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What Has Gone Before . . .


The world of Elda has three deities: the Woman, the Man and the Beast. Their magic has long been lost, though legends abound. Some say the god Sur is held captive beneath the crust of the world, awaiting his recall. The goddess Falla and her great cat have not been seen for centuries; but it does not stop the people of the southern continent – the Istrians – from turning their worship into a fanatical religion.


Despite tensions, the people of Elda gather every year on the volcanic waste known as the Moonfell Plain, there to arrange marriages and trade alliances. This year is a special occasion, for the King of Eyra, Ravn Asharson, has come to choose himself a bride. All are outraged when he chooses not a wellborn Eyran woman nor a noble Istrian beauty swathed in her veiling robes; but an unknown nomad woman whose merest glance fires men with desperate lust.


For Katla Aransen, daughter of the Rockfall Clan, sword-maker, tomboy and climber, it is the first visit to the Allfair: the first, and almost the last. From the Moonfell Plain there rises a great rock, called by the southerners Falla’s Rock and by the northerners Sur’s Castle, for their respective deities. Katla does not realize when she scales the Rock that it is a sacred place – all she sees is a perfect climb – but by committing sacrilege she manages to set the spark for a mighty conflagration. Both Eyra and Istria claim the Rock as their own: and Katla is caught in the middle of a furious debacle.


Even her family cannot save her, it seems, from the fires to which the Istrians are determined to consign her. Her dour and obsessive father, Aran Aranson, is distracted by dreams of gold, having bought what purports to be a treasure map. Nor can her brothers Halli and Fent, or her cousin Erno Hamson, who loves her dearly.


For Saro Vingo, too, it is his first visit to the Allfair. He is here with his family to trade horses and see his brother Tanto affianced to the Lord of Cantara’s daughter, Selen. Selen’s father is Lord Tycho Issian, a man of cruel lusts and fanatical beliefs. He must sell his daughter to clear his debts; but when the deal falls through Tanto, as handsome on the exterior as he is corrupt and cruel within, is determined to have Selen by any means. But as he rapes her, she stabs him and flees, only to be found and rescued by Erno Hamson, who had been engaged in helping Katla escape her pursuers: now she is left to face them alone.


In the end it will be young Saro Vingo who saves Katla. He saw her on the first day of the Fair and was enthralled by her; with the aid of a precious stone which has taken on terrifying magical powers, he wades into fires to free her.


A great conflict erupts as the Rockfall Clan escape the Fair with their injured kinswoman and Ravn Asharson flees with his beautiful new bride to his ship for the long voyage north to Halbo.


Unbeknownst to all, including herself, this extraordinary creature, known only as the Rosa Eldi, is the lost goddess Falla, abducted by a mage hundreds of years ago. Rahe, a great king and sorcerer, defeated her brother Sirio (known by the northerners as Sur) and imprisoned him beneath the Red Peak; then stole Falla away to his secret kingdom – Sanctuary, an island of ice at the top of the world – and there extracted all her magic and her memory and used it to gain power over all the world and make her his bodyslave. Until his apprentice Virelai – a strange, tall, pale man raised by Rahe since he was a child – unwittingly steals her away and brings her back to the world.


The Rosa Eldi, Rose of the World, will feel her memory and her magic returning, fragment by fragment: but still she remains in the power of men. In Ravn’s kingdom, she will find herself the subject of intense scrutiny and suspicion. Ravn needs a child to secure his succession: but the Rosa Eldi is not mortal and cannot conceive his child, no matter how hard she tries.


When Selen Issian, now travelling as Leta Gullwing having been rescued by Erno Hamson and a band of mercenaries under the tender care of Mam, arrives at the northern court heavily pregnant with the unwanted child of the man who raped her, it seems the new Queen of Eyra’s wishes have been answered.


In Istria, Selen’s father Tycho Issian, accompanied now by the sorcerer Virelai and a black cat, fans the flames of fundamentalism in the south, whipping up hatred and bloodlust against the old enemy. But his true motive is not religious, but profane in the extreme. At the Allfair, he glimpsed the Rosa Eldi, and was engulfed by desire for her. Now he will not rest until he can take her for himself. He will launch a holy war against the North to quench this lust, and burn a thousand nomads and heretics to assuage his torment.


Forces gather in both realms as the shadow of war creeps ever nearer. But Aran Aranson, safe home at Rockfall, his daughter miraculously recovered from her wounds, has no thought for the coming conflict. All his thought is bent on adventure: a voyage into arctic waters to seek for the legendary island of Sanctuary, where his map tells him there is untold treasure for the taking.


Katla sails with the mummers’ leader, the charismatic Tam Fox, to Halbo and there steals away the North’s best shipmaker, Morten Danson, to fashion a fine icebreaker to sail into the treacherous waters of the far north.


The ship is built; the crew selected. All the able-bodied men in the area will accompany Aran, leaving the women of Rockfall unprotected. It is not long before raiders from the southern continent sail into Rockfall waters. News of the theft of Morten Danson has reached the warmongers of Istria: if they can abduct the finest shipmaker in Eyra they can fashion a fleet with which they can carry the war to the Northern Isles. And taking a few comely Eyran women prisoners to sell in the slavemarkets of Istria can only add to their profits.


As fate would surely decree, Aran Aranson’s voyage is disastrous: struck by storm, by ill omen and mutiny Aran, his murderous younger son Fent and the last remaining member of the crew, Urse One-Ear, will find themselves adrift in the weird and hostile landscape of an island which may be the famed isle of Sanctuary, somewhere between the world of men and the world of legend . . .




Prologue


Where am I?


Who am I?


Neither question gave up a simple answer, though the ‘where’ might be easier to determine than the ‘who’. Stars wheeled overhead in a clear night sky. Out of all that silver-speckled blackness the constellation known as Sirio’s Ship, with its three aligned stars forming a single straight mast, leapt immediately to the eye. Orienting himself by this, he saw where the Fulmar flew ahead, north toward the Navigator’s Star, the brightest light in the sky. Turning, he located the Stallion and the Twins, showing between high silhouetted peaks, and to the west of them the complicated patterns of the Weaving Woman and the Archer. A sliver of new moon lay between the paws of the Great Cat; soon it would drop and the stars would turn and dawn would reveal the particularities of his location.


He already had a suspicion of where he found himself. He had navigated too many ocean crossings, studied the heavens for too many years ever to be completely lost in this world of Elda.


And thus he knew himself to be somewhere in the depths of the southern continent. Even if the unusual configuration of the stars had not offered that evidence, there were other signifiers available. Volcanic sand crunched beneath his bare feet. The air was dry and smelled of sulphur. It whispered against his skin, soft as a woman’s caress. Frowning, he dropped a hand. Why was he naked? Naked and in an Istrian desert, somewhere below tall volcanic mountains?


He searched his memory, which yielded tiny, precious details.


Dread and fear; fury and hopelessness. Freezing salt water which burned the throat and nose, and a terrible crushing, a searing pain in the chest, which spread through his entire body like wildfire through sere grass. From nowhere, or from everywhere, came a voice which rumbled through all that choking darkness, reverberating through the bones of his chest and skull so that it was almost as if the voice were his own, an internal command made massively manifest. Then, a sensation of great velocity, a roaring, tumbling, rushing through different elements – water, earth, air – or maybe it was himself flowing, merging with his surroundings in some bizarre metaphysical union.


The gap between ‘then’ and ‘now’ remained impossible to bridge. He felt hollowed out, scoured like a pot ready to be refilled. Bewildered and a little afraid, he shook his head, and the beads and bones woven into the long braids of his hair chinked lightly against the bare skin of his shoulders.


Then, putting the Navigator’s Star behind him, he began to walk towards his destiny.




One


Captives


‘Do you believe in magic, Tilo?’


‘Sergeant to you.’


‘Do you believe in magic, Sergeant?’ This last was uttered with sarcastic emphasis: he and Tilo Gaston had grown up in the same rat-run of Forent’s alleys, behind the shipyards where the whores and the destitute lived and where the air owned a permanent miasma of urine, salt and tar; but even though they’d signed up for the militia on the same day the dark man had managed to bag himself a rank Gesto could only dream of. He found it hard to believe merit had had anything to do with it.


Tilo Gaston ran a hand through his hair and stared at the figure in front of him, swaying awkwardly to the rhythm of the packhorse he was tied onto. They had placed a bag over the pale man’s head because Isto had insisted that a sorcerer could sear you dead from the inside out with his gaze; but Isto had never been the brightest coin in the bunch. There had been little resistance from the lanky albino creature, who seemed more like a dying eel than a magicker: clammy and languid, he had said not a word since his capture, let alone tried to lay on them curses or enchantments. The other one, though, the lad – he was a different matter. Eyes like a man three times his age: a man who had seen far too much. You could believe a fair bit about a boy like that. But magic?


He shrugged. ‘Lot of strange things in the world. I’ve seen flowers bloom in the Bone Quarter and chickens with two heads. I’ve seen fish fall out of a clear sky and a stone bleed. I’ve stood on ground that shook beneath my feet and heard voices where there could be none. Unnatural phenomena: that’s what they are.’


Gesto tried to look interested and failed. He hated it when Tilo played the sage: it was just another way of reminding his old friend of the gap that had opened up between them. You wouldn’t think that bearing a rank would make such a difference, but somehow it did: you got the pay, the choice of billet and the best women too. But why it encouraged Tilo to think it endowed you with a more valid experience of the world, he had no idea. He wished he had never bothered to ask his question.


If Tilo was aware of his comrade’s irritation, he gave no sign of it. Unfazed, he continued, ‘I’ve seen travelling players disappear in a cloud of green smoke, only to pop up right behind you out of nowhere; and I once saw a Footloose woman produce a whole swathe of silk flags from out of her cunny; but that’s illusion, that is: tricks and mirrors. But whatever it was you saw the boy do with that necklace thing the captain’s got wrapped so careful in his saddlebag, I can’t believe it was magic. Some sort of new weapon, I’d guess; or maybe just a shiny gewgaw that gave Toro’s horse a fright so it tossed him off and broke his silly neck.’


Gesto bristled. Besides himself, three men in the troop – seasoned soldiers too brutalised to have any imagination left to them – had sworn they had seen the boy blast Toro off his horse; and he had been right there when it happened! He might have been in pain from where that damned big cat had raked his leg, but there had been nothing wrong with his eyes, for Falla’s sake! And he had seen the body. There hadn’t been a mark on it, the only sign of Toro’s precipitous demise being an expression of astonishment and upturned, shocked, white eyes.


‘Well, I saw what I saw,’ he declared mulishly, and let his horse drop back in order to end the conversation.


His leg throbbed dully in the heat of the day, and his throat was parched. They had been riding steadily since dawn and it was now past lunch time, but the captain showed no sign of stopping. Sand swirled up around them and got into the most unbelievable nooks and crannies. Trust the Goddess, he thought, in a moment of sheer heresy, to design a man to have so many awkward places in which sand could embed itself and irritate you so. To take his mind off these discomforts, he turned to survey the rest of the troop and saw where the boy rode in the company of Isto and Semanto halfway back down the line. Like the pale man, the boy’s head was also swathed, his hands bound to the cantle in front of him. He sat his piebald pony with a complete indifference to its uncoordinated gait, so that he was thrown around each time the pony lurched. Shoulders slumped, feet limp; every line of his body carried the same message: that he did not care whether he lived or died.


The nomad woman had been quite lively by comparison. First there had been a great deal of wailing and weeping about the death of some child; and when Garmo had told her he’d give her something to really complain about and Sammo and Heni had stripped her and held her down while he forced himself on her, she’d howled and shrieked and rained imprecations and blows upon him throughout the whole encounter, which really hadn’t taken more than a minute, for all Garmo’s drunken boasts about his sexual prowess. The funny thing was, though, that his prick had swolled up and then gone black and painful the next day; so while she was quite attractive in an outlandish way, with her light, curled hair, her veilless face and pale, brazen eyes, not to mention those lush tits, no one else had much fancied trying their luck with her.


