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  The Cost of Living




  

    For Robin


  




  Go then, adventurer, on your vivid journey,




  Though once again, of course, I cannot join you –




  That is as certain as your happy ending.




  The one-armed captain in the pirate harbour




  Would know me in an instant for a Jonah.




  No gnome would ever speak with me for witness,




  And so let slip the spell-dissolving answer




  Before you’d even heard the sacred riddle.




  I, as it happens, know it from my reading,




  But the blind queen would ask it in a language




  Not in the syllabus of my old college,




  But which your loved, illiterate nanny taught you.




  No, I will stay at home and keep things going,




  Conduct the altercation with the builders,




  Hoe the allotment, fix the carburettor.




  I’m genuinely happier with such dealings;




  It isn’t merely that they pass the seasons




  Until I hear your footstep on the threshold.




  Then I will sit and listen to your story




  With a complacently benign amazement,




  Believing it because it’s you that tell it.




  And when you’ve done, and I have asked my questions,




  I for the umpteenth time on such homecomings




  Will say what’s happened to the cost of living.
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  The Forest




  IT HAD SNOWED in the night. Tilja knew this before she woke, and waking she remembered how she knew. Somewhere between dream and dream a hand had

  shaken her shoulder and she’d heard Ma’s whisper.




  ‘It’s snowing at last. I must go and sing to the cedars. You’ll have to make the breakfast before you feed the hens.’




  Tilja reached up to the shelf beyond the bolster and pulled her folded underclothes in under the quilt, where she spread them along beside her body to warm through. While they did so she lay and

  listened to the wind hooting in the chimney above her. Anja, beside her, grumbled in her sleep, clutching at her share of the quilt while Tilja wriggled out of her nightshirt and into the

  underclothes. Then she slid out and hurried into another layer of clothing, tucked Anja snugly in and finished dressing.




  The bed was a box-like structure set right into the immense old fireplace, on one side of the stove. Her parents slept in a larger box on the far side, but that would be empty by now, with Da in

  the byre seeing to the animals, and Ma on her way to the cedar-lake, far into the forest.




  Faint light seeped through the shutters, but she didn’t open them, and not just because of the savage wind that was battering against them and shrieking into their cracks. She liked to do

  these first tasks in the dark, knowing without having to feel around exactly where to put her hand for anything she needed. Woodbourne was her home, and this kitchen was the heart of it, as

  familiar to her as her own body. She had no more need to see to find things than she had to put her finger to the tip of her nose. Relighting the stove in the dark was a way of starting the day by

  telling herself that this was so.




  First, she opened the firebox and carefully riddled out the old ash, leaving just the last black embers, flecked with sparks. On to these she spread a double handful of straw and another of dry

  twigs, then closed the fire door, opened both dampers, and stood leaning against the still warm stove while she repeated the fire charm three times. Ma never bothered with the fire charm, but

  Tilja’s grandmother, Meena, had taught it to her so that she would know how long to wait for the twigs to be well alight before she added the coarser kindling. Usually it took four times, but three would be enough

  with a wind like this to drag the draught up.




  A wind like this? And snowing? That wasn’t right.




  Once the kindling was in, and had caught, she slid in four logs, sawn and split to fit the stove and dried all summer in an open shed. The flames began to roar into the flues. Now at last she

  poked a taper in and used it to light the lamp, poured water into a pan and set it to boil, heaved the porridge pot out of the oven where it had been quietly cooking all night in the remaining heat

  from the old fire, stirred in a little water and set it beside the water pan to warm through.




  Next she finished getting up. She rinsed her face and hands, combed and bunched her hair and slipped into her boots, leaving the laces loose, and opened the door into the yard. At once the wind

  flung a gust of snow into her face, stinging as if it had been a handful of fine gravel. Brando was out of sight, cowering in his kennel from the storm.




  This is all wrong, she thought again as she clumped across to the outhouse. The first snow in the Valley should have fallen a month ago, on a still night, huge soft flakes floating

  steadily down, blanketing yard and roofs and fields a foot deep by morning. These furious flurries weren’t snow. And nothing was really lying. Any flakes that reached the ground were

  snatched up by the wind and whirled into drifts in the corners of the yard. When a gust hurtled in from another direction it would catch at these and set them streaming away like smoke.




  Worse still, checking by touch in the dark of the outhouse she found that some of the stuff had found its way in through a crack and made a miniature drift across the seat. With freezing fingers

  she scooped it away, did what she had to and clumped back in a foul temper to the kitchen. She half-thought of sending Anja out with a storm lantern to clear the outhouse and block the crack before

  Da got back, but in the end she did it herself.




  By the time he came in she had the porridge hot and the sage tea brewed and the bacon frying, and Anja was up and dressed and clean.




  ‘Stupid sort of snow we’ve got this year,’ he muttered. ‘I hope your mother’s all right.’




  ‘Where’s Ma gone?’ said Anja, through porridge.




  ‘She’s gone to the lake to sing to the cedars,’ said Tilja. ‘She’ll be home to cook your dinner.’




  But she wasn’t, so Tilja started to do what she could. By noon Da had twice gone up to the forest and as far in among the trees as he dared, the second time foolishly far, so that he came

  out dazed and unsteady with the strange forest sickness that only affected men. Tilja helped him to his chair and pulled off his boots and put a bowl of hot soup into his hands while he hunched by

  the fire, shaken by sighs and shudders.




  Then they heard Brando’s silly little yap of welcome for someone he knew, so different from his deep bay of warning to a stranger. Anja ran to the door, peered out, turned and shouted,

  ‘It’s Tiddykin! Oh, where’s Ma? When’s she coming?’




  Tilja rushed out and saw Ma’s pony coming shambling down beside the top meadow. One of her panniers was gone, and the other was dragging and bumping among the snowy tussocks. Tilja was

  still staring when Da came staggering to the door to look.




  Not bothering with boots, she helped him outside, ran to the stable and grabbed a handful of yellownut out of the bin. Tiddykin, who, like most horses, would have crossed the Great Desert for

  yellownut, limped in after her until the trailing pannier caught behind the door and stopped her.




  ‘I’ll see to her,’ said Da from the doorway. ‘You go and saddle Calico up and fetch your grandmother. Tell her what’s happened. Take a bit of bread to eat on the

  way – you’ve not time for dinner, and it’ll be long dark before you’re back out of the wood.’




  ‘Wouldn’t it be quicker if I just went straight in? I’m sure I could find my way to the lake. Ma took me last summer.’




  ‘I know where the lake is,’ said Anja, who’d never been there. ‘I can find it.’




  ‘Quiet, Anja,’ snapped Da. ‘And you do what you’re told, Til. I’m not having you lost too. Off you go. Back indoors with you, Anja, and fix your sister some food

  while she’s getting Calico set.’




  ‘You won’t go back into the forest, will you, Da?’




  ‘When I can just about find my way across my own yard? Now, get on with it.’




  Old Calico was much too clever for her own good, or anyone else’s. She had seen and smelt the bitter weather, and didn’t at all want to be harnessed, let alone with the special

  horse-seat which Da had made for Meena, Tilja’s grandmother. Tiddykin usually wore it and it didn’t really fit Calico. Tilja bribed her with yellownut while she tugged at straps and

  adjusted pads, and had her ready before Da, still stumbling in his walk and propping himself against walls and doorposts, had finished with Tiddykin.




  ‘Will you be all right?’ she said.




  ‘Have to be, won’t I? Get moving. You’ll need your coat. Anja’s fixed you bread and cheese.’




