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‘Once upon a time there was a ridge...’

The author has taken a single village in the Sussex Weald and through rich and powerful storytelling has portrayed an excitingly different vision of England’s past. Shy forest people came first to the ridge, then ironsmiths; the great god Tiw and Christian monks; land-hungry adventurers and a silver-tongued teller of tales. These are ‘the generations which passed and vanished, leaving a landscape as their memorial...The feel of them is everywhere, their unspoken hopes and fears, whispered loves, snatched lusts.’ In five linked episodes of high drama and human conflict these vanished generations come alive. The reader, too, becomes an inhabitant of the ridge and its village of Furnace Green; begins to recognise its landmarks, sees the settlements grow and change; endures the gruelling labour which created fields out of forest, forged cannon from earth and fire and water which one day helped defeat the Spanish Armada.

But, above all, there are the people. A pageant of men and women whose greeds and sacrifice, strange drives of passion and wry humour forged a restless, ambitious England out of black swamps and wolf-infested forest. After reading the book you, too, will feel them around you.

The English are very bold, courageous, ardent, and cruel in war, fiery in attack and having little fear of death. They are not vindictive, but very inconstant, rash and vainglorious; light and deceiving, and very suspicious, especially of foreigners, whom they despise.
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Once upon a time...The only way to begin a tale which weaves the years together. Once upon a time there was a ridge of land. One side of the ridge was steep, the other less so.

Below the ridge was forest and on the ridge more forest, except there the trees drew back a little. And because the trees drew back, on the ridge there were glades and bracken and a pool, between which wandered a narrow unhurried path.

Boar and wolves and many deer lived in the forest, which was so dense that Mother Earth herself could not number the beasts or the trees. In its deep places black spirits moaned, swamps gathered, mighty trees feel and rotted into the soil; there, the sun seldom reached, playing instead among the leaves and green trunks far above.

After many centuries there came to this ridge, this forest, Dymar of the distant people; Edred the Saxon, his wife Roda and his grandfather Alaric. Tostig Half-Axe came also, and Theobald the priest and Edmer, who preferred to build his hut apart from the rest by a stream he liked. He became the first dweller on the ridge to live by skill at his craft, and, because he had chosen the site for his home wisely and began a tradition of good workmanship, the place he settled remained a manufactory rather than a farmstead. A thousand years have passed since Edmer earned his living by making carts and a hundred different kinds of household ware out of timber, and that same flat place by the stream is still called Edmer’s home, or Edenham in modern speech. A thousand years during which Edenham remained a place where corn was ground, iron smelted and poured, great water wheels thudded, and, less creditably, smugglers’ goods were handled and repacked. It pleases me that after some interval when a changing world seemed to make this tradition a relic of the past, I have made Edenham Millhouse a place of craft again, laborious and elderly writer that I am. There is also cool efficient Sandra, who comes to shuttle my words on a computer screen, which is surely another mighty skill to follow all the rest. I wonder what Edmer and Francis Wyse would make of zapped green words: they remain a mystery to me. I only understand the tale I tell.

Ralf and Robert came next to the ridge, and took it. Rico of the Silver Tongue set up his booth there, and generations of oxen called Cheerful tilled the fields whose shape has scarcely changed. Even now, the Weald of Sussex is not the kind of land where machines gulp hedgerows whole, and nettles are still inclined to sprout where John the Carver’s body was never found.

How do I know what happened? I was seventy-nine last March although I find it hard to realize; even so, I am not quite as old as time.

How can I not know what happened?

The cart-tracks of the ridge are mostly hard-surfaced now, those that are not overgrown by grass. Yet, where these enter the village, even modern juggernauts are nearly lost to sight between steep banks, the very surfaces they travel worn down by countless years of coming and going. This alone would call back the generations which passed along them, and vanished, leaving a landscape as their memorial. The barns, byres and homes of the ridge carry the stamp of their previous owners: the feel of them is everywhere. Their unspoken hopes and fears, whispered love, snatched lusts. Life indestructible, created by the dead.

I sit beside the hearth Bess Wyse offered to the forest spirits, behind it her father’s splendid fireback which only yesterday a scholar came to see; the iron men scampering across its surface are nowadays regarded as valuable evidence of early industrial processes. It ought to be in a museum, the scholar said severely. Francis Wyse was a well- known ironmaster, after all. And his finger rested on the Edenham mark of crossed foreman’s hammer and bracken fronds, FW 1553.

This was the place for which he lived and died, I answered. So long as I live his fireback stays where it belongs, at Edenham.

Time plays strange tricks. When so much is lost, casually it will keep a name, a memory, alive. As a boy my imagination was seldom still, roaming in search of something, anything, to feed on and I gathered a strange collection from the ridge’s past. This didn’t amount to much: a carved scrap of stone, a great many garbled tales, a map glimpsed on the vicar’s wall, some iron slag which then was easily found along the banks of Edenham’s stream. Above all there was the land itself: the pool, the fallen oak, the warp of fields and weft of work.

Then one day, I found the arrow.

Soon after William of Normandy conquered England, which was after Edmer of Edenham died, a stranger called Robert picked up an arrowhead which, although he did not know it, had been made by Brac of the Hill People yet another thousand years before that time in which Robert lived. Robert cleaned and polished the arrow he’d found, then notched it on a freshly whittled shaft, but before he could use it he became ill. So his wife took it and went instead to shoot a hare for the pot, and missed her aim. Though she intended to return and dig the arrowhead out of green bark where it had lodged, she forgot, and in time the sapling grew into a tree with the arrowhead in its heart. It was this same oak which eventually caused a quarrel between the parson and the man who cut it down, since both considered it was theirs.

The quarrel flourished and perhaps contributed to a murder, but long before then the oak had been split into lengths, and one of the lengths adzed to form the arch over Edenham’s new hearth. Within that beam the arrowhead lay hidden.

There I found it as a boy, idle fingers picking at age-blackened oak. And once I felt something there and had tediously pared out four hundred years of soot to loosen it, it came out quite easily. As if someone else had found it a long time before, and greased it before sliding it back for safety.

So I slid it back too, patted in new soot and goose fat to keep it sealed, told no one about this my greatest treasure. That was when I first began to dream about the ridge. To sense a laughing girl beside me sometimes, who knew about the arrow. To wonder about that other smith who made the arrow, whose mark still showed as scratchings on its fragile iron. An unimaginably older mark than FW1553; how much older I did not dare to ask. I feared that once I showed my arrow to outsiders they would think like the scholar yesterday, and say that treasures had no business to be hidden in our beam. After several sneaked looks, I decided the scratchings might, just might, represent a deer.

Once upon a time a smith named Brac used a deer sign as his mark, because they were the only creatures he considered as beautiful, as wild and strange, as his wife.