Garmo would probably have to spend his entire share of the reward they’d receive for turning in these prisoners to Lord Tycho Issian on a chirurgeon if he wanted to save his cock from falling off, and serve him right. Gesto had better ideas as to what to do with his money. A side of beef and a flagon of beer at the Bullock’s Head, followed by a good Istrian whore – no, two, he amended quickly – at Jetra’s famed House of Silk. Then go see how much it would cost him to bribe his own way up to sergeant. It’d be worth it just to see the look on Tilo’s face when he turned up wearing a red braid on his arm, too. Self-satisfied bastard, he thought, just as the arrow took him in the neck.


The stench below decks was becoming unbearable. Fat Breta had thrown up again, so weakly that she had been unable to clear the skirts of her dress. Her retching punctuated her weeping: it was a miserable sound. Between the tears and the vomit, at this rate she’d be a shadow of her former self by the time they landed at an Istrian port, if they ever made it that far, thought Katla.


As if echoing her fear, the ship listed deeply to the right, wallowed and then lurched hard to the left, throwing them all sideways, so that Fat Breta’s wailings were drowned under the cries of the other prisoners. Soon even that noise was subsumed by the creaks of the ship’s timbers under the strain of the sea and an incompetent steersman. Surely the poorly crafted planking which was all that held them up above hundreds of feet of Northern Ocean would burst and the vessel spring a leak at any moment. It was not a comforting thought. As the ship hit another trough and rolled like a dying pig, Katla felt the bile rise in her throat and swallowed it down again. To be sick was unthinkable: she was Katla Aransen, daughter of a line of Eyran rovers, born to a life on the ocean wave. She had the sea in her blood! She had first set foot on a longship at the age of three and a half and been sailing all her life, and never once had she thrown up in the seventeen years that followed, storm or calm: it was a matter of pride.


Not that there was much pride left to any of them, save old Hesta Rolfsen. It was hard to think about her grandmother, that tough old matriarch, and her terrible, heroic death. For all her sharp tongue, beady eyes and bawdy humour, Katla was more like the old beldame than she would have cared to admit. On their first night aboard this foreign tub, Katla’s mother, Bera Rolfsen, had told them all of the matriarch’s resolute ending in an attempt to put some backbone into those who wailed and prayed for death themselves:


‘“Here I sit and here I will stay. Rockfall is my home: I am too old to leave it,” those were her words.’ Bera’s face had been as stern as carved wood as she had looked from one to another amid this telling – from Katla’s shocked face, white in the darkness of the hold except for the black bruise on her chin which had ended her fight with the raiders, to Kitten Soronsen’s tear-reddened eyes and Magla Felinsen’s hunched figure; from Forna Stensen, her straw-yellow hair a wild tangle, to Thin Hildi, staring down at her mismatched stockings all torn to bits. Kit Farsen had made a small sound like an injured rabbit, then mastered herself as Bera’s gaze fell upon her. ‘She took her place in my husband’s great dragon-chair. I tried to cajole her, but she would have none of it, and when I tried to take her from there by force she gripped so fast to the chair’s carved arms that I could not move her. I pleaded with her to come with me, but she said she was too old to see any more of this world of Elda but that much experience still lay before the rest of us, and that if no one survived her, who then would be left to avenge her death?’


‘Me.’ Katla’s voice was low. ‘I will avenge her. And not just my brave grandmother, either. I will take vengeance for every one of those who died: Hesta Rolfsen, Marin Edelsen, Tian Jensen, Otter Garsen, Signy and Sigrid Leesen, Finna Jonsen, Audny Filsen and all. Even little Fili Kolson and his old dog, Breda: I will kill the men who did this: I swear it on my grandmother’s bones.’


That had stopped Kitten’s tears. ‘And how will you do that?’ she jeered.‘With no weapon and your hands shackled? Will you strangle them between your thighs – or screw them to death when they test you for their brothels?’


‘Kitten!’ Bera’s voice was sharp as chipped flint.


Katla gave Kitten Soronsen such a look that she quelled. One day there would be a score to be settled. ‘Do not ask me how; just accept that I will.’


And she had meant it.


Now, quite suddenly, three days after making that vow, she was crying for the first time since they had been captured. She had come aboard the vessel unconscious from the man they called Baranguet’s well-placed fist; and when she had come to, hurting and furious, she had been charged with adrenalin and resolve. Slow-burning anger had carried her through the next two days, coupled with utter disbelief. At any moment she expected to awake and find herself chilly from sleeping too long in the wind on top of the Hound’s Tooth. But the discomfort of being chained up in this stinking hold was clearly no dream; and the reality of her grandmother’s stiff-backed demise pressed in on her with ever greater impact. Tears fell, searing and unstoppable. They burned down her cheeks, off her chin and dripped onto her leather tunic. Then her nose began to run. Sur’s nuts! There was nothing she could do about it but sniff furiously: like the others her hands were chained to great rusted links stapled into the tarred timbers of the hold’s floor.


Being taken captive had been vile enough: the manhandling humiliating, the knowledge of defeat and loss of control shattering. But tears would help no one; besides, she would not let any of the others see her cry. And so she closed off that part of herself and concentrated on being alive and relatively unscathed, even if confined to this filthy, stinking space, trussed up like a chicken in the belly of a bodge-built Istrian bucket, and heading for a less than pleasant fate.


Katla was, for the most part, a girl who lived in the moment. She rarely looked back; generally considered the future with anticipation, or with frustration that she had not yet reached it. The physical world and her relationship with it was everything; and so she was dealing with some of the more abstract aspects of her situation rather better than her companions. Even as Thin Hildi wept and Kitten Soronsen wailed and Magla Felinsen droned on about the way Istrian women were kept as slaves, Katla kept her horrors confined to her current circumstances.


She had never travelled in the hold of a ship before and she did not like it. She was used to being up in the elements, watching the surf skim off the waves and the clouds scud across the sky, the sunlight spangling the water and the sail bellying out like washing on a line. She was used to standing lightly on the bucking timbers of an Eyran ship built out of the knowledge and love of generations of sea-goers and shipmakers, allowing her body to find its own centre, to move with the rhythm of the ocean, feeling the healthy tensions of wood and iron and water and, somewhere far below, the resonances of the rock of Elda, the veins of crystal and ores which spoke into her blood and bones. It was a mystical connection which gave her a deep faith of rightness in the world


Down here, with her wrists chafed by iron which had bitten into the skins of generations of slaves, amid the stench and the noise, it seemed she had lost the trick of it.


So, unable to do anything else, she gave her thoughts to the infinite number of ways in which she might kill a man; both quickly and slowly.


Baranguet, she thought murderously, I will start with Baranguet . . .




Two


The Wasteland


In this arctic region day differed little from night. The sun, when it heaved itself over the horizon, offered only a kind of milky twilight for a few brief hours before sliding leadenly back into darkness. Above this short-lived band of light, the sky shaded first to cobalt, then to violet and indigo, before becoming as black as a raven’s wing, and in that blackness – at least to Aran Aranson’s weary, snowblind eyes – the stars were simply too luminous to gaze upon for any length of time.


But even if he could not look upon it, he knew, as if there was a lodestone in his skull, that the Navigator’s Star hung directly overhead, and by its position he knew that they were as far north as it was possible to go – and yet it seemed as though the world of ice went on forever. Perhaps, Aran mused as he plodded grimly along the narrow isthmus that had opened out before them, they were already dead and this place was a world-between-worlds reserved for those men of ill-luck with whom the god did not wish to share his table. For there could be no doubt that he was an exceedingly luckless man. Even before he had embarked on this doomed expedition he had lost a son and a wife, and estranged his daughter; and now he was master of nothing. Since Bera had announced their marriage dissolved, Rockfall would return to her family, as was the Eyran way: he had no home. His beautiful ship, the Long Serpent, lay crushed by the merciless ice of the Northern Ocean. The best part of his crew he had lost to storm and sea, to murder and mutiny; and then to the teeth and claws of a snowbear. Some men had preferred to take their chances with the elements rather than accompany him on what they saw as a fool’s errand, and so he had left them behind with precious few supplies and little chance of survival. To his knowledge, the man who accompanied him, and the burden he carried, was all that was left of his glorious expedition.


He turned. The giant, Urse, with his ruined face and single ear, who had once been lieutenant to the lord of the mummers, marched stolidly behind him, his huge feet planted in his leader’s wake, head down, shoulders bowed under the weight of the third survivor of the expedition. Fent Aranson was wrapped in every item of clothing they could spare, yet still his skin was the delicate blue of a robin’s egg and the blood had long since stopped seeping from his severed hand, as if his heart had already given up the ghost.


Aran Aranson set his face into the wind once more and squinted against the glare. To his snow-hazed eyes it seemed there were spirits all around them in this eerie, silent place: wisps of spindrift twisting off the tops of the dunes and banks piled on either side of their passage, curling into the air like a host of lost souls. If anything, the lack of lamentation and wailing added to the impression he had of being in a transitionary zone. Maybe, he thought, as his feet continued their exhausted trudge, they were fated to wander this terrible, freezing nothingness for all time, never gaining on their goal, nor leaving the tempestuous world of men any further behind them.


Urse One-Ear placed his feet in the churned-up ruts made by Aran Aranson and wondered for the thousandth time whether he would ever place them on soft green grass, pebble beach or forest floor again.


As a child, growing up in the treeless wastes of Norheim – all bare rock and low scrub, grey horizons and sea-thrashed shores – he had possessed a powerful curiosity to see more of the world, believing that his homeland must surely be the most godforsaken place in all of Elda. He had seen some startling sights in his life, but these soulless tracts were the grimmest by far. Even in the semi-darkness, the gleam of the never-ending snow hurt his eyes, and the intense cold made his teeth and scars ache and brought vividly to mind memories he had rather leave buried. Many had asked him about the cause of the loss of his ear and about the furrows which ravaged that face, almost closing his left eye and lifting one corner of his mouth to expose a snaggle of teeth, so that he had come to resemble a farm cat kicked in the head by a bad-tempered horse; but Urse had never cared to volunteer the information. Over the years, these fearsome markings had caused no little speculation. Some surmised that he had been in one axe-fight too many, or had come to grief in some tragic nautical accident. The truth was worse, and still gave him nightmares.


He had joined Tam Fox’s mummers’ troupe nearly twenty years ago when he was barely more than a lad. At that time, the troupe had owned a bear – a great black shambling fellow from the forests of central Istria – which Tam Fox had rescued from hawkers on the docks of Halbo who were using it to generate themselves a nice little income by soliciting bets on how many dogs could take it down. To cover their risk, they would privately goad the beast for an hour before the bout, taunting it with meat, beating it off with sticks and cudgels until it was murderous. As a result, it had carried more scars than Urse did now – obvious ones, around the paws and muzzle – but more, far more, invisible to the eye. They were much of a size, Urse and the bear; and in one of the old languages their names corresponded, so he had come to feel a common bond with the poor creature and had taken over its care for the mummers’ troupe. Then, one day, he had moved awkwardly, or his shadow had fallen across it in some way which recalled to it a past torment, and it had turned upon him with such terrifying ferocity that he knew his life was over. It had his head engulfed in its noisome, furnacelike mouth and was bearing its jaws down upon him when Tam Fox had intervened, hurling himself upon the bear and blowing all the time on a high-pitched whistle which Urse could hear only in the vibrations it made in the bones of the creature’s great skull. With a roar, it had spat him out and pulled away, only to be speared by Min Codface and the contortionist, Bella; but not before it had raked the mummers’ leader thoroughly with its wicked claws, and taken Urse’s ear and half his face with it. It was a miracle that he had survived his injuries; a miracle, and Tam Fox’s patience and near-magical skill with herbs and ointments.


