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Yaran


Prologue

 


The dream, or
rather the nightmare, was always the same. He was lying
uncomfortably and wide awake in the rope bed hanging from the
rafters of his uncle’s house, smoke from the fading embers of the
fire below taking its time to vent through the narrow opening in
the thatch three feet above and to his right. He could see stars
through that opening, but it was his uncle’s voice and the ire
which edged it that held Yaran’s attention… And then the spider had
come…

 


***

 


Now, he knew,
he had a new nightmare…

 


oOo










1. A Midsummer
Night’s Dream

 


“The boy’s a
weakling! He can’t barely draw the training bow halfway without
shaking like a leaf in a gale and his bloody eyeballs bulging fit
to burst... I can’t believe it. By the time I was five I could nail
a roundel thirty yards away every bloody time! What was my brother
thinking afore he died? Dint he think to build the boy up ready for
the practice rounds?”

“The boy ain’t
five yet,” his aunt announced softly, not looking up from her
knitting, sitting quietly on her side of the dying embers in the
hearth; the stone-ringed cooking fire was built in a hollow of the
hard-packed dirt floor in the very centre of the small roundhouse,
and even the heat of summer hadn’t prevented its use earlier.

“Meaning?”

“Give him time,
Irnwin. He takes after his mother. She was such a slender wee
thing… It’s why she died when he were born.”

“He’s my
brother’s boy! Bradwin weren’t much smaller’n me. The child
should’ve taken after Bradwin, not his mother.”

“Much good did
Bradwin’s bulk and brawn do him at the end. It’s a cruel ague as
takes the strong and healthy father, but leaves the weakly child
alone. Give the boy time, Irnwin. He’ll grow. And the law says that
practice rounds don’t begin until a boy’s fifth year.”

“Give him time?
What’s up with you tonight, woman?” Irnwin heaved a huge, miserable
sigh. “Harvest is coming, village needs every hand, and now we’ve
another bloody mouth to feed, a mouth that can’t do no work worth
speaking of, and we’ve two strapping lads of our own to feed
and clothe asides.”

“Don’t be so
bloody miserable. He’s your brother’s boy. Would you rather see him
hacking stone in Rockhole? Would you? Or serving in the Fort? ‘Cos
that’s where he’d have ended up if you’d not taken him in, you know
that. That’s where all the poor wee orphans end up, if they’ve no
other kith an’ kin to take ‘em in.”

“Might’ve got a
coin or two if we’d shipped him off into service in Kingshaven,”
Irnwin mumbled, though even Yaran, young as he was, could tell the
immense and powerful man wasn’t really serious about
that.

Aunt Alsa
snorted, and treated her husband to a derisory grimace. “Fat chance
of you doing that! Asides, you’ve just said the boy’s weak. What
stone-house would take him into service?”

Irnwin sniffed.
“King’s hall might.”

“King’s hall!”
Alsa laughed. “Now I know you’ve got a jug hidden in the
tool shed! King’s hall! How many servants d’you think the king
needs, eh? And how many poor folk in the city d’you think try to
sell their unwanted into service in Kingshaven every single year,
eh?”

“I don’t know,
do I? Don’t bloody go on at me, woman, I’m just saying, the boy’s
weak. Useless. Can’t even draw the training bow halfway…” Irnwin’s
tone became a little more sullen than irate. “Shamed me this
morning, it did. Them other children laughing. Boy didn’t seem to
care, even.”

“He takes after
his mother. She was a quiet wee thing. Always thinking…”

“Dreaming, you
mean. Always dreaming.”

“She was a good
little seamstress. Ah, how that needle o’ hers used to flash, and
never once pricked a finger.”

The huge man
huffed, and his temper flared as it often did. It was a wise man
who kept his trap shut and a cautious distance when Irnwin’s face
darkened and he started to huffing. “And a fat lot of bloody good
dreaming and sewing will get the boy when next the Wildenstraits
freeze over!”

“We don’t speak
of Wildenice in this house, Irnwin Harranson! You know that!” and
the sudden rasp of fear and anger in Aunt Alsa’s voice silenced the
huge man immediately. Alsa was the only person in the village of
Bolsunder who could do such a thing; and she was probably the only
person who might dare to.


Wildenice. Wildenstraits. Words which Yaran had heard
before, but didn’t really understand. What he did
understand, from the manner in which such words were always spoken,
was that whatever those things were, people feared them.

“You weren’t
alive last time it happened,” Irnwin muttered, risking his wife’s
ire again, and gave an involuntary shudder. When the expected
reproach failed to materialise, the big man added: “I was. Though
aye it’s true I were nought but a boy.”

“We don’t speak
of such things in this house,” Alsa repeated, and this time, her
voice was quieter, and rather more fearful than angry.

The stars,
twinkling brightly in that small patch of dark grey where the smoke
from the fire drifted out through the roof into the night sky,
suddenly winked out. Yaran twisted his head around to the right and
glanced up, eyes suddenly widening, heart suddenly stopping, breath
suddenly trapped in his lungs, terror gripping his innards like his
uncle’s hands wringing the neck of a chicken…

A spider,
immense, the biggest he’d ever seen, was feeling its way down the
rope which secured the right top corner of his bed to the rafters
near the chimney-hole. Huge, bloated, hairy monstrosity! Its
forelegs were waving slowly, feeling the way while the obscene
creature inched closer and closer to the boy’s face.

It could eat a
bird! A whole bird! It could eat my face!

With a sudden
shrill scream, Yaran twisted away from the hideous beast, away to
his left, rolling out of the rope bed, crashing into the rafters
and then tumbling six feet to the ground and to a jarring, painful
landing close to the hearthstones. The spider fell too, landing in
the embers where it writhed and hissed as though screaming in its
own terror and death-agonies, flames suddenly licking, catching the
hairs on its grotesque legs and body…

 


Yaran awoke
with a sharp gasp, eyes wide, staring wildly around the tool shed
until he realised where he was. Safe, in his hammock, the tool shed
of rough-hewn wood and every crack, crevice and opening sealed
tight with dried leaves and mud. Just a dream. Just the
dream, again.

The dream, or
rather the nightmare, was always the same. He was lying
uncomfortably and wide awake in the rope bed hanging from the
rafters of his uncle’s house, smoke from the fading embers of the
fire below taking its time to vent through the narrow opening in
the thatch three feet above and to his right. He could see stars
through that opening, but it was his uncle’s voice and the ire
which edged it that held Yaran’s attention… And then the spider had
come…

It had been
years ago, of course, that night when the spider had come, that
night he’d earned his uncle’s everlasting contempt for screaming
like a girl…

Useless bloody
boy! Useless clutch-pinny! Screaming like a girl for the sake of
nought but a bloody dream!

Only it hadn’t
been a dream. It was simply that his aunt and uncle hadn’t seen the
spider fall into the embers, so intent were they on checking the
terrified boy for broken bones and cuts from his fall. The spider
had been consumed by flames, wisps of smoke all that remained of it
by the time Yaran had pointed a frantic finger at the hearth.

Seeing nothing,
seeing no sign of the kind of fantastical eight-legged monster the
terrified boy had hurriedly described through chattering teeth,
Irnwin Harranson had railed at the child for a weakling, a sissy, a
puny good-for-nothing dreamer scared of night-terrors. And that was
that. In his uncle’s mind, Yaran could never hope to rise above the
miserable expectations etched now, as if in stone, there in the
huge man’s consciousness. Thus had the boy become a slave in all
but name.

