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Praise for Sorcery Rising


A marvellous tapestry, deftly woven, with a masterfully colourful complexity. Sorcery Rising left me breathless and shouting for more.’ Janny Wurts


‘I enjoyed Jude Fisher’s debut book very much indeed ... a well-written work, leading the reader deftly on to fascinating scenes and unusual characters.’ Anne McCaffrey


‘Jude Fisher has conjured a world that feels both historically real and plausible: myth blows on the wind, spirit flows in the water, magic crackles in the fire but the characters are so vibrandy, sensually earth-rooted as to be ourselves far away yet the merest moment ago . . .’ Brian Sibley


‘Rich and ambitious, Sorcery Rising is a journey into a wonderful new world, in the company of a heroine surely unique in the annals of fantasy fiction. A spectacular debut from Jude Fisher.’ Clive Barker


‘This tale of magic, mystery, intrigue and feud works well, and the characters are so convincing (including a strong and appealing female lead) that I can’t wait to read the next instalment.’ Tim Cadman, The Times


‘My, but Sorcery Rising has a plethora of characters. There’s Kada, the rock-climbing swordmaker; Saro, the unwanted younger son; the lusty, vengeful Tycho; and dozens of others. The amazing thing is that author Fisher manages to make each of them integral to the plot. Fisher ultimately pulls it all together to form a compelling and intriguing whole that will have readers eagerly awaiting the next volume.’ Starlog


‘Fantasy is always at its best when its subject includes something real; Jude Fisher’s first novel Sorcery Rising is not just about the dangers of magic, about strange places and exotic peoples. It is also about how it is that people come to hate and to exploit; Fisher is shrewd about the lies people tell themselves in order to be able to do what they want without any sense of the consequences for others. We have here an impressive debut that works its own intelligent riffs on stock material.’ Roz Kaveney, amazon.co.uk


‘Fans of epic fantasy will enjoy reading Sorcery Rising, a novel reminiscent of the works of Terry Brooks and Tolkien. Jude Fisher infuses her novel with a sense of high drama so that readers will want to read on from the first installment of the Fool’s Gold series.’ SF Review




Jude Fisher is a pseudonym for Jane Johnson, publishing director of HarperCollins’ SF imprint, Voyager. She holds two literature degrees, specialising in Anglo Saxon and Old Icelandic texts, and is also a qualified lecturer. For the last seventeen years, Jane has been the publisher of the works of J.R.R. Tolkien. She is the author of the official Visual Companions to Peter Jackson’s movie trilogy of THE LORD OF THE RINGS, and with M. John Harrison has had four novels published under the pseudonym of Gabriel King.
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Prologue


The day the Master showed him the world was the day Virelai became a man, which was a dangerous thing indeed, and not at all what the mage had intended.


When the great ice door swung open before him, Virelai experienced a moment of pure terror. He felt the chill air inside reach out for him, as if the pitch-dark heart of the tower-room contained a sucking vacuum that might swallow him up forever. Rahe’s grim intonation as he ushered him inside – ‘Welcome, Virelai, to my world’ – had hardly been encouraging, either, for the mage had been acting very strangely of late.


Virelai had caught him on numerous occasions setting small fires – in the grounds, in the kitchens, and once in his own study; fires which gave off noxious fumes and left behind in their ashes scraps of charred hide and stinking hair; roots and tubers, claws and teeth and little bits of bone. Which had been alarming, to say the least; since the only other occupants of Sanctuary, to Virelai’s sure knowledge, were himself and the Master’s familiar, a black cat he called Bëte. And things had been disappearing, too: scrolls and parchments, tomes of magic, journals and notebooks gone from the library; collections of plants and vials taken from the herbarium, torn down in such a hurry that dried leaves and flowers were left scattered on the ground, smashed underfoot along with shards of pottery and dried smears of something that looked suspiciously like blood. And in the curiositar, the chamber in which Rahe kept his most prized objects – row upon row of specimens (fine crystals, cut and uncut; rocks of every size and shape and hue; ores and metals and gems, all labelled with their names and magical properties; artfully-worked figurines and jewellery, knives and swords, spearheads and arrows, as well as many items mysteriously unnamed and defying any attempt he could make to categorise them) all elegantly arrayed under the thinnest sheets of translucent ice (no doubt to prevent his clumsy apprentice from laying his grubby hands upon them) – where there had been the most exquisite order, now there was a chaos of destruction. Nothing, it seemed, had been left intact. The artefacts were broken and twisted; the stones and metals fused together into a horrible, misshapen lump with what must have taken an immense blast of spellcraft. Even the great wired skeleton of a beast that Rahe called the Draco of Farem had been torn asunder and strewn around the chamber as if in a giant’s fit of rage.


Virelai could only deduce that the Master had caused this terrifying destruction, but to what purpose, he could not imagine. And if the Master had at last gone completely mad, then how long could it be before he began to vent his murderous spleen upon his companions?


So now, as he stood at the dark threshold, panting after the long climb up the narrow, winding stairs, feeling the cold air leaching his body-heat away and the hot breath of the mage on the back of his neck, Virelai thought seriously about taking to his heels. But just as he felt the first tremor of his intent to flee run through his thin frame, the Master clicked his fingers and a pale-blue fire limned the chamber, revealing the oddest sight Virelai had seen in all his twenty-nine years in this odd place.


In the centre of the chamber lay a huge oval bowl of light; and inside it lay what he could only describe as a world. Clouds floated over expanses of blue and green and brown – oceans and islands, lakes and continents. Sunshine – from no source that could be determined from this vantage point – lined the clouds with burnished gold and rose and cast moving shadows over land and sea alike. Virelai gasped. He took a step closer.


‘Touch nothing, boy!’ Rahe placed a restraining hand on Virelai’s shoulder.


For once, Virelai did not bridle at the term, so entranced was he by the sight before him. ‘What magic is this, Master?’


The mage made no reply. Instead he reached beyond his apprentice and pulled on a cord. There was an abrupt change in the light in the chamber and when Virelai stared up, he saw that a great contraption of levers and pulleys and crystals had been constructed around the open top of the ice tower. Where the sun struck the crystals, prismatic beams shot down at a myriad of angles into the bowl, and as the angles changed, so did the view. And where before there had been oceans and swathes of land seen from the greatest distance, now Virelai found himself staring down into a more intimate landscape – rooftops of wood and turf, cows and sheep dotted over steep pastures, people like insects scurrying about their tasks. A gull slid past in a flash of white and involuntarily Virelai shied away.


‘The island-kingdom of Eyra,’ the Master declared. He pulled another lever and the ground swarmed up towards Virelai with dizzying speed. Children ran laughing across a shingle beach, pursuing a small brown dog; women hung washing out on long lines across an enclosure. Boats bobbed in a sheltered harbour.


‘And this is the southern continent, wherein lies the empire of Istria and the great wastes—’


Now there was a city of towering stone and hundreds of people in bright clothing milling about its streets; then the light became harsh and bright and a broad sandy vista stretched across the bowl, its braided pattern of dunes undisturbed except for a single line of dark figures trekking across the sands. Another twitch of the levers and Virelai was stunned to be confronted by an old woman with a white topknot of hair adorned with shells and feathers and a dozen or more silver chains around her thin brown neck. She stared right at him and opened her mouth to say something he could not hear, and then he was whirled away, up into the clouds and over a range of magnificent snow-capped mountains.


‘It’s beautiful,’ he whispered, awed. ‘But I don’t understand.’


‘Virelai – Virr-eh-lay! Think, boy, think. It’s Elda.’


The mage pulled back the focus so that the view became once more a sketch for a world, all abstract shapes and blurred colour.


Elda.


Virelai thought suddenly of the maps he had pored over in the study – ancient, curled things all brown with age on which had been scrawled ideograms of mountains, crude triangles repeated over and again, little wiggly lines to denote the ocean’s waves, abstract patches of brown amid the blue to represent land; and the word ‘Elda’ emblazoned in a rayed sun at the top or the centre or off to one side; and something clicked in his head. How stupid never to have understood that those flat marks represented anything more than themselves. To think that Sanctuary was all there was.


‘Can I go there?’ He gazed back at the mage, his face rapt.


The Master laughed, not kindly. ‘Oh no, I think not. You wouldn’t last a minute. Look—’


The crystals realigned themselves and there followed another vertiginous descent. At a market, a woman wrung a chicken’s neck and reached for the next bird while the first lay flapping disjointedly. In a dark chamber a man lay upon a flaming rack and another applied vile instruments to his flesh. Somewhere else – it was impossible to tell the location, the images changed so swiftly – men fought each other on a blood-soaked field. Virelai watched in horror as a man’s arm was sheared off. Another pull of the levers and now he saw two men hold down a slight figure in a full black robe while a third rent the fabric to reveal pale flesh and a fourth man pushed the writhing figure’s legs apart and inserted himself with a grunt. Under a pitiless sun, chained men hacked stone and metal from a gaping hillside, watched over by mounted guards with whips and goads.


Virelai stared and stared. He saw: a mountain village overrun by soldiers, women and children pierced by spears; a man hanged from a tree; people and animals with their throats cut and shrouded women catching the spurting blood in great dishes; he saw a group of folk adorned like the old woman with shells and feathers and silver chains being stoned to death by an angry mob; he saw naked women burned on pyres and men pinned to masts of wood in the baking heat; then the view changed and he was on a ship far out at sea, watching as a speared whale was hauled in close to the waiting boats and men made the water run red as they hacked it to death.


