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Chapter I.

This life, this sorrow. Both were imagined. It was a time when many things were quickly bought and just as soon forgotten. There was a spacious, quiet room in a little house along the water, in the harbor town of Stromness. It was early autumn. Outside the window, a sky of uncertain color drifted over the Orkney Islands, harried by immense thunderheads soaring into the heights. Soon it would be night, and once the clouds had gone, billowing curtains of green light would appear above. Stromness was a place far to the north, upon a grey sea: cold and stony and clean.

A silver grey laptop sat open on the bleached wood table. At the other end, there was a stack of Kūki magazines, their corners arranged at tidy right angles to the table’s edge. The issues were printed on recycled paper, and because the house in Stromness flanked the port’s harbor, the constant wetness had slightly curled their pages.

On the magazine’s cover, illuminated by the glow of the laptop: an earthenware, umber-colored dish with three walnuts in it and a few small, almost transparent seashells. On a plate: a croissant, a bite missing. Under the table: a pair of dark green, knee-high Wellingtons. An old Swiss military bicycle was propped up against the far wall, which was of light grey stone. Its irregularities, grooves, nicks, and pockmarks heightened, rather than disturbed, the tranquillity of the space.

On the wall above the bicycle hung a framed oil painting of the sorcerer Merlin and the knight Lancelot done by the Scotsman James Archer in the late nineteenth century. Archer’s name was printed in black type on the lower crossbar of the gilt wood frame.

It was neither a particularly impressive picture, nor had it been particularly well executed by Archer. Merlin is draped in a long, light-colored cloak with a white hood over his head, obscuring his face. The dimming sun and a few gauzy clouds are daubed across the sky. Shod in sandals, Merlin strides ahead of the knight. Lancelot, noticeably weary, impassive, and preoccupied atop an equally weary black horse, follows the sorcerer, while Merlin leads him up the path into the realm of shadows, out of the frame to the left.



A bundle of reeds jutted from a tankard over on the windowsill, their sharp shadows rustling tenuously across the Wellingtons, then over to another pair of shoes. These now were Catalonian sandals, once tan, their heels worn in and worn down, their soles in the process of disintegration. Crumbs of leather from the sandals specked the floor just beside them, a concrete polished to only a partial sheen.

Spread over it, and there it was again, that tidy right angle: a dingy white sheep’s wool rug, greyish brown in places, not evenly bleached. In its center sat perched a one-eyed cat, gazing toward the window. The claws of her forepaws had snagged in the carpet. The animal kneaded them by turns, left and right, which produced a soft tearing sound.



In that corner of the room, beside that window in the house in Stromness overlooking the small harbor, on a sofa upholstered in threadbare sailcloth, lay Paul, asleep.

He felt as though he were floating, floating atop the crest of a long, smooth grey wave, drifting away amid a desolate slate-colored southern sea. Antarctica and its forbidden volcanic peaks were not far. Ghastly, they rose from the horizon toward which the wave carried him. It was almost a pleasant feeling, but not really.



One of those faded orange Penguin paperbacks had slipped from his hand in sleep and now lay beside the sofa on the rug. It was a book about aircraft recognition, published during the Second World War, that explained how to rapidly identify those Heinkels, Messerschmitts, Hurricanes, and Spitfires up above by their silhouettes. Each of the planes had a distinctive engine sound, too. And the shadow cast by each aircraft showed whether it was a Focke-Wulf or a Beaufort. Rain was a good omen. The sick were given water to drink from the seven springs. Rainwater, or the water of life, as it was known in Russia, healed all wounds, made lost limbs grow back, turned the old young again, and raised the dead up from the grave.



And then, at the horizon, where the waves’ ridges ended, there they were: those towering volcanoes blanketed in white, Mount Erebus and Mount Terror. Banners of snow whipped horizontally from their dread summits. And all of a sudden, his dream was an abomination. Paul awoke with a start. His shirt was soaked down below his collarbones, clingy and disgusting. Slept all day and woke up stupid, he thought. It was now late evening, and outside it was dark, though it never went completely dark here, in summer and in autumn.



Paul rose, dazed and much too slowly, felt for his glasses, went to the table, and gently touched the laptop with his index finger. The device and its screen, and the room, too, lit up. He looked out toward the rippling green of the auroras, there beyond the window, in the sky above the sea.

When he’d first moved here to the Orkneys, they had still seemed to him miraculous. He’d stared at them for hours, those squalls of solar wind, those ionic cyclones in the atmosphere, those photon storms. And now, after such a long time in Stromness, after appearing in the sky here every night, they had become mere decoration to him, an accepted, insipid part of the scenery whose magic for him had been snuffed out.



He switched on the light, covered his yawn, and dried the sweat from his nightmare with a kitchen towel, which he folded and draped back over the oven. Then he went to open the refrigerator, removed the cottage cheese, emptied it onto the saucer with the rest of the uneaten croissant, and set it before the cat on the white rug. He did not like cats. This one had chosen him. One morning, he had opened the front door, and there she had been, and she scampered past his feet into the house as if she now lived there.



Paul took a seat at the table before his laptop. He’d received two emails, aside from the usual Nigerian ones. The first seemed important and feasible to him, which is why he’d already read it three times this morning and now, after his evening nap, did so again. The other, in quite clumsy English, requested a very careful renovation of Ingmar Bergman’s house on the island of Fårö, in Sweden. Little was asked of him: a touch of fresh paint here where dry rot had appeared in the walls, replace a few chairbacks there that had gone wormy. They couldn’t pay much, not even the cost of travel. He sighed. If they wanted something from him, they really should write in proper English, not Charles Dickens nonsense such as: Please, kind sir, and: Most obediently. With the tip of a finger, he swiped the email to the bottom left, into the to-do folder.

In the first message, they wanted him to find the perfect white for the magazine Kūki. An immense dark hangar in Norway was to be painted, with hectoliters of white. He was to appear, yes, at the offices in Stavanger to discuss. Plane ticket attached, business class. And there would be a great deal of money, perhaps a hundred and fifty thousand.

The perfect white, he thought. Oh yes indeed, he was the one. Plain white, of course. Happy to oblige. Not too beige, not too eggshell, not too bluish cold like snow. Not ice-colored either. Damn. Kūki. Super. How ever did they think to pick him? How thrilling, what a fantastic honor. For many years now, he’d subscribed to that magazine printed on untreated tan-colored paper, had observed its subtle shift from highbrow modernist monthly to a mildly eccentric décor magazine that was very intentionally bringing about its own irrelevance.

Paul pored over every issue that ended up in his mailbox in Stromness. There were no online editions. Kūki. He always stacked the previous six issues on his big table and the others in a corner of his bedroom, where over time they’d formed a considerable tower.

Once, at its very beginning, Kūki had visited one of the last remaining Japanese brush makers; a hermit, he still tied his hemp brushes by hand in a wooden hut amid the Hida Mountains on Honshu¯. It had always been about exclusion: the last of this, the only one of that. In that initial period, Kūki had still regarded modernist Japanese-Scandinavian reduction as necessary. Then, over the following years, came sustainability and strict reuse and ascetic renunciation, and today, finally, its photo series and articles advocated for a mild, slightly quirky anticapitalist metaphysics.

Paul recalled having been so pleased a few years earlier—when the Orkney Sourdough Bakery had been praised by the magazine in a short article, though there was a photo—to already live in this place: his little bakery, in the great Kūki. He made a point of visiting the bakery each week to buy bread, even though the selection consisted of little more than its three loaves of sourdough and a few cinnamon rolls. There was only one person who ever worked there, after all. And demand wasn’t particularly high, as people on Orkney preferred to eat presliced white bread from supermarket chains.

And so, not long ago, he’d wheeled the green Swiss military bike through the front door, hopped on its uncomfortable leather saddle, and pedaled off, up the cobblestones of Alfred Street. Stromness essentially consisted only of a few lanes and grey alleyways, so he was quickly outside the village limits and on the bumpy road up to the bakery. He never wore a bike helmet. He abhorred those neon streamlined monstrosities, but why, though, hadn’t he just bought a mountain bike? This dumb Swiss clunker was so terribly heavy, and it had no gears, which really made no sense. It was like not wearing functional fleece sweaters to counter the frigid winds buffeting Orkney, and instead stubbornly and moronically insisting on sheep’s wool.

It had been awfully exhausting because the uphill, though very gradual, had still been a serious climb. Paul sweated and cursed. Maybe their sourdough bread wasn’t so very super after all. When he looked left and right as he pedaled, however, he smiled because then he realized why he lived here. Nothing but verdant grey hills, sheep, and waist-high walls of ancient stones that vanished into the vastness of the landscape. Not another soul, and everywhere the sea, on all sides, slate colored and pleasantly unwelcoming. He couldn’t recall the route to the Orkney Sourdough Bakery actually being this far. For an hour, he cycled through the drizzle.

And then there it was, the whitewashed stone house with its turfed roof, and beside it the old red telephone booth that’d been repurposed as a free bookstore—you took a book for yourself, and if you had time, you added another one. It was usually just garbage, yet recently, he had found The Brothers Lionheart by Astrid Lindgren, a lovely English first edition, but hadn’t replaced it with a new one, and for that he felt a vague guilt.

Once inside the bakery, he stood there for a long while awkwardly. The baker, read her handwritten sign beside the jute baskets, was out collecting mushrooms. Just choose the loaves you want, stick them in a brown paper bag, and transfer the money by app.

Back outside with bread in hand, he dipped into the telephone booth to scan the books: no change since last week. But wait, there was something new. A brochure on making a ceramic pistol with a 3D printer. Interesting, he thought. He looked around to see if anyone was watching him, and he wedged the pamphlet behind his belt. Next time, he’d just bring two books from home.

If only he’d mounted a little jute basket on the handlebars of the military bike, or brought a tote bag. He had to clamp the loaf of sourdough beneath his arm, and at one point, it slipped and fell onto the road, the paper bag burst open, and he stopped to pick it up. He blew the dirt from the round of bread and wiped it off on the sleeve of his soaking jumper. So damn aggravating. At least the way back was much easier. He took his feet off the pedals, stretching them out to each side, and he smiled at how fast and effortlessly he hurtled back down into Stromness.

At home, he removed the bread from the brown sack, set it on the butcher block in the kitchen, and cut himself a slice with the extra-sharp serrated knife from Kyoto. He was tired now. Biking there really hadn’t been worth it. Still, he slathered some fermented butter over the surface of the bread and from the cabinet fetched the Blackthorn salt, collected from the salt pans in Ayrshire on the west coast of Scotland.

Blackthorn salt was filtered through something called a tower of thorns. Bearded young artisans had bought an old salt factory that hadn’t been used since the Second World War. They’d taken soothing photographs of kelp strands draped across flat stones, and posted these on Instagram, then hung blackthorn bushes in the tall wooden frame, and put the graduation tower back into operation. The salt that sprinkled out beneath the thorn tower was packaged in attractive black paper and shipped all around the world.

So he was going to Norway. He hadn’t known that Kūki was based there. Stavanger wasn’t far from him, from the Orkneys; up here, at these latitudes, everything had once been Norwegian anyhow. Even Orkney’s flag was the same as Norway’s. And people here once spoke now extinct Norn, an Old Norse language. Norn, Norn, he said aloud. Norn. He’d be glad to come to Stavanger, and he was looking forward to it, and thank you so much, he replied quickly, and he pressed send.






Chapter II.

At sunrise, Ildr stood behind a tree and slowly raised her bow. She was still a child. She felt the bark of the ash tree against her temple, her cheek. How quiet it was. The trembling world was waking up. She felt safe with the forest behind her. She had slept poorly. It had been a dream without end in which she had been hunted by demons, and she was glad to have risen early.

The morning mist came up to her knees, and she couldn’t see her feet. She owned no shoes, she was a very simple girl, yet it didn’t bother her that she was poor. She knew nothing else. Beneath her bare feet the sensation of the grass and the dew. Ildr swept back her short hair, drew the bowstring between her middle and index fingers, lifted her right hand to the corner of her eye, and waited.

She could stand like this for hours, motionless and silent, waiting for a deer. Now and again, she cocked her head ever so slightly left or right, squinting and listening to the soft, hardly perceptible rush of blood in her ears. Although she’d never seen it, she imagined the distant Frozen Sea to be like this, a low never-ending greyish yellow hum.



Somewhere a bird flapped up, and the deer in the brush twitched a little. Before, it had been just a silent glistening tan flatness. Now she saw it in motion, which was what she had been waiting for. She exhaled as calmly as she could, and when she was entirely without breath and her heartbeat almost somewhere else, she released the bowstring, and the arrow whistled into the verdant thicket and vanished.

A hundred, perhaps ninety paces ahead in the bushes, she had hit the deer. She heard a soft groan, and the animal sank down into the ground fog. Ildr threw back the dew-damp hood of her cloak, shouldered the quiver, and advanced cautiously, first in a zigzag, then coming from the left. You should never approach a mark head on.

She hadn’t killed it, most certainly not. It might try to escape, wounded. She drew her long knife and held it out before her. Where the arrow had disappeared into the brush, she gently pushed the crackling branches aside.

A man lay there on his back. Ildr’s arrow stuck from his chest, below his right shoulder.



Ildr knelt down into the grass, slipping the knife back into her belt. The sun had now fully risen and bathed the warming valley in its light, evaporating the ground mist.

The man was wearing a white tunic slowly turning red at his chest, an equally white cloak bound at the throat by a simple clasp, and tan sandals. His eyes flickered, half closed. He wore an odd round metal thing on his nose that held small rounds of glass and was attached to his ears. The man was writhing in pain, and she removed her damp cloak, placing it beneath his head as a pillow.

She tried gently lifting him, and the man began groaning loudly. Ildr laid him back down, very carefully, and touched his cheek. She looked around. She was alone. What to do with him? She couldn’t just leave him lying here. She had to take him home, to her home.



She walked a few paces, collected several thick branches, and placed these on the ground in a frame beside the wounded man. With her long knife, she hurried to cut the loop of cord she always carried with her into short pieces of equal length and tied the four branches together. Then she unbuckled the man’s cloak, carefully removed it from him, and stretched it over the frame of branches, cut a few holes into the edges of the cloth with the tip of her knife, and then lashed everything tightly together with the leftover cord. A bird screamed, and she froze to listen.