Once upon a time...

How infuriating of me to create confusion where none exists.

I watch Sandra frown at her keyboard over my tottery writing, green letters flickering impatiently on her screen: perhaps I ought to keep her computer company, be thoroughly modern and declare that where art is concerned, chronology does not matter. The ridge is one in the same way a nation is one: Brac, Lulla, Bess and I part of the same earth. Yet, for the living, the problem of distance and time remains. It makes no difference that Brac solved it for us, a long time ago on the day he forged that particular arrow, flighted to transcend the centuries. No difference either that I solved it, briefly and very painfully, just over forty years ago. Though I wasn’t thinking about the time-and-distance problem when it happened...No. I mustn’t pretend that because I’m old, I can do exactly what I like; start at the end of my story because that is where I am, when everyone else would much prefer to begin at the beginning.

Which means you have to wait before discovering any more about the distance-time problem, but then no one can expect to read a story as long as this one without exercising a little patience.

The ridge is you as much as it is me. That is completely clear. The valley, coast or moor your ancestors settled as individual as mine, and yet the same. We are them and they are us. From these places we all came, these lives we lived and with our toil we made each hedge and field and building in the land, with tools we also made.

I am England now, let that be my life. The first Queen Elizabeth said that, and was loved by her people for her pride in Englishness. The rest of us, who made the look and feel of England, should also be remembered. We are England too.

So I shall begin far away from me, when my part of our land still waited for its people.
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In The Beginning

AD 70—71
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The she-wolf was old and lame. One of her pads was putrefying and the pack had turned on her when the stench confused hunting scents by night and made them ruthless by day. The old she-wolf, her belly heavy with litter soon to be born, had trailed the pack for two nights, trying to remain part of the only life she understood: then the urge to find a refuge came on her, the pain in her foreleg so bad she tore at it until pus slipped on her tongue.

Her litter was born in dry leaves beneath a fallen beech, two living cubs and one which never moved. The she-wolf’s dugs were ragged from much impatient suckling over the years, her milk insufficient even for the two young nuzzling her, who mewed almost at once from hunger. So next day the urge to hunt returned, although if she had been with the pack she could have expected to be brought the food she needed. Now she must hunt alone; a rotting foot and sagging belly would kill her soon but the drive to save her cubs was as strong as when she bore her first litter, many seasons ago.

That first night she caught a single vole and nothing else at all. When she returned to her cubs they would not leave her alone, thrusting spitefully at her dugs, nourishing themselves with blood, and chilling close to death as night paled to a crisp, clear dawn.

Deep in her throat the she-wolf began to vibrate the howls she wanted to loose into the darkness. She understood that she must not die while her cubs depended on her, and instinct made her nose at them, pressing, licking. Rhythmically her tongue pulsed on wet and chilly fur, trying to preserve their lives; instinct also beginning to urge her into taking life instead, when a weak cub eaten might offer life to the stronger for a while. Lick, lick; revulsion still strong enough to keep her from eating what was hers to preserve. Lick, lick; the honing of desire for the snap and swallow which dominated the remainder of her senses.

The sky was high and pitiless, the oaks and beeches a light green-yellow with the rising sap of spring. Where the she-wolf lay the forest swept up to a ridge along which ran a foot-trail almost invisible under bracken. A small group of people was moving in single file along this trail, brushing aside the unfolding ferns. They seldom spoke, being a people who spoke only when it was necessary and at the moment there was no need for the cry which meant danger, the quick chatter which decided whether they turned this way or that.

They knew the ridge well and travelled this way regularly. Above the steepness where the she-wolf lay hidden were natural clearings in the forest where water gathered and animals came to drink at night; here the people of Gytha came in the spring, on their way to the Bare Hills. The steep sweep down to the west was dangerous, though. Wolves and boar lived there, and the roots tangled in swamp made it a place of dark spirits who waited to trap anyone venturing far from the ridge. The young men sometimes hunted in such places to prove their courage, but if they killed there then they poured the blood of their quarry on the earth, as an offering of respect.

Gytha’s people felt safe on the ridge, though. Its glades were good places for the sling-shot and throwing stick, water not only abundant but sweet; deer, hare and badger were plentiful at all seasons of the year. And at the end of the ridge grew a hill, a place of marvel, where they always spent a night gaping at the strange habits of the people who lived there. They called it The Place Where Weapons May be found, because the hill –dwellers forged sharpness out of earth and air; Gytha’s people often picked up scraps they valued there, even if the hill people regarded such fragments as waste.

Gytha’s people had come this way each spring since before anyone now living could remember. Winter was spent among estuary marshes to the north, spring on this journey; summer on the Bare Hills several days’ journey to the south, from where they could see the sea which framed the edges of the land. On the Bare Hills they worked a short while at harvest time and took grain in exchange for their labour, in the autumn they retraced their steps to the estuary. So it had always been, and so it would remain, though there were other days when they sniffed the wind and hunted instead of journeying; periods when they idled in hides and burrows without speaking of the reasons why they neither hunted nor marched until the omens should change. Only the brief season of labour on the Bare Hills was a discipline they must submit to if they wished to live a safer life than their ancestors, and carry home a reserve of grain for the winter: the estuary and forest alone could no longer sustain their slowly increasing numbers.

At all other times Gytha’s people never stayed anywhere for long, but ebbed and flowed like wind through the trees, and like the wind they died if they ceased to move.

Gytha turned and smiled when he reached the ridge, and his people smiled back at him, strung out as they were up the winding ascent. They all loved this single morning’s journey along the ridge, where a watch was scarcely necessary and they could see the forest flowing away into the distance. On the ridge they could forget days spent struggling through swamps, the days to come when they must toil through thickets to reach the Bare Hills. So each walked easily when the path flattened above where the she-wolf lay, and Gytha whistled as he walked.

Quite soon, he stopped whistling and frowned instead.

Ayi must stay here. They could not take her into The Place Where Weapons May Be Found because she had her fate on her, and already smelt unlucky.

Gytha had put off this decision yesterday, but today must be her last day with his people. He felt reluctant, because Ayi had struggled bravely through the swamp and not asked for help when he expected her to drown. Gytha also felt resentful that she had not drowned, and saved him having to tell her she must remain behind. But he was chief, and owed a duty to his people.

He must decide, and he had decided. Gytha turned.

There were fifteen people following him. Six women and nine men, as well as a straggle of children who did not count until they were more use than hindrance. Gytha always experienced an itchy feeling in his spine if any of his people disappeared for more than a few instants, but seldom worried if one of the children vanished. The young were a burden and a wise man rejoiced when a burden was light, accepted what he must when it was heavy.