‘No more!’ he cried and tried to move away.


‘Why do you think I came here, boy?’


Another twitch of the levers and there was a tiny island, serene and white against dark-grey seas ringed about with drifting ice and veiled by swirling mists.


‘To get away from all that. Sanctuary, I named this place, and sanctuary it is. You should thank me for bringing you here and saving you from all that greed and horror.’ He sighed. ‘It all decays and falls away, boy: life, love, magic. There’s nothing worth saving in the end. May as well break it all up, let nature take its course.’


Rahe gave the levers a vicious twist, and images of the stronghold tumbled around the bowl: Virelai watched as a view of the kitchens was replaced by one of the ornamental lake with its ice swans and statuary, which in turn was displaced by a vista of the inner courtyard, then by a maze of corridors. A moment later there was a sudden blaze of gold amid the cheerless greys of the ice walls and he caught a glimpse of a naked woman, her long pale back all rosy in the candlelight, a swathe of silver-blonde hair veiling the curve of her buttocks as she slept – on the Master’s bed.


Rahe swore, pulled a cord and abruptly plunged the chamber into darkness once more.


Virelai, about to question the mage as to the identity of this miracle, was distracted by the sense of something unfamiliar stirring in his breeches. He reached down to investigate and was horrified to find that a previously innocent part of his anatomy had become hard and misshapen. Alarmed, he pushed it away between his legs, but the image of the woman returned again and again, so that no matter what he did the offending item sprang back up, throbbing and insistent.


It plagued him all day as he went about his tasks; that naked flesh, his unruly member. But what plagued him worst of all was the realisation that there was a world out there – other people, other places, endless possibilities – and that Rahe had kept it from him, as if he owned no more life or will than any other of the mage’s exhibits. He felt like apparatus in one of the Master’s experiments, stuffed full with volatile substances, ready to explode at any minute.


As soon as he was able, he made his way back to the secret tower-room, counting every step: third turn out of the east corridor, fifty-nine paces, then the hidden door; followed by the one hundred and sixty-eight winding ice stairs. He had memorised the route with grim determination, even though on the way there and back he had felt the Master try to maze his mind. It took him some time to understand the workings of the levers, but soon, in a fever of excitement, he found himself able to conjure all manner of images of Elda, and he fed upon them until he was dizzy and intoxicated. At last he turned his attention back to the matter of the woman he had glimpsed in the Master’s chamber, but no matter how delicately he manipulated the pulleys, he could find no sign of her.


He was just about to abandon his attempt when he came upon a view of Rahe himself standing in the middle of the hearth of the great hall with his robes on fire. Poisonously-coloured smokes billowed up from floor to ceiling. It was an arresting sight. Virelai held the lever still and watched. On the rug before the fireplace sat Bëte, her head cocked, her green eyes wide, studying the old man intently as, with a great shout (though no sound reached Virelai), the mage flung wide his arms. The smoke, which had been escaping lazily along the beams to collect in the hollows of the roof, was sucked suddenly backwards into the Master’s mouth, leaving only a few tendrils of purple and green to wisp gently from the old man’s nostrils.


Virelai frowned.


An instant later, the cat was in the Master’s arms and nose to nose with him. The mage opened his mouth and, a distorted mirror-image, Bëte did likewise. As if triggered by this action, smoke began to pour from man to animal until at last the cat’s eyes flared once with fiery light. Then she leapt down from his arms, made herself comfortable once more on the hearthrug and began to groom her posterior with overstated care.


Rahe stepped out of the fireplace, leaving behind him embers as cold and black as ancient lava, made, with a rudimentary gesture and a scatter of words, an incantation Virelai thought might be one of the eight Parameters of Being, and brought a huge oak crashing into the centre of the room. Its boughs creaked and swayed dangerously in the enclosed space. Bits of the ice roof crumbled and fell, but the Master took no notice of any impending disaster; rather, his face creased with concentration, he called the tree towards him as he had called the smoke and flame, and the tree obeyed, flowing like an ocean of leaf and bark across the chamber. Great braids of green and brown made a maelstrom around him, a maelstrom with the mage’s mouth at its vortex. Down it went, leaf and branch, bark and root, till there was no trace of it in the room.


Bëte, who during this latest display, even with her fur blown this way and that by the force of the spell, had not moved an inch, now considered the old man expectantly. He squeezed his eyes shut and coughed. With a muted plop, an acorn fell at the cat’s feet. She nosed at it curiously, then at the Master’s hand as he retrieved it.


He pressed the acorn to the cat’s face; but she made bars of her fangs. The Master pressed harder. A second or two more of resistance; then the sharp teeth sprang apart and Bëte had the acorn in her mouth, one of the mage’s hands clamped over her muzzle, and the other rubbing at her throat. Her eyes bulged, as if in panic; then she swallowed.


Rahe smiled distractedly and said something soothing to the cat. Then he bent and picked a speck of dirt – or else something indistinguishable – from the floor. After inspecting it minutely, he muttered over it, turned twice upon his heel and cast it aloft. The chamber seemed to ripple before Virelai’s eyes, then, where the oak had previously been there abruptly appeared a great winged creature, twelve feet tall and covered from spiny head to clawed foot in luminous scales.


Even in the relative safety of the tower-room, Virelai gasped in terror. Unbelievably, it seemed that the beast had heard him, for it turned its head ponderously and regarded him with eyes as multifaceted and unreadable as any bluebottle’s. It opened its monstrous jaws.


Then it seemed that the mage addressed it, for the appalling creature swung its head away. Released from that terrible scrutiny, Virelai pulled back the focus of the crystals in time to see the beast begin to dwindle, then to spin and rush towards its creator. A moment later the Master stood untouched and alone. Protruding slightly from his mouth was a small white object, which he gingerly withdrew and held out to his familiar. Upon his palm lay a single leathery white egg. Bëte showed considerably more interest in this than she had in the acorn. Her nose twitched, then she carefully set her teeth around it and, leaping light-footedly down from the table, carried the egg back to the rug, where she ate it slowly with the side of her mouth.


Something the Master had said in the tower-room came back to Virelai then. He had been so distracted by the visions of Elda that it had not registered at the time, but now it all came into clear focus. There’s nothing worth saving in the end. May as well break it all up, let nature take its course. Rahe was reversing his spellcraft, destroying all his magic.


A red mist boiled in Virelai’s head . . .


The Master straightened up, passed his hand across his exhausted face and began to pace the chamber. Avoiding his feet nimbly, the cat sprang up onto a table upon which a large crucible held a pile of ashes and what looked like a pair of charred brass hinges.


Virelai stared at the hinges. His head itched. He knew them; he knew them . . . His hand made a minute adjustment to the lever and the vista skewed around the chamber. Where was the great leatherbound volume in which the Master recorded each of his procedures and findings, adding to the wisdom of his predecessors? Where was the Grand Register of Making and Unmaking?


The terrible suspicion hardened into certainty.


Virelai abandoned the tower-room and, taking the stairs three at a time, hurled himself down into the familiar corridors of the stronghold. Such a waste; such a stupid, senseless waste! Anger surged and flowed inside him. The old fool! The old monster! A fount of lava bubbled under his pale skin; yet over the years he had learned to control his temper. No trace of his fury showed in eyes as cold and pale as a squid’s. Twenty-nine years: twenty-nine years of unreasonable demands, of useless tutoring, fetching and carrying and general humiliation; twenty-nine years of being beaten on a whim and called ‘boy’. And now Rahe was eradicating all those paths to magic that Virelai had been so patiently following, eradicating them and storing them out of his reach in the blasted cat, and just as he was beginning to gain some understanding of the processes, some mastery of magic’s complex structures. It was too much to bear.


By the time he reached the chamber, both the Master and his familiar were gone. Virelai crossed to the long table and stared down into the crucible. It did indeed appear to contain the last remnants of the Book of Making and Unmaking. He fished out the two hinges and weighed them in his hands. They felt lumpen, bereft of magic, useless without the great tome it had been their purpose to enclose. He put them down again, his heart as heavy as the cold metal.


On the floor beneath the table a couple of torn and crumpled pieces of parchment lay abandoned. He picked them up. The first had lost its top third and started midway through a sentence. He scanned it rapidly, recognised it as the charm for making a charging horse dwindle to stallion’s seed, and cast it down again. The second piece was almost entire and he could remember the missing words; and while he could think of no immediate use for a spell to remove rockfalls from choked caverns he pocketed it anyway. The third scrap of the Book contained a rather fiendish recipe of the Master’s own devising, that and a grim description of its effects. Virelai read it through once without much interest, then stopped.


His head came up. His eyes narrowed. He read it again. A sweat broke out on his brow and his heart began to thud. Clutching the parchment in his hand as if it were his pass-key from hell, he scurried to the kitchens.


Sanctuary had been carved so deeply out of the ice and into the rocky bones beneath that its walls were like the stone of unvisited caverns: dark and ungiving, ready to chill you to the marrow. Even the torches burning in the sconces lining the dim passageways in the heart of the stronghold seemed to make little impression on their surfaces. They barely flickered as Virelai passed them at speed later that the evening, carrying the Master’s meal on a tray. It would be the last time he did so. The chill he felt as he walked the corridors that encircled the mage’s chambers was not just a physical temperature, for the Master’s magic bore its own cold with it.