Now she attempted to slip the stretcher beneath the man’s body, but it was impossible. Ildr saw that he had opened his eyes. He strained his face into a weak smile, some blood trickled from his mouth.


	—Did it go through?

	—Please forgive me, lord.

	—You don’t need to apologize. My back. Can you see the tip sticking out?

	—Wait.



She cupped the man beneath his armpits and lifted him up. He groaned and expelled air, a whimper. White bubbles of spittle appeared on his lips, then turned red with blood, and burst. Yes, she could now see the point of the arrow protruding a good bit from his back. She felt sick.


	—There it is, the tip, yes.

	—Break it off.

	—Where, in front?

	—Yes. Put me back down and break off the arrow.

	—All right.

	—Carefully.

	—Yes.

	—I’ll faint. Once you’ve broken it off in front, pull the rest of the arrow out of my back.

	—Yes.

	—But you have to do it fast. In a single motion.



With the man again supine, Ildr placed her left hand over the wound so that the arrow shaft was between her thumb and index finger. Blood, quite a lot of it, welled up over her fingers. With her other hand, she gripped a bit farther up on the arrow to snap it off.


	—Wait, lord.

	—No. There’s no time. Do it.

	—Please, just a moment.



Ildr released him, picked up a piece of a branch, and stuck it between the man’s teeth. He bit down, and she could see he was very afraid. Again she gripped the shaft of the arrow with both hands.


	—Forgive me.

	—Just do it, girl.



Ildr jiggled it very slightly, and the man screamed, the stick fell from his mouth, and he writhed in pain. Once he had gone slack again, Ildr snapped the arrow with a loud crack. The stranger lost consciousness, his head slumping backward. Quickly turning him onto his side, she drew the half of the arrow still stuck in his body and slimy with blood out through his back and tossed it into the brush beside her.

She tore a scrap from the tail of her shirt, placed it over the wound as a bandage, front and back, and tied it tightly with the rest of her cord, which she lashed between his neck and armpit. Then she gently sat the man up and dragged him onto the litter. He wasn’t all that heavy after all. She slipped the glass apparatus into the stranger’s satchel, which she then laid on his chest. She took hold of the stretcher and slowly dragged it across the meadow behind her. She hoped very much no one was watching her.

The sun was now quite a bit higher in the sky, and it grew very hot. Whenever Ildr stopped and lowered the stretcher to take a drink, the man whimpered softly. A breeze sprang up, drying the sweat on Ildr’s brow. She was hungry, and at home she had nothing but a few cloves of garlic and a sack of beans. There might also be some potatoes, or ashdanne.

She’d bring the stranger to her home and then figure things out. She had shot him, and now, as her heart beat more calmly, she began to feel horrible shame. What she had done was awful. She’d make it right.



After an hour, they reached the hut at the edge of a meadow that bordered the woods. She set down the stretcher outside her home, sighed, and pushed the door open. Everything was exactly as she had left it early that morning, still in darkness. The bedstead beside the hearth, the rough wooden table in the center of the room, the two chairs, the clay jugs on the shelf on the wall, the little barrel holding an axe, the shovel, and the broom, and the walls stained dark with years of soot from the fire. One day she really would give everything here a fresh coat of white lime. Was it her mother who’d left her with this sense of order? Or did all mothers pass it along to their daughters?

She dragged the stranger inside, laid a fresh cloth over his wound, and with some effort lifted him onto the bed. Odd that he now seemed heavier than before. There was a very faint scent of flowers in the cottage, and of warm clay. Dust covered the table. A fly buzzed about. After she had opened both shutters and let in fresh air, she examined him. He was very very pale, and his breath was shallow and irregular, like that of a fish dying in the mud of a riverbank. Ildr gently pinched the skin of his forearm, and it took on a yellowish tinge. This was bad. The bandage and his shirt were wet with blood.

After carefully peeling the fabric from the sticky, oozing wound on his breast, she covered it with some moss and lichen she took from a little box. She pressed them down firmly on the edges, for these things had healing powers.

Her mother had instructed her in this, but such arts had failed to save her. She had died a year earlier of the Yellow Death. Ildr had buried her in the forest, without a Circle, beneath a maple tree. She had been careful not to expose herself to her mother’s final breaths. That was how the disease spread—through the sick person’s exhalations on the day of their death.



She went to fetch a pail of water from the small stream that ran from the forest through the meadow behind her hut—Firnbrook, it was called. If only it would rain. Rain was a good sign, her mother had taught her again and again. Rainwater was the water of life; it healed all wounds, made lost limbs grow back, turned the old young again, and raised the dead up from the grave.

On the way back, some water sloshed from the bucket and wet her bare feet and legs. She had the unpleasant sense that someone was watching her, and she paused, very methodically scanning the edge of the woods and the small hills blanketed in green far beyond the hut, but there was no one in sight.

She carried the pail inside and began washing the skin around the man’s wound with a rag. The stranger opened his eyes. They were an intense green—like young leaves, his eyes were, luminous in sunlight. Weakly, he reached for Ildr’s hand.


	—Listen to me. You need to boil the water to make it clean.

	—No, lord. If I boil the water, it’ll steam away, and then it’s no use to anyone.

	—Put a lid over the pot. Let it boil for a while. Then you can let it cool, and you’ll wash your hands in it.

	—My hands are clean.

	—Please do as I say.

	—Why should I wash my hands to touch your wound?

	—Because invisible creatures that could kill me live in unboiled water.

	—Spirits?

	—No, worms of a sort, but much, much smaller.

	—I see.

	—Invisible creatures like this are in all of our water. Boiling kills them.



Ildr went over to the hearth and hung the pot with water above it, then carefully covered it with a clay plate. She glanced over at the man lying on the bedstead to see whether she was doing it right. It was very simple to boil a pot of water. The stranger nodded and gave a weak, exhausted smile. He soon fell back to sleep. He’d asked for his glass device before, but now it had slid off his face onto his chest, which rose and fell irregularly.

Ildr went to him and placed the eyeglass on the table. He had well-proportioned features with many little wrinkles in the corners of his eyes. His brown hair covered his brow and his ears, but not the back of his neck. He might be thirty years old, perhaps much older still. There was no way to know for sure. She brushed the hair from his brow while feeling whether he was feverish. He groaned once, flinched, and slept on. Ildr sat with him for a while. He shuddered once more, his eyes moving behind his eyelids, and he fell into that deep sleep of dreams that is like a bottomless well. When she noticed his breathing becoming calm and regular, she gently removed the moss from the wound and began first washing her hands with the boiled water and a small sliver of soap, then cleaning the wound. Why were the creatures in the water harmless now? Whatever the reason, it didn’t hurt to do it as he had asked.



She found fresh moss and padded over and around the wound with it, adding a bit of nettle wool. Then she very carefully lifted him, washed his back as well, and lined the wound beneath his shoulder with more moss. The arrow holes no longer bled continuously. Perhaps she could stitch him up, front and back. She must still have some sinew and fishbone needles.

Ildr studied the stranger’s satchel. It was made of coarse light-colored linen, drawn to at the top with a string. She didn’t dare open it and placed it on the table beside the eyeglass. Then, at the hearth, she set about soaking and cooking a handful of beans. With no meat or salt, she instead tore a good-sized clove from a bulb of garlic and peeled it with her knife. She cut it into thin slices, tossed them into the pot with the beans, and was so immersed in her doings that she failed to hear the one-eyed owl hooting outside. The footsteps were already outside her door, and someone pounded on it. Ildr was afraid, and she wiped the hair from her brow and her hands on her shirt.



She swiftly made for the bedstead and draped an old moth-eaten blanket over the stranger. Then she went to the door, opening it a crack. A soldier stood there, outside in the bright light of the midday sun, one hand on his belt, the other holding a pike. He wore the red and white colors of the Duke of Tviot. There was a red Circle sewn on the breast of his tunic.


	—Do you speak the common tongue?

	—Yes, lord.

	—What I’m speaking?

	—Yes.

	—Have you seen a man, a foreigner, about my height, wearing white, and with glass rounds over his eyes?

	—No.

	—Are you sure? If you lie to me, I will cut off your head.

	—Very sure.

	—Then you won’t mind if I come inside?

	—Of course not, lord, but . . .

	—But what?

	—The Yellow Death is under our roof. My mother died from it just yesterday. Her corpse. It’s still lying there in bed.



The soldier shrank back three paces. Ildr opened the door wide. She was certain he couldn’t see well inside from out in the light. She took a few steps forward, at which the soldier scrambled backward in terror, almost stumbling, wielding his pike in defense.


	—Stay where you are!

	—I’m not contagious. You can come inside and search everything.

	—No. No, another time. You haven’t seen anyone, though?

	—I swear it, lord.

	—On the Circle?

	—Yes, on the Circle.



She made the sign, the soldier coughed, wheeled around, and retreated over the meadow. Ildr stifled a grin. What an idiot. To be driven off so easily. Ildr’s friend, the one-eyed owl who’d been sitting on the fence post, spread her wings, screeched, and flapped up away toward the forest. Ildr hummed a song, went back into the hut, closed the shutters, lifted the pot with the beans and garlic, and hung it over the hearth. She tossed in a few more nettles and a small chunk of khor nut. There was still a whole one in the cupboard, she thought. Over on the bed, the stranger had pulled off the blanket and opened his eyes, and he was looking at her.


	—Thank you.

	—I’m going to stitch you up. But you’re going to eat something first. I don’t have any salt.

	—Hand me my bag.

	—Here.

	—You didn’t look inside while I was sleeping?

	—No.

	—Are you sure?

	—I promise I didn’t.



He tugged at the string, opened the linen bag, and handed Ildr a small sachet. He told her to add some of the white powder to the simmering beans. Because of his exertion, the wound had begun to weep again, and the moss had turned a deep red. Ildr carefully shook some of the powder into the pot and stirred it.


	—Is this enough?

	—Yes.

	—What kind of salt is this?

	—It helps with healing.

	—How does it work?

	—It kills the worms in my wound and my body.

	—Are you a mage?

	—No.

	—What are you then?

	—You ask a lot of questions, girl.

	—Sorry.

	—What did you tell the soldier to keep him from coming inside?

	—I . . . I told him we had the Yellow Death.

	—That was very clever. Tell me about yourself.

	—What do you want to know? Not much has happened in my life. I was born in this hut.

	—How old are you?

	—Nine.

	—Only nine?

	—Yes, but I’ll be ten after the winter.

	—Whom do the soldiers serve?

	—The Duke of Tviot. He has people locked up in the Tower of Thorns for the littlest thing, or broken on the wheel.

	—What is this Circle?

	—How can you not know what the Circle is?

	—Tell me about the Yellow Death.

	—You don’t know about that either? Brothers have abandoned their sisters, husbands their wives, mothers their children. But they all died anyway. There were no wakes, no holy men came, no Circle was completed. Deep pits were dug on the outskirts of villages and heaped high with the dead.



The stranger nodded. Ildr covered her mouth with folded hands as though in prayer, her fingertips touching her lips.


	—And the dogs, they’d drag the corpses back out of the graves, you know, and eat them. And then the dogs died. The horses didn’t. There was no one to weep for the dead because everyone expected death. And so many perished that people thought it was finally here, the end of the world.

	—And you? What did you think?



Ildr gave no answer, removed the pot from the fire, stirred a bit, and ladled some of the food into a bowl. She handed it to the stranger, together with the spoon. He coughed, and the pain caused him to grimace, and he began eating, slowly and carefully at first, then with ever-increasing appetite.


	—This tastes good. You’re a good cook.

	—Thank you.

	—Why aren’t you sick?

	—I was spared. So were a few others. But it doesn’t have anything to do with the Circle, I think.

	—The Circle is the sign of faith?

	—Yes, of course. Why don’t you know that? And you don’t know about the Yellow Death. Or about the duke. Where are you from? From the other side of the Frozen Sea?

	—You can sew me up now.



Ildr glanced at her hands as though she didn’t trust them, then got up and walked over to a wooden chest occupying a small alcove in the wall. Inside she kept all manner of things: embroidered cloths, her mother’s linen shirts, a whole khor nut, a beautiful comb of sandalwood that had also belonged to her mother, sinew for catching fish, small iron hooks, soap, and fishbone needles.

She enjoyed talking to this odd stranger even if he didn’t answer anything she asked. Why did he always reply to every question with another question? She hoped he’d soon get better. Stitching him up was going to be very painful. Afterward he would need to sleep some more.


	—You need to—

	—I know. I have to put the needle in boiling water.

	—And the thread, too. And you’ll have to wash your hands again as well.



After she’d done so and waited a bit for the heat to kill the invisible worms, she took the sinew from the water, intending to thread it carefully through the tiny hole at the end of the fishbone. She made several attempts, but either the eyelet was too small or the end of the sinew was too thick. Either way, she couldn’t get it through. She moistened the end of the tendon with spit as she’d learned from her mother when she was little, but it didn’t help.


	—Here, use this.

	—Your glass thing.

	—Put it on your nose, like this.



She held the frame over her eyes very delicately, gazed through, and looked all around the hut. Suddenly everything was out of focus and blurry, as if she’d opened her eyes underwater while swimming in the lake. Her stomach turned, and the room began to spin. She quickly took the thing off.

The stranger waved Ildr closer, gently took her hand, placed the glasses back on her face, and suggested she look directly at the point of the needle. And all at once, everything could be discerned, with sharp precision—it was really incredible. She saw the tiny slot in the fishbone before her, and she delicately inserted the end of the sinew, pulled it through, and knotted it once, then twice.

After he had rolled onto his side with a groan, exposing his back to her, Ildr slowly removed the bloody, tacky moss from his wounds once more. And then, with the glass device atop her nose, she sewed with a sure hand: first the hole in his back, then the one in his chest.

It was quite easy, despite the skin flaps on his back being a good deal harder to pull together and sew than on his front, because the skin was tauter there. A few times, the needle’s sharp hook tore small pieces of flesh off his back with it, but in the end, she succeeded in suturing everything together and knotting off the ends of the sinew.

