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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.












CHAPTER 1


THERE WAS NO moon. Towards morning a waning crescent of silver would rise over Inland’s eastern borders; until then the frost-bright stars were alone. Snow had been falling, and the stars looked down on a landscape of little fields and little woods: all white and silent, wrapped in the sleep of winter.


But the stillness was not complete. There was a shifting stain on the white coverlet. A band of riders moved in furtively, with a blue glint of weapons, towards an isolated cluster of small homesteads. Luckily, the people of this countryside knew what they had to fear at the dark of the moon at this season. Life might seem very safe and ‘peaceful in this quiet land. But in fact danger was never very far away …


Zanne’s mother came in from the snow. Her big coat, which reached to her ankles, was crusted with it. The children were curled up by the kitchen stove. There were chores undone: it was a very cold night, and the kitchen was a seductive haven. Mother hadn’t taken her boots off in the porch—something you must always do. Snow dropped from them onto the bright rag rug that covered the middle of the stone floor, which Zanne loved because of its colours, and its magical warmth to small bare feet. The little girl saw patches of black dampness growing out of her mother’s white footprints. She knew someone was in bad trouble.


“Kila,” said Zanne’s mother, “wrap yourself up. And the others. Leave the lamps burning. A dark house would only attract them.”


Kila was father’s apprentice, who had come to live with Zanne’s family while she learned to be a weaver. Without a word she ran for the coat cupboard. Father had come in behind mother. He was looking around the kitchen as if he’d never seen it before. Mother was clearing off the farm desk, putting some things in a chest and others into the massive immoveable desk itself. For Zanne the friendly yellow lamp-light disappeared and appeared again as she was thrust into garments: and every time it reappeared something stranger was going on.


“Run,” said mother, and the three children ran, down the bumpy red tiles into the old dairy: the oldest part of the house; a store room now. Father and mother stood at the door. They were holding long stakes split and bound into tines at the head—pitchforks. What on earth could that be for, in the snow?


Zanne was going to ask her father, but he hugged her just then, and for some reason the familiar soft scrub of his beard frightened her into silence. Mother held Kila at arm’s length and touched her on the forehead, on the mouth, on the cusp of her collarbones; making little circles with her finger. Zanne and Bren, her brother, ran to a row of tiny windows deep set in the old dairy’s outer wall. They huffed hot breath on the glass and through the white scratchings of frost saw an extraordinary sight. At the bottom of the farm track, where it met the road to the village, was a crowd of wildfire flares; orange and yellow in the blue-black and snowy darkness. As they watched, two more flares, with bouncing shadows under them, came hurrying down and joined the rest.


“Come away from there,” said Kila. “ ‘We’ve got to keep quiet and not show a light.”


It was deathly cold. Zanne fell asleep and woke up with her cheek squashed painfully on the chest of precious books and papers. She remembered that her mother had not kissed her and made up her mind to cry.


But then something warm brushed her chin. It was the rag rug that her mother had bundled after them, with the chest. It snuggled itself around her, as if someone was tucking her up in bed. When Zanne closed her eyes she could still see the kindly colours. She burrowed her cold nose down and fell asleep again, comforted.


That was a bitter winter. The worst in living memory for the people of Garth, and probably for the whole of Inland. There was fierce discussion at every Covenant meeting over the problem of the raiders. In other parts depredations were more common. Garth was not usually impressed by tales of woe from the tradestowns—the loss of luxuries that should never have been piled up in the first place. It was different when the trouble reached so far as home.


It was the custom of Inland people to make a harvest assessment every year, and each household would give exactly what it could afford in kind or in trade: the dole to be sent in waggons to the border and left there for the miserable outlaws. If the outlaws thought that this was a tribute exacted by terror, let them. It was not, it was charity. Some people said the harvest dole must be too low, otherwise there would be no raiding. Some said it should be cut down to teach the raiders a lesson.


But all this passed over Zanne’s head as she daydreamed through the meetings, or engaged in surreptitious pinching battles with Bren. She had no foreknowledge of the part those adventurers from the Outlands were to play in her life. By summertime (it was the summer she was four years old) she had almost forgotten the night they slept in the dairy. And that was the last hard winter for several years. Garth relapsed into its habitual sleepy peace.


