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What Has Gone Before . . .


From the ashy wastes of the Moonfell Plain, where the trading event known as the Allfair is held every year, there rises a great rock. The Istrians know it as Falla’s Rock and claim it as sacred ground, while the northerners call it Sur’s Castle in honour of their god. Katla Aransen, daughter of the Rockfall clan, has come to the Allfair for the first time. At home in the barren Westman Isles of Eyra she spends her time climbing the granite cliffs, running across the moors, forging weaponry in the steading’s smithy – her long red hair wild and tangled, her clothes torn and stained. Pigheaded and rebellious, she would probably have climbed it even if forbidden; but no one told her not to; and in the dawn light it looks magical and inviting. So she scales the sacred Rock and is spotted by two old Istrian men, whom she easily escapes, but the Allfair Guards may be a harder prospect. Sacrilege is a capital offence: in order to obscure her identity at the Fair, and thus save her life, her father hacks off her hair.


The peoples of the north and south of the world of Elda have long been in conflict. In ancient days, the southerners drove their enemies steadily north out of the abundant farmlands of Istria until there was nowhere left for them but the rocky Eyran islands battered by the icy Northern Ocean. Since then, their customs and practices have become sharply delineated; the Istrians worshipping the cruel fire-goddess, Falla, and keeping their women shrouded; the northerners giving obeisance to the god Sur. The divergences between the two cultures have caused ever-increasing friction, resulting in raids and incursions, battles and full-blown wars: even in peace-time hostilities are close to the surface. Little does she know it, but by setting foot on the Rock, Katla is about to become the spark for a mighty conflagration – in a young man’s heart, and in a wider context, which may claim the lives of thousands.


Meanwhile, from Sanctuary, an icy fastness at the top of the world, there has come to the Fair a strange, tall, pale man called Virelai, a mage’s apprentice who has stolen away from his master two of the three most powerful beings in Elda: the Rose of the World, a woman of perfect beauty whose merest glance fires men with desperate lust, and a cat called Bëte. By use of a powerful spell, Virelai has left the Master wrapped in sorcerous sleep; but if the mage awakes, his vengeance will surely be terrible. Already constrained by a geas which prevents him from dealing death to the mage in any direct manner, Virelai devises a cunning plot: at the Allfair he distributes a number of forged maps, each imbued with a little magic, to tempt adventurers to Sanctuary, where they are promised treasures beyond imagination. All they have to do in return is to promise to take the life of one old, sleeping man. Among the many so duped is Katla’s father, Aran Aranson, head of the Rockfall clan, a man in sore need of some excitement in his life. Now all he needs is to raise sufficient funds to have a hardy ice-breaker built which can brave the mighty arctic seas around Sanctuary.


Elda was once a world filled with magic and wonders, a world in the guardianship of three benign deities: the Woman, the Man and the Beast. There remain legends of that lost age, and of the people of the Far West, with their vast jewelled ships and golden artefacts. For centuries now Elda has been a world bereft of magic; but with the arrival of the bizarre trio of Virelai, the Rosa Eldi and the cat, sorcery seems to have returned. It begins in small ways, as the charms and potions of the wandering folk known as the Footloose suddenly begin to take greater effect than they were ever designed to do, as Erno Hamson is about to find out. He buys a love-charm from the ancient nomad healer, Fezack Starsinger, and wears it under his tunic. The object of his desire? Katla Aransen, who has never shown any interest in him before. Love charms and potions may seem harmless enough; but sorcery is destined to erupt in a far more unsettling manner.


The Vingo clan, a once-illustrious southern family now fallen on harder times, are at the Fair to trade horses, and their elder son – the arrogant, vicious Tanto – in marriage to the daughter of an equally arrogant and vicious nobleman: Tycho Issian, Lord of Cantara, a man well known for his religious fervour and fierce oratory. Their younger son Saro, already entranced on the very first day of the Fair by the vision of a bare-legged girl with long red hair shining in the dawn sun atop the forbidden Rock, is already finding his first visit to the Moonfell Plain an extraordinary experience; the more so as he makes his way through the wonders of the nomads’ quarter. But while he is buying a gift from the moodstone-seller for his absent mother, a fight breaks out nearby between some Istrian and Eyran youths. Violence escalates and before long the moodstone-seller, old Hiron Sea-Haar, lies dying in Saro’s arms, stabbed by Tanto. As the old man passes into the beyond he bestows upon Saro a gift: a moodstone with strange and perilous powers, and the ability to know another’s mind by the merest touch. Such empathy is soon to prove more of a burden than a blessing. By way of recompense for the murder, Tanto agrees, falsely and under duress, to donate half the winnings he takes from the Games to the old man’s family, but when his marriage settlement to Lord Tycho Issian’s daughter Selen falls short of the agreed sum, he reneges on the deal and it is left to Saro to take the money without his family’s leave and pay it over to Hiron’s family.


Lord Tycho Issian, meanwhile, has struck his own deal. Afflicted by the need to ‘worship the Goddess’ with a willing woman, he seeks for a whore, but glimpses instead the Rose of the World, and is lost utterly. Stricken with lust, he agrees to pay Virelai a fortune if he can take the Rosa Eldi as his own: if he can extend his debt to the Ruling Council of Istria and swiftly settle the marriage arrangement with the Vingos, he will have just enough to pay the sorcerer. But all goes awry.


The Vingos do not have the sum agreed on the night of the Gathering – the event at which Ravn Asharson, King of the Northern Isles, will choose himself a wife. In the midst of the festivities, Tanto decides he will take his bride whether the marriage settlement is made or not and makes his way to her pavilion, where he kills her maid and takes Selen by force. Selen Issian fights back, stabbing Tanto in the groin. Covered with blood, she runs naked into the night.


Meanwhile, Aran Aranson, consumed by the dream of Sanctuary’s gold, ‘sells’ his daughter to the shipwright who will build his ice-breaker. Trussed up in a red dress at the Gathering, Katla Aransen is due to be betrothed to the fat old shipmaker; until she persuades Erno Hamson to help her escape. Erno does not need much persuading: he has loved Katla since he was a child; but when he kisses her, the love charm he wears smoulders to the ground, and with it go his dreams. Katla is furious, but she still needs his help. The plan is to steal a boat and row away down the coast; but as they run across the plain, they encounter Selen Issian, and then a troop of guards. Katla insists that Erno rescues the terrified young Istrian woman, while she doubles back to confuse the soldiers; but this plan too, will go awry.


At the Gathering, King Ravn is bored – bored with shrouded southern women whose beauty he cannot assess, bored with the machinations of the northern lords, all manoeuvring for their advancement – until he too is captured by the power of the Rosa Eldi. Forsaking all others, he claims her as his bride.


The Gathering is already in turmoil as the Allfair Guards burst in with a captive: Katla Aransen – mistaken for a man with her hair cut all rough and short – is accused of murdering Selen Issian’s slavegirl and stabbing Tanto Vingo. Even when the error of her gender is resolved, there remains the matter of her climbing the Rock. The northerners claim it to be Sur’s Castle, but the Istrians insist it is sacred ground to the Goddess. There are calls for a burning: the traditional Istrian punishment for sacrilege. The Moonfell Plain is neutral ground; but Lord Rui Finco, a southern lord bearing more than passing resemblance to the northern king, quietly points out that the Rock was ceded to Istria in an agreement made by Ravn’s father, the Shadow Wolf himself, Ashar Stenson. Katla will be burned, according to Istrian law.


Fights break out across the fairground. The nomads, who have seen omens of bloodshed and a return of their own persecution, flee the plain. Amidst the chaos, the northern king is abducted, revealing a plot by a number of Istrian lords to gain control of the northern fleet and thus the ocean ways, which will render them great power and wealth. But the plot is foiled and Ravn Asharson flees with his bride, leaving Katla Aransen to burn and his countrymen in fierce and furious conflict with the Istrians.


Tied to a pyre, flames all around her, it seems nothing can save Katla. But young Saro Vingo, following a mystical encounter with the Rosa Eldi, wades into the fire to set her free, the moodstone he carries killing all in his path. Katla’s kin take her to safety; but even when the crisis has passed, cries for war fill the air.


Meanwhile, Erno Hamson has done as Katla told him – rowed away with Selen Issian: his heart is broken, and she is now a refugee who can never return to her home. Tanto Vingo, his wound poisoned, is saved only by drastic surgery. Tycho Issian, obsessed by the loss of the woman who has enslaved his soul, devotes all his efforts to fanning the flames of war: under the pretence of rescuing his daughter from her barbarian abductors and liberating all the women of Eyra from the sacrilegious lives their menfolk have forced them to lead, he calls for the south to carry fire and sword to the Northern Isles until they have laid it waste (and he can claim the Rosa Eldi for himself). He has the sorcerer, Virelai, and his magical cat to aid his cause; as well as Lord Rui Finco and his conspirators, for whom war with Eyra would suit many of their purposes.


Katla Aransen, carried unconscious from the Moonfell Plain, recovers slowly at home in Rockfall; disfigured and damaged by the fire, her precious right hand fused into a clublike lump of scar tissue. She fears she will never climb another cliff, never forge another blade. Disconsolate, she wanders the island, trying to avoid doing household tasks. At Winterfest the mummers, under the charismatic leadership of Tam Fox, arrive; and with them comes a seither, one of the mysterious ancient folk who have but a single eye, which sees more than mortals’ two. The seither sees in Katla an adept, a channeller of earth-magic. To Katla, despite her great skill with rock and metal, this comes as a shock. The healer lays hands upon her and together they begin to work on Katla’s burned arm; but this act is tragically misinterpreted by Katla’s twin brother Fent, who attacks the seither, running her through with the Red Sword, Katla’s finest blade. Appalled, Katla attempts to turn her newfound abilities to the aid of the seither, but strength fails her and she feels herself ebbing away into the darkness, a darkness in which a distant and infinitely powerful voice calls to her . . .




Prologue


The Rose of the World hovered over her sleeping husband and the ends of her pale hair grazed his cheek. Wrapped in the strangest of dreams after his night’s exertions, King Ravn Asharson – known, confidingly, by the women of Eyra and, enviously, by the men, as ‘the Stallion of the North’ – stirred briefly as those silky fibres brushed him, his eyelashes fluttering like the lift of a crow’s wings.


The Rosa Eldi smiled. It was an expression she had been practising each day in the privacy of these chambers, with the aid of one of her husband’s many gifts to her – a mirror of polished silver, glass and mercury, bought from traders from the Galian Isles: a miraculous thing in itself; but all the more so to the Rose of the World, who had never seen her own face, except as a reflection in the eyes of enraptured men.