Now here was
Yaran, sleeping in a hammock of his own making, the neat rope
netting slung between two roof-posts in the tool shed. Three months
from his eighteenth birthday, his naming day, when tradition
dictated that Yaran would take his uncle’s name, and be known to
the world as Yaran Irnwinson. But that was, of course, assuming the
huge farmer would deign to grant the boy that name come the day.
Yaran didn’t believe his uncle would, in spite of the fact his aunt
Alsa had said she would try to make certain the name passed to him.
After all, a man couldn’t get far in life without a father’s
blessing on the naming day…

Dawn was
coming, and it came early in midsummer. Yaran swung himself out of
the hammock, feeling his way in the dark. And it was dark,
for he’d long ago sealed every crack and crevice in the walls, roof
and door, and maintained the seals with almost religious fervour.
It was stupid, he knew now. He knew there were no such things as
spiders big enough to eat birds whole, and he knew there were no
spiders big enough to eat his face. Stupid. But fear is irrational,
and he couldn’t help it, and it didn’t matter. Only spiders of a
certain size might dwell in the same room as Yaran, and that size
was very small indeed.

He lit the lamp
by touch alone and with practiced ease, sparking up the tinder in
his tinderbox and lighting the wick with a splint. He dressed,
pocketed the small tinderbox (which he’d made himself after
studying the one his aunt had bought for the family home years
before), and regarded himself in the polished metal of a scythe;
that polishing had only recently been inspected and grudgingly
passed as ‘just about good enough’ by Irnwin. Metal was uncommon
and thus expensive, after all.

Well. Yaran was
almost eighteen now. Pensive blue eyes, slightly distorted by the
crude metal mirror, gazed back at him. Sunbleached straw-coloured
hair in need of a comb, short but covering his ears. Almost six
feet tall, slim but wiry. No, he didn’t possess his father’s or
uncle’s immense frame and powerful musculature, but neither was he
the ‘slender wee thing’ his mother had been, or so she was always
described by his aunt.

He had his
father’s eyes and his mother’s thoughtfulness, Aunt Alsa had often
declared when Yaran was still a boy, whenever she felt the lad had
needed comforting, usually after he’d incurred his uncle’s wrath
over some trivial thing or other. He simply hadn’t inherited the
impressive physique passed down to the two Harransons, Irnwin and
Bradwin.

Yaran barely
remembered his father, and what he did remember was a younger
version of Irnwin, who, unlike his uncle, had been much given to
drinking in the years before his premature death. Drinking, and
staring at the boy accusingly; silently, hatefully, and drunkenly
blaming Yaran for the death in childbirth of the woman he’d loved
more than life. Now Yaran was older, and understood these things
better, and understood that it hadn’t been some mysterious ague
which had carried off his ‘strong and healthy’ father while sparing
the ‘weakly child’. No. It had been drink, and a broken heart, both
conspiring quickly to rob the man of his health as well as his will
to live.

With a sigh,
Yaran dragged a rough comb through his hair, stuck it in his
pocket, and picked up his pack, testing its weight. Not too heavy.
The straps wouldn’t bite into his shoulders. Not that there was
much in it, really. Clothes, mostly, his thin but waterproof cape
rolled and tied to the bottom of the pack, and some food, and a few
bits and bobs which, like the tinderbox, Yaran had made himself.
His possessions were few, as was to be expected of a ‘cuckoo in the
nest’, the phrase often used to describe him by his much older
cousins…

Well, he
wouldn’t hear that phrase from either of them again. Chadwin
Irnwinson was married now, and living with his new bride in a small
roundhouse on the north-eastern side of the village, and Dagwin
Irnwinson was ensconced in the greater roundhouse set aside for
unmarried men closer to the middle of Bolsunder, where Berric, the
Vigil, could keep an eye on them after closing time. Dagwin and the
Vigil were no strangers to each other, the former being fond of
strong ale, and the latter being tasked by the magistrate of
Medvale, the eastern lobe’s capital town, with maintaining order in
the village.

Yaran slipped
the pack over his shoulders, shrugging to settle the load. He tied
his shepherd’s sling around his waist like a belt, stuffed the
small pouch of pebbles which were its ammunition into a trouser
pocket, and sighed. It was time. It had been time for some
considerable time, but two things had happened last night which
served finally to push him out the door and onto the road: his
uncle had flown into a rage over some imagined misdemeanour on
Yaran’s part, and the nightmares had returned.

The spider in
the dream, and his Uncle Irnwin, had become inextricably linked in
the young man’s mind. That spider, he knew, represented all that
was unknown, a grim and miserable future creeping up on him since
the death of his father, and the death of a mother he’d never
known.

It was time to
leave. Time to confront the spider, and to make a life of his own,
meet the creature head-on, on his own terms, beholden to no-one, to
face it, and to crush it beneath his booted heel as he’d crushed so
many of its eight-legged kin.

He picked up
his quiver of arrows and strapped them in plain view at his right
hip; it was the law that all itinerants and travellers must go
armed with the bow lest the Wildenstraits be breached. There was a
reason all boys had to learn to shoot from the age of five, with an
hour’s practice rounds every other day until their tenth birthday,
and every week thereafter until their naming day. Woe betides him
who travels the lands unarmed.

His bow, gifted
him by the same laws which demanded all people serve in defence of
the realm in time of need, was the last thing he picked up. It was,
after all these years, as familiar to him as his fingers. He blew
out the lamp, opened the door of the tool shed, and stepped outside
into the cool, crisp air, leaving his hammock behind, a gift to
whoever might find a use for it now he had none himself.

There was a
faint sheen of dew on the grass which dampened the leather uppers
of his boots and the hems of his thin canvas trouser-legs while he
trudged towards the roundhouse, smoke already curling from the
chimney-hole in the roof; Aunt Alsa would be cooking flatbread and
biscuits in a thin pan over the coals, a kettle already steaming
for their usual breakfast brew.

Yaran paused,
and glanced around. The village of Bolsunder had been his home all
his life. Looking at it now, it seemed small, and perhaps a little
shabby. Well, perhaps it was. The outer dwellings were, like
Irnwin’s roundhouse, homes for hardworking farmers and their
families. The three great fields of Bolsunder needed a great deal
of year-round labour and there was little time to be wasted on
prettying up the place.

Would he miss
it? He’d asked himself that question so often over the last few
years, but still had no real answer. He wouldn’t miss the people
much, certainly not his uncle who’d had little time for him, though
his aunt had been kind enough in her own way. But he’d spent almost
fourteen years as an unpaid labourer, constantly being reminded
that he owed his uncle a debt which could never be repaid for
taking him in after his father’s death. No, he probably wouldn’t
miss anything.

Except perhaps
the tatty hut in the southeast of the village, where old Gramma
Wixen lived and taught school. For those who had time to continue
attendance after the first compulsory three years of rudimentary
education, Gramma Wixen was a veritable cornucopia of knowledge. It
was from her they learned not only the essential and mandatory
skills of reading, writing, and simple arithmetic, but later, for
those able to continue their studies, geography, history, folklore,
and even music (though her fiddle playing was a little scratchy
these days, thanks to her advanced years).