On three sides the fields of Garth were bounded by wooded hills. To the west, beyond Townsend Farm where Zanne lived, the bare sheep downs rolled away into blue distance. Once there had been a city here, long ago when Inland was a very different place. But hardly any trace remained now of “the land of the towers of light”: only a few fragments turned up by the plough or a couple of odd-shaped boulders standing in the corner of a field.


Zanne and her brother and the other Garth children played at “cities” but they didn’t really know what the word meant. The world to them was the seven farms of Garth, with their bean rows and plough and orchard and pasture. Townsend, Upper Valley, Bine End, Eastcot, Shorthouse, Longhill and Low.


It was a small settlement, not big enough for tradespeople. Some of the farms had crafts attached to them by tradition: the pottery kiln at Bine End, the carpentry shop at Low. Other skills came to the valley when tradesfolk married into the farming families, or when children were apprenticed out and brought their learning home. But the nearest shops and streets were a long day’s journey away at Mosden, the tradestown, and Zanne hardly ever saw them. Sometimes she tried to imagine the towers of light: great bars of gold and silver as tall as the hills, marching away, away as far as Mosden. But she could never make the picture real, it was always just a copy of what sunlight looks like coming through rifts in a cloud. “Why can’t I imagine it?” she asked her mother. And mother said. “Because that world is gone, Zanne. Inland is here instead. And your mind, that imagines, is part of Inland.”


Zanne didn’t understand, but she was satisfied. What mother said was always satisfying then, even when it was very mysterious.


The village of Garth itself consisted only of the meeting house with its wooden bell-tower; the Garth Inn for less serious meetings and a row of pensions—little cottages belonging to six old women and five old men who had retired from their farms. Garth Inn family looked out for them and they in turn looked out for any indigent strangers, tended the meeting house and taught Garth children old tales and useful skills (when they could catch them).


Zanne’s father, Hurst, was a weaver. He had been born at the tradestown of Mosden, twenty vales away. As a young man he had travelled the roads with his trade. Now he stayed at home at Townsend and the young came to him to learn.


Townsend was a low white L-shaped house, set with its outhouses in a neat stonewalled yard. It was a prosperous holding. The big kitchen was hung (when raiders were not expected) with beautiful rich coloured cloths, most of them born on Hurst’s big loom that stood in the wide sun-filled loft chamber overhead. Zanne’s little room was in that loft too. Conferred on her with great ceremony when she was five, it had blue curtains with red apples woven into them, and a quilt-cover of green grass and yellow buttercups. However, Garth was a strong covenanting valley and Zanne lived a strict life as a child. She ate bean porridge and bread and honey, little milk or butter and meat only a few days in the year. She used an earth privy and water came from the kitchen pump. At night, unless Zanne’s mother was working at her desk, by two hours after sunset the valley was dark from the downs to the river Moss.


Zanne’s mother, Arles, was Garth’s covener. She led the speakers at those endless meetings when Zanne dozed on the children’s bench at the back. Zanne didn’t mind the meetings. In the summer she watched the swallows flitting in and out of the air slats, and making butterfly shadows over the lime-washed roof space. In the winter she tried to get a bench end by the stove, where she could read the names on the wall. There was her grandmother, Paris Cutler, who died in a bad raid years and years ago. And her grandfather, Negan Townsend, whom she could just about remember. There were great-grandparents and great-great-great as well: but they had been washed over by now. So many layers of names wrapped around Garth meeting. It was a comfortable, safe feeling.


Before the child was old enough for work or lessons, Arles Townsend would often take Zanne in front of her on her pony, on covenanting calls. When the milk was due to go into Mosden, in churns of sycamore wood; or the bales of wool at fleece harvest—Arles and Zanne went down to the waggon road to wish it well. If there was meat to be killed or a tree to be downed; or if a swathe of badland needed sweetening, Zanne’s mother would be called out to the farms. Sometimes she was called to a sick animal, a failed crop or a difficult birth or death; animal or human. But that was rare. Garth people kept the Covenant, and so no harm could come to them. Zanne knew that.