  ‘Suppose Meena’s in one of her moods . . .’ Tilja began. (Children in the Valley called their grandparents by their first names.)




  ‘Tell her what’s up. She’ll come. And take a stick – you’ll need to keep Calico moving.’




  And that was true. It wasn’t more than a mile down to Meena’s cottage, but without driving Calico would have taken all afternoon. Tilja sat side-saddle, huddled

  into her coat and with head bowed and her hoodstrings drawn tight, and every few yards caught Calico a thwack across the rump to keep her moving even at a sulky walk. When she could she snatched a

  bite at the vast hunk of bread and slab of cheese that Anja had cut for her. Now she had time to think, she was sick with worry. It was so cold. Ma was lying somewhere in the forest, out on the

  naked ground. Nobody would live long like that in such weather. Before they were halfway down the lane Tilja lost patience, dismounted, and drove Calico on as she might have driven a heifer, while she herself

  came behind at a stumbling run. At Meena’s gate she tied the reins to the post and ran panting up the path and let herself in.




  Meena was at her stove, but had swung round at the rattle of the latch.




  ‘Trouble?’ she snapped. ‘Of course it’s trouble. You wouldn’t be looking for your old grandmother, else, would you?’




  ‘Ma went to sing to the cedars,’ gasped Tilja. ‘She hasn’t come back, but Tiddykin has – with one of the panniers gone. Da wants us to go and look for her. You and

  me. He says I’d get lost by myself.’




  ‘He’s not pure fool, then.’




  ‘He went too far in himself and only just got out. He looks ghastly, and he’s all staggery still.’




  ‘Pretty well pure fool. Never mind me – I’m coming. Where’s my cane? You catch your breath while I get myself together. Then you can help me with my boots.’




  She hobbled around, grunting every now and then with the pain of her hip, which was the main cause of her moods. It was obviously bad today, and no wonder, in this weather. There was no point

  Tilja trying to help or hurry her – she hated that, and in any case she had done all she needed in a very few minutes, putting her pots to the side of the stove, closing the dampers, and

  fetching an extra layer of clothing out of her chest. She let Tilja ease her feet into her ancient boots and lace them and her leggings. By the time she was dressed in her sheepskin coat and hat

  and swathed to the eyes in scarves you wouldn’t have known whether she was woman or man or troll.




  Tilja positioned Calico beside the mounting block in the lane, helped Meena climb it, repositioned Calico, who had of course sidled away, and heard Meena groan with the pain of settling herself

  into the horse-seat Da had made for her because of her hip – more like a padded legless chair than a saddle.




  ‘I’ll do now,’ said Meena. ‘You give me my cane – I’m not standing any nonsense from this stupid creature. Born cussed, and she’ll die cussed, like most

  of us.’




  In fact Calico made good speed home. She was what’s called a barn-rat, always ready to head back to her own warm stall. Tilja trotted beside her, and was gasping again by the time they

  reached the farm, not an hour after they’d set out. Da was watching for them. He looked a little better, his face less ashen behind the black beard, but he’d got his long staff out to

  help him move around.




  ‘You’ve made fair time,’ he said. ‘It’s around four hours till dark. Do you need a rest, Meena?’




  ‘Best stay where I am,’ said Meena. ‘More trouble than it’s worth, getting on and off this brute. It’s Tilja who’ll be needing the rest – whole way

  back, she’s run.’




  ‘She can rest on Dusty’s back. I’ve put him in the log sled. If Selly’s hurt you’ll never get her on to a horse. All right, Tilja? Ready to go?’




  Without waiting for an answer he took the reins and led them into the barn, where Dusty was waiting between the shafts of the log sled, looking huge and majestic in the dim light. He’d

  been on the farm less than four months. Da had paid almost twice what he’d meant to for him, and had never before let anyone else handle him. Tilja stared up at the great beast, appalled.




  ‘But . . . but . . .’ she stammered.




  ‘Tiddykin’s all in,’ said Da. ‘And if he wasn’t, he couldn’t handle the sled that distance. Calico could, but she won’t. Just remember you’re

  master, and Dusty will remember too. Now, listen. You’ve got rugs on the sled, and a hot flask, a firepot, kindling, logs, a couple of storm lamps, spare oil, a tarpaulin, poles and cords for

  shelter. That’s all just in case. But I want you well on your way out before dark. Whether or not you’ve found her, you turn back in time for that. You hear that, Meena? For yourself

  you can do what you want – you will anyway – but I want Tilja home by supper.’




  Meena glared down at him. The two of them didn’t get on, which was why she lived down at the cottage. The farm was still hers, in law, and would be Ma’s when she died, but he was the

  farmer, so he couldn’t help speaking as though he had the say in everything.




  Without waiting for an answer he gripped Tilja round the waist and lifted her on to Dusty’s back. It felt more like sitting on the trunk of a fallen tree than riding a horse. He gave her

  an instant to settle, handed her the reins, took the bridle and led Dusty out into the bitter flurry of the storm. He clipped a leading rein to Calico’s bridle and looped the end over a hook

  on Dusty’s harness.




  ‘I won’t come up with you,’ he said. ‘Nothing more I can do, and I’m still swivel-eyed, and there’s the stock to see to. Good luck, both of you. And thanks,

  Meena.’




  He patted Tilja’s knee and turned away. Anja waved from the kitchen door. Tilja waved back, shook the reins and clicked her tongue twice. Off Dusty strode with Calico trailing beside him,

  furious and resistant until she got a thwack from Meena, and then plodding sulkily along.




  They took the track beside the upper meadow and crossed the spare ground. When they reached the trees Tilja looked back and found that she could no longer see the farm. The wind whined and

  whistled among the bare branches, and swirled flurries of snow to and fro at ground level, sweeping whole patches bare and gathering the whiteness into sudden drifts. There was no track, but little

  undergrowth either, and mostly the trees had grown close together and been forced upwards towards the light, so that the lower trunks were branchless. Tilja had only once been deep into the forest,

  on that strange visit to the lake with Ma, last summer. Otherwise they had stayed near the edge, looking for firewood and fungi and setting traps for small game. Although when she and Meena had

  entered the wood she had had a good idea where the lake lay, now she realized how easily she could have gone astray. Apart from the occasional great cedar towering above the rest, the forest seemed

  endlessly the same, just pillared trees and gently undulating ground beneath. There was no sun to steer by, and the unsteady wind, buffeting around every which way, was no use either.




  Once they were well in among the trees Tilja loosed the leading rein so that Meena could pick her own path. Calico was certainly not going to let herself be separated from Dusty, out here in the

  forest, but to keep up with Dusty’s enormous stride she had to move at an awkward pace, walking for a bit and falling behind and trotting to catch up.




  She did so now, and drew almost level. Tilja heard Meena hiss with pain. She reined Dusty back.




  ‘Are you all right?’ she said.




  ‘I’ve been better. Left a bit now.’




  ‘Couldn’t you just tell me the way? Then you could go back.’




  ‘You can’t feel it, then? Where the lake is?’




  ‘No.’




  Meena had been gazing up at her with her usual fierce stare, but now she grunted, looked away, paused for a moment and shook the reins.




  ‘Let’s get along, then,’ she snapped. ‘No point hanging around, chattering.’




  They rode on, but there had been something in that pause that reminded Tilja of the time she had stood beneath the sweeping branches of an enormous cedar and gazed out over the glistening

  stillness of the lake.




  ‘Can you hear anything, darling?’ Ma had said, with an odd note in her voice, both eager and anxious.