Where the ice gave way to rock strata, minerals glittered in the flickering candlelight: feldspar and pyrites; cristobalite and tourmaline; greywacke and hornblende and pegmatite. To Virelai, taught to respond to natural harmonics, each one bore a different resonance to its fellows, each a different voice. He liked to think of the voices as the souls of the earth: bound in its crystals, trapped there for millennia: and perhaps they were. Virelai had seen the Master speak to the walls; even before he had thought him mad.


Towards the heart of the labyrinth, the walls gleamed gold and silver. Virelai had learned from his reading that although many of the minerals had little worth in the lands beyond – the world he now knew as Elda – others were considered as ‘treasure’; though it had to be said that if this were the case, the peoples of Elda must confer most arbitrary value to the different rocks, for some of the so-called worthless ones (which were extensive in the tunnels) were remarkably close in appearance to those that men fought over in the old stories.


Fourth passage: dead end; take the first door past the hanging icicle; go down three steps; press the wall behind the tapestry.


Once in the vicinity of the Master’s suite of rooms, Virelai became furtive. He lifted the metal dome that covered Rahe’s meal and sniffed it again, although he was careful not to take the vapours too deep into his lungs for fear that even in steam they might do their damage. But despite the virulent ingredients he had added to the stew from the old parchment’s recipe, he could sense none of them, through any of his senses, natural or attuned. He smiled.


When he reached it, the door to the Master’s chamber was slightly ajar and he could hear voices within. His heart hammered.


Balancing the tray carefully, Virelai applied his eye to the door-crack.


What he saw almost made him drop the dishes. The blood rushed to his head, his chest; his loins. His jaw sprang open like an unlatched gate. He stared and stared, taking in detail after detail of the scene. Then he grinned wolfishly. To the opportunist shall be granted opportunity, and he who takes Destiny by the throat shall be rewarded threefold: was that not what the books said? Virelai counted his blessings. Threefold indeed.


He knocked smartly upon the door.


‘Your supper, lord.’


There was a hush, followed by a soft scuffle, the rustle of heavy fabrics. Then: ‘Leave the tray outside, Virelai,’ came the Master’s voice, a trifle querulous. ‘I am somewhat engaged just now.’


‘Indeed, lord: may you have pleasure of it.’


Bëte the cat emerged from the Master’s chamber and watched Virelai retreat down the long corridor. She hovered for a moment beside the tray, sniffed at the covered dish and recoiled with a sneeze.


The only witnesses the next morning to Virelai’s departure were the terns that frequented the bay beneath Sanctuary, and a single storm petrel, the light of the brassy winter sun lending its wings an oily iridescence. The petrel flew on, uninterested in the drama that was being played out below: it had many miles of berg-strewn ocean to cross on its long journey. The terns, though, were curious as to the nature of the large wooden chest the cloaked figure was manhandling into a single-masted sloop that looked perilously close to overturning. They dipped and wheeled in expectation of a tidbit or two. Bëte the cat, swaddled unceremoniously in a blanket laced with leather ties, lay motionless save for the flick of her eyes as she watched the flash of their plumage, their bright black eyes, their pretty red beaks: so close but so infuriatingly inaccessible.


Virelai, having eventually succeeded in his battle to stow his oversized cargo, boarded the little vessel himself, untied and shoved off from the natural breakwater, and rowed inexpertly out into the ocean, followed by the birds, distracted from their search for food, in a stream of white. Once out of the shelter of the icewall, the chop of the waves made the boat roll alarmingly. The cat, splashed with freezing seawater, mewed piteously. Virelai missed his stroke; cursed, shipped his oars and after a certain amount of fiddling around, managed to put up the sail. For some moments the sail hung as slack as a turkey’s wattle. Then, a little breeze bellied the fabric and began to drive the sloop slowly, inexorably, back to shore, until the prow, its painted eye staring blindly ahead, bumped the ice of its home, and the seabirds shrieked their derision. Virelai put his head in his hands. He was a fool, a fool, a fool: he could not even sail a tiny boat. Idiot, his inner voice chided him. Use the magic! A wind spell: it was a simple thing, but even so his memory had deserted him. Digging in his bag he pulled out a small notebook and riffled through its pages. Then he unbound the cat’s head from the swaddling, and made a short incantation. Bëte fixed him with an unforgiving eye, then made a choking cough. The sail went slack, then swelled on its opposite side. The terns, caught unawares by the sudden change in wind direction, banked to correct their coverts. The sloop sailed smoothly out into the ocean.


Virelai shaded his vision against the rising sun and watched as it delineated the deceptive curves and rises of the place he had regarded all his life as his home. To the untutored eye, it might have been no more than the usual vast jumble of ice you would expect to find in such an arctic region: great blocks and floes that had been piled one atop the other by a thousand ocean storms, ice that had been carved into bizarre and unlikely shapes by wicked seawinds; all bleak and wild and uninhabitable by any except the seabirds and narwhal. But to the mage’s apprentice Sanctuary revealed itself in all its sorcerous glory. Where a shady cornice met a cliff of ice, Virelai, narrowing his eyes, saw how the curving wall of the great hall met the stern face of the eastern tower; where higgledy-piggledy blocks lay as if scattered by the hand of a god, he noted how elegant stairways twined up from the statuettes and balustrades of a formal garden that to another might offer nothing but the unrelieved whiteness of an untouched snowfield. Spires and pillars, columns and masonry, all perfectly proportioned and crafted; cold white surfaces now limned in dawn-golds and pinks by the romantic sun.


The Master had brought his exacting eye to bear on every detail of his ice-realm. Nothing here was natural: nothing occurred by chance. Virelai wondered if he had viewed it from this very point, perhaps even from this very boat, when he had conceived Sanctuary’s form.


How it or he had come to be here, and for what purpose, Virelai had no idea: but he meant to find out. Turning away from the island of ice, he set a course south, to where the world began.




PART


ONE




One


Sacrilege


Katla Aransen stared out across the prow of the Fulmar’s Gift as it ploughed through the grey waves, the foam from the ship’s passage spraying back into her face and wetting her long red hair, but Katla did not care. It was her first long voyage and they had been at sea these past two weeks, but she was nineteen years old and hungry for the world: she could not bear to miss a moment of it.


Behind her, she could hear the great greased-wool sail cracking and roaring in the stiff wind, the wind that carried away her father’s voice as he shouted orders to the crew. Many of them, she knew, would be hunkered down amidships amongst the cargo and sea-chests, trying to stay warm around the tub-fire. A sudden hissing signalled the start of preparations for the evening meal: they stored their meat in leather buckets full of seawater till it tasted more of brine than anything else, and cooking it by putting it directly onto the embers was the only way to make it palatable.


A warm hand on her shoulder. She spun around, to find her twin brother, Fent, beside her. His long red fringe was plastered to his face; the rest he had bound up with thongs to stop it whipping into his eyes.


‘Listen to this, small sister,’ he said teasingly, bracing himself against the gunwale with a knee, ‘and tell me what you think.’ He pulled from his tunic a length of twine that had been knotted at intervals in the complicated Eyran fashion that served both as memory aid and language. Moving his fingers nimbly up and down the knots he began to declaim:






‘From Northern Sea to Golden Sea


Smoothly swam the swan-necked ship


On the backs of Sur’s white horses


On the line of the lord’s Moon-path


Easily from the Eyran Isles


Came Rockfallers to the Moonfell Plain.’








He wrapped the twine around his hand and into a loop and folded it carefully back into his tunic before looking to his twin for approval.


‘You repeated “moon”,’ Katla said with a grin, and watched Fent’s brows knot in consternation. ‘And I’m not sure about “Rockfallers”, either.’


‘I couldn’t fit “the Rockfall clan” in,’ Fent said crossly. ‘It wouldn’t scan.’


‘I’d stick to swordplay, if I were you, brother. Leave the song-making to Erno.’ Their cousin, Erno Hamson, for all his skill at weapons, was at heart a quiet and serious young man, and he was currently conveniently out of earshot.


‘As if you’d know a well-made verse from your ar— Ow! What?’ Her fingers were suddenly tight about his biceps, digging into his skin even through the sturdy leather of his jerkin.


‘Land: I can feel it.’


Fent stared at her, his pale eyes mocking. ‘You can feel land?’


Katla nodded. ‘There’s rock ahead. My fingers are tingling.’


Fent laughed. ‘I swear you are a troll’s get, sister. What is it with you and rock? If you’re not climbing it, you’re divining it from the depths of the whale’s path! We’re miles north of Istria yet: Father reckoned on landfall at first light.’


But Katla was shrouding her eyes with her hand, gazing intently at where a dark smear lay between sea and sky on the horizon. ‘There—’


‘A cloud.’


‘I’m sure it’s not . . .’


There were clouds aplenty, piled up above the horizon in great lumps and towers, strewn about the upper reaches of the sky, which was darkening already and streaked with red, the sun having lost its daily battle with encroaching night: a blood-sky, as Erno would term it.


A shrill cry broke into their reverie. Above them, suddenly, a white bird veered past the ship, banking sharply. Fent watched it go, his mouth a round ‘o’ of surprise. ‘A gull,’ he said, like a simple child. ‘That was a shore gull.’