Children were not supposed to watch a meat killing, but of course they had to. Zanne would crouch in the barn with the farm’s own offspring, and peep through the swatches while her mother took a sheep between her knees as if she was going to strip its wool.


Sister don’t blame me, she said (or brother). I will die too, and be eaten. Arles’ strong hands closed under the animal’s narrow chocky jaws—and it was limp and gone. People grumbled that Arles Townsend was too plain spoken. She ought to use some decent long words. The old covener used to say “consumed”—not common munching eaten.


But though Zanne giggled with her friends because it seemed the thing to do, she listened to the grownups and she knew they were wrong. Her mother must be doing it right, because Zanne could feel inside her what happened when the sheep went limp. There was a light like a candleflame. It shook and nearly went out, but mother’s hands kept it steady.


Zanne was a good child. She did her lessons and she did her chores, including the outwork that everybody shared—clearing stones out of ploughland, the horrible potato picking and other more pleasant harvests. She had one marked peculiarity, as little children will: and that was her delight in anything that went up and down or round and round. Even when she was teething as a baby, she never cried if she could watch her father at his loom. Hurst hoped she would be a weaver.


But it turned out the attraction was more general. She was equally entranced by any tool that moved. The greatest treat you could give her was to take her to Mosshole, down the river, and let her watch the water mill where the flour of three valleys was ground. Some of Zanne’s friends told her it was wrong for a covener’s daughter to visit the Mill family. Zanne hadn’t the least idea why. Mother only laughed. She said the parents of those children were welcome to go back to the quern, if they had so much time on their hands.


Zanne loved all her family (except Bren occasionally), and nearly everyone in Garth. But most of all she loved her uncle Lol. He was mother’s brother—a round faced young man with yellow hair and grey eyes like mother and Zanne. Years ago he had taken his share out of the farm; he preferred a wandering life. Still there was always room at Townsend for him, and sometimes he stayed for months. When he was in residence children were drawn to Townsend yard like wasps to an orchard full of windfalls. He was never too busy or too tired to make toys for them or invent games.


Zanne’s father had travelled, but his storytelling was pitiful compared to Lol’s. Uncle Lol had been a horse trader, a wandering player, a pedlar. His past was full of daring ventures, narrow escapes and strange twists of fate. He wore a bright green jacket with gold braid on the collar for everyday, and breeches to match instead of knitted leggings like the country people. Hurst Weaver called his wife’s brother “flash Lolly” and fingered the cloth of that suit with disdain.


Sometimes Lol committed crimes (like the time he was caught teaching some young people how to make a whisky still). Arles said—brother or no brother, next time you need to go to earth, dig yourself a hole and jump in it … But Lol knew (as he told Bren and Zanne) how to lie low and let the storm pass over. He always came back. And his wickedness just made Zanne love him more.


There was one thing about uncle Lol more wonderful than all the rest. He could do magic. He was careful with this skill outside the house, because the people of Garth did not approve of such trickery. But when Zanne was a baby he would put her into fits of laughter by making her beechwood platter grow eyes and mouth and pull faces at her through her dinner. When she got older he would draw pictures that came alive, make her yellow hair crackle with coloured fire; turn an apple she was eating into a bird that pecked her nose and flew away. Once there was an egg that talked when she pulled it out from under her own hen Blackie.


“Don’t blame me, sister” she mumbled, groping in the warm straw still half-asleep.


“I don’t blame you,” piped up the egg cheerfully. “Everybody’s got to go sometime!”


It could not be eaten. Zanne kept it in a box until the yolk rattled like a stone inside, and for years she thought she could still hear it muttering sometimes.


Kila was almost grown up by now. Soon she would leave them for her first trade journey. Men don’t make magic, she declared. They only make fools of themselves. But for Bren and Zanne the fun Lol provided was real and wonderful. Especially for Zanne because she discovered she could do magic tricks herself.


Hurst was concerned. He was afraid Lol’s tuition would do Zanne lasting harm. But Arles told him not to worry.


“I was the same when I was that age” she said.


Perhaps part of her tolerance was the comfort of seeing her scapegrace brother almost respect himself again, in the admiration of this golden-bright, loving child.