  So Tilja had stood and strained for some unexpected sound, but had heard only the whisper of a light breeze through the cedar branches and the steady calling of two doves.




  ‘Nothing special,’ she’d said. ‘What sort of anything?’




  Ma had looked away. Then there had been just such a pause before she’d said, ‘Never mind,’ and smiled at Tilja with a sort of pity.




  Time passed, both too slow and too fast. It seemed endless, but always Tilja was conscious of the precious minutes dribbling away and nothing else changing, always the same wood, the same wind

  slapping loose snow and dead leaves hither and thither between the grey tree trunks, and the same certainty in her mind that they were already too late. Then abruptly, the nature of the forest

  changed. The bare trees gave way to a belt of cedars, whose lower branches swept to the ground and interlaced with their neighbours’, leaving no clear way through into the blackness

  beneath.




  ‘There’s a path,’ said Meena. ‘A bit to the right, it’ll be.’




  So they followed the line of cedars for a while, and came to a narrow, winding slot in the green thicket. Tilja headed Dusty into it. He didn’t care for the look of it and for the first

  time jibbed, but obediently plodded on as soon as she flicked the reins. Almost at once, though, as they rounded a bend, the traces of the sled tangled into a pine branch and she had to scramble

  down and clear them. The path was barely wide enough to let the sled through and it was bound to catch again, so she knelt at the front of it and clucked to Dusty to carry on, as Da did when

  ploughing. He heaved forward, and she positioned herself ready to keep the traces clear at the next corner. Despite her efforts, they stuck several times more before she saw open sky ahead of them and

  caught a glimpse of steely grey water ahead.




  Just before they were clear the sled jarred against a hidden stump and she had to back Dusty up to heave it free. She was standing, dizzy and gasping with the effort, when she heard Meena cry

  out behind her, ‘Look! Oh, look! There they go!’




  Tilja moved to see beyond Dusty’s huge haunches but tripped over the runner of the sled and fell. By the time she picked herself up, whatever Meena had seen was gone. Meena herself was

  sitting bolt-up in the saddle, gazing ahead, her lined old face shining with excitement.




  ‘Who’d’ve thought it?’ she said in a dazed voice. ‘Forty years I came to sing to the cedars, snowfall after snowfall, and never a glimpse, and now I’ve seen

  three of ’em. Little wretches.’




  Astonished out of her worry and exhaustion, Tilja stood and stared at her until Meena shook herself.




  ‘Well, don’t stand gawping there, girl,’ she snapped. ‘Get that brute moving, and we’ll go and look for your mother.’




  Tilja clicked, Dusty plodded ahead as unconcerned as if he were harrowing the bottom acres, and out they came into a wide space ringed with cedars and almost filled by a long, narrow lake. Most

  of the way round, the trees grew right down to the shoreline, with their branches reaching out over the water, but to the left of the path a strip of grass the width of a broad lane ran up between

  them and the lake to a small meadow at the top. Here enough snow had settled to cover the area. Lying in the middle of it was a darker shape.




  Tilja dropped Dusty’s reins and ran.




  The shape was Ma. Her heavy cloak covered most of her body.




  Tilja knelt beside her, gasping for breath, and shook her by the shoulder.




  ‘Ma! Ma! Wake up!’ she croaked. ‘Oh, please wake up!’




  Nothing.




  Her eyes were closed, her face very pale, apart from a single dark mark like an angry bruise in the centre of her forehead. Hands and cheek were cold, but not icy. Tilja bent to listen for her

  breath but the roar of the wind through the cedars drowned all fainter sounds. She couldn’t find her pulse.




  Desperately she called again, ‘Ma! Ma!’




  Did the pale lips move in answer? For a moment she thought so, then she wasn’t sure.




  She looked round and saw that Meena had somehow caught hold of Dusty’s reins and ordered him forward, and that Calico had then decided to trail along beside him. Tilja rose and ran

  back.




  ‘I think she’s alive,’ she gasped. ‘I think I saw her lips move.’




  ‘Miracle if she is, this weather,’ said Meena, as though talking about a frost at apple-blossom time. ‘Give us a hand down, then, and let’s take a look.’




  Once on the ground she stood with her eyes closed and her face as grey as porridge, then shook her head, let out a long breath, and with Tilja taking as much of her weight as she could, knelt

  beside her daughter’s body. She drew off her glove and with gnarled and twisted fingers felt at the limp wrist.




  ‘Well, maybe there’s a bit of a pulse there and maybe there isn’t,’ she said. ‘She’s warmer than she might be, though. Well, we’ll be taking her home,

  dead or alive, so you may as well get started on that. You’ll need to make room for the two of us, mind. There’s no way I’m getting back on that walking tater-riddle, supposing I

  could.’




  So Tilja led Dusty on and turned him to bring the sled close beside the body, but before she reached it Meena called out to her to stop.




  ‘Come here, girl, and look at this a moment. We’ve messed it up this side, but there – what d’you make of that?’




  She pointed. Tilja looked and saw that though there were patches and streaks of snow on the body itself, and a good covering caught in the grass around, all along Ma’s further side and the

  fold of cloak beyond there was only the finest dusting of snow, that might have fallen in the last few minutes. And now that she knew what to look for she could see that it had been the same where

  she and Meena had knelt.




  ‘Something’s been lying here,’ she said. ‘Covering her up.’




  ‘Keeping her warm too,’ said Meena. ‘Little wretches. Who’d’ve thought they had that much sense . . .? Well, don’t hang about, girl. We’ve no time for

  dreamings and wonderings.’




  Too dazed and exhausted to think of anything beyond what had to be done next, Tilja fetched Dusty, got the sled into place and unloaded it. Ma made neither sound nor movement as Tilja half

  dragged, half rolled her on to the rough boards and lashed three lengths of cord round her to stop her tumbling about. Meena settled herself at the other end and Tilja packed the rest of the load

  round them, covered them with rugs, tied all fast and led Dusty back along the strip of grass by the water, with Calico following, loose, behind.




  That was easy enough. The extra weight meant nothing to Dusty. But the track out through the cedars was hideous. There was no way now that Tilja could have heaved the sled clear if it stuck, so

  they had to take one stretch at a time, then halt, position Dusty for the next corner, and let him go forward one or two paces only while Tilja used the logging pole to lever the runners sideways

  as they moved.




  ‘You’re not doing too bad, my girl,’ said Meena, as Tilja heaved, gasping, at the logging pole and the sled eased forward another foot and a half.




  ‘It’s Dusty doing most of it,’ said Tilja.




  ‘Aye, he’s not a bad horse, after all,’ said Meena. ‘But don’t you go telling your father I said so, or he’ll be wanting another one.’




  And then, at last, they were almost through. Tilja could see the change ahead, and hear the different whistle of the wind between bare branches. Looking up, she saw how the sky had darkened, and

  for a moment thought it meant that heavier snows were coming, then realized that the darkening was the onset of nightfall. The path widened, so that now she could trot up beside the sled and take

  Dusty’s bridle and lead him on.




  She was just a few paces out beyond the cedars when the sound hit her. Harsh, wild, terrible, a blast of pure anger. The next instant she was tossed aside as Dusty wheeled to meet the challenge,

  wrenching his bridle from her hand and barging her over with his shoulder. The noise was still echoing through the trees as he neighed his answer, with his neck arched back and a raised hoof pawing

  the air. Calico bolted and was gone. Twice the cry was repeated and twice Dusty answered, and then the echoes died away and there was only the shriek of the gale, shredding through the

  branches.




