The Pagans Trilogy, Book I
Stone Age England. The landscape is in its last virgin state before civilization begins, and the ancient, nomadic way of the hunter-gatherer is coming to an end. The agricultural revolution has begun.
When the farmers of Burh attack the sleeping nomad tribe at their forest camp, Tagart is the only survivor. Twenty-five and heir to the chief, his sole inheritance now is his tribal honour: and it demands revenge. His ally is the forest itself: that, and his own ingenuity, courage and hunting skill.
Winner of the 1978 Winifred Holtby Memorial Prize, administered by the Royal Society of Literature.
Some opinions of The Stone Arrow
A letter from Anthony Burgess to Derek Priestley, publisher of The Stone Arrow, commenting on a proof copy:
Monaco, January 1, 1978
Dear Derek
A very happy New Year to you and yours and apologies for not having delivered a sentiment on THE STONE ARROW before now. Christmas and a trip to New York got in the way. But I have read the book, and with admiration. If this is truly a first novel, it must have behind it a long record of struggle in the art, for it is remarkably mature, and the style is highly personal though not at all heavily idiosyncratic. To write a novel about “primitive” people must be extremely difficult, and I would never dare to try it, but this one deals wholly convincingly with an ancient culture, and one is never distressed by lack of knowledge of time, location and the other alleged indispensables of a piece of fiction.
I read it with great enjoyment and instruction, and I can do no more than express my eagerness to see Herley’s next novel, having, of course, given my due meed of praise for this first. It is in every way a remarkable achievement.
As always
John
Anthony Burgess
- - - - - - -
The natural Darwinian world of which he writes with a blood-soaked passion left me gulping for air. Horridly imaginative, powerful in its refusal to avert its eyes from the results of violence, the book appeals to the blood lust in us all.
Glasgow Herald
- - - - - - -
This is a gripping thriller set convincingly in neolithic Sussex. Richard Herley’s first novel is crammed with archaeological detail, but all of it is subordinate to the fast-moving story of Tagart. His wife, child and tribe have been wiped out by a farming village, and we follow his dogged attempts to wreak revenge single-handedly with mixed horror and admiration. In the Stone Age, tribal loyalty is the only morality, and as Herley resurrects this time with such panache, the gruesome bits of Tagart’s vendetta seem justified.
Sunday Times
- - - - - - -
His re-creation of the remote past is an imaginative triumph.
Southern Evening Echo
- - - - - - -
Historical novels have long been with us, but few writers have ventured to set their fiction in pre-history. The scene here is Sussex around the fourth millennium BC; the theme, the tensions and clashes between indigenous hunter/gatherers and the immigrant colonists who, although they also use stone for their edge-tools, are agriculturalists, clearing the hunters’ forests for pasture and arable, and laying the foundations of an agrarian pattern which was to survive up to the Industrial Revolution. To evoke such an ancient and alien world is a daunting task to any writer, and I congratulate the author straight away on having achieved so well a picture of man as still very much part of the natural world, in competition with other animals in a shared environment determined by the subsoil and the botanical climax of undisturbed plant communities. Man was exploiting this environment while still a component of it, for food and raw materials for his artifacts: Richard Herley’s descriptions of landscape, flora and fauna, are remarkable, fully emphasizing the utility behind the beauty – food for free is there for both the hunter and farmer.
... The introduction of ceremonial intoxication by eating fly agaric is brilliant, and if the reader thinks the extraordinary details – the women chewing the fungus into pellets for the men, or the subsequent urination and drinking of this still potent by-product – have been invented by the author, they are quite wrong. They are, in fact, some of the best documented episodes in the book, taken from travellers’ accounts of Siberian tribes such as the Koryak less than a century ago.
... The life of hunters and farmers alike as portrayed by Mr Herley amply justifies Thomas Hobbes’s famous estimate of primitive societies, living in “continual feare, and danger of sudden death; And the life of man, solitary, poore, nasty, brutish and shorte”.
Stuart Piggott, The Times Literary Supplement
- - - - - - -
One can almost smell the perfumes of long-extinct forests and feel the rough ground beneath naked feet as Tagart, the only survivor of a nomad tribe slaughtered by a village of farmers, sets out to inflict his particular style of revenge.
Tagart uses his primitive but extensive skills ... in ways that are imaginative and believable. At times, his grasp of basic psychological warfare reaches near-brilliance.
You may think at first that Herley is only telling us about what may have happened a long time ago. But if you look closely, you might find yourself staring right back into your own world.
Allenstown Call Chronicle
- - - - - - -
They are being slowly destroyed not by a god, of course, but by a skillful hunter who is enduring his own hell of survival. And yet, you may wonder. There is an enigmatic feeling, an eerie presence in the forest. Through the author’s judicious use of symbols, each act of revenge seems to take on more than human design and meaning ...
... an intelligent, awesome look at the violent side of human nature, and a sensitive portrayal of man’s dependence on nature. The story is clever, imaginative, believable, and once the momentum picks up, engrossing. Through the use of narrative skills and a variety of characters, Herley provides a fascinating close-up view of the villagers and nomads – the rituals, power struggles, politics, jealousies, suspicions, brutality, lust, and even tenderness and love. The cultures are human and alive, surprisingly near to ourselves.
Pasadena Star-News
- - - - - - -
The author, in an incredible demonstration of skill, creates a world of woods, water and wildlife and a mode of existing that seems as palpable as the prick of a flint projectile point.
No mean feat for any writer, to be sure, but singular when one considers that this is a first novel and that its occasion covers a period about which few anthropologists would brag of their knowledge. Yet Herley breathes into the novel a warm and convincing ethos of Stone Age man, his day-to-day endeavors, his passions, art, and finally his brutal cunning.
Orlando Sentinel-Star
- - - - - - -
Margaret Mead would have found nothing to dismay her in this novel, and Ian Fleming would certainly have envied the derring-do.
Publishers’ Weekly
- - - - - - -
The Stone Arrow, a first novel by a young biologist, Richard Herley, comes with a warm commendation from Anthony Burgess, no less. It takes a landscape the author knows well – the Cuckmere Valley in Sussex and the coast further west – and puts it back into the New Stone Age, peopled with three emerging civilisations that overlap and often fight for dominance: the farmers, who live in clearings; the nomads, who hunt in the forests; and the rich entrepreneurs who quarry flints with captive slave labourers. An ambitious young farmer seeking leadership in his village raids a nomad settlement and kills everyone – he thinks. But the single survivor swears revenge.
The story then has a double excitement: the Crusoe-like theme of lonely survival, using whatever comes to hand; and the technical problems of implementing the vow of vengeance and single-handedly wiping out, with the most primitive weapons, every person, building and trace of life in a large, prosperous, well-fenced village with the most modern conditions and equipment then known. By the end it is done. “In a matter of months no trace of them would remain. The forest would take over; the fields would become overgrown, unrecognizable, and then indistinguishable from the virgin woodlands that had stood unchanged for centuries.”
What is remakable and convincing about the book is its description of a way of life and a landscape. The place at a distance of five thousand years yet recognisably Sussex is shown with beauty, force and care: plants, land formation, soil and swamps, coast and rivers, the encroaching forest with its layered life, human, animal, vegetable.
It is a highly satisfactory first novel, full of information and interest, atmospheric yet solid, suggestive yet almost weirdly recognisable and credible.
Isabel Quigly, Financial Times
- - - - - - -
No-frills, expeditious, and briskly grisly.
Kirkus Reviews
- - - - - - -
Prehistoric novels are a rarity – one thinks of William Golding and John Collier’s Tom’s A’Cold. The Stone Arrow is a remarkable first attempt by biologist Richard Herley, remarkable, that is, as an evocation of the New Stone Age, the virgin Sussex forests, the weather, the tools and conditions of primitive life.
Observer
- - - - - - -
The forest is Tagart’s strong point. He knows which plants to eat, where to find pure water and how to deal with the animals around him. So does author Richard Herley, who is a biologist as well as a novelist, and the way that his forest lore is presented, in enchanting snippets appropriate to the story, helps make believable an almost feverishly imaginative tale.