Lol vanished and returned, sometimes not seen from one year’s end to the next. In Garth valley the seasons slipped by placidly. There were occasional alarms around Dark and Year’s End, but no raids that reached as far as Garth, safe as it was in the heart of Inland. There were good harvests and less good harvests: the Covenant meeting argued as always about different weather needs. Zanne at pensioner school chanted the months with her friend Loyse Bine End: First Moon, Second Moon, Trime, New Spring. Old Spring, New Summer, Midsummer, Oldsummer. Sunfall, Leafall, Old Moon, Dark. Year’s End and then First Moon … She grew up to be ten years old in absolute freedom (though she didn’t believe so) and so happy that she rarely even thought of the word.


It was New Summer, sheep stripping time. Any day now the flocks would come off the downs and stamp boldly into their own farmyards, pricking their ears and bleating for attention. At stripping time the heavy fleeces were ready to drop like autumn leaves. There were always a few lazy beasts who stayed up on the hill, letting their wool fall anywhere. The young people went after those; it was an excellent excuse for sweethearting.


Zanne was in the woods. She was alone for a change, and enjoying the sensation. She was following the track of a broad ride between the trees covered only by thin scrawny turf and weeds. There were patches of this badland all through Garth valley. Some farmers broke them up with picks and shovels and called in Arles Townsend to sweeten the soil. Others preferred to leave them to “come back” in their own time. Children found the patches fascinating because of the treasure that might be discovered. There was rarely anything whole, just tantalising fragments of glass and coloured crockery; but the promise was enough. Zanne walked with her head down, poking hopefully wherever tree roots had broken up the rock-hard undersurface.


This ride was different from the bad patches in that it was going somewhere. Out of Garth, far away. Zanne’s uncle Lol had told her rides like these were old, old roads. If you followed them they would lead you back into the past. Into the land of the towers of light. In that land every house had a tree outside it that grew stars instead of flowers. Everybody lived on meat and sugar candy, and little children didn’t have to work. They had nothing to do but read story books and play at puzzles all day. In that land, things were made of neither wood nor stone nor skin, nor metal out of the rock … Zanne didn’t swallow these tales whole anymore, the way she used to. She knew the answer to that Inland riddle. If you count plants as wood, then that was the land of nothing and nowhere. But she enjoyed the story-telling still.


She had walked a long way from Garth, maybe a vale or two. A vale was the Inland measure of distance, but it wasn’t an exact quantity. Twenty vales was about as far as you could expect to go by waggon in a day if nothing went wrong: as far as Mosden …. Zanne had seen “maps” copied in her mother’s books, but there were no maps of Inland as far as she was aware. And so no one knew exactly where Mosden was, or Garth either …. They were where you found them.


Perhaps the time that people called the lost past, the time of the towers of light, was like that too. Not even mother could tell you exactly how many years it was since the shining towers fell. Perhaps that was like asking how long is a vale. The past is where you find it. I wonder, thought Zanne, if I keep on walking will it really be there, just like Mosden?


Zanne liked ideas like that, and often played with them in her mind. But treasure-seeking was giving her a crick in the neck. She abandoned it and wandered into the green shade of the great Garth beeches, her feet shush-shushing in last year’s leaves. She found her way to a small tributary of the Moss, sat down and dabbled her feet in the cool dark water. It was very quiet in the beechwood. Zanne contemplated her bare toes, fattened and pallid in the magnifying stream. She wished she had a pair of shoes to wear in summer. Her feet were never quite hard enough to scuff and kick without getting bruised. She had cracked a toenail now, treasure-hunting. But the covener’s children are always the meanest raised: she had heard people say so. If mother could tell people when to kill and when not to kill, then obviously she had to be at least as strict at Townsend.


She didn’t have murderous designs on any of the five Townsend cows, or mother’s covenanting pony; or Hazel and Rowan the two great gentle oxen. But she thought it would be a good idea to trade for leather, the way they had traded for the real glazed crockery they used on meeting days. Father had explained to her why this wouldn’t be right, it would be just the same as tanning an uncovenanted hide themselves. Zanne was not convinced.


She decided to make herself a pair of shoes out of beech leaves. The dead ones looked quite like leather. It was easy enough. But she couldn’t get rid of the crackle. She felt silly and let the shoes go.


