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The village should not exist, and yet it did, beyond any question. It lay in the hills of Zalgara, by an ephemeral river which only flowed after especially heavy rains. The riverbed had been dry for three centuries, or perhaps four, before Kull rose to the throne of Valusia. Many had forgotten the river had ever flowed at all. In the time of Kull, the Cloud River—that was its name—was nothing more than a memory, an echo. It was fodder for folk wisdom and jokes. People would say of an unusual occurrence, such as the birth of a two-headed calf, that such things happened ‘every once in a while, when the Cloud River flows.’ Those who were known to be often late for their meetings (with friends or foes) would be told to show up ‘before the Cloud River returns.’

That season had seen weather as heavy as a punch in the guts from a Pictish warrior. Thick, relentless rain had fallen over the hills day after day, welcomed at first, then looked at with dismay, then outright feared. The tribes of the hills would work their darkest arts to try to make it stop, but the rain went on unfazed by their frenzied dances, their barbarous calls, the smoke of their sacrifices. The priests prayed; the rain kept falling.

Until, on a moonless night, it left by its own devices. The downpour trickled to a light shower, then to a drizzle, then to nothing at all. The cessation woke up the hill folks, who had become accustomed to the constant rumble of the rain. They came out of their dwellings and found themselves shrouded in fog as white as snow and as thick as the rain had been. If a man were to extend his arm in front of his face, he would see his hand disappear. Voices and calls seemed to come from a long distance away, even when the other person was just by one’s side. People would get lost in the places in which they had spent their whole life. Nothing was familiar anymore.

The folks were weary and feared that the fog would stay for too long, like the rain had done. But it lifted after only three days, leaving behind a springtime sunshine, warm and promising. People could see the hills again, the cattle and the grass. And they could see the Cloud River. It had come back in its roaring glory: it flowed as if it had never stopped, swallowing its waters in youthful blue and dark green.

By its shore, there was a village.

It looked and sounded like any other village anywhere. People passing by would hear laughter, cries, and the shouting of angry men at night; they would hear the blacksmith hitting the anvil with his hammer, horses neighing, neighbors chatting. They would see houses made of pressed mud and wood, and they would glimpse the domed top of the tallest building, a stone temple. Nothing about the village was particularly strange or even noteworthy. The village as a whole was the problem, for it was not supposed to be there.

There had been no village before the mist, no village before the rain. No village had ever been named in any chronicle, legend, or story. That the place looked perfectly normal, even welcoming, made it all the more sinister. Nobody dared enter. The inhabitants of the village looked pleasantly normal, for what people could gather from a distance, but they kept themselves to themselves. Nothing and nobody came out of the village, nothing and nobody went in.

This is why Kull, King of Valusia, found himself riding through immense valleys and endless skies with Brule the Spear-Slayer, the one friend he trusted. When the stories about the village had reached his ears, he had decided he had to go and see for himself what was going on. He could have sent an envoy, but the truth was, he needed to get out of the Royal Palace and its endless political games, to feel the wind on his face and the honest weight of a sword by his side. He had come to understand that walking the road to being a king was immensely more interesting than actually sitting on the throne. On some dark winter nights, Kull pondered that life is like that: to desire is better than to attain, which means that happiness is not something a man can have, only something a man can pursue.

‘The air never smells so good in a city,’ he said.

‘Cities stink,’ said Brule. ‘Too many apes packed too close.’

It was one of those delicious days in which spring is turning into summer, and the simple fact of being alive is enough to make one happy. Kull spurred his horse into a gallop, and Brule did the same. The two friends raced each other like boys until they came into sight of the Cloud River. They pulled back the reins. All they could hear was birdsong and the flowing water.

Brule was deep in contemplation. ‘We Picts have a song about the Cloud River. It says that the river is made of mist. Those who follow it will get lost, never to find the way home again.’

‘All rivers are made of mist, in a way.’

‘Not in the same way,’ said Brule.

The village was as unremarkable as Kull had been told it would be: just a smattering of dwellings in a bend of the river, surrounded by a flimsy wooden palisade which worked more as an ornament than a defense. Ivy and climbing roses grew on it.

‘How long ago did this place appear?’ asked Brule.

‘Not long enough for any plant to grow this tall,’ answered Kull.

They dismounted their horses and approached the palisade. Two guards were sitting by the gate, playing a game of dice. It was clear they were not professional warriors: they both sported a satisfied belly, they did not bear any scars, and their swords were dirty in a way no soldier would allow his arms to be. At seeing Kull and Brule, they jumped on their feet.

‘Good afternoon,’ said one.

‘You know who I am?’ asked Kull.