Ayi saw Gytha turn, step aside, stand waiting by the path, and her heart thumped painfully in her throat. Gytha led and did not wait. If he waited, then this time it must be for her. She had known he would, but when he did not wait before the swamp she began to hope that he had decided to allow his people to help her through the thickets. If only she could be granted just a little help, she would be able to reach the Bare Hills and another summer of life. But the old seldom received assistance. Children might be a burden and not count as people, yet they were helped because one day they would become the strength of Gytha’s kindred. Adults offered whatever they could to their people; hunting skill, child-bearing, bone and muscle; once their offering lost its value, they were discarded before they consumed more than they could provide.

Keep moving, or be left to die.

Ayi supposed she was lucky to be left behind on the ridge, which she loved. The swamp would have been death by terror; here, her spirit would be at rest.

Yet she was not ready to die.

Once she’d rested she would feel well; her herb-learning was only partially passed on to her daughter, Dymar, because Ayi had believed that so long as such knowledge was hers alone, then she would not be left behind to die. Now it was too late. Children as yet unborn would have to relearn through suffering the herb-lore Ayi could have freely offered.

Ah well.

Ayi smiled at Gytha. He possessed a fine body she admired, although his uncle, Druic, had been far better even when past his prime.

Ah well.

Gytha thought Ayi almost beautiful when in spring sunlight she smiled back at him. But she was old and as soon as he looked closer, there was only a softness of eye to set beside the wrinkles. Whereas Dymar, her daughter...No. Dymar was a maid and Gytha wanted her, but she must be left for the time of the harvest moon. The low-hanging red moon of the Bare Hills which marked the time when maids were exchanged with other kindreds around blazing harvest fires.

Few words were needed when Ayi reached Gytha; her time was come, and she knew it. Words expressed what one did not know, signalled when a boar broke left or right or a man caught a scent the rest had missed.

Already Ayi had ceased to think about how the ridge would become the place where her spirit stayed. Instead she was remembering the warmth of Druic’s thigh, how she had taught Gytha some love-skills younger women now enjoyed from him. She and Gytha looked at each other smiling and remembering, and also knowing each other’s thoughts.

‘The ridge’ he said, and nodded.

‘Aye, the ridge’ she replied, and shook her head.

This is a good place to die, his tone meant. It is a pity to die in the sweetness of spring, while the blood remembered how it was to lie with a man, her shaken head answered, and accepted.

He raised his hand in salute, a lithely built hunting man dressed in untanned leather, then he turned and left her. Already he was estimating how far they still had to go before reaching The Place Where Weapons May Be Found.

Ayi watched his back until trees dappled it with shadow, then stretched and looked about her. It would be pleasant to sit in the sun and wait, after days of hauling her aching bones from one sodden tussock to the next. But how unimaginable also, just to sit and never leave this place.

She heard her daughter, Dymar, cry out from some-where ahead of Gytha and then the girl came running back, ‘Mother! Not here, not yet! Four days through the thickets-’

Ayi spread her fingers. ‘Five at least for me. Better to die here than there.’

‘No’ said Dymar. I stay, and tomorrow we go.’ She held her mother’s hand, meaning, we go together or not at all.

Gytha came striding back through the young bracken, shouldering everyone off the path, his face angry. ‘Come.’

‘No,’ answered Dymar. ‘She is my mother.’ she rubbed her face on the hand she held because Ayi had been good to her, and twice nursed her through a fever. But she lacked the skill to express a loyalty rooted in defiance, and the need frightened and bewildered her.

‘You are our harvest maid,’ answered Gytha.

Dymar nodded, but rubbed her mother’s hand again.

White clouds were beginning to tumble across the sky as Gytha stared at her, astonished. Insects hummed in the bracken and his people gathered around, shuffling their feet and marvelling at a girl who defied her kindred-chief. A girl moreover who had itched with longing all winter, begging for a man, and now stood as straight as thrown water, saying she wanted to die beside a worn-out mother.

The waiting must have addled her wits, they thought, and exchanged covert looks. It often happened. The custom of their people was for a maid to be exchanged at harvest time for one from another kindred: a habit dedicated to the gods of harvest but eagerly anticipated all the same, the single element of chance in their relationships. A small people like Gytha’s often wearied of each other. A fresh and different maid, the bargaining, the estimating of comparative worths, gave an edge to speculation throughout the winter. Dymar was also the best offering they had brought to trade in years.

Last season, a sickly girl was the only untouched female they possessed and an idiot all they obtained in exchange; the year before their maid died in the thickets and they were forced to sit disconsolately through all of a season’s chaffering.

But Dymar was strong. Dymar was quick and fool-hardy, with tantalizing eyes and a fleet, tough body. Useless, some men said. Not willing. Not submissive. But even so, they all agreed how painful it had been to keep away from her once she was chosen as their harvest maid, and she was particularly striking this fine spring day, with polished shells from the estuary around her neck and waist, a sprig of young leaves thrust into her hair. They were all a little crazed by not lying with her, and when Gytha jerked his head the men enjoyed the act of tearing her from Ayi’s side.

Dymar screamed and fought, dramatizing her own excitement after a winter of sulking alone, surrounded by people passing the cold season in the comfort of each other’s bodies. Deep down, she was angry too, and surprised by her anger. Her people were her people, and where they went, she went. What they did, she did. But today, on the ridge her own thoughts mattered more than theirs. She would be shamed if Ayi was left behind, as other old people about whom she had never thought were left, to die alone.

The struggle lasted as long as the men wanted it to last, then Gytha ordered her to be tied and she was led away. ‘Ayi!’ she shouted, head turned, a smear of blood on her face.

Ayi lifted both hands in a gesture of parting and of fortune on her life, stood watching until the children straggling behind Gytha’s people vanished between the trees. She had not wept nor responded to Dymar’s desire to stay, a desire so unexpected that Ayi’s mind needed to fumble with a great many images in an attempt to understand it.

The drive for life was all that counted, and Dymar was...what? Fourteen summers old and newly into season.

Ayi shook her head, not understanding. Then looked about her as peace took the place of struggle and she felt at ease in spite of being left. Part of this peace was a consequence of Dymar wanting to stay behind; such wilfulness might be dangerous to a kindred, but at the end of life it was good to know that her daughter would have stayed to die with her.

Good, not good. Want, not want. Of Course, the girl had known she would not be allowed to stay, but still...

Ayi moved away from the path, looking about her; already the landscape seemed changed because she was set apart from it. The spring colours appeared more intense, a doe did not take fright when she came on it drinking from a pool. Ayi knelt to drink too, suddenly feeling all the weaknesses for which she had been left behind. How strange to find so large a pool of water high on the ridge. No matter how dry the weather, in all the years Ayi remembered travelling along the ridge, she had never seen this pool dry.

She sat beside the water’s edge all day, dozing some-times.