Zanne could do better tricks than that. For years now she’d been able to do anything uncle Lol could show her: and often she teased him, instead of the other way round. Like the time she made him see a wolf on the stairs. He was really scared, but he couldn’t stop seeing it even when he knew it was Zanne playing a trick on his mind. Mother laughed and laughed. But she said to Zanne:


“Don’t you ever do anything like that to another child.” In such a tone that Zanne never did.


Uncle Lol told her that she was an “infant prodigy”, and the best illusion-merchant he had ever met. But Zanne was beginning to wonder if she was growing out of magic. She knew the things she did weren’t real, however impressive, and it got boring to see people being fooled. Still more boring to fool yourself. Besides, from the looks she caught sometimes when she was playing tricks, she was sure her mother and father had started to disapprove.


This was sad, because magic was her only skill. No one seemed to think she had talent for any other trade. Bren was the first born and he would farm Townsend. What would Zanne do? In consideration of her future she had recently proposed marriage to her friend Mir of Upper Valley. He could take up a trade, and she would farm. That would be best. And yet, there seemed to be something lacking …


Uncle Lol had not been home for months. She hoped he would come back soon. She was old enough by now to know Garth people didn’t like him much. Perhaps he was finally tired of their grudging welcome and had decided to stay away forever. Even father didn’t want Lol at Townsend. But there was no magic in father. Nor in mother either.


“Boring stay at homes,” muttered Zanne. “I’ll die if uncle Lol doesn’t come back.”


Thinking about her uncle, wishing for him, she wasn’t surprised when she looked into the stream and distinctly saw uncle Lol’s face instead of her own. They were alike after all. She was the one who took after the Townsends. Father and Bren were long and thin in the face, with brown eyes and hair. It was some moments before she realised this was not a daydream but an actual sending: a very daring kind of magic Lol had just begun to teach her last autumn—making her swear not to tell her mother.


“Woo-ee!” yelled Zanne, jumping to her feet.


She charged through the wood, forgetting her bruised toe. She knew he couldn’t be far away. The sending was coming from somewhere up along the ride. She raced towards it, hurdling over clumps of nettles. Home for the sheep stripping! That was just like Lol, father would say. He could smell free beer across the breadth of Inland … She wondered as she hurtled along why he was not on the waggon road. It was not like uncle Lol to go on foot if he could cadge a lift, or travel rough when he could travel smooth.


It was the smell of smoke that saved her. She wasn’t alarmed. The wood was by no means dried out after a rather slow damp spring. She was only puzzled as to how the fire could have started. She slowed down, peering around; and so did not race straight into the middle of the raiders’ camp.


They were occupying a clearing right on the barren ride. There were fifty people or more: women, men—a few who looked not much older than Bren. They were sitting round a bonfire. There was a crowd of horses: saddled and bridled; hobbled in pairs or tied to low branches. Zanne gaped. A delectable smell reached her nostrils, mingled with the woodsmoke. These people were eating meat. They wore boots, and clothes all decorated with metal and leather and beads.


The little girl stared in bewilderment. She had never seen such riches. No one used a saddle or a bitted bridle in Garth. The Covenant pony’s halter was rope with wooden rings. The smoky devouring flames also fascinated her. Fire, wild fire, was a treat for special occasions in Zanne’s world. Or else a tool used with strict care.


It dawned on her that this must be a gang of raiders. For it was only in uncle Lol’s stories that the old road would lead you back to the past. In real life, as Zanne well knew, these rides led out eventually into the badlands, the Outlands, where the raiders came from. Zanne had heard the Outlands called “desert places”. She couldn’t imagine a place where nothing grew. She thought of a ploughed field, like a brown bare hem, stitched round the edge of Inland.


She had only the vaguest memory of that snowy night when she was four years old. But like all Inland children she had learned quite a lot about these human wolves and their ways.


Raiders don’t come in summer, thought Zanne.