Virginian-Pilot
- - - - - - -
Herley has a nice touch also with wildlife and landscape ... and his knowledge of the countryside and its plant life is formidable without pedantry. This is, in its novelty, a book for the jaded taste, but one with more than novelty to offer.
The Age
- - - - - - -
... this is an imaginative feat of no mean order.
British Book News
- - - - - - -
THE STONE ARROW
Copyright © Richard Herley 1978
The Author asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.
Smashwords Edition
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
Discover other Richard Herley titles at Smashwords.com
- - - - - - -
Tagart came out of the woods and stood facing the broad downhill sweep of the cereal field. The feeling of openness seemed strange and sudden after the embrace of the trees; he sniffed at the smell of the evening, almost cloudless now after the storm, a soft wind coming off the sea, bending the stunted ears of barley, fluttering the leaves of hazel and whitebeam.
A hundred yards away the labourer stood upright and leaned on the handle of his mattock. He had only just become aware of another’s presence; yet Tagart had heard the man at work minutes ago, from the depths of the wood, whose floor he had traversed without so much as the snap of a twig.
Tagart, or Tugart, or Tergart, was twenty-five years of age, tall and fine in the face, with dark hair and watchful brown eyes that knew the value of patience. His skin – for it was now the height of summer – was well tanned, his frame hard-muscled and long-limbed, with an economy of movement that seemed like slowness to those who had never been with him in the woods and tried to keep up.
Chance had endowed him with a keen intelligence which the teachings of his elders had turned into solid skill and a command of the necessary knowledge. Of all the young men in his tribe, it was Tagart who had been regarded as successor to the leader, Tagart who had taken the most desirable bride, Tagart whose small son would in turn one day be chief; and Tagart whom the others were beginning to look upon with more and more respect and affection as each season passed.
But now, in the course of a single night, all that had changed. Everything changed; everything raped and defiled.
Not quite everything. Tagart was still alive. He was still alive, and behind the grief he was still himself.
It was time to begin.
“I come in friendship,” he called out, leaving the safety of the trees and starting across the field.
The labourer, a short, stumpy man, did not answer. He stood shielding his eyes against the west, his right hand taking a firmer grasp on the polished ashwood haft of his mattock.
Tagart went on. In the edge of his vision he was making a second survey of the field, making certain that he and the labourer were alone. The farmers’ village, which he had studied the previous day, was a cluster of stone and timber buildings inside a wooden palisade, hidden from this field by the rise of the land. It was only a quarter of a mile away, too close, asking for trouble; but then he’d had no choice. He had been forced into the open by the shape of the forest and by the way the fields sloped. Without revealing himself there had been no way to be sure that the labourer was alone, and to have wasted such an opportunity would have been madness. So he had accepted the risk. But that did not stop the tingling between his shoulder-blades, nor an almost irresistible urge to check more overtly behind and to the sides.
He halted, just beyond the swing of the mattock, and forced a smile. “The soil needs more rain than this. After the drought she drinks it like a pigeon.”
The farmer said nothing. He stood impassive, expressionless. His broad shoulders filled a stained and streaked doeskin jacket; his beaver leggings were bound by thongs; mud caked his crudely carved clogs. A talisman of some sort hung round his neck, a flat stone striped with bands of cream and maroon, held by a cord that passed through a hole drilled off-centre. Greasy brown locks showed beneath a hare’s-skin cap and hung in a tangle at his neck. Years of weather had left his skin leathery and his eyes wrinkled almost shut; his was a face devoid of animation or humour, the kind of face under a low forehead that frowns blankly as the brain behind it struggles to assimilate something new. Clearly the man was low in the order of the village, sent out to the fields to do some trivial task on his own. He had been digging up stones and heaping them to one side. This was the kind of work reserved for those at the bottom of the village hierarchy.
“I have come along the coast from Valdoe,” Tagart told him, speaking more distinctly. He indicated his leather pouch. “My master wishes an exchange of barleys.”
The farmer’s eyes flicked to the pouch, and back to Tagart’s face.
“I see barley is your crop here on this acre.”
No reaction.
“I was told to ask for a man with no beard,” Tagart said. “A man of importance in your village. Do you know him?”
The farmer grunted. There was no meaning in it.
“Is he your head man? Will you take me to him? I want to talk trade.”
The labourer took his hand from his brow and changed position so that he was no longer facing the sun. He nodded at Tagart’s pouch.
“Seed barley,” Tagart said, holding the pouch forward.
The offer was disregarded. “You say you come along the coast.”
“From Valdoe.”
“From Valdoe?” For the first time he showed a sign of interest. It was as if Tagart had not already mentioned the word. “Valdoe? From Valdoe? Are you sent by the Flint Lord?”
“By my master, one of the Trundlemen.”
“And he sent you trading barley?”
“Yes.”
The farmer’s eyes narrowed even more. “You will know the flint sellers. They will be here soon: it is time for their trade. Fallott, Bico, and the rest.”
“My trade is not in flints,” Tagart said. “It is in seed.” More mildly he added, “There are many at Valdoe. A mere slave cannot know them all.”
“You are enslaved?”
“Building my freedom.”
“Why go back? You are far from the Trundle. They could never catch up.”
“That is not my way,” Tagart said. “My master trusts me and I am grateful.”
The farmer forbore from comment. He turned and took a long look to the west, across the curving line of the field, beyond the distant green scrub on the clifftops, to the golden path where the sun was coming down on the sea. The wind pushed wisps of hair at the sides of his face. Tagart heard corn buntings and skylarks, and glimpsed the flash of a jay as it emerged from and returned to the security of the wood. He swayed slightly. Exhaustion was threatening to overtake him. His body wanted to sag to the ground. Sections of his mind were faltering. He was aware that his strength was draining away. With its loss came a fear that he might be left with too little when the moment arrived. He had stupidly eaten nothing that day, and the day before he had felt too ill to contemplate food. His guts had been emptied anyway, in the grey wet dawn with his arms and legs covered in ashes, slime, and blood, the back of his throat burning and his eyes watering with each useless retch as he had crouched beside their bodies on the riverbank.
His mind drew back. He must not think of them. Not of them. Not of honour. He must think only of the immediate, the practical, what had to be accomplished in each moment. Only thus could he see it through.
Fleetingly the whole vista stretched before and behind. The end of it was unimportant, his fate a mere contingency as long as he got through the next few days intact; for all but that, he was already dead.
“You must talk to Sturmer,” the labourer said.
“Sturmer? Is he your chief? A man with no beard?”
“Sturmer does our trading.”
“Will you take me to him?”
“I will not. We have rules.” The labourer scratched his chin. “You say you bring seed. What of it? Our barns are full of seed.”
“This is different,” Tagart said. “My master wants a barley for the sea wind; the Flint Lord desires new ground opened up along the coast.”
“So you were sent to villages by the sea to trade. But why should we give our secrets to the Flint Lord? If he wants them he must pay, as we must pay for the things his traders bring. Flints, livestock, salt – these are the things we want. Of barley we have plenty.”
“No – this seed is different. It’s special.” Tagart pointed to the south. “It comes from there, across the water. The yield is double.”
“Double.”
“That is what my master says, sir.”
“Not possible.”
“It must be possible or the Valdoe farmers would not sow it by the score of bushels.”
“Show it to me.”
“There is nothing to be gained by that.”
“Show me.”
“My master said I was only to offer it to a head man. Take me to Sturmer. I will talk with him.”
“Show me.” The labourer stretched out a hand. “Show me or be on your way.”
“I should not do this.”
The labourer impatiently waggled his fingers. Tagart gave him the pouch, which was tied at the neck with a drawstring. Two hands were needed to get it open.
Seeing this, the labourer tried to loosen the string while keeping a grip on his mattock-handle, picking with a fingernail at the bunched leather, which Tagart had drawn especially tight before leaving the woods. After a few fruitless moments, aware that he would make himself look foolish by asking Tagart to open the bag, the labourer released the mattock, lodging the handle in his armpit, and freed both hands for the job.