Yes. Yaran
would miss the old lady, who’d never once lost her patience with
his incessant questions, nor begrudged him the late night visits
when he could sneak away from his uncle’s home for extra lessons…
They said Gramma Wixen had once been married, and had lived in the
city in the south, but she never really mentioned her past.

Noises, the
clatter of plates, and his uncle’s voice. Yaran steeled himself,
surprised at his own calmness, and opened the door after knocking
once, as he always did (and always had to).

Aunt Alsa was
halfway through her morning greeting when she registered his garb,
his pack, the bow and his quiver.

“Morning, Aunt.
Morning Uncle.”

Irnwin snorted
in disbelief. “Morning, he says! Where d’you bloody think you’re
going then, dressed like that?”

“I’m leaving,
Uncle,” Yaran replied, his voice calm, even, and quiet. “It’s time
for me to go.”

“Bollocks you
are! There’s the hoes to sharpen for one thing…”

“No,” the young
man announced, interrupting Irnwin for the first time ever. “I’m
leaving. I’ve had it in mind for some time, since I turned sixteen,
but put it off. Now it’s time. Midsummer’s the best time, I reckon,
if I’m to get somewhere as I’d like to stay afore winter.”

Irnwin stood,
fists clenching and unclenching at his sides, blinking,
slack-jawed, and utterly at a loss for words. Never had he
seen such quiet resolve in the young man standing calmly before
him.

“But… It’s less
than three months to your naming day!” Alsa gasped. “You can’t
leave!”

“We both know
Uncle Irnwin won’t ever grant me his blessing-name, Aunt Alsa. It’s
why I’ve made up my mind not to wait. I think me this… Yaran
Bolsunderson I’d be, come naming day, and Yaran Bolsunderson I’ll
be if I go now. Ain’t no difference one way or the other, ‘cept
it’d cost me three months wait and all for nought.”

“There’s work
to be done!” Irnwin cried, still in shock at what he considered to
be impossible defiance.

“Then best you
get Dagwin out o’ the Vigil’s stocks and get him to do
some,” Yaran announced. “Time he did more’n drink, Uncle, lest he
end up like my Da.”

Irnwin’s eyes
bulged. This, surely, was some unspeakable witchcraft! Where was
the meek and compliant youth who spoke so little and spent his time
in wasteful dreaming like his dead mother? Who was this steely
fellow, bow in hand, pack on his back, with the eyes of his dead
brother Bradwin staring coldly back at him?

“You… you
ungrateful bastard!” Irnwin spat, but took a pace backwards from
that cold, hard and reproachful gaze. “I took you in!”

“And worked me
like a slave for my bed and board. Ain’t no debt as I can see
between us, Uncle. I earned my keep. You know it. Aunt knows it. I
know it.”

Again, Irnwin
gaped.

“But why?” Alsa
groaned. “Why now, Yaran? Why at all? Where will you go, and for
what?”

“Ain’t nothing
for me here, Aunt Alsa. There’s but six girls in the village my age
or thereabouts and all o’ them spoken for, and ain’t none of ‘em
ever wanted aught to do with me. And why would they, knowing Uncle
set his face hard against me from the get-go? Ain’t nothing for me
here but a life as a slave to do Uncle’s bidding, and that ain’t
for me. Not no more.”

“You don’t get
no bloody breakfast, boy! Not this morning! Not in this house! Not
if you’re leaving me shorthanded! Breakfast is for them as works
the day!”

“Dint come this
morning for breakfast, Uncle. Came to say g’bye, proper, so’s Aunt
Alsa wouldn’t worry.”

“Where will you
go?” Alsa managed. She was shocked, it was true, but doubtless
because of the suddenness of Yaran’s announcement rather than any
great emotional upheaval on her part. That, and the steel and the
manliness so obviously apparent in him now.

The young man
shrugged. “North, maybe, up to Kingsmill. Maybe to Medvale. Both
are big places, and none of ‘em likely know me there, nor will the
girls there know that Uncle set his face against me all these
years. Might make me a life in one place or another.”

“You? In
Kingsmill? You bloody crackbrain cuckoo! What know you o’ bloody
sawmills and wood-making? What know you o’ foresting? Eh?
Bugger-all, that’s what!”

“I’m sharp,”
Yaran declared. “Gramma Wixen always said so. Sharp enough to turn
my hand to most anything I put my mind to. And I’ve put my mind to
leaving.”

“You’ll get
nowhere without a name,” Alsa declared. “No-one’s going to respect
a young ‘un named Bolsunderson! ‘Specially not respectable girls as
you’re so suddenly fussed about.”

Again, Yaran
shrugged. It was true that those who went about with a second name
marking him as the son of a place, rather than a son who’d earned
his father’s blessing-name, tended to fare less well in life.

“Be that as it
may, Aunt. But like I said, I’d be a Bolsunderson if I stayed as
well as if I leave, so leave I shall as leave I must.”

“You’ll take
nothing of mine!” Irnwin spat. “Not my name! Not nothing of mine,
you ungrateful bastard!”

“Ain’t got
nothing o’ yours, Uncle. Bow was given me by law, knife I got in
trade, clothes and food I earned, what little else I have I made
myself. All I got from you is memories, Uncle, and most of ‘em I’d
just as soon forget, now I’m to make my own way. One thing you may
both be sure of, I won’t end like my father, nor like your own son
Dagwin probably will. I’ve no interest in drinking.”

“You cheeky
little bastard! I’ll…”

“I thank you
both, Uncle Irnwin, Aunt Alsa, for the roof you gave me, which
spared me from hacking stone in Rockhole when I were but a boy. But
I reckon I paid for that and more besides all these long years
past. I’m going now for to seek my own life, and so I leave you
both to yours. Goodbye.”

They said
nothing. Aunt Alsa stood with a twisted dishcloth clutched in her
hands, a steaming kettle hanging to one side of the hearth in the
middle of the room. Irnwin stood gaping, utterly at a loss, nothing
in his life coming close to preparing him for such a turn of events
as this. Yaran flicked a glance upwards at the rafters and the cone
of the thatched roof where his boyhood bed once had hung, and where
once a great spider had climbed down the chimney-vent to feast upon
his face.

Then he put a
battered cloth hat on his head, turned, and left, gently closing
the door behind him.

He’d gone
perhaps fifteen yards in complete silence when that door flew open
and he heard his uncle yelling from behind:

“The Fort’s
where you’ll end your days, you ungrateful bastard! Causeway Fort’s
where you’ll end! You mark my words, Bolsunderson! You mark well my
words!”

Without looking
behind him, Yaran raised his right hand and waved, and then
continued on his way, smiling, feeling light as a feather, as if
some great weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

It was, he
thought, a beautiful summer’s day.

 


oOo


2.
Northwest

 


Newland is a
peculiar realm, and perhaps aptly named, if a little
unimaginatively. It is shaped something like a clover leaf,
three-lobed, and with the fragile stem of the leaf connected to a
vast mainland in the north which has no overall name other than
‘the mainland’, at least as far as Newlander folk are concerned.
The stem forms a causeway, linking the realm to a region of the
mainland known only as the Wildenvilt, said to be a vast, wild
expanse of scrubby, featureless land in which dwell the Wilden
people.

The
Wildenstraits, a narrow and fairly shallow channel of water which
separates Newland from the Wildenvilt, is strewn with dangerous
reefs, most of which lie submerged, and so too, for most of the
time, does the causeway, that stem of the clover-leaf joining the
two landmasses. This is a very good thing, at least as far as the
Newlanders are concerned.