She was hiding behind a tree. It was only by luck that no one had spotted her as she came running up. Raiders don’t come in summer, she repeated to herself. Zanne had a habit of leaping to excited conclusions, which she wished she could control. She was a proud child, she didn’t like it when people laughed at her. It would be horrible if she were to run home yelling, and then find there was a perfectly reasonable explanation for all this: known to everybody but daydreaming Zanne.


Then she saw uncle Lol. She had forgotten about the sending until that moment. There he was on the edge of the feast, his yellow hair tousled in his eyes and dead leaves on the shoulders of his jacket. It was the blue suit that had replaced his green one: equally braided and flashy. He looked more ordinary with the outlaws. In Garth people hardly ever wore bright colours, even on holidays. Uncle Lol was a prisoner! At once Zanne’s usual confidence returned. She stepped back from the beech bole and dropped to her hands and knees.


A few minutes later she was as close to him as she could be, and none of the armed guards posted round the clearing had spotted her. She tried to send to him, but either she failed or Lol was too distracted to recognise the touch of magic. The raiders were engrossed in their meal. She hissed, unmagically: he saw her and his face lit up. He managed to move a bit further from the fire.


“Zanne, you sweet child. You’ve saved my life!”


“Lucky they didn’t tie you up,” hissed Zanne. “This is the plan. You run for it. I’m going to stampede the horses.”


Uncle Lol looked tired. She noticed that the braid around his collar was worn down to string in places. His hands were greasy from eating meat with his fingers. He laughed, a breathless little laugh, and cast a quick glance over his shoulder.


“No need for that, lassie. ‘We’re all friends here.”


I’ve made a fool of myself, thought Zanne. But she didn’t understand, because uncle Lol was definitely frightened.


But you sent to me. Don’t you want to be rescued?”


“I didn’t—” began uncle Lol, and broke off looking at Zanne sharply.


Then he smiled, his eyes lighting up again.


“Never mind. You’ve saved my liver and lights anyway. I want you to do something, only you must be quick.”


“All right. What is it?”


“You know the chest that lives under the farm desk?”


“With mother’s books in it?”


“That’s the one. Bring me the books, Zanne. Whatever you can carry. Put them in a bag, bring them out here. I—er—I owe these friends of mine some money …”


Zanne had never seen coined money in her life. She stared at her uncle blankly: but inside her stomach was shrinking into a small cold stone. Behind him, she could see that the meal was over. Booted feet were carelessly kicking the fire apart. People were bringing up horses. Zanne saw the crossbows and throwing spears stowed in saddle holsters. Lol scrubbed his fingers through his hair, leaving trails of grease. He laughed again, guiltily, helplessly.


“Zanne, be a good child and do as you’re told. I’ll stall them here … I had to tell them you see. They’re a rough crowd. Please get the books. Otherwise—I don’t know what …”


She could not speak. When she ran it was from his face, with its weak terrified smile.


It was only when her breath started catching painfully that she realised how far she was from home. The raiders were on horseback. She plunged to her knees, clasped her hands and gabbled,


“Under the Covenant, beech trees lend me your strength …” Sometimes when she said the Covenant, the candleflame in Zanne flared so bright it ought to show through her skin. Nothing like that happened now. She just jumped up and kept running, running: until at last she passed the pension cottages at a painful trot and stumbled up the bell-tower steps. She grabbed the rope and the bell pealed out dementedly. It was never used, except as an alarm. The covener didn’t need its aid to call her meeting. People came running up.


“Raiders!” sobbed Zanne “Raiders in the woods!”


There was no need by then for anyone to try and make out her story. Another settlement further upriver had been warned by the foresters and sent word by road. If Zanne had not escaped early from her chores to go off alone she would have been kept indoors. The children of Lower Garth, and Zanne, went into the meeting house undercroft with the most frail pensioners.


The mouth of Garth valley was narrow, and stopped up with sturdy defenders. These strict covenanters possessed nothing that could be used only as a weapon, but they knew how to handle their farm tools. Everybody wanted to know why this pest had appeared so far out of season, but then the raiders themselves appeared and halted discussion for a while. Outlaws were on the edge of their range here. An attack was never sustained: it was like a flash flood—damaging and dangerous but soon over. The valley boasted twenty-two adults able to fight and six flores, the Inland name for young people who were no longer children. With the Covenant’s protection, that was plenty for defence.