In the beginning, the stranger had cried out in pain and then once more fallen unconscious. Submerging a clean rag in the boiled water, she washed both sides. While some blood still welled up between the stitches, it was no longer oozing nearly as heavily as before.

She fetched a white linen cloth from her chest and tore it into strips, although it was the most beautiful thing she possessed. After lining the lengths of fabric with fresh nettles, she bound them around the stranger’s shoulder, joined the two ends behind, at the back of his neck, and tied them together tightly.

When she was done, she leaned back, exhaled, set the glass frame back on the table, and looked at the stranger. There were so many horrible things in this world, she thought. But this man was not a bad person. Perhaps she ought to open his satchel and have a look inside. Just a quick peek.






Chapter III.

Paul was someone who furnished flats and houses that were for sale or rent. The way things had been done in the past, photos were simply taken of empty homes, which looked depressing, barren, and cold, especially in Switzerland. Not a single chair was to be seen in these pictures. No bouquets of flowers, not even wilted ones. Not one opened book in some cozy corner. Instead: white-tiled bathrooms, harshly illuminated by fluorescent bulbs, which were called wet rooms by real estate brokers. These were lifeless places, devoid of humanity.

In the past, buyers or renters had to imagine for themselves how their homes’ interior spaces might one day look. These people, however, didn’t just lack an exact picture in their minds. No, no: they hadn’t the slightest clue. And that’s why Paul filled these vacant properties with beauty and substance and meaning, for a period of time. He bestowed upon these living spaces something akin to a soul. And since he was Swiss, he began his work in Bern, Basel, and Zurich.



He laid out foot-worn antique Turkish kilims or his preferred white sheep’s wool rugs, and when the photographer arrived, he’d carefully arrange orange rhododendron clippings in clay jugs and a few flea market finds somewhere, and place an expensive Gustavian chaise longue upholstered with white sailcloth in the living room. And if there were still things lying about—old, squeezed-out tubes of toothpaste, for instance—he would declutter, hide what could not be decluttered, have the walls painted celadon green, and spread out a dozen dog-eared orange Penguin paperbacks, and he’d always follow his first two rules of home staging: all lights must always be on, even during the day, and old incandescent bulbs must always be used, never energy-saving ones.

And when the photography was complete and the pictures had been uploaded to the internet by the brokers and the owners had viewed everything and the purchase agreements had been signed, then Paul would summarily clear out the apartments and houses again, paint the walls white, and return the rented decorative objects and furnishings to their lenders.



Even so, it was often the case—almost always, actually—that the buyers found the living spaces staged by Paul substantially more beautiful than their own prospective ideas, that they wanted their homes to look just as they had during the viewing. The simulation, the suggested life on display, was more real to them. The buyers would, therefore, ask their brokers whether those few selected furnishings they’d seen on their visit—those earthenware flower jugs, the sheep’s wool dhurries, the rows of Wellingtons lining the wall, and the sepia-toned postcards of Louise Brooks or Allen Ginsberg or Jack Kerouac encased in old, dinged-up wooden frames and hanging in the Russian manner on celadon green walls—whether they couldn’t just buy these things along with the property.

And Paul always said no, although others in his field didn’t share his scruples. They’d buy everything off the lenders, saying they were terribly sorry, but there was damage during transport, and would then sell the rubber boots and the chaises longues to the buyers of the houses for eight times their value.

The secret to Paul’s successful temporary stagings was that he could reveal to people their own glorious future, a future already contained within the property in question, which would sparkle into existence and yet then vanish once more—as though he were able to show people the set of a play without actors, one with only a brief run but a smashing success nonetheless, and as a result they’d wish their lives to be that way ever after, without messy stacks of unopened bills in the corner, without empty milk cartons, without toilet-paper-roll holders, energy-saving lightbulbs, and laundry baskets full of worn underwear and orphaned socks. In the eyes of his clients—although neither he nor they ever managed to put it this way—Paul was a magician, who helped them outfox the entropic, horribly depressing circumstances of their lives.



The previous year, Paul had helped the Duke of Cumberland, who simply could not find any red wall paint that appealed to him, this for the drawing room of his hunting lodge up in the Scottish Highlands. The duke, his face disfigured by a rare skin disease, had tried everything, all the paint companies, had sent for various decorators and master painters, but either everything had too much of a blue cast, or there was a tinge too much umber mixed in. Whatever the case, it had never been the correct red.

And then one morning, himself a guest at the lodge, Paul had sat down in that drawing room—after the ample Scottish breakfast, when the elusive red had been the subject of conversation—with his color fan, which he had thankfully not forgotten in Orkney this time. He’d had no desire to participate in the hunt anyhow, since he felt sorry for the animals, and so it was while he leafed through the old magazines in the salon out of boredom that suddenly, in a nostalgic article about Farah Diba and the Shah of Iran, the right color, like a vision, appeared before his eyes.

And when the duke had returned from the hunt late that afternoon in the best of moods and had removed the stag and pheasant blood from his gloves and trousers, Paul led him into the drawing room with a somewhat sheepish smile and showed him the spot on the wall where he had affixed the red, that proper, perfect red. A small corner torn from his color fan now hung there, taped at the top and bottom, surrounded by all those other little unsatisfactory patches of red that had been sampled on the wall.

The duke put on his tiny rectangular reading glasses and took them off again, stepping back a few paces in his tan riding boots, arms crossed, to take in the effect of the red. The repulsive eczemas on his face seemed to pulsate. And then, after several endless seconds of silence, he approached Paul, beaming with his snow white row of teeth, gave him a bear hug, and caressed his cheek with the back of his hand, and Paul felt the signet ring the duke wore on his pinkie, and then he received a jocular slap on the back. What a good fellow he was, really really good this, superb.

The duke didn’t want to be so vulgar as to offer him money (damn, thought Paul), but he’d offer him one of the paintings from his hunting lodge in gratitude if Paul would allow it. Months on end of desperate looking, and the solution just presents itself in passing when back from the hunt. He’d have a suitable picture sent to him this very week. To the Shetland Islands, wasn’t it?

Orkney, Paul said with more resignation than courtesy, he lived on Orkney. Naturally, he withheld that the inspiration for the choice of color came from one of the interior design magazines that had been lying around in the drawing room itself, and just as naturally, the story later became known in the right circles.



And so a week later, he received a large slender wooden crate stenciled with the words Fragile and This Way Up at the door to the little house on the harbor in Stromness, lifted it inside, carefully unpacked it in the living room, and baled the absurd quantities of fragrant fine wood shavings that emerged from the crate over beside the fireplace, by the kindling.

Then, slowly and carefully, he peeled the large picture from the bubble wrap and packing tape encasing it, and first gazed at Merlin and Lancelot for a long while before hanging them across from the large window, above the bicycle—and bit by bit, the commissions now rolled in, as though the oil painting hadn’t been painted by the heavy-handed Scotsman James Archer but by the goddess Fortuna herself.



The first commission had been a very strictly minimalist glass cottage in the Shetlands he was to decorate. He had everything painted stone grey—ceilings, walls, floors, built-in cabinets, absolutely everything—and then he left a few bare boulders on the freshly painted floor of the living room, so the underside of the stone would give off a very faint reflection of the fresh grey paint. The seaward side of the house was one continuous glass façade, and the sheep grazing before it in winter and in summer harmonized with the pile of rocks now in the living room most perfectly.

A short while later, there was a foraging restaurant in the Faroes crafted from wooden planks, with a single table for only six people, only one reservation per evening, and on the menu just one dish of gathered mosses and vile-smelling, wind-fermented cod. He left everything in dark unfinished wood while having thin oblong grooves sawed into the walls all around, which he then glazed with purplish glass. And so the oblique rays of the Faroe Islands’ evening sun, whenever they shone through the slits, would bathe the dining room in a magnificent, deep violet. The restaurant owners were thrilled, as were the guests.

Then came an unfortunately somewhat mediocre commission—a raw-timbered log cabin deep in the forests of Swedish Småland with a flat glass roof, its floors draped in sheep’s wool dhurries, its walls decorated with high-hanging stag antlers—but after that yet another very tiny pretty Japanese apartment, in Edinburgh, set around an even tinier atrium in which a dwarf red maple grew from pebbles, and Paul, he became more and more recognized and successful and happy.








Chapter IV.

Ildr ate up the small portion of leftover beans, wiped her hands on her shirt, and went outside to wash her pot and spoons. She crouched at the edge of the Firnbrook, scoured everything with sand, and then rinsed the items in the cold, clear water. Looming in the sky, still on the far distant horizon, were dark grey, almost dark blue clouds that slowly drew nearer, driven by a swelling breeze. Ildr washed out the blood-soaked cloths as well, coiling them up into the clean pot, and when everything was done, she stood up, hands on her hips, and she gazed a long while toward the south.

Soon, low-lying lumbering black clouds obscured the entire sky, and there was now something menacing about the sound of the wind in the trees. It would rain hard tonight. He needed to eat meat to heal, she thought. Beans wouldn’t be enough.

Only last winter, Ildr had set a few rabbit traps in the forest, beyond the Firnbrook, but when one had become tangled in the snare, she hadn’t been able to kill it. She had sat in the snow, knife in hand, and watched herself in the fearful eye of the hare in the net, and released it. And then she removed each and every trap. From that moment on, she hunted animals only with bow and arrow, and then only if it was truly necessary.

She recalled that she had strung up some fish from the stream to dry, but when she rounded the hut to check, there was no trace of them. The owl must have eaten them, or the hawk that had circled the house a few days earlier. Now everything had changed. Now a stranger was sleeping in her hut, in her bed, a man she’d shot and now had to care for and sew up and feed and hide from the soldiers.

The clouds looked like lightless rocks looming above her, and the landscape was in unnaturally sharp focus, and all at once even the meadows seemed grey and dismal. The black of night soon descended over the land, and it was so dark that no moon was visible anywhere.



It poured for three days and three nights, and Ildr felt as if she were living in a world made of water. The stranger slept almost the entire time. Sometimes he’d speak in an unknown tongue, and Ildr did not understand a word. Whenever he awoke, she helped him relieve himself behind the house. The rain fell in such torrents that they could scarcely breathe as it streamed down their heads, and it thundered onto their faces with such noise that speaking outdoors was impossible. They were both nearly blinded by water; she half carried him as they walked.

Back in the house, she would dry him off, and when the fever returned and he was sleeping again, she’d change his bandage and spoon water into his mouth. She would slip outside to rinse out the bloody cloths in the rain, hoping that the tiny creatures weren’t also in the water that fell from the sky. No, rainwater was the water of life.

On the morning of the fourth day, the sun appeared again, and he opened his eyes and smiled wearily, and Ildr knew that he was now healed. His powder had worked, and her stitching of his wounds had been successful. He could stand up on his own, although his knees trembled and he had to grab hold of the wall to keep from falling over.


	—You’re still here.

	—Where else would I go?

	—To the Frozen Sea.

	—I’ve never been to the sea.

	—Where is your father?

	—He left, many years ago. But one day he’ll come back and bring me a coat made of otter fur. He promised me he would. Are you in pain?



He carefully touched the place on his chest with two fingers, flinching ever so slightly, and shook his head. She nodded and smiled, went to open the shutters, and fresh air and daylight streamed in, and she extinguished the sputtering candles. A pot with potatoes and ashdanne, seasoned with khor and garlic, hung over the hearth. She removed his dressing, gave him one of her mother’s precious linen shirts, and he slipped it on in clumsy contortions. Although it was a bit tight, it fit him, and she handed him a bowl with the stew and a spoon. He ate with great appetite.


	—What is this?

	—That? Oh—that’s ashdanne.

	—Never heard of it.

	—It’s a vegetable. Like carrots, but it’s green, not orange.

	—What’s your name?

	—Ildr.

	—We’ve got to leave this place, Ildr. Together.



Ildr sat on a chair beside him. She observed the way he ate, the way he held the wooden spoon, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, the way her mother’s shirt hung from his narrow shoulders. She was happy he was healed, and she was glad he was here. But leave this place?


	—I don’t want to leave. I don’t want to go to the Frozen Sea.

	—We can’t stay here. The duke’s men will return.

	—Why are they looking for you?

	—It’s complicated.

	—Please, you have to tell me.

	—Yes, you’re right, of course. Apparently, they believe I can be helpful to the duke.

	—With your eyeglass, for example?

	—For instance.

	—Tell me.

	—With certain inventions.

	—Will you show me some of them? One of them?

	—There’s one I can show you.



Ildr squirmed in her chair. The stranger asked for his linen satchel, and she handed it to him. He coughed and grimaced. It was the stitches. Opening the little bag, he took out a rolled-up sheet of paper, laid it on the table, and flattened it with his hands. Ildr tried to hide her disappointment.


	—I see.

	—This is called paper.

	—Yes. I’ve seen something like it before.

	—Really.

	—Something flat like that.

	—Go ahead, you can touch it.



Ildr touched the surface of the paper with her fingertip and then, using her second hand to help, carefully spun the paper around the axis of her finger. She looked at the stranger in disappointment.


	—This is supposed to be the invention.

	—Do you know what a dimension is?

	—No.

	—There are three of them.

	—So?

	—We call this flat paper the second dimension.

	—And what’s the first?

	—A point. Or a line. A simple straight line.

	—Go on.

	—And everything all around us is called the third dimension. This house, you and me, the forest out there, the whole world.

	—Because we and the world aren’t flat. And aren’t a line.

	—You’re clever, Ildr.



He picked up the piece of paper, tried to stand up, sat back down, could not help but laugh, and tried a second time.


	—I’m really weak.

	—You’re going to have to learn how to walk again on your own.

	—So let’s go outside then.

	—Are you going to show me the invention now, or was that it with your three dimensions?

	—Hand me that cloak over there, would you.



He slipped on his sandals, tied the garment in front with a cord, grabbed the satchel, and they walked through the door into the open air. The sun shone on the blossoming meadows and pierced the leaves of the forest, and from the now dried rain, the whole world was an all-penetrating, ravishing green. Standing before the house, he began folding the paper in a certain way, first down the middle, until he had folded something that looked like a bird, like a hawk, with a pointy beak in front and two wings and a tail at the rear.