Once, long ago,
or so Gramma Wixen had taught, a great ship of wood, of a kind
never before seen by Newlander eyes, had docked in Southport, the
realm’s only deep-water harbour (deep enough for such a ship to
navigate, anyway). The ship had been crewed by explorers seeking
out new lands for trade and commerce, and thus a trade route had
been opened to a far distant country known as Vennlandia.

Today, such
ships are infrequent, perhaps six or seven a year, but the trade
between Newland and Vennlandia obviously remains valuable and
profitable to both parties. Newland receives metals and metal
goods, which are not to be found locally, and Vennlandia seems
delighted to receive in return obsidian, amethyst and mica, and in
particular, large quantities of a dried, nine-leafed plant grown in
the western lobe of Newland.

The leaves of
this plant are valuable in medicine, so the Vennlandians claim, but
if so, Newland’s healers have yet to discover what kind of ague or
ailment the plant is supposed to cure; experiments by court
physicians showed that the only effects imparted by consuming the
leaves is a disagreeable euphoria leaving a fellow with a raging
thirst and hunger. Nor is a poultice made from the leaves of any
particular value for treating wounds, bites, or stings.
Consequently, the otherwise useless weed is only cultivated in the
southern region of the western lobe for export, particularly in
Southempton and its outlying farms.

There is a
similar plant, however, which is much taller and far more useful,
farmed nearer the western rim of that lobe; it produces valuable
fibres for the making of rope, yarn and fabrics. This ‘Newland
hemp’ is farmed in Westhempton, and it’s in that region where many
important trades and crafts related to the production of clothing,
fabrics, shoes, ropes and cordage are to be found, none of which
are of any interest to Vennlandian merchants.

Gramma Wixen
also told a story concerning one particular visit by a Vennlandian
ship, which counted among its passengers a small group of wise men.
These wise men toured Newland, and declared that in far ancient
days, three vast volcanoes had risen out of the sea, belching fire
and smoke, forming the new land and giving it its peculiar
clover-leaf shape. In time, they said, the three great volcanoes
collapsed, smaller craters formed within the larger, later giving
rise to lakes and hollows. A great lava flow, they said, was
responsible for the causeway linking the new land to the
mainland.

It explained
much, Gramma Wixen said, about the shape and geography of the land
and its three great lobes, west, east, and south, and also about
the fact that only Southport and Eastport down in the southern lobe
were accessible to shipping, the remainder of the coast being sharp
rock forming steep-sided and parlous cliffs, unapproachable from
the sea thanks to many perilous reefs and shoals.

Newland is thus
fairly isolated from the wider world, and its inhabitants don’t
mind that fact at all. The metals imported from Vennlandia are
supremely useful, since they cannot be mined or refined locally,
but in truth, there’s not much else the inhabitants want for. True,
more horses would be nice, there are so few of them and all those
to be found in Newland are owned by the crown. Alas, few survive
the long sea crossing from far distant Vennlandia, so oxen, bred
and raised in the aptly-named eastern lobe village of Oxtable, are
the draught animal of choice.

But, it’s also
true that along with tangible goods, other things arrive with
Vennlandians. Ideas. Notions. And these spread like disease through
the city of Kingshaven and out into the lobes. Sometimes, these
things are but simple fads and pass quickly, a style of dress, for
example, or the shape of hats and shoes, and once, even the
carrying of small strings of beads, the fiddling with which was
supposed to encourage concentration or thoughtfulness but which
were finally declared a complete waste of time and quickly
abandoned.

Other times
though, and those ideas and notions took root, and had subtle but
noticeable effects on the lives and culture of Newland’s people.
Vennlandians brought with them an other-worldly wisdom, and new
inventions, new devices, new thinking, new medicine. It explains
why a faint tingle of nervous caution runs along Newland’s
collective spine each time the large, bright sails of a Vennlandian
ship are sighted; not all ideas are good ideas, not all ‘progress’
is to be welcomed, and the last thing anyone wanted was to lose
their identity or cultural heritage to some foreign, alien
influence.

Still, in spite
of that caution, Newlanders truly fear only one thing: the Wilden
people. At certain times, and throughout history, ice is sighted in
the Wildenstraits. This is the Wildenice, the word learned by Yaran
when he was a boy. When the Wildenice is seen, Newland gives a
collective shudder, men reach for their weapons, and wait
breathlessly for word from the king…

Sometimes, a
few floating icebergs crunch up against the reefs and shoals in the
straits, and simply melt away. But at other times, so much ice
accumulates that the sea level in the straits falls, exposing the
great causeway, making it passable on foot. And then come the
Wilden.

Starving,
desperate, and barbaric are the wild men who, when the Wildenice is
spotted, gather in large numbers on the northern side of the
causeway, waiting to rush headlong into the rich, verdant lands at
the southern end of the narrow crossing… waiting to feast and to
conquer… and all they have to do is breach Newland’s northern
defences, which in truth are few but have, so far, held.

The mainstay of
those defences is the Causeway Fort and its garrison of pressed
men, criminals, and volunteers alike. Then there are the deep
ditches and razor-sharp walls of cracked obsidian at the causeway’s
end, and finally the bows of every man and boy in Newland should
the Fort be lost or its walls otherwise circumvented.

Wildenice
didn’t happen often, nor did it happen regularly enough to be
planned for beyond those simple defences and constant watchfulness.
But it had happened often enough in the past. It had happened in
Irnwin’s lifetime, and there was always a possibility that it might
happen in Yaran’s, too.

It was why the
young man, like all other travellers, carried his bow with him as
he trudged out of Bolsunder in the eastern lobe of the land,
heading generally northwest. He’d have to make a final decision
soon; turn north to Kingsmill some thirty miles away, or keep going
northwest to Medvale, a tad less than twenty-five miles from
Bolsunder.

Kingsmill was
said to be a big place, and busy. It was there that trees felled in
the great eastern forest were taken to be milled, there where
planks and boards were made for transporting south through Medvale
to Kingshaven and onward to the ports. Planks and boards for richer
dwellings, planks and boards for fishing-boats, planks and boards
for furniture. Masts were made there too, masts for the
fishing-boats, and great masts which might be needed to replace
those broken aboard any Vennlandian ships putting in after a storm
at sea.

But Medvale was
a busy place too, and big, probably bigger than Kingsmill, or so it
was said. Medvale was the hub of the eastern lobe, the great town
with its court and magistrate, its markets and its traders, its
artisans and craftsmen. Into Medvale flowed the eastern lobe’s
goods, food, and raw materials, and out of Medvale and down to
Kingshaven flowed meat and dairy, planks and boards, sheepskin and
wool, and all manner of leatherwork and woodwork.

Sheep, oxen,
wood, grain, fruit, brassicas and other vegetables… the eastern
lobe was all rich farmland, grassland, and forests, the breadbasket
of Newland, and Medvale its capital town. Medvale would be busy,
but with many more trades and occupations than might be found in
Kingsmill, whose entire business was wood.

Irnwin’s words
came flooding back to Yaran while he strode away from Bolsunder:
What know you o’ bloody sawmills and wood-making? What know you
o’ foresting?

Very little,
the young man conceded, though of course he’d been hunting in the
forest from time to time, as all young men must there in Bolsunder.
Hunting helped spare the livestock, and besides, venison and boar
made a pleasant and healthy change from pork and poultry and the
very occasional beefsteak.