  Tilja picked herself up. The sled had slewed sideways as Dusty had wheeled, but all were still aboard.




  ‘What was that?’ Tilja gasped.




  ‘Nothing I’ve a fancy to meet just now,’ muttered Meena. ‘Let’s get home, if it’ll let us.’




  Dusty heaved his head away as Tilja reached for his bridle, still trying to face the unseen enemy. Angry with terror, she punched his shoulder and yelled at him not to be stupid, and he gave

  himself a shake and remembered his business. They trudged on until it grew too dark to see, and she had to stop and light one of the storm lamps so that she could lead the way forward. For herself

  she was utterly lost, but Meena seemed as sure of her bearings as she had been by daylight. And from time to time Dusty would hesitate in his stride and stare away to the right, so that Tilja,

  though not herself seeing or hearing anything unusual, began to feel that something large and menacing was moving there, shadowing them on their way.




  By now she was deathly tired, too tired to be afraid. All she could do was force herself along, sick with worry that Calico had already come home alone, and Da would have once more ventured into

  the trees to look for them, and this time he would not come out. But he was waiting for them on the edge of the spare ground. He knelt by the sledge and took Ma’s hand, and under the shadowy

  lamplight Tilja was sure she saw her Ma’s fingers tighten against his, and then he picked Tilja up and kissed her and lifted her on to Dusty’s back and led them all down to the

  farm.




  She could remember no more of her homecoming than dunking bread into the broth that Anja had hot and waiting, and thinking as she did so, This has got to have something to do with

  Asarta.
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  The Story




  THERE WAS TIME in the Valley, of course – how could there not be? But there was no history. In all the rich farmland between the northern

  mountains and the forest there were no wars, or reports of wars, only days, seasons, generations. No kings or other rulers, only parents, grandparents, ancestors. For eighteen generations nothing

  had happened in the Valley that anyone would have thought worth putting in a book, or setting up a memorial stone to record. So, no history. Only time.




  And the story of Asarta.




  The story was full of grand magical nonsense, and there was none of that kind of magic in the Valley, any more than there was history. Such magic as there was was petty and everyday, love posies

  and wart charms and such, which many people said were mere superstition and worked no better than random chance. So very few people believed that there was any truth in the story. Some of them

  might add that it had been invented long ago to explain why the snow lay year round upon the mountains so thick that nobody could pass them, and why there was a sickness in the forest that closed

  off the Valley to the south. It was, admittedly, a strange sickness, affecting only men, first making them dazed and feverish almost as soon as they went in under the trees, and, if they stayed

  there any length of time, casting them into a stupor from which they did not recover. But that didn’t mean that there had to be anything magical about it.




  This was the story.




  Once there had been nothing but history, and far too much of it. To the south, beyond the forest, stretched a huge, rich Empire. To the north, beyond the mountains, lay endless upland plains,

  across which tribes of fierce horsemen marauded, fighting each other when they couldn’t find outsiders to fight and pillage. The best way between the two realms lay through the Valley,

  because there was one good pass across the mountains, open all summer. The Emperors, when they remembered, maintained a broad road through the forest so that they could control and tax the Valley

  and guard the pass beyond. The Valley was large, seven long days’ march from east to west and five from north to south. It had fertile soil, which the people farmed well, so the taxes they

  were able to pay made it worth the Emperor’s attention. But every now and then an Emperor would allow the garrisons to weaken, and then the tribes would come swarming through the pass and the

  Valley, burning and looting and murdering, and sweep on to raid the riches of the Empire.




  Slowly the Empire would gather its armies and drive them back, across the Valley, up through the pass, and out into their native plains, where it would attempt to harry and punish them for their

  impertinence, to no good effect. The Valley made a natural base for these operations, so the armies would quarter there, perhaps for several years, burning and murdering less than the tribes had

  done, but raping and looting almost as effectively, while the Emperor’s tax collectors demanded all the normal taxes again, plus what had not been paid while the tribesmen had controlled the

  Valley, plus extra sums to pay for the increased level of protection that the Valley now enjoyed. The people of the Valley would have been hard put to it to tell you which state of affairs they

  liked less.




  And then a civil war would break out somewhere else in the immensity of the Empire, or a new Emperor would forget to pay the garrisons, or some other matter of state would intervene, and the

  soldiers would march south, taking with them whatever and whomever they fancied, and the Valley people would try to piece their lives together again, knowing even as they reaped their scant harvest

  and stored it in their patched barns that soon the tribes would learn that the pass was once more unguarded.




  Nineteen generations before Tilja’s time such a period had just ended, with the barns empty, the cattle driven away, houses smashed by soldiers looking for hidden treasures to make up for

  their unpaid wages, children snatched into slavery. Some people chose to go south with the soldiers, to make new lives for themselves in the Empire, but most stayed where they were. However

  difficult and dangerous life might be in the Valley, this was where they belonged.




  A year passed, and things were better. Another year, and they were better again, and still the tribes did not come. (There was a horse plague raging across the plains.) The barns had new roofs

  on them, doors were sound and tables laden, and markets began again, with stuff in the stalls worth bargaining for. After market people would sit around, drinking the harsh local cider, and

  wondering how long the good times would last. On one such evening somebody sighed and said, ‘If only there were a way of closing the pass.’




  ‘Fugon the Magnificent tried that,’ said someone else. ‘In our grandfathers’ grandfathers’ time, wasn’t it?’




  ‘No, before that,’ said someone else. ‘Fugon the Fourth, he was the Magnificent. It was Fugon the Second tried to close the pass.’




  They argued about dates and Emperors until somebody said, ‘Anyway, whoever it was, he didn’t manage it. And if the Emperor couldn’t do it, who can? No one’s stronger than

  the Emperor.’




  ‘Asarta is stronger than the Emperor,’ said a man. ‘She could close the pass if she chose.’




  This man’s name was Sonnam, which is not a Valley name, because he had not been born in the Valley, and spoke with a southern accent. He was, in fact, a deserter from the Emperor’s

  army who had fallen in love with a girl from one of the farms by the river. She and her mother had hidden him for three whole years, but now the garrisons were gone and he was married to her and

  lived openly.




  Because he was not a Valley man they did not take him seriously, and laughed when he spoke. But his wife said, ‘You are fools. Sonnam has lived in the Empire, and you have not.’




  ‘Very well,’ they said. ‘Tell us about this Asarta. One story is as good as another at the end of a long day.’




  ‘Only what Asarta chooses to be known is known about her,’ said Sonnam. ‘But my family are mostly soldiers, and my father’s uncle was a corporal in the Emperor’s

  guard. In those days there were pirates raiding along the western coast, and when the Emperor built navies to punish them they banded together and sank his ships before his eyes. Twice they did

  this, but the third time the Emperor, on the advice of his courtiers, sent to Asarta for help. She agreed a great price and came. So the navies met once more and the Emperor sat on the cliff to

  watch the encounter, with Asarta beside him, a small old woman in a grey gown. As the navies bore down against each other she called aloud and serpents came out of the ocean, six of them, and

  smashed the pirate ships in their coils and tossed them about and snatched the pirates out of the air as they fell, and ate them.




  ‘Then the Emperor clapped his hands and his servants brought three strong chests and laid them before Asarta, and she looked at them and pointed her finger and they fell apart, so that

  everyone could see that only the top layer in each was gold, and the rest was lead. The Emperor told her that it was his treasurer that had done this, hoping to keep the gold for himself, and again

  he clapped his hands and the treasurer was seized and strangled before he could speak. Then Asarta looked the Emperor in the eye and pointed her finger once more, and the Emperor shrank until he

  was no bigger than my thumb, and Asarta picked him up and put him in a gold cage which she brought out of the air, and hung it on a golden pole.