They told her she was beautiful and rare, the most perfect of women: but she had no means to judge if they meant what they said: she had spent all of the life that she could recall cloistered away in Sanctuary, that remote icy stronghold, whose only inhabitants had been a black cat, Bëte, the mage, Rahe; and Virelai, the Master’s apprentice. Rahe had told her she was beautiful over and again: but since he had also given her to believe that he had created her in an image most pleasing to his own eyes, it seemed a subjective judgement.


Then, when Virelai had stolen her away and they had travelled out into the world she had had the opportunity to assess for herself the concepts of beauty and perfection; but in the beginning the assault on her starved senses had been so overwhelming that she had found everything – from the commonest dungfly to the mightiest tree – beautiful and perfect as and of itself. And yet, at the same time, everything she saw had seemed oddly familiar to her, as if the images that had populated her dreams had suddenly slipped from her head to swarm around her in all their myriad forms and colours.


But people were the most disconcerting. She had no idea of how to react to them; and so usually she said nothing and just drank in their images to recall later in the darkness of the wagon in which she, the cat and the apprentice lived while they travelled; but what struck her repeatedly was how women recoiled from her, smiling with their mouths, but rarely with their eyes, as if they mistook her silent gaze for insolence, or a threat. Men, on the other hand, appeared to fall in love with her in an instant and become so helplessly enraptured that they wanted to have congress with her there and then, no matter how inappropriate the time, place or circumstances. The women did not like that, either. It seemed that in the making of her, the Master had invested her with sufficient magic to seduce every man on Elda (though that had clearly not been his intention, which was surely to keep her to himself alone) and from what she now understood about such matters, it seemed that Virelai had understood her power early in their journey and had made himself a considerable sum of money from these men and their use of her as they travelled across the world.


She felt her smile fade at these memories: felt it by the release of the muscles in her face. Turning, she reached over and retrieved the mirror from its place on the tapestried settle beside the bed, and tilted the pretty artefact until the first rays of the dawn’s light were caught between its sheeny plate and her pale, pale skin. The silver gave back to her an oval face as white as milk, except where her husband’s beard had during the night rasped her chin and cheek and brought a faint pink flush to the surface, and a pair of green eyes, more sea-green than leaf-green. Ravn called them ‘mermaid’s eyes’ and laughingly insisted on checking her feet each morning for signs of her secret nightly excursions: for fronds of seaweed, he said; for seahorses, flippers or scales! She had no idea what he meant by this, and had solemnly told him so, which surprised him much, for surely everyone knew the tales of the selkies of the Northern Isles, who borrowed human form to seduce unwary sailors and fishermen, and then slipped into their fishy skins at night and returned to their ocean homeland, leaving their lovers mazed and heartbroken? She smiled again into the mirror and watched her lips curve up into a pale pink bow, saw how her cheeks rounded and the skin around her eyes creased. She relaxed the expression and stared mercilessly at her changed image in the reflective surface. In this strong morning light she was able to spy out the vaguest of lines running from the sides of her nose to the corners of her mouth, fanning outward from her eyes. She had not thought she knew how to smile, or make any other such expression; but these faint marks told another story.


The Master had always treated her as a thing rather than any sort of person, a solace and pastime for his pleasure alone in the chilly, empty world of Sanctuary, and until this time she had never questioned her place in that world: but now a new thought came to her.


In some lost past, she must have smiled and frowned and pursed her lips enough times to have etched these small lines into her skin.


In some lost past, therefore, she must have had another life.


Feelings that she could put no name to welled up in her. She dropped the mirror to her lap, barely registering its cold touch on her naked skin. Beside her, her husband stirred briefly, eyelids flickering, then he stilled and slipped back into deep sleep. She reached out and brushed a frond of his black hair away from his brow, and felt herself calmed by the sheer simplicity of the act. Such a man of many parts, she thought, taking in the conjunction of the weatherbeaten skin of his face and neck with the vulnerable whiteness of his chest and belly; at the dark hands and forearms flung wide upon the linen sheet which contrasted with legs so pale they were like limbs belonging to another man. Only the curling black hair that grew everywhere upon him knit the whole together, blurred the seams, confused the edges.


Leaning towards him, she laid the mirror now on its side before his sleeping face and watched as his breath bloomed on the cold metal. The bloom faded and died, then was restored with each new passage of warm air. Then she wiped the mirror on the sheet and breathed on it herself.


Nothing.


The metal remained pristine, unblemished.


‘For all your reputation, there is no heat in you,’ she remembered the Master saying to her. Then, under the binding of his magic, it had been as much as she could do to concentrate on the sound his words made; it was only now, away from his influence, that she began to see what he might have meant by this, yet no matter how many times she tried the test, the result was still the same and she still had no better understanding of who she was or where she had come from. It was a mystery that was coming to obsess her, to drive her mind ceaselessly through every hour of the day and night.


All she knew was that she had owned no knowledge, no identity or volition while she lived with the Master. It was as if his sorcery had smothered them as a wet cloak might smother flames before a fire could catch hold. All she had known in her years in Sanctuary was how to arouse Rahe’s ardour and slake his lusts: other than this, she had drifted as in a dream. It was only after she had left the island that she had felt any sense of herself return. But even after several months of travelling amongst the fantastic people and places of Elda, she had still been quiescent, content to drift in Virelai’s wake; content to do what he asked of her with the men he brought to the wagon. Content, that is, until he had tried to sell her to a southern lord – a man whose touch had made her skin creep, made her shudder with a revulsion she could neither name nor comprehend except to know with a deep, primal instinct that he was full of death and she wanted no part of him.


The fact that she was here, now, in the royal chambers of Halbo Castle was all her own doing, and she felt some satisfaction in that. When she had escaped Virelai on the night of the Gathering, she had not known her own intention. To remove herself from the grasp of the deathly southern lord meant putting an ocean between them; and a ship bound for the north required the protection of an Eyran captain; but when she laid eyes upon Ravn Asharson the future came into clear focus. Assessing him at a glance as a powerful man, a man who could defend her against all comers, she knew at once that his soul cried out for the exotic; and so she had stepped into his orbit and drawn his eyes to her.


In her short experience of the world beyond Sanctuary she had learned that women used whatever wiles they possessed to attract men to them, and that the conquest of a king would be regarded by most as a triumph, not an undertaking to be entered into lightly or by a woman of no breeding or heritage. But for the Rosa Eldi, this was no game of statesmanship, no play for status: it was a gambit made simply for survival, and so she had exerted the full force of her seductive magic upon him; he was utterly, inextricably bewitched.


What she had not bargained for were the odd sensations he drew forth from her. These sensations, which she learned to term ‘feelings’, started with a vague tenderness toward a man so vulnerable her mere glance could bring him to his knees; then had grown into something altogether more demanding of their connection in the weeks of the voyage back to the northern capital and his careful introduction of her into the great castle he called his home. Now it had become something she could only think of as a slow fire burning deep inside her, so that instead of abandoning him as soon as the ship docked in Eyra as she had planned, she now experienced an almost physical pain every time he left her side.


This pain was made all the worse by the fact that she knew she had wrought a powerful enchantment upon Ravn: she could not be sure that, without it, he would feel anything for her at all. And since she had thrown this veil of bewitchment over him, it was impossible to know his true character. It was like viewing an island through fogs: she sensed, beneath the miasma of the magic, something adamantine in him, something uncompromising and elemental; something that might challenge and thrill her into a greater understanding of love, of life, of the world and her place in it. But he moved and talked as if in a daze when he was with her; and when he was away, she knew nothing of him.


It would, she pondered, leaning closer to trace the chiselled line of his mouth with the tip of her finger, be curious to withdraw the glamour and see just who this man she had chosen to ally herself to might truly be. But she did not yet dare to do it.


And so, she moved further down the bed until her face was level with her husband’s chest. Then she laid her head down upon him and listened to the steady draw of his breath, to the powerful slow beat of his heart – like a tide, like a tide – and wondered whether she would ever learn what it was to be human in this world of Elda.




One


Intrigues


Aran Aranson, Master of Rockfall, stood in the doorway of his smithy with the moon leering over his shoulder like the eye of some vengeful giant, and watched with disbelief as the dead woman came to her feet.


In front of him, his second son Fent was on his knees, gazing up at the apparition he had killed only moments earlier, while his only daughter, Katla Aransen, lay as still as stone on the cold floor with blood all over her face and hands. The dead woman took a step towards him and the moonlight shone from her single eye so that she looked like an afterwalker, recently returned from the quiet of the burial howe to haunt those who had done it wrong in life, to straddle the rooftree of the houses till the timbers broke, to hag-ride the livestock till they ran mad; to terrorise all and sundry until the whole settlement was cursed and abandoned.


His hand tightened on the pommel of the dagger he wore at his waist-belt. Severing the head, that’s the only thing that works with ghasts, old Gramma Garsen had told them, her face lit ghoulishly by the embers of the firepit, as he sat with all the other little boys of the steading, held rapt and terrified breathless by her words, You have to cut off the head and bury it as far from the body as you can. But would such simple advice work on a seither, one of the legendary magic-channellers of the Northern Isles? Aran drew the dagger and held it out before him, knowing it an inadequate weapon for the task at hand. Katla’s Red Sword, the prize weapon she had forged last year, with a carnelian set into the hilt, lay out of his reach; but if he could disable the seither with the dagger, then spring past her to retrieve it—


‘Put away that pin, Aran Aranson.’


The seither’s voice was deep and resonant: too powerful for a woman heart-pierced only moments earlier. He found his hand faltering, as if there were more power in her words than just their meaning.


‘Would you bring down the same curse on yourself as I placed on your murderous son?’


May all your ventures meet with disaster.


Aran had never thought himself as a particularly superstitious man but now he felt an icy dread upon him as if the dead woman had reached out and placed a chilly finger on his heart.


‘I do not understand what has happened here,’ he managed at last.


The seither, Festrin One-Eye, smiled grimly. There was blood on her teeth and gums, blood which looked black in that garish light. They do not bleed as we do, Gramma Garsen had said; they swell to twice their normal size and their veins fill with black fluid, one drop of which would sear a hillside for eternity.


‘Do you really think me aptagangur, Aran Aranson?’ Festrin said with remarkable sweetness, and began to unlace the ties of her tunic.