Medvale, then,
was a place where a young man, tall and wiry and eager to learn,
was more than likely to find work, bed and board, and to make a
life for himself. He might even find himself a wife, if he were of
a mind… and if the town were big enough, and the lass and her
father modern enough not to pay too much attention to the fact that
a reasonably good-looking and earnest, honest young fellow had a
small farming village for a second name.

Yaran began
whistling to himself, a jaunty melody which saw his feet picking up
the pace and setting the rhythm, marching in time to the tune. Yes,
a beautiful summer’s day, not too hot, just enough of a breeze to
keep cool, and the sun climbing behind him bright enough and warm
enough to warrant the domed hat with its soft, wide brim.

Leaving so
early in the morning meant that there were few people out and about
yet, and those that were carried tools over their shoulders and
were heading to the fields. If they noticed the young man carrying
his bow loosely in his left hand and marching merrily along with a
pack on his back, they gave no sign of it. This was Bolsunder after
all, and folk had their routines.

Indeed, no-one
had paid much attention to Yaran at all in all the years he’d
dwelled in the village, first in his uncle’s house, and then later
after being evicted to the tool shed when he was deemed old enough
not to need watching over. ‘Old enough’ had been six years old. The
rope bed in the rafters had served in the tool shed until he’d
grown too big for it, and then he’d learned from Gramma Wixen how
to twist straw into cord and cord into rope stout enough to hold
his weight. By the time he’d put on a spurt of growth, he’d become
something of a dab hand in the making of hammocks, amongst other
things.

Not that this
was particularly remarkable. Newlanders are a hardy bunch and
practical with it. Most possessed more than one valuable skill in
addition to their usual occupation, and of course all men could
shoot well, and all women by law knew how to wield a blade or axe,
be it of razor-sharp obsidian or imported steel. No, all the many
little skills Yaran had picked up during his years on Bolsunder’s
farms and in its woodlands did not mark him out as being
particularly special, although he probably did possess more such
talents than most. Gramma Wixen really had regarded the young man
as sharp.

Yes, the youth
thought grudgingly, perhaps those many skills of his were a
legacy of his uncle’s contemptible treatment over the years. No job
was too big, too small or too dirty or dangerous for it not to be
assigned to Yaran, and so the sharp young fellow had learned much,
whether he’d wanted to or not. But he’d paid for the skills, all of
them, with blisters, bruises, cuts and welts, and aching muscles,
in all seasons.

You ain’t
dead yet, get a move on! his uncle would insist, whenever
tiredness or exhaustion had threatened to overwhelm the boy. And so
Yaran, fearful of going to bed hungry or being packed off to
Rockhole and its miserable eponymous quarry, had suffered. But he’d
also grown strong through that suffering, and rather than being
crushed, grew tall with it. His was a wiry strength, a strength
unseen from a casual glance, not like his uncle’s immense physique
which screamed power and strength from a distance. No, Yaran’s
strength came from the steel cables of his tendons and the tightly
packed muscles in his deceptively slender frame.

And no, he
wasn’t a ‘dreamer’, as his uncle had so often described both Yaran
and his dead mother. The long silences which had sometimes lasted
for days on end were simply because Yaran, boy and man, had little
or nothing to say to those about him. Except, of course, to Gramma
Wixen. To the old lady did he frame his carefully considered
questions, and intently had he listened to the answers, and
learned. His parting speech to his uncle and aunt had been the
longest continuous conversation he’d had with them all his life,
and he’d probably spoken more words to his uncle in that farewell
announcement than the rest of this year combined; hence some of
Irnwin’s and Alsa’s shock.

Yaran was, as
he’d so often been told in his young life, nothing special. He
understood that. And that was why he was so determined that by dint
of hard work or study or by some other means, he would
become special. Special enough to stand out a little from
the ordinary run of men, just enough that he might one day build
himself his own home, and raise his own family, and bring up his
own children to become just special enough to make good lives for
themselves when the time came.

 


Rolling hills
and hollows, lush green grass; the verdant land was dotted with
shrub and copse, springs and streams flowing here and there so a
traveller was never too far from water. Indeed, and certainly in
the eastern lobe, Newland’s water table was fairly high, thanks to
the volcanic nature of the land’s origins. You didn’t have to dig
too far down to sink a well. Over in the western lobe, it was said,
especially up near Rockhole, great craters were filled with water
all year ‘round, feeding rivers and streams. Even the southern lobe
had such a lake, down near Kingshaven, and from it poured the
mighty River Havenforth, which flows clear through the middle of
the city and onward down to the sea at Southport.

Nor was Newland
vast; the King’s Road, running north from the city of Kingshaven to
Causeway Fort, was a trifle short of a hundred miles long as the
crow flies; a little longer in reality since the road had been
obliged to follow the contours of the land. Those wise men from
Vennlandia had calculated, so Gramma Wixen had declared, that the
area of land which Newlanders called home covered some 8000 square
miles, and she had proceeded to draw three interlocked circles on
her table-top blackboard and thoroughly dazed Yaran with symbols
and calculations to prove it. He simply took her word for it.

Walking at a
steady pace, a healthy young man might travel the sixty miles or so
from one side of a lobe to the other in less than a day, with
enough time left over for a good night’s sleep at the end of the
trek. And the eastern lobe being so verdant, there were plenty of
homesteads and smallholdings to be found along the way where a meal
might be had in exchange for work, or a rest might be taken to
exchange news.

Yaran saw some
of these on his journey, but he was anxious to reach Medvale and
didn’t call in at any of them. It was June 20th, and a
glance at his shadow when he’d left his uncle’s house for the last
time had showed it to be around six o’ the morning dial. Walking at
the jaunty pace he’d set himself, he should arrive in the town well
before noon, even if he stopped for a rest, which he didn’t.
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3. A Rude
Awakening

 


Medvale was
considerably bigger than Yaran had imagined. In his mind’s eye he’d
seen it as perhaps three or four times larger than Bolsunder, for
although it was only twenty-odd miles away from the village, the
young man had never been there before. When people, including
Gramma Wixen, had spoken of Medvale being the ‘hub of the lobe and
a big town’, Yaran only had Bolsunder as a reference for
comparison.

He, like many
others in the village, seldom if ever left home, save for hunting
trips in the forest. With no personal transportation other than
their own feet, and being self-sufficient in many things, the only
place the folk from Bolsunder might visit was Oxtable, fifteen
miles away, and then only rarely to barter for oxen to draw their
ploughs and carts. No, it was traders, merchants and travellers who
came to Bolsunder for barter and trade, not the other way
around.

Medvale was
huge, a sprawling expanse of buildings of all shapes and sizes,
from lofty barns and storehouses made from expensive boards and
planks out of Kingsmill to the northeast, to roundhouses of post,
thatch, wattle, and daub, with some log-built cabins and shacks
thrown in for good measure. There were sheep pens, pigpens and
cattle pens, chicken runs and dovecotes, and when the breezes
swirled a little, they carried with them an unpleasant odour from
the tanneries where sheepskin and leather garments were made.

Vast tracts of
farmland outside the town were waiting for the plough, burnt
stubble from the harvesting of winter wheat adding to the odours
emanating from the town, and people were doubtless hard at work
threshing that harvest and filling the storehouse bins with grain.
No subsistence farmers these; there was plenty of surplus to be
sold in the ever-hungry markets of Kingshaven, the ‘city in the
south’.