  ‘At that the Emperor’s guard, my father’s uncle among them, rushed to the rescue of their lord, but they too dwindled as they came nearer to Asarta, to the size of mice and

  then of ants, so that they were afraid to come closer lest they should vanish altogether. Next Asarta spoke, a cry so loud that those around her fell to the ground, but the body of the treasurer

  rose to its feet and walked towards her with its head dangling aside, and she placed her hands round his neck and spoke quietly to him, so that his head straightened and the life came back into

  him. He gave orders, and more gold was brought, up to the price that had been agreed. Then Asarta vanished, taking the gold and the treasurer with her.




  ‘The Emperor’s guards, my father’s uncle among them, grew slowly in size, until by evening they were the height that they had been that morning. But the Emperor himself never

  grew to more than half his proper stature, and spoke always in a thin, high voice, like that of a bird, so that he should not forget that Asarta was more powerful than he was.




  ‘All this my father’s uncle saw with his own eyes, but being a prudent man he at once changed his name and his regiment, for few of those that were known to have seen the Emperor

  dangling in his cage lived many days after.’




  ‘Not a bad story,’ said someone.




  ‘So Asarta is stronger than the Emperor,’ said Sonnam’s wife.




  ‘If she’s still alive,’ said someone else.




  ‘And if the story’s true,’ said another.




  ‘Can’t be,’ said yet another. ‘All that magic and stuff.’




  Most of the listeners grunted in agreement. That was how Valley people thought about magic, even then, though there was magic in the Valley in those days, just as there was magic everywhere else

  in the Empire. Only no powerful magician had bothered to come to so remote a province for many, many years.




  More peaceful seasons came and went, as the horse plague continued to ravage the plains, and the problems of the Empire boiled up elsewhere. Indeed, there was such turmoil south of the forest

  that the Emperor’s clerks forgot that the Valley even existed, and for long years nobody came to collect the taxes. It was a full generation before shepherds came running into market one

  evening with the news. They had been with their flocks in the high pastures and had seen a party of wild-looking horsemen beneath them, at the lip of the pass, looking down at the Valley, and

  pointing and laughing. It had been clear from both stance and gesture what had been in their minds, before they had turned and trotted away north.




  By now those sitting around over their cider were the children of those who had listened to Sonnam telling the story of Asarta. Indeed, there were two of his sons among them, in one of whom the

  old soldiering blood still ran strong. It was he who said, after they had listened with dismay to the shepherds, ‘There is nothing for it. We must arm ourselves and fight.’




  This, with much misgiving, they did. They caught the raiders in an ambush beside the river, but they had no experience of battle, while the raiders were hardened to it, so it was a desperately

  close affair, but in the end the raiders broke and fled. When it was over they met in council. Some said, ‘We have beaten them once. We can do so again.’ Others said, ‘Next time

  they will be more, and warier. We must send to the Emperor for help.’ Yet others said, ‘The Emperor’s help will destroy us as surely as the horsemen.’ At last somebody said,

  ‘We might as well send to Asarta.’




  This was, or was meant to be, a joke. By now ‘sending to Asarta’ had become a sort of proverb in the Valley, something one said when one was in a fix and couldn’t think which

  way to turn. Then someone said, still joking, ‘At least it would be better than sending to the Emperor.’ And someone, joking rather less, said, ‘Indeed it would.’ So,

  gradually, without their noticing how it happened, the joke became a proposal, and the proposal became a decision, and they were discussing how it should be done.




  Sonnam was no help. He was an old man now, with his memory half gone, and all he could tell them was ‘Asarta? Yes, yes. She demanded a great price.’




  The thought was dismaying. The Valley was prosperous, but mainly in goods. People had full barns and byres, but little by way of money or jewels, or what counted as wealth in the Empire. But

  they gathered what they had and chose a delegation to go and see if Asarta would help them. Since half the farms in the Valley were inherited through the female line, they sent five men and five

  women.




  From the first they met with misfortune. One was murdered, and three were seized on false claims of debt and sold into slavery. The rest were cheated and robbed. Moreover, they heard not one

  word of Asarta, for all their asking. There seemed to be neither tale nor memory of her.




  When they had lost almost all that they had brought, four decided to give up and go home, but one man and one woman said that they would continue the search, penniless and hopeless though they

  were. Their names were Reyel Ortahlson and Dirna Urlasdaughter. These two journeyed on, choosing their roads at random, until they came to a city on the very edge of the immense desert that marked

  the eastern boundary of the Empire.




  It was here one morning, sitting in the shadow of a gateway, they saw two women walking out of the desert. As they passed under the arch, one said to the other, ‘So that is the end of

  Asarta. I never thought I should live to see her go. It will be a strange world without her.’




  The two from the Valley jumped up and caught the women by their cloaks and said, ‘Asarta? You have news of Asarta? We have journeyed from the furthest north to find her.’




  The women shook their heads and said, kindly enough, ‘You come too late. She is gone into the desert to undo her days. An hour after moonrise she will be no more.’




  ‘There is still time to find her,’ said the two from the Valley. ‘Which way did she go?’




  ‘She went east,’ said the women. ‘But you will not find her, not unless she chooses to be found.’




  Reyel and Dirna filled their flasks from a reeking tank by the gate and set out east across the burning sands. There was no path and no shade. The water was too foul to drink, so they wetted

  themselves with it and trudged on. A time came when they knew in their hearts that if they did not turn back they would die in the desert, but they plodded on east, and as the sun went down and

  their shadows stretched far in front of them they came to a rocky hollow with a carved stone slab at its centre. Sitting by the slab with her head bowed was an old woman in a grey cloak.




  The two went quietly down and stood a few paces to one side, afraid to speak, knowing the place was holy. But the woman looked up and said in a mild voice, ‘You come on an errand. You have

  something to ask. Tell me your trouble.’




  They told her, and she nodded, and said, ‘You have brought me a fee?’




  ‘We have nothing,’ they said. ‘We started our journey with friends and money and jewels, but we were cheated and robbed all the way, and now we have only the clothes we

  wear.’




  ‘Nothing?’ said Asarta. ‘You are asking a great work to be done for nothing?’




  ‘I have half of a stale barley loaf I begged in the city,’ said Dirna.




  ‘There is a little water left in my flask,’ said Reyel.




  ‘Give them to me,’ said Asarta.




  They did so, and she moistened her lips from the flask and broke a corner from the loaf and ate it, and then handed them back.




  ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘I cannot in any case do what you ask. I have put all that aside. But I can tell you what you must do. First, you must wait here and watch what happens

  until I am gone, and then you must journey to the city of Talak and find a man called Faheel and ask him to help you. He will demand a fee and you will give him this ring. Keep it safe, and do not

  attempt to wear it. I trust you with it, because you have shown that you have the will to carry a task through.’




  She took a gold ring from her finger and put it on the slab beside her. With a twist of her hand she broke off a corner of rock and blew on it and it became fine sand. This she rubbed out

  between her thumb and forefinger, spinning it into a braided cord which she threaded through the ring, rubbing the ends together so that they joined without a knot. She gave it to Dirna, who slid

  the cord over her head and tucked the ring down inside her blouse. The cord assumed the colour of her skin, so that you would not have known it was there.