That was instant Tagart chose to kill him.
Later, Tagart had time to wonder what went wrong. It may have been weariness, making him slow. He was not sure. He knew only that the man had put up a struggle which had made his end more difficult than it ought to have been.
When it was done, Tagart searched the body for personal effects. With his flint knife he cut through the cord, releasing the talisman, and slipped it into his pouch. He worked quickly, fearing that someone might come from the village and discover him. The sun had gone down. Night was coming.
A name formed on Tagart’s lips. Sturmer. He said it again. Sturmer. A name to go with the beardless face, the face in the firelight.
Picking up the mattock by its blade, he thrust the haft into the ground. Beside it he arranged lines of stones taken from the pile the man had made, forming an arrow pointing in the direction of the wood. He finished it with three stones for each barb, and grasped the corpse by its armpits.
It seemed heavier than a man’s body. Ideally he needed a sledge. He forced a grim smile. Ideally, he needed help for what he had decided to do, the help of a hundred men. Or, if not a hundred, then ten of his friends from the tribe, who were better than any hundred taken from these slab-faced peasants.
The tribe. He must not think of the tribe. Anger would only slow him down, ruin his chances. He held a duty in sacred trust. The honour of the tribe had devolved upon him and upon him alone. Nothing must be allowed to stand in his way. If he was to discharge his duty he could ill afford the luxury of rage.
But it was with a fierce renewed energy that he took up the corpse again, pulling it towards the forest.
Sturmer opened his eyes and lay listening to the blood pulsing in his ears. The chimney-hole in his roof was blind, blocked for the summer: the blackened rafters travelled up and met in gloom. There were five, like the arms of a starfish, speared by the central pillar that held up his house. From them, on pegs and hooks, hung clothes, netting, tools, pouches of flints, water-bags; seed of wheat, corn, and a dozen other crops; jars of lamp-fat and bundles of rush-pith for lighting; baskets, cooking utensils, pots suspended in nets, leatherware muzzles and straps and tackle, fire-making kits, and all the other possessions that were better kept off the ground and away from the vermin and the village animals which ranged free in all the houses.
Sturmer’s was the largest and best-appointed dwelling, with three other rooms besides this, where his children slept and he kept further stores. The doorway, which was low and broad and looked out across the village compound towards the Meeting House, gave upon a small area paved with stones from the beach. Behind the doorway and a short, tunnel-like porch, which contained a small effigy of the Earth Goddess in a chalk casket, the passageway opened into a cobble-floored kitchen with a sooted hearth, above which was another chimney aperture. To the side was the room where the children slept; to the front another chamber, and beyond that the main room with the tall roof, which from the outside appeared as a cone of weathered timber, caulked with nettle stalks and clay, in places tufted with clumps of grass and weeds. The flat part of the roof towards the front of the house was turfed, on a base of planking, and the porch was covered with skins that could be drawn across the entrance. A few small windows – simple apertures – had been left in the walls, which were made of selected and interlocked stones, the gaps and chinks filled with pebbles and the remaining cracks plastered with clay. Against the wall were piles of firewood, a wooden water-butt, and an old bench where the people in the house could sit in the evening and face the Meeting House opposite. It was here that Sturmer sat to answer informal questions and settle small disputes. He was head man of Burh village, and had been so for twelve years.
He was of medium height and build, with mild features and a hesitant manner belied by the perceptive gaze of grey-blue eyes. Sturmer kept his beard neat and favoured subdued clothing: pigskin and goatskin dyed with subtle patterns. His hair, which was dark blond, he tied in a bun. Triple lines of blue tattoo ran the length of his right arm, flank, and leg, culminating in pentacles on his instep and the back of his hand: for he was also a priest.
He turned on his side and watched the contours of his wife’s back. His eyes explored her shoulders and the tiny humps of vertebrae, the light and shade and texture of her hair, which he found girlish and endearing where it grew from her nape. He extended a forefinger and almost touched the bumps of her spine, moving his hand to compensate for her breathing.
It was no use making plans any more. The matter was out of control; the spirits had taken over. The drought showed no sign of coming to an end. Starvation, the destruction of Burh, was beginning to look inevitable.
The previous winter, Sturmer, like all the villagers, had become uneasily aware that too many dry days were following one another, and that the rain, when it did come, was light and sporadic. A single snowstorm in early spring, with a week of bitter frost, had been the only hard weather the whole winter, when usually Burh could expect heavy drifts and blizzards for days on end. And there had been no flooding from the river: sometimes the farmers had to work through the night to protect their village.
At the end of the spring and for the two months of low summer the clearings had been filled with blossom – of elder, blackthorn, whitebeam, hawthorn, cherry – to an extent which no one had ever seen before. Many plants had gone on flowering through the winter, when normally there was no colour to be seen. Even the spring birds had seemed earlier than usual and more numerous, supernaturally numerous; and the woods and grassland near the village and on the cliffs had been alive with butterflies, flying up in clouds from every bush and clump of nettles. The lilies in the river had bloomed profusely long before their time. The ditches and banks had been choked with frog-spawn. One night the villagers saw shooting stars over the sea, and Sturmer knew then that the Sky Spirit, Aih, had been disturbed.
The farmers divided their year into six seasons, each of two moons or months, beginning on the shortest day with winter, followed by spring, low summer, high summer, harvest, autumn, and winter again. It was now halfway through high summer, when the crops should have been making their fastest growth and all was to be got ready for harvest. Normally on such a morning Sturmer would long ago have been up and in the fields with the rest of the village. But today there was no work to be done. The crops were dying. For six weeks there had been no rain at all.
That alone would have been enough, but Sturmer had other worries too.
During his tenure, the village had enjoyed an increase in prosperity and population. Apart from its thirty-three stone and timber houses, Burh now had a threshing shed, a granary, two silos and a general barn, a bakery, a bear-proof palisade, and, to Sturmer’s intense pride, a long meeting house where met the village council.
The most important crop was emmer, a kind of wheat that Sturmer had substituted for the old einkorn used by his predecessor. From corn and barley and honey the villagers made ale; broomcorn millet and oats were grown partly as winter fodder for the animals – goats, cattle, and sheep. Crops like lentils and broad beans, kale and rape, were grown in plots beside each house. The wealthier families owned pigs. Most kept a dog, medium-sized hounds derived from the yellow hunting dogs such as once had been used by the nomads.
Sturmer had been having trouble with the land. He disliked burning the forest and would have preferred to go on using the same fields for the village crops: he had begun to guess at the value of manure, and now regularly changed the location of the animal pens. Some of the beasts were allowed to wander more or less at freedom, grazing on the wild leaves, bringing back their goodness to the village. He had tried mulching with leaf mould from the forest, and gathering seaweed from the shore, a mile to the south, and using that to enrich the ground. The Earth Goddess, Gauhm, needed help if she was to deliver up her best bounty.
But as the years passed it was becoming plain that the ancestors had been right. To grow good crops you must clear forest. Clear the forest, burn it, plant the ground, and move on when the goodness has gone. That was the old way. Sturmer’s new way seemed to be wrong. He was sorry to find it so, because what he yearned for was stability. With a stable village, more elaborate buildings would become possible, more children, more families in one place. More people could be freed from working on the soil. Goods could be fabricated, goods for sale to other villages, and possibly, one day, Sturmer might even grow wealthy through trading, like the great Flint Lord at Valdoe.
The vision was moving further and further out of reach. Despite all Sturmer’s efforts, large areas round the village, once excellent land, were useless and reverting to scrub.
Others in the Council, led by Groden, kept pressing for a return to the old order. They wanted wider forest clearance, a change of site for the village; more, not fewer, acres under cultivation. Sturmer felt it unwise to resist too strenuously. He was thirty-six – getting old. His position as leader was becoming precarious. It was only a matter of time before a younger man – and who else but Groden? – made a thrust and forced the issue, and Sturmer was not sure that Groden would not win. The younger and rasher men in the village supported him: they favoured an aggressive approach to the forest and the countryside.