Aran’s eyes dropped unwillingly from the seither’s face to where her clever fingers pulled apart the bows and knots. Beneath her hands the torn and bloodstained fabric parted easily; but although he had seen the Red Sword rammed home to the hilt by a panicked Fent there was no sign of any hurt there – no ragged hole, gouting the blood that had spurted over Katla as she tended to the dying woman; not even the closed purple of a stab-wound newly healed. Nothing but smooth white skin, and the swell of her breasts. Aran felt his mouth drop open like any fool’s.


Fent spun to regard his father, his face waxy with shock. ‘I killed her,’ he whispered. ‘I saw her die.’


Festrin stepped around the boy as if he were of no more consequence than a stray dog, keeping her eyes all the while on the Master of Rockfall. ‘Your daughter is a rare creature, Aran Aranson. She tried to give her life for mine, but do not fear – she is still alive. She will recover herself. Mark well what I say. Do not waste her. Do not bargain her away like a prize ewe; nor wrap her in silks and mothballs. Earth-magic flows through her, and something else as well—’ She leaned towards him and poked him hard in the shoulder with one long, lean finger. ‘Look well to your daughter, Master of Rockfall; because if you do not, I shall return for her and you will wish I had never set foot on this island.’


And having delivered this pronouncement, she was past him, her form silhouetted for a moment, tall and straight as a monolith, in the frame of the smithy door; and then she was gone.


No one saw the seither leave. No boat was missing from its moorings the next day, nor was any horse gone from the stables. All Tam Fox, the leader of the group of mummers with whom Festrin One-Eye had come to Rockfall, could offer by way of explanation was to tap the side of his nose and declare: ‘Best not to enquire how seithers travel the world.’


Katla spent two days in the bed to which Aran carried her, sleeping as deeply as a sick child, waking briefly, then sleeping again. But on the third day when he came to sit by her he found the bedclothes thrown off onto the floor in a heap and her boots missing from their place beside the door.


Aran walked the enclosures and checked the outhouses, but to no avail. At last he took the path down to the harbour where, reduced to simple methods by the club-hand she had earned from the burning, she would sometimes sit and dangle a crabline from the seawall, but the only folk down there were the fishermen taking their boats out on the early tide.


He went out to the end of the mole anyway and turned back to stare inland. The steading at Rockfall was no grand affair like some of the other great halls of Eyra’s clan chiefs, but it was a fine and sturdy longhouse constructed from timbers shipped out from the mainland in the time of Aran’s great-grandfather, from stone dug out of the surrounding hillsides, and roofed in the traditional fashion with peat and turf. Even on this fine summer morning a curl of smoke rose from the central fire that maintained all day and night throughout the year. My home, Aran thought with pride, taking in the bustle of activity in the enclosures, the shimmering field of barley, the white specks of sheep up on the mountain pastures. When he had taken over responsibility for Rockfall after the last war, the hall had been in a state of disrepair, the crop-fields fallow, the outhouses tumbled down. Aran Stenson had paid little mind to his land, preferring a life on the sea, ‘trading’ as he liked to call it, though others might consider it simple piracy. The Istrians, for example. Aran Aranson smiled. He had done his duty by his family; he had made Rockfall a steading to be proud of. It had taken years of hard and selfless work; he had rebuilt much of the hall with his own hands, in the days when they could barely afford to feed themselves, let alone their retainers. He and Bera had raised a family, and lost five children to stillbirth and disease along the way. He had won support from his neighbours and from lords and clan chiefs across Eyra for his steady voice and fair dealings in a hundred lawsuits, and his strong arm in enforcing them. He had made himself a man to be reckoned with by walking the line of sense and responsibility all these long years; and now he considered he had earned the right to follow his own dreams and enjoy the adventures he had missed out on as a young man, and had been promising himself ever since. That promise had propelled him through the difficulties of his marriage and the dullness of the farming. It had kept him steady all these years, and now he would have his reward.


He patted the pouch he wore about his neck. In it there nestled a scrap of parchment, an ancient map he had come by from a nomad trader at the Allfair. That map would bring riches his forebears could never have imagined. His pursuit of the treasure it guaranteed was hardly, therefore, a selfish thing: it would provide for his family far better than his staying on Rockfall and managing the farm, or by mining and trading the rare sardonyx out of the heart of the island, which was both costly and time-consuming. No, in one fell swoop, with some luck, some audacity and the right vessel, he would make their fortunes. Bera could live like the rich woman she had always dreamed she would be. His sons could buy a veritable fleet of longships, sail the Ravenway, or, in Fent’s case, go raiding the Istrian coast, before they settled for some good land and a wife to plough. And as for Katla, wherever she might be . . .


He scanned the landscape absent-mindedly for his daughter, his thoughts already drifting out onto the high seas, to the north, with their drifting floes and towering bergs and secret islands wreathed in mist . . .


Drawn back to the ocean by the seductive images in his head, he watched the last of the fishing boats sail out of the bay, passing the dramatic spike of the Hound’s Tooth, the rocky headland which provided the island with its look-out position to all points south and west. On its very apex, a detached rock stood out, balanced precariously on its seaward lip. He narrowed his eyes, and as he did so, the sun crested the mountains of the island’s interior and cast their light across the cliffs so that he was suddenly able to make out – instead of a rock – a tiny figure, its red hair haloed by the sun.


Katla!




Katla Aransen sat on the top of the Hound’s Tooth, her face thrust out towards the sea, her feet dangling over three hundred feet of clear space to the water breaking over the rocks below. She had risen at dawn filled with an energy she could put no name to and had fled the house before any of her family were awake. In these last few days, she had seen and heard so much that it had all become a great jumble in her head: Festrin’s talk of earth-magic, her father’s plans to steal the King’s shipmaker for his mad expedition into the frozen north; the voice in her head that had rumbled like thunder when she had channelled whatever force it was that had brought the seither back from the brink of death . . .


The implications of this last act in particular were so mystifying that she could not bear to talk to another soul until she had made some sense of it for herself. And so she had run down to the water’s edge and climbed to the top of the cliff by her favourite route.


Climbing always cleared her head of troubles, especially a dizzying ascent like the dauntingly sheer seaward face of the Hound’s Tooth, which required every bit of her concentration. Being unable to climb all these months because of her injuries, and believing that she never would again, on account of the awkwardness of the clubbed hand, had been the worst punishment of all.


She held the afflicted arm up in the air now, twisted it this way and that. Still she could not believe the marvel of it. Where before there had been a great welted mass of red-and-white scar tissue, now she had four fingers and a thumb again, albeit pale and thin in comparison with her other tanned and muscular hand. It was hard to believe she was healed; harder still to comprehend that she had brought about that healing herself. It was perplexing and strange, and she half-expected at any moment to look down and find the old monstrosity there again. So she tried not to think about it at all, in case doing so might tempt the Fates and remind them of her unworthiness as a recipient of this miracle.


But as she laid a hand on the first hold of the cold granite a fine trembling had started up in her fingers, followed by a hot buzz which had suffused her whole arm, then her shoulders, neck and head, and at last her entire body, as if the rock were speaking to her in a language her blood alone could understand, a language like thunder; and that had been the most confusing thing of all.


For Katla, climbing was her ultimate escape – away from the chores of the steading and her mother’s doomed attempts to make her more ladylike – out into the most inaccessible places on the island where no one could follow her, even if they knew where she was. To be able to look down onto the backs of flying gulls, to share a sun-drenched ledge with fulmars and jackdaws, to watch the folk of Rockfall from way up high, and them not even aware of their audience, was a special pleasure to her: at once a discipline of controlled movement and the ultimate expression of the wildest part of herself. Whenever her life became frustrating or alarming she would climb. The necessities of the activity brought a great simplicity to life, she found: move carefully, hold tight; do not fall. When she climbed she was forced to make these her only concerns, so that all other anxieties receded into insignificance; but to be assailed by this tangible flow of earth-magic, with all the complexities and consequences it brought into her life turned simple escape into a perplexing discussion of the nature of the world.


The sea, she thought now, looking out over that wide blue expanse. The sea’s the answer. I may feel the magic running out of the reefs and skerries; but surely over the deepest ocean it will leave me be? I’ll put my case to Da, make him take me on his expedition . . .


Aran’s lungs and legs were complaining long before he crested the final ridge, even though the landward path was far more kindly than his daughter’s route to the top. It had been a long time since the Master of Rockfall had even walked to the summit of the Hound’s Tooth; indeed, it was with some chagrin that he realised that ‘some time’ meant in truth almost twenty years – before the island had become his domain, after his father’s death in the war with Istria. In all that time it had been a succession of lads he’d sent up here on look-out duty: immediately after the war, looking for enemy ships, which could be hard to spot: since native Istrian vessels were not designed for ocean crossings, the Southern Empire used captured Eyran ships against the north; then, when the uneasy truce had been established, looking for independent raiders intent on pillage, and more lately, with rather less urgency, looking for merchant ships and those bearing men and news from the King’s court at Halbo. In his father’s day, the look-outs commanded respect in the island community, but since the perils of war had ebbed away the task had fallen to green lads – second, third and fourth sons of Rockfall retainers with no land of their own to work and few other prospects. Young Vigli and Jarn Forson were the current pair of look-outs, and Sur knew how feckless those two could be: with war looming again, he should set about the matter of finding reliable replacements . . .


‘Hello, Da.’


Katla waved her hand at him. Her right hand, the one that had been maimed. The bandages with which Bera had thought to conceal the sudden improvement from the superstitious eyes of the world had gone, he noticed. But of course, no one had yet had the chance to tell Katla to keep them on.


With some trepidation – for Aran did not share his daughter’s nonchalance around precipitous cliffs – he sat down on the rocky outcrop, rather further from the edge than Katla, and took the proffered hand in his own. In his meaty grasp it was tiny, almost fragile. He turned it over, palm up, then palm down, and gazed at it in amazement. He had pulled her out of the pyre the Istrians had made for her at the Allfair, for her sacrilege (as they saw it) of climbing their sacred Rock, and for the part they claimed she had played in the abduction of Lord Tycho Issian’s daughter Selen, before she could be swallowed by it, but her right hand had been burned raw and red, her fingers fused into a clublike mass. He had thought she would never forge another sword, never decorate another dagger, never climb another cliff; but now here was she was with a full complement of pristine fingers and a separate thumb once more, sitting cheerfully on top of her favourite route. Aran had never been much of a believer in magic, but what he had experienced of late had given him considerable pause for thought.


‘So,’ Katla grinned at him, the sun adding mischievous sparks to her tawny eyes, ‘now that I’m whole again, can I go with Fent and Halli to Halbo to capture the King’s new shipmaker?’


Aran dropped her hand as if it had burned him. It was impossible that anyone else had crept up the Hound’s Tooth to overhear them; but even so, he could not help but glance around anxiously.


