moon rose.


Over the mountain wall its rim lifted, through the clouds that thinned once again as the rain died. And as its first rays struck the snowcaps of the peaks, they sprang to life, blossoming from faint grey shadows to white tongues of frozen flame, sparkling and shimmering to blind the few-faint stars. Down the steep slopes the light cascaded, like an avalanche into the dismal valley; and at its head the Ice itself awoke in answer, a sweeping mantle of bitter white about the shoulders of the mountain. But not there alone. Around the distant peaks to the north and east the same majestic light arose, turning their craggy flanks to silver; and up against the grey clouds beyond, mirrored in stark beauty from the vast plains that stretched in silent dominion, unbroken, unchallenged, to the farther face of the world.


Even the pale pools glimmered in homage. Cloud shadows raced across the stones, and suddenly they could see the whole valley almost as clearly as by day. Close by Kunrad were Gille and Olvar, hefting their borrowed swords. Further ahead, trotting back from an evidently fruitless pursuit, was Kennas. Beneath Kunrad’s feet a man sprawled, contorted around his right side, twitching slightly; a shining pool spreading beneath him. But some fifty yards further on lay a fallen horse, and beyond it a shapeless huddle. Kunrad swore, and with lead in his heart he spurred his horse across and sprang down.


Haldin lay there, still clutching the haft of his shattered axe; and there was no blood. Yet the moonlight glistened on his upturned eyes, already cloudy; they did not stir, and his mouth gaped below his bristling moustache.


Kunrad touched the Mastersmith’s neck to seek a pulse, and recoiled at the chill of it. Behind him Gille squealed with sudden pain.


‘What in Hella’s name?’ demanded Kunrad.


‘It burns! With cold, I mean – the axe-shards! Covered in ice!’


Startled, Kunrad picked up the broken axe-head. His fingertips stuck, and he barely pulled them away without leaving skin. Fearfully he touched Haldin’s dead face. It was hard, cold to the touch; the skin hardly moved over what felt like chill metal beneath. The captain, striding to Kunrad’s side, reached out in fascinated horror, and touched the older smith’s moustache. It snapped and crackled with a thin coating of ice. Even as they watched his eyes turned wholly opaque, and Kunrad could not shut them. The biting chill extended halfway back across the skull, down below the eyelids. The entire front of his head, and the brain behind it, seemed to have been frozen in one terrible instant.


‘Frozen deep enough to shatter iron,’ said Kunrad hollowly. ‘Colder by far than … that could ever get.’ He nodded up-valley.


‘No man could do that – could they?’ demanded Kennas.


‘No. Not even any smith I’ve ever heard of. Vayde himself, maybe, who tethered demons in his creations. None other. This was … something. Some thing, from this place.’


‘And they led us on to it, to cover their own filthy getaway,’ spat Kennas in disgust. He glanced around anxiously, but the valley floor was clear for a mile around. ‘Probably lured it out of its lair with that in mind. Like leading someone across the path of a bear-dog pack.’


‘Worked, didn’t it?’ said Olvar sombrely. ‘If he’d been a bit less headstrong … But he wasn’t afraid of anything, old Haldin.’


‘They didn’t all get away, anyhow!’ said Gille. ‘Master Kunrad’s taught this one a thing or two.’


‘Pity he won’t be telling us anything,’ grunted the guard, bending over the still form. ‘Learned him a lasting lesson, Master. Skewered him fair and pretty.’


Kunrad felt suddenly unsteady on his feet, and leaned against his horse, forehead down on the saddle. ‘Wish I hadn’t had to. Though when I heard Haldin – Powers, why did I ever embark on this accursed chase?’


‘’Cause you had to,’ said the captain quietly. ‘And so did he. Charging off like that, eh? Not your fault, my lad. You’ve done well enough. But we’d best be riding out now, and speedily. His nag’s dead, poor brute, like himself.’
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