Pinching the piece of paper below, he raised it behind his head and threw it forward. It first flew upward in an arc, spun twice around its own axis, caught a favorable gust of wind, moved upward still, sailed forty paces farther, and landed in the meadow beside the Firnbrook.

Gasping in astonishment, Ildr clapped her hands before her mouth and raced after the paper bird to pick it up. The stranger smiled, and Ildr tossed it a bit farther, over to the opposite side of the brook, and it flew just as well.

She quickly ran to fetch it again. The stranger extended his hand, and she came and returned the folded sheet of paper to him. They sat down on the grass, and she looked at him. He plucked a blade of grass, stuck it in his mouth, and unfolded the paper bird.


	—What would you like to know?

	—I want to know how flying works. How can birds stay in the air? How does this happen?

	—It’s very simple. Through lift.

	—What’s that? Please tell me.

	—Wings have a special shape formed by the way feathers are arranged with one another and by the bird’s skeleton. The wing is curved if you look at it from the side, like this.



With his finger, he drew the convex shape into the air and put on his eye device. He looked different when he wore them. Sunshine twinkled on the doubled rounds of glass. He even looked different when he was explaining something, Ildr thought.


	—And when the bird moves forward, like this, then the air is of course drawn over and under the wing. And there’s less space for the air under the wing than there is above it. And this causes the bird to rise.

	—I only understand half of this. Please, again.

	—Forward motion produces upward motion. Like this.

	—So the extra air beneath the wing pushes the bird up.

	—Yes, exactly.

	—My mother always said birds fly on divine breath.

	—Your mother is wrong.

	—But I could build something with wings that uses this, no?

	—You’d have to make sure it was moving forward very quickly. On wheels, for instance, fixed to the bottom. And you’d have to make it very light, out of lightweight wood or a frame covered in paper or fabric.

	—Like the stretcher I dragged you here on?

	—Something like that, yes.

	—For example, you could push it down a hill then.

	—Yes.

	—But you could also be on the thing yourself.

	—Sure.

	—Sitting on it. So you could fly.

	—That’s right.

	—Over the duke’s fortress, for instance.

	—You’d have to fly higher than their arrows reach, but why not?

	—And over hills and mountains. You could see everything from above, the whole world. How beautiful it would all be.

	—It would be, Ildr.

	—And how would it stay in the air without gliding back down like the paper bird? If you wanted to keep flying?

	—You’d have to mount a kind of wooden screw on the front that would turn very fast and cause the forward motion to remain constant.

	—Like a windmill.

	—Something like that, yes.

	—But a windmill doesn’t move forward.

	—Because it’s standing firmly on the ground. A windmill with wheels underneath it would move forward.

	—I see. So you could . . . you could make that screw out of fabric, too, over a frame of wood, just smaller?

	—You’d need some kind of propulsion.

	—What do you mean by that?

	—The little windmill would have to spin very fast to pull the flying device through the air.

	—It would do that on its own, though, because of the wind from the forward motion.

	—It wouldn’t be enough because the force to do that can’t be made within itself.

	—How come?

	—That’s one of the laws of our world.

	—Like the thing about the three dimensions.

	—Yes, exactly.

	—And what about you? Do you follow the laws of our world?



The stranger smiled and shrugged. The girl was amazing: the way she picked up on things and thought them one step further. He looked into her alert eyes and reflected on his luck that she of all people had shot him. He’d be safe here, for a very short while longer.


	—And that’s why the soldiers are looking for you? Because of your invention? Because of the paper bird?

	—That’s not my invention, child. I can’t explain to you what happened exactly. You shouldn’t have shot me with your arrow. I wasn’t really even there.

	—So where are you really?

	—I’m here, Ildr. I’m nowhere else.

	—So it’s a mistake that you’re here.

	—I don’t know.

	—Thank you for showing me the paper bird.



The stranger smiled once more, gave it back to her, stood up, smoothed out his shirtfront, and walked back toward the house. The stitches below his shoulder and on his back pinched and hurt. He looked down at his feet, which were moving forward normally, left, right, left, right.

Now that he was feeling better, this place, this house, no longer seemed as distressing to him as it had a few days before. He was surprised not only that everything felt so familiar, but that it all, even the intense pain of his wounds, seemed to him entirely natural. He’d been run through by a sharp, not very clean object, and had almost bled to death. The girl Ildr had dragged him back to her hut and patched him up. He’d spent the majority of the time in healing sleep, he was doing much better, and of course she wanted to know what was actually happening. Everything was real.



The hut was simple and clean. He opened the door and walked inside. She had picked flowers, put them into a jug with some water, and set them on the dining table. He smiled and looked outside. She was still sitting out on the meadow beside the little stream, smoothing out the paper, folding and bending it back into shape until the same paper airplane reappeared. He smiled once more. And now, all of a sudden, he was immeasurably exhausted and tired.

Before lying down to sleep, he looked at the plain objects here in the house—the jugs on the shelves, the broom against the wall by the shutters, the freshly cleaned pot just next to the hearth, the open wooden chest. He liked it here. He sat on the edge of the bed and gingerly fingered the fresh scar on his chest. Ildr had really done well with stitching him up. He could hear her outside softly singing to herself. He put his feet up and let his head sink back into the rustling straw of the pillow, glanced to the side at the soot-stained, pockmarked, once whitewashed wall, and fell asleep immediately. Was he still wearing his glasses?






Chapter V.

Paul had already packed his little overnight bag for Stavanger. He entered his bedroom, switched on the light, and added a few other items of clothing to his bag. His entire wardrobe, he thought, could be described by the pleasant term nineties normcore. A pair of beige chinos, light grey T-shirts, a navy blue rain jacket, a navy blue wool jumper, white boxer shorts, navy blue socks, simple French tennis shoes in navy blue canvas, and a slate-colored fleece. He was torn between natural fibers and fabrics made of polyester, and he could never decide which one was better, but he would probably throw away the fleece or sell it on the internet.

He weighed whether to shave for his visit to the magazine in Norway or keep his four-week beard. For Scandinavians, men with beards were a matter of course. He shuffled into the bathroom and looked at himself in the brightly lit mirror with disinterest. There it was: the first white at his temples. This he had from his father, who had begun greying by his midthirties as well.

He washed his face with ice-cold water and gazed into the mirror once again. He thought it looked good on him, the beard, and so he did not shave. Instead, with his thumb and index finger, he plucked three hairs poking out of his left nostril. There was pain, and a tear welled up. His eyebrows had already grown longer again, too. He shrugged, pulled his head through the moth-eaten white fisherman’s jumper, filched two salty oatcakes from a stone dish on his way across the kitchen, slipped into his Wellingtons, and opened the front door.



Out, out to the small harbor again, past the one-eyed cat sleeping on the sofa, past the abandoned old well near the house where John Franklin’s tragic Arctic expedition once took aboard its last fresh water. Ships—sailing vessels in particular, but also ferries and freighters and expeditions in general—filled him with a profound longing. It was here, at the lower end of Alfred Street, where he’d rented the little old house directly abutting the water of Stromness’s bay, pied dans l’eau.

There were almost no opportunities anymore to live at the edge of the sea in Europe for little money. And then these barren, treeless isles of the north and their pagan cuisine had lured him here: scallops, capelin roe, halibut, oatcakes, auk, seaweed salad, crowberries, rhubarb, ræstur fiskur, haggis, skerpikjøt, and all those other amusing names. And then there were all those absent colors—everything washed out, lonesome, bleak, flat—the grey in particular, his favorite color.

He trod down the embankment to his little old rowboat lying there safely beached, and he crouched down beside it. He had rowed out into the bay only a few times, never far. Usually, he’d grown tired or had lost interest. It was nice, though, having a boat like this. He squatted there on the pebbly sand under the relentless glow of a streetlamp and thought back to when he’d painted the rowboat’s name on its hull in small white letters. Dóchas. Hope.

Then he sat on the stone quay wall and gazed up at the frigid sparkle of the stars. Up above, an airplane or satellite blinked forlornly past. From far off, an old man in a tweed cap came walking down Alfred Street toward him. He thought about how he might greet him without revealing himself as a foreigner—goodness, he could at least disguise himself in speech as an Irishman—and in a moment of rising panic, he regretted having worn the shabby old fisherman’s jumper. He was no fisherman. And anyhow these people would never approve of a wool sweater like this at all, much less wear one themselves, but instead opt for colorful, sensible pieces of thermal fleece or practical, water-repellent Gore-Tex.

He didn’t belong here. Orkney wasn’t his home. What if the old man were to notice that. But he just walked slowly, ever so slowly, past Paul; a brief, informal grunt was all—he hardly looked up—and Paul cleared his throat and mumbled something in reply. Afterward, he was left sitting alone on the quay wall once more, and the old man meandered sluggishly down the cobblestones, and all at once a green curtain of light appeared above at the edge of the sky.



He walked back up Alfred Street to his house. He fed the cat, making sure she had enough to eat for a few days, maybe for a week, plus fresh water. That’d have to do. He stroked her behind the ears a bit, waiting until she purred in pleasure before giving her a ball of wool, and then, once she was feeling quite safe, he examined her empty eye socket, using a Kleenex to wipe out the white gunk that had collected inside. He could feel with his finger that the gristly bits at the back of the cavity had already dried, and he went to the kitchen, dampened a washcloth at the sink, very carefully gripped the cat’s head, and wiped the interior of the eye socket clean.

Then he decided to remove the cat flap. He tore off the gaffer tape holding the little Plexiglas pane to the door. For a moment he considered that rain might come through, that the perpetual Orkney gale might ruin his white rug and his living room through the now gaping hole where the cat flap had been. He banished these petty thoughts from his mind. He walked into his bedroom, zipped his duffel bag, lay back onto his bed, donned his eye mask, stuck squishy light green plugs into his ears, and finally fell back asleep, this time dreamlessly.



The next morning, he took a taxi from Stromness to the Orkney airport. He insisted on only taking electric taxis, but whenever he called the cab company, they recognized his voice and would always send the same driver in the diesel Kia who had pasted holofoil over the dashboard display so that Paul would think it was an electric vehicle. The driver muttered something that sounded like a dog trying to speak, and without understanding, Paul said yes. Never had he understood the people here and their bizarre accent, and he sometimes had the sense that they spoke unintelligibly to him on purpose, which he in turn quite liked.

He had heard that on Fair Isle, between Orkney here and the Shetlands over there—farther to the northeast, way out at sea—foreigners were not welcome whatsoever. Even after thirty or forty years, you’d still count as a stranger on Fair Isle, as a shunned interloper. It wasn’t even enough to have been born there. No, you had to have been an islander for five generations. Only then did you belong. And this is how it really should be in this disgraceful world, with its lack of boundaries, Instagram, and the horrors of vernacular architecture.

He’d often stood on Alfred Street along the Stromness quay wall gazing off to the northeast toward Fair Isle, lost in thought, and considered moving there soon—without once noticing the northern lights billowing above him in the heavens every night, bright green and soundless.



The route from Orkney to Stavanger in Norway went by way of Bergen, where you had to change despite Stavanger being much closer to the Orkney Islands. And while flying and changing planes and going through the more than grouchy Norwegian passport control, and afterward buying a cappuccino and a blueberry muffin in the airport’s long illuminated corridor, he thought of Barnhill, a house on the Scottish island of Jura.

It was remote as few other houses were in the Hebrides, located in a grassy hollow a bit above the sea, two chimneys on either side of the roof’s edge, whitewashed. No one lived in it, nor had anyone for decades. Wild, long-maned horses grazed beside it in the pastureland, cows that hadn’t been milked for years and gave birth to their calves beneath the sky and the hawthorn trees, and deer, unmolested and unhunted for generations.

Plus, the house was in the misty Inner Hebrides, not in the treeless Outer ones. To reach it, you first had to travel from the mainland to Islay on a ferry, which was often canceled. Once there, you crossed over on another, much smaller ferry to Jura, Scotland’s most inaccessible island, and then you’d drive, provided the taxi had picked you up at the ferry, maybe about a hundred lonesome kilometers northward, keeping the coast on your right all the way, until the narrow, overgrown road ended in desolate nothingness and emptied into a farm lane, blocked by a rusted chain stretched across it, forcing you to continue on foot over the heather. Then you’d walk another six kilometers or so until, finally, there was Barnhill House. No electricity, no heating, no phone reception. It was the perfect house.

Paul’s feelings for this house were profound as though for a long bygone love. He was wistful when he thought about it, it was lovely, like something that could no longer be grasped, which existed now only in his mind. There was an old dented Swedish oven in the kitchen, and a lightbulb dangling from the ceiling by a decrepit striped cord. It had spent decades waiting in vain for a generator to reawaken it to gleaming life. Up on the second floor there was a writing room with ugly floral wallpaper, through the gabled windows of which one could, on sunny days, catch sight of the glistening sea, and far beyond, on the horizon, the dark purplish hills of the Scottish mainland, blanketed with snow in winter.



On a digital clock encased by the airport wall above him, the minute turned. Suddenly, he wished he could vanish in time. Then he wouldn’t have to stray through space forever, in search of what exactly? To vanish in time, whatever. He tossed the paper cup and the uneaten bits of muffin into a garishly colorful trash bin.

The green glow of the airport screens suggested better, faster, next-generation mobile networks, and the lonely Norwegian hut of Ludwig Wittgenstein, and more environmentally friendly oil rigs.

He walked down yet another long, similar corridor. There was an irritating morsel of blueberry stuck to the back of his molar, and he managed to pry it free with the tip of his tongue. Had airports really always been this busy? Men and women were shoving and brushing past one another, pushing each other out of the way, small children were bawling and stamping their feet. Paul couldn’t recall so many people traveling before. There must’ve been fewer of them, and it certainly never used to be this noisy and churlish and packed. Ever so faintly, he regretted his trip and wished he were back in Stromness and had ignored the email. That perfect white.

Eventually he found the gate for his flight to Stavanger, slipped the bar code of his ticket beneath the scanner, looked at the camera, removed his glasses, smiled, waited for the signal to flash green, and when the barriers opened, he walked through.