‘What? How could you know?’


Never an accomplished liar – partly through laziness, for it was simpler to tell the truth – Katla opted for the easy explanation: ‘I overheard you and the lads plotting in the barn after the feast. To bring Morten Danson back here, whether he will or no, and all the timber and tools and men too, so that he can make an ice-breaking ship for your expedition north, through the floes.’


Aran’s eyes hooded themselves briefly, as if he cloaked his thoughts from her. When he looked up again his face was dark with some hidden passion. ‘You cannot tell anyone. You know that, don’t you? The future of our family is at stake here.’


‘So you’ll let me go with them?’


‘It’s strong men that are needed, not girls,’ he said roughly.


Katla’s nostrils flared. ‘I can fight as well as my brothers: I can wrestle better than Halli and wield a sword better than Fent—’


‘You are not going. Your mother needs you here.’


‘My mother! All I do is get under her feet and remind her what a hard job it’s going to be to marry me off—’


Aran gripped her so hard that she almost yelped. ‘When I make this expedition you will be running Rockfall with Bera: you’d better start learning the way of things now.’


‘But Da!’ Treacherously, Katla’s eyes had filled with sudden, scorching tears. If she could not sail to Halbo, she’d been consoling herself that at least she’d be sailing with the expedition force, to find the legendary island of Sanctuary and the treasure that was hidden there. She blinked furiously. ‘You need to take me with you – who else can shin up the mastpole when the lines get tangled? Who else can feel the draw of the land when there’s none to be seen?’


‘I’ve nearly lost you twice, girl: I’d not forgive myself if I lost you again.’


Katla wrenched herself free of his grasp so violently that Aran fell backwards, his head striking an outcrop of granite splotched with rosettes of gold lichen. She leapt to her feet, her shadow falling across him for a moment, then she took off down the cliff path without looking back.


With a groan, Aran levered himself upright, an expression of pain tightening the lines on his handsome face, though it could not be said whether this expression were brought about by the knock he had taken from the granite or from some other, more interior, sensation.


Overhead, a black-backed gull slipped sideways on a current of warm air, its shadow long in the low sun.


‘She said I must look well to you, Katla,’ the Master of Rockfall said softly, watching his daughter running wildly down the cliff, oblivious to the gorse and brambles which choked the path. ‘Or she would be back for you.’ He knew he would never tell her of the exchange he had had with the seither, not just because Katla would toss her head like a wayward pony and have her way out of sheer, cross-grained will, but out of some obscure shame in him that there might be other influences on their lives that he could not control, that some other force might already be pulling on the lines of his fate, and those of his family, too.


Even downhill and at the breakneck speed that drove her it took Katla more than twenty minutes to reach the harbour. The first person she encountered there was Min Codface, Tam Fox’s right-hand woman, whose specialism within the mummers’ troupe was the throwing of knives with such accuracy that Tam liked to joke she could trim your beard and your nails and then kill you dead before you knew it. Min was a big woman, but even she was staggering under the weight of a huge wicker chest, around which she could see nothing at all: two more steps and she’d be in the sea. Katla caught hold of the chest and turned Min sideways with a foot’s length to spare.


‘Close one!’ grinned the knife-thrower, revealing the huge gap in her teeth that had caused some obscene merriment between Fent and Tam, before Min had threatened to punch their lights out, and even Fent had recognised someone potentially more violent than himself and had mumbled what amounted, almost, to an apology. ‘Thanks, chubb.’


Min had developed a habit of referring to everyone as some type of fish or another. ‘He’s a right strange mullet,’ she’d said of one unfortunate lad who’d lost his balance on top of the human tower they’d been practising before the feast or, referring to one of the village girls, ‘Pretty as a speckled trout’; and ‘Your brother Halli seems like quite a fair carp,’ which was apparently a compliment. Katla had wondered whether Min had chosen her own name, or whether its imposition had coloured her view of the world.


Min dumped the chest unceremoniously on the seawall and wiped her brow. Behind her, a cavalcade of mummers was winding down the steep hill from the steading, their arms full of costumes and props and provisions for the voyage ahead.


‘You’re sailing today?’ Katla asked, appalled at how time had overtaken her.


The knife-thrower nodded quickly. ‘Aye, we’ll catch the late tide, Tam says. He couldn’t be arsed to make an early start, lazy great halibut. Got us all running around while he sweet-talks your ma out of her best yellowbread.’


At the very mention of this delicacy, Katla’s stomach rumbled loudly. Her mother’s yellowbread was known across all the islands, though she baked it rarely now that the cost of the flowers that gave up their stamens to the spice that gave it its distinctive taste and colour had become so expensive. The crocuses grew only in the foothills of the Golden Mountains on the southern continent, and this was one reason Gramma Rolfsen cited as clear evidence that the Eyrans had been driven out of their rightful homeland: for how otherwise would yellowbread have become a staple of the Northern Isles when all the southerners did with the flowers was to crush them for dyeing or use them in their rituals?


Katla gave the knife-thrower a distracted smile, then started up the hill towards the hall. Breakfast first, she thought; then some serious plans to be made. She passed the tumblers, dressed not in their bright motley but in ordinary brown homespun, with casks of water and stallion’s-blood wine balanced precariously on their heads, then some more of Tam’s women stumbling down the path with a freshly dead cow which seemed to be refusing to cooperate with them. It would, Katla thought, watching them wrestle awkwardly with the stiff-legged carcass, have been far simpler to joint and carve the creature up at the hall and haul down a portion apiece, or to have butchered it down on the strand, close to the ship. The mummers were not always the most practical of folk, for all their skill and tricks. Towards the end of the procession she saw her twin brother Fent carrying a long, finely made box of polished oak. Katla’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.


‘What’ve you got there, fox-boy?’ she said, stepping in front of him so that he was forced to halt. She knew the casket well enough: Uncle Margan had made it as a gift to her father by his brother-by-law, for keeping his sword in, ‘now that we are no longer at war and you will be providing for my sister by becoming a great landsman’. Bera liked to tell the story of how Aran’s face had fallen, thinking Margan had brought him a new sword, and how long it had taken for him to recover his manners sufficiently to thank him for the box alone.


Fent looked surprised at first to see his twin up and about; then he turned shifty. He had not shaved in several days, Katla noticed with some surprise, for her brother was vain of his looks and never let a beard grow to cover them up. Now, however, a fine orange fluff had coated his chin and upper lip like some sort of exotic mould. ‘It’s for Tam,’ he mumbled, and tried to press past her.


Katla stood her ground. ‘There’s only one sword in Rockfall good enough to find Tam’s favour,’ she said grimly, ‘and that’s my carnelian, which I have my own plans for.’ She nipped forward and neatly tipped the lid of the casket. Inside, on a bed of white linen, lay the Red Sword. Katla swore. ‘Who said you might take the finest blade I ever forged and give it away to a mummer?’


Fent coloured, but his chin came up pugnaciously. He snapped the lid shut, barely missing her hastily withdrawn fingers. ‘Father said Tam Fox should have it as part payment for the voyage. It’s tainted now, anyway.’


It was said that the blood of a seither would make the blade that had drawn it chancy and untrue, liable to turn on its owner.


‘Even so, no one asked me.’


‘You were dead to the world.’


‘You’re damn lucky you aren’t,’ Katla fumed, her grey eyes sparking dangerously.


They stood eye to eye in this way, as like as a pair of birth-hounds, neither prepared to back down, until Halli, appearing suddenly with a couple of wheels of muslin-wrapped cheese in his arms, intervened.


‘It’s good to see that you’re well enough to argue with Fent, but let him take the sword, sister,’ he said quietly. He gave Fent a cold look that made his younger sibling quail in a new and unusual manner.


He knows, Katla thought, remembering with sudden clarity the conversation she had overheard after the feast. He knows that Fent is a murderer, that he killed Finn Larson in hot blood at the Allfair. And how much, she wondered, did he know of the episode with the seither, Festrin One-Eye? As if in answer to this, she watched his gaze fall to her miraculously mended right hand, saw how his brows drew together into a single straight line just as their father’s did when he was confounded. Taking advantage of this moment of inattention, Fent shouldered past them both with the box and trotted smartly down the path, his red head bobbing with suppressed energy.


‘Let him go,’ Halli said, placing a restraining hand on Katla’s shoulder. ‘The sword is cursed and so is he. Why do you think he hasn’t shaved these last few days?’


Katla shrugged. ‘Laziness?’


Halli gave out a brief, harsh shout of laughter. ‘After the seither told him all his ventures would meet with disaster, he hasn’t dared take a knife to his face for fear it will slip and cut his throat!’


Katla grimaced, feeling almost sorry for her twin.


‘And you—’ He stared down again at her arm, lost for words.


Feeling uncomfortable, Katla tugged her sleeve down over her hand. ‘Oh, that,’ she said inadequately. ‘It’s better.’


‘Rather too quickly for nature.’


One of their farmhands came into view carrying a roll of sailcloth and, catching the end of their conversation, gave Katla a curious glance. Halli took her by the arm and drew her out of the way until the man was out of earshot.


‘Was it the seither did this to you, made it whole?’


Katla warded him off and started walking up the path again. She didn’t want to think about this now. ‘I don’t know.’ Past Feya’s Cross, where the path forked, she took the way up towards the mountain pastures. ‘I don’t care, either,’ she added, firmly. ‘All I know is that it’s whole again and that’s all that matters to me.’ She flexed her fingers, revelling once more in the healthy sensation of separate fingers and strong muscles.


‘It may be all that matters to you, but there are those who’ll talk of witchcraft if you don’t keep it hidden. They’ll shun you for it, and the rest of our clan, too.’ He frowned. ‘And with Da set on this mad plan, we’re likely to be outcast soon enough as it is.’


‘Not if the stories about Sanctuary are true. Not if he brings back the gold.’ Katla’s eyes shone at the thought.


‘It’s all nonsense.’


‘Da doesn’t think so.’


‘Da’s head’s been turned inside out by that nomad mapseller and his fairytale maps.’


‘If Da hears you say that he’ll pound your head. Anyway, who’s to say the map’s not real – it’s most accurately drawn.’


‘Aye, well there’s something odd going on,’ Halli glowered. ‘For his is not the only map I’ve seen.’


Now it was Katla’s turn to frown. ‘Showing the oceanway to Sanctuary?’


‘Keep your voice down. Aye. I caught a glimpse of a map that Hopli Garson was showing to Fenil Soronson at the Allfair.’


Katla considered this in silence for a moment. ‘Then they’ll be planning an expedition too?’