By the Covenant Inland people had promised to live at peace with all creatures of the natural world. The Garth villagers had the good will of the ground they tilled, a will that didn’t show itself in any spectacular way, but which worked for them nevertheless. And though the raiders were outside the Covenant, their horses were not. Covener Arles shouted to the beasts, reminding them. The horses became unmanageable when their riders tried to force the defenders’ line. (Raiders used to plundering deep within Inland would have left their animals in the forest). That was almost the end. The band broke up and retreated, leaving five of their number badly hurt and one dead. But it was a long, hot, bloody, frightening afternoon.


Zanne stepped into the kitchen at Townsend. The big room was cool and shadowy. In summer its fat earthenware stove was cold to the touch except at cooking times: the sunheat her mother had coaxed in there like a swarm of bees, sunk down to a sleepy core. Out in the valley everyone was busy putting out fires the raiders had started in Bine End’s uncut meadows, and tending the wounded. She had sneaked away, hugging her awful secret.


The faded rag rug had blood on it. She looked at the splotches dully. There had been no fighting here. She knew, after a moment, whose blood it was.


She found him in the old dairy. He was hiding behind a pile of lumber, his back against the cobwebby wall. Zanne’s lamp showed his round merry face turned haggard, lines of terror drawn dark on cheesy white. She looked at him and knew this was what happened in the stories. She was seeing uncle Lol the way he looked when he was having a narrow escape, in a daring venture. There was a dark wet patch on his forearm, he was holding onto it with his other hand.


“I didn’t tell,” she said hoarsely.


“They’ll find out. Your mother’s going to kill me.”


His eyes pleaded with her.


“I’ve got no food. I’m hurt.”


On the floor beside him was an awkward bundle. Zanne knew he had come back to Townsend not to confess to the harm he’d done, but to grab whatever he could carry. He wasn’t going to be able to come home again, this time. She picked up the bundle. He let her take it without a word: which was horrible.


“Hide in the split oak,” she said. “I’ll have to wait until everyone’s asleep but I’ll come.”


The split oak stood in Home Meadow, just below the farmyard gate. It had been struck by lightning long ago, but had survived and grown old and massive. Generations of Townsend children had used the riven hollow in its low crown as a refuge. She put father’s silver candlesticks back up above the stove and mother’s books back in the chest. She was only just in time. As she shut the chest lid, she heard the yard gate bang. She was sitting up at the kitchen table when mother came in. Zanne trembled, twisting her hands in her lap under the table. Mother looked at the bloodstained rug. “Zanne,” said Arles gently. “Don’t be frightened, but tell me the truth. Have you seen your uncle Lol today?”


“No.”


Mother sighed. “Zanne, he brought the raiders here.”


“How do you know that?” cried Zanne, shaking all over.


“They told us so. We have five of the poor devils laid out in the meeting house. Lol brought them here. He promised his friends there was treasure in Garth and he could help them to it … Don’t break your heart, darling. He probably thought he could weasel a way out, before it came to fighting.”


There were hot tears falling on Zanne’s hands. Mother crossed the room and tried to hug her, but Zanne ducked away.


“He isn’t here!”


When she looked up, the kitchen was empty.


Bren and Kila and Hurst came home. Kila was shaken and tired. She was seventeen and had been in the fighting. But they went out again almost straight away. They were helping to search the valley for Lol Townsend.


Zanne lay on her bed. She felt ill. She felt as if someone was punching her in the stomach. No one would find Lol. Zanne had known for years how to make the oak tree hide her so that people walked by and never thought she might be there. It wasn’t exactly magic, not like Lol’s clever tricks, but it never failed. Only how long, how long would the light last?


Suddenly she sat up. She could hear mother and father talking down in the yard.


“He’s been there all the time,” said her mother’s voice wearily. “I didn’t know he was capable of hiding himself from me, that’s why I missed him.” A murmur from father.


“Go indoors, Hurst Weaver. I have not the meeting’s approval. You shouldn’t be involved. He is my brother.”


Zanne’s window was unglazed. The shutter was open. She looked out and saw mother crossing the yard, carrying the bag that usually held her covenant tools. She heard Lol’s terrified whisper again.