On the plane, he reflected how the most insufferable thing in the world was actually renovation work. In the course of it, apartments and houses whose interiors had survived decades or even centuries were defaced by clumsiness and ineptitude in the crassest ways. Halogen spotlights were recessed into low-hanging ceilings. Plastic wood flooring was laid after first removing and disposing of the ancient, worn, patinated timber planks, so that underfloor heating systems could be installed. Kitchens were outfitted with bulky, expensive exhaust hoods that jutted into the room and droned away pointlessly. Triple-glazed insulation windows replaced pretty old glass that, bleeding downward, had grown more opaque over time toward the bottom, and separated the various rooms from the outside with a negative pressure he found physically unbearable, all to save electricity and defy global warming. He nearly dozed off. Norway passed below.



Upon arrival, Paul once more rode in an electric taxi from the airport through sun-drenched Stavanger, which seemed to him like any other city in the world. He had a feeling he could remember Stavanger, despite never having been here before. A couple of wispy clouds drew past in the sky. Down at the harbor, a grotesquely large cruise ship unloaded and reloaded a multitude of German retirees, all appearing mildly confused, all shrouded in the practical, bright neon apparel of their tribe. Eighty-year-old women were wearing clunky basketball shoes and their hair in dyed blue punk cuts; the men clutched Norwegian beer bottles in their swollen, reddened hands.

Over on the other side, there was a museum; a slew of Irish pubs indistinguishable from one another, all in a row; beyond them a series of synchronized traffic lights. And when dropped off just behind the brutalist cultural center, he climbed out of the taxi onto the crumbling cobblestones, and he smelled the acrid reek of urine that last night’s drunks had peed while stumbling home.

He held his nose, was handed a receipt. The taxi drove off. He crumpled the slip of paper, tossed it on the ground, and gazed up at the two-story wooden building in front of him. It was run-down in a welcoming sort of way, having probably once been painted beige and brown in the eighties. It resembled a West German youth center. On the ground floor, he saw, was a bookstore. In its window display lay a stack of Knausgård, beside those volumes a coffee mug and a small cactus, and propped against that, a handwritten slate board advertising homemade donuts in white chalk.



The office for the magazine had no buzzer. A yellow index card was taped to the door’s opaque glass. On it, someone had written Kūki with a blue pen, guided by a hasty hand. The i at the end was incomplete as the ink had apparently given out, and the letter trailed off into the yellow. At the harbor below, the cruise ship tooted its departure.

Paul wondered whether he ought to buy a pack of cigarettes beforehand and smoke one, for now he was a bit nervous after all. In some moments—actually, all the time—he thought himself an impostor. He shook his head because he’d given up smoking years earlier anyhow, pushed the door open, and resolutely stepped inside.

A young girl squeezed past him, apologizing, pushed her horn-rimmed glasses up into her hennaed hair, and wormed her way through the door onto the street. Paul saw that the hallway was lined with disorganized waist-high stacks of books, right and left. Nice. Posters of early Godard films hung there, and framed photographs signed by Alice Rohrwacher and Kelly Reichardt from their respective films.

He entered the room and thought that this couldn’t possibly be the main office of Kūki: everything here looked sophomoric, insufficiently staged, slovenly. A short, slender man approached, firmly gripped Paul’s hand with both of his, and shook it. He wore round, metal-rimmed glasses, and his name was Cohen, he said, and he was happy Paul was here. He asked whether the flight had been a bother. Here, he should have a seat and toss his bag back there. With the tip of his index finger, Cohen pushed his frames up the bridge of his nose. He radiated boundless empathy, and Paul noticed, as Cohen sat down and hiked up his trousers with a brief pinch right and left at midthigh, that he smelled nice.



Cohen lit a cigarette with an unsteady hand. Paul should please imagine everything now to follow as though he, Paul, were Steven Spielberg and he, Cohen, Stanley Kubrick. Had he seen the old Spielberg film Artificial Intelligence? It had actually been Kubrick’s project, which he had emanated into his friend Spielberg before he died, since only Spielberg could make this film, which he, Kubrick, had never been able to do.

Paul sat on the couch and nodded. All of a sudden, he saw before his eyes those scenes from the film he could still remember. The Blue Fairy, the android child with the teddy bear abandoned in the forest, and of course the ethereal creatures that retrieve the young boy from the submarine frozen sea world at the end of the movie.

Paul looked at Cohen. It was incredible. Cohen looked exactly like an adult version of the boy from Spielberg’s film. He had a pretty mouth and dark button eyes and wavy chestnut hair that spilled over his ears and brow. He wore trousers of white mottled wool with white piping down the sides and an overly unbuttoned snow white dress shirt. Sparse greyish white chest hairs stuck out. Cohen lit himself another cigarette. Why was he trembling so much?



Might Paul know what the job was? It was for the magazine, yes? Oh, Cohen replied, Kūki? That was just an insignificant side project. In reality he’d been doing research on Rodnovery, Slavic neopaganism, for years, among other things: those ash blonde, pigtailed women in white linen frocks who gathered in the meadows around log fires, to sing in the endless beech forests of the east.

And the Arthurian legend was important, too. And the slaying of the god-king as well, and the corresponding killing of the stag in the forests. Did he know that for centuries kings from the east had placed an egg yolk into the furrows of their fields to ensure a good harvest? And had he perhaps read The Golden Bough? Whenever the African Asante people crowned a new king, they’d first whip him raw so that he would remember what it felt like to suffer as a human before receiving godlike power. The wars of the future, they would come from the east, not from the north.

Paul didn’t know what to say. So he said he’d heard that the wars of the future would be waged over water. And Cohen replied: no, the wars of the future would be waged out of boredom. He was only using the magazine and its dubious aestheticism as a pretext to conceal his real interests behind clay pots, picturesque jetsam, and old bicycles in the Shetlands—and of course behind those darling old ladies on remote Irish islands who spend evenings knitting the last authentic sheep’s wool sweaters, the ones with the big soft collars from that recent film with Colin Farrell. It was all just window dressing, Paul, pebbles in a glass. Even the name—Kūki. It was stupid, and intentionally misleading.



Paul was annoyed and tried to hide his disappointment. He cleared his throat twice and pursed his lips. He glanced at his fingernails. Everything that Cohen was describing as stupid he loved. He’d been about to make a name for himself, and now he learned the magazine he held in such esteem, the magazine that had commissioned him, wasn’t even meant to be serious? Instead, Cohen mocked him with the Asante and the god-king and these things. Fine, he mumbled almost inaudibly, then he might as well be going, thanks.

This whole obsession with the north, Cohen said, throwing the butt he’d smoked down to the filter into a brimming water glass full of extinguished cigarettes opening like paper flowers. These cottagecore lichen restaurants, desaturated colors, that lonely European periphery, the two-dimensionality of the landscape, the grumbling, taciturn Scots, and so forth—that was just Protestant child’s play compared with the ash blonde Slavic neopagans in their white garments with red embroidered hems. Well, anyway, there was this saying in Rodnovery—and this was really much more interesting. Rainwater is the water of life; it heals all wounds, makes lost limbs grow back, turns the old young again, and raises the dead up from the grave.

Paul started. He’d heard that somewhere recently. But where though? In Stromness, on the street? Yes. No. Wait. It was a dream. Said exactly like that. It had been a nightmare, he recalled. This was the first time he’d heard of Rodnovery. The water of life. What was going on.



Cohen saw Paul’s puzzlement and apologized, how stupid of him. He should please not leave. Would Paul perhaps like a cup of tea? Coffee? He was sure to have a few biscuits somewhere, too. Cohen went to the empty refrigerator, poked around, and found nothing he could offer him. He flipped the switch on the coffee machine back and forth, which clicked—and nothing. He was sorry, he said with a sheepish smile, no coffee. Everything here was kaput, sadly. Cigarette? He really should stay. Please. The perfect white. Might he ask him a question—what did he really love in this world, a person, a particular animal?

Paul, who had in fact relaxed a bit, leaned forward slightly and without a second thought it came out of him: Barnhill, the house on Jura. Its lack of electricity, its almost terrifying seclusion, its puckering, damp wallpaper, its feral horses on the meadow by the sea and the stone grey clouds above.

These were memories? Had he ever been to this house before? No, Paul answered, these were just expectations based on photographs, on stories, on websites. He’d never been there. He merely imagined it looked like that.

Memories, Cohen replied, had a molecular basis. They were stored on an atomic level, but not imagination. Where, then, was the image, where did the many images live that Paul had formed of Barnhill in his mind? Where did conjecture reside?

Very likely within consciousness, Paul answered, crossing one leg over the other. He was pleased with his response, and Cohen stood up and began gesticulating with a fresh cigarette in his hand. Yes. Exactly. Consciousness. Imaginings as entity. It wasn’t possible to imagine that space or time didn’t exist, except perhaps in dreams.



Paul was to take a taxi to the premises of SVG-1 Rennesøy, to the Green Mountain Data Center, in the fjord, outside Stavanger. There, in a repurposed former NATO bunker, the largest software companies stored a vast portion of all our data. This was essentially the home of the cloud—chilled by 8-degree fjord water, since the enormous generation of heat by these machines required constant cooling, and air conditioners alone were not up to the task.

There was, for instance, a similar storage center underground in Iceland, he said, but Green Mountain right here in Stavanger was considerably larger. He should see it for himself. It was one of the central repositories of human memory. Every single photograph from among the quintillions of recollections recorded on mobile phones was stored there. The storage capacities were beyond comprehension. Every wedding, every cherry blossom season in Japan, every birth, reactor accidents too, swarms of insects, kittens playing with woolen balls, people disfigured by war, palm trees at sunset—five billion photos a day. And this was it. Was the money enough?

So is this still about finding the perfect white, Paul asked, removing his glasses. Yes, among other things, Cohen replied. If, for instance, the fragments of life that made up a person’s memory were to be joined together after their death, shouldn’t it then be possible for those memory swarms—because that’s what these masses of pictures were—to retain the existence they once had?



Okay, Paul said, maybe. But he really didn’t understand what this had to do with anything. He was a decorator, not a philosopher or a physicist. He had a good eye for color, sure, and a sense of proportion, and of the way things could be arranged to create harmony. Yet what he did wasn’t art; it was craft. And maybe not even that. Actually he was just a house painter.

Well, this was exactly why he’d invited him to come to Norway: to house-paint, Cohen said, getting up again to search for that nonexistent coffee. He first rummaged behind the shabby corduroy sofa, then yanked open the refrigerator door again, but aside from an old stick of butter gone brown at the edges, there was still nothing there. He spun back around to Paul. What if what we call individual personality was somehow retained after the body decomposed? What if memory could just persist? Would an entity in data storage have an ego, a self, or not?

It was actually very similar to his, Paul’s, work. If he was to, say, furnish a house in a particular way and people were to buy that house, then he’d have at least generated an aspiration, which was immaterial, right? Cohen lit another cigarette from the previous one, tossed the butt onto the floor, and stamped it out. Immaterial, he said, completely imagined, but still wholly and clearly present. He couldn’t dispute that. Paul nodded. He had understood.

And then Cohen said that Paul was to paint everything white, the whole complex: the servers, the walls, the ceiling, the floor. Hopes, ideas, and memories amassed in such large quantities in the Green Mountain Data Center that painting this space white would ensure order, and clarity, and that would require not just any white, but the perfect white, the singular white.

I’m Cohen’s marionette, Paul thought. Or perhaps he’s mine. And like all puppets, he thinks he’s actually human. It is, after all, the dream of each and every puppet to be real.

What was there left to decide? Of course, he’d take a look at the mountain halls. When should he go? Now? Paul stood up to search for the color sample fan in his travel bag, and Cohen shouted for his assistant to call a taxi. She wasn’t around, and so he phoned for one himself.








Chapter VI.

At some point Ildr must have come back to the house and fallen asleep herself, too. Voices in the forest. They were looking for him. He dreamed they were coming closer, so near he could smell their breath, and he jolted upright, and there they were. There was a soldier at the far window holding a cloth over his mouth, peering inside. Another stood at the window beside the hearth, he, too, masking his face against the Yellow Death. A third pounded on the door with his fist.

The girl started awake. The wooden footstool on which she’d been sitting and sleeping clattered over. She drew into fetal position, her lips pressed together, and she looked to the stranger in fright.

He leapt from bed, winced in pain for a split second because of his stitches, and in two paces reached the table just as the soldier kicked open the door. He snatched up the satchel while the soldier stormed inside and grabbed the girl’s arm. Ildr screamed and bit the man’s hand as hard as she could.

The other soldiers with their plague cloths were now inside the house, and as the first clutched his bloody hand and shrieked, the other two seized the girl. One of them drew a short, sharp blade and sliced off a piece of her ear. The stranger had hesitated too long. From the bag, he drew a white handgun, pointed it at the soldier’s chest, and fired. Nothing. Not even a click. He pulled the trigger again. Nothing. Damn.

Ildr’s face and shirt were covered in her blood. She looked down and screamed and screamed. The pale nub of her earlobe lay in a dark red puddle on the floor of the hut.

The stranger took the barrel, lunged forward, and bludgeoned the knife-wielding soldier, first on the head, then on the nose, which broke with a horrid cracking sound. Twisting halfway round, he struck the second soldier’s jaw from the side with the butt of the gun. The third had drawn his sword and stabbed it into the stranger’s thigh, and Ildr shrieked, and crawled through her own blood to the hearth, scrambled to her feet, grabbed the iron poker, and crushed that soldier’s skull.

The three soldiers lay on the floor. The one whose jaw had been broken was still breathing and whimpering, and Ildr crawled over to him, raised the fire hook up and bludgeoned his head three times, then a fourth.

The stranger got up, hobbled over to her, and gently took the poker from her hands. He examined the wound on the side of her head. The earlobe and part of the cartilage had been cut off. It was bleeding heavily, and he went to get a white sheet from the chest, tore it into strips, and tied it around her head. Now that it was all over, she began to shake. He wiped the blood from her face.


	—Don’t do that. I’m all right. Are they dead?

	—Yes, they are.

	—And the wound on your leg.

	—It’s nothing.

	—Look at this mess. Why did I ever shoot you in the forest?

	—Do you believe me now that we have to leave?

	—Yes.

	—The duke will send more soldiers if these here don’t return. We might have a head start of a day and a night. Find a sack you can pack with everything you need.