  Asarta nodded to show that she had finished and sat as they had first seen her. The two climbed to the lip of the hollow and settled to watch. While they waited they ate some of the loaf and

  drank from the flask, and found that the bread was soft and fresh, and smelt as if it had just now come from the oven, while the water was as sweet and clean and cool as a snowmelt stream in the

  Valley.




  The sky darkened and the stars came out. The moon rose, shining bright across the desert, but the hollow by which they sat was still in dense shade, from which now they heard the whisper of

  Asarta’s voice, old and thin, like dead leaves trapped in a wind-eddy. As the moon climbed and began to shine into the hollow the voice became stronger, harsher, like a queen commanding her

  armies, or a priestess with the knife raised for the sacrifice. By the time it shone full down into the bowl there was a tall woman standing beside the carved slab, wearing the same grey robe that

  Asarta had worn, but with long dark hair flowing around it, so that it could hardly be seen. Her voice was a ringing chant that made the boulder on which they sat tingle and quiver, while flecks of

  light like crumbled star-stuff darted to and fro across the bowl. Then the stance eased and the voice softened and the chant became a song, while the flecks of light whirled closer around the young

  woman who stood by the slab so that she was lit by their light as well as by the moon’s. The song ended, and she stood in silence, waiting.




  Time also waited. The two from the Valley had watched, not understanding what they saw. But they remembered what the women by the gateway had said, and guessed that if they took any step down

  into the hollow they would be trapped in the backward eddy of the years, sucked into the vortex where Asarta sang. Now that the song was over the eddy stilled.




  Asarta threw back her cloak and with her bare arms made a slow ritual gesture, as if offering an invisible vessel to the starlit sky. The shimmering flecks that had whirled around her gathered

  between her palms, making a shape like the drop that is left at the centre of a ribbed leaf after a shower, lit with its own light, paler and brighter than the moon’s.




  She gazed at it for a while, unblinking. Then, continuing the interrupted movement of her arms, she raised it above her head and it floated away, widening and widening until it seemed to

  disperse itself into moonlight. The two from the Valley watched it disappear. When they looked down into the hollow Asarta was also gone.




  The two from the Valley trudged back to the city and asked directions to Talak. It was a long and dangerous journey, but they made it without trouble apart from the ordinary weariness of endless

  walking. The barley loaf and the flask of water sustained them, not merely staying fresh but renewing themselves, so that there seemed always as much of them left when they next needed them as

  there had been the time before. When armed bandits raided a resting place for travellers and stripped all who were there naked so that they could better search them, they seemed not to notice the

  two from the Valley where they sat quietly under the wall.




  And again, when they came to Talak itself they found lines of travellers at the gateways, where guards questioned and searched each one, demanding monstrous fees before they let them pass. But

  when the two reached the front of their line the guard was interrupted with the news that his wife had just borne him a son, and in his delight he just waved the pair through.




  But once inside the city their troubles began. Talak is very ancient, with the Emperor’s palace at its heart, and broad streets leading to it from the twelve great gates. Between these open ways it is all twisting lanes and alleys. People who have lived in Talak all their lives can lose themselves in a strange quarter and take a day or more to find their way home. Furthermore, the people of Talak are a suspicious,

  scurrying lot, and when the two from the Valley asked where they could find Faheel they were met with blank faces or shrugs or, sometimes, a quick, sharp stare, as if the question were dangerous,

  or mad.




  So the two gave up asking and wandered this way and that, more lost than they had seemed in the desert, but hoping they might hear a snatch of conversation in which Faheel’s name was

  mentioned, which was how they had found Asarta. Again and again they criss-crossed the city, but however many of the radiating avenues they passed they seemed always each evening to fetch up, by

  accident, in the same dim street, with only a single door in it, and that bricked up, and no window below the second storey. After a while they came to regard this as their temporary home. It was

  very quiet – indeed not once did they see another person using it – and the arch of the blocked doorway was a convenient place to sleep.




  One morning, as they were breakfasting, a small yellow bird flew down to look for crumbs. The two were normally sparing with their water and bread, as if they must not take their magic for

  granted, but without thinking Dirna broke off a corner of crust and held it out and the bird flew fearlessly up and perched on her finger to peck. The man laughed, startling the bird, which flew

  off, brushing against the pillar of the archway as it passed. For a moment, brief as an eye-blink, the brickwork wavered and was a door. Then it was brick again.




  Reyel rose and found the place and laid his hand on it. The door appeared, but it had no handle or knocker.




  A voice said, ‘Whom do you seek?’




  ‘Faheel,’ they answered.




  ‘What do you want of him?’




  ‘Peace for our Valley.’




  ‘You have brought an appropriate fee?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Enter.’




  The door opened, and they went through into a dark, cool hallway. There was no one about. Several arches led towards other rooms, but as they stood wondering which to take, all but one seemed to

  mist over, so that they could see only vaguely what lay beyond the rest. They went through the one clear arch into another such room, where the same thing happened, and the same again. But this

  third time they saw sunlight beyond the archway, and on reaching it they found themselves in a garden at the centre of the house. Here were roses, and lilies, and flowers they had never seen, and

  also peach trees, apricots and nectarines, with their laden branches neatly tied into place. Clear water whispered through channels in the paving. Birds trilled. Rounding a corner they found a man

  intent on his task of lashing a grafted slip into place on a pear tree. He seemed aware of their presence, but unhurriedly finished what he was doing before he turned.




  He was a stout, smooth-faced man with a neat black beard. He wore a plain green turban and a brown jacket with pockets for his gardening tools. He raised his eyebrows, as if he had not expected

  to see them.




  ‘We are looking for Faheel,’ they said.




  ‘Well, the door knows its business,’ said the man. ‘I am Faheel.’




  ‘May we tell you our troubles?’ they said. He nodded, so they told him about the wild horsemen from the north, and the Emperor’s armies from the south, and how all the Valley

  longed to be rid of both and live in peace.




  When they had finished the man said, ‘This is a considerable thing you ask. Why should it be worth my while?’




  Dirna lifted the cord from round her neck and handed him the ring. At his touch the cord crumbled into the sand that it had been. The ring seemed to move a little and change on his palm, but

  before they could see quite how he closed his fingers round it.




  ‘How did you come by this?’ he said.




  They told him what they had seen happen with Asarta, and what she had told them to do, and to prove that what they said was true they showed him the half of barley loaf that never grew stale or

  less, and the flask of water that never ran dry.




  He listened, and looked for a while at his closed fist.




  ‘I do not know what this means,’ he said. ‘For a hundred years I have sought ways to take this from her, and now she sends it to me. Very well. We will use her powers to do

  what you ask. Take the water and the bread with you and go home. Your house, I think, is close under the mountains. A stream runs past its door.’




  ‘That is so,’ said Reyel.




  ‘Two full moons after the nights become longer than the days, climb to the place where the snow becomes water. Pour the last of your flask into the source of the stream, and as you do so, sing to the snows.’




  ‘What shall I sing?’ said Reyel.




  ‘Listen to the stream. It will tell you. And your farm, I think, lies next to the forest. A little way off is a small field with a stone barn at its corner.’




  ‘That is so,’ said Dirna.




  ‘As soon as the field is ploughed after harvest, take what is left of the loaf and crumble it finely along the furrows. Next spring let the field then be harrowed and sown with barley. Set

  the harvest aside in the barn. When the first snows fall, take two sacks of the barley and leave them in piles beside the lake nearest your farm in the forest. As you do so, sing to the cedar

  trees.’