Halli nodded. ‘No doubt. Fenil is just as mad as Da for tales of treasure and lost islands and the like.’


‘But we must get there first!’ she cried, her face lit with fervour. ‘Can we not just take the Fulmar’s Gift and set out straight away? It’ll be months if we have to wait for a new ship to be built, and that’s even if Morten Danson agrees to it, which he’s hardly likely to do, even if you abduct him – especially if you abduct him!’


‘Even Fenil is not such a fool. The sea freezes as far south as Whale Holm from Spirits’ Day to gone Firstsun: and beyond that they say the ice goes on to the top of the world. He’ll need an ice-breaker just as we do.’


‘But he’ll already have gone to Morten Danson . . .’


‘Tam says the shipyard’s taken in six months’ production of iron ore from the Eastern Isles.’


‘That’s more than’s needed for a single ice-breaker. If he binds that much iron to his ship the only course it’ll be taking is straight down to the Great Howe!’


‘I think the King’s shipmaker has plenty of orders on his hands. I suspect he may have turned down Da’s commission because of the rumours as to how the last King’s shipmaker perished.’


He stated it as flatly as if it had been a goat Fent had skewered at the Allfair, rather than a man, and his sweetheart’s father to boot, Katla noted with surprise. Older and harder his face looked, too; more than ever like Aran’s. Halli was a man to be reckoned with, she realised with surprise; not a boy any more at all. Between the actions of their father and brother he’d lost every dream he’d ever cherished for himself – his own ship, the wherewithal to make a match with the girl he loved and the price of the farm on which they’d raise their stock and their family.


‘Jenna will come round in the end,’ she said softly. ‘She’s really very fond of you.’


Halli’s head jerked as if she had hit him. ‘You know?’ he asked incredulously.


‘Fent told me. On the voyage back.’


‘But instead of telling me you thought you’d let me find out for myself,’ he said bitterly. ‘Why would she ever ally herself to the clan who killed her father?’


‘She doesn’t know for sure. No one does.’


‘And that makes it right, does it? I say Fent should be a man and declare the killing and offer blood-price to the Fairwater clan and take the years of exile for the manslaughter that he’s due.’


‘But Da won’t let him?’ Even as she said it Katla knew this to be so: Aran was so fixed on his dream of gold that he’d not let a small thing like law or principle stand in his way. Paying blood-price for the King’s shipmaker would ensure that the Rockfall clan would never afford another ship, even if anyone was willing to trade with them again.


Halli shook his head wordlessly, his jaw rigid.


Katla shrugged. ‘Easier to move mountains than to shift our father a knuckle-length when he’s set on something.’


‘I hate him.’ Dark blood suffused his face.


‘Da?’ Katla was taken aback.


‘Fent.’


‘He’s a hot-tempered—’ she started.


‘He’s a monster.’ Halli said it with a vehemence Katla had never heard from her mild-mannered sibling. ‘He’s as dangerous as a mad dog. At best he should be muzzled and tied to a post where his poisonous bite can do no one harm.’


A curious expression – part avidity, part calculation – passed over Katla Aransen’s face like a high cloud above clear sea.


‘I have an idea,’ she said.


By the height of second tide, the mummers’ ships were fully laden and the Rockfallers had come away from their various tasks and had trailed down to the harbour to wave them off on their voyage back to Halbo. Only three of those gathered on the quay knew that there was anything more to the venture than a simple return to the mainland, and one of those knew more than the other two. In a tight knot on the end of the seawall a little distance from the crowd, Aran Aranson, Halli Aranson and Tam Fox stood with their heads together, talking quietly.


‘Only his best oak will do for the keel,’ Aran said urgently to his son. ‘Don’t let him palm you off with anything but the finest single timber he’s got in his store – I’ll have no botched-together vessel for this voyage. I’ve heard he has oaks from the Plantation, and trees from that sacred grove can reach a hundred feet tall. For the ship I have in mind, nothing else will do: that keel will need to be as whippy as a cat’s spine to weather the big seas of the far north.’


Halli nodded impatiently. He had the air of one who had heard these instructions a dozen times or more. ‘And heartwood for the planking, yes I know.’


‘Come back with strakes of sapwood and I’ll send you back to Halbo in a rowing boat—’


‘Heartwood, not sapwood.’ Halli rolled his eyes, but his father had turned his attention to Tam Fox.


The chief mummer matched Aran for height, but seemed taller for the mass of sandy hair he wore in a bizarre combination of topknots and braids and fierce-looking crests, some of which had been turned by years of air heavy with seasalt to a bright, streaky yellow. Plaits wove in and out of his long red beard like snakes; look closer and it became clear that some of the decorations were snakes, cured and withered, or stripped to their skeletal forms, their heads poised to strike.


‘Be careful with the shipmaker,’ Aran was saying. ‘If you have to knock him unconscious just make sure you have all the information you need from him first – men, timber, tools: I want nothing left to chance. And don’t hit him too hard, for he’ll be no use to me if he’s addled—’


‘Aran.’ Tam Fox gripped his old friend by the shoulder. ‘Do you think I have the memory of a chicken that you tell me this again and again? We will bring you Morten Danson, bruised if necessary, but in full possession of his wits; we will bring you the oak and the tools and the men to wield them, and we will be back here by Harvest Moon.’ He paused, his eyes scanning the crowd over the Master of Rockfall’s broad shoulder. ‘I had hoped to bid farewell to your daughter,’ he added casually.


‘I haven’t seen her since this morning when we had an altercation,’ Aran said stiffly.


‘I saw her,’ Halli offered helpfully. ‘She came storming past me into the longhouse, grabbed up some bread and wine, then ran out to the stables, leapt on one of the ponies and galloped off into the hills.’


Aran grimaced. ‘She’ll be back when her temper’s cooled.’


‘She’s a tricksy little minx, your Katla,’ Tam Fox said with a grin, ‘but I like her fiery temperament well enough. Why not make her part of our bargain, Aran Aranson, and save yourself the trouble of civilising her for another? I’ll wager you’ll not have her wed by next Winterfest otherwise!’


‘The last time I included Katla in such a deal was ill-fated,’ Aran growled. ‘I’ll not be tempting the gods again.’


‘I mean to have her, Aran.’


The older man held the mummer’s gaze. ‘Did I not know you to be more than you seem, this discussion would be ended for good and all. Besides, persuading Katla to be wed at all is likely to be the harder part of the bargain.’


Tam Fox gave the Rockfaller his lupine smile. ‘Despite all appearances to the contrary, I am a patient man. Time weighs differently for me than it does for you, my friend.’


The ship’s boat came bumping against the seawall below them and Halli threw his leather sack down to the men at the oars, then lowered himself nimbly into the stern. ‘Fare well, Father,’ he said tightly. He turned his gaze to the Snowland Wolf, its prow rising and falling on the tide, as sleek and elegant as a swan’s neck, scouring the decks for one slight figure.


Katla Aransen watched the group of men on the mole with curiosity; but when they stopped talking and looked out towards the ship, she swiftly ducked her head and made herself busy about the lines. None of Tam Fox’s crew had noticed anything amiss when Aran Aranson’s younger ‘son’ had boarded the Snowland Wolf; but that might have had more to do with the skins of stallion’s blood she had brought with her than the efficacy of her disguise. Even so, she thought, fingering the unfamiliar fuzz on her chin, the honey had done a remarkable job of keeping in place the snippets of fox-fur she had stolen from the edge of one of her mother’s best capes, even if the hound, Ferg, had tried to lick it off. One good gale was likely to whip it away; but the weather looked set fair to see her safely beyond the point of no return. She stretched her arm up to reach for another of the lines off the yard and was assailed by a rich, rank stench.


Whoo! She wrinkled her nose in distaste. Wearing Fent’s clothing for the duration of the voyage was going to be punishment in itself. A picture of her twin, securely gagged and bound to the central pillar of the main barn, eyes sparking blue murder as she and Halli bade him farewell at the door, flickered briefly and satisfyingly through her mind.


Then Katla turned her face to the ocean and grinned with the utmost glee.




Two


Tanto


‘Take this vile stuff away! Are you trying to poison me now, not content with having rendered me a gross and stinking cripple?’


Saro watched the silver plate spin through the air and hit the wall on the other side of the bedchamber, emptying its contents down the pale terracotta like vomit. It was curious, he thought, that his brother could have the strength required to hurl a plate so hard that it left a dent in the plaster, but be apparently too weak to feed himself.


It had been three months since Tanto Vingo had regained consciousness after succumbing to the trauma of the wounds he had received at the Allfair, and the equally dangerous ministrations of the doctors which had followed. Their parents, Favio and Illustria, had been tearful with relief and gratitude at the return of their favourite son – albeit in his new form; but on hearing that familiar voice rend the air of the darkened room on the night when the merchants had passed through, with their rancorous gossip and the fateful moodstones which had played their part in resurrecting the patient, Saro’s heart had contracted in misery.


He had much preferred his brother when he lay like a dead thing, suppurating silently.


‘Clean it up, you toad! Lick it off the wall, like the revolting spew it is – it’s all you’re fit for, anyway.’ Fat tears welled in Tanto’s eyes and burst out onto his pale, fleshy cheeks. He balled his chubby fists and started to batter the counterpane with them. Then he began to roar in the way he did when there was no one else but Saro to hear him. ‘Why me? Why has the Goddess visited this mischance on me – why not you? You’re such a shit-filled, cowardly little worm – what good are you in the world? No one loves you, no one expected anything of you: to have seen you reduced to this would have been no loss. But me—’


The wailing grew to tidal proportions until Tanto’s face went a putrid purple and he was forced to stop to gasp for breath.


Saro studiously ignored this outburst, as he had learned to do (nothing infuriated Tanto more) and applied himself to scraping the remains of the roasted chicken, peppers, onions and zucchini off the wall. They had been pureed, like infant food, since Tanto refused even to make the effort to chew; but they had been prepared by their mother’s own hand, mixed with the most expensive herbs and spices and slow-cooked for hours to bring out the delicate flavourings. To see such love and effort treated with such childish scorn was painful to Saro. Though it was hardly surprising that Tanto was in such a permanent foul temper: he was somewhat changed from the young man who had set out from Altea bound for the Allfair those short months ago. Then he had been handsome, athletic and adored – the favourite son, of whom great things were expected. A fine marriage was talked of, an alliance which would bring status, land, influence and, it was hoped, not a little wealth. Through Tanto, the Vingo clan would claw back the economic and political standing it had enjoyed several generations back, before fortunes were squandered by delinquent sons and the war with the North had claimed the rest.