She woke as the evening chilled, her belly whining hungrily. It did not occur to her that even alone she would probably be able to trap some animal in the dark; a solitary woman could seldom survive in the forest for long. By accepting death she eased this time of waiting and would give rest to her spirit when it returned into the earth.

But she did not want to die by the pool.

Ayi thought about this and knew she was right. The pool gave life, she ought not to offer it her death.

When she dragged herself to her feet, her bones felt heavy as rock, her feet hesitating on the path as if even now she was tempted to use the last of her strength in trying to follow her people. Then she turned down the steep slope to the west.

Down where wolves and lynx and wild boar lived around the root-filled swamps, a darkness where black spirits howled. Halfway down the slope, Ayi tripped and fell. It took her a long time to stand again, but when she did she laughed, the sound echoing eerily with the call of owls. She had just realized it did not matter any longer if she failed to hide her weakness because she was already dead. Fear vanished once burdens were left behind. I am free, she thought, without understanding what it was she thought. There is nothing more for me to do, and I am free. I am alone, she also thought, and shivered.

She found a fallen beech and sat listening to the sounds of the night, a wet wind strengthening against her skin. Heard the distant cough of some hunting animal, the squeal of a mating boar; bent down to take a handful of forest soil in her hand and let it trickle through her fingers. This land, she thought, which was another instinct she could not frame, except she knew she loved this place where her life would end. She was part, and would be part of it for ever; she tilted her head to listen and caught the echo of Druic’s voice from long ago, calling her name. Strange that though he had been dead many seasons he should be the one she remembered now.

Ayi lay back to sleep and as she slept she smiled.

Close by, the she-wolf crouched, one living cub beside her. Pain loosened her sinews, but this stupidly helpless creature roused instinct one last time. Dragging her useless leg, the she-wolf lurched from her lair, stood staring into shadow where the woman slept; normally she would have fled from any human, but, burdened by a cub, had been too weak to do so. Now the flesh she craved had come so close that a single effort might bring her a week of food, time for her leg to harden and the cub to gain some strength for itself.

The she-wolf crept on her belly closer to the shadow, no longer able to kill by strength or speed, only by patience and endurance. The moon slipped behind a bank of clouds and below the ridge darkness was complete, only the starving cub whimpered once and then was silent.

Dymar was tied by a sinew rope around her waist between two burly half-brothers. Her father had sired them on a female stray he found along the estuary one winter; no one else in the kindred had felt that so wild a creature would bring them fortune, so when the birthing was over they kept the children but turned the woman out to wander the marshes again. Dymar did not like her half-brothers and had been happy when she was chosen as the harvest maiden, so would never have to lie with them. Gytha, she coveted. The other men of the kindred would do well enough, but Gytha she desired constantly and today as she watched him the passionate air of spring rioted in her blood.

If the rope had been tied between herself and him, she would have accepted Ayi’s death as soon as she was left behind, since this would be her doom too, one day, when her usefulness was ended. A cruel acceptance was bred in her just as in all the rest; she was still astonished by her own refusal to accept Ayi’s end as she had that of so many others. Astonished, but unaware that her refusal marked a new departure in her life. And because the rope tied her to her half-brothers and not Gytha, she continued to stare at them in hate, spitting when they touched her. This hatred, as well as the ripeness which possessed her, caused recollection of Ayi to persist, until eventually it changed into sullen determination to honour a loyalty she did not understand. When they untie me, I will return she thought. She lifted her face proudly and looked at the tremendous trees all around her, conscious for the first time of separateness from the rest of humankind.

I, she thought exultantly. This thing I will do.

As the afternoon dulled they came to the place where the ridge dipped and then climbed sharply, breaking out of forest into a kind of upland heath, where a single hill curved upward. The hill was steep and on its crest a palisade stood out against the evening sky. Gytha’s blood beat strongly as he gazed at that masterpiece of labour from men’s hands; he came here twice a year but the magic remained, fresh as when he first saw it as a child.

The ridge path forked when it reached the shoulder of the hill. A faint track shied away to the left, allowing timorous folk to avoid the hill and plunge directly into the thicket country. A more deeply worn way climbed up the slope, and this was the one Gytha chose. It was worn because the people of the hill came down each day to work by the forest water, lighting their fires and hammering earth into metal, often bickering among themselves. Gytha thought this as strange as all the rest. In the forests, men seldom fought. They saw other kindreds only rarely and pitted their strength against cold and wet and hunger, against spirit-ridden swamps and animals lying in wait; they possessed little and had to replace any losses from the wilderness around them; fighting simply added un-necessary hazards to a completely hazardous life. The hill people were different. They owned huts and weapons and stockades full of herded animals which made them unpredictable to those who lived a more ancient life.

When Gytha’s people reached the summit of the hill, the causeway through the settlement palisade was still unblocked. At nightfall it would be closed by hurdles threaded with gorse, so Gytha immediately led the way across; the hill dwellers allowed travelling strangers to sleep in their beast-pens, providing they kept their hands off other men’s belongings.

Gytha’s people found this latter prohibition very hard since they normally picked up anything useful they found, but after several generations of being beaten with gorse every time anything was missed they had learned their lesson. Now, they picked up discarded scraps and used great cunning over stealing articles of value.

They camped in mud among the swine, little huts like bushes all around them. The people of the hill never moved and their village stank, but they cut down trees with their edged tools and built fires which burned like the sun, as well as turning dug earth into metal. Such lives were spent in angering the spirits, Gytha’s people said, awestruck by the foolhardiness of it all. They gathered in deliciously fearful groups, twittering reassurance among themselves, and watched everything as if they had never visited the hilltop in their lives before.

Dymar was untied and sent to fetch water since no one except her remembered Ayi any more and, anyway, by now the causeway would be closed for the night. As for Dymar, she remembered her pride of the afternoon without clearly recollecting why pride had been born. The camp on the hill filled all her reality now. She crept to look into one of the huts, tucked close to the shelter of the palisade. The interior was lit by flames from a hearth and a woman knelt to stir something savoury in a pot. The hut looked warm, and surely it must be easier to look after a fire sheltered by walls; only in winter did Gytha’s people build flimsy burrows among such bushes as grew along the estuary, and they were always wet.

Someone spoke behind her, and Dymar jumped. A man, wearing woven cloth instead of skin stood close; he looked tall to her eyes and had the narrow face and sharper bones of a hill-dweller.

Dymar did not understand what he said and wanted at first to run. But almost immediately she remembered her pride and poked her nose in the air, studying him out of the corners of her eyes. He looked strong and more than willing; tonight, particularly, it seemed a long time to wait until campfire bargainings after harvest brought a new kindred who would bed her.

He laughed, and she understood that well enough. Smiled back, although she did not look directly at him, since a single unwary look could let in an evil spirit.