Together they scoured the house for things they might use and made a little pile, away from the corpses. A good length of cord, her bow and arrow, some cloths for bandages, two warm blankets, his linen satchel, two woolen jerkins, a small bag of beans, her knife, a skin of goat’s milk, ten unpeeled ashdanne, some apples, a flint. He gave her some of his powder in a cup of water and told her to drink it down. Her ear was bleeding profusely, soaking the bandage. She looked awful, but he didn’t tell her.


	—So now you don’t have to boil it?

	—What?

	—The boiling thing.

	—There’s no time.

	—But then won’t I die from the worms?

	—Not necessarily. But if we wait until the water’s boiled, you’ll die because we didn’t escape in time.

	—That’s not fair, because for you we did the thing with boiling the water, and now all of a sudden we’re not doing it for me.

	—Your wound isn’t very deep, Ildr.

	—It’s still not fair.

	—Could we please leave now?

	—Is it fair or isn’t it?

	—No.

	—That’s all I wanted to hear.



This girl was truly extraordinary. She left the house smiling, and he closed the door behind them, rolling his eyes slightly, and smiled back, and then he began wondering whether he should set fire to the house. No. The smoke would attract attention even more quickly. And that would give them less of a head start.

Together, they crossed the meadow, leapt over the small Firnbrook, and disappeared into the forest, which rapidly enveloped them in dark green safety. They walked a few hours in the direction he suspected south to be. She followed him without a word. From time to time, they would pause, and he changed her bandages and gave her some of his powder. They left the blood-soaked cloths on the forest floor and kept going.

It occurred to him too late that they were leaving an obvious trail. For a brief moment he considered running back to bury the white and red bandages but then chose not to. No one would find them because their pursuers didn’t know the direction in which they’d fled. Suddenly, he gasped, thinking of scent hounds.


	—Does the duke have dogs?

	—Yes, he hunts with a pack of them. But most are dead.

	—Of the Yellow Death.

	—Yes. I saw a lot of dog cadavers, on the way into the villages.

	—And why isn’t the duke dead?

	—I don’t know. Nobody knows who’ll get sick and who won’t. Most people get it. Dogs, too, but not deer or birds or horses.

	—So he has scent hounds that are still alive.

	—I think so.

	—Then he’ll send them after us.



The forest grew denser and more impenetrable. Huge aerial roots and thorny brambles blocked their way now and again, forcing them to deviate, and so they strayed from their path more and more often. The sky was a brilliant blue, and birds flew past them far above, undeterred. They split an apple, and each ate their half slowly and carefully as they walked, without exchanging a word. After a while, he was overcome by an odd sense that they were no longer headed in the right direction.


	—Do you know which way is south, Ildr?

	—Yes, of course. The sun rises in the west and sets in the east, so the south has to be that way, there.

	—I’m sorry, what?

	—South is that way.

	—No, what you said before. The sun rises in the west?

	—Of course it does.

	—Then we have to go the opposite direction.

	—Go back?

	—I’m sorry. I miscalculated. I’m used to the sun rising in the east.

	—You really are from beyond the Frozen Sea.

	—Whatever we do, we’ve got to head south. It’s just backward for me. Where is the duke’s fortress, in relation to your house?

	—North.

	—Then we’ve got to go back. We’re walking straight toward the fortress.

	—That’s exactly what I was thinking, too.

	—Then why didn’t you say anything?

	—Because you always know everything.



Birds had nestled into the treetops, singing, and at one point, they heard a woodpecker hammering a tree, and its thumping sound followed them, or maybe there were just a lot of woodpeckers. The sun blazed high above them in a clear, cloudless sky.

After a good while, they came back to the place where the bloody bandages were. Ildr knelt down, dug a hole into the forest floor with a stick, shoved the strips of fabric in, buried them in soil, and then covered it all with leaves and small twigs until there was no trace of anything.

The stranger gently wiped the dried blood from her face with a handful of damp leaves. He carefully inspected her ear, which had now stopped bleeding. A whole chunk was missing from the bottom, but it really wasn’t so terrible. He applied a fresh bandage and knotted the ends together on top of her head.

She stuck a straight twig vertically into the dirt, and together they watched the almost imperceptible movement of its shadow over the ground. They shared another apple and set its core beside the twig. An ant soon arrived, and after a few moments, there were many of them having a go at the fruit, dissecting and carrying off tiny specks of it. As they watched, their eyes grew heavy, and they slept a brief while.



Ildr removed the twig from the ground and tossed it into the brush, as she did the remnants of the apple. He thought they might later regret having discarded the core. They carefully brushed the ants from their clothes as they rose and continued onward. The path now led slightly uphill and then grew steeper until they finally stood atop a treeless knoll. All around them was forest, as far as the eye could see: enormous junipers, redolent of cedars, many of which were thick with lichens, as well as pines, and birch.

A hawk circled high above them for a while, then flew east toward the setting sun, where the skies blushed vermilion. The world was beautiful from up here. A soft wind whispered through the junipers, which extended below to the horizon.

Off in the distance, dogs barked, and they both knew their pursuers weren’t far. They exchanged glances. Had they only remained beneath the canopy of leaves and not climbed up here . . . Unhurriedly, Ildr opened her sack and found the khor nut. With the serrated side of her knife, she grated it, catching the falling crumbs and dust in one of the strips of fabric.


	—What are you doing?

	—The dogs will smell that we’ve been here.

	—You’re scattering the nut powder to confuse them.

	—It’ll distract them for a while. Dogs hate it.

	—We’ve got to get out of here.

	—Why don’t you just go to the duke and show him your inventions?

	—It’s too late for that, Ildr. We’ve slaughtered three of his men. He would never leave us in peace. He’ll torture me and kill you.

	—And all because of that little paper bird.

	—Let’s go. Now.

	—South?

	—Yes, south.



Ildr scattered the powder where they’d been standing, wrapped the rest of the khor nut in a cloth strip, recinched the sack, and handed it to the stranger. They descended the grassy hill and reentered the forest.

They were careful where they walked so as not to leave tracks in the mud. Often, Ildr straightened green twigs he had accidentally bent in passing. Their pace was unhurried but swift enough that he sometimes needed to pause, steady himself on a tree trunk, and catch his breath, because the scars on his back and chest hurt.

His thigh, where the soldier had stabbed him, didn’t cause him any trouble. The laceration was perhaps half a finger deep, no more. A touch of blood. The things he could put up with. Now it was Ildr’s turn to hurry him onward. As they continued on through the forest, they once happened upon a she-wolf dying from the epidemic, plus her cubs, which lay on and about her as if they’d nursed her milk and perished from it. An angry swarm of wasps blustered around the cadavers, and they gave them a wide berth.

After they’d spent all that was left of the afternoon more running than walking, and bit by bit evening fell, they rested and ate a few mushrooms Ildr had gathered. Would the forest ever end. It seemed infinite. It weighed on him, all this green. They made their beds amid the leaves beside a large tree root and slept for many hours.



When they awoke, it was light out, and they heard dogs barking in the distance. Hurrying to their feet, they seized their things and ran as fast as they could away from the sounds. Ildr’s ear had begun bleeding again. Her cheek was wet, and as they ran, it dripped onto the forest floor, leaving behind the scent of blood.


	—There’s no god, and there’s no Circle.

	—Ildr. How can you be so sure?

	—I just know.

	—You should run, not philosophize.

	—What’s that?

	—Never mind.

	—Tell me about the dimensions again. Is that philosophizing?

	—This is definitely not the right time.

	—Please.

	—Later. Run!

	—Over there!

	—What, where?

	—Over there. To the left. A stronghold. A watchtower.



The pair ran as fast as they could toward a round stone structure in a glade through the trees. It had more than one story, and arrow slits at the top, out of reach. Racing behind them came the dogs. They’d picked up the trail of Ildr’s blood. White foam lined their maws, they bared their teeth, their gums glistened red. The soldiers’ shrill yells echoed through the woods.



Arrows whistled through the air. Two of them struck a tree close to Ildr. She could feel the whooshing projectiles whiff right past her neck. They’d reached the small stone fortification, its portal open. Hastening inside, they slammed the heavy wooden door shut behind them, slid the three bolts into place, and collapsed onto the ground, breathless and spent.

One of the dogs kept springing at the door from the outside, howling dreadfully. Ildr and the stranger looked around in the dim. Above them, a narrow stone stair wound up the wall to the embrasures. They quickly rose and mounted the stairs, backs pressed firmly against the wall as they went.

Outside, the soldiers had caught up. One of them sat down, swigged from his waterskin, washed his filthy, sweaty face, chuffing. The dogs beside him barked furiously, and he sneered upward.

Ildr spied through the nearest embrasure, counted four men, then raced across the small loft to the opposite side of the tower to look out the far notch. Three more down below. One shot halfheartedly toward the slit with his bow, but the arrow ricocheted pointlessly off the outer wall. Ildr called to the stranger to come look. Another man, obviously their commander, stood somewhat apart at the edge of the forest, shouting orders.

One of them laughed cruelly and punched one of the dogs right on her nose; she yelped in pain and cowered away. Now they were walking around, gathering twigs, dry branches, and moss, and carrying everything to the tower entrance. They stacked the wood against the door, and while their commander crouched down and struck sparks with the flint, another snapped the twigs into small pieces and shoved them underneath the pile of branches.


	—What is a shadow, Ildr?

	—Now you want to talk about that stuff?

	—Yes. It’s very important. What is it?

	—Please stop. They’re going to kill us.

	—What is a shadow?

	—When a light shines on something, there’s a shadow behind it.

	—Exactly. The shadow is flat. It’s two-dimensional. And if you cast a light on a two-dimensional something in a two-dimensional world, there’ll be a one-dimensional shadow.

	—How could such a world even exist? A world like paper.



Two arrows hissed toward them from below and clinked off beside the embrasure. Ildr flinched from the arrows and looked into his green eyes.


	—We’re just making assumptions. It’s a thought experiment.

	—And in a, uh . . . one-dimensional world?

	—In such a world, the shadow would be a nondimensional point, a nonlight.

	—I don’t get it.

	—Then just imagine it.

	—You’ve got to do something. They’re setting the door on fire.

	—There’s also a fourth dimension.

	—What do you mean?

	—Light directed at a four-dimensional object produces a three-dimensional shadow.

	—How can a shadow not be flat?

	—How can a nonlight exist?

	—I can’t believe you. While we’re talking about these crazy things, they’re about to burn us alive. Pass me your satchel.



Crouching down, he untied the bag, and Ildr reached inside, squinting, and carefully pulled out the white ceramic handgun. Then she knelt before the arrow slit and took the weapon in both hands like she had seen him do before.


	—It doesn’t work, Ildr.

	—Maybe not for you.



She aimed at the commander, who was still standing directly below them at the door, lighting the fire. She closed her eyes and pulled the trigger. A not very loud bang followed, and the man at the door dropped his flint and slumped sideways to the ground. Three others came running, shook their dead commander, and Ildr fired three more times. She hit all three, one of them square in the face.


	—Ildr.

	—What sort of thing is this?

	—I’ll explain later. Quick, come with me outside. And hold the thing out in front of you.

	—Like this?

	—Yes. But don’t point it at me, you hear? And give me your bow.



Both raced along the loft and back down the winding stairs. At the bottom, they unlatched the bolts, and he notched an arrow in the bow. Ildr tore open the door. The dead soldiers tumbled inward, and they clambered out over the heap of bodies. From one side, another soldier ran at them screaming, his sword raised high over his head. Ildr turned slightly toward him, aimed, and fired. On the man’s chest, a small red poppy appeared, immediately blooming larger, and with an astonished expression on his face, he dropped his sword and fell to his knees.


	—Four, five. Three more to go. On the other side of the tower.

	—Maybe we can talk to them.

	—You can’t negotiate with murderers, Ildr.



A soldier peered round the bend, raised his bow, and shot at them. The arrow whizzed past and stuck in the dirt. Ildr pulled the trigger, and the man died. The two remaining soldiers dropped their weapons and ran as fast as they could toward the forest’s edge. An arrow released from the stranger’s bow was suddenly jutting from the back of one of them, between his shoulder blades, and Ildr pointed the ceramic gun at the other and fired, once, twice.


	—I think it’s empty now, Ildr.

	—What do you mean by empty?

	—There aren’t any more rounds in it. It only holds twelve or so. Maybe twenty.

	—What sort of rounds?

	—Child. They’re like little arrows that come out the front and kill.

	—So they’re not round.

	—That’s just what people call them . . . Oh, never mind.

	—Look, the dog.



The scent hounds had all withdrawn deep into the woods, except for the one whose nose had been struck. She lay in the glade some distance off, looking at them while resting her muzzle on her forepaws. Ildr headed over, squatted down a few paces away, and extended her hand. The dog rolled onto her side and raised a paw, but when Ildr came closer to touch her, she, too, ran off, yelping, into the forest.

Both of them sat down, leaning their backs against the tower’s outer wall. Nothing but corpses strewn around them: four at the door, two more nearby, and two at the edge of the woods, one with an arrow protruding from his back.


	—Ildr, we can’t just keep killing people.

	—We had to. Otherwise they’d have killed us. Besides, you shot one of them dead with an arrow yourself.

	—I’m not saying there was any other way. But we’ve got to stop now.

	—It’s so easy with your machine.

	—How do you know this word—machine?

	—You said it earlier.

	—Did I?

	—Yes, I’m sure.

	—Maybe so.

	—So what it this thing?

	—It’s called a pistol.

	—And you say it can run empty eventually?

	—In these little things—

	—Rounds—

	—There’s a small amount of compressed gunpowder which explodes, and then the round shoots out the front from the hole, and it drills through whoever is standing in the way.

	—Wait. What’s gunpowder? And why does something only explode in one direction? Never mind. What’s it made of? How’s it built?

	—It was made with a 3D printer.

	—A printer? What’s that? Three dee? Three deemensions? That thing you were talking about.

	—Yes.

	—And it only works for me, this . . . this pistol.

	—Yes, apparently.

	—And how come?

	—I don’t know. Objects and creatures exist, and they don’t, and both things are true at the same time.

	—I don’t understand.