And so Tanto had been raised as the golden hope of the family, every favour and luxury showered upon him: the best tutors (or rather, when the best were dismissed for gainsaying him, those clever, weak men who had learned not to complain at his laziness and lack of application, nor to suggest that the handwriting in which his exercises were delivered might not be his own); the best fencing masters and weaponry, the best tailors and the fabrics (though Tanto had never acquired good taste: his preference ran to ostentation and obvious expense); and later, the most costly courtesans and body-slaves. But none of this indulgence had done anything to improve what was already showing itself to be a dangerous personality, and in encouraging Tanto’s dreams of power and glory their father had succeeded only in fuelling an arrogant and overweening nature. Tanto did not simply walk: he swaggered. He did not laugh: he brayed, and usually at his own remarks, for he rarely listened to anyone else’s. He did not merely win: he triumphed, at everything he assayed; or there would be tantrums and blood shed, usually a servant’s.


In short, Tanto had been well on his way to becoming the monster that the Goddess had, in her own inimitable way, now shown him to be, as if his ugly interior had been turned inside-out to show his true face to the world, so that his erstwhile tanned, healthful and darkly handsome exterior was displaced by a bloated, foul-smelling, evil-humoured slug. The beauty of it was that Tanto had brought his fate down upon himself by his own cruel hands (and other parts of his anatomy that were now sadly missing), no matter how vehemently he tried to heap the blame for it upon Saro. So it seemed that there was, Saro thought, scrubbing the last of the dinner off the tiled floor, where it had slid down the wall and congealed, some poetic justice in the world after all.


‘Perhaps some dessert, brother?’ he offered now, turning back to survey the ravaged creature in the bed. ‘There’s an apricot frangipan, or some fig jelly . . .’


‘Go fuck yourself, brother,’ Tanto returned viciously, his black eyes blazing baleful as coals in the soft blubber of his new face.


Ever since the parts of his gangrenous manhood had been cut away by the chirurgeon’s knife and sealed with Falla’s fire, Tanto had swelled in size, lost all his muscle-tone and most of his hair. The fat was likely due to the fact that Favio and Illustria, while Tanto had been so blessedly unconscious, had equated parental love with the stuffing of liquid food into their son’s throat by day and night, by long spoon and then by ingenious tubes made from sheep’s intestines while a slave sat by the bedside and stroked his throat to make him swallow. Being bed-bound had converted all that food into these great swells and bloats of flesh: the hair, and the smell of putrefaction which seemed to boil up out of every orifice Tanto owned, well, that seemed a just punishment from the Goddess.


No matter how hard Tanto railed against the barbarian Eyran raiders who had, he swore, burst into Selen Issian’s pavilion, intent on rape and destruction and wounded him in his brave defence of the girl, Saro knew his brother too well. Tanto had elaborated on the tale so much now, embroidering ever more unlikely details into it, that Saro suspected a far simpler explanation for the events and their consequences, and one that was far more in keeping with what he knew of his elder sibling. Tanto was not used to being denied anything: so when the marriage settlement with Selen had fallen through for lack of funds, there was surely only one reason why Tanto would have gone to the girl’s tent: to take (by force if necessary) what he thought should rightfully be his. And succumbing to a stab wound to the genitals spoke of a woman’s desperate defence rather than a brawl with a band of northerners, especially since the only other marks Tanto bore looked suspiciously like the tiny crescent-shaped cuts which might be made by a woman’s fingernails. They said the Goddess looked after her own . . .


No one else had remarked on those small wounds, distracted, no doubt, by the horrifying nature of his other wounds, but Saro had been forced to spend a lot of time tending to his brother after the attack. It had been Favio Vingo’s way of punishing him for giving half his winnings from the horse race at the Allfair to the nomad child whose grandfather Tanto had butchered, rather than donating it to the marriage settlement, as a more dutiful (and hard-hearted) son should have done.


He collected the plate and spoon, and felt for a moment as he did so a disconcerting buzz of energy tingle through his fingertips, as if some ghost of Tanto’s temper haunted the objects and was finding a way to discharge itself through him. As he left the room, he could feel his brother’s eyes boring into his back all the way. In the corridor outside, he shook his head: being alone with Tanto was an unpleasant experience: it could do strange things to his head.


It was a blessed relief just to breathe clean air as he crossed the courtyard to run the plate, spoon and cloth under the tap from the water-butt there. Tanto would doubtless lie to Mother that Saro had not fed him, that he had taken the food away without waking him for his meal, or most likely had eaten it himself. And Saro would probably end up reviled and punished in like manner: by being refused any supper. But as he felt the sun beat down on his face and was assailed by the hot, spicy scents of the honeysuckle and marigolds which had been planted against the whitewashed wall there, Saro did not care. He was used to his brother’s spitefulness, and to his parents taking Tanto’s word against his own. So much for the loving bonds of family, he thought. There were times when he felt he had made a deeper connection with the nomad folk he had met at the Allfair than with those with whom he had spent his entire life.


He crossed the courtyard and leaned against the wall, looking out across the landscape. Their villa stood on a hill below which tiers of cultivated land stretched away in myriad steps, bearing their hard-won crops of limes and lemons, pomegranates and figs down into the orange groves, planted in serried ranks along the valley floor so that the land below appeared like a cloth boldly striped in alternating bands of dusty red and glossy green, shot through with a single sweep of glinting blue where the river ran through. Beyond, maybe sixty miles away or more, the land rose white and rocky to form the foothills of the Farem Heights; beyond that again rose the sawtoothed mountain range known as the Dragon’s Backbone, standing as clear and affirmative against the blue horizon as a voice calling his name.


All I want, he thought, wringing the cloth out over the wall, is to be away from here. To call my life my own.


But only the nomads could exist in the wild places beyond the bounds of the Empire. Travelling with their placid pack-beasts, the shaggy-looking yeka, they traversed Elda, never putting down roots, never founding settlements, nor claiming ground, never doing damage to the world. And because they trod so lightly on the land, the land appeared to allow them sustenance and passage through even its most inhospitable areas. The only nomads he had encountered had been at the Allfair, where both northerners and Empire folk travelled to do business, to trade their goods and services, to make alliances, marriages and gain political favour. Had this been the extent of the Fair’s attractions, Saro would have found it dull indeed: but the nomad people – known by the southerners as ‘the Footloose’, though they preferred to call themselves ‘the Wandering Folk’ – had also come to the annual fair, and their presence had provided wonders aplenty. He remembered watching them arrive in their garishly painted wagons and their outlandish costumes, bearing the fantastic array of goods they brought with them to trade and to sell: lanterns and candles, jewellery made from dragonclaws and bear teeth; ornaments, pottery and weavings; potions and charms. His fingers strayed unconsciously to the small leather pouch he wore around his neck. Inside, there lay the most dangerous object in the world, though when he had first come upon it at a nomad peddler’s stall he had thought it merely a pretty trinket, a moodstone which changed colour according to the emotional state of the person who handled it. Since that innocent time, however, he had seen it absorb an old man’s death and pass to him the wearer’s gift – a deep, and entirely unwanted, empathy with anyone with whom he made physical contact. He had seen it flush red in anger and poisonous green with jealousy; he had seen it flare to a white that hurt the eyes; he had seen it steal men’s souls out of their bodies and leave them stone dead upon the ground. Until three months ago, he had thought he had seen the utmost the moodstone could show him. Then, accessing some nexus of power he could not comprehend, it had brought his brother back to the world; and for that alone he felt like pounding it to dust and scattering its magic to the winds.


Magic, he thought sourly. Surely it was only magic that was likely to spirit him out of this place. If he could just take his courage in his hands and ride out of here in the dead of night he might chance upon a band of Wanderers who would take him in. And then perhaps he might find Guaya again, the little nomad girl whose grandfather Tanto had so needlessly killed and who, up to that horrible moment, had been his friend. Or he might travel north and try to discover what had happened to Katla Aransen. The red of the soil here was a daily reminder of her, for it was the exact dark, sandstone red of her hair; just as the pale blue of the sky on the northern horizon was the colour of her eyes. He found reminders of her all around him: in the curve of a piece of fruit, in a well-turned blade or a shout of laughter; in any mention of Eyra or talk of the imminent war with the North. She was everywhere, and nowhere. He did not even know if she was still alive. She had escaped the burning, Fabel told him, by sorcerous means; but Saro had touched her soul when she had laid hands on him at her knife-stall, and he knew there was no witchery in her; just a pure, natural energy. But night after night she continued to visit him in his dreams, her presence there as vibrant and physical as it had been in life, and his heart still yearned for her. That energy could not be gone from the world: he would surely know in his heart if she were dead . . .


‘Saro!’


His reverie shattered, he turned to find Favio Vingo striding across the courtyard toward him, his face dark with anger. By the Lady, Saro thought unhappily, now what?


His unspoken question was answered in no uncertain manner by a roundhouse slap from the man he had until recently believed to be his father, up to the moment some months back when he had been visited by that unwelcome, disturbing vision of his uncle lying with his mother . . .


Fury rushed through him; but whether it was his own reaction to the painful assault upon his now-pounding ear, or a less tangible legacy of Favio’s temper, he could not ascertain.


‘How dare you treat your brother so!’


Ah, thought Saro heart sinking. So that’s the way of it.


‘To strike a bed-ridden invalid is the worst and most cowardly act – and to strike him so hard as to leave such a mark—’


Saro could hardly believe his ears. While his calumnies against Saro had so far been many and varied, Tanto had never yet accused him of physical violence, so this new allegation represented an escalation in Tanto’s lies. Although Saro knew it to be an exercise in futility, he felt that he should make some attempt to defend himself. ‘I did not hit Tanto,’ he said steadily. ‘If he has a mark on him it must be one of his own making.’


This just antagonised Favio further. ‘Come with me!’ he roared. His fingers closed around Saro’s biceps with brutal force and he began to drag him bodily back towards the house.


Saro was overcome by a flood of righteous anger which approached hatred, followed by a wave of scalding sorrow: for the wrong son was lying like a great white maggot in the sickbed while this mendacious, useless boy strode about glowing with health. Saro went bonelessly with Favio Vingo, his limbs and his mind no longer his own while the physical contact remained in place. On the threshold of Tanto’s chamber, however, Favio shoved Saro away from him so hard that the boy sprawled upon the tiles, and the maelstrom of emotions ebbed slowly away.