Then he said a great deal more, grunts and sucks which made Dymar want to giggle; why speak so much when each understood the other? She showed him the waterskin she carried, and as she hoped, he realized at once that this meant Gytha expected her back very soon. So he led her into the darkness between hut and palisade without more ado. Dymar did giggled then, from anticipation, because he was taller and stronger than any of her people.

‘Your name?’ she asked, forgetting he would not understand.

‘I saw that you were tied’ he answered in his own tongue, not comprehending anything except that she was bold and supple.

‘Your name must be one of strength, like the great trees.’ Dymar felt him dreamily, gestured at the trunks of beeches which made up the palisade.

The man watched the movements of her hands intently. ‘You want chopped wood as your gift-price?’ I enjoy chopping wood as a change from fires and iron.’

Dymar felt confused, as he continued to talk and did not take her immediately. Perhaps hill-dwellers coupled only with the spirits. She tried to edge away from his grasp. ‘I go.’

‘Or would you prefer a knife which has a chip in the blade and is of little use to me, instead of wood?’

Dymar touched his knife obligingly, realizing from his tone and pointed finger that she was being asked a question.

‘That’s a good choice. A knife brings good fortune.’ He took it from his belt and offered it to her, since his people never lay with an unwed woman without offering a gift first. As soon as she took it there was no reason to waste more time, and he mounted her in a drift of wet leaves.

Dymar was worried by the knife, imagining it part of a ritual to cut his mark on her, and covertly threw it out of reach while he uncovered her body. Then she forgot mystification, also the knife as his body drove into hers.

She had expected him to be as fierce as the axes his people forged and was not disappointed; desired pain to mark her womanhood, and received it; wanted his doom to seize hers because this was her first time and she defied her people by not waiting until harvest. So she did not lie and accept but reached eagerly for him, then was astonished when the strength in him turned to a sorcery of the senses.

They both forgot that Gytha would be waiting for her.

The hill-dweller stood at last and left her, too soon for Dymar but too late for her to pretend that she had wasted so much time searching for water. Even then she did not hurry but lingered in her leaf-bed, staring at stars sprayed overhead. She smiled, shuffling her hands sensuously in moss and earth. Clear stars splintering light across her uncovered body was how it ought to be, on the night she first learned male enchantments.

She stood at last, and ran across the stinking spaces between the huts back to where her people camped. She felt too joyful not to run, and was too much a creature of the moment not to flaunt delight. Gytha jumped up as soon as he saw her in the flow of the fire, and stood with his nostrils flaring. The other men stood too, and the women stared. They saw a different Dymar, lips pouting red in the firelight, triumph gathered about her like leaves opening in the sun. They did not need to be told what had happened, and when Gytha struck her he smelt Hillman stench.

Snarling and crafty-eyed, Gytha’s people gathered around as Dymar fell under the force of his blows. They had kept her virgin because she was their offering in the harvest-trade, now they circled close, watching for a way to slake their fury over yet another year in which they would be forced to stand aside from Bare Hills bargainings.

Dymar laughed at them from where she lay, and raised her foot to push at the first of them to come at her. She felt unafraid and glad, now she remembered it, to be revenged for Ayi’s death.

‘You,’ said Gytha, bewildered. He could not describe what he saw in her flushed, triumphant face, but understood it very well. You Dymar. Not us, the kinsfolk of Gytha.

‘I,’ gloated Dymar, glorying in it. She came lightly to her feet, hands on her body. Her body, mine. His, the unknown hill-dweller’s. Not Gytha’s nor his people’s any more. And she sent a great cry up at the stars, so Gytha and the rest drew back fearfully from the spell she must carry to act so strangely. Then, as if by a carefully argued decision, Gytha’s kindred turned away and squatted back by the fire, beginning to eat. Her spirit was not at one with theirs any longer; she was finished, outcast, too dangerous to touch, and meanwhile food smelt good to empty bellies.

Dymar stood watching them, her eyes ugly with hate. She had been deeply satisfied by her own defiance, but rejection was cold and cruel and very strange. She hesitated, not knowing what to do, and watched them for a while, sitting a little apart with her knees drawn up to her chin. No one spoke or turned, and so her anger increased. Eventually, she slipped back to the bed of scuffed leaves below the palisade where she had lain with the hill man; she slept after a while, and smiled as she slept.

In the morning Dymar stood by the causeway to watch her people leave, filled by a kind of frightened rage. The hill women around her murmured when they realized she was to be left behind, and one of them shouted, wanting her to go.

‘No,’ said Dymar, ‘I stay.’

I’ll be hurt here! Was her thought, and she touched the birth-gift of estuary shells hanging at her neck. I cannot live on one hill for ever, but neither can I go with Gytha.

The woman shouted again, and another threw a handful of gathered muck, which made Gytha pause and return to the causeway. The morning sky was filled with blustering clouds and he looked oddly insignificant to Dymar’s scornful eyes, when only yesterday desire for him had filled her senses. I hope you all die in the thickets, she thought.

Gytha caught her wish in the way a kindred could sense one another’s thoughts, and turned away again, shouting at his people. At this ending of a lifetime’s familiarity the tears boiled into Dymar’s eyes, but when the voice of last night grunted behind her, she turned at once, nodding. Surely the hill-dweller must be asking whether she had left her people, or whether she would come to live with him, and to both the answer was a nod.

‘Brac,’ he said, and thumped his chest to show possession of his name.

‘Dymar,’ she whispered.

And so within a day, all of her doom was changed.

Dymar thought of her doom as a large black bird with its wings outstretched, but now it had coupled with the doom of Brac, a smith from the hill settlement, she knew it could be a bird no longer. His doom she saw as a strong-built fighting boar, which was good and at the same time, bad. Boar-meat tasted sweet but they were seldom trapped by forest people.

Brac waited while Dymar watched her kindred go, slipping like deer into shadow beneath the hill. Then he turned to lead his new woman to his hut, and for the first time in his life he thought how a woman could be as beautiful as well-crafted iron. Her lithe eagerness had snared him when a quick coupling was all he looked for – all he had ever looked for – and in daylight he remained bewitched by her mystery and grace, the shells at her neck and waist emphasizing her difference from settlement women, who wore iron adornments and were solidly build for work.

Dymar found her new life very hard, the early days of her time on the hill passing in a haze of fright and bewilderment. She learned the hill people’s language quickly, since she possessed the memory of a kindred who needed to recall every marked tree and dry tussock from the estuary and she continued to enjoy Brac’s body at night, but living in one hut oppressed her. Also, the other women were spitefully jealous. Until she came, Brac had lived with three women and everyone was satisfied. Now he wore himself out pleasing an insatiable forest harpy, and the rest bickered fretfully.