He had told Aran Aranson that he wished to join his expedition to the island of gold because experience had taught him he was unlikely to engage the affections of a woman sufficiently for her to agree to be his wife without the lure of a good farm (which he could never afford without a large windfall); but the truth was that when the mummers’ leader was lost with the wreck of the Snowland Wolf, some significant part of Urse One-Ear had gone down to the seabed with him. Tam had seemed almost supernatural in his energies and grace; that a life like his could be snuffed out in such an arbitrary fashion had made him lose faith in his own worth and survivability. It seemed a fitting bargain to offer himself up to the god to do with as he wished by taking a place on this madman’s quest. Through one ordeal after another he had endured; but when they had finally encountered the snow-bear in these nameless realms, he had been ready to surrender his life to it, deeming it a fitting end, since his life was already forfeit to a bear; but by typically random chance it had chosen Pol Garson over him, and then Aran’s son Fent. That it had not taken him was perplexing: like Aran Aranson, he sensed they had crossed over into some mythical place where men paid the dues they had tallied up in life, and had resigned himself to wait for whatever judgement would fall. Now he was not sure whether to feel relief or to brace himself for the next onslaught.


So when the great bird skimmed suddenly above them it seemed like a portent. Yet, in front of him, Aran Aranson continued his oblivious trudge: he had seen nothing.


‘Albatross!’ Urse cried, hollowing his hands around the word. Aran turned like a man in a dream, and Urse repeated the observation, pointing overhead.


He watched the bird circle them and frowned. Something about it seemed unnatural. He could not determine why he thought this, only that its presence made him uneasy. Something, perhaps, about the way it had appeared to hover over them so effortlessly before wheeling away again. What was it about the creatures of this ice-world? The snowbear had seemed too intent upon them for mere hunger, its mean black eyes as flat as a shark’s, dual-natured, as if driven by another’s will.


He marked the bird’s passage as it vanished beyond an ice cliff which rose like woodsmoke in the distance and then, there being nothing else in this white world to distract him, returned his regard to the monotonous placement of foot beyond foot.


Many hours later they reached the ice cliff and prepared themselves for another endless white vista; but once they rounded its western shoulder another world lay before them: a landscape composed all of ice: but what remarkable ice it was! Walls and buttresses curved like vast ships rose out of a frozen sea. Great towers swept skyward, aquamarine at their base to ethereal green and translucent pink-white at their mist-wrapped summits. Battlements and terraces ringed these towers around, and into them were carved not only eyelets and arched windows, but fabulous beasts like those in the ancient tapestries of Halbo Castle – winged gryphons and prancing unicorns, grinning trolls and fearsome dragons, gigantic hounds and monstrous eagles; or perhaps their eyes were playing tricks upon them and the whole was no more than some ice-madness, a snow-blindness of the mind; an extravagant fata morgana induced by their avid desire for some mark of man on this endless wasteland.


Indeed, Aran Aranson began to rub his sore eyes with the back of one frozen hand, as if to dash the bizarre vision away; but when he focused them again, it was to see a figure approaching, a figure which did not trudge as they did across the snow, nor churn up the ground as it went, but which seemed to skim the surface of the ice without touching it, and this observation convinced him finally that he had lost his mind.




Three


Stones


In the midst of the mayhem that followed, someone ripped the bag from Saro’s head.


‘That’s the Vingo boy!’ he heard a man cry triumphantly, and then there came more noises of chaos: the shriek and grate of sword upon sword, the urgent scuffle of feet and hooves, the thud of arrows finding their mark and mingled cries of agony and battle fury.


When his eyes had adjusted to the sudden blast of light, Saro looked about him, disorientated by this strange turn of events. It seemed the troop who had overtaken the nomads and captured Virelai, Alisha and himself had themselves been overtaken by other militia. All around, his captors were either locked in hand-to-hand combat with men wearing similar gear, or lay dead upon the ground, stuck with arrows. He saw, amidst all this horror, Virelai darting awkwardly amongst the milling horses, bent almost double at the waist, his hands reaching blindly in front of him. In other circumstances he might have looked almost comical, but with the bag still securely bound over his head it seemed a miracle that he should avoid the flying hooves.


‘Virelai!’ he shouted, and at once regretted it.


The sorcerer stopped his weaving trail and stood stockstill, his bagged head swivelling wildly, trying to pinpoint the speaker’s whereabouts. As the horse came at him, Saro saw Virelai’s bound hands come up instinctively, and entirely ineffectively, to ward it off; then he was down on the ground and the great beast was trampling him in its own panic and fear. When the melee passed over him, Saro could see that the sorcerer had been left lying upon his back, as unmoving as a stone. The force of the blow had driven the bag off the pale man’s head: his white hair streamed around him, except where it was trodden into the mire.


Saro slipped awkwardly off his mount, ran to where the sorcerer lay and knelt beside him. Virelai’s eyes were closed. Colourless lashes lay still upon colourless cheeks. His mouth was open, but no rasp of breath issued from it. Saro saw where a purple bruise and a mess of open flesh marred the white temple. But when he examined the area more closely there appeared to be no blood, though the wound was clearly deep and damaging. In fact, the opening appeared not bright scarlet but a strangely livid grey. This detail disturbed Saro even more than if the wound had been gouting cascades of gore. He leaned over the body, laid his ear to Virelai’s thin chest.


Nothing.


Panic rising, Saro got to his feet and started yelling. ‘Help! Here! This man’s stopped breathing. Help!’


No one took the slightest notice. As time slowed around him like a bad dream, Saro saw where dwindling groups of men fought one another, while others lay dead or dying, their feet drumming weakly in their death throes. Usually inordinately sensitive to the woes of the world, Saro was surprised to find that he felt remarkably little about these violent demises. The soldiers who had taken them had been brutal and coarse. In order to apprehend Virelai and himself, they had murdered defenceless old men and women, and poor Falo, and just for Tycho Issian’s reward money. They had raped Alisha and joked while they were about it. They had boasted of the atrocities they had carried out against other nomads – whom they referred to derogatorily as ‘the Footloose’ – and those they had witnessed by other militiamen as though they were mere entertainments and the victims less than beasts. In one notable conversation he recalled, a pair of his captors had discussed with some glee a new device which had just been created by a young nobleman from the south, a hero now confined to a wheeled chair after his brave attempt to rescue an Istrian woman from northern barbarians at the Allfair. You could, it appeared, contain two dozen or more heretics and magickers in this great sphere of wrought iron and cook them slowly over a fire. It prolonged the agonies of the unbelievers and brought them to the Goddess more perfectly than the traditional stake-and-pyre method. The Lord of Cantara was especially pleased by this innovation: he had taken to charging a viewing fee from the public for such events to fund the war effort and it was proving most profitable. They planned to attend the next such burning on their return to Jetra, and looked forward to it with some relish.


Saro had retched and groaned inside the stifling confines of his bag, and had earned a clout across the shoulders for his troubles. Now, scanning the ravages of the battlefield, it appeared that those men were either dead or dying along with the rest of their troop. He grimaced. Less of their ilk on the face of Elda must surely be a blessing in itself.


A little distance away, Saro saw where the captain of the troop who had captured them lay moving feebly in a pool of his own blood, the handle of a knife sticking up out of his belly. Night’s Harbinger, the fine stallion Saro had stolen from Jetra’s stables to make his escape, lay nearby, his neck all hacked and gouged. At once, a red wash of anger raged inside him: no animal deserved such ill-treatment, let alone such a beauty as this one had been. Flashes of the race the stallion had won at the Allfair came rushing back at him, the race Tanto, his brother, had forced him to ride in order to win enough money for the settlement to buy his marriage to the Lord of Cantara’s daughter. Deprived of the daughter, now Tanto had wedded himself to the father, it seemed. Tycho Issian and Tanto Vingo: a truly unholy alliance! And yet their vile pairing had only just begun. Saro clenched and unclenched his fists like a man ready to take on the world.


What on Elda would they be capable of if either of them were to lay hands upon the deathstone?


The deathstone. Even the possibility of Virelai’s death meant little in the face of this danger. He must find it; perhaps even use it to drive off the remaining militiamen, but even through his ebbing anger the thought of wielding it again was repugnant. He remembered with super-real clarity the guard who had fallen lifeless at his feet at the Allfair; the soldier he had seared from his horse in defence of the nomads. The coruscating detonation of the stone he remembered like a physical entity, a pain at the back of the eyeball, a vibration down the sternum, a weakness in the legs. The dead haunted his sleep; he had little wish to add to their number. Yet he knew it was better that a handful of men died here than a multitude perish in some future time as a result of his misplaced moral fastidiousness.


Steeling himself against cowardice, Saro squared his jaw. He shut his eyes and listened.


Even when they were separated, it seemed he could not be entirely free of the stone’s influence. The simple pendant he had been gifted with by the old moodstone seller had, with the touch of the White Woman – the Goddess, as he now knew her to be – become the most dangerous object in the world; and just as Tycho and his brother appeared to be wedded in some fateful union so, it seemed, he was paired with his own nemesis. His sense of relief when the death-stone had been taken from him by the soldiers had been short-lived; for although it no longer hung around his neck in its soft leather pouch, he had been able to hear it. It called to him by day and night, a thin keening which scraped at the bone on the inside of his scalp like nails on rock. No one else appeared to be aware of this vile sound: it was the stone’s love song and lament for him alone, a babe wailing for its parent.


He closed off the other sounds around him, opened his eyes and focused grimly. It took only a few seconds to locate the thin call, some way distant and to his left, moving slowly, backwards, forwards, sideways. The captain’s horse was an impressive bay with a fine arched neck and powerful chest, and just now it was stepping nervously out of the path of a grey with its rider dangling half-dead from its back. As soon as his gaze alighted upon the leather saddlebags it still carried, the noise in his head increased, became a buzzing as of many flies.


Saro closed the space between himself and the horse in a few short strides. The bay eyed him suspiciously and skittered away, eyes rolling. Knowing what would follow the action but making it anyway, Saro caught at the flailing bridle and laid a hand firmly on the beast’s neck. At once he was assailed by the horse’s experience of its world. Blood. Salty and sweet and tangy. Freshly shed blood, men’s blood. Horses’ too. Blood and churned earth, human shit. The reek of it clung to the roof of the mouth, making the tongue sticky and rough. The gelding wanted to flee, but could find no clear path in which the scent was not strong. Its skin crawled with apprehension; its heart beat wildly. Saro took his hand off the horse’s slick skin and in seconds the terror faded. The bay snorted and threw its head up, but it stopped its neurotic dance and its breathing came more steadily.


The deathstone was in the nearside saddlepack. He unlatched the buckle, felt inside. As if working the stone’s will rather than his own, his fingers closed around a wrapped package. He drew it out and peeled away the layers. There it was, in its nest of fabrics. Caged in silver wire, threaded on its leather thong, the moodstone looked like the trinket it once had been, the simple piece of jewellery he had thought to purchase as a gift for his mother. He closed his fingers over it convulsively and shuddered at the familiar dull vibration which travelled up his arm. But at least the noise had stilled. He breathed a deep sigh, somewhere between relief and resignation, and started to unwind the thong to replace the deathstone around his neck.


The next thing he knew, something sharp prodded him in the back.


‘Thought you’d do a little looting, did you, laddie?’


A dagger point was digging into his chest, held by a slabcheeked man whose eyes glinting balefully.


‘Gissit here!’ he insisted, gesturing with his chin at Saro’s hand, which had at the interruption closed instinctively into a fist.


‘You don’t want it,’ Saro said desperately. ‘Truly, you don’t.’


‘That’s for me to decide,’ the big man said, scowling.‘Open yer hand or lose it.’


Saro’s fingers unfurled like the petals of some lethal flower. The soldier stared at what he held there and his scowl deepened.


‘Bit of tat,’ he opined.