Sheep from the
outlying grasslands and those reared around the three Sheptons
would be driven here from Shepton Pens, along with ox-drawn carts
bearing great bales of wool. Some of the wool would be carded and
spun into yarn here in Medvale, most would be sent south to the
city and its looms.

Standing on a
rise and gazing at the spectacle, Yaran knew he’d been entirely
unprepared for the sheer size of the place. He could hear the
bustle like a faint hum on those odour-laden breezes, and he shook
his head in wonder. Yes, Medvale. He’d made the right decision; if
he couldn’t make a life for himself here, then where else?



After picking
his way around fields of stubble and animal pens, Yaran walked
wide-eyed through the outskirts of the town. His was a rude
awakening, the suspicious looks he received from all those glancing
his way were so surprising it was really quite astonishing. He was
carrying his bow with him precisely as the law demanded, and his
quiver and its dozen arrows too, so why should he be treated to
such frowns and squinty-eyed gazes as came his way? He’d done
nothing to deserve such scrutiny, after all.

“Oy!” a deep
voice called, and Yaran turned.

A large,
bald-headed fellow, carrying a long wooden mace upright and wearing
a sleeveless leather jerkin, was striding towards him
purposefully.

“Yeah you, you
slack-jawed yokel! Stand where you are!”

“Who are you?”
Yaran’s eyes narrowed, glancing this way and that, noting escape
routes should he need to run, and he tightened his grip on his
bow.

“Strang, that’s
who, Vigil o’ the south watch-house, and I’ll ask the questions,
matey-me-lad. Who’re you, and what’s your business?”

A Vigil, of all
people. Yaran ought to have known it from the heavy mace now canted
over the big man’s right shoulder.

“My name’s
Yaran Bolsunderson, and my business is my own. Ain’t broke no laws,
have I?”

“Bastard, eh?
Might’ve knowed it.”

“I’m no
bastard. I was orphaned. Come to Medvale to seek better work than I
had on my uncle’s holding. And if I ain’t broke no laws, I’ll bid
you a good day, Vigil Strang, and hope for a better welcome
elsewhere than I got me here in your ward.”

“Not so bloody
fast, cheeky bloody muck-rake! Twang that there string and show me
yer arrers for inspection, then we’ll see how law-abiding a
traveller you are!”

Yaran flipped
his bow around and plucked the string, the weapon emitting a
satisfying thrum. The Vigil grimaced with disappointment at the
sound which testified to as well-strung, well-kept and powerful a
weapon as the law demanded, but nodded. The young man drew an arrow
and handed it to the official, who made much ado of examining it
for straightness, sharpness of point, and the soundness of the
goose-feather fletching.

“Hmmm,” he
managed, satisfied, passing the shaft back to its rightful owner.
“You’ll still have to come with me to the watch-house.”

“Why? What’ve I
done now to be arrested?”

“Nothing, yet.
You ain’t travelled much, have you boy?”

Yaran said
nothing.

“Thought as
much. Bloody yokel in from a rim-village. You speak well enough but
the accent and the clothes give you buggers away every time.”

“What’s wrong
with my clothes?”

“Nothing. Hemp
shirt, hemp-canvas trousers, but stout leather boots, even though
they’re old and well worn. Marks you as tramped out from a
rim-village, farm labourer I’d say. You come to the watch-house
with me so’s your name can be checked for reports, see? For all we
know, yer a bloody night-lurk, or a cut-purse, or worse, wanted
elsewhere fer rape or murder.”

Yaran snorted,
he couldn’t help it.

Strang’s eyes
narrowed again, and his grip on the mace tightened. “What’s so
bleedin’ funny, boy?”

“Rape and
murder, my uncle’s arse! Where’d such a dread fierce malefactor run
to? Ain’t likely to get very far, even if he did get past the Fort
and over the causeway.”

Strang sniffed.
It was true. There was nowhere to run in Newland; no chance of
stowing away on the infrequent ships from Vennlandia, no chance of
getting to the mainland over the causeway, even if the
Wildenstraits froze over. No-one went north over the causeway and
lived to tell the tale. Anyone committing such notorious acts as
rape and murder (and yes, some did, it was true) could expect to be
apprehended and dealt with by the law very quickly. Or, at least,
eventually.

“And where’d a
dirt-scratching boy like you learn such words as malefactor,
eh?”

“School.
Where’d you learn it?”

“Don’t be
bloody cheeking me, lad. If your name’s on the reports, cheeking me
gets added to the charge. Now move yer skinny arse, this way, to
the watch-house. Oh, and fellow-me-lad?”

Yaran raised an
inquisitive eyebrow.

“Try to bolt
for it, and you’ll feel me bone-cruncher on top of yer ‘ead afore
you’ve made a yard.”

And with that,
Strang shrugged his right shoulder, deliberately drawing attention
to the mace which was, apparently, at least here in Medvale, the
badge of his authority.

Again, Yaran
said nothing, and the two set off, with the Vigil commanding any
necessary changes in direction through the avenues and alleyways.
Some paths were cobbled with glassy rocks, others simply bare and
hard-packed dirt. People made way, eyeing Yaran closely, as if
trying to guess what offence had seen the young man detained. It
was a little embarrassing, truth be told, and the youth from
Bolsunder determined that once his name had been cleared, he’d
quickly make his way away from this the southern side of town.

For his part,
though, Yaran observed them too, noting their clothing and
footwear; as Strang had alluded earlier, most of the townsfolk were
wearing shoes, and most of those were well-crafted hemp shoes or
sandals. The only folk he saw wearing heavy leather footwear all
had the look of labourers undertaking heavy work. Them, and the
Vigil, of course.

At the
watch-house, a large and solid-looking roundhouse with whitewashed
walls and windows set only on the south-facing side, he was taken
to a desk behind which an elderly fellow sat scratching in a heavy
book with a quill pen.

“Who’s this
then, Strang?”

“Stranger,
Boss. Picked him up in the ‘skirts, just come in, causing a bit of
slack-jawed gaping from the locals.”

“Passed
inspection?”

“Aye, Boss, bow
and arrows sound. Bit of a cheeky bugger but what d’you expect from
a rim-side villager? Brung him in to check for reports.”

“Good work.
Name?”

After a short
pause, Strang poked the young man in the arm.

“Oh. Yaran
Bolsunderson.”

“Bastard,
eh?”

“Orphan he
says, Boss. Been living with his uncle or summink like that.”

“And come to
seek his fortune in Medvale, I suppose,” the senior Vigil sighed,
closed the book he’d been writing in, and took a slender volume
from the top of a pile. “Well, there’s no harm in that. Some folk
do wander far from home, grass is always greener and all that.”

Yaran said
nothing, and simply waited while the elderly officer appointed by
the court’s magistrate ran his finger slowly down page after page
in the book of reports. Finally, the Vigil in command of the
watch-house snapped the book shut decisively.

“No Yaran
Bolsunderson. Your name’s cleared, young man. Off you go, and keep
your nose clean, unless you want to find the fortune you’re seeking
in the ditches of Causeway Fort.”

With a nod for
his superior, Strang rather gently guided Yaran to the door and out
into the sunlight.

“Right, you can
bugger off now then. And he meant what he said in there. You cross
the line in Medvale, and it’s the Fort for you. The beak here’s a
mean bastard named Aldredson, and pretty much everyone as goes
before ‘im gets carted off up the King’s Road.”