This worried Sturmer in another way. As far back as memory would go, there had been a nomad summer camp by the river some three miles upstream, well inside the forest. The nomads were savages, hunters, in winter foraging in the marshes to the north where they were guaranteed plentiful wildfowl and game, in spring coming over the downs to the forest by the sea coast. In some years they came not at all; in others they stayed a few days or weeks and moved on again. This summer, the nomads had been here all season.
They were rarely seen in person by the villagers. The odd goat or pig missed from its pen, and even tools and skins stolen from the fields, were never closely pursued. The farmers hated and feared the nomads, and they feared even more the magic the nomads controlled. Their god was Tsoaul, Spirit of the Forest. Through the nomads he worked evil on Gauhm: even now he was struggling to win back the village fields, as he always did, working stealthily and by degrees. First he made the land infertile for crops, making its cultivation pointless. Next he sent weeds. When these were established he sent hawthorn and birch, which soon became scrub. From scrub it was an easy step to forest. Not a square yard of the village was safe from Tsoaul’s work. He infested good land as well as bad; he even wanted the very roofs on the houses.
Sturmer was worried because each tree that fell brought the nomads a little closer. Every clearance fire reduced the extent of forest available to them and increased the chance of trouble between nomads and villagers.
In other summers there had been trifling incidents. A scarecrow was burned. Excrement appeared on the Shrine at the cliffs. A pair of youths from the village went to the savages’ camp for a dare: both returned badly beaten and unwilling to talk. Nets were taken from the river; a coracle was dragged downstream and left wrecked. A beacon fire, set up on the cliffs for the midsummer festival, was prematurely burned and the ashes thrown about.
But this year, in this strange summer, the savages had been here longer, and there had been many more such incidents. Overshadowing them all was the drought.
Sturmer had gone to the Shrine, where the word of Gauhm was breathed. She told him in a dream of Tsoaul and his new onslaught. The drought was the savages’ work. Obeying Tsoaul, they had seized advantage of the dry winter and spring, and by their incantations had awoken Aih, Spirit of the Heavens. Tsoaul had tried to persuade Aih to combine with him, that both might overcome Gauhm. Aih had refused, but said that during the contest he would not intervene. This had left the Forest Spirit alone, goaded by the savages into greater and greater feats. But in time Tsoaul would overreach and exhaust himself, and then Gauhm would collect her victory. The villagers were not to interfere. To meddle would upset Aih, and then the rain, which was under his control, would never come again.
Sturmer had explained all this in detail, standing on the steps of the Meeting House. It had done little to help. Was he not head man? Was he not supposed to be in Gauhm’s favour, her priest, her chosen one? Surely if he were a better man the spirits could be won over, persuaded to end the drought.
Sturmer sensed that Groden might try to use the situation for his own ends. Everything depended on the drought. If it went on much longer, Sturmer’s real troubles would begin.
* * *
He rose without disturbing his wife and pushed aside the flap of leather at the doorway. His eyes adjusted painfully to the light. The sun was already hot, the sky a white glare only two hours after dawn.
The previous afternoon there had been cloud, and the hope of rain. Towards nightfall the air had become close and sultry, with thunder heard far away on the hills. It had seemed as if it must rain, but by dawn the clouds had gone and the emptiness had returned.
Everything in the village seemed dusty and old, all the life baked out of it by six weeks of total drought. Since the longest day, over a month ago, the heat had intensified so that even the nights were unbearable. Most of the villagers had taken to sleeping out of doors, on the stones by the thresholds of their houses. There was even talk of sleeping on the beach, but no one dared to leave the palisade at night.
The water in Sturmer’s washing-tub was warm and the colour of clay. Bits of straw floated on the surface. He bent and held his head submerged for a few seconds before straightening up, expelling spray and wiping his eyes.
It was then that he noticed a party of people among the buildings, coming towards him, and, for a moment, in spite of the sun on his body, and for no reason that he could understand, he felt cold.
They were walking slowly. In front was Hernou, Groden’s woman, slender and dark, with grey eyes in a beautiful face, her tumble of lustrous black hair drawn back and held by a wooden brooch. Once Sturmer had slept with her; she was only a few years younger than him, much older than Groden, to whom she had borne a dead baby in the winter. She and Groden lived in a house by themselves, rather further from the Meeting House than their status and their ambition seemed to warrant.
Behind her came old men, women, some of the older children: twelve people in all. Sturmer folded his arms and stood with his body weighted on one side. He remained silent as the deputation arrived. Hernou looked up at him.
“Look what the savages have done.”
One of the men was holding out a dead dog for his inspection. Its jaws gaped, the side of the top lip folded back and glued to the gums by a frothy crust of dried saliva. A trickle of blood had caked on the fur from the nostril to the eye. Otherwise there was no sign of the damage done inside the dog’s head by the hazel-shafted arrow, tipped with flint and flighted with mottled quail feathers, that slickly and with tremendous power had burst the animal’s eye and tunnelled through bone, brain and muscle to come to lodge on the inside of the lower jaw.
With the tips of three fingers Sturmer stroked the quail feathers, making the dog’s head move.
“The arrow need not be theirs.”
“The dog is Uli – my husband’s dog.”
Sturmer acknowledged it.
The old man carrying him said, “What do they seek by this?”
“Tsoaul grows stronger every day,” said another.
“They attack and we do nothing, we stand helpless.”
“Aih must let us defend the village, if nothing else.”
“We must do what was said by Groden in the Council.”
“No!” Sturmer said angrily. “That was turned down!”
“By Gauhm?”
“Or Tsoaul?”
Sturmer rubbed one forearm with the other hand. A suspicion was growing in his mind. “Where was Uli found?”
“On the Shrine path, by the ash tree.”
“And when was he last seen?”
“Yesterday,” Hernou said. “Yesterday night. We ate with Morfe and Deak. Groden threw him scraps.”
“And afterwards? Did you see him in the night?”
“I cannot say.”
The old man bent and placed the animal at Sturmer’s feet. The head lolled on one side. Rigor had not yet begun. “He is newly dead,” Sturmer said. “This morning, early.”
The dog had been shot either at close range, or by an extremely accurate bowman. The arrow seemed to implicate the nomads, as did the place where the animal had been found, but something jarred, something was wrong.
In all the past troubles with the savages, there had always been an explanation, however outlandish, for the things they had done. Sturmer might have understood had the dog been stolen, or even butchered and eaten. He might have understood had it represented a threat to the nomads or a symbol of trespass on what they regarded as theirs. But for the nomads to shoot an animal of any kind and leave it to be found, for them to indulge in wanton and irrational killing – that went against everything Sturmer had learned about the forest people and their attitude to life.
There was only one explanation. Now Sturmer knew why he had felt cold. He opened his mouth and heard himself speaking the words.
“Where is Groden?”
Zeme was thirteen years old, one of the children who by miracle had survived, her open, questioning face partly obscured by the thick dark hair which fell across her shoulders in a shine, smelling clean from her morning swim. Like her sister Mirin she wore her hair loose. Her eyes were black, with a shy glance, the eyes of her ancestors. She loved the sunshine, this summer of perfect weather: for weeks there had been no rain, days on end filled with blue sky and light; and though she did not say it in words to herself, she loved the forest and the incredible plenty it so freely gave. The woodlands at this season seemed benign and calm, smiling on the nomads and the camp-site, in graceful, patient acceptance as the preparations for the summer feast went on. To Zeme it was only natural that her sister should be the centre of the feast, the first woman of the new tribe, the chief’s daughter, mother of his grandson: Tagart’s woman.
And today was the day for the feast. Zeme had been looking for flowers since sunrise. They had made fun of her at the camp because they said she was jealous of Mirin, so before dawn she had left to find flowers for garlands which would show them how she really felt. She knew all the flowers, and which were right for each occasion. This morning she had found many appropriate kinds: clary, milfoil, vervain and a dozen others.