Saro smiled weakly.‘It is. Yes. Just a moodstone. Not worth much . . .’


The dagger bit deeper. ‘Even so,’ the man snarled, ‘it’s winner’s takings. Some gormless bugger’ll pay me a cantari or two for it. Gissit here!’ He snatched at the boy’s hand, but Saro’s reflexes were too slow to prevent what happened next.


As the soldier’s grip closed over the moodstone three things occurred with such apparent simultaneity that it would have been impossible to say which occurred first. The flesh of their two hands seemed to fuse; the stone glowed silver-white like metal heated to liquid; and Saro felt the man’s soul flee his body in a bewildered rush of regret and utmost terror. As his grip faltered and failed, the soldier’s eyes rolled up into his sockets and he dropped to his knees, his mouth stretched wide in a soundless rictus.


The moodstone, as grey and lifeless as the man it had killed, fell silently to the ground. Saro watched it tumble the few feet into the mud as if down the endless length of the most vertiginous cliff. He blinked: once, twice; wondered whether he would ever find the will to pick it up again. Then voices were shouting at him and rough hands spun him around. Two men: one was fat and grizzled; the other scrawny and pimpled. Both were garbed in boiled leather and chainmail; both had bloody swords.


‘That’s the one!’ the skinny one said.


‘What, him?’ The fat one was disbelieving. ‘He’s killed a hundred men and has to be approached with caution?’ He laughed. ‘That one couldn’t strangle a rabbit!’


‘No, it is: it’s Saro Vingo,’ Pimple declared hotly. ‘I seen him in Jetra with his family and his brother – you know, Tanto, the one in the wheeled chair.’


Fat Man looked ruminative, then a little anxious. ‘Get him quick, then,’ he said to his companion, taking a step back.


Pimple glared at him. ‘Lost the use of yer arms, have you?’ He turned his attention to Saro. ‘Put yer hands out,’ he said, brandishing his sword. Saro offered them slowly, and as he did so, he covered the moodstone as unobtrusively as he could with his left foot, then pressed down, treading it carefully into the muck. If he could just distract their attention for a moment or two . . .


Pimple lofted his blade and tucked it in under Saro’s throat. Then he undid his belt with his free hand, whipped it expertly around Saro’s wrists and pulled it tight. ‘Right,’ he said to the older man. ‘I’ll have the reward on this one, and you, you lazy git, can fuck right off.’


Fat Man snarled. ‘I saw him first.’


Pimple sneaked a look to left and right to see if anyone else had spotted his prize, but no one appeared to be looking in their direction. In one fast and fluid movement, he spun around. A powerfully driven and precisely placed elbow caught Saro just below the jaw, while with his forward lunge he landed the bloodied swordpoint deep in his companion’s belly. The Fat Man’s eyebrows shot up in sudden surprise, almost reaching his receding hairline. Then with a deep sigh, he sank to his knees.


Pimple let his sword arm drop along with the man. When his victim had stilled, he twisted the hilt with a flourish and ripped the blade upward. At once a great festoon of guts tumbled out over the steel in a noisome, steaming heap to land with a wet slither and slap around the older man’s feet. Fat Man looked sorrowfully. ‘You kept saying it was about time I lost some weight.’


Pimple wrinkled his nose at the horrible stench. ‘Faw! I said that hotpot at the Limping Cockerel was off,’ he opined; but the fat man had at last passed beyond any interest in his diet. The thin man placed his right foot on top of his fallen comrade’s, put his weight on it and levered his sword back out into the light. Then he cleaned the blade on the dead man’s tunic with fastidious care before resheathing it at his hip.


At last he turned to deal with his prisoner.



Four


The Kettle-girl


Katla Aransen had little chance to work her murderous fantasies. When the weather got rougher, the Istrians chained their captives’ feet as well as their hands and left the women to fend for themselves as best they could whilst they fought the elements aloft.


None of the crew appeared to be seasoned sailors, as was to be deduced from the desperate lurchings of the ship as great waves broadsided her, or from the shouts of panic as water crashed down and timbers splintered. Katla itched to be up on deck, trimming the sail and angling the bow into the pitch of the waves. She loved a storm; but only if she could see something of it. Down here it was as dark as sin, and what had already been an oppressive prison now became a reeking pit, filled with a more noisome stench than she could ever have imagined could be created by a dozen women of good Eyran stock. Less, now. A dozen of them had been taken from Rockfall but only ten of them were left: Katla and her mother, Magla, Kitten, Hildi and Breta; Simi Fallsen, a big dark girl from the north of the island who’d had the misfortune to be visiting the steading at just the wrong time, her friend, Leni Stelsen and the cousins, Forna Stensen and Kit Farsen. The other two had died, either from the wounds they had taken or from sheer terror. And it would be a miracle if the others didn’t follow.


They had no dignity, and little humanity, left to them. Some had lost all or most of their clothing as the raiders manhandled them down to the shore. Some had been raped, before Galo Bastido had stopped his men from further damaging his potentially valuable goods. Some ranted; others hunched silently, curled in on themselves, giving way to misery and death. They all sat or lay in their own filth. Many had been seasick and were now too weak, or too empty, even to vomit. It had been four days since they had had any food other than bread so hard Thin Hildi had broken a tooth on it, three since the Istrians had brought them fresh water. Katla suspected the raiders had miscalculated their supplies; or maybe they had meant only to capture the shipmaker, and the women had merely been a bonus cargo. They had been at sea for sixteen days; so she reckoned they were either lost or were heading farther down the Istrian coast than she had expected. She thought about what she knew of the southern continent, which was not much. The men of the north charted only their own waters – sketchy, diagrammatic scribbles with rough charcoal on cured lambskin, showing treacherous reefs, safe channels and fast currents; where fish shoaled in spring, where ships had been wrecked; the best passage for Halbo’s harbour, or the rich fishing waters around the Fair Isles. So she had never seen a map of the enemy’s lands, not even of how to reach the Moonfell Plain where the annual Allfair was held: the route for that sailing was a piece of near-legendary nautical wisdom passed from father to son and uncle to nephew down the male line of Eyran families. And although she had travelled with her own family to the Allfair the previous year, she knew only that the Moonfell Plain stuck out into the Northern Ocean like a thumb of land, and that beyond its ashy volcanic wastes, mountains rose to the south and a great sweep of coastline curled away out of sight to the east and the Istrian mainland. Where this ramshackle vessel and its pirate crew might be headed, she had little idea, other than the mention of the word ‘Forent’, which appeared, from the context in which it had been used, to be a port city and the centre of the south’s incipient shipbuilding industry. She deduced from this that Forent must be their destination. They had certainly gone to a great deal of trouble to lay hands on Morten Danson: now he would surely be pressed into service to make ships for the Istrian war against her people. If the vile little vessel they were on was the best the wrights of the Southern Empire could produce, it was no wonder they had been forced to sail all the way to Rockfall to find themselves a half-decent shipmaker.


And what of her own fate, and that of her companions? Weak as they were from sickness and lack of sustenance, death and disease could not be far away. They were hardly going to be an enticing sight by the time they made landfall, if they ever did. She looked around through the murk of the hold. Even the prettiest of them, Kitten Soronsen, looked about as alluring as a leprous beggar, with her glorious pale hair lying lank and dirty over her shit-stained shift and her face all red and swollen. Bera, already a gaunt woman, looked as thin as one of Old Ma Hallasen’s cats; even Magla Felinsen, with her loud mouth and capacious bosom, was greatly reduced. Their captors were going to have some work to do to make them presentable enough to fetch more than a cantari or two, Katla thought with a certain grim satisfaction. They might go as slaves; but as whores? Any man desperate enough to desire any of them would have to be as blind as a mole and possessed of no sense of smell – even their captors had stopped pawing at them.


Katla knew a little more about some of the seamier ways of the world than most of the other women on the ship. She knew, for instance, that in the port towns of the Northern Isles whores did a brisk trade in the alleys and slophouses around the harbour, especially when ships made landfall after several days at sea; but she also knew that for the most part that trade was their own: it was a course some women chose to follow. In Eyra the money such women earned they pocketed themselves and spent as much or as little of it as they chose. But from what she had heard about practices in the Southern Empire, they were more likely to be herded against their will into some cushioned den and kept there by threat and by violence to service the lecherous and depraved. You would have to be both desperate and indiscriminate, Katla considered, to subject yourself voluntarily to the attentions of most men who would seek to pay to tup a woman. She had seen a few inebriated and ill-favoured sailors and shoremen in her short life, enough to know that offering herself to them for a few coins would never be her choice of profession. But to be forced into such servitude, compelled to carry out who knew what bizarre perversions in an enemy city’s brothel . . . She wasn’t a particularly squeamish or moral girl, but she knew she would rather die.


Erno Hamson sat with his feet dangling over the barnacled stones of the old wall, staring blindly out to sea, trying hard to control his frustration and hoping some ship – any ship – might come by. Pale sunlight struck down through the water in the inner harbour to where half a dozen wrecked boats lay drowned on the seabed, evidence of the raiders’ destruction. This exact spot had used to be his favourite place in all of Elda, and he had sat here on a hundred previous occasions, but never in circumstances like those in which he now found himself. For a start, this time there was no Katla Aransen at his side, her crabline disappearing into the lazy green waters below them as they bunked off some chore up at the steading. Indeed, he had very little idea of where Katla might be, except that she was not here at Rockfall, where he had so fervently hoped to find her. Above and behind him, the black smoke which had engulfed the steading on the hillside had disappeared, blown away on a stiff north wind which drove high clouds fast across a chill blue sky. The bodies which had lain scattered and defiled about the homefield had been buried, and anything useful which could be salvaged from the remains of the hall had been purloined by the rest of the mercenary troop of which he had, until the night before, deemed himself, if somewhat reluctantly, a member.


There had appeared to be only three survivors of the raiders’ attack on the steading. Two were foreign women who turned out to be whores the Istrians had brought with them from Forent, then discarded. The third was Ferra Bransen. They had found her shut in a fish shed down near the harbour, but for the first two days she had been incoherent with terror, and appeared convinced that Persoa, into whose care she had been given, was one of the raiders, for she cowered away from even his gentlest touch, and wailed if he looked at her. Traumatised as Ferra was, she still could remember nothing useful of the events which occurred, nor any detail of the raiders or their vessel; but it had not taken much speculation to leap to the conclusion that since the shipmaker, Morten Danson, was no longer to be found on the island, he had been abducted for a second time, and was now bound for the Southern Empire.


Erno had wanted to follow them immediately, of course, and rescue Katla. The stones of the steading were still hot from the fire when they had arrived, and the corpses strewn around the homefield had not yet begun to stink, so the raiders’ ship could not have sailed far. He felt sure that with a good wind, and their superior sailing skills, they could overtake them and save the prisoners they had taken. But Mam would hear nothing of his entreaties. ‘They are vicious marauders, and we do not know how many of them there are. Besides,’ she had added, showing him the gleaming points of her sharpened teeth, ‘if they’re reduced to stealing Rockfall women, they must be stony broke, and my troop doesn’t get itself into dangerous situations without we get well paid for it.’


When he had started to shout at her, and call her an iron-whore and a coward, she had simply punched him very hard on the side of the head, thrown him over her shoulder, and deposited him in a pile of hay in the western barn.


He had been left with a lump on his temple the size of a hen’s egg. It was difficult to believe that a woman (even one who looked like Mam) could deal him such a blow with her bare fist, but he suspected he could probably count himself lucky that she liked him sufficiently not to run him through with the sword he had accused her of being too gutless to wield and left him to die in his own blood. He doubted there were many men alive in the world who had insulted the mercenary leader; certainly, none alive and still in possession of all their parts.