When Saro gathered himself and looked up, he found his mother, swathed in her customary blue sabatka, weeping silently on a chair beside the bed and his brother propped up by a multitude of white pillows (no doubt, Saro found himself thinking incongruously, stuffed with the feathers of the most expensive Jetran geese and costing a good cantari apiece, while I sleep on a pallet stuffed with straw and a bag filled with chicken feathers from our own coops) staring at him with outraged eyes. Tanto’s bedshirt was torn open to reveal a dark bruise over the collarbone, or where the collarbone must be, hidden somewhere under all that soft white flesh. The wound was a livid red, already purpling. It must have required considerable force and determination to have done such damage to himself, Saro thought, once more taken aback at the extent of Tanto’s loathing for him.


‘I was not eating fast enough,’ Tanto complained in a miserable whine, his black eyes glinting with self-induced tears, all the while clasping Illustria’s thin hand in his own flabby great paw. ‘He kept hitting me again and again with the spoon—’


Saro turned to their father. ‘This has nothing to do with me,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘How can you believe I would do such a thing?’


But Favio’s expression was one of purest disgust; and not for the puling creature in the bed, either.


Tanto savoured his triumph. ‘And when I cried out for him to stop, he took out his belt-dagger and thumped me so hard with the pommel that I thought he had stabbed me!’


In victorious evidence of this he reached beneath the bedclothes and flourished what was in truth Saro’s own dagger.


Saro stared at it, dumbfounded. His hand went to his waist, but he knew before he felt there that he was not wearing the belt on which he habitually carried the dagger. He could picture it now, slung over the back of the little cane chair in his own chamber on the next floor of the house. And the dagger had been in its tooled leather scabbard beside it when he left the room that morning. So how had Tanto managed to lay hands upon it?


Tanto saw the doubt on his brother’s face and smiled evilly. ‘But of course I forgive you, Saro,’ he said softly, his eyes like gimlets. ‘I know I am a trial to nurse and that such care is not your natural calling. Which is why I have suggested to Father that since the Council is bound to be calling soon on all good men and true to take up arms for the Empire, we should be training you up as a soldier.’


Saro stared at him in disbelief. Tanto knew well that he had no warrior skills. His swordsmanship was clumsy, his lancework worse: he had neither the taste nor the ability for combat. Nor could he rely on archery – he was a poor shot with a bow, too, not least because he could never stand to harm a living thing. He was fleet of foot and had an affinity with horses which enabled him to ride better than most; but as far as he could see all this qualified him to do was to leave the field of battle rather more swiftly than most, which would certainly be his inclination, since he had neither the aggression nor the blind patriotism required to split another man’s skull for no good reason other than to save his own skin.


He opened his mouth to protest in horror, then closed it again as a new thought occurred to him. If he were to train as a soldier well enough to bring no dishonour to the Vingo name, then he might be allowed to leave Altea and make his much-wished-for escape. He turned his face to the man he called his father, who stood blocking the doorway, hands on his hips in a most uncompromising manner.


‘It is most magnanimous of my brother,’ he said through gritted teeth, ‘to make this suggestion. If it would please you, sir, to allow me to redeem myself thus, then I will do my best to take on this task and acquire the skills necessary to a good soldier.’


Favio Vingo looked taken aback. He had been surprised when Tanto had advocated the idea, but had put it down to the fact that since Tanto would never be able to don the Vingo armour and go into battle at the head of the Altean troop as the hero he would surely be, then the next best thing was that his brother should carry the family’s honour. But he was even more surprised at Saro’s response. He had been expecting a storm of protest from the boy who had, he knew well, little liking for such activities. That, or downright, surly refusal. This gracious acceptance spoke of filial responsibility, of humility and, at long last, a bit of manly pride. But while the boy’s attitude might have taken some of the sting out of his fury, there was still the matter of attacking Tanto to be attended to.


‘Since it is not in your nature to take good care of your brother, then you shall learn that care the hard way. I do not know why Tanto should feel warmly towards you when you have shown him such violence and malice, but he has made a special request of me, arguing that the bond between the two of you needs to be strengthened. So, for the weeks to come, before, between and after you begin your training with Captain Bastido, you shall take over the duties of washing your brother’s person, clearing away his waste and applying the ointments prescribed by the chirurgeon. You will start these duties at dawn tomorrow. Tonight, though, you shall retire to your own chamber without food or light, and reflect upon the qualities that make for proper fraternal relations. Now, go to your room.’


Saro was appalled. To have to train for soldiering, and give himself up to the untender mercies of Captain Galo ‘the Bastard’ Bastido was bad enough, for the man was a brute, and a sadistic one at that; but to have to touch his brother with his bare hands now Tanto’s thoughts were no longer cloaked by a miasma of his unconsciousness was truly the most horrible torment Saro could imagine.


It was with leaden steps that he made his way upstairs.




Three


Halbo


Lit from landward by the crimson rays of the fallen sun and from the sea by the ghostly light of the newly risen moon, the King’s capital of Halbo appeared between the silhouettes of the Pillars of Sur like a mirage. Amid the swells and folds of land which rose steeply from the narrow inlet, tiny amber lights twinkled in strings and clusters, and a large fire appeared to be burning down near the shore, illuminating the dark water and several dozen ships bobbing at anchor in the inner harbour.


Then the Pillars themselves hove into full view, stretching three hundred feet into the black air and Katla gasped in amazement. Contrary to first impressions it seemed that these two great sentinel towers were no mere natural feature of the landscape, for as they closed upon them a myriad of tiny lights were revealed inside the rock, one upon another, to the height of maybe ten longhouses. Tiny figures moved past the lights at various junctures so that from a distance the lights seemed to jump and skitter; then a web of stairways and arches came into focus, running from the waterline to the summits, winding around and about the towers and into the cliff-face on either side of the inlet.


It was a miracle of architecture: Katla stood there, hands on the gunwale, staring up into the night sky until her neck cricked, until she felt the touch of a finger drawn lightly down the line of her chin, which made her leap away with a shout. ‘Sur’s nuts! Keep your hands off me!’


‘Much better without the beard, my dear, if I may say so.’ Tam Fox was at her shoulder, his keen eyes boring into her, his white teeth gleaming in the silvery light. ‘And you really should be much more grateful that I did not cast you off in the faering and send you back to your Da.’ He took another step towards her, but Katla dodged away.


‘You’re a randy old goat,’ she said with a grin. ‘Go find yourself a nanny to tup.’ She stared back up at the pillar.


‘Extraordinary, isn’t it? A work of genius, or madness, if you believe the tales.’


‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ she said, and it was true: the houses of the Westman Isles were sturdy and constructed low to withstand the fierce winds off the Northern Ocean, and all she had seen on her visit to the Allfair had been pavilions and tents and simple booths; nothing made to last or serve any function beyond that of temporary accommodation. She had heard, though, that the great cities of Istria – Jetra and Cera and Forent – were built around magnificent castles which mazed the eye and took the breath right out of your lungs.


‘The Pillars were hollowed out in the time of King Raik Horsehair, when the Eyrans were first driven north to these islands. He fortified the city in many cunning ways, and when he fell in the battle of the Sharking Straits, his wife carried on his work. They say it’s impregnable, you know. Much like you—’


Katla rolled her eyes at him. ‘I know,’ she said crossly, ignoring his inference. ‘It’s what the city’s name signifies – Hal-bau – “safe house” in the old form, and no enemy has ever sneaked past its defences.’


From the watchtower, a man shouted something that she could make neither head nor tail of, though the sound carried clearly in the night air; and after a moment Tam shouted back, ‘White Rose!’


Katla looked at him.


‘The password,’ he said with a shrug. ‘It changes every few weeks; but since the King returned with the nomad woman they’ve all had to do with her: Rosa Eldi; the Rose of the North; Heart’s Desire; the King’s Rose.’


‘And what would happen if you didn’t know the password?’ Katla asked, puzzledly.


Tam grinned. ‘Look there,’ he said, pointing to the rocks on which the tower was founded. A rim of white surf marked its seaward edge. ‘And there.’ He indicated the opposite pillar at the same level.


Katla strained her eyes in the darkness. ‘I can see nothing.’


‘Just beneath the surface of the water there lies a chain forged of iron and blood and seithers’ charms,’ the mummers’ chief explained. ‘It’s attached at either side to two great winches in the towers. Our ships are shallow-draughted enough to skim the chain but any southern vessel that by some miracle made it across the Northern Ocean would ground upon it – one word from the watchmen and up it goes, tipping them over into the Sound. And then—’


‘What?’


Tam shook his head. ‘Won’t speak of that,’ he said, making a superstitious gesture. He looked past her into the channel ahead. Behind them, the oars dipped and rose quietly and the steerboard man made delicate adjustments to their approach, so that the Snowland Wolf slipped into the lee of the eastern pillar and was swallowed by the cold shadow cast by the rising moon.


There was a low grating noise, then the soft sound of water parting cleanly, and a moment later they were inside the inner harbour. Here, they changed course so that the ship angled to hug the land ever more closely – though as far as Katla could see, the middle way into the docks was wide and clear – so closely that Katla could see the gleam of green weed, swathes of limpets and barnacles, splashes of white guano on the rocks. They rounded a small headland, and suddenly Halbo spread itself before them. The hills rose sharply from the water, so that street after street of little low-built stone houses seemed to have been piled one on top of the other. Candles glowed in windows. Curls of cooking smoke spun up into the night air. In the midst of all this domesticity and order rose the pale walls of Halbo’s fortress, the High Castle, home of the Eyran kings since they first made the mainland their home. Squat and bleak, it was not beautiful, to Katla’s eye at least: but there was no denying that it was imposing. Thick turrets rose at the corners of the building, and the walls were pierced through with eyelets so that archers might lay waste an approaching enemy from the safety of the interior. The battlements were crenellated, and a steep bank rose up to the foot of the castle walls: it looked a difficult stronghold to overcome. Rows of barracks led away from the castle down to the harbour where they met a jumble of wharves and jetties and a harbour full of vessels. On the far western strand a great bonfire had been constructed to light the work of a hundred men, all of whom were stripped to the waist and covered from head to toe in the sheeny red of something that must surely be blood. Before them on the beach lay a huge shape from which protruded great white staves amid dark and glistening slabs of meat. Even from here, the stench was appalling.


‘By Sur,’ Katla whispered, ‘they look like the goblins that brought down the Giant Halvi to end the Battle of the Sun.’


Tam laughed. ‘Haven’t you seen men butcher a whale before, Katla Aransen?’


‘A whale? But it’s vast! No whale that I have seen has been a quarter the size of that monster!’


‘Ah, the Westman Isles, where even the whales are as minnows! Sur was not smiling on your ancestors when he blew their settlement ship in to Rockfall, my dear.’