Her arms were full of them as she passed under the trees, returning to the camp. Her sister was in her mind, and Tagart, and the funny things he said: the way he pretended to be solemn and talked in a low voice and then he burst out laughing and he’d been joking all along. She thought about him as a brother, and the way he hunted, with traps and spears and arrows. Tagart was the best marksman in the tribe. He had the straightest eye and the strongest arm. He could even impale a snipe as it zigzagged up from some marshy patch, or bring down a speeding teal over one of the meres at the winter camp. His bow was so strong that Zeme could only bend it an inch. And his arrows, which he made with a flint shaver, he polished with tallow and fletched with goose quills to make them run faster. Sometimes, when preparing for large quarry, Tagart used wolf’s-bane poison on his arrows, but he preferred more passive methods: he said that tracking was hard work. Tagart was an expert in strategy, in waiting. He knew just where to dig the pits with spikes in the bottom, where to place the beaters and fences in a drive, how to use the long soft ropes to make booby-traps and nooses that could hoist a stag from the ground and leave it dangling. Like all the hunters, he lived in the mind of the prey and could tell what they were going to do before they knew it themselves. Much, Zeme conceded to herself, he had learned from Cosk and the other elders, but now Tagart’s word was always sought, his advice valued, his hard work and inventiveness recognized for their constant part in keeping the tribe well fed and safe. Tagart had no fear of the aurochs, the wild oxen with their big horns: when they charged he merely seemed to dance round and round and they fell down dead. Nor had he any fear of the wild boars, nor the lynx, and he had no fear of the wolves, though he said it was wise to leave them alone and they would do the same for you.
The only animals to fear, Tagart said, were the bears. They were moody and unpredictable, and you were never to go near a bear or its cave, and never ever when there were young ones inside, because that made the bears fiercer than anything in the forest, or in the marshes, or along the white seashore.
Zeme wished she could go out hunting with the men. It was unfair being a girl. Instead of hunting she had to go out with the women gathering plants. There was a lot to know. Even her mother, Sela, the chief’s woman, said she was still learning and would be a pupil of the forest till the day she died.
The women went out nearly every day with their hazel and osier baskets, collecting fruits, nuts, fungi, tubers, fleshy stems – whatever was in season. They knew the plants to pick for medicines that soothed pain and helped wounds heal. There were plants to know for dyes and perfumes and for seasonings to add to meat and drink; plants to poison arrowheads and spears and spikes; plants to keep the shelters dry, to make a soft bed, to keep insects away; plants to burn for any kind of heat and flame; plants for charcoal, or carvings, or for making toys. Sela and the others had taught Zeme how to twist fibres into strings and ropes, how to peel bark, how to use plants to know where squirrels or jays had hidden their winter stores. They had shown her how to read the ground by the grasses and sedges that grew there; whether the ground was wet and unfirm, dangerous to traverse; where there had been a fire, even years before; what animal or bird had fed or left its droppings there. And Zeme was learning, like the others, the plants for decoration and for favourable omens and the plants for happiness and long life.
She came to a stream she knew and walked beside it, allowing it to lead her back to the river and her father’s camp.
* * *
The nomad party had been together in its present form since the early spring, when the large camp in the marshes had broken up into smaller units, the families staying together or regrouping as changes in friendship and loyalties dictated. Before the first catkins the nomads had begun to leave, some spreading north into the great river valleys, others moving west along the hills, east towards the low coast, or, like Tagart’s tribe, south over the downs to the chalk cliffs and the vast forest of oak and lime which every year seemed to suffer further incursions from the farming people of the south.
These were a different breed from the nomads, only partly native, with ideas and blood imported from across the sea. In the west at Valdoe was the largest settlement of them Tagart had heard of, a prison filled with slaves, commanded by one man who had established an army to protect his trading empire along the coast and far inland. The nomads knew of Valdoe because many of them had been captured to work there; a handful had escaped and told stories at the winter camp. The tales were worse than the imagination could make. Yet the farmers were pleased to trade with Valdoe and tacitly to accept the protection it gave from the foreign raiding parties that would otherwise cross the water whenever the weather allowed.
Tagart’s party was led by Cosk, which meant “Owl”, a man of forty who had led his tribe for nearly ten years. This summer the Cosks were forty-one people: nine couples with fourteen children between them, two old men and three women beyond child-bearing age, a woman whose husband had caught a fever and died, and three young men of marriageable age. Cosk and his wife, Sela, were without sons, but their eldest daughter had brought them a boy, now three years old.
His name was Balan. In twenty years, after Tagart, if he survived, he might be chief. But, before then, Tagart’s time was coming.
In the years since his wedding to Mirin, his place as natural successor to Cosk had slowly been confirmed. To Tagart and Mirin had gone the honour of the summer feast, a celebration of the world, of renewal and the future. The preparations had been going on for weeks. Young deer, allowed to survive their parents in the hunt, were brought back to camp alive to be tethered until needed. Hares, trapped along the field edges, were kept in cages made of woven sallow. Songbirds had been snared or limed or brought down by whirling lures and stoned with slingshots. In withy baskets in the water were frogs and newts and writhing masses of fish; and the skill of one boy, who seemed to have a gift for finding them, had brought in more than a hundred crayfish, which now crouched in baskets at the water’s edge, their claws and feelers and eyes distorted by the ripples. Along the banks, racks and wrappers of leaves held edible flowers of lime, elder, knapweed, hop, and dog-rose; roots of reed-mace, rampion, parsnip, water-lily and flowering rush; stems of burdock and reed; leaves of deadnettle, plantain, sorrel, comfrey and nettle; hazelnuts and pignuts; and fruit: whitebeam, redcurrant, blackcurrant, barberry, blackberry, raspberry, strawberry, sloe, crab-apple and cranberry. There were boxes of beetles, lizards, caterpillars, shrews, voles, woodmice and moles; hedgehogs tied by thongs to stakes; slabs of honeycomb; mints, thyme, fennel and many other herbs. From the beach and estuary the women had collected dulse, kelp and bladderwrack; and shellfish in tubs of salt water: clams, cockles, winkles and scallops.
It had taken a fortnight to prepare the feast, to build the ceremonial shelter, and to find all the earths and flowers and leaves for dressing the couple and the camp. Now, at mid morning, Emis and Varl were building up the fires with hornbeam logs. The clay ovens were being prepared, and into them went joints of beef, fillets of hare and venison. The heat of the fires made faces red. Across the flames, the air shimmered and made people unrecognizable, trees and branches swirl.
Those who had finished their duties were getting ready for the ceremony, with dyes and pastes and special costumes which after the ritual would be consigned to flame. They wore leather and fur striped and studded, or tasselled and plumed in all colours, especially grey and brown and white. Blue streaks and chevrons on faces and backs, applied with meadowsweet and dog’s-mercury dye mixed with fat, were displayed by those sharing Tagart’s blood, for he had been born into the Shoden, the waterfall people. The Owls were a tribe of the Sare, or cloud people: Mirin and her family were decorated with ash-grey and black, with black and white capes and bunches of owl quills at elbow and knee.
As chief, Cosk was dressed in a long cloak of owl feathers fixed to deerskin in rows that formed patterns in various ways: diagonals, zigzags, stippled and mottled effects which had taken much work to get right. He would carry a carved and stained ceremonial mace, black with a crest of black feathers, which tapered and continued halfway down its length. Chalk-dust had been rubbed into his hair and beard, and all his skin painted white. He now donned a beaked mask made of owl feathers, with tall plumes and a shaggy ruff that extended across his shoulders and blended with the cloak. His feathered footwear was taloned with three toes before and a spur behind; his oxhide shinguards, with the hair left on, had been dyed and patterned with angular streaks like those on an owl’s legs; and his broad leather kirtle, white, was radially marked from the belt with lines of dark-brown, ash, and black.
The others were dressing too, some almost as elaborately, according to their family and tribe, and one by one they were emerging in the sunshine.
* * *
Groden halted, half turned, and somewhat raised his mattock.
It was hot. Even under the green gloom of the trees the air felt stifling. Ragged sunlight fell through the high canopy of leaves, sprinkling light on the bracken and brambles of the forest floor. A blackbird turned over litter, making a furtive rustling sound. The silence was almost complete.