“Why?”

Strang
shrugged. “Dunno. We reckon he’s shit scared o’ the Wildenice
coming, and wants to keep the Fort well stocked lest it does afore
he kicks the bucket. Word of warning, son, since you don’t seem
like a bad ‘un... If you ain’t got money for bed and board, and
from the looks o’ that hemp and canvas garb you’re wearing you
ain’t got much if any, make sure you find yourself someplace
indoors to kip. Vigils find you sleeping in a doorway or in the
streets, well, it’s up afore the beak on a charge o’ vagrancy, and
I just done telling you what that’d mean.”

Yaran tipped
his hat politely, and took his leave of the Vigil, heading north up
a broad and busy thoroughfare, hoping to reach the centre of town
and leave the shame of his arrest behind him. It still burned, and
he was sure his neck was still bright red. In all his days back
home, Vigil Berric had never once spoken to him, much less felt his
collar.

Still, the
looks he received, even when the watch-house was lost to view and
left far behind him, were filled with suspicion. True, one or two
glances were rather more curious than concerned, but Yaran was
beginning to feel that the sun was brighter in Medvale than in
Bolsunder, so many folk seemed to be squinting all the time.

Closer to the
centre of the town and the noise was rising, and so too the comings
and goings of people. He’d never seen so many, and was beginning to
feel uncomfortable. Then he heard a familiar sound, voices
chanting, numbers, children reciting their times tables. There was
a school ahead, and such a school! Large, wood-built, proper wood!
Boards and planks and thin mica windows thrown wide open to catch
the passing breezes.

Yaran paused,
and though people still stared as they passed him, he peeked in one
of the open windows. There were at least twenty children in there,
twenty! They were all seated on benches, not on the floor,
and some were counting on their fingers as they recited three
times four is twelve… four times four is six-teen…

But then the
teacher, a middle-aged woman, clapped her hands, and the children
fell silent immediately. A boy was called out from his seat on the
benches, and walked to the front of the class sheepishly, fingers
curling and uncurling nervously.

“Turn and face
the class, Symen, and start your four times table from one.”

The boy, his
eyes downcast and his voice breaking under the strain of this
sudden humiliation, began as instructed. He made it past three, but
after declaring four times four is he stopped dead in his
tracks, and he tried counting on his fingers. The rest of the
children laughed, a terrible laugh, forced, cruel, humourless, and
Yaran remembered such laughter.

The boy Symen
coloured, and while gazing hopelessly around for help, caught sight
of Yaran, and for a moment their eyes locked. Six-teen,
Yaran mouthed. The boy’s eyes widened, and his fists balled, and he
turned to face his classmates, and screamed at the top of his
voice: “Sixteen! Four times four is sixteen!”

Shocked by the
sight of such fury, the laughter was stilled instantly, and the
teacher blinked, and said nothing while the boy stomped back to his
seat, fists still clenched, daring anyone, anyone, to laugh
at him again. No-one did.

Yaran continued
on his way, a faint smile on his lips. The boy would likely never
forget the unexpected aid from the stranger at the window, and nor
would he forget the thrill of standing up for himself and silencing
the rest of the class. Just as Yaran himself would never forget the
look on his contemporaries’ faces when he himself had silenced
their laughter, too.

It was a long
time ago now, back when he was a boy. Corvin, Derren’s son, had the
biggest mouth of all the children in Bolsunder, and one morning had
shot that mouth off, teasing Yaran (two years his junior)
relentlessly for mispronouncing a word on the teacher’s small
blackboard there in Gramma Wixen’s humble shack. Yaran had finally
had enough of the laughter, and had simply stood up, and under
Gramma’s watchful and faintly surprised gaze, walked over to
Corvin, and calmly smacked him in the mouth. Just the once. Once
was all it needed. In silence save for Corvin’s muffled crying,
he’d walked back to his place, and calmly sat down, and read aloud
again and correctly this time the word chalked by an elderly hand:
Malefactor.

Now, passing a
stall where a couple of craftsmen, father and son by the looks,
were chipping large flakes of obsidian into sharp blades and
binding them in wooden handles, Yaran shook off the memories of his
childhood, and found himself gaping at the expanse of Medvale’s
town square… or rather one of them.

There were four
large market squares set around a large central building which
served as the town hall. There, in the ornate wooden building in
the middle of the four markets, stood the administrative seat of
Medvale, with its carved pillars of hardwood. In it was to be found
the mayor, the magistrate, the court officials, the scribes and
clerks and all the offices needed to keep a town the size of this
one running smoothly and in accordance with the charters issued by
the king and his own great court.

Southmarket,
when Yaran stepped into the square proper, was all sheep, and wool,
and garments made from both. Merchants from Kingshaven were about
the business of bulk buying, locals were about the business of
selling their wares, and food stalls and ale sellers were about the
business of serving merchants and locals both.

Sharp as he
was, it was easy for Yaran to deduce that each of the four market
squares of Medvale catered to the main types of produce to be found
in the eastern lobe: sheep (and sheepskin and wool), oxen, wood,
and food, mainly grain, fruit, and vegetables.

In truth,
Southmarket with all its penned sheep was more than a little
whiffy, and Yaran made his way quickly through the bustling throng,
passing the impressive town hall on his left and hurrying away from
Eastmarket, where oxen and wagons were to be found for sale and
bound for Kingshaven. The Northmarket was the one which held the
most interest for the young man, for it was there that wood from
Kingsmill was traded, along with wooden goods produced by skilled
craftsmen and artisans.

The smell of
fresh-sawed boards and planks was much to be preferred over
livestock and their waste, but it was the spectacle which held the
young man enthralled. Never had he seen so much wealth as the
stacks of milled, sawn, and planed wood represented, and all of it
seemingly commonplace here in the market, traders casually rapping
boards or lifting planks to inspect their grain.

There were huge
polished tables made from great tree trunks sawn into two- or
three-inch thick slabs, the trees’ rings plain to see in the highly
polished surfaces doubtless bound for the plush rooms of
stone-houses in the southern city. The legs of the furniture on
sale had doubtless been ornately turned on lathes, treadle-operated
machines which Yaran had never seen, while in Kingsmill the
machinery to produce the boards and billets was all powered by
treadmills and water-wheels.

He’d moved
through the Northmarket and was standing stock still between two
large stacks of planks well away from the crowds, his wide eyes
gazing in disbelief at the sheer quantity of wood around him, when
suddenly a fellow rushed out from a gap between two great stacks of
boards and collided with him, almost bowling the young man off his
feet…

 


oOo


4. The Figure
in the Woodpile

 


Yaran barely
had time to understand what had happened when the thin, gaunt,
bearded and dishevelled stranger leapt to his feet, wrapped a
skinny arm around the younger man’s neck from behind, and jabbed
something into Yaran’s back.

“Nah then lad,
you know me, right? You know me as yer cousin Brent Brennerson up
from Highcove! Brent Brennerson o’ Highcove, say it! Say it or I’ll
bleed ye like a ruckin’ pig!”

“Brent
Brennerson,” Yaran gasped, stunned but compliant, nose wrinkling at
the odour of stale sweat emanating from his captor. He had no
choice but to comply, after all. “From Highcove.”