  ‘What shall I sing?’ said Dirna.




  ‘The cedars themselves will tell you. Do the same each full moon after until the barley is finished and the snows are gone. And again next year, at the same seasons, both of you must sing,

  and Dirna must set the field aside for barley to leave by the lake in the forest. And so on, year after year. You, Reyel, will have sons, and you, Dirna, daughters, and one of each will hear the

  voices in the mountain stream, and in the cedars. They in their turn must sing the songs and grow the barley and take it into the forest, and one of their sons or daughters after them, for twenty

  generations. No power, not even Asarta’s, can hold time still for ever, but during those generations your Valley will have peace.




  ‘And now, since you have asked for nothing for yourselves, take these.’ He chose two peaches and gave them to them. They thanked him and left. They ate the fruit for their midday

  meal, wondering what would happen, but they felt no magical effects. So when they had finished Reyel threw the stone of his away, thinking that it would never bear fruit as far north as he lived,

  but the woman kept hers and planted it at Woodbourne when they returned home, which they did after many more days, but without danger or trouble.




  They found the Valley in turmoil. There had been two more raids by the horsemen, in greater force, and though the men of the Valley had fought them off in the end it had been at the cost of many

  lives. And then the four who had been on the search for Asarta had come home and told of their failure. In desperation, knowing that the horsemen would come again, and yet again, the people of the

  Valley had sent to the Emperor for help. So when Reyel and Dirna returned and told their story, nobody was greatly impressed.




  Nevertheless the two did as they had been told. Two moons after the nights became longer than the days Reyel climbed up by the stream that ran by his father’s farm and poured the last of

  his flask into the place where the water dribbled from the snowline. As he did so he listened to the rustle of the infant stream as it tumbled over the boulders. Threaded through the sound he heard

  a song, one he seemed already to know in his heart, so he straightened and joined in the singing, full voice, and the wind carried the words away and the cliffs echoed them back to him. By the time he had finished, the wind itself had risen almost to a gale, and before he was safely home the first flakes of snow were whirling round him.




  For five days the snow fell on the Valley. Never had there been such snows, with houses often buried to their eaves. Throughout a difficult winter it snowed again and again, so when at last the

  spring came, the little river that had always run from the mountains to the forest had grown to a wide torrent. Shepherds climbing to the upper pastures discovered why. If the snowfall in the

  Valley had been heavy, that in the mountains had been monstrous. Where the Emperor’s road used to climb to the col there was now an immense glacier, from whose melting forefront the waters of

  the river thundered down.




  Meanwhile, Dirna had also done as she was told. When the ploughing began at Woodbourne she had crumbled her barley loaf into fine pieces, filling a small sack, and with this she had walked along

  the furrows of the field beside the barn, broadcasting the crumbs like seed. She harrowed the ground and sowed it with the best barley seed she could buy, and waited for harvest.




  Now men came through the forest, officials of the Emperor, to choose billets for the soldiers he would send to protect the Valley from the horsemen. While they were at it they taxed the people

  severely, since no taxes had been raised for many years. When people told them about the glacier, and explained that because of it they needed no protection this year, the officials laughed and

  started to raise further taxes, on the pretext that since the people were now spared the cost of billeting troops they could afford to pay more. This second round of exactions was savage, with

  torture for those who could not or would not pay, and children taken to be sold into slavery in lieu of money. But the people of the Valley were now used to their independence. They rose and fought

  the officials’ guards and hanged the officials and threw their bodies in the river.




  When the news of this came to far-off Talak it threw the Emperor into a rage. He gave orders for an army to be sent to punish the Valley, every house burnt and razed, every man killed, every

  woman and child enslaved. But by now it was almost winter in those northern hills, so it was decided to hold back the punishment until spring.




  Dirna reaped a good crop of barley from the field, better than anything else on the farm, and stored it separately in the stone barn. When the first snows fell she loaded two sacks of the seed

  on to a sledge, harnessed a pony to it, and hauled it out to a long, narrow lake, deep in the forest. Here she doled the barley out into piles beneath the branches of the cedar trees that grew all

  around the lake. As she did so she found that she was already singing. Words and notes, soft and lulling, seemed to reach her, not through her ears, from somewhere beneath the soft whisper of the

  wind among the cedars. When she had finished she looked around, but saw and felt no change, so she led her pony home.




  A short time after this Dirna’s brother went into the forest one morning to set traps, and did not return for his midday meal. Worried, she followed his footsteps in the snow and found him

  only a few hundred paces in, lying face down and breathing harshly through his mouth. Unable to wake him she fetched the pony and dragged him home, where she warmed his body and put him to bed, but

  it was three more days before he opened his eyes, and then he could remember nothing since leaving the farm.




  Much the same happened to other men who went into the forest, to hunt or trap or gather firewood. If they turned back soon enough they merely staggered and felt stupid and sick, but if they went

  too far they fell down and lost consciousness, and unless they were found within a morning or so they died. Women, strangely, felt no such effects, so before the winter was over it was they who

  were doing the hunting and trapping and wood-gathering, while the men stayed home to tend the animals.




  At each full moon throughout that winter Dirna took fresh barley out to the lake, but thanks to the continuing snowfalls she could not tell whether the earlier piles had been eaten, or see the

  tracks of what might have taken it. When the snows finally melted the barn was empty.




  By then, everyone was afraid because of what they had done to the Emperor’s officials. They looked for hiding places in the mountains for the men, and they got ready to send the women and

  girls into the forest, because the sickness there might prevent the soldiers from following them, though they did not truly believe that either of these measures would prevail against the might of

  the Emperor.




  They were wrong. In early summer horses began to come up the road through the forest, in harness, but mostly riderless. In a few cases armoured men sprawled in the saddles because they had been

  lashed there, but all but one of these were dead. This one man was unconscious, and his horse was lathered with hard riding. When he woke some days later, he could remember nothing of his ride, but

  he said that the army had indeed marched north in the spring to punish the Valley and the advance scouts had discovered the sickness, some dying, some turning back in time. Magicians were sent for,

  who tried their different powers against the enchantment, for all agreed that the sickness was indeed of magical origin. The wiser ones withdrew almost at once. Those who persisted lost what powers

  they had had, and some went mad.




  Finally, some of the cavalry had tied themselves onto their saddles and set their horse to a full gallop, hoping to pass clean through the forest before they were overcome. This man had been one

  of those. His horse was a headstrong mare, and, he swore, the swiftest horse in the army. He alone had come though, though he could remember nothing of his ride. Since there was no way back he

  stayed in the Valley but, unlike the deserter Sonnam, he did not prosper or marry, and died in a brawl that he had provoked.




  This, then, is the story that is told in the Valley. Or rather it is the version of it that has been passed down in Dirna’s family, the Urlasdaughters, who still farm the same land at

  Woodbourne that Dirna and her brother farmed. Though different versions of the story are told elsewhere in the Valley, with different names for some of the people involved, and different adventures

  – the tellers feeling free to add or alter as they choose – what does it matter, since it is only a story? – the Urlasdaughters do not change theirs at all, and do not talk about

  theirs outside the family, because to them it is true, and they don’t care to be mocked for their beliefs, and their insistence, year upon year, on setting one small field aside to be sown

  with barley, which is then harvested and stored in a particular barn, and in winter carried deep into the forest and left for the wild animals to eat.