The guard who had spoken looked at him, then opened his eyes wide in an expression of wonder. ‘King Kull,’ he said. He bowed his head, and so did his companion.

Kull was not one to waste time. He stared at the guards and said, ‘I never knew a village was here.’

The guards did not say a word.

‘Nor did any of my people,’ Kull went on. ‘You seemed to appear out of thin air, after the rains. Where do you come from?’

The guards raised their heads, puzzled. The one who had spoken said: ‘I am not sure I understand the question, my king.’

The other said: ‘We come from here.’

‘For how long has your village existed?’

The guards furrowed their brows and exchanged a look. ‘I don’t know what you’re asking. We have been here forever. Well, for as long as I remember.’

Kull brought a hand to his sword. ‘When I ask a question, I expect a straight answer.’

‘With all due respect, my king, we just gave you one.’

Kull couldn’t decide if the guards were being facetious. He looked at Brule, who shook his head: he could not make up his mind either.

‘Who is the village chief?’

‘But of course!’ said the first guard. ‘What am I doing, keeping you here, by the gate?’ He seemed contrite. ‘I apologize from the deep of my heart. I was so excited to be seeing a living, breathing king, that I must have lost my mind. Please, if you would honor us by coming in. It will be my pride to take you to Elspeth Thrace.’

*   *   *

She was sitting in a wood-paneled hall, reading a heavy book bound in tan leather. Her blonde hair was cut short, shorter than either Kull’s or Brule’s, and she had a glint in her eye which Kull found dangerous, because he found it appealing. She had full lips and a nose which was not small, and a little crooked, but suited her face perfectly.

‘My king,’ she said. She turned to Brule. ‘And you are…?’

‘A Pict.’

‘Obviously.’

‘Name’s Brule.’

‘I might have heard of you.’

‘They call me the Spear-Slayer.’

‘Have you slain many spears of late?’ asked Elspeth Thrace, with a smile. She was teasing him, not unkindly.

Brule said, in a similar tone: ‘I could slay someone now if I don’t get anything to drink. It was a long ride.’

‘Pardon me,’ said the woman. ‘We see so few visitors, we forget our manners.’

The woman, or girl—Kull couldn’t decide how old she was—clapped her hands, and a silent servant entered the room with a tray, on which were a jar of wine and three goblets. Kull and Brule waited for Elspeth Thrace to drink first, before tasting the wine. It was thick and strong and sweet.

She asked: ‘Is my king passing by our little village on a hunt?’

‘Your king is in the room with you,’ Kull said. ‘I like to be addressed with no turns of phrase.’

‘As you wish.’

Brule said: ‘And speaking of getting straight to the point—no, we are not on a hunt. We came all this way to visit your village specifically.’

‘Why would that be?’

‘Woman,’ said Kull. ‘Your wine is strong and your voice is a melody, but I do not take lightly to those who make fun of me. You know why we came. Your village was not here before the rain, and then it was. We want to know why, we want to know who you are, and we want to make clear that wherever you come from, you are in Valusia now, where there is only one rule, mine.’

Elspeth Thrace combed her hair. ‘I hope I won’t speak out of turn, but—I will have to disagree with you, my king.’

‘What do you mean?’

She sighed. ‘You said we appeared suddenly, and I must say, that is not true. We have always been here.’

‘This is not what the hill folk say. This is not what I say.’

‘I know these hills like the back of my hand,’ added Brule, ‘and I have never heard of you. Some wizardry is at work here, and this is a fact. The problem is, you see, that Kull and I have good reasons to be wary of wizardry.’

The woman turned to him. ‘Wizardry is at work, yes, there is no denying that. But what makes you sure that we are the ones working it? Haven’t you thought we could be the victims? A spell might have made the hill folk, you, the whole world, forget about our little village.’

The woman made a pause; Kull and Brule did not speak.

‘I am asking you,’ she went on, ‘no, begging you, to entertain the idea that, possibly, it is as I said, and we have always been here. That I am not lying. That you just don’t remember about us.’

‘What would be the point of such a spell?’ asked Kull.

‘What would be the point of materializing a village full of people? The spell was cast upon me. How can I know the reasons? I can guess: hatred, envy, a thirst for power, fear. The usual reasons why men act.’ Elspeth Thrace stood up and came closer to Kull. She put her hands on his chair’s arms and pushed her head close to him. ‘Do you smell me? Rose and beeswax and just the faintest trace of sweat.’ She brought a hand to his face. ‘Can you feel my skin, soft and tender against yours?’ She brought her lips close to his ear. ‘And my breath?’ she whispered. ‘I
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