“They’re
coming! Just remember! Cousins! I come to visit from Highcove and
wants to see the markets! You say anything different and I’ll stick
ye, I swear I’ll stick ye!”

Footsteps,
hurrying, and muffled shouts, and then two men emerged from between
the woodpiles. Vigils, carrying their maces, faces flushed from
their running, one clutching a piece of grubby green cloth.

Brennerson’s
arm slid from around Yaran’s neck, but the hand remained firmly
clamped on the younger man’s left shoulder, the knifeman standing
behind and to the right and trying to look casually amiable.

“You!” one of
the Vigil’s demanded of Yaran. “You seen a bloke come running
through here?”

“No,” he lied,
rooted to the spot and still feeling the spot above his right
kidney where the knifepoint had been pressed moments before.

“Who’re you
two?” the second Vigil demanded, eyes narrowed with intense
suspicion; there was no-one else nearby who could possibly have
been their quarry.

“I’m Yaran
Bolsunderson, and this is my cousin come up from Highcove, Brent
Brennerson. We’re just looking around the marketplace.”

“You’ll have to
come to the watch-house with us,” the first officer announced. “Get
your names cleared.”

“I’ve already
had my name cleared by the south watch-house, you can ask Vigil
Strang if you like.”

“We will, but
you’ll still both come with us anyhow.”

Brennerson’s
grip tightened on the young man’s shoulder.

Yaran was
sharp, sharper than the two suspicious Vigils, and sharper than the
knifeman. He slowly began tensing those steely tendons and muscles
of his, waiting for one or other of the officers to understand the
significance of his pronouncement about Vigil Strang, and the bow
still held in his left hand.

There was a
pause, which seemed to last for an hour. Slowly, very slowly, the
first Vigil began noting the details of the tableau before him, and
his eyes widened as the penny dropped.

“You,
Brennerson… where’s your bow?”

Yaran had known
the question would come, should come, and ought to have come a lot
sooner. If Bolsunderson was carrying his weapon as the law demanded
on a visit to Medvale, so too should a fellow up from the fishing
village of Highcove. Brennerson hadn’t noticed the significance of
the bow, nor of the fact that that Yaran had declared I’ve
already had my name cleared… using the singular.

Before
Brennerson could react, Yaran spun away to his left, away from the
blade the fugitive would be holding in his right hand, slipping
free of the hand on his left shoulder. He whipped his bow like a
cane, slashing it across Brennerson’s face…

The man cried
out in pain and surprise, an old and oft-sharpened obsidian blade
with a worn wooden handle instantly visible now he stood exposed
and in full view after Yaran’s sudden move. Again, two-handed this
time, Yaran whipped the bow back across Brennerson’s face, and then
the Vigils darted forward, one mace thudding down onto the
fugitive’s right shoulder, the second slamming the legs from under
him.

The knife
skittered away on the hard-packed ground out of Brennerson’s reach,
and instantly the two officers were on him, hands swiftly grasping,
wrist-locks expertly applied, the prisoner rolled swiftly onto his
stomach and held in place by virtue of a heavy boot pressing down
hard on the back of his neck. Still the prisoner struggled, in
vain, while his hands were tightly bound behind his back.
Struggled, breathing hard, and giving vent to his fury in spite of
the boot still firmly held on his neck:

“I’ll get you,
Bolsunderson! I swear I’ll find ye and gut ye, ye little shit! I
know yer name! I know yer name and where yer from! However long it
takes, I’ll hunt ye down and gut ye like a fish, ye bastard!”

“Shut it, you
muck-reeking cut-purse! Yer for the Fort, matey, whether or not the
owner of this purse from your pocket identifies you! Yer for the
Fort, for threatening the life of this young fellah as witnessed by
two o’ the central watch-house!”

“On yer feet,
scum!”

Brennerson was
dragged upright, and again began struggling to get free, keeping up
his stream of invective and threats against Yaran. But the larger
of the two Vigils simply grasped the bonds holding the man’s wrists
bound, and lifted them, obliging the prisoner to double over,
frog-marching him away.

“You come with
us, matey,” the other officer declared, picking up the black and
wicked-looking knife Brennerson had dropped. “We’ll send to the
south watch-house, and check your story and your name. Magistrate
will want to speak to you as witness, too, if your name’s
clear.”

Yaran, his
breath ragged now and his limbs beginning to twitch a little in the
aftermath of stress and violence, simply nodded, and walked ahead
of the officer as instructed, checking the condition of his bow as
he went. It was a stout weapon, and still perfectly sound.

The walk
through parting crowds to the watch-house was something of a blur
for the young man, his mind a little dazed and struggling to grasp
what had happened. It was like walking through fog, faces coming
and going, the Vigils occasionally calling out for people to move
back or clear the way. Through it all, the criminal continued his
ceaseless threats against Yaran.

Why? That was
the question which kept blazing in Yaran’s mind. Why had it
happened, why to him, and why was this alleged cut-purse and
clearly dangerous criminal blaming Yaran for his capture? Wasn’t it
the two Vigils who’d taken the man into custody? Yaran was merely
defending himself against the man and his knife, a criminal, who’d
threatened to ‘bleed him like a pig’.

They were
heading towards that immense and ornate town hall building in the
centre of Medvale’s four market squares, Brennerson still held
doubled over, and a Vigil still watchful close behind Yaran. At the
far end of the building a door was being held wide open by a portly
fellow carrying a short club, grinning ruthlessly.

“What you got
there then, lads?”

“Cut-purse and
hostage-taker, Chokky, and likely a few more charges besides.”

“Nice one!
Bring ‘im in, lads, got a comfy little cage inside for the nasty
little scrote.”

“Chief in?”

“Nah, reporting
to the magistrate still. Who’s that?”

“Witness and
victim number two. Needs his name cleared first though, in case we
need another one o’ yer cages, Chok.”

“You and Chokky
stick ‘im in the cage, Ludd. I’ll check this one’s name.”

“Aye, fair do,
Zammit. Get in there, ye bastard, and stop yer shouting. Chokky
don’t like shouters, puts ‘em to sleep the hard way.”

Brennerson, his
curses dwindling, was taken deeper into the watch-house, and Yaran
was taken to a desk on a raised plinth. There, Vigil Zammit checked
through the report books, and nodded.

“Runner!” he
shouted out of a window, and a short time later a tousle-haired
barefoot boy appeared, wearing hemp shorts and a cheesecloth
short-sleeved shirt.

“Aye sir!”

“Off to the
south watch-house, find Vigil Strang, ask him if he checked a name,
Yaran Bolsunderson, earlier today, and ask him to describe said
Bolsunderson. Look well upon that young fellow there, so you can
tell from Strang’s description that it’s the same bloke. Then get
back here, quick as you can.”

“Aye sir!” the
boy beamed, and sprinted away.

The officer
turned his attention back to Yaran. “You can take yer pack off and
have a seat yonder. Might be a bit of a wait ‘til the boy gets
back. There’s weak wine in the jug there, if you have a thirst.
Help yerself.”

“Thank
you.”

“For
nothing.”

Yaran did help
himself to a beaker of weak wine from the jug on a table next to
the chairs the officer had indicated. He was surprisingly thirsty,
his mouth dry, doubtless from the unsettling turn of events since
arriving in Medvale. He shrugged off his pack, carefully set his
bow against the wall, and sat sipping at the fruity beverage while
Zammit scratched out a report with a quill.

A short time
later
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