Dymar was also disconcerted to find that she was not allowed to lie with other men. Hill men kept their women each for himself and it was a cause for quarrelling if one slipped into a different hut. Dymar thought this restriction so unreasonable that as time passed she began to take pleasure in demanding even more from Brac, hoping – yet not truly hoping – that he would weary of her. She did not understand that even if he did, still she would not be free of him; but he did not weary, and when autumn came Gytha’s people passed by the hill on their way back to the estuary. Dymar had been looking forward to their coming and felt miserable when they passed without spending their customary night in the settlement; she couldn’t understand it, since she had long ago forgotten her own anger. Her restlessness grew after she watched them dwindle away into the distance. For her, every day was now the same. Except at full and new moon that is, when Brac’s people sacrificed to their Earth Goddess. Otherwise, each dawning she must walk the same short distance to Brac’s smelter’s hearth by the stream below the hill; or gather nuts and fruit and scanty grain from around the settlement, whereas she longed to journey again, and wake not knowing what pattern of trees she would see next day. Brac stifled her discontents with his strength at night and even changed his maker’s mark on iron to a deer, which he said reminded him of her, his creature from the forest, but none of this made up for the punishment of staying in one place. Dymar might remain fond of Brac, but she was not reliant on him in the way hill women were on their men, and fondness had nothing to do with loss.

Tedious lengths of time had to be passed in squatting on her haunches, rocking her weight from one hand to the other so that goatskin bellows blew air at the flames on Brac’s hearth by the stream. Dymar had a child in her belly too, and the days of crouching pained her, especially when she had never before worked consistently at anything in her life, and one day late autumn, not long after Gytha’s kindred had passed by the hill, she sat back on her heels. ‘I want to walk along the ridge.’

Brac stopped hammering metal. ‘Why?’

‘My mother was left there when we passed.’

‘Why? Brac was always asking why, another habit Dymar failed to understand. Things happened or they did not happen, that was all. But at least in a settlement there was no need to leave the old behind when they could not keep up on a journey.

‘I want to go.’ She repeated. ‘My mother’s spirit begs an offering of respect. It is custom of my people.’

Brac nodded, he accepted custom as a reason. ‘Soon I take iron to sell and others will help to carry it. You may come.’

‘When?’ demanded Dymar, overjoyed. He shrugged. ‘When I finish’

‘Where will you take it?’

He gestured to the east. ‘Where a people called Roman live in great houses and come to buy.’

Dymar felt no interest in yet another kindred camped in settlements, but the promise of travelling to the east roused anticipation to fever pitch. Gytha’s people journeyed to the Bare Hills away to the South, but seldom ventured west, where deep wet valleys prevented the passage of anyone except the foolhardy hunters, not east, where settled peoples treated light-fingered forest folk as if they were destructive boar, hunting them to death with spears and dogs.

As the evening air began to bite Brac packed up his tools and led the way back up the path towards the settlement. Holly berries flamed in a wintry sunset and frost lay unmelted in the shade, while above them the familiar hill-shape was hammered against the sky, its curve so smooth that the hill people called their palisade a nipple on Earth Mother’s breast. They worshipped iron and also the female fruitfulness of their hill, purifying their dead in great funeral pyres before allowing their ashes to enter sacred earth. As an act of respect, all new-born babies were exposed during their second night of life, on a stone in the centre of the encampment. Only the tough survived but since those who died were suckled for ever by the goddess, they were not considered particularly unfortunate.

Dymar feared and hated the hill goddess, who appeared to her capriciously cruel compared to the spirits of marsh and trees and deer worshipped by her people. In truth everything about the hill angered her now, even the food, of which there was greater abundance than she had ever known. Insipid, she thought, it and she had also discovered that cooking in pots meant infinitely more work than roasting meat on sticks. That night, as usual, she poked at gruel and green stuff, wolfed the meat, then pulled a face. ‘Why is meat cooked in water instead of ashes here?’

Brac signed. She asked the same question every night. ‘Eat, and fill your belly.’

‘Wallow with the swine where you belong, and cook your meat how you wish,’ said Cledis, who was mother of three living sons by Brac and hated Dymar with bitter abiding hatred.

‘I will.’ Dymar spat a bone into the pot. ‘Make sure you count your children when I light the fire.’

Cledis’s face remained expressionless, but her mouth puckered as if to bite. She did not believe that the forest people ate children, but was prepared to imagine anything of Dymar. ‘I would butcher you for the goddess while you still fumbled for a spark.’

Fright paled Dymar’s skin. She might bluster, but knew she lived under bare tolerance in a place full of alien powers who might kill her any time they chose. Cledis had also touched another weakness, since Dymar could not learn how to kindle fire reliably. ‘I am going away.’ She said at length.

Cledis’s lip curled. ‘Good’

‘With Brac, to the east when he goes to sell iron.’ Cledis burst out laughing. ‘Good again.’

Dymar could not understand it: she had been certain Cledis would be jealous at being left out of the most exciting thing to happen on the hill all season. ‘A journey will give my child strength to be born. The hearth-bellows cramp in my belly.’

Cledis shrugged. ‘All work cramps forest dwellers.’

Every night was filled by similarly bitter wrangles, and Brac put his head in his hands to keep the clacking voices out. But the moment his hearing dulled, he again remembered Dymar’s slender body and eager giving in the dark. How she moved always as if about to flee, each foot placed with a delicate wariness of which he never tired: he called her his deer, and so she remained – an elusive, untamed, turbulently graceful creature of the forest. Hill women were toughly built and diligent: never once had Brac experienced with one of them the frenzy and longing Dymar brought him by simply being there.

Two weeks later a line of figures trailed down the hill, bent under the weight of iron pieces for the Romans. Besides Brac, there were ten men carrying goatskin packs, and Dymar, seven months gone with child.

A good journey,’ said Cledis, standing on the causeway to watch them go, feet planted wide, hands on her hips.

‘Yes, oh yes,’ said Dymar, so enchanted to be going that Cledis’s spite passed her by. She was warmly dressed in a goatskin robe over woven cloth and carried the grain they needed for the journey. She darted from side to side of the path with sheer delight as soon as Cledis was out of site.

They crossed the stream where Brac usually worked and climbed up the valley beyond, through undergrowth that needed to be slashed before their line could pass.

‘The ridge,’ Dymar said, tugging at Brac’s sleeve.

‘On our way back. Then you and I will go there together. Until we have sold the iron it is best to travel directly to our market.’

‘The ridge is easy walking.’

‘But not the way to the Roman settlements.’

Dymar stared at his pack with loathing. ‘Then leave your iron behind and walk like a man instead of a beast.’

Brac’s jaw dropped. He could not believe she was serious. Leave a season’s work behind and talk of walking like a man? He turned away impatiently yelling at the axemen to hurry.