Katla squeezed his arm. ‘See?’


And now the outline on the horizon was becoming clearer by the minute; not a cloud-bank, after all, but solid land – a long, dark plateau, bordered to the west by higher land misting away into the distance.


‘The Moonfell Plain.’


She could hear the delight in her father’s voice without even having to see his face; even so, she turned around at once, eyes alight with excitement, seeking his attention. ‘Land, Father: I saw it first.’


‘And sensed it before that,’ Fent muttered, clearly put out.


Aran Aranson grinned, revealing sharp white teeth amid weather-darkened skin and a close black beard barely touched by grey.


Ahead of them, the dark shape began to resolve itself further so that tiny dots of colour against the stark black gradually revealed themselves to be brightly-hued pavilions, the more vivid pinpricks of light between them as campfires. As they sailed into the sound they could see a whole host of other vessels bobbing quietly at anchor off the shore. ‘Istria: can’t you smell it? That’s the smell of a foreign land, Katla; that’s the smell of the Southern Empire.’


All Katla could smell was salt and sea and the sweat of bodies that had lived for a half-month in close quarters without fresh water to spare for washing, but she wouldn’t say so.


‘A foreign land . . .’ she whispered, awed.


‘Aye, and a load of bastard Istrians,’ Fent said under his breath.






‘To the south, sweet and fair


They lie, slumbering and fat


Ripe meat for the wolf.’








He didn’t need a knotted string for that one. Yet how his father could be so blithe at the sight of the old enemy’s land, he could not understand. He turned to make further comment, but Aran was already calling for the rowers as he ran back along the deck, nimbly skirting the boxes of cargo, the cook-fire, the startled crew. With a dark look at Katla, Fent followed his father and took up his oar-place with the others.


Katla watched as the great striped sail was taken down and furled as they came into the shallower waters. All over the ship, men leapt to their tasks. She saw her father take his customary position at the steerboard to guide them in through the reefs and the long, grey breakers and turned her face back to the new land.


The Moonfell Plain.


A place from legend.


It had taken hours, it seemed, to make camp. By the time they had unshipped the two skiffs and put in to shore, the Navigator’s Star was shining brightly in the sky. Lying on the strangely still ground, tired to the bone, Katla had been unable to sleep for the sheer novelty of it all. She’d heard about the Allfair for as long as she could remember – all the lads’ tales of horse-fights and boulder-throwing and swordplay; the gossip, the trading stories, the marriage-makings, the lists of extravagant-sounding names and internecine political allegiances. And she’d seen with her own eyes the intricate silver jewellery her father brought back for her mother when trading had gone well for him: and the monstrous, shaggy yeka-hides that covered their beds at home in the winter months – but this was her first Allfair and she could not wait for it to begin.


Wrapped in a sealskin with the pelt turned to the inside for warmth, she peered over the snoring bodies towards the distant campfires of the fairground and gazed again in awe at the great rock that rose steeply from the plain, illuminated by the flickering light. That was what she had felt, all those miles out at sea, she knew it now, twisting around to stare at its massive presence. It must be, she realised with a little thrill of excitement, Sur’s Castle: hallowed ground. It was here – according to her folk, the Eyrans, the people of the north – where their god Sur had first taken his rest (having fallen from the Moon onto the surface of Elda) and surveyed his new domain. And having contemplated the whole great vista and found it sadly wanting, he had waded into the sea, thinking that by following the track of the moonbeams on the waves he might somehow find his way back home. The Moon-path, Katla thought, remembering Fent’s verse. Poor Sur, lost and lonely in an empty land. The god had marched right across the northern ocean, skimming stones on his way to take his mind off the numbing cold (and of such great size were the stones that he cast about him that they formed the islands and skerries of Eyra) until at last he had disappeared into the fogs at the edge of the world of Elda. There, resigned to the fact that he would never find his way back home, he had raised a great stronghold beneath the waves, deep down on the ocean bed. This, the Eyrans called ‘the Great Howe’, or sometimes ‘the Great Hall’. Lost sailors shared the long table there with Sur, it was said: and once one member of your clan had drowned and gone to the Howe, it was well known others would soon follow.


Katla had heard that the Istrians had a different tale to tell. They had no love of the sea, and did not believe even in the existence of Sur, an appalling heresy in itself. Instead, they prayed to some fire-deity, a creature – a woman – rumoured to have come walking naked out of a volcano in the Golden Mountains, unscathed by the lava, leading a great cat on a silver chain. Falla the Merciful – that’s what they called her: a misnomer if ever there was one, since in her name the southerners burned unbelievers and wrongdoers by the thousand, sacrifices to appease her and hold at bay the molten heart of the world.


Sur’s Castle. Her fingers began to itch. She’d go and look at it first thing the next morning: there would surely be a route by which she could climb to the top. Fighting and jewellery and monster-skins – and a new rock to climb: truly the Allfair was a wondrous event, to encompass such diversity.


She lay there, smiling at this thought, until she became drowsy. When at last she closed her eyes, she dreamed that she could feel the pull of the great rock deep inside her, as if it was somehow a part of the Navigator’s Star and she nothing but a lodestone, drawn to it through a dark sea.


At first light the next morning, Katla kicked off the sealskin and crept away from the camp like a fox from the coop. In this area of the shoreline, no one else stirred. Up the shore she went, as fast as she could, the loose black ashy ground loud beneath her feet. In the shadow of Sur’s Castle, she stared up. The great rock reared over her, enveloping her in its chill shadow, seeming higher, suddenly, from here – and steeper, too – than her first assessment of it from the beach. Dark clouds had gathered above it, promising rain: she’d have to be quick. Her stomach fluttered and her heart gave a little thump: a familiar reaction before she attempted a climb, but a useful one, she’d found: anxiety tended to sharpen her concentration. Above her stretched a vertical chock-filled fissure – the most obvious line of ascent as far as she could see. It looked wide enough in places to jam a knee for balance, narrowing down to a crack that should accommodate a fist above the halfway mark. On either side of the line, little rugosities could clearly be seen where the crystals in them caught the early light: useful footholds, Katla thought. She reached up and found her first handhold: a jagged flake just inside the crack. It felt cold and a hole damp beneath her fingers: sharp, too, but solid. As she took hold of it, a line of energy ran through her hand and jolted up her arm. For Katia, this had become a familiar sensation: this magical connection with rock and stone and the minerals they bore. She waited until the burst of energy had charged through her chest and up into her head, waited for the disorientating buzz to die away, and then gave herself to the rock. Letting the hold take her weight, she swung a foot up into the crack.


The move off the ground was always the hardest. Once established in the fissure, she readjusted her balance and went easily upward, hand over hand, methodical and careful, occasionally stepping outside the crack for better stability when the angle became too steep. The texture of the stuff reminded her of the sea-eaten cliffs back home: all pitted and sharp-edged from the corrosive appetite of the waves, and as painful on the skin as barnacles. She could feel it biting into the soles of her feet even through the leather. Sur knew what her hands would look like by the top, even though she’d been placing them with more consideration than usual. It was not that she was a vain girl – far from it: but there would be awkward questions to answer if she came back covered with cuts and scrapes.


The sheer pleasure of the climb soon erased any sense of worry: past the halfway mark it started to rain; but the angle of the rock eased so that she was able to stand in balance and look around, taking in the brightly-coloured tents of the other Fair-goers, their wax-treated surfaces repelling the drops of water that pattered down upon them. She had never before seen such vibrant shades: in the islands the only eye-catching dye you could produce was a rather putrid yellow that appeared to have been obtained by soaking your clothes in pig’s urine but actually derived from an innocuous-looking lichen, scraped painstakingly and in vast quantity from the granite cliffs that formed the bones of her homeland. (Though it had to be said that even then, you did actually need a bit of urine to fix the colour so that it didn’t bleed down your leg in the first storm. It didn’t smell for too long. Only a week or so.)


It was among these granite cliffs where Katla had first learned the magic that lay in the veins of the rock. It was there she had started to clamber around in such a casual fashion, barely conscious of the yawning gulf beneath her feet, the sucking maw of the ocean; the bone-shattering consequences of a fall. There, she’d collected gulls’ eggs in late spring; samphire in the summer. She’d fished from precipitous ledges and pulled line after line of iridescent mackerel out of secret zawns. And sometimes she’d just scaled the cliffs for the sheer pleasure of being somewhere no other person had set foot.


Two more moves and she had her hands on the flat summit: using a sharp incut for her right foot to gain more height, she pushed down hard till her arms could take her whole weight, skipped her feet up the remaining stretch of rock; and suddenly she was on top of Sur’s Castle, on top of the world.


Sitting there, with her feet dangling over the edge, with the Moonfell Plain stretching away below, a glorious sense of wellbeing descended upon Katla.


So she was surprised and not a little dismayed when someone started shouting, apparently at her.


‘Oi, you there!’ The second shout was in the Old Tongue.


She looked around.


At the far western edge of the rock, a couple of elderly gentle men were climbing, haltingly and with great puffs of effort, a line of carefully-chiselled steps. Someone had thoughtfully arranged a pair of taut hemp handrails on either side of the stairs, and the grey-hairs were hanging onto these even as they bellowed at her. They both wore long dark-red robes with elaborately-worked brocade facings; even from her perch seventy yards away, Katla could see the silver thread glinting in the weak light. Rich men, then, she thought. Not Eyrans; at least like none she’d ever seen. The northerners could never afford clothes like that – they’d be worth a ship’s cargo apiece – and even if they could, they’d never climb a rock in them . . .