Joz Bearhand had been the one to revive him with a cupful of cold water, half a chicken and a flask of stallion’s blood. The water Joz had dashed in his face, and when Erno had sat up spluttering and disorientated, the big man had poured a good measure of the bitter liquor down his throat and gifted him with the chicken and a piece of advice. ‘If you want to see Katla Aransen again, it would be best you do so in this life, and not in some freezing corner of Hel,’ he had opined sagely. ‘We’re mercenaries, boy. We follow our leader and go wherever the money sends us.’


And when Erno had countered that he was not a mercenary, nor would he ever be one, Joz had simply grinned his fearsome grin and thrown a small well-stuffed pouch up into the darkness. When, on its way down, he had snatched it out of the air beside Erno’s ear, it had made a most tantalising chinking sound, as of several sturdy coins coming to rest.


Erno, caught between a sudden desperate hunger – for the aroma of the cooked bird was teasing his nostrils mercilessly – and sharp curiosity, found himself a moment later asking rather indistinctly, through a vast and juicy mouthful, ‘What’s that for, then?’


But Joz had disappeared into the night, money and all.


Erno frowned: then the food and wine claimed his attention before these questions took firm hold, and by the time he had wolfed down the rest of the chicken, finished off the flask of stallion’s blood and drowsed off into a restless sleep as a result, night had fallen on Rockfall.


The next morning, when he went to look for the mercenary troop he found they had gone, leaving him boatless and alone. Now, here he sat, drumming his heels on the seawall, waiting to see if it was by some odd practical joke that they had disappeared, and whether they would come back for him. Failing that, he reasoned, he was going to have to trek the length of the island – on foot, unless he could find and catch one of the Rockfall ponies which had been let loose to run across the wide moorland – and plead for the loan of a ketch from one of the northern shore families; if anyone there were left alive.


‘Thinking of becoming a fishy, are you? Going to swim your way to her?’ This was delivered in a bellow, followed by an unnerving cackle.


Erno almost fell in the harbour from shock. He had heard no one approach: had thought himself the only living soul left in the area. He pushed himself to his feet, his hand already drawing his belt-knife.


It was an incongruous sight which greeted him: a skinny, bent figure adorned in a half dozen mismatched skirts, with a fraying blanket for a cloak and wild grey hair reaching almost to the ground. The top of its head was bound with knotted, coloured cloths, making it entirely disproportionate to the tiny body above which it bobbed. The oddness did not end there, either, for behind the figure trotted a small white goat led along by a long piece of string.


Bemused, he waited for this bizarre entourage to approach.


‘Fish or fowl? Foul or fair? What can be done with a handsome little drake left out in the sun? Take it home and stroke its pretty feathers, make its tail into a soup,’ the figure wheezed.


Erno frowned, not sure what to say to any of this. No one knew what to say to Old Ma Hallasen: she was, and had always been, as mad as a bat. As a child he had crept up on her little bothy by the stream, usually with the other boys, and once, when feeling particularly brave, on his own. She was a witch: she ate stillborn lambs and pigs’ eyes and put spells on animals and women who crossed her. She didn’t like children, and would chase them with a stick. To a ten-year-old boy, she had seemed a figure straight out of a tale: a troll-woman, or a roving spirit hungry for the flesh of the living. He had been terrified of her. But with the wisdom of his twenty-six years, Erno could understand why an elderly woman living on her own with only her goats and cats for company might not wish to be pestered by local boys throwing pebbles and worse at her when she sat out in her tiny enclosure, bothering no one. He forced his face into a hesitant smile.


Old Ma Hallasen peered at him from under her strange turban and returned a massive gap-toothed grin. ‘Ah, my little pigeon, flown home have you, to find the coop all broken down and charry? Never mind, my pretty bird. Come back with Asta and me and we’ll make you comfy.’ She laid a clawlike hand on his arm and gave him a grotesque wink. ‘Ah, little Erni, little Erno.’


Erno took an involuntary step backwards and found nothing beneath his heel but air. For a second he rocked precariously on the edge of the seawall, then the crone grabbed him with shocking strength and wrestled him to the ground. The goat nosed at him uncertainly, then started to chew his hair.


‘Water is for fishies,’ she reprimanded him severely, shaking a bony finger at him. ‘What use are you to me or the Kettle-girl if you drowns like a ratty-beast?’


The Kettle-girl. In one of the ancient dialects, the word for ‘kettle’ was ‘katla’. He stared at the old woman kneeling over him, and felt a new kind of fear. Perhaps she wasn’t as mad as she made out; and perhaps, as was reputed, she had the Sight. How else could she possibly know his attachment to Katla Aransen?


He pulled himself out from under the old woman and heaved himself upright, noticing as he did so the state of her attire. Some hems were stained, with mud, and blood and other unidentifiable fluids; two of the odd pieces of fabric were charred and holed. Understanding came to him, alongside a bitter fury. ‘You stole these clothes!’ he shouted at her suddenly. ‘You took them from the dead women at the steading.’


Old Ma Hallasen leapt away with disturbing vigour for one so old. A great waft of smells accompanied this action, among them a strong smell of smoke. ‘So what if I did? They wasn’t no use to them up there!’ Her beady black eyes flashed angrily. ‘They was long past caring.’


Not really mad at all, Erno decided. He took her by the arm and was alarmed to find that sticklike appendage as tough and corded as a tree root. ‘What do you know about what happened here?’ he demanded, shaking her a little harder than he’d meant to. ‘Where was the Master of Rockfall? Where were all the men? Why was no one here to defend the women?’


The old woman screwed her face up and wrenched herself away from him. For a moment he thought she was going to burst into tears, then she pursed her mouth and with tremendous venom expelled a great wad of saliva and mucus onto the stones of the mole, where it spattered with a thick, wet slap. ‘Under the sea with Sur himself; or bound by ice in the roots of Hel, that’s where.’


Erno rubbed his face in frustration. ‘Please tell me,’ he pleaded. ‘Tell me what has happened here.’


The crone gave him a lopsided stare. Then she gathered her goat up under her arm and without another word turned back the way she had come.


Erno followed her, feeling like a fool. What must they look like? he thought suddenly, Old Ma Hallasen bent almost double by age and the weight of the beast she carried, him tagging along behind as if led by the very string on which she had led her pet.


He knew his way to the old woman’s dwelling-place, of course: the pathways of Rockfall were as familiar to him as the veins which tracked across the tops of his hands. It was a rundown little place, a turf-covered hummock shrouded by hawthorns and gnarled oaks by the side of Sheepsfoot Stream which came bubbling down out of the heathland at the foot of the cliffs to make a swampy mire out of what might otherwise have been a pretty upland meadow. No one else wanted it, or her. No one knew how old she was: it seemed she had always been on Rockfall; and so the ancient hovel at Sheepsfoot Bog seemed the perfect place for her. Like her, it had been around for as long as anyone could remember; no one could remember to whom it had once belonged. From the outside the place looked as dismal a home as any he could imagine, even with its little pen of multicoloured goats and the thin striped cat stretched out on the roof, eyeing him inimically. The hovel rose like a burial mound out of the scabby earth, and its door was a flayed sealskin stretched across a frame of willowwood. Leather ties held it closed against the weather. There were no windows. A chair fashioned from the stern of an old rowing boat had been propped in the sun on the south side of the mound, and a large stuffed sack draped atop it with a deep indentation in its centre, where the old woman habitually sat. Behind the house, a pair of beehives buzzed with activity.


Why had she brought him here? Erno’s heart thumped uncomfortably as abruptly he lost sixteen of his hard-acquired years and became again a curious, frightened boy, peering from the cover of the hawthorn hedge at the witch’s hall, hoping and at the same time terrified that she would appear.


As if reading his thoughts, Ma Hallasen dropped the goat, which immediately kicked up its heels, skipped over the makeshift fence, string and all, and ran to join its fellows, and turned to face him, her seamed old face alive with glee. She was enjoying his discomfort, Erno realised: she played up to her role.


Then she grabbed him by the hand with those cold, knobbly fingers, undid the mangy leather door-thongs and led him into the mound.


The interior of the witch-house made Erno’s jaw drop. From the outside, it appeared less than the size of a fishing boat; but the inside was huge, stretching back into shadows beyond the unsteady light cast by candles ranged around the walls. Someone (surely not the old crone herself?) appeared to have hollowed a great cavern into the hill. Huge timbers, smoothed by age and use, supported the roof, and the floor had been dug deep into the ground to lend the room sufficient height for a tall man like Erno to stand upright without danger of thumping his head. Elaborately worked hangings flared out of the candlelight, colours more rich and varied than Erno had ever seen, for the dyes of the Northern Isles tended toward the simpler shades of nature – browns and greens and soft heathery purples and blues; such rare essences which gave these vibrant hues could be afforded only by the wealthiest lords. There was a large wooden settle spread with furs and heaped high with cushions embroidered sumptuously in reds and golds, a carved table with dragon claws curled in fabulous detail around balled feet, thick sheepskins on the floor; a fire roaring away in a decorated iron grate, with an ingenious flue which led who knew where?


When he turned to ask the old woman a dozen questions, he found them snatched away. She had removed the turban and frayed blanket and was now in the process of taking off her many skirts. Now Erno felt real anxiety. Had she brought him here to couple with him? The very idea was horrifying. He was about to push past her and duck out through the door, treasures or no treasures, when she blocked his way. She had stepped out of the last of the stolen rags, and now came at him in a simple plain black shift. Grabbing his arm, she hauled him with her deeper into the dwelling-place.


Beyond the front room lay another, and if the first had made his jaw drop, this second chamber stole his breath away.


Along one wall shelves were piled high with scrolls of vellum sealed with wax and tied with ribbon. Flasks made from some translucent substance lined another shelf. Erno could not help but reach out and pick one up. It was hard and cool, entirely smooth, and of a wonderful crimson hue. He held it up to the nearest candle, marvelling at how the light played through the object, sending flickering rays of red dancing across the room. Awed, he replaced it. The old woman laughed. ‘Haven’t you ever seen a bottle before, Erno?’ Her voice had dropped a note and mellowed. ‘A young rover like you: en’t you ever seen glass?’


He shook his head wordlessly and continued into the chamber. Another shelf revealed a pile of long yellow bones, and a skull with a single oval hole in the forehead, but where the eye sockets should have been in any ordinary skull, there was nothing but smooth, polished ivory. Erno shivered and made the sign of Sur’s anchor. The hair prickled up and down his spine. This was a place no living man should enter of his own free will. The Old Ones might claim his soul . . .


‘Don’t be afraid, Erno Hamson,’ said the mad old woman, sounding rather less mad now. ‘Come with me.’


She took him by the hand and he followed her bonelessly.


At the farthest end of the chamber, a mighty sword hung on the wall. Its pommel was of a sheeny, lambent yellow metal which looked as if it might be warm to the touch and ended in the perfectly formed head of a fox. The guard was intricately inlaid with horn and ivory and bone. The blade was long – Erno knew instinctively that if he were to lift it from the wall and stand it before him, its pommel would stand level with the centre of his breastbone, half as long again as his own weapon. It was broad at the hilt and tapered to a fine point; and it was pattern-welded to such a degree that the colours of the iron twisted and curled around and about like fabulous serpents chasing one another through a fog: if he narrowed his eyes, they came almost into focus, then were lost again, as if their forms were a trick of the light, or a rippling out of time. The tang was so elegantly crafted that it brought tears to his eyes: Katla Aransen would have striven all her life to make a sword like this. It had been forged by a master swordmaker and wielded by a hero from some lost age. His hands itched to hold it.


‘Take it,’ the old woman said, but Erno found he could not move. Old Ma Hallasen tsked impatiently. ‘A blade like that could take a dozen pirates’ heads in a single blow,’ she said gleefully, standing up on her tiptoes and reaching up to where the weapon hung on the wall. The sword was about as big as she was, Erno reckoned, but the crone removed it from its brackets with no apparent effort and seemed to stand as straight and tall as he was once she had it in her hands. When he took it from her grasp, he almost dropped it, surprised by its weight.