The oaks here were old and massive. Great gnarled boughs turned this way and that. Here and there in the distance a tree had crashed, and in the space so formed saplings were thrusting upwards, greedy for the light. Their roots spread widely, wherever they could, worming through the soil, in places coming to the sides of a stream as it purled through the trees towards the river.
Groden listened carefully. He was twenty-two, lean and tall, with coarse, swarthy features and cold blue eyes. He shaved his face, not just from vanity, but because he wished to mark himself out. He meant to be head man one day. Helped and advised by Hernou, he was already a voice in the Council.
He turned and looked at the others, young men like himself: his friend Morfe, and Deak, Feno and Parn. They had covered more than two miles from the village and were far from the usual pathways, much deeper into the forest than anyone ventured in summer when the savages were about.
“Did you hear something?” Feno said.
Groden shook his head. “I thought I did.”
The others were waiting, waiting for him to tell them what to do.
“We’re too far into the trees here, Groden,” Parn said. “We should go back. If we go on we’ll come to their camp.”
“Parn’s right,” said Deak.
Morfe’s teeth showed white against his beard and the tan of his skin. “If you’re scared, go home to your mothers.”
“It’s not that. You know it’s not that.”
“Keep quiet, then.”
Groden treated Parn and Deak to a moment’s glance. “We’ll go on,” he said.
“Your hound is dead, Groden,” Parn said. “We know how you feel. But do you want our bodies added to his? We’re too close to the river. We’ve seen none of them. Let’s go back.”
“We are only five,” Feno said. “If they catch us we’ll have no chance.”
Morfe said, “You talk like old women.”
“Come with me, or go back,” said Groden.
Parn and Feno and Deak looked at each other. They all knew that Sturmer would not last for ever. The question was – how important was this moment? It was impossible to tell from Groden’s face. He kept his thoughts hidden: they came out only in actions. By then it might be too late to get back into his favour. But, just as they needed Groden, Groden needed them.
“I’m going back,” Feno said.
“So am I,” said Parn.
“Forget this,” Deak told Groden and Morfe. “For your own good. If they catch you, they’ll kill you both. Uli was only a dog.”
“You’re afraid, then.”
“Yes. We’re afraid.” Feno turned to Parn and Deak. “Come on. Let’s go.”
Morfe sneered and, as they turned and headed back towards the village, flung them a parting insult.
The Shrine on the cliffs had been made many years before, a dome of chalk with a central alcove holding the altar slab on which rested the carved stone figure of Gauhm, Goddess of the Earth. Only the priest was allowed to come here freely; only he was allowed to pray at the Shrine and listen to Gauhm’s word.
It was mid afternoon, two hours after the Council meeting when everything had started to crumble in Sturmer’s life. Below the clifftops, far below, gulls swooped across the veins of foam on the green water as it swelled and smacked around the rocks. Their cries and yelps rose up the cliff-face. The air, hot and balmy, smelling of salt and iodine, felt soft on Sturmer’s skin as he lay staring upward into the pink realms of his lids. He heard bees humming, and a faint breeze in the parched stems of grass, and the gulls against the waves below, and the sibilance of rock pipits as they flew from chalk ledge to ledge on the cliffs. From time to time a jackdaw called.
The sun on his face made him drowsy. He was almost asleep, lingering on the border. Strange thoughts seemed normal. He was enveloped by the sound of the bees, their transparent wings at work in the pink flowers of thrift.
He was thinking about what had been said at the Council. Reckless to go into the forest, Groden. Reckless and stupid. But they killed Uli, Sturmer. They killed my dog and I was angry. No plan, nothing clear. Just angry. Yes, we were stupid, we were wrong. But in his secret face, in the moment’s flash of triumph in Groden’s eye, Sturmer saw that Groden knew. He saw that Groden was not stupid. He saw but he could not fathom the words to fashion an answer to turn the others from believing.
Morfe said the same.
Then they were coming out of the trees, Sturmer. Defending ourselves, only defending ourselves.
“But you killed one of them?”
“We had to.”
“Then you ran away?”
“There was nothing else we could do. If you’d been there you would have seen it.”
Groden’s face; the blood on his mattock; the testimony of Parn and Feno and Deak; the circle of believers; the Meeting House closing in.
“You will bring disaster on us all!”
“The savages will call on Tsoaul to avenge the dead man!”
Groden talking, reasoning. His hands outspread. Winning them over. “We must act first and drive them out. If we don’t move quickly it is they who will strike first.”
“But we are only farmers, Groden! They are killers!”
“We outnumber them … if we can take them unawares …”
In all the shouting was Sturmer’s voice.
And now it was over. Groden had killed one of the nomads. Whether his story was true did not matter … nothing mattered, not even that Gauhm had failed to appear to him as he had lain here on the clifftop by the Shrine.
Perhaps she did not want to intervene.
He felt no expectation. Gauhm was not coming.
Sturmer opened his eyes and raised himself on one elbow, looking down at his fingers as they twiddled with a stem of grass. For a long time he gave his thoughts to his family and himself.
At last he brought his legs in to sit cross-legged, and then pushed on the outside edges of his feet, bringing himself in a single smooth motion to a standing position.
He addressed himself to the Shrine, bowed to kiss the edge of the altar, and spoke a soft prayer for the village before setting off along the path and back to Burh.
* * *
Happiness had brought true radiance to Mirin’s beauty. Her hair was black, the locks wound into plaits, held by a snood decorated with speedwell. On Tagart’s head was a crown of white and pink roses. Little Balan, Tagart’s son, stood between them, holding hands. He was only three: most of what was being said he could not understand, but he was aware that this was a day of importance, that he himself and his father and mother were important to the tribe.
In front of them, in the sunshine by the water, Cosk was speaking the words of the summer celebration. As he neared the conclusion, Sela handed her daughter a bowl of tisane, vervain and fenugreek. Mirin drank; Tagart drank; and, leaving Balan, they waded into the river. While the others watched, they merged with the current and let the water wash away the white and ochre pigments from their skin, a pale cloud billowing downstream.
Smiling, Tagart took hold of Mirin’s hands and looked into her eyes. Taking his time, he kissed his woman, and as they kissed they sank beneath the surface.
An exultant shout went up. It was the signal to begin the feast.
* * *
Burh that evening was quiet. There was no communal eating: everyone kept to his own hearth. In Sturmer’s house the conversation was sparse. His children, three girls and a boy, sensed that it was better to say nothing. They ate their beans and oatcakes in silence.
Afterwards they were sent out to the river to clean the pots. Sturmer was alone with his wife. He put his fingers to his brow.
“I am afraid, Tamis.”
“Do you have to go with them?”
“Yes.”
“Is there no way to stop them?”
“No.”
“I know what you should do.”
“Banish him?”
“He plans your end. It is only fitting that you should plan his first.”
“He has the Council on his side.”
“But Groden is a fool.”
“That he is not.”
She came and sat beside him. “Only a fool goes into the forest in summer.”
“A fool or a schemer.”
“What do you mean?”
“He shot his own hound.”
“What?”
“Hernou knew it. I could see it in her face. Perhaps Morfe too.”
“But why?”
“He wants to start trouble with the savages. By blaming them he can make a start.” He took her hand. “If he succeeds and brings rain I am finished.”
“Do the others know about his hound?”
“Would they believe it? They want rain. Groden has promised it.” He gave a wry smile. “We only have his word that he and Morfe killed one of them. Do you really think they’d have let those two out of the woods alive, after that?”
“You must tell the Council.” She squeezed his arm. “Tell them. You are head man.”
He snorted.
The sunset outside made everything blood-red. Pots and discarded tools threw long shadows. The river slid past the jetty, its surface in shade, dimpled by the beaks of the sand martins and swallows as they dipped in flight to drink. Swifts screamed among the barns and over the squat house roofs, chasing each other, climbing to altitudes where the sun was still hot on their wings. The coastline below stretched east and west, a thin ribbon of beach and cliff separating the sea from the shroud of the forest, which spread, faithful to the contours of the land, almost without pause to the very limits of vision.