‘Get down from there at once!’


The first of the old men had reached the top step and, lifting his voluminous skirts, was picking up speed.


She cupped her hand to her ear and shrugged: the universal gesture for ‘can’t hear a word you’re saying’.


Infuriated, the grey-hair waved his stick.


‘The Council and the Allfair Guard—’


‘Of which we are on the ruling committee—’


‘Indeed, brother. Of which we are on the ruling committe, have declared Falla’s Rock as sacred ground!’


Falla’s rock?


The second had almost caught up with his fellow. He was shaking his fist at her. ‘You’ll pay for not showing the due observances, young man!’


Young man? Katla’s mouth fell open in amazement. Young man? He must be blind. She stood up, and with aggressive haste unbound her hair. She always tied it into a tail when she climbed: otherwise it could be a damned nuisance. Unconfined, it fell around her shoulders in tumbling waves. At the same moment, as if to emphasise the point, the sun came out, so that the slanting rain became a shower of silver and Katla’s hair a fiery beacon.


The second old man cannoned into the first.


‘Oh, Great Goddess, Lady of Fire, it’s— a woman!’


They looked extremely unhappy.


Katla, deciding not to find out exactly what it was that pained them so badly about the situation, made her excuses and left, reversing with considerable alacrity and no little skill the crack-line she’d just ascended.


There was a saying that the old women had in the north (they had a saying for everything in Eyra: it was that sort of place): the heedful outlive the heroes. Like her brothers she’d always thought it cautious nonsense; but it was possible in this particular case that they had a point.


Saro Vingo emerged, blinking, from his family pavilion into the light of a day still making its mind up whether to rain or shine. His head hurt as if someone had trampled on it in the night. For some reason his father had decided that Saro’s first visit to the Allfair should be marked by a major araque-binge, and his uncle and cousins and older brother, Tanto, had all conspired to line up glass after glass of the vile smoky stuff for him and watched him down each one in a single swallow until every flask was dry. They had matched him glass for glass; but they had had a lot more practice. He had left them all sleeping it off, tumbled on the floor amid the dogs and the vomit; collapsed upon silk-strewn couches, snoring their heads off in the pile of rich tapestries and shawls they’d brought as a gift for the northern King at this, his first Allfair. Though why the people of the Empire should bother to flatter a barbarian, he could not imagine. Falla knew what he’d make of the gorgeous Istrian fabrics, now reeking of araque and bile. Still, the Eyrans were known to be very unsophisticated people: he’d probably think it had something to do with the dye-process.


Saro was curious to set eyes upon the women of the north. All the lads whose first Fair this was were equally fascinated; it had been their major topic of conversation on the journey here from the southern valleys. King Ravn Asharson was coming to the Allfair, it was said, to choose himself a bride; so the Eyran nobles would surely be bringing their daughters and sisters in the hopes of making a royal match. As far as Saro was concerned, it was the focal point of the Fair: not for him the dull complications of deal-making and point-scoring with a load of fat old merchants who knew exactly what game they were playing with one another and made him feel a complete fool for not being a party to their subtly coded rules and haggling. The women of Eyra were rumoured to be amongst the most beautiful women on Elda, and that was interesting. Although he would be the first to admit that he had no real idea of what a woman looked like; let alone how to assess her beauty. At home, the women were hidden away for most of the time: since the time he’d turned fifteen and had been initiated into the sexual world, he had barely even seen his mother.


He thought of her now; how, swathed from head to foot in a fabulously-coloured sabatka, she would flutter silently from room to room, with only her hands and mouth showing, like some wonderful, exotic butterfly.


A moment later, and he was remembering the encounter that had brought him to manhood: how his father had paid for him to enter that darkened room in the backstreets of Altea; the smell of the woman inside it – musky and rank; the feeling of her cool hands and hot lips upon him; his uncontrollable climax, and the shame that followed.


Yet it was rumoured that not only did the men of the northern isles allow their women to wander freely, but also that they showed off not just their hands and mouths, but their entire faces, and occasionally even their limbs and chests. The thought of such sacrilege made Saro’s heart palpate. And not just his heart.


His fair cheeks were still flushed from these unclean thoughts when he heard a shout. Turning around he saw in the near distance how two of the Istrian elders who sat upon Istria’s ruling council of city states – Greving Dystra and his brother, Hesto – were laboriously climbing the stairs to the summit of Falla’s Rock. They seemed to be waving their arms around and calling out. Intrigued, Sara made his way between the pavilions grouped below the rock, and, shading his eyes, stared up. Atop the rock sat what appeared to be a young man dressed in a homely brown tunic and long boots, who even now had scrambled to his feet, clearly embarrassed at being caught in this serious act of trespass. Greving was shaking his fist at the intruder and Hesto was just clearing the last stair, when the young man turned to confront them and with an impatient – indeed, rather extravagant – flick of the wrist pulled loose the cord that held back his hair. The light struck suddenly off a face revealed to be too finely structured for any boy’s, framed by a flamboyant fall of blazing red, and Saro found that he could not get his breath. Even at this distance he felt the shock of seeing a girl – with bare legs and arms; and not just any girl, but a barbarian creature in defiance of all observance and decency, on top of the sacred Rock – like a physical blow. Quite unexpectedly, his knees became unreliable, and he sat down hard upon the ashy ground.


When he looked up again, she was nowhere to be seen.


If Katla had hoped to sneak back amongst the Rockfall clan unnoticed, she was soon to be disappointed. Cresting the ridge of the shore, she stared down across the dark and gritty sand to where the faerings and their snoring crew had lain like beached whales only an hour before; only to find everyone up and about and as busy as ants, under the watchful eye of her father.


‘Sur’s nuts,’ she cursed softly. ‘Now I’m in trouble.’


The Fulmar’s Gift lay anchored a hundred yards offshore, bobbing in the pale light of the newly risen sun. At this distance she looked graceful and sublime, her clinkered hull as elegant as any swan’s breast. But close up, Katla knew, she was a more impressive sight by far, the fine oak of her strakes marked by years of voyaging in rough northern waters; her gunwales gouged and split by rocks and collision and the violent grip of enemies’ axe-heads; the soaring neck of her ornamented prow culminating in the fearsome shape of a she-troll’s head, mouth agape and every tooth sharply delineated with loving, superstitious skill. But of course they’d taken down the provocative figurehead before entering the neutral territory of the Moonfell waters and laid it in sailcloth alongside the lowered mast. It would hardly do, Aran had said, to remind their old foe of worse times when you were preparing to fleece them blind.


A dozen or more of the crew swarmed over her, manhandling great wooden chests and barrels from their stowage places and lowering them one at a time into one of the narrow faerings, which shuddered and rocked under the weight of the heavy cargo.


The second of the ship’s boats was even now beaching in the shallows. Four men in the bows leapt out in a flurry of surf, stark white against the black of the land, and hauled the little boat up the gentle rise as if it were as light as a mermaid. Katla could make out her elder brother, Halli, and her twin, Fent; the second pair comprising Tor Leeson and their cousin, Erno Hamson.


‘That’s all I need,’ she groaned. ‘An audience.’


Chin up, she strode resolutely down the volcanic dune to face the inevitable chastisement, the ashy sand crunching unhelpfully underfoot. Before she had got within even ten feet of him, her father turned around and regarded her grimly, his gnarled, weather-beaten hands on his hips.


‘Where have you been?’


Aran Aranson was a big man, even by Eyran standards. His wife, Bera, often joked that before they were married, whenever her mother had spotted him riding up to their farm to pay court on his sturdy little pony (his feet so close to the ground despite its zealous efforts that it seemed that the pair of them might at any moment trip each other up and fall in an undignified heap) she would say, ‘Here comes Aran Aranson, that great ogre of yours again, Bera. If you have children – hear what I say – they’ll turn out trolls and you’ll be split in two like a piece of firewood!’ And then she’d cackle fit to bursting and fuss over him till the poor lad turned red, knowing that somehow he was the butt of her teasing yet again. She still had a robust sense of humour, Gramma Rolfsen: and her laughter could often be heard on a smoky night pealing out from the steading at Rockfall; but her son-by-law had never quite learned the trick of such humour, and as he stared at his errant daughter, he showed not even the trace of a smile.


Katla, having spent years learning to charm her father over her minor misdemeanours, took in the single-browed line of his frown and the flint in his eye and quailed. Her lips blue with the telltale signs of a fruit pie swiped from an unattended table, she wracked her brain for a suitable falsehood.


‘I just went for a walk – to watch the sun come up over Sur’s Castle,’ she said, careful on this occasion not to present him with an outright lie, for the expedition had almost started so.


‘We’re not in Eyra now,’ he said grimly, stating the obvious. ‘You can’t just wander around on your own at the Allfair. It isn’t safe.’


So it wasn’t anger, after all, but worry! He was worried about her. Relief swept over her: she laughed.


‘Who’s there to be afraid of? I’m not afraid of anyone, especially not men.’ She grinned, teasing out the emphasis on the last word. ‘You know perfectly well I can defend myself – didn’t I win the wrestling last summer?’