“Your mother’s going to kill me—”


The split oak stretched its branches low and straight. Its leaves brushed the meadow grass; green margined with gold in the evening sunlight. Zanne ran after her mother. The hiding trick was broken. She must do something more. Lol couldn’t help himself, she knew that. He could make an apple turn into a bird and fly out of your hand: but when you looked down the bitten apple would be rolling away, and the bird had vanished. It wasn’t real, it was just fooling … No magic then. She stopped at the yard gate, and clasped her hands: under the Covenant … under the Covenant …


“Lol, come down from there.”


When her brother did not appear Arles jumped up without ceremony onto the broadest of the oak’s three low boughs and peered into the hollow crown. She got down again. He was there, she knew it. Men who make magic only make fools of themselves. But, she had never had the heart to take her brother’s small talent away from him. He had little enough to be proud of. Now she was horrified to find that her weak treacherous brother had somehow become as powerful as any covener in Inland. He would have to be: to hide from Arles Townsend. Grimly, remorsefully, she set out to break him.


The oak tree shivered through all its great bulk, the meadow grass lay down flat as if under a storm of hail. There was a crack like thunder: Hurst and Kila and Bren came running out of the kitchen. And there was Lol made visible inside the split oak’s trunk, with the corded bark running through his body and his yellow hair pulled up and grown into the wood. His mouth and eyes were stretched wide in terror.


Arles stared. Then she turned around. Little Zanne was standing at the yard gate, shaking all over and looking as frightened as Lol.


“Zanne,” she said, as if speaking to someone standing on the edge of a high cliff. “Can you let him go?”


The little girl shook her head dumbly.


“Give him to me then. Under the Covenant …”


Lol collapsed in a heap on the grass. Arles waited without speaking until he got to his feet. She handed him the covenanting bag.


“That’s what we can spare,” she said. “Be careful. The meeting is looking for you. And some of your ‘friends’ may still be about, outside my holding.”


Zanne watched uncle Lol walk away, up the sloping meadow with the bag of food and clothes clutched in his arms. He vanished over the brow; and with him went the first unclouded sunlight of her childhood.


Arles Townsend came to her daughter. She made the sign of the Covenant, the magical O of creation, on the little girl’s forehead, and on her mouth and on the cusp of her collar-bones; all the while with an expression in her eyes that told Zanne she was in bad, bad trouble.


“Zanne, how long have you been able to do magic of that kind?”


Zanne was crying. She did not understand what had happened, except that her uncle Lol was gone forever. Worse than gone. It was as if the uncle Lol she loved had never existed.


“It wasn’t magic,” she sobbed. “Magic is just, just fooling. I know that. I asked the Covenant to help me hide him.”


Zanne’s mother smiled at her ruefully, thinking how little parents understand of how a child sees the world. In Garth valley the word “magic” was not used much. It was considered undignified to use the same word for Covenant work and for silly tricks. And yet the two were one.


“Not all magic is fooling, Zanne. watch this.”


She half-turned and stretched out one hand towards the setting sun. She brought the hand back and held it out, a closed fist. When she opened her fingers, in the cup of her palm there was a curl of deep glowing red. The warmth from it wrapped them both around. Zanne, who had been ice-cold and shivering with fright, felt the glow run through her.


“That is the sun, Zanne. The heat of the sun. I call it and it comes to me. If anyone’s stove goes out in Garth valley, I go and light it again, straight from the sign and centre of all fire on earth … You know that. Don’t you think that’s magical?”


Zanne shook her head, confused. “That’s covener’s work. That’s real.”


“It is real, and it is magic. And one day, Zanne, you will be a covener.”


Arles looked at the giant oak. The trunk was split again now. The tree would need some care if it was to live, after all that upheaval. She considered the power needed, to meld a living human body into oak wood: considered what power like that might do to her valley, wielded by a playful ten-year-old child. She had been watching, waiting. She had hoped her talented little daughter might have a few more years of freedom. But the oak told her this couldn’t be.


The little girl hiccoughed, and knuckled her teary eyes.


“My baby,” sighed Arles. “My poor little baby. I’m afraid it’s time you went to school.”
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