	—Me neither, Ildr.










Chapter VII.

Leaving Stavanger, the car merged onto a highway and then drove over several fjord bridges in succession that Paul felt he recognized from some film or other. Somehow everything appeared as in a memory, or in a film, or in a dream. He hadn’t even said goodbye to Cohen, just watched him through the rear window, standing there on the cobblestones outside the office to see him off. The taxi went slowly. The late summer sun bathed the Norwegian archipelago scenery in a splendid, crisply focused light.

After half an hour, they pulled up to an orange-and-white barrier that opened automatically. Several times, Paul had tried to chat with the driver, but little came in reply from up front except Scandinavian reticence. A few hundred meters more, a few unremarkable cars parked to the left, and on the right the sea. A couple of nondescript barracks that’d already been painted white, of which Paul took mental note. Barbed wire spiraling atop a security fence. Two soldiers, both women, armed with submachine guns in camouflage uniforms. A huge gate vanishing into the rock.

He paid his fare, got out, and walked over to the gate. He gazed up at the azure sky. A whizzing surveillance drone flew a curve over the area, headed out over the sea toward Stavanger for a while, and then returned.

No one wanted to check his ID. The two soldiers smiled, making way for him; one of them held a plastic card to a scanner, pressed a button, click, and the heavy door slowly opened. One soldier, her blonde hair beneath a beret, escorted him. Now there were three men wearing neon yellow full-body suits with Green Mountain Data Center printed on the front. He was handed a clipboard and asked to sign here, there, down here, and then, at the prompting of the still smiling Norwegian soldier, Paul proceeded into the Plexiglas man trap, which closed behind him and then, after fifteen or twenty seconds and a hydraulic sucking sound, reopened before him. Twenty more paces, and another automatic door opened up, while a white camera mounted above it recorded and registered his features.

It wasn’t just Paul’s face that had been scanned; no, it was his entire body, plus his build, and the way he walked. The data related to Paul were transformed, forwarded onward, and housed in the computers of the Center itself. This door shut behind him. Paul entered an immense space, a cavern whose rear wall in the distance could merely be sensed, but not seen. Cohen really hadn’t been exaggerating. It was unbelievable.



A soft omnipresent hum accompanied the sound of his footfalls over the polished concrete floor. Light boxes were suspended from pendulous cables above him, which further reinforced the sensation of infinite space, because the ceiling, somewhere up there and beyond the lamps, was itself not illuminated. Like the lateral expanse of the cavern, it also remained hidden in darkness. Innumerable punched-aluminum struts hung beneath the lights, creating a gridded network, a pattern repeated over and over again at half-height, like tiered, permeable floors.

Spread out before him, dark grey cabinets arrayed into precise rows extended off into the infinitude of space, and vibrating within them, quintillions of images, such an unfathomably large number of stories that they formed their own universe, octillions of lives, with everything that this entailed.

Luckily he was carrying his color fan with him, Paul thought, having forgotten most of what Cohen had told him such a short while ago. He’d really grown so forgetful, but that was no matter because the scale of Cohen’s commission now dawned on him; he was to have all of this painted white, the whole cavern, and everything in it. Hundreds of thousands of liters of Farrow & Ball, all in five-liter buckets, Paul thought, and he smiled, not knowing whether on account of the paint company, the thousands of scaffolds that would have to be erected, or because of the sheer megalomania of the project.



At that precise moment, the surface of the sun flickered, and an extraordinarily large solar eruption ensued. Fiery pillars of yellow and red plasma were thrown upward, blasting hundreds of thousands of kilometers aloft, first tremulous, then surging, as blazing geysers of radiation. A shock-wave-like magnetic squall was now barreling toward the Earth at the speed of light.



Paul slowly paced the lengths of the rows, running his hand over their smooth plastic surfaces as he went, over the stored memories of the entire planet. This was all so very impressive. Cohen had been right. Memories surfaced. He saw his little rented house on the sea in Stromness, and the cat slinking down Alfred Street with languid indifference, padding over the cobblestones. The sullen old man in the tweed cap walking by. His faded orange Penguin volume about the early detection of Second World War aircraft lying on the rug. His peculiar dream about the Antarctic and the frozen sea. The neatly stacked issues of Kūki, the cover with the dish containing the pale shells and walnuts on top. And the saucer with the half-eaten croissant right beside it on the cover photo, the rubber boots. Then the duke’s gift, that portrait of Merlin and Lancelot hanging over the old Swiss military bicycle on the pockmarked wall. Melancholy Lancelot hunched there in his saddle, being led out of the frame. The houses and interiors scattered around Northern Europe that he had staged, and that incessantly chattering, chain-smoking Cohen in his contrived little magazine office. The Blue Fairy. He would paint everything white.

For a good while, he strolled beneath the droplights smiling, heading farther and farther into the cavern, with no foreseeable end to the storage rows before him.



In just about eight minutes, the intense electromagnetic radiation had reached the Earth’s surface. Nothing about it was visible, nothing about it anticipated. There were neither sleek patterns of light nor reflections anywhere. As it passed, however, the solar wind generated gigantic green auroras in the atmosphere, those prismatic curtains of light fluttered across the skies, and on the sunlit side of the Earth, it caused massive disruptions in satellite and cellular communications, then swept through the Norwegian mountain and into the cavern and finally into the databanks, including into the one beside which Paul had now stopped, his hand resting on its humming plastic surface. One event followed from the next, for in space-time stories were just as indestructible as matter and energy.

An erratic and loud crackling, then a power outage, perhaps a half minute of complete darkness. These thirty seconds lasted an eternity. And just after that, the emergency power came on. Orange rotating lights cast their irritating garish glow into the dim immensity of the hall. The crackling continued, a noise much like soda cans being crushed underfoot. A siren sounded, shrill and at once curiously compressed. There was the smell of singed rubber and feathers, of aluminum and silicon. But it also smelled fresh and pure and oxygenated, like after a summer thunderstorm.

The air-lock door at the entrance, which was also connected to the emergency power grid, now opened. Soldiers and personnel poured inside, orders were shouted, safety catches on submachine guns flicked. Agitated scientists filed in, more and more of them, some in dark suits, others in white coats. They saw that the aluminum grid above the data units had begun to drip. Condensation had formed, who knows from where. Little by little, the alarm systems were turned off.

After a while, an agreement was reached that there had in fact been a visitor, of course. The soldiers at the security entrance confirmed this and on their monitors played back Paul’s entrance into the air lock. Over several hours, nearly eighty people made sweeps of everything in the cavern searching for him, but he was no longer there.






Chapter VIII.

They removed boots from two of the dead men, put them on themselves, and walked through the night and then two more days until they came to a large river flowing sluggishly south through the landscape. Ildr, who had never worn shoes before, developed painful blisters on her feet, and she begged him, several times, to let her walk barefoot, but he wouldn’t allow it. Ildr should lean into the pain, accept it; blisters really weren’t so terrible. She rolled her eyes, cursing him in her thoughts, kept walking, and tried to ignore her feet. They summited a small hill and from the top could see several slight bends in the river, which meandered onward into the distance.

He decided that the river would lead them to the sea and that it would thus be wise for them to follow its course. He pointed the way, and as Ildr gazed at him, she felt she could trust him, more so even than her mother, if that were possible. Besides, they did have the pistol. And their injuries no longer hurt, which was much more important. The scars on his chest and back must be nearly healed by now, she thought.

He pulled out his sandals from the sack, laid them next to a tree root, and mumbled something which to Ildr sounded like some sort of incantation or prayer. They left the sandals there, and then they set off. Along the way, they drank directly from the river even though he’d have preferred they boil the water. At one point when they stopped and turned around, they saw the dog following them at a safe distance. And so they continued their march in the direction they suspected was south: the man in front, then the girl, and farther back the dog. It grew noticeably cooler even though the sun was shining.


	—May I ask you something?

	—Of course, child.

	—How did you get here?

	—Where?

	—Here.

	—I have no idea.

	—Oh please, you’ve got to know how you ended up in the forest where I shot you.

	—I don’t.

	—What’s waiting for us at the Frozen Sea?

	—I don’t know.



In the evening, they gathered firewood, layered it in a pile, set stones around it in a small circle, lit a fire for the first time, and warmed their hands and feet. No one had followed them. They placed the ashdanne on the hot stones, and he put on his glasses to examine her ear carefully. Their shirts were smeared with crusted blood, and they took them off, washed them down at the river, and dried them by the flames. They wrapped themselves in the blankets they’d brought with them, for the night was cold. A short while later, the dog came near the fire and lay down on the opposite side of the stone circle. Ildr and the stranger smiled. They ate ashdanne roasted by the heat, Ildr tossed half of one to the dog, and she devoured it.



He’d been sleeping quite some time wrapped in his blanket. It was the first night without the constant fear of being followed. Something caused him to startle awake. Dawn was breaking, the embers in the fire still glowed faintly, and he looked around and saw the dog and the girl safely asleep. Though still halfway stuck in his hazy dream, he had the feeling that something unsettling was happening right around him. He rubbed his eyes and felt his forehead, the cold sweat of fright on it. He gazed upward at the gradually lightening morning sky.

There, above the horizon and not far away, the tail of a comet drew past, a bright gleaming, vanishing in the direction from which they’d come the day before. Its trail was still glowing when, seconds later, a fireball appeared far away and lit up the horizon where the comet had struck. He counted slowly to twenty, then heard the crackling rumble of the explosion and felt the ground tremble beneath his feet.

Ildr and the dog were awake like a shot. The animal leapt up, whimpering, and the fur on her back stood upright. Ildr and the stranger looked north. Although the comet’s impact site was so distant, they could see by the dawning light that a huge dust plume had formed there and was rising vertically into the sky, continually expanding.


	—What was that? I’m scared.

	—A meteorite.

	—A what?

	—A shooting star.

	—Not an earthquake?

	—No. A little star fell to the ground.

	—Is it dangerous for us?

	—Perhaps. Let’s pack up and go.



For the first time, the dog permitted them to get close. She even allowed them to touch her, and Ildr petted and consoled her with kind, soft words. They gathered their things, and all three continued southward along the riverbank. On the way, they caught a few small fish that had become entangled in an old box net by the river’s edge. They slapped them against a rock and put them in their bag.

Around the midday hour, they were overtaken by a sandstorm, perhaps the result of the comet’s impact. The entire sky turned a tan color, and they threw themselves flat on the ground. They held hands as the dust scoured past them. He had pulled his cloak over his face. Ildr shouted something at him, but her mouth and nose instantly filled with fine sand, giving her the horrible sensation of suffocating, and so she buried her head in her arms and enveloped the dog with her body. It was soon over, and the storm moved on. They arose and brushed the dust from their hair and walked down to the river to wash.

Although their path wasn’t strenuous, they were weary from their battle against the sand. The farther south they walked, the cooler it became, and they saw many fewer trees than they had just a while before. The lonely trees themselves were smaller in stature and bore fewer leaves. Even those that grew along the riverbank seemed stunted, as if the world’s whole manner of growth was changing here, as if a boundary lay before them, or a natural shift into desolation. The landscape grew drearier, and lush meadows yielded to melancholy scree and pale grey limestone. The pretty hills lush with vegetation and the dense forests of Ildr’s homeland were gradually replaced by a monotone region of karstic rock covered in greyish brown lichens as far as the eye could see.



Around evening, after a day’s march through increasingly bleak and treeless terrain, they arrived at the outskirts of the abandoned village of Goz. Cautiously, they approached the handful of houses whose heavy stone roofs burdened squat exterior walls. Ildr had retrieved the pistol from the sack and was holding it out before her, and the dog kept close to her side. The stranger held the knife. They peered inside the houses, but no one had lived in them for a long time. They decided to spend the night in one, pushed open its ponderous wooden door, and ducked inside.

The interior was gloomy and smelled old and long abandoned. He opened one of the shutters to let in fresh air. The walls were made of coarse, unpainted stone, and there were neither beds nor chairs. With the flint, Ildr lit a candle that had been left in an alcove, then emptied the foodstuffs from their bag onto a table, the sole item of furniture. They still had ashdanne, a few apples, and the little fish they had found earlier that morning. Outside it grew dark.

With her knife, Ildr descaled the fishes, pierced the first one with the tip of a twig, and held it over the flame of the candle while he barred the front door from the inside as well as he could. The dog had lain down quietly, observing everything. Ildr turned and flipped all the fish one by one over the tiny flame until they were crisp and their skin blackened, set one before the dog, and then they ate the rest, which weren’t bad. Once Ildr blew out the candle, they stretched out over the hard floor and bundled up in blankets.


	—Why is it getting colder and colder the farther south we go?

	—We’re getting closer to the Frozen Sea.

	—I wonder what it looks like there. And from there you can go back to your home.

	—My home is very, very far away.

	—I’ll join you, however far it is.

	—Tomorrow we’ll look around the other houses. We’ll need more blankets and much warmer clothing.

	—And a flying machine.

	—Get some sleep now, Ildr.



After a restless night, the two awoke early, teeth chattering with cold, even though the dog had been snuggled beside them all night. There’d been no coal in the hut and no wood lying around outside to gather from the barren, treeless plains.

They got up, slipped on their boots, shivering, and jumped up and down to warm themselves. He searched the hut meticulously, and found nothing to burn, except perhaps the table. He considered hacking it to pieces, but then decided to check the other houses for anything useful they might find. He pocketed the half-burned candle they’d used the night before.

They went out with the dog into the rising sun, which was obscured by a murky haze and provided no real warmth. Perhaps it was still the dust cloud from the comet. In the first house, they found nothing but an empty old flour sack, which they took with them. In the second, they found a few crumbles of coal in a corner and a wooden spoon. The next house was completely empty—it was even missing its door and shutters. Someone had probably used them for firewood a long time ago. The final hut, however, was bolted shut, and they both thrust against the door until it gave way with a crack.