Dymar felt the weight of her pack as the succession of hills and valleys lengthened. They were travelling across the grain of the land, which was a thing her people never did: they followed ridges and drier ways and did not care how short or long a distance they travelled in a day. This was not a journey as she understood it, but labour worse than that of the bellows.

During the second day, Dymar began to weep. Her sure-footedness had vanished, her shoulders and belly griped with pain. When Brac and his companions lit a fire that evening she crawled away into a bush, ashamed of tears which would not stop, and of herself for grovelling like a beetle through the forest, where men should walk like gods.

After a while, Brac hauled her back to the fire to eat, while the other men jeered at his concern. He held her tightly that night, lying apart from the rest so they could talk alone. ‘Dymar, why did you cry today?’ He spoke tentatively and very quietly, not wanting the men to laugh at him again, nor to rouse Dymar into scorn.

‘Why?’ screamed Dymar. ‘Why?’ two days bent like a beast which never sees the sky, and you ask me why?’ Cledis sneered when she watched me go and I wondered why. I do not wonder now, nor at these others who mock each time they see me stumble.’

Brac heard his companions stir at her screeching, and winced. He ought not to let her make him look foolish, yet he would only cease to be the butt of jokes if he turned her away into the forest again, where she would perish, all alone. ‘This is a hard journey until we have sold the iron, but profitable.’

Dymar’s teeth fastened in his biceps and he exclaimed aloud, but partly in pleasure still. He forgot everything except his passions then: the curve of her belly like the curve of his fruitful hill, her breasts so puffed with milk that when he bit a nipple in sweet revenge, his body sang like hammered iron. For Dymar it was different and for the first time she felt no pleasure at all in Brac. An aching despair filled her senses and his teeth were painful on her swollen breasts. This man whose strength she had admired seemed clumsily huge, oppressively heavy, as if he would never be satisfied until he had ground her into the earth his goddess claimed, and so she began to dream of the lithe people of her estuary again.

Ayi, she thought suddenly and with a dreadful clarity. She must have cursed me in her death. That day on the ridge was the time my life began to canker.

If she had not fought against Gytha’s decision to leave Ayi behind, then she wouldn’t have been cut off from her people, with a child in her belly who must be exposed to a hateful and hating goddess on the second night after it was born. For her child would not live. Cledis made sure Dymar understood that. Children exposed in the depths of winter never lived, and the hill women saw to it that if they wanted to keep a child then they birthed it by harvest time at latest. Only an ignorant forest dweller conceived in early spring. This, of course, was why Brac had been willing to take her on this journey. If the child was born while they were out of the settlement, by the time they returned it would be past the second day. Then their child need not be exposed and so might have a slender change of life.

Suddenly Dymar drew up her legs and kicked out with her knees, heaved the drowsing Brac off her and stood. Before he could gather his scattered senses she had bolted into the bushes, burrowing into the undergrowth in wild and headlong flight.

When daylight came, Brac searched for her all along the valley, calling and trying to follow where she had gone. But he was an ironsmith, born of many generations of smiths, and his ancestors’ tracking skills were blunted in him. Dymar watched him from where she lay snugly protected in a drift of pine needles, and thought only what a fool he was to waste so much of a day. In the end, his companions stopped laughing long enough to become impatient, so, eventually, he was forced to leave with them as the day dulled under a stormy sky.

Before he went, he stood on the stream bank and called in the voice which he used when he wanted to be heard above the beat of hammers. ‘Dymar! You cannot live long in the forest, alone. When we are gone, you will see only to your own death and the death of your child.’

Dymar did not move. Brac was a good man, but hill people were weaklings, after all. The forest would not kill her.

‘Dymar!’ His voice echoed through the trees and with it the longing he could not speak. ‘Dymar! Come!’

When still she did not answer, his chin was on his shoulder all the way as he climbed out of the valley, and he left something lying on a stone by the stream, wrapped in skin.

The sound of his voice remained in her ears as Dymar picked her way down to see what he had left; even with her new-found fluency with words she could not have described how she felt about Brac, but now he had gone she was sad.

He had left a small bag of grain and an arrowhead, and she picked up both, weighing them carefully in her hands. Enough grain for three days perhaps and the arrowhead bore the maker’s mark he had changed to a deer for love of her, from to. Dymar looked at the scratchings thoughtfully. Brac’s message was clear enough; grain meant life and forgiveness, the offering of his mark the gift of his spirit also. Even after this, Brac would receive her back if she chose to return; he might be outcast by derision as a consequence, yet he would take her if she asked.

Dymar kept the arrowhead but threw the grain into the stream, since obligation was another burden she did not want to carry and providence a virtue she had never learned. For what was left of the day she travelled eagerly and fast. Dancing in and out of the trees like a sprite, calling and running sometimes, lingering as the fancy took her. She felt neither tired nor cold, though the wind gusted winter rain in her face; nor lonely, though forest spread in billows to a grey horizon.
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She slept in the kind of dry bank her people always found no matter what the weather, and ate the food they knew how to discover, especially at this season when earth had fruited but was not yet chilled into deadness. On the third evening after she left Brac, and by following her own instinct without conscious thought as to where it would lead her, Dymar reached the ridge.

Colour streaked the sky beyond the steep western slope she remembered; Dymar stood in winter-brown bracken and stared at the most magnificent sunset she had ever seen wanting to hold back the night so she could watch more closely. She sensed Ayi lingering somewhere very close, but could not yet tell whether her spirit was happy or unhappy, would bless or curse her when they touched. Slowly, light vanished from the sky and the distant valleys became dark, leaving Dymar aware that she was hungry. She had eaten roots and fungi, grasses, nuts and sapwood since she let Brac but neither grain nor meat, to which she had become accustomed during her months on the hill. The child kicked impatiently in her belly and instinctively she calmed it with her hands. ‘Wait’, she said aloud. ‘It is too soon. Wait, and I will eat. Wait, and I will find Ayi. Then perhaps I can take you to my kindred, and when you are born you will see the estuary of Gytha’s people.’

The child kicked again, and pain shot from her thighs to her swollen breasts. It is too soon, thought Dymar, panic-stricken. Stay in safety, little one. The ridge in winter is no place for even a forest child to be born. She turned aside into tangled bracken and after a while reached an open glade containing a deep pool she remembered. By this time the night was very dark, and so silent the fall of a late leaf could be heard. Only the starlight reflected from the cold surface of the pool showed her where it was. Dymar dropped to her knees and drank, willing herself not to feel any more birth-pains, and after she had rested for a while, they ended.

‘I am alone,’ she spoke aloud again. Alone, alone, alone. Never in her life had she been so completely alone. The words crackled through silence as if through trampled ice. She needed a fire and food, somewhere warm to sleep. Then the child would wait to be born and she could make peace with Ayi’s spirit before leaving on the long journey back to her own people.