It was true. Slim and swift and lithely evasive, there had been no one who could pin her down. Wrestling Katla was like trying to wrestle an eel.


She bared her biceps and flexed as if to prove her point. Hammering metal and manning the bellows at the smithy had had its effect: a hard, round ball of muscle popped impressively into view. ‘Who’s going to tangle with that?’


But her father was not to be deflected. Moving far more quickly than you’d imagine likely for a man of his size, Aran lunged forward like a wolf going for a rabbit and seized her arm so hard that she winced. When he let go, the marks of his fingers were clearly visible in the smooth tan of her flesh. The smile faded from Katla’s face and an angry flush rose up her neck. An uncomfortable silence fell between father and daughter. Katla, afraid of her own temper, stared hard at the ground between her feet and started sullenly to trace a knotwork pattern in the black ash with her toe. As the silence lengthened, she found her unpredictable mind considering how she might incorporate this pattern into the hilt of the next seax she worked.


‘They’re odd about women, the Empire men,’ Aran said at last. ‘You can’t trust them – they have bizarre customs and it can make them behave dangerously. A few country grappling tricks won’t see you through; and, besides: you’re here on my sufferance. There was no need for me to bring you to an Allfair: it’s a waste of a fare, for me. Two stone of sardonyx I’m down because of you, with Fosti Goatbeard desperate to come this year. Could have bought your mother a nice shawl and some good jewellery with the proceeds. So having deprived your mother of her Fair-gift, and old Fosti of his place on the ship, you can repay my generosity by doing nothing, and I mean nothing, without my permission. Is that clear? And you stay always in my sight.’


Katla opened her mouth to protest, then thought better of it. She’d wait until he was in a lighter mood, and then work her wiles on him, she thought with sudden savage resolve. Even in the islands, where women laboured as hard as men and were considered their equal in most things, Katla had found that her wiles provided her with a delightfully unfair advantage over her brothers.


‘Yes, Father,’ she said with apparent docility, and looking up through her lashes was gratified to see his expression soften.


‘Well, mind you do,’ he finished lamely.


Daughters. Why were they so much more difficult than sons?


At that moment one of his male offspring came crunching up the strand to join them. His brother and cousins were not far behind. Tall lads, and well-put-together, the Aransons and their cousins made a striking group. Halli took after his father: big and dark, with a nose that in age was likely to become as hooked as a hawk’s. Fent, like his sister, had Bera’s flaming hair, fine bones and skin – and their vanity, too, for he shaved like a southerner; but hard work had made whipcord of his muscles and packed his light frame with enough energy for three. As if to provide the greatest possible contrast, or to demonstrate the various appearances to be found in the Eyran Isles, Erno Hamson and Tor Leeson were so blond that their hair and beards shone like silver. Erno, whose mother had recently died, had plaited a complex memory-knot, complete with shells and strips of cloth, into his left braid. After two weeks at sea, the scraps of fabric were salty and faded, but the knots were as tight as ever. At night when he had sat his watch at the tiller, Katla had heard him quietly reciting the word-pattern he had made for his mother when first weaving the braid, his fingers retracing the loops and bindings to fix the pattern in his head –






‘This cloth the blue of your eyes


This shell your openhandedness


This the knot for wisdom given but never compelled


This knot for when you nursed me from fever . . .’








– and she had been surprised how one who by day could be so distant and diffident could in the night hours become so tender; and for this she almost liked him.


‘So, the wanderer returns!’ Fent beamed. ‘Thought you’d escape your chores, did you?’


‘Shirk your family duties?’ Tor made a face at her.


‘Leave it all for the boys with the muscle?’ said Halli, whose sharp eyes had not missed the flexed-biceps exchange between his father and sister.


Erno said nothing: he was always tongue-tied in Katla’s presence.


Aran looked impatient. ‘Did you bring the tents and the stalls in with this load?’


The lads nodded.


‘Right then – Fent and Erno, and you, Katla, come with me to get the booths set up. Halli and Tor, you keep the crew working to unship the cargo. I’ll be back in an hour and we’ll get the sardonyx weighed in and registered.’


Fent grinned at his sister, his incisors as sharp as any fox’s. ‘You can carry the ropes,’ he said. ‘Since you’re only a girl.’


He dodged her swinging fist with ease and jogged down the beach to the piles of equipment. There, light ash frames rested amongst rolls of trussed skins, waxed wool-cloth and coils of rope. Two huge iron cauldrons, together with their stands and pothooks, lay amid a welter of bowls and dishes, knives and hand-axes, where someone had thrown them down on the sand in a hurry to fetch the next load.


Fent swept an armful of the clutter into one of the cauldrons until a strange assortment of blades and bowls stuck out of the top. ‘There you are,’ he said to Katla. ‘If you think you’re hard enough.’


An iron cauldron this size was fantastically heavy – let alone one filled to the brim with kitchen implements. Katla knew this to be so: one had fallen once from a rusted-through hook and had almost crippled her: she’d danced aside quickly enough to avoid a crushed foot, but even a glancing blow had caused her to lose a toenail to it, and she’d had to bind her foot in cloth for a week, since she couldn’t get her boot over the swelling. With a grim look at her brother she hefted the thing two-handed and managed to stagger half a dozen paces with the cauldron skimming the surface of the sand, before staggering to a halt. Every fibre of her arms protested at the weight: they felt as if they’d stretched a knuckle-length already.


The boys burst out laughing. Even her father was grinning. She watched them, narrow-eyed, then picked it up again with one hand, her other arm waving wildly for balance, this time straightening the carrying arm and her back to keep the tension running through the bones rather than the muscles, a trick she’d learned from climbing overhanging rock. The cauldron lifted reluctantly and bumped painfully against her leg. Katla bit her lip and soldiered on. When, after some minutes of sweaty effort, she reached the crest of the beach, she set the cauldron down and looked back. Taking her obstinacy for granted, the men were no longer watching her: instead, they had gathered up the rest of the equipment and were trudging in her footsteps. When they caught up with her, Aran took the cauldron away and exchanged it for a tent-roll.


‘You have nothing to prove to me, daughter,’ he said gently and his eyes were as green as the sea. ‘I know your heart to be as great as any man’s.’


So saying, and as easily as if it had been a wooden bucket, he picked up the cauldron, and strode quickly past her.


Aran and his family worked quickly and efficiently together, with barely a word of instruction passing between them, and less than an hour later they had erected a pair of tents, which would provide their living-space for the duration of the Allfair. And while the Eyran tents might not be as plush or as colourful as the rich Istrian pavilions Katla had seen at the foot of Sur’s Castle, they were both weatherproof and spacious, almost twenty feet long, fourteen broad and over ten feet high at the centre – large enough to house family, crew, cargo and wares.


A cold onshore breeze seemed to have sprung out of nowhere while they were working, making the tanned leather of the roof bell and flap. Katla, her hair having long since escaped its braid, ran to tension the wind-ropes, and found herself confronted by an Empire man in a rich blue cloak. With his dark complexion and cleanshaven chin, it was clear at once that he was not an island man. He wore a thin silver circlet in his black hair, which complemented the dusting of grey above his ears, and his skin was so smooth as to look like polished wood. He was taller than she was, but only just; yet he stared down the length of his thin nose at her as though she were something unpleasant he was about to tread in.


She stared back at him enquiringly, not sure, for once in her life, what to say.


Aran stepped silently to his daughter’s side. ‘Is there something I can help you with?’ he asked.


The foreign lord’s eyes swept insolently over Katla’s bare arms and wild hair, resting for a moment longer than propriety required on the hint of cleavage visible at the top of her sweat-streaked tunic, then turned to Aran. ‘I believe you sell fine knives,’ he stated smoothly. His voice was silky and light, and he spoke the Old Tongue with barely a trace of Istrian.


Aran nodded. ‘But we’re not open for business until after noon.’


‘I would like to be your first customer, to ensure I have the pick of your wares.’


‘Then you’ll need to be here when we open up,’ Aran said shortly. Katla could tell from his tone that something about the foreign lord irked him.


The Istrian raised an elegant eyebrow. ‘I see.’ He paused. He took a pouch from his belt, weighed it thoughtfully in his palm. ‘Might I not persuade you to open your stand now, for a sum to be mutually agreed?’


Aran laughed. ‘No. We won’t be ready till noon,’ he repeated.


The foreigner’s eyes flashed. He adjusted his cloak to one side so that his house insignia was for a second apparent, then let it fall back.


‘It is imperative that I have the pick of your wares. Only the best will do.’


‘I’m flattered that our reputation has reached the far countries,’ Aran said with care. ‘We could, perhaps, open just before noon for your convenience and Katla here will take you through her finest blades. They are pattern-welded to the highest—’


‘This . . . woman?’ The Istrian seemed appalled. ‘You let a woman show your daggers for you?’


Aran looked wary. ‘Of course. They are Katla’s own work, the finest in all of Eyra, even though it might not be seemly to boast of my daughter’s skills—’


The lord took a step backwards as if Aran had fouled the air between them. He made a complicated sign with his left hand and said something in his native language that was quite unintelligible to Eyran ears. At last he said: ‘I cannot buy a weapon touched by a woman, it would be quite unthinkable. Good day.’