  The Ortahlsons, up in the mountains, still sing to the snows year after year, and take much the same line, keeping their version of the story to themselves. For everyone else, yes, of course

  there is a strange sickness in the forest, affecting only men, but there is presumably a natural explanation for that. And yes, there is a glacier in the mountains, where there used to be a road,

  but all that shows is that winters were once milder than they now are. Is that anything to be surprised about? And besides, the story didn’t say anything about the great desert that closed

  the Valley off to the east, just as it always had done, since long before the time of Asarta. (Though perhaps, if the story had all been lies, somebody might have invented a reason for that.)




  One other thing. When the Valley had settled into peace again, Dirna planted the stone of the peach that Faheel had given her. A tree grew, and stood for many years against the

  south wall of a barn at Woodbourne. There seemed to be nothing magical about it, but it thrived despite the climate and bore delicious peaches, so that other families begged grafts and grew them

  on. When, eight generations after Dirna’s time, the barn blew down in a gale, taking the tree with it, the timber of the trunk was seasoned and used for carving small objects, particularly

  the elaborate wooden spoons which the men liked to whittle on winter evenings, while the women were at their spinning wheels. A tradition grew up that spoons from the original tree could be used

  for fortune-telling, by studying the grain of the wood, with its innumerable knots and whorls from all those years of training and pruning. The best of these spoons became heirlooms, with their own

  names, like the swords of heroes, but that didn’t mean that anyone actually believed in the fortunes they told, any more than they believed in the story about Asarta.
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  The Gathering




  TILJA SLEPT ALMOST till noon. She must have fallen asleep at the table and been carried to bed by Da. Now she stirred, feeling strange and lost

  until the memories of yesterday came flooding back.




  ‘Someone’s deigning to move at last, then?’ snarled Meena’s voice from the far side of the stove.




  Tilja heaved herself up. She seemed to be still in her underclothes.




  ‘Where’s Ma?’ she whispered. ‘Is she all right?’




  ‘I don’t know about all right. She’s here and warm and breathing, that’s all I can say.’




  Tilja scrambled up and staggered round past the stove. Ma was lying on her back with her mouth slightly open and her eyes closed. Even in the dim light Tilja could see that her face was not

  quite ashen; and there was warmth in her hand, but her fingers didn’t move to return Tilja’s grasp. Meena was sitting with her back to the wall between the bed and the stove.




  ‘And I don’t know what that mark on her is, neither,’ she said. ‘Only I’ve never seen anything like it.’




  Tilja peered. The dark, round patch on Ma’s forehead was about as large as her thumbnail, and seen close was nothing like a bruise, sharp-edged and all the same blue-purple shade, without

  scar or swelling. It didn’t look like a hurt or wound, but more like part of one of the patterns with which the apple-pickers painted their faces for the cider feast each fall.




  ‘Do you think . . .?’




  ‘Not if I can help it,’ snapped Meena. ‘You can hope if you want to. I don’t know that hoping ever did much harm.’




  Tilja looked at her and realized that after yesterday her feelings about her grandmother had changed. Though Meena sounded as cross as ever – crosser – really she was worried sick

  about her daughter but she wasn’t going to admit it to anyone, so she covered up by snarling. Now she was glaring at Tilja, her pale blue eyes glinting with seeming rage. Tilja smiled

  back.




  ‘Glad somebody’s got something to laugh about,’ said Meena. ‘What’s so funny, then?’




  ‘You, Meena,’ said Tilja. ‘You were wonderful yesterday. That must all have hurt horribly, but you never said anything.’




  ‘No point, was there? I don’t mind bearing provided nobody asks me to grin. And while we’re throwing posies around I may as well tell you you didn’t do so badly

  yourself.’




  ‘Is your hip sore today?’




  ‘Been better. Tickled it up a bit with all that banging around. But I’ll do.’




  ‘Meena, that thing that bellowed at us when we were coming away from the lake – do you think—’




  ‘No, I don’t. I’ve told you already. And that’s enough of that.’




  This time Meena’s snarl was genuine. Her glare was stony. With a gulp Tilja changed the subject.




  ‘Where’s Da? And Anja?’




  ‘Feeding the beasts. They’ll be starving by the time they’ve done, so you get a move on and get yourself washed and all, and then you can finish seeing to their dinner. After

  that you can run down to my place and get the cat fed, or I’ll never hear the last of it from him. I’ll be staying on here a while, till I’ve some idea how your mother’s

  doing.’




  Ma didn’t stir for the next five days. The only change in her that they could see was that the mark on her forehead faded from its dark blue-purple to a deep red and then

  a fiery orange and a softer yellow, until on the sixth morning it was almost gone.




  Meanwhile, Tilja had her hands and mind full with helping on the farm, doing all the endless things that Ma usually dealt with, while Anja did her best to take over some of Tilja’s tasks,

  and did them very well, provided someone kept telling her she was doing them marvellously. Tilja was glad to be kept too busy to brood. She didn’t want to think about the adventure in the

  forest, or to puzzle about the ‘little wretches’ that Meena had seen by the lake, or the invisible great creature that had bellowed its challenge at them as they were leaving. The whole

  episode had been terrifying, but now it was over that momentary fear was replaced by another, far deeper and more enduring. What had happened in the forest had been something new, something that

  had never happened before. To Tilja it seemed a sign that her world was changing, a sign, perhaps, that everything she loved – Ma, Da and Anja, Brando and the animals, Woodbourne, the whole

  Valley – was somehow going to be taken from her.




  Tilja was by Ma’s bed, feeding the stove, when she woke. Tilja heard the rustle of bedclothes and looked up. Ma’s eyes were open and she had raised an arm and with her fingertips was

  caressing the place on her forehead where the mark had been.




  ‘It touched me with its horn,’ she murmured.




  Her eyes closed, her arm fell away, and she was asleep again. When she finally woke that evening she couldn’t remember even that. She could recall riding Tiddykin out through the forest in

  the dawn light, reaching the lake, heaving the barley sacks out of the panniers and spilling the seed in heaps beneath the cedar branches at the top of the meadow, where the snow wouldn’t at

  once bury it. Then she was walking back down to the shore of the lake to start her singing. After that, nothing.




  It was a long while before she had her strength back, but in a few days she was up and doing what she could around the farm. It was hard to say whether she was more silent than

  before, because unlike her mother and daughters she had never been much of a talker, but silent she certainly was, and sometimes Tilja would find her halfway through some task, standing

  stock-still, with a blank, lost look on her face. At the interruption she would sigh and shake herself and go on with what she’d been doing.




  But it was all clearly an effort for her, and Tilja and Anja had to do as much as they could to make up. One day they were up in the forest inspecting and resetting traps, and collecting

  firewood, when Tilja needed the hand axe and found it was gone, though she was certain that last time she’d used it she’d slotted it back into its notch on the logging sled just as

  carefully as Ma would have done.




  This was a disaster. Metal was scarce in the Valley. For small coins they used counters made from the hard dark wood of a tree that grew only in one narrow glen in the foothills. Mostly they

  traded by barter and cooked in clay pots. In the old days iron had been brought in from the Empire, but when the Valley was closed off they could only use and reforge and use again the things they

  already had, hoarding every scrap. Iron still became increasingly scarce, and now was used almost solely for working tools. Even a small hand axe would be hard to replace.




  Tilja tethered Calico to a tree and they started to work back along the way they’d come, scuffling the fallen leaves aside with their feet, but there were long stretches where the sled had

  left no traces on the leaf-litter, and soon Tilja couldn’t be sure they were still on their track. She was already miserable and furious with herself when Anja caught her arm. Tilja shook her

  off.
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