Dymar shivered, realizing just how far across swamps and tangled forest the estuary was from here. A distance she had never travelled alone, and which her kin never travelled in winter. ‘I am alone,’ she said again.

She came slowly to her feet and stood beside the pool, breathing carefully. Alone, she could live and travel until the snows came, but would lose a new born babe within a single icy, underfed night.

No more pains came even when she began pulling bracken out by its succulent roots, and Dymar relaxed. I am tired, she thought; I will sleep and tomorrow there will be food. Ayi is here. I am not alone while I feel her close. The night was becoming very cold and wind ruffled the surface of the pool; to sleep safely on such a night she knew she must find deeply drifted leaves, gather them to form a burrow, pile more above her.

She was so draggingly tired it seemed to take most of the night before she was warm and safe, then, when she was snugly comfortable at last, she discovered she was thirsty. Punishingly, pantingly thirsty, the child stirring again as if it was gulping her lifeblood, draining her dry.

Dymar moaned, curled in her leaves.

Moaned again as pain struck out of nowhere. Floundered in terror from her burrow and stumbled through bracken to the pool; when she had drunk she would feel better.

The pool was black and deep and crinkled by the wind. When Dymar lifted her head after drinking she saw a deer on the far bank, its head lifted as if she looked indeed at an image of herself. Its nostrils quivered but the wind was blowing towards her so it did not catch her scent; it was puzzled and uncertain though, and after a while retreated delicately into the undergrowth and was gone. Meat, Dymar thought, thrusting other meanings firmly on one side. I wonder how I could trap a deer tomorrow.

Back again under the leaves she felt more comfortable, and slept almost instantly curled like a hedgehog around her swollen belly. After a while she began to dream. Instead of a deer she saw a wolf; the wolf was not by the pool hunting, and when it turned to measure its leap Dymar saw that its teeth were iron blades and its face Ayi’s face.

She stirred, whimpering a little, but did not wake.

The wolf was turning, intent on its prey, Ayi’s face made terrible by blood dripping from those iron teeth. A deer came into sight, stupidly careless as it grazed across an open glade which Dymar recognized as the one which contained the pool. The wolf growled and went down on its belly, waiting to tear out the deer’s throat and with a single spring. Dymar stood in sunshine, mouth gaping in a silent scream because this deer was surely her, and the wolf had Ayi’s face. Shaded her eyes against the sun, not wanting to see what happened when she knew from a thousand kills what happened, the light on estuary water so brilliant that she had to turn her head away, only to see Ayi’s oblivious face widen into terror as the wolf leaped and blood spurted, jaws closing with the sound of iron. Ayi’s scream changed to a crunching sob, her eyes watching Dymar standing safely in the sun; Ayi’s calm eyes instead of her own in the deer’s tormented face, blood pouring over where Dymar lay.

Dymar woke trembling among the leaves, knowing she had touched Ayi’s spirit, but the blood she had seen flowed warmly between her legs. Her muscles bit, driving pain into every part of her, slackened, bit again.

‘Ayi!’ shouted Dymar, alone in the dark, her child writhing half-born between her thighs.

‘Ayi! Come!’ Pain came instead and oozed more blood over leaves and her twisting body, over the thing she no longer thought of as her child. If Ayi had been there she would have helped it through this last fragment of its journey; if any of her people had been there, they would have known what she ought next to do. Dymar had seen births many times: the reaching hand, the twist and mewling cry which meant success. Alone, she did not think she could reach. Her fingers slithered on blood and slime and leaves, the next burst of agony seeming to tighten her thighs instead of loosening them, as if the child wanted to force its way back into the womb.

‘You can’t!’ cried Dymar in terror, the night snapping and crackling around her.

As morning came the child was still only half born and Dymar understood that neither of them could live much longer.

Floundering like a drowning fawn, she bent and drove her arm deep where she knew she must felt the child kick again when it had been lying still, heard Ayi say quite clearly: ‘Come, you are well again,’ as she used to after Dymar took a fever. Saw her figure against the morning sky and felt her place a red and yelling creature in her arms.

Dymar lay stupefied for a long time after that, slowly losing blood but sleeping the worst of her pain away.

She woke when the child woke, and drowsily put it to her breast. Neither knew much about what they were doing and leaves were stickily plastered everywhere: Dymar felt a laugh start in the distance and come closer, glittering between the two of them. In the years ahead, surely they would often laugh together.

Just now, the child yelled angrily; it looked like Brac and once she held it firmly to her breast, was as well satisfied by her body as he. Not long ago Brac’s teeth had been where his...Dymar felt the child experimentally and nodded to herself. His son. Brac’s son, and still attached to his cord. Her fingers encountered the length of it and she used Brac’s arrowhead to saw it through, the metal slipped in her fingers as she finished, fell unregarded into the nest of leaves. The struggle to knot the cord left her gasping; she needed food and again was fiercely thirsty.

Ayi, she thought, and smiled. Ayi, you were with me and today you are not with me, but from your bones a new life has grown. Then Dymar remembered the wolf of her dreams and held her son more tightly. The ridge was a place which took life as well as gave it, since Ayi’s death had surely been a terrible one. Yet by coming here she had brought rest to her mother’s spirit and so was freed from obligation.

But not free in a quite different way, Dymar looked at the child sleeping against her breast. There was milk on his mouth and his skin was wrinkling against the cold; he would not survive for long beneath a drift of leaves, but nor could she feed him through a winter journey back to the estuary, weakened as she had been by his birth. And how long had she been away from her people? A long time. A long, long time.

Not yet a year, Dymar realized. A lifetime.

From the ridge to the hill settlement was less than half a day’s journey even for a weakened woman carrying a child: she could manage that tomorrow or the next day. By then Brac’s son would be past the time when he must be exposed, and the stored grain of the settlement would save his life. Farewell, my people, Dymar thought. Iron and bellows-labour await me for the remainder of my life.

But my son will live. Brac will teach him to be a smith and I shall offer him the forest as a gift, since both are in his blood. I will sing about how he was born far from any settlement, and one day he will feel that this, too, is his inheritance. This ridge where Ayi died and he was born between deer and wolf.

This ridge which joins my people to his; this ridge where water, trees and bracken flare orange in the evening sun. But because Brac left me his forgiveness when I ran away, I will also tell him how his father’s mark on iron was changed because of me.

Dymar slept again as the sun blazed out of a cold and polished sky, and below the ridge a wolf sniffed the air as it caught the reek of freshly spilled blood. As darkness came it began to howl with longing, but because this wolf had been born to an outcast mother with a putrid foot it had never been accepted into the pack. Alone, a wolf would not venture into the open spaces of the ridge, and so it howled but did not come to seek the creatures sheltering
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