Katla shot him a furious look.


‘Towering cliffs, windy uplands and women bred between wildcats and trolls; Rockfall’s speciality. Just the way I like them.’


Tam Fox grabbed her by the waist and crushed her against his chest. Katla promptly spat in his eye and at the same moment brought her knee up hard into his groin, but the mummers’ chief had been manhandling women all his life and knew himself an expert in such matters. Swivelling his hips, he evaded the main threat and took the wad of saliva on the cheek where it hung for a moment like cuckoo-spit, then bubbled off down his chin. Then he grinned from ear to ear.


‘They say that a bit of resistance gets the blood up,’ Tam said cheerfully. ‘But I’d rather you came to me of your own free will.’ When she started to struggle he said, ‘Hear me out!’ and imprisoned her arms in a time-honoured wrestling manoeuvre executed so neatly that Katla could not help but experience a brief moment of admiration. ‘I have a place close to the docks where we can go and get better acquainted,’ he added, nuzzling her neck. Katla’s teeth came close to catching his ear; but the mummer craned his head away with a laugh. ‘It’s not luxurious, but you’ll not notice once we’re started. I’ve been waiting all week for this, little troll. Did you not think I’d see through your disguise in seconds? I could spot you in a crowd of a thousand other women, all naked and with bags over their heads!’


Katla stopped wriggling and stared at him. ‘You have a most bizarre imagination, Tam Fox,’ was all she could say.


The mummers’ chief laughed. ‘Aye, it is quite creative. You should make the effort to discover its horizons for yourself . . .’


‘Take your hands off her!’


The speaker’s voice was pitched low and soft, but his tone was menacing. ‘If you don’t take your hands off her at once I’ll prick out your kidney and feed it to the gulls.’


Katla spun around and saw that her brother, Halli – who had killed two men in all his life and was still suffering nightmares as a result – had appeared as silently as a stoat and had a belt-knife pressed into the small of the mummer’s back.


She laughed and extricated herself without too much difficulty from Tam Fox’s grasp. ‘It’s all right, Halli. No harm done.’


Tam shrugged and stepped away. ‘Your loss, little wildcat.’ He winked. ‘We’ll see what your Da says when we get back to Rockfall, eh?’ And with that he moved smartly past the pair of them and made his way between the curious rowers to where the tillerman stood shouting out his instructions. A few moments later the crew shipped their oars as the Snowland Wolf entered the inner harbour and then everything else was subsumed by the bustle of landing and unloading.


It was close to midnight before Katla and Halli were able to step into the last of the faerings, as if Tam Fox’s punishment for the insult to his pride was to delay their discovery of the city as long as he possibly could.


Fretting with impatience, Katla craned her neck over the others in the boat, avid for every detail. There were ships everywhere – merchant ships, wide-bellied and short-ribbed; knarrs and longships and fishing vessels. They rowed so close to the Sur’s Raven, the King of Eyra’s own ship, that she was able, by leaning out as far as she could and with Halli holding her legs and the rest of the crew egging her on, to brush the very tips of her fingers against its elegant strakes. ‘It’s so beautiful!’ she cried, looking back at the swell of its bow, the clean lines of the stempost, the roaring dragon’s head.


A moment later they passed a ship of oak so dark and weathered it was almost black. Its stempost boasted an ugly figurehead, roughly carved and of grim aspect, a great round head of no recognisable creature on Elda, mouth wide open as if to devour the world. Katla stared at it, fascinated. As they skimmed past it, the moonlight struck the single lump of glass that had been set as its eye, and a memory clicked into place. A moment later, she cried out, ‘It’s the Troll of Narth!’


Everyone laughed good-naturedly at her wild enthusiasm: many of them were Halbo-born and bred, and none but Katla first-time visitors. They had seen the Troll a hundred times and more: it was a way-station, a landmark, a dull piece of ancient history.


Katla, however, was transported back to winter firesides and her father’s tales of the old war, the war before the one he had fought in, the one in which his grandfather had been killed. Those times and their artefacts had taken on almost legendary status for Katla. While the other females in the steading had put their hands over their ears and groaned at the bloodthirsty tales that Aran Aranson told, Katla had been enraptured. She stared back at the great black hulk. So this was the ship in which Ravn’s grandfather, King Sten, had escaped from the Battle of Horn Bay by sheer brio and superior seamanship, outrunning a dozen Eyran vessels which had been captured by the enemy and were now crewed by mercenaries and slaves under Istrian command. The Troll was already an ancient ship then, but Sten had worked on it all his life and he knew every vibration of its rudder, every gradation in the tension of its lines and sheet and so, confident in his knowledge of his ship and on home territory, he had steered a dangerous course right through the middle of the Bitches, that treacherous range of reefs that lie like sharks’ teeth off the eastern coast. Eight of the pursuing ships, sure of their prize, had come straight after him; six had foundered on the invisible rocks. The remaining ships, surrounded by chaos, had altered course and lost the wind, and by the time they had found it again, the Troll was gone, vanished into the labyrinth of islands up the coast. Sten had rejoined his fleet off Wolf’s Ness and together they had turned back and fallen upon the Istrians in their borrowed ships. It was a short battle, for the enemy were outnumbered and at a loss in these tricky waters. Forced to choose between the Bitches and the mercy of the northern king, many Istrians made the fatal error of choosing the latter; for although Sten ordered that the survivors be saved and taken back to Halbo, it was only the slaves he freed, and they had wept with gratitude. Many had stayed in Eyra, for there was nothing awaiting them in the south, and worked on farms and in nobles’ houses until they could afford their own piece of land. Many took ship to the Eastern Isles where land was cheap, which accounted for the preponderance of dark-haired folk, and for a slightly disdainful attitude towards the easterners from the wealthier Eyrans. The mercenaries Sten had brought back into his own service, for he appreciated good fighting men and had no illusions about loyalty and patriotism; but the Istrians he hanged and quartered on the very docks which they had planned to sack; and then catapulted their bodyparts across the lower half of the city. ‘As a message to the others,’ he had famously informed the single Istrian he had spared – a gangling, black-haired boy from Forent, who had wisely not revealed himself as the heir to the lord of that city. And now, as the tale played itself to an end in her head, another thought struck Katla: she had encountered that man’s son at the Allfair. Rui Finco, Lord of Forent, had presided over her trial, pronounced her guilt, sentenced her to burn. She made the sign of Sur’s anchor to ward off evil, and focused her eyes on the town ahead.


At last, the faering grounded on the shingle below the quay. The crew splashed up onto the beach, the ground oddly stable and unmoving beneath their feet, and dragged the boat up above the tideline. By the time they had got their bearings, Katla and Halli found themselves alone, the rest of the crew having dispersed like mist into the night of their home town.


‘We should find lodging,’ Halli said, sensible as ever.


But Katla’s eyes were shining. ‘How can you think of sleep? There’s a whole city to be explored!’


She raced up the narrow stone steps onto the docks and stared around with delight, even though there was little to see here beyond the usual paraphernalia of such an area – tarpaulins stretched over sacks of grain, casks and chests piled higgledy-piggledy, drying racks and nets, carts and sleds and livestock pens; and behind these a shantytown of marine industry – ropemakers, sailmakers, netters and caulkers. Beyond, another Halbo beckoned: Katla could sense its seamy presence in the air – a miasma of smoke and ale and sex.


‘Come on!’ she grabbed her brother by the arm and dragged him around the corner into a place marked by a bedraggled twist of string upon a pole with the name knotted into it in the traditional Eyran fashion: Fish-eye Lane. The first tavern they passed offered the gorgeous sight of two men puking in its doorway. Katla regarded them with interest but Halli guided her quickly past. He had been to Halbo before. The Bosun’s Cur was not the sort of establishment to take your sister into, even one as unladylike as Katla; but then again, it was hard to think of anywhere he could.


Farther up the lane they passed a group of women in split-fronted breeches and bizarrely stiffened corseting which spilled their pale breasts up and over the whalebone like an offering to eager hands. Katla grinned widely at their regalia.


‘Come up the steps with me, little lad,’ the oldest of the group called in the broad, coarse accent of the east mainland. She parted the fabric of her pantaloons for a better sight of her wares. ‘I’ll teach you a couple of new tricks. Have you tried “the Rose of Elda”? It’s what they all want at the moment. Guaranteed to make you shoot before your friend here has had time to count his coin.’ She leered at Halli. ‘I might even do you for free, since you’re such a handsome fellow, if your mate here pays for the Rose—’


Katla, puzzled as to why anyone should want to pay a greater price for a briefer encounter, and curious to know exactly what ‘the Rose’ entailed, opened her mouth to ask, but Halli pushed her roughly in the back.


‘We’ve just arrived, ladies,’ he called over his shoulder, ‘and we’ll need considerable sustenance before we have the strength to do your skills true justice.’


Katla quirked an eyebrow. How strange to hear her diffident brother so confident and self-possessed.


‘I’ll take the Rose!’


The cry came from behind them. Katla turned to see a motley bunch coming up Fish-eye Lane led by a small round figure in a boiled leather jerkin. Behind him was a tall, gaunt, one-handed man in full wargear, an ugly fellow wearing a skullcap and a lugubrious expression and, some steps in arrears, a fearsome-looking woman with a cropped head and a mouthful of pointed teeth. Walking beside her was a giant of a man with a long sword banging against his leg.


‘Sell-swords,’ said Halli in a low voice.


‘Aye, I know,’ Katla returned cheerfully. ‘Joz! Hey – Joz Bearhand!’ She waved and whistled.


The big man stopped in his tracks. He squinted ahead, then turned to the woman beside him. ‘Well, now, Mam: look what the tide threw up: it’s Katla Aransen, by Sur!’


The woman strode forward until the light cast by the sconce in the brothel’s doorway fell squarely upon her. The whores took one look at this new arrival and without further discussion took their business further up the street.


‘We thought you were dead,’ Mam grunted, looking Katla up and down suspiciously.


‘You looked dead the last time we saw you,’ the small fat man said, grinning up at her. ‘Laid out on the shoreline like a half-burned trout, you was, and yer hair all frizzled off.’


‘Fish don’t have hair,’ the skullcapped man pointed out with deadpan logic.


‘She didn’t neither, Doc—’


‘Shut up, Dogo.’ Joz Bearhand pushed the little man aside and gave her a hug to suit his name. ‘I’m glad you’re alive, girlie.’ He stepped back and patted the sword at his side. ‘Best blade I’ve ever had, this. I’ve a hankering for a dagger to match.’
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