He turned on his heel. Then, as if he had had second thoughts, he turned back again and addressed Katla direct. ‘There is a rumour circulating that a young Eyran woman was caught on top of Falla’s Rock at dawn this morning,’ he said, and his voice was cold and dangerous. ‘I hope, for your sake, and the sake of your family, whom I am sure are most fond of you, that that person was not you.’


Katla stared at him. ‘Why, no,’ she said at once and looked him right in the eye. They hadn’t caught her, after all: so it was no lie.


‘Because,’ he went on, ‘for a woman to trespass on Falla’s Rock is a capital offence. The Rock is sacred terrain: sacred to the Goddess. For any other female to set foot there is the deepest desecration.’


Fent stepped forward then, his face furious. ‘The Rock is Sur’s own ground—’ he started, but his father interrupted, his face grim: ‘It could not have been my daughter for, as you can see, we have been labouring together for many hours, and she has not in all that time left my sight.’


The Istrian lord looked somewhat appeased. ‘My apologies.’ He made as if to leave, but Aran said quickly, ‘Might I ask why you suspected the transgressor might have been my daughter?’


‘Why, her hair of course. The two lords who came upon her described her most carefully. Long red hair, they said, long hair in a braid that she took down and flaunted at them.’


Aran laughed. ‘It is our custom in the north, as well you know, my lord, for both the men and the women to wear their hair long; and many – like my son, Fent here – have hair both long and red. I fear the gentlemen who came upon the trespasser may not have been in the first flush of youth or have possessed the keenest eyes.’


The Istrian thought for a moment. He inclined his head. ‘That is indeed possible, sir: the Dystras are quite elderly men. Maybe they were mistaken. I hope so for your daughter’s sake; for the tale is becoming quite widespread and the officers are searching for the trespasser: she may encounter certain . . . difficulties around the Fair if others leap to the same conclusion.’


Aran held his gaze with complete composure, then the Istrian lord nodded. ‘May you have a fortunate Fair,’ he said formally, and walked away. His fine blue cloak rode the breeze behind him as if by elegant design.


The Eyrans watched him go. When he was well out of earshot, Aran grabbed Katla by the shoulder. ‘You little witch! I promised your mother I would not let you out of my sight, and already you’re in the deepest of trouble.’ He looked her up and down, taking in her short tunic, her bare legs and unkempt mane. Then without a word he caught her in an armlock and grabbed the ornamented knife Katla wore always at her waist belt. ‘Hold her hair up for me, Fent,’ he said in a tone that brooked no refusal.


Erno, standing behind them, gasped. Katla, realising what her father was about to do, struggled. But her father was more than a match for her in comparison to the untrained lads against whom she had wrestled and won at the summer games. Tightening the hold with one arm, he sawed at the handfuls of flaming hair that Fent, with a pained expression, held up taut for the knife. The tempered blade, one of the best Katla had ever made and of which she was inordinately proud, proved its worth by shearing through her tangled locks as if through finest silk. Great swathes of hair floated to the ground to glow like the fire that had once created the black ash upon which it fell.


‘Gather it up,’ Aran said to Erno, who hesitated, then dropped to his knees and started to stuff it into his shirt.


Seconds later, Aran let his daughter go. She stood there for a moment like a cornered bear, the fury emanating from her in waves. Then she turned and ran as if all the devils in the world were after her.


Fent stared at the piece of hair he was still grasping – warm in his hands, like a little living creature of flame – then dropped it slowly to the ground. He looked up at his father.


Aran grimaced. ‘It’s for her own good. If they find her they’ll want to burn her.’


He stuck the dagger into his own belt and rubbed his hands conclusively on his leather jerkin. Fine strands of red gold drifted away on the breeze. Aran watched them spiral away with an unreadable expression on his face, then, with a barked order to the lads, started down to the strand to see to the sardonyx.


Erno exchanged glances with Fent, his face white and strained. Fent stared back, his fair features in sharp contrast to his father’s. ‘You heard what he said.’ And when Erno hesitated, ‘It won’t come to that. If they try to take Katla all of Eyra will be up in arms.’ He kicked dust over the lock of hair, then stowed the mallet and remaining pegs swiftly inside the tent. ‘Come on.’


They ran to catch up with the receding figure of the clan leader.




Two


The Footloose


Saro Vingo and his older brother Tanto had just finished grooming the second group of Vingo family bloodstock – a dozen of the finest Istrian colts: all dainty narrow heads, sheeny coats, long-limbed skittishness and sharp yellow teeth – and thanks to the latter, specifically a one-year-old beauty called Night’s Harbinger, a tricksy beast with a dubious temperament, Tanto was sitting on the ground, nursing a bitten forearm.


‘Bastard creature!’ He rubbed the skin ferociously. Distinct toothmarks showed up purple-red against the brown, testament to where Tanto had lost his temper with Night’s Harbinger – a fine-boned bay with a single white star on its forehead – and gripped him too hard when trying to brush out his forelock. Saro knew better than to force his will upon the animals thus: consequently they never bit him. It was a curious fact, though, that animals did not much like his brother. Tanto was always getting kicked or bitten by something. It was noticeable, too, how at home cats would slink silently past him, low on their hocks, close to the walls; while in the long, warm Istrian evenings, when the last rays of sun spilled through the tall windows to make honey-coloured pools of light on the polished floors, the greyhounds would watch him out of the corners of their anxious black eyes whenever he moved from his chair, which was rare enough, so long as there was a pitcher of bier or a flask of araque at hand.


‘It’ll be a killer, that one,’ Tanto muttered darkly. ‘I told Father the last time it bit me that we’d be better off serving it to the dogs than shipping it all the way to the Allfair on the bastard barge.’ He picked up a piece of black stone, walked it adroitly between his fingers for a few seconds, then threw it with sudden vicious force at the offending animal. Accurate as ever, Tanto’s shot hit the horse on the tender spot between haunch and flank, and the creature shied up and sped off to the other side of the enclosure, white panic encircling its eyes. ‘Worthless runt!’


Saro frowned, but said nothing. Night’s Harbinger was the best of their bunch, a rangy runner with a fine turn of speed, likely on a good day to win any race they set him to. Besides which, he’d long since learned never to get in the way of his brother’s frequent tempests of rage; even commenting on them had earned him cuts and bruises as a child. Instead, he gathered up the grooming kit, replacing each brush and flask of oil carefully into the pockets in the soft cloth roll in which he kept them, and said: ‘So, which contest do you think you have the best chance at?’


A climate change came over Tanto. It was as if all the black clouds had blown away and a sun shone down upon the world. A handsome, athletic lad, and well aware of it, nothing pleased him more than to have someone showing interest in him, even if it was only his measly little brother. He shook his head and the light played dutifully upon each black curl; upon the taut plane of his cheek and the hollow of his smooth throat, and came to rest finally upon his prized choker of sardonyx, its alternating bands of finest red chalcedony and lucent quartz a perfect foil to the dark warmth of his skin. His expression relaxed into a wide, delighted smile.


‘Why, all of them, brother! I’ve been training, you know.’


It was true: he had. While Saro and the younger boys had their knuckles rapped by their humourless tutor in the dull, cool silence of the learning house, outside in the sunshine Tanto was ploughing a furrow in the lake with his effortless backstroke; or casting a carefully-weighted spear across the homefield into distant straw targets under the discerning eye of their Uncle Fabel; punching mercilessly some poor slaveboy who’d been wrapped in padded leather and given some rudimentary fist-training; or out with their father, Favio Vingo, in the hills, triumphantly shooting rabbits full of quills from his short-bow. Seeing in his eldest son the Allfair champion he had never quite been, Favio lavished upon Tanto the finest of weapons – sabres of Forent steel and pattern-welded daggers from the north; bows crafted from aged oak and arrows fletched with the feathers of geese bred specifically for the purpose at Lake Jetra, way down on the Tilsen Plain. Tanto had the pick of everything – from the first cut of the roast, to the most exclusive of his father’s courtesans: it was only fair, he said, when you considered the riches and the glory his prowess would bring to the family name.


Saro smiled back at his brother (a smile that did not quite touch his eyes), feeling for his sibling the usual resentment simmering quietly away beneath his quiet exterior, and let the neverending flow of boasts pass like hot air above his head. Saro himself had always failed miserably in the contests at which Tanto excelled. He didn’t appear to have the necessary physical strength or coordination to compete with his brother, or anyone else, for that matter; his fear of water made him sink, stiffmuscled, to the lake floor; spears left his hand on unpredictable trajectories which had the slaves running wildly out of the way; the delicate southern swords – too light, surely, to be effective as a weapon? – slipped awkwardly from his fingers; and as for fist-fighting . . . Maybe it was just that he lacked the will to win. Probably it had more to do with the fact that with Tanto around, there was hardly any point in competing: why try and fail, only to be beaten and chastised? It seemed easier to accept his limitations and live with his father’s inevitable disappointment. ‘Saro: you will never amount to anything,’ Favio Vingo said constantly, and Saro had now come to accept that as an ineluctable truth.


Besides, Saro thought to himself, seeing how his brother’s chest was swelling from his inability to draw breath while talking so about himself, if you had to be like Tanto in order to succeed, who wanted to be a champion?


‘. . . so it’s the swordplay in which I should really excel, with that new damascened blade of mine, even though Fortran’s father gave him a gilded guard for his sabre, and Haro’s been taking lessons all summer from that swordmaster from Gila,’ Tanto finished in a rush.