The feast fires had nearly burned out, each one a bed of embers that occasionally popped and sent a mote or a wisp of smoke into the warm night air. The dancing and singing had gone on long after dusk.
No one noticed just when clouds began to roll across the sky to blot out the moon and stars, or when the first low thunder came. For some hours now it had been rumbling intermittently. The air was humid and close, the darkness almost complete, the hot and sticky night smothering the camp.
The remains of the summer feast lay strewn about: dishes, baskets, trampled flowers and garlands, bits of food. For once the rule had been relaxed and the task of clearing up deferred till morning. Any scavengers within ten miles would have been scared off by the music and shouting – at least, that was Cosk’s theory. Only the usual guard, one man, had been posted.
Now it was three hours before dawn, and Tagart and Mirin were alone.
A dazzling blink lit up the camp and the humped shapes of the shelters, making black shadows and ice-white of all colour, jabbing splinters and fragments of light on the leather wall of the shelter. Below Tagart was the pallor of Mirin’s face, the vague expanse of her hair. He felt her hands on his shoulder-blades, pulling him back to her.
“It was only lightning.”
The thunder came then, a double crash, followed by a long, ominous roll.
“The river spoke differently,” Tagart said. “I thought I heard movement.”
“Just the thunder.”
“No.”
“The thunder. Nothing more.”
Tagart strained his ears, all his senses taut. A wind was rising in the trees. Its hiss mingled with the river currents as twigs and debris broke the surface, mingled with the intricate flow past stems and stalks; with the ripples against the muddy slope and the tiny beach of the bank nearest the camp.
The press of Mirin’s body became more insistent. The bed was filled with her smell. Her mouth melded with his. Tagart went further in the familiar exploration that had just begun, that now became more searching as he recognized the rhythm of her movements, the spread of her fingers on his back, her face against his. She spoke the syllables of his name as he kissed her eyes, her ears, her neck and throat.
Again.
She protested as he broke away.
It was unmistakable. Something in the river.
This ceremonial shelter contained merely a bed. Now he wished he had heeded his intuition and left a weapon at the door.
She whispered, “What is it?”
“Quiet.”
Tagart’s mind was no longer in the shelter. It was outside, imagining the river, the banks, wondering what might be happening. He tried to remember everything as it had been at the end of the feast: the position of the fires, the debris on the ground. He pictured the shelters and their relationship with one another and the trees.
Another peal of thunder, closer than the first. Tagart rolled to one side, crushing scent from the honeysuckle blossoms. Mirin sat up.
Something was in the river.
It was too late at night for any of the others to be up, except Braul, who had been posted as guard. A guard did not leave his post. Camp rules were inflexible on that point.
Tagart raced through his mental catalogue of animals large enough to disturb the water like that, and of animals that might be interested in the camp and its occupants: Tagart reminded himself that there was food lying about. Wolves? Too small. Pigs? No. A bear? There was a brood den some miles south-east, with a mother and two cubs and a nursemaid female; but that was too far away. The he bear? He was probably at large somewhere in this part of the forest, though as yet the tribe had encountered no definite sign of him. Was it the lone male in the river?
Tagart crawled silently to the entrance and looked out. He could see the dull glow of the feast fires, and above them the faint distinction between sky and forest. All else was darkness.
If not a bear, then what? A man. Another tribe might have arrived in the region. But they would advance openly and exchange news, share a meal, not come in stealth by night. An outcast? Sometimes offenders were banished from a group. Such men lived as best they could, stealing when it suited them.
A bear, then, or an outcast from some other tribe.
A shape moved across the glow of the nearest fire, too quickly for Tagart to glean any information from the silhouette. He felt his ribs contract with terror. His hands became fists and slowly he revised the disposition of his limbs, ready to move. His heart was pounding; his eyes were wide. He wondered whether to alert Braul, and decided against it. Braul was certainly already aware of the newcomer’s presence. To call out might lose them what small advantage they had.
At the crack of a twig some yards off to the right, Tagart jerked his head in that direction, staring hard into the darkness for some scrap of vision. None came. And then another shadow passed in front of the fire, and another, and another. A fourth, a fifth, and shadows were passing in front of all the fires. A wooden bowl was inadvertently kicked. It scraped and slithered into the ashes. Licking flames leapt at once. Tagart saw a reddish glow on legs bound with fur and thongs. An instant later a sheet of lightning lit the sky and the full extent of what was happening in the camp lay revealed.
“Braul!” Tagart shouted, coming out of the shelter unarmed, at a run, cursing the fact that he was naked, cursing everything that had conspired to bring this about.
As the thunder came he reached the nearest man, whose image he had glimpsed in the lightning and retained. He jabbed with straight fingers at where eyes should be. There was a squeal. Tagart gripped a handful of beard and tore it upwards and back; he brought his left arm in low, stealing balance by scooping behind the knees. As the man went down Tagart’s punch missed aim and ploughed up into the solar plexus. He brought his heel up and to the side and rammed it into the screaming face. The jaw broke with a snap like an old branch.
Tagart reached down and armed himself with the man’s fallen mattock, aware of something happening behind. The mattock blade hummed through the air as he spun round, legs flexed. The shock of the blade striking home numbed his hands and forearms, the impact running up the haft from the dead thump of the blade: a body in which there would be no more life brought down its ruined head and hit the ground.
On all sides Tagart was reacting to shapes and faces, kicking and lashing out with the mattock, sometimes warding off a blow with his forearm. The farmers, for that they were, were hampered by darkness and confusion. They were clumsy fighters. Frequently Tagart sensed that they had hit one of their own. He heard screaming and smelled the rush of blood, their protests and imprecations in his ears. He had been fighting now for twenty seconds. He marvelled that he had not been hit. Again and again he connected with faces, eyes, genitals, kneecaps, in a frenzy to disable or kill as many as he could before the blow that would be his end. The feast fires, disturbed by the throng of men, flared as the embers came to life, outlining at ground level the tangle of arms and legs and waving weapons. Tagart saw the glint of saliva and a pair of terrified eyes, which involuntarily closed just as the mattock-blade struck home again, a stone cleaver powered by the whole swing and thrust of his strength: in a vile spray the blade and a section of the handle broke off, spun into the air, were lost. He trod on and seized a digging-stick, a heavy staff wedged into a ring of stone for weight, which, wielded like a sledge-hammer, sent down man after man. He became aware of a fresh attack from the side. He raised the point of the staff and hooked it into the oncomer’s armpit. Tagart braced himself, hoisted, and the farmer sailed into the air.
Now the camp was coming alive. Now the men were pouring from their shelters, armed with clubs and spears. Cries of pain and surprise greeted them. Behind Tagart one of the shelters caught light, engulfed by flame from a blazing brand, casting more glow in which he could see. Other shelters were being fired, beside him, by the river, on the far edge near the forest, everywhere. The camp was burning. Tagart saw children running. He saw hair and clothes on fire, small bodies rolling over and over again in the dust.
He saw Balan. He saw Balan, falling, and over him a man with a spear. As if casually, as if by afterthought, the spear lanced down. Tagart saw his son’s last moment of life. And he saw the man who had done it: a man as tall and wild as Tagart himself, a man with no beard.
Directly overhead the storm broke with a flaring crackle of lightning and an instantaneous explosion of thunder so loud that it left a ringing in Tagart’s ears.
One of the tall beeches across the river had been hit and was on fire. The beardless man reappeared, behind Tagart. He had the advantage. Just in time Tagart dodged the spear-thrust: the point buried itself in the ground. In the sudden torrent of sparkling rain Tagart fell backwards into the sedges and snatched at ankles as the other man went past. The other man lost balance and fell. Tagart sprang, landing badly, and in an instant was on his back and the beardless man’s hands were round his neck, strangling, the thumbs pressing into his throat. Tagart was choking. The beardless man squeezed harder, his face wet and orange in the flames, his hair hanging forward and dripping rain.