‘Tee hee, tee hee!’ Ma Hallasen cackled, back in character once more.


‘I don’t understand,’ he said at last, his fingers moving wonderingly over the pommel. ‘Where did these things come from? Who are you? Why are you giving me this?’


The crone regarded him with her head on one side, as if she were assessing whether he was worthy of the truth. Then she said, ‘This sword was forged by Sur’s own hand and now belongs to my son. I believe you know him, though he’s as old as your great-grandfather would be now.’


Erno laughed at the old buzzard’s hyperbole. ‘My greatgrandfather has been in the ground these past forty years, but when he breathed his last he had reached the good age of six and eighty!’


Ma Hallasen gave him a delighted open-mouthed grin. It was not a pretty sight. ‘Ha! You do not believe me; nor have you guessed, then. Ponder on it, my handsome pigeon. The clue is in the sword.’ And with that she beckoned him to follow once again.


He went puzzledly, staring at the great sword in his hand, but unless he was being extremely stupid, it did not appear to offer any obvious answer. His arm-bones buzzed from holding it; but whether this was because of its great weight or for something intrinsic in the weapon itself, he could not tell. He concentrated on the feeling for a few second, but that only made his head buzz, too. At last he laid the great blade against the wall and looked around, his head clearer now than it had been while he had the weapon in his hand. They were back in the front chamber, and Old Ma Hallasen was opening a wooden chest Erno had not noticed before, and removing from it a large object wrapped in a piece of gorgeously colourful silk. For a moment, Erno’s heart stopped dead in his chest and hung there like a cold stone. Scarlet and orange flames licked the hems of the cloth: it looked identical to the gift he had bought for Katla Aransen at the Allfair, the shawl for which he had paid all his savings over to a nomad woman. But then he saw there were birds woven into the upper part of the fabric, and that although similar, it was not the same weaving at all. A great and inexplicable sadness came over him. Katla had had the shawl with her the last time he had seen her, on the strand of the Moonfell Plain, before he had done her bidding and left her behind to face her pursuers.


Ma Hallasen whisked the silk covering away. Beneath it stood a globe of polished stone. Kneeling on the floor with greater fluidity than a woman of her advanced age should have, she gestured for Erno to sit on the opposite side of the table from her. She placed one hand on either side of the crystal and peered intently into it. Then she looked up into his eyes. A spectrum of light chased across the sere old skin and hollow planes of her face. She looked otherworldly.


‘Think of her, the Kettle-girl,’ she urged. ‘I see your heart: it burns as brightly as if it were beating outside your shirt.’ She lowered her voice conspiratorially, though there was no one but the goats and cats to hear. ‘And I heard you weep for her up in the homefield as you and the sharp-toothed one walked among the bodies there.’


He gasped. ‘I did not see you there,’ he said accusingly, as if by some magic she might have been one of the crows he had disturbed, which had fixed him with eyes just as beady, before flapping guilelessly off into the trees.


‘People see me only when I wish them to,’ she said impatiently. ‘Now think of the Kettle-girl and put your hands on the crystal.’


Erno did as he was told. He thought of Katla in the forge, beating out a sword, her face fierce with concentration and sheened with sweat, the red lights from the flames shining on her arm muscles and making a nimbus of her hair. And then suddenly, there she was. Her hair was shorter and her face was thin and there was a huge bruise on her jaw; and she was in some dark place. Other women whom he recognised curved around her into the distorted plane of the crystal. Their hands and feet were clasped by iron shackles.


‘She’s alive!’ he cried, lifting his face to the gaze of the old woman. Immense relief flooded over him, followed immediately by a terrible despair. How would he find her? How could he even leave the island, let alone make his way to Istria?


‘Look in the stone again, pretty pigeon.’


When he did so, he saw a ship being rowed into Rockfall’s harbour. With its sail down in the still air, it took him a few moments to realise what he was looking at. Then a great surge of hope welled up in him. Even with her back to him, he knew Mam’s bulk and power. Besides which, it was impossible to mistake the identity of her oar partner, for a great ripple of coloured images swirled across his back. Paired with Mam on the oar was her lover and assassin: Persoa, the tattooed man. It was the mercenary ship: they had come back for him!


Without a second thought, he leapt up from the table and strode toward the door.


‘A gift spurned is an enemy gained.’ The old woman’s voice was deep and resonant. It stopped him dead in his tracks. For a moment in the tricksy light of the howe, it looked as though her hair was a great cloud of gold, that her features were larger, younger, more commanding. She looked less like mad Old Ma Hallasen than— He pushed the thought away: it was ridiculous.


By the time she had pushed herself upright from the table and slowly retrieved the sword from where he had propped it, he had successfully dispelled the disturbing image which had visited him. He laid hands upon the great weapon ruefully. ‘I am sorry, old woman,’ he said. ‘I did not mean to spurn your gift, if gift it is.’


‘More loan than gift,’ she croaked, an ancient crone once more, bowed down by the weight of her years and the aching of her old joints. ‘And you have enemies enough if you follow the course you are set on without adding me to their number.’ Still she did not let go of the sword. Erno found himself gripping it awkwardly, not sure whether to wrest it from her or wait for her to relinquish it to him. His arms began to shake with the strain of its great weight; but in that fitful light it seemed that hers remained steady as rock. She stared him in the eye. ‘This sword must find its way back to its maker,’ she said cryptically, and then cackled as his arms dropped suddenly when she let his hands take the full weight of the weapon. ‘Or else all will fail.’


Then she hobbled into the darkness at the back of the chamber and merged into the gloom as if walking into a past time where he could not follow.


Blinking against the shock of the daylight outside, and bemused by his strange encounter and even stranger surmisings, Erno Hamson shouldered the great weapon and turned his footsteps down the path towards the harbour, feeling as if some distinct but undeserved doom had settled itself upon him. Quite how he would answer questions about the provenance of the sword, he did not know. By the time he had made his way to the sea wall, where the mercenaries were waiting, his mind was still an unhelpful blank. So he said nothing at all, though they all stared at him and the sword curiously, and when Joz Bearhand ran his hands appreciatively over the golden hilt and pommel, mumbled something about ‘an heirloom’, which was as close to the truth as he could manage without opening himself to more difficult discussions. That night, as they set sail for the Southern Continent in pursuit of the raiders’ ship, he slept with the weapon beside him, wrapped in his cloak, and dreamt about casting it into the ocean before the fate the old woman had spoken of could possibly attach itself to him, but in the morning it was still safely wrapped and he found he could not part with it. Besides, as Mam pointed out with her usual pragmatism, if the money which Margan Rolfson had pressed upon them for the rescue of their dearly beloved sister Bera and her daughter Katla, and the few silvers they had collected around the island from the other prisoners’ relatives ran out before they could accomplish the task, they could always sell the thing.


Erno did not respond by saying that selling the sword would be impossible; and Mam did not add that Margan had taken her aside and made her swear to put the women out of their misery by whatever means afforded to her if they had been too cruelly misused by their captors or others by the time the troop reached them.


And so each held to the secret things they knew as the ship sailed south.




Five


The Master


Aran Aranson had heard how sailors lost in arctic regions became prone to hallucinations, their eyes and minds mazed by cold, by exhaustion, and by the never-ending vistas of ice and air and ocean all melding together into a mutable, undependable landscape. They saw icebergs floating above the surface of the water like massive hovering palaces, fabulous castles towering hundreds of feet into the sky. Some saw the outline of their home islands situated in a new and impossible geography; others their wives or daughters limned by strange polar lights. Many of these men lost their wits entirely and were to be found muttering into their ale in seaport inns, wrapped about by this other, more miraculous world, a world they preferred not to relinquish. Unseeing, their eyes might skim past you to peer unnervingly over your left shoulder, their seamed old faces might break into a smile of welcome; but if you turned to look for the newcomer who had generated this ecstatic welcome, most likely there would be no one there.


Staring at the apparition now floating towards him, Aran felt himself in imminent danger of joining their mad ranks.


To his snow-hazed eyes, the figure looked to be a woman arrayed in robes which rippled and flowed like a sea; and like a sea, her long hair undulated in silver-gold waves around her bright face. Electricity crackled in the air between the two of them, igniting suddenly into streams of pale fire. Aran felt it play about his skull, felt an eerie tingling lift the hair on his head, then down his neck and spine. His eyes, when he closed them, replayed crazed images in harsh zigzagging configurations so that he could find no respite from them.


To Urse’s eyes, the figure was male: an old, old man with a bitter cast of expression and a thousand wrinkles dragging his features down into a myriad of tiny sagging folds which bespoke not only advanced age, but also a vast and uncontainable disappointment with the world.


Fent Aranson said and saw nothing; but in the moment in which the apparition materialised, he twisted once on his bearer’s back and gave voice to a small, inchoate cry.


The blue fire surrounding the figure crackled and darted, then abruptly dispersed out into the night air, leaving behind only the faintest luminescence. Then the apparition stilled and it sank slowly to the ground.


‘Welcome,’ it said; and to Aran the word was redolent of summer fields and ripe grain, of harvest time and willing women; of warmth and comfort and the nostalgia of his lost youth. To Urse One-Ear, however, it was the utterance of a trickster; a quavery voice striving for reassurance. ‘Welcome to the hidden stronghold at the tip of the world. Welcome to Sanctuary.’


Aran Aranson felt his knees give way. He sank to the ground as if the last of his strength had failed him now that his objective was attained. It was Urse who demanded, ‘What sort of man are you that you appear to us in this bizarre manner, rather than striding out on your own two feet?’


At this, Aran called to the giant, ‘What are you saying?’ And even as he asked this, the image came clearly to his mind of the woman he had glimpsed at the Allfair the last summer, the one sitting quietly behind the mapmaker’s stall, with a sheet of shining hair and those hypnotic sea-green eyes, full of come-hither promise. Blood rushed to several chilled and forgotten parts of his anatomy. His pulse quickened. Embarrassed in case his discomfiture should suddenly show itself, he turned away from the apparition to confront Urse One-Ear, his face contorted. ‘How can you be so unmannerly to such a gracious lady?’


Urse laughed, showing his snaggle teeth. ‘Lady? This is no lady. The ice must have blinded you. It is a venerable old man who seems to be carrying a world of trouble on his shoulders.’ He frowned. ‘But even if your eyes were mistaken, surely your ears can tell the difference between the cracked and reedy voice of a greybeard and a lady’s soft tones?’


Aran felt the lust which had infused his veins turning to blind fury. He took a step towards the giant, his hands balled. ‘Put down my son and put up your fists, Urse One-Ear; and I shall even up your features for your insulting behaviour!’


‘No!’


This word of command flew through the air between them to hang like an invisible shield, and to Aran Aranson it was a mellifluous pleading which could not help but melt his anger, while to Urse it was an order he had no choice but to obey.


As unmoving as the frozen landscape around them, the two men stood facing each other, while the third lay slumped and insensate. The Master hovered around this tableau, scratching his beard. Both men were supposed to be visited by the same image – that of the most alluring of women: the Rosa Eldi, Rose of the World, whose gaze could fell a man with desire and bind him to her will. He shook his head. Was it his age, or the long sleep he had endured which was diminishing his powers so? With both men rendered temporarily inert as stone, the Master cancelled the flying glamour and came down to the ground with a thud, his knees buckling with the sudden impact. Even such simple magics were becoming problematic. Something in the potion Virelai had administered must have drastically weakened his abilities if it took such effort to maintain a miserably basic deception. What if the effects were progressive? What if his capabilities should deteriorate further? He shuddered. He should never have filled the damned cat with his spellcraft; but how could he ever have guessed that his inept apprentice should have the gall and the wit to carry out such an audacious plan? He cursed again his lack of foresight and judgement, that he had created his own downfall. Had he bothered to scry his own future just once, he might have averted the disaster which had befallen him, would never have had to resort to such convoluted means of regaining what should never in the first place have been lost.