‘Clearly brother, who could possibly match you?’


Tanto grinned in agreement, then uncoiled himself and strolled across the enclosure to supervise the slaves who were completing the stockade. Tall and muscular, he walked with an easy grace Saro knew he’d never possess, though as children kind aunts, the glint of their eyes bright through the veils of their sabatkas, their hands all aflutter with affection, had often remarked upon how alike the two boys looked: ‘like fircones from the same branch!’ Which had not pleased Tanto, and even though they shared a superficial similarity, Saro found himself feeling a fraud, guilty at the aunts’ obvious error of judgement.


Now, Tanto was firing off loud commands at the work-crew without the slightest hesitation or doubt as to his right to do so. At once, the slaves redoubled their efforts, careful not to meet his eye. The colts, meanwhile, trotted to the other side of the pen, blowing through their noses and looking expectantly at Saro. With a quick glance to make sure that Tanto’s attention was safely engaged elsewhere, Saro slipped his hand into the bag inside his tunic and drew out some of the horse-nuts he’d smuggled over with him. Neither Tanto nor their father approved of ‘spoiling’ the animals thus. ‘They’re here to make us money,’ Favio had said. ‘A great deal of money. They’re not pets.’ Fine-bred horses were considerable assets in Istria, for status, for spectacle, for racing and as a sweetener to attract the best officers for the standing armies that each province prided itself upon, and the trading of stock such as these was one of the Vingo family’s major income sources. Only family members were allowed to tend the animals, for Favio, a superstitious man when it came to money, was convinced that the touch of an outsider’s hand upon his bloodstock would somehow taint or subvert the purity of their Falla-dedicated breeding-lines. And so it was that both lads had travelled to the Moonfell Plain the long way, this year, along with several of their compatriots: for the livestock barges were too slow and cumbersome to deal with the fast waters of the Alta River, or the open sea, and instead had to make their meandering way up the wide, placid Golden River. Tanto, of course, had complained bitterly at not being allowed passage on the Vingo ship, The Maid of Calastrina, with the rest of the clan, but in this alone his father had not indulged him. ‘My boy,’ he had said, ‘your marriage payment and future success may rest on the price we get for the bloodstock this year. Remember that: care for the animals with all diligence, and ride the river with a hopeful heart, for if all goes to plan, by Allfair next year you will be lord of your own domain, owner of a noble wife and a fair castle.’


Tanto had stopped complaining after that; but he’d avoided the horses as soon as they were out of sight of the family estate and had cheerfully left all the work to Saro, spending his time instead peering at charts and maps of the river’s course, and delivering orders to the crew. Cognizant of Tanto’s famous temper, the men deferred to him silently, though Saro caught them exchanging amused glances: for everyone knew a child could steer a barge up the Golden River.


As soon as they scented the horse-nuts, the colts were crowding around Saro, pushing at him with their velvety muzzles, until he had to drop the treats down inside his tunic and fend them off. Night’s Harbinger, however, had hung back from the rest and regarded him warily. Slowly, Saro moved between the other horses till he was within arm’s reach of the bay. He held out his hand to him, empty, palm up. The bay rolled his eyes. When he stretched out to rub Night’s Harbinger on the cheek, he threw up his head, but did not back away. Carefully, Saro reached into his shirt and drew out a handful of the horse-nuts. When he scented them, the bay became strangely compliant. A few seconds later, Saro felt questing lips graze his hand, and then the horse-nuts were gone, as if by magic, and the next thing he knew, the bay was pressing his head against his chest, nosing deep into his tunic, until he had to push him away. As he did so, his shirt pulled loose from his belt, and horse-nuts scattered everywhere.


They made a sound like a miniature rockfall.


Tanto’s head whipped around, and took in with a face like thunder the sight of six of the Vingo family’s finest bloodstock yearlings scoffing worshipfully at his little brother’s feet.


Aran Aranson’s daughter ran until a sharp stitch under her ribs slowed her down. Rage had carried her a mile or more from the family booths, to the edge of the fairground and beyond. No one had taken much notice of a girl running urgently through their midst, since there were so many other people scurrying in all directions on errands and assignments; like the Aransons, setting up their stands, raising tents and pavilions, building temporary stockades for the livestock, tethering horses and dogs.


From the top of a rocky knoll, Katla looked back at the activity of the fair and pummelled her abdomen with a hard knuckle, trying to shift the stabbing pain. Stupid! She’d been so angry she’d forgotten to breathe properly. At home she ran for miles, tireless and steady, her long legs loping like a hound’s across moorland and meadow, up hill and down dale. She never got stitches, not like this. Damn her father for his bullying ways! She was a grown woman now, and surely due some respect: how dare he manhandle her as if she were a wayward ewe at shearing-time! And damn Fent and Erno, too, for standing by like the useless wretches they were, not even bothering to lift a hand to stop him. It didn’t surprise her that Fent wouldn’t stand up to their father, for Aran’s rages were elemental in their force; but she was disappointed in Erno, who might at least have remonstrated with him. She’d thought, from his shyness around her, that he might care a little for her: but clearly he was as cowardly and ineffectual as the rest of them. She ran a distracted hand over her head, feeling for the first time its strange new configuration, the remains of her hair uneven and spiky. Her head felt oddly light. It was – she noted with some surprise – quite a pleasant sensation.


Well, at least washing it wouldn’t be the tedious chore it usually was, with the long tail hanging plastered like a wet cat down her back for hours on end. As short as it was now, it would dry in minutes. She laughed as another thought struck her: for clearly her father had no intention of parading her around before King Ravn, as a marriage prospect! When Breta, Jenna and Tian had heard she’d be coming to the Allfair, it had been all they’d talk about – King Ravn Asharson: so handsome, so dashing, and by all accounts as wild as a stallion in heat for a mate – and they’d giggled and blushed and gone on at tedious length fantasising about what dresses they’d wear to be presented, how they’d curtsey and gaze up at him; how they’d prime their fathers to put their case to the lords. Remarkably, Jenna had managed to persuade her father to let her come with him to the Fair this year as well, though Katla doubted she’d ever be able to talk him into entering her into the marriage contest. The Fairwater clan, though wealthy and with an old heritage, were a shipbuilding family, and Katla suspected they already had their eye on one of her brothers for Jenna. Halli, probably, as the older of the two, rather than Fent. Katla anyway suspected her dour older brother had something of a soft spot for the coy and flirtatious Jenna. And Jenna, with her liking for dark men would most likely choose Halli, if she were given her say; though not until she’d had her foolish infatuation with Ravn Asharson conclusively quashed. They would all be going to the Gathering: that much Katla knew, for any Eyran family who paid tithes to the King or provided him with ships, crews or fighters was welcome to attend any court event. The northerners were not much for ceremony, Sur be praised.


Though quite what she would do with her tousled crop for the royal reception, she didn’t know, and it was only a couple of days away. She’d been planning to braid it up in the latest style, shown to her by Jenna when she’d come back from Halbo last month with a gorgeous new dress in the best southern silk – glossy as a holly leaf and edged with framings of Galian silver lace. Katla had no gorgeous new dress at all. She had prided herself on her own hair being more lustrous and vibrant than Jenna’s, and that what she lacked in finery she’d make up for with her crowning glory, as her mother so proudly termed it. Not much of a crowning glory now, she thought ruefully. Bera would be furious when she got home, would no doubt start castigating Aran for ruining his daughter’s marriage chances, and not only to the King! Which, as far as Katla was concerned, was no bad thing in itself: she didn’t think any husband would be so generous as to allow her travel to the Allfair with him, as her father, for all his complaints, had done; let alone run wild around the islands, climbing cliffs and riding wild ponies. No, she’d be the one saddled and harnessed, with a brace of children before she could blink, and then more and more and more until she’d mothered an entire clan. The Eyrans regarded large families as a sign of Sur’s blessing: a hard enough achievement, since they lost so many to feuding and the wicked seas.


The girls she knew talked about nothing other than weddings, it seemed: which lads were the nicest looking; which had the best prospects; what their settlements would be and what they’d wear for the handfasting; how many children they would have; what they’d call them all. To Katla such discussions were no more than a catalogue of constraints, and that the girls should conspire in their own confinement seemed perverse, to say the least. It was hard to maintain friends when you shared none of their dreams. Recently, she’d found herself drifting away from them, to pursue more and more solitary interests, and she hadn’t really missed their idle tattle at all.


Oddly enough, she’d come to count her brothers and their cronies as closer allies than her own sex, finding with them a fine sense of companionship in the sharing of active tasks around the homestead; or adventures on the island. One day she’d taken Halli with her to climb the headland at Wolf’s Ness, certain she’d seen a rock-sprite in a cave near the overhang. Using combined tactics and a rope made out of sealskin, with Katla wobbling badly on her tall brother’s shoulders at the crux, she’d managed to grasp the ledge and haul herself over, only to be confronted by a furious gull which had rushed at her, wings spread wide, its squawks of outrage splitting the air and its mad little chick, with its huge eyes and ridiculous fluff, pecking bravely at her hands. So much for the rock-sprite. Halli had laughed so much he’d fallen off the ledge: but luckily the rope had caught over the lip of the overhang and, with Katla as a counterweight, the two of them had swung out over the sea, giggling at their recklessness till they were weak.
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