Tagart brought his knee up into the man’s groin; he let go at once but doubled his fists and smashed a blow into Tagart’s face. Tagart brought his knee up again and the other man rolled away. But he was lifting his legs, one across the other, and too late Tagart realized that his neck was between the ankles. With an emptiness in his stomach he saw the camp turn over; and he was coming down in the cold shock of the river, in the mud by the bank.
He watched the other man getting up, coming for him, wiping a hand across his mouth, and for a strange moment Tagart held the icy blue eyes with his own. But from another quarter he glimpsed something coming towards him, too quick to see, and then his head was kicked a hundred miles sideways and he saw before him streamers of white starbursts, here and there red lights blinking, and his face was in the mud, the taste of it in his mouth. A roaring filled his brain. Long tunnels of pink hoops stretched away, gently descending into pink caverns where he wanted to run and hide. Above him the sky inverted, was sucked into a whirlpool that followed the tunnels down, leaving the blankness of a glaring white horizon, now tingeing red as from behind spots soaked through, staining, haemorrhaging, spreading, sponging up his life as the redness dripped and became a trickle, a flow, a pouring race that rushed along the tunnel walls, carrying him before it. He could no longer breathe. His lungs were clamped flat, going under, arms helpless, borne along and downwards at avalanche speed. He opened his eyes and saw only crimson. The crimson darkened and the roar grew louder, many voices in the storm, and in the emptiness beneath him Tagart knew he was going to die. He knew he was going to die even as he struggled in the torrent like a wet insect doomed and drowning, but he was fighting, fighting to the end, swamped by the blackness and engulfed by its pressure as the roaring became louder and louder, a roaring too loud to bear.
* * *
The river had carried him a little way. He knew it could not be far, because he could hear voices, and when he looked up he saw firelight on the drooping stems and leaves of the sedges of the bank. His face was close to them. His eyes tried to focus, but would not.
He spoke to Mirin. She would not answer. He felt the rain on his body, the river lapping at his skin. He tasted the water and the slime of the bottom. Mirin was lying on a bed of flowers, the honeysuckle twined about the pale skin of her wrists and ankles, her hair spread out on a pillow of ferns.
The rain was falling steadily, less heavily than before, hissing into the fires. Tagart’s hands found purchase and he tried to drag himself further out the water and a little way up the bank.
The effort was too great. Tagart saw men going from place to place, turning corpses over with their feet. He watched them through the stems of the sedges, moving against the glow. He saw axes and mattocks raised, moans silenced, twitching legs become still. The man with no beard was giving orders. Behind him the shelters were burning. Voices were raised in jeers and laughter.
It was a long time before Tagart realized that some of the women had been spared. He saw Sela stripped naked and made to kneel.
Tagart tried to raise his head further, staring at what was happening. It pained him to keep his head up. The pain spread into his back as he watched them, along his spine and into his legs, becoming excruciating; but he forgot it as he saw Sela thrown sideways, and behind her, being brought forward, he saw Mirin. The beardless man shouted something and there was more laughter. He pushed her to the ground and then he was on top of her, thrusting at her. She lay limp as he got up and another took his place.
Tagart watched the sedges. They were orange and black, curved and weaving with each other under the impact of the rain. He could not follow the complexity of their patterns; too many raindrops were falling.
He was drifting now, away from the screams of a voice he thought he knew, away from the shouting and laughter, drifting deeper, towards the centre where he would not see them, where he would not hear them, where what they were doing to his wife would not be true.
Three hours after first light, two hours after crawling from the sedges and onto firm ground, Tagart arrived at a position overlooking the village.
In keeping with a general knowledge of the terrain near the camp-site, he was familiar with its appearance: but he lacked the detailed information that only thorough reconnaissance could provide.
He was at the edge of the forest, looking down from the top of an escarpment which abutted the village on its east side. Rain-flattened grass clothed the slope, with oak bushes and clumps of blackthorn which would provide cover for an unseen approach. This, he had already decided, was the way he would come when he needed to get into the village. At the bottom of the escarpment, where the gradient eased, were a few anthills of varying age. Those too would provide cover. Beyond them, a patch of nettles and a thicket of briers and blackberry canes grew up against the structure of the palisade.
This was the height of two men, a fence of stout logs buttressed behind with log struts. It enclosed the whole of the village, including several hundred yards of the river. The tops of the logs were sharpened to points. Without equipment it looked impossible to climb.
Tagart shut his eyes. His head hurt badly and the taste of vomit was still in his mouth. The back of his forearm was a mass of congealed blood: he had wound strips of soft leather from elbow to wrist. A dull pain filled his neck and left shoulder. One of his ribs felt as if it might be broken.
Somehow, they had spared him. When he had awoken he had found himself lying half in the river, half in the vegetation of the bank. They must have taken him for dead; or, more likely, missed him altogether.
He allowed his face to rest in the wet, musty grass. His clothing was drenched and heavy; the leather glistened and bubbled where it creased as he moved. He groaned and let the ground receive the weight of his body, letting gravity take each muscle. Even though his eyes were tightly shut he could not stop seeing Zeme. They had raped her too.
Tagart jerked his head up and opened his eyes. Had he fallen asleep just then? Had any time passed? The village looked the same. The rain was keeping them indoors, driving across the compound, splashing on the house roofs. To the south-west, over the sea, were occasional strokes of lightning. The wind was driving fast paler cloud below the darker, gusting and howling and bending the trees behind him.
He pulled his tunic closer to his neck. His hair was soaked and drops of water were trickling from the tip of his nose, leaving a salty taste on his lips.
For a long time he lay studying the village. The houses seemed to have been positioned at random, relying for defence on the palisade. The single thoroughfare was an extension of the path from the shrine on the cliffs. It passed through a gate, now closed, and widened into a rough oval bordered by a huddle of most of the thirty-three dwelling-houses. Thirty-three: that meant about two hundred people.
The houses were tall, with conical roofs and narrow windows, built of timber and blocks of stone, with pavements to the front where they faced the oval. There were five larger buildings: a barn, bakery, threshing shed, and granary; the fifth was a meeting house of the type he had seen in some of the more prosperous villages further east. Twice the height of the houses, it was long and broad, with a peaked roof and a wide doorway with a porch, from which a flight of plank steps led down to the village compound. The walls were of timber, faced with wattle and daub. The thing was raised from the ground by massive oak piles about chest high. Behind it flowed the river. Between the granary and the palisade were two circular pits which Tagart took to be silos.
Now and then, carried on the wind, he heard a snatch of music and chanting. It seemed to be coming from the Meeting House. He could see people inside.
The thoroughfare resumed its course between the Meeting House and the threshing shed, ran down to and crossed the river by means of a wooden bridge, built a little way downstream where presumably the bed was more suited to supporting the piers. Nearer the village, next to the Meeting House, the path ran beside the riverbank, littered with upturned coracles and piles of netting. There was a landing stage, and a larger coracle tied to it, riding the stream.
On the other side of the bridge the path left the palisade by another gate and disappeared westward into the fields. Much of the valley had been put to cultivation, almost as far as the western slope, and southwards a long way towards the sea. A strip of heath remained between the fields and the beach, and more sparsely along the mouth of the river where it widened into a small estuary with a few shingly islets. Northwards the land had been cleared for half a mile, mainly on level ground by the river, but also on the north-eastern slope, where a large barley-field had been made to catch the sun, or to escape winter floods.
The fields ended; the forest resumed. The line of trees snaked behind the barley field, south to the village and the escarpment, and then downhill, beside the river to the sea. East of the village the forest rose steeply, over the hill and towards the cliffs.
Tagart took his flint knife in hand and began to crawl down the escarpment.
* * *
At the bottom he broke from cover and with a crouching gait ran the fifteen paces to the palisade. Keeping it close by his right-hand side, he set off to circle the village.
Whoever had built the palisade had been serious in his intention not to let anyone in. The tree-trunks had been fitted tightly together and shaved at the top to slanting points. The gaps had for the most part been plugged with wedges and slivers of wood, knocked home and plastered with clay. A few chinks remained. Through one of these Tagart had a partial view of the nearest house. He pressed his face to the rough bark. Water was cascading from the roof, splashing against the stone, soaking the already waterlogged timbers.
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