The Master shook his head, and his grey, unkempt locks tumbled about his shoulders in just the fashion Urse One-Ear had so truly perceived. He walked between the two still figures and peered up into the big man’s mangled face. Even bowed beneath the weight of the boy, this monster towered over him.


He was no beauty, and probably never would have been even had the grim accident which had befallen him never taken the ear and made such a hash of his cheek and jaw. The Master smiled with satisfaction. The Giant, without a doubt.


He turned his attention to the man called Aran Aranson. This man looked like one of the heroes of old, Rahe thought, with his sharp cheekbones and sunken, fanatical eyes; with his tangled black hair, his grey-shot beard and jutting chin; his single great eyebrow running in a furious dark line across a forehead as dark as seasoned oak. Even the salt-stained sealskins and ratty furs could not disguise his athletic build; and even the ravages of the journey which had brought him from the relative comforts of his island farm to this fabled land – through the worst of the world’s elemental forces, through weeks of poor fare and bad sleep, through exhaustion, fear and despair – could not extinguish the fire that burned within him: a fire fuelled by ambition, a craving for wild experience, for things and places unseen by other men. Rahe could smell it on him like a glamour. He sniffed. A vague scent of musk and cinnamon came to him, even though it was so cold that even the stink of a rotting beast or a frightened man’s sweat left little trace.


With a sure hand he plundered the warmth beneath Aran’s sealskin jerkin. Between the skin – warm, hairy, the heartbeat a slow, sure pulsing thud – and the linen tunic the Eyran wore beneath the outer layers, Rahe found what he was seeking. Sealed in a soft leather pouch tied closed with a knotted thong was a roll of parchment, creased and flaking from overuse. With fingers trembling as much from fury as anticipation, Rahe unrolled this artefact, clutching it between fingerpads gone white from applied pressure as any effect of the cold.


It was elegantly done, this so-called map, he had to admit. At first glance it looked authentic – accurate and carefully drawn by someone who knew the outlines of the coasts familiar to the seafaring men of the Northern Isles – and had been expertly antiqued by a touch of the Ageing spell he had himself stowed in Bëte, having no immediate use for it himself. That was the musk – he would recognise that wretched creature’s odour anywhere. The spice smell he put down to the maker’s own signature: rot-sweet and musty.


He traced the swathe of white space in the northernmost quarter of the map with the invented word ‘isenfeld’ scrawled across it in his faithless apprentice’s best calligraphy hand. ‘Icefields’ indeed – or rather ‘ice’ plus an old word for ‘pastures’, but in a tongue so ancient no such concept could possibly have existed, for in those days there had been no kingdom of ice in this world, no floes and bergs, no uncrossable ocean: those failures of climate had come much later to Elda, when the care of the world had been neglected, allowing it to fall into the disrepair which had allowed him to create this hidden island, indicated by the traitor’s hand beneath the heart of a gorgeously drawn windrose in the far right-hand corner, a word beginning ‘Sanct—’.


The Master’s lip curled. Virelai. The little runt! The ignominy of the situation was unbearable: the greatest mage in the world of Elda laid low by one of his own spells, stolen and applied by his lowly and despised apprentice.


He clutched the map tighter, felt the greed and uncertainty eat into him. Visions of yellow metal, of glinting ores flashed behind the orbits of his eyes. Gold! Ah yes: he had glimpsed it before, but now he saw clearly. Gold: that was the draw. Sanctuary’s fabled treasure halls. Virelai had promised the adventurers gold to sail through unknown horrors to Sanctuary. He could imagine the scene at the Allfair, all the greedy shipowners crowding around – or, no – Virelai would have to have seen them one by one, have to have made each man feel special, singled out for glory. Entrusted with a secret mission, which no other must know about for fear of them beating him to the prize. All you need to do is remove the old man, help yourselves to his treasures, a simple task. Remove the old man.


The Master laughed, and the sound ricocheted off the ice to echo crazily around them, the sound of a thousand madmen enjoying a fine jest. Poor Virelai, he thought, for the first time feeling a tinge of pity: he must have believed the whole story about the geas and the demons, or he would surely have killed me himself! It was a fine jest indeed, a jest he had himself made possible and engendered. And so Virelai, in fear for his worthless, non-existent life had created – and rather well – these fake maps and promised wealth beyond measure to the men who would take on flood and storm, ice and terror, in return for murdering a weak and weapon-less old man and stealing his gold!


The only gold in all of Sanctuary was buried deep in the tunnels on the stronghold: tiny outcroppings of the stuff, glittering away in the seams of rock exposed in those dark corridors, a stuff as worthless as Virelai’s putrid soul – iron pyrites: fool’s gold; and here before him the very fool who had survived every pitfall thrown in his way for the privilege of helping himself to a heap of sham ore.


When first he had deduced the magic of the maps, it had made him furious and vengeful; but now the Master laughed with every breath of air in his lungs: a massive, whole-hearted laugh that shattered icicles a thousand feet away and felled seabirds drifting on thermals high above the cliffs. Men were such stupid, faithless creatures: show them a glimpse of easy wealth and they would bargain body and soul, wife and child and lifelong comrades to its lure. His own dreams had been greater by far, and his achievements dwarfed their petty imaginations as a snowbear dwarfs an ant.


He thought of his snowbear now as he examined the third member of this rag-tag expedition. It had been one of his better simulacra, he thought, though he had never meant it to take the boy’s hand. Madman though he was, the lad would surely require two to do the job he had in mind for him. That was the trouble with the already-living: they still carried some spark of self-will with them that might show itself at some inopportune moment, triggered by some long-buried natural instinct. It really was most inconvenient that the bear had reacted in such a way. He pondered on this for a few moments, lifting the boy’s sealskin hood away from his flaming red hair, perusing the ice-pale skin and delicate features beneath, peeling the stained and frozen wrappings from the cauterised stump. Near death, but still a flame of life burned brightly at his core. The remarkable thing about these poor, frail beings was that they were unable to perceive the futility of their tiny existences, they struggled to survive in even the most unpromising circumstances. They endured – what? thirty, forty, sixty years, if they were lucky enough not to succumb to sickness or bad weather, lack of food or violence. They barely had time to scratch the surface of the world before being taken back into it to nourish the next round of living things. And yet still they clung to that tiny, useless scrap of life force, as if their existences were in some unfathomable way significant, meaningful, valuable.


The Master shook his head. He had come such a long way from his own origins that it was hard to empathise with the destiny of such as these.


The Madman, the Giant and the Fool.


He lifted his spell of stillness and watched as the Giant and the Fool stepped puzzledly back from one another. Then he shed his glamour and allowed the one to see him as in truth he was – as the other had already perceived him – as a man aged beyond all realms of possibility, with iron-grey hair which flowed in tangles over his shoulders and down his back, a beard stained with all manner of fluids and food-stuffs, dressed in a long blue robe with a ragged hem, and a pair of tapestried slippers through the toe of one of which protruded a horny nail as yellow as a ram’s eye.


‘Come with me,’ he said, cocking a finger at them, and the warmth of his tone belied the magical command which he embedded in the words. Even as he spoke, they found their feet shuffling toward him, and all other thoughts fleeing their heads. ‘Come into my home and warm your bones, for it is as cold as sin out here. Come with me into Sanctuary and you shall eat your fill of the juiciest meats and the sweetest pastries, and drink mulled wine and strong ales.’


And so Aran Aranson, erstwhile Master of Rockfall, his sole surviving son Fent Aranson, and Urse One-Ear of Tam Fox’s mumming troupe followed the strange figure who had appeared before them in the midst of the wilderness through a surreal garden of ice, replete with sculpted statues and towering white pillars, elegant curving stairways and frozen lakes, into the confines of the stronghold of ice at the top of the world known in legend as Sanctuary.




Six


The Heir to the Northern Isles


‘Such eyes: did you ever see such eyes?’


The King of Eyra peered wonderingly into the crib, then turned to regard his lady wife as she sat on the edge of their bed after her evening bath, one slim white shoulder slipping seductively out of her gleaming ermine-trimmed robe.


‘I swear they are purple. Such a colour I have never seen in any child of our line; though the line of the brow is surely kingly. And he watches me so steadily, so boldly: he is surely a warrior born. He is a marvel, my love, a marvel! And so are you.’


Ravn Asharson’s own flint-grey eyes were alight with fervour, but it was a fervour born of pride as a parent, rather than out of desire for her. Once more, the Rosa Eldi felt a little cold shiver inside her. Ravn’s intense involvement with the child drew his attention away from her, and thus she felt less loved. The Queen of the Northern Isles shifted her position an iota and the robe dropped lower, revealing the curve of one glorious breast to remind him of his priorities.


‘He is certainly a very lusty and noisy babe.’


She could barely stifle the edge that came into her voice. The baby seemed to command Ravn Asharson’s adoration more than she did even when she exerted her will upon him. She never should have withdrawn the blanket of sorcery in which she had wrapped the King of Eyra all these long months. It had started as an experiment designed to test the extent of his love for her, and for a while nothing had seemed to change: he remained obsessed, his eyes seeking her when he could not be near her, his hands upon her whenever he was. But once the child was born, everything was different. If she had thought the behaviour Ravn had displayed towards her before the birth was love, seeing the way he was with the child had made her reassess her whole world. Perhaps it was the way his expression changed when he looked upon little Wulf; as if someone had lit a sconce behind his eyes so that the hard planes of his face softened and affection shone out of him. Seeing him like that caused her physical pain: pain of loss, pain of abandonment. Power, which had seemed to be flooding back to her, now ebbed away.


And yet the child owned not the least part of her or of Ravn in its making; not even in one finger of its tightly curled fist.


Mastering her rising panic, as she was slowly learning to do, she added more smoothly, ‘Truly, he is a fine heir to your throne, my love: a child of whom you can be truly proud.’


Still he did not look up, but reached into the cot and stroked little Wulf’s face with a finger far gentler than any he had laid on her. For a moment she felt a terrible despair. She – who could divert rivers with a thought, could call life from the frost-bound earth, heal a dying animal – could yet not win this battle for a mortal man’s attention over a mewling child.


Something ignited in her then. Before she knew it she had uttered his name in a tone of command he was powerless to ignore.


‘Ravn!’


At once, his head came up and swivelled in her direction and she cast him a glance lustrous with sorcery from beneath her thick black lashes. She watched the swift dilation of his pupils, making his already dark gaze blackly intense. Holding that gaze so that all his thoughts of the babe fled away, she patted the pelt-covered bed beside her, and when he joined her there – walking like a man in a dream – she covered his mouth with her own. From that moment on he was defenceless: she owned him body and soul, and with each movement of her body reminded him of this both consciously and subliminally. She knew he would dream of her even as he slipped from her, desire slaked and flesh exhausted; she bound him to her that tightly. Such exertions of magic made her feel both more and less than she was: a powerful sorceress; but also a woman who could barely command the attention of her own husband.


As it was, even without the child, she saw less and less of Ravn, for he was often bound up with councils and stratagems, summoned by his clamouring lords and chieftains to sit endlessly around chart-strewn tables, discussing war. What did she care for such matters? It did not touch her heart, brought no threat, except this dull loss of her husband’s presence. She could sense the great expanse of the Northern Ocean that separated this rocky outpost from the distant shores of Istria. The beginnings of it could be glimpsed below the stout castle, beyond the harbour’s sentinel towers and the sorcerous traps which lay beneath the dark sea there. When she reached out to it with her mind, all she felt was a vast and limitless void, for little moved upon its treacherous waters. No army could cross that ocean without her knowing it: yet she hugged that knowledge to herself and waited for the time to share it with her love.


She had other concerns to absorb her time. Maintaining the veils of illusion around the child and its nurse required her effort by day and night, more so now that the seither had gone. Festrin One-Eye had vanished as mysteriously as she had come, and none had seen her leave. After the safe birth of the babe and the formal acceptance of the court of the little red squalling thing as the heir to the Northern Isles, the seither had woven yet another set of mazing spells around the King, his sceptical old mother, the Lady Auda, and all his scheming enemies. She had even tried to stifle the natural mother’s memory of her ties to the creature, first with a decoction of herbs designed to soothe away the distress of traumatic events; and when that did not work, with a strong enchantment.


She had left the Rosa Eldi to maze the eyes of her beloved: there was, as she pointed out, no one better equipped to address that problem.


But after the seither had gone, her influence had waned, and only a seven-night later, the Rosa Eldi had heard two ladies of the court discussing her relationship with the child in less than favourable terms.


‘You never see her cradle it,’ one said.


‘Poor little thing,’ acceded the other – a tow-headed woman with a massive figure which suggested she had brought a longship crew into the world in her time. She shot a swift glance across the flame-lit room at the subject of their conversation, apparently fully engaged with filling her husband’s wine cup. ‘No maternal instinct, that one.’


Her companion had nodded, thinking her position out of the pale queen’s view; but the Rosa Eldi had a fine awareness of her surroundings, could see and hear with as great an acuity as any feline. She knew the first speaker as Erol Bardson’s daughter, the one Ravn had spurned at the Gathering on the Moonfell Plain. She was a sharp-featured girl; sharp-tongued, too.


‘I have heard of mothers who cannot love their offspring,’ the older woman went on, ‘particularly if the birth was hard.’


‘But she spawned the child in moments!’ the other spat triumphantly. She lowered her voice, ‘Or so they say . . .’


The pause had drawn itself out into greater significance than any words could offer. Then the matronly woman said, ‘Queen Auda does not believe the child is hers, you know.’


‘You’d better not let the nomad woman hear you call her that; nor the King, either,’ her friend said hastily. Then, intrigued: ‘So, whose can it be, then?’


The other shrugged.


‘The nurse is a pretty thing,’ the Erolsen girl mused, ‘and very foreign-looking, too. And they do say Ravn would not choose himself an Eyran bride at the Allfair because he had had his fill of northern women.’


‘Like yourself, you mean, my dear.’


She gave the matron a keen look, her dark eyes like pebbles. ‘You are well aware of why he would not take me,’ she said angrily, a flush starting on her cheek.


The large woman smiled knowingly, then patted her on the hand. ‘Of course, my dear: your father. Of course. But now you say it, I wouldn’t be surprised. He always had a prodigious appetite for female flesh, our Ravn: how long could such a wan creature like our new queen think to contain the lusts of the Stallion of the North?’


‘There is no substance to her. Hold her up to the light and I reckon you could see right through her,’ the girl said spitefully.


‘Perhaps she is just a glamour, a spirit sent by the South to suck the very soul from our king, rendering him as helpless as that poor babe. And then they will sail upon us and put us all to the sword. So Auda says, and that woman has seen much of war and sorcery.’


This exchange confirmed for the Rosa Eldi that not only had the seither’s enchantments lost their force, and that the Lady Auda was proving as hostile as ever before, but also that the suspicion with which she was regarded had spread far and wide through her new home. And it planted another, more poisonous, seed in her mind, too.


That mere gossip-mongers should conjecture about the provenance of the child was distressing enough, but that they should make such ignorant judgements of her nature was insupportable.


Cradling her sleeping husband as he lay exhausted upon her breast, she cast her mind back to all she could remember.


First, and for a very long time, there had been nothing but a void in her memory, an absence of self. Such, perhaps, had been necessary for survival when she had lived as a slave, trapped in the chamber of the mage in his ice-castle, then in the hands of his strange apprentice, who had sold her body over and over again, to tens, maybe hundreds, of men, during their travels. But even that time had surely been easier to bear than this, with its disturbing dreams and bewildering emotions.


Before she had departed, Festrin had tried to help with the dreams the Rosa Eldi suffered, those sudden flashes of bizarre places and folk and snatches of narrative, as of distant song, which made daily and nightly incursions into her skull. In the day the seither had dosed the Queen with worm-root and in the evening with sun’s eye, and for a while the dreams had receded into some deep, lost part of her so that to the eye of others it seemed that she dozed; though the Rosa Eldi could never remember a time when she had truly been in any state which could be called sleep. These stolen moments of oblivion she could pass off as tiredness caused by the greedy demands of the child, and no one questioned her. But the worm-root left her dry in the mouth and with strange pains in her limbs, and the sun’s eye made her feel leaden and barely alive, and so eventually she had had to stay Festrin’s hand and try to deal with the dreams as best she could.


Once or twice she had felt some force enter her to meld with the shreds of a dream so that she was gripped by the sudden belief that she might rise from where she sat, apparently meek and quiet, and grow until she towered over Halbo’s great stronghold, and stepping over its fortified, crenellated walls, bearing all their scars of old battles and the lichens of a thousand years, as if they were no more than a child’s toy, stride – vast and unassailable – out of this chilly kingdom, with its foolish king and wailing heir, its rough lords and chattering courtiers, its rocky promontories and wet grey skies – out through the wide ocean, across another continent filled with annoying, insect-like folk running here and there on their unfathomable errands, their heads stuffed with their tiny, idiotic concerns, to a place where bright sun shone on pantiled roofs and predatory birds with massive outstretched wings glided on hot-air currents high above golden towers, where another being – equally vast and unknowable, complex and powerful – awaited her return.


She found herself drifting to this place in her mind now. When she closed her eyes, she could almost feel the heat of the sun on her skin – a warmth not felt in these harsh climes; smell some heavy fragrance, as of flowers far more generous in size and scent than any that grew this far north in the world. It was an ancient place: history permeated the golden stone of the buildings around her, investing every brick in every wall, every plank in every door, every trodden paviour in the road with significance born of great events; and, more than any of these things, it felt like home. But somehow it withheld itself from her, it kept its secrets. And something in her recognised that wherever this golden place might be – if it even existed as anything other than a dream – it must be a long way away from Eyra, and so she might never visit it. And that caused her such sorrow it was almost a physical pain.


The baby’s meaty wail burst into the night air and continued at full bore until the chamber seemed stuffed with noise. The sound broke into her reverie: it was so disorientating that for a moment she thought it must have broken from her own lips. Gone from sleep to wakefulness in a second, Ravn sat bolt upright, alert as a mother cat.


‘Something ails him!’ he cried, clutching his wife by the arm so hard that she felt each of his fingertips as a separate pressure. ‘He is unwell.’


Distracted from her idyll, the Rosa Eldi pulled away from him. ‘It is nothing. He is hungry,’ she said, then added sharply. ‘Again.’


Rising from the bed, she went to the inner door of the bedchamber, opened it quietly and signalled to the woman seated beyond.


This figure rose at once to her command and moved silently into the royal bedchamber, her eyes averted.


She was short and sleekly dark, the girl known as Leta Gullwing, a slave rescued from the Istrians by merchants, was the tale Festrin had put around, who had lost the child she was bearing to stillbirth, leaving her with milk to spare. The Queen had taken pity on the poor child, it was said, had become quite fond of her – another stranger in a strange land – and had made her the baby’s wet-nurse. It was just close enough to the truth to seem plausible.


She was a pretty thing, Ravn thought assessingly, with her black hair and doe eyes and that soft and rounded body. In an earlier life he would surely have bedded her by now and discovered for himself all the fragrant, secret curves he suspected lay beneath the demure robe she wore; though in the presence of his wife – so lithe and svelte, so long-limbed and graceful – she seemed just a little coarse and graceless. Not that that would ever have put him off in those lusty days of yore. When you inhabit an island kingdom possessed of limited bloodstocks, it is necessary to lower your standards from time to time. Besides, he had often found it invigorating to punctuate rich fare with plain. This foreign girl intrigued him more than he would have cared to admit. Perhaps it was her genuine care for their baby which stirred him so. He watched her now as she took the child from his cot and encircled him in her arms, then with a practised hand slipped one of her lush breasts – its areola so dark against her olive skin that in the half-light it looked almost black – from beneath the folds of her shift and presented it to the child’s howling mouth. At once, two things happened: the baby’s wail dissipated to a loud sucking noise; and Ravn experienced a pleasant flutter of sensation in his lower abdomen. A moment later, his cock was as stiff as a stick.


Embarrassed, the King of the Northern Isles clutched the bedlinen close to suppress the offending item, but if his wife noticed his discomfiture, she made no sign of it. Regretfully, he drew his eyes away from the sight of the southern girl nursing his heir and concentrated his gaze on the long, elegant curve of the Rosa Eldi’s back and the sheaf of silver-gold hair cascading down to the faint rise in the ermine-trimmed robe which denoted her slim buttocks, and was surprised to discern in himself a faint disappointment, an infinitesimal lessening of his desire for his wife.


Ravn was not a man made for fidelity. He had never been faithful to one woman for so long. Indeed, he thought, turning this thought over slowly in his head, he had never before been faithful to any woman. A sudden flare of resentment billowed up inside him. He was the King, for Sur’s sake, and known affectionately by many of his subjects as the Stallion of the North: why should he not continue to have his choice of bedmates, wife or no wife? If he wanted to tup the nursemaid, why should he not do so, now that he had done his duty and sired an heir? His forebears had certainly taken their pleasures where they pleased; why, it was even rumoured that Erol Bardson was somewhat closer to him in relationship than mere cousin . . . His grandfather had strewn bastards all over the Northern Isles, and he had been hailed for his remarkable potency rather than lambasted for a fickle nature. He was about to open his mouth to speak some of what was on his mind when the Rose of the World turned to face him.


Her eyes – as green as malachite and fringed with lashes of lustrous black, a wonder in themselves, considering the silvery gold of the hair on her head, and entire lack elsewhere – were lambent in her perfect face. Her gaze was so piercing that it was as if she could shine those bright orbits into the depths of his skull and illuminate every dark crevice therein. He felt distinctly uncomfortable; then hot with shame. Then the heat intensified. All at once the unworthy thoughts fled away from him – moths annihilated in the flame of his wife’s regard – and his erection surged out from under him. He watched her mesmeric gaze drop and her lips curve into the most beatific smile.


‘Ah,’ she said, and her voice was as low and reassuring as the tide lapping at a gentle shore, ‘I see I have a wife’s duty to attend to.’


She took three steps towards the bed, reached out and cupped the King’s balls with one smooth, cool hand. Ravn’s cock – as if suddenly touched by lightning – leapt and bobbed at her touch. Then she looked back over her shoulder to where Leta Gullwing, oblivious to the sexual theatre taking place only steps away from her, gave suck to the child. ‘Take the boy away,’ the Rosa Eldi said softly.


‘I will take your son into my room, madam,’ Leta said quietly.


Then she opened the door to the adjoining chamber and slipped through it into the candlelit darkness beyond.


Only the most subtle of observers might have noticed the very slight emphasis she had placed on two of those words.


Your son, she thought bitterly, closing the door behind her softly. Your son, indeed.


She turned to regard the baby lying swaddled in his sheepskin wrap upon his cot and Wulf gazed back at her soundlessly out of the soft white cloud of wool, a tiny dribble of milk bubbling from the side of his mouth.


How has it come to this, Leta Gullwing thought, that I have given away my son, the only thing I seem to have in all the world that I could call my own, to be the heir to a strange king in a strange land, claimed by a woman whose expression changes not one whit when she regards him, while every whimper he makes tears my heart; and I cannot even remember how any of this sad tale came to pass?

OEBPS/html/docimages/map.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
Rose of the World
Book Three of Fools Gold

Jude Fisher

POCKET
BOOKS

LONDON « NEW YORK * SYDNEY » TORONTO





OEBPS/html/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
Rose of the World
Book Three of Fool’s Gold

Jude Fisher

POCKET
BOOKS

LONDON « NEW YORK * SYDNEY » TORONTO