They stepped inside. The dog refused to join them. Ildr again held the pistol, and he the knife. As their eyes adjusted to the dim light, they felt the floor coated all over in something sticky. There were flies, and it smelled of something old and dead. Sitting on a chair at the table was a human skeleton slumped over onto itself and oddly twisted, a tankard before it. There was a sort of stone cabinet, and they opened its heavy door. Inside lay several neatly folded woolen blankets and four quilted tunics, a decent pile of candles, and a few animal furs. What a stroke of luck. They took everything, packed it into the flour sack with care, and draped the long furs over their shoulders. As they walked across the sticky floor toward the door, Ildr broke off an arm bone from the skeleton for the dog.


	—These are wolf pelts. Sewn together.

	—Yes, I see that, Ildr.

	—Where I come from, this sort of thing is worth a lot.

	—To us, they’re worth even more. Who knows whether there’ll be more houses farther south. We’re going to be cold, so from now on, we’re going to pick up every scrap of wood we find on the ground, and then we’ll tie them up in bales with that rope you brought.

	—Strange that there are so few trees here. Do you think the people cut them all down and burned them?

	—They may well have.

	—Or the people all died from the plague.

	—Or fled elsewhere, from the duke.



They left the village of Goz, the dog with the human bone in her mouth, and set off. The sky still had that brownish yellow hue, which the warmth of the sun’s light failed to penetrate. After a few hours, they noticed that the ground increasingly consisted of large, uneven slabs of stone almost seamlessly adjoining one another; only occasionally was any soil at all visible between them. They walked toward the shoreline and continued to follow the course of the river, which was growing wider and wider. They collected scattered branches wherever they found them and broke them in half, bundling and baling everything together and binding the heaps of wood to each other’s backs.

Some time later, the dog began limping, walking in pain on only three legs. The stranger knelt down to her, but she growled at him, dropped the precious bone, and bared her teeth. Once Ildr caught up, she allowed her paw to be examined. Ildr carefully furrowed her fingertips between the raw pads of her paw and then removed a small metal object lodged there. The dog whined a bit, and a few drops of blood fell to the stony ground. Ildr looked at it, shrugged, and handed the thing to the stranger, who recognized it at once.


	—It’s a screw. A steel screw.

	—The tip is so sharp. What’s it for?

	—You use it like a nail, but it grips much better. Have a look. Its windings can twist into things just about anywhere.

	—I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s so tiny.

	—Things like this shouldn’t exist here.

	—I’m not sure what you mean.

	—I’m not either. Put it in the bag, we’ll take it with us. Can she walk now?

	—I think so, yes.

	—Good.

	—We should give her a name.

	—I can’t think of one.

	—Maybe tomorrow.

	—Yes.



The dog limped for a while, tentatively set her paw on the ground, and then trotted alongside them as before, the bone clamped between her teeth. Occasionally she’d run ahead and circle around to assure herself they were following. It grew colder by the hour. They could now see that the riverbank, like the entire landscape, consisted only of slabs of rock, as though the river’s water had carved its way through the limestone over millennia. It was probably the same on the opposite bank, but they could no longer make it out because the river had kept broadening. From time to time, their path took them past a single, scrawny tree whose roots had still been able to find some soil between the stones, but these were rarer and rarer. Eventually they were looking out onto a wide plain whose emptiness and profound bleakness drove them to despair. They snapped the branches from the withered tree and tied them to their backs.

Ildr wondered to herself whether it would be better if they turned around, but she didn’t dare utter the thought aloud. She set one foot before the other, her gaze fixed to the stony ground. Now and again, she’d find a small piece of wood and stick it into her bundle. The haze of the dust plume had lessened, allowing the sun to shine brighter and warmer, but their anticipation at soon reaching the Frozen Sea had long since faded to an overarching sense of hopelessness.



When evening came and a frigid wind sprang up, they stopped to rest in the lee of a huge boulder they’d seen on the horizon from afar and headed toward. They went out to gather stones and built a waist-high half circle against the rock as a windbreak. Arranging the bundles of wood just so, they shook the little chunks of coal from the flour sack over them, crumbled the wax from one of the candles, and lit a fire. They slipped on the quilted tunics, draped the wolf pelts over the stone ground, and wrapped themselves up tightly in the blankets. The dog lay between them. They no longer had the strength to roast ashdanne, and so they went to bed hungry. Just before sleep, he asked her for the little screw, and he clutched it tightly in his fist.








Chapter IX.

In the evening, Cohen sat in the little café of his where he always sat, above Stavanger’s harbor. Sipping black coffee, he looked down at the ships without seeing them and gnawed at his fingernails until they bled. Every few minutes, he stepped outside, had a quick, jittery smoke, stamped out the half-finished cigarette on the cobblestones, and returned inside.

The ginger-haired waitress came over, saw his empty mug, and asked him if he would like another coffee or perhaps a smultring, and he didn’t answer. She could see that he was even more nervous than usual. She’d had an affair with him once, the previous year, which ended just as quickly as it had begun, once she saw what an invariable, horrible bundle of nerves he was. And then there were the incessant cigarettes, day and night. She’d emptied his dozens of ashtrays, set vapes on his nightstand to no avail, even a tin of snus, how dumb of her, but he still had that handsome, surly mouth, she thought, returning behind the bleached wooden counter to stare at her phone. He could go screw himself. In the sky, a Norwegian fighter jet thundered over Stavanger, and the café’s big windowpane rattled and shook.



Even in his youth, Cohen had known he was different from everyone else he knew. He was a somber person, had been for many years, although he himself would never admit it. No longer did he live with the notion of hope, which he yearned for more than anything else, because he knew it was pointless. Despite still waiting for hope to appear on his doorstep one day, he didn’t think about it anymore; he had forced himself to forget it. Only, how are you supposed to forget something you once loved?

Eventually, he had discovered horses, and they came pretty close to that hope. Their long, slender, elegant necks, their kind, inky eyes, which always made him think that these animals perceived the flow of time in an inherently different way than we did. They were fundamentally different from all other creatures on Earth. Whenever he approached them, he always did so cautiously, sensing that while they might not mistrust him, they couldn’t properly size him up either. He had loved to ride as a child, and he remembered their nutty, mellow, innocuous scent and that puff of breath that would issue from their impossibly soft nostrils and meet his palm extended below, offering a halved apple.

There’d been a horse farm in western Norway, very nearby. He’d gone there and come to an arrangement with the owners. It hadn’t been expensive. And so he would ride out whenever he could, amid Stavanger’s green fjord landscape. Entire afternoons, into early evening, he would spend in the saddle of a dark English Thoroughbred, riding through the forests and forgetting his bilious and bitter misanthropy. Those incessant thoughts went away, lost somewhere in Vestlandet.

The light beneath the trees had been buoyant and soft, the shadows fathomless. The wind had smelled of the nearby sea and of pine needles. Horses were the only beings close to him, and he regretted not having spent his whole life with them.



He’d been phoned by the director of the Green Mountain Data Center and told the decorator had disappeared. They had viewed and analyzed all the video recordings, had rewound and fast-forwarded them. Paul had been seen looking at the hall he was to paint for a long while, had then paced up and down the rows. There had been a power outage, during which it had briefly gone completely dark on the tapes, and now he was nowhere to be found.



This waitress in the café was grating on his nerves with her compulsive benevolence. What did he owe Paul? Not a thing, strictly speaking. And what had actually happened? Not a thing, he thought, smiling. Paul had probably just left, had gone back to those Orkney Islands of his, and nobody had noticed. He really would like another coffee now. And tomorrow he would quit smoking.

And yet. In the end it was he who had written Paul, who had invited him here. This irked him like a fresh paper cut on his finger. Cohen got up, left a few coins on the table, and left the café. The waitress looked up from her telephone for a moment, tracking him with her eyes, and an unrequited smile flitted across her freckled face.



He crossed the street, the shortcut up to his office. No one else was still there. He flipped on the lights in the corridor. As he walked by, he caught sight of the stacks of books and the movie posters. He still needed to get rid of those, but there was no rush—just whenever. He also needed to stop biting his fingernails, he thought, but that same moment he already had another finger between his teeth. Something snagged and stung.

Cohen hated his own messiness. He felt free and unencumbered when things were neat, but somehow he just never got around to cleaning up. This was one of his life’s core problems. He washed with hard soap, even his hair, and aside from this single bar, which lived in a celadon-colored plastic dish, and an old fraying plastic toothbrush, he owned no cosmetic products. But this asceticism wasn’t enough. He had already tried out everything, and had been doing so for decades. There was the sorting coercion of the Japanese chain Muji, for instance, felt-tipped pens with needly black nibs and lovely untreated tan notebooks and light grey T-shirts. It was all so pathetic. But of course the opposite was even worse, and now, as old age crept closer and he was shocked when looking in the mirror, it had stopped mattering anyway. That’s why he had more or less given up Kūki and occupied himself solely with Russian esoterica.

Not because the opposition between consumerist pseudo-communism and Russian-proletarian metaphysics seemed so very relevant to him. No, it was rather because he was sorry for the intricate matryoshka recursions that he and his own magazine had released and reproduced and put out into the world. The main problem with Kūki was that it depicted as desirable what the modern age itself had earlier destroyed. Kūki ferried into postcapitalism what had nearly been forgotten and offered those engulfed things for sale one last time, albeit at a hundred times the cost. He might as well just kill himself now.

That’s why he had contacted Paul. Because he could no longer escape his own self-devouring avant-garde pursuits. Because everything should be painted white. And because cleaning up the world’s reservoir of collective memory seemed to him the only logical thing to do.

Besides, Paul might show up right here again or wherever, instead of traveling back to the Orkneys. He had left his travel bag here after all. Cohen wondered whether he should take a look inside, set it back down, smoked a cigarette, glanced around as though he were being watched, and then unzipped it.

Inside were various articles of clothing, neatly folded, and several information slips for antibiotics. And at the bottom of the bag lay a manual for making a white ceramic handgun with a 3D printer. He leafed through the booklet. Paul, Paul, what sorts of things have you gotten yourself into?

Why would anyone need a gun? Perhaps Paul had thought he was in grave danger. Had he been afraid of coming to Stavanger? Why though? Where could someone have such a thing printed? Cohen put everything back into the bag and rezipped it. Maybe Paul didn’t even own a pistol like this, just the instructions for it. He also would never have been able to get the weapon through the security scanners at the airport, much less the scanners at Green Mountain.

Cohen grabbed the bag, walked down the hallway, and climbed the narrow wooden stairs, up into his bedroom. A mattress lay there on the floor in a corner, its formerly white sheets last changed who knows how long ago. He switched on the Ikea lamp, tossed Paul’s bag into the corner and himself onto the mattress, stuffed the pair of pillows beneath his neck, and leaned the back of his head low against the wall, where his hair had left a greasy spot.

He spent half an hour reading a book about the mathematician John von Neumann, but he found it impossible to concentrate. Whenever he’d finished reading a paragraph on von Neumann’s self-replicating machines, he’d forgotten how it had begun, and he had to start all over again. And then there was his sleeplessness. For years now, if he was honest. For decades. The package of phenobarbital lay beside his bed, and he put forty little white tablets into his mouth, chewed them all into a bitter paste, and washed it down with yesterday’s tap water from the toothbrush cup, not out of sadness or because he wanted to die, but because he just didn’t care.








Chapter X.

Several days and nights had gone tolerably well, but when they awoke at dawn for the fifth time, it was so cold they could barely peel themselves out of their blankets and furs. The fire had long since gone out, although he was quite sure he had added wood at least once during the night. He checked, and there were no longer even embers amid the ashes. He gathered the slivers of wood charred only at their edges and returned them to their sack. They carefully packed up their things, split their last apples three ways, chewing long and thoroughly, cores and all—even the seeds—and walked down to the river to drink a bit and wash their faces and hands. Noticing for the first time that Ildr and the dog were emaciated, he feared they might starve to death. They did still have some ashdanne, he thought with a smile.

In all probability, no one lived this far south, and nowhere would they find anything edible. Eventually, he thought, this stony wasteland would turn into a desert of ice. What sense at all was there in continuing onward. There wasn’t a sign of life to be seen anywhere, not a shrub or tuft of vegetation, not a bird in the sky, not even a single salamander they could’ve caught and eaten. Then later, much later, there was a lone sea gull circling above them in the blue blue sky, calling out for them, then changing direction and continuing its forsaken flight south.

They should turn around, or perhaps keep at it another day or two, and then turn around. The hideous notion occurred to him to kill and eat the dog. He shuddered, and banished the thought. Ildr and the animal were completely dependent on him. It was his sacred duty to care for them. They had no one else. He took the little steel screw from his pocket and toyed with it, letting it roll in his palm. Where had it come from?

They spent the entire morning walking along the banks of the river, which had since forked several times, and always kept an eye out for fish, which, now that the water had turned clearer, would have to be easier to spot. A few times, they saw something rippling the surface farther out, and Ildr wanted to wade in, but he held her back. How were her shoes supposed to dry. And with wet feet, it would all be over. There was less and less wood to burn lying around, too, perhaps a vanishingly small piece every hour or so. At least they had enough water, he thought, while listening to his empty stomach.


	—There’s no point to any of this, Ildr.

	—What are we supposed to do? Walk back? Where the soldiers are looking for us?

	—Look, we’re going to starve. Or freeze. There’s not enough firewood anywhere, and it’s getting colder and colder. You’ve never been to the ice. Compared with that, this place is warm.

	—Do you still have a piece of that paper?

	—Why? If you light it, it’ll burn up right away.

	—Please.



He checked his satchel, saw that there was still one sheet left, and handed it to her. The dog sat down, gazing at the two expectantly, as if they were preparing something to eat. What a good dog she was. Ildr crouched, spread the paper flat over her thighs, and began folding it as she had seen him do recently, those many days ago. When she was finished, she rose to her feet, held the paper glider between her thumb and forefinger, and threw it as far as she could. The thing flew well. She ran after it, laughing. He remained at the river, watching her, and for a brief moment it seemed to him as though she’d forgotten their desperation. The dog barked once she understood it was a game and chased after Ildr as fast as she could.

Ildr picked it up and threw it again and again, farther and farther, until it finally came to rest at the feet of a man, no, a woman, who was suddenly and unexpectedly standing there. Ildr shrieked in fright, the dog growled and barked. It was no longer a game. Both gun and knife were in the flour sack, and this lay back on the riverbank, out of reach.



Motionless, the woman stood there with her arms crossed. She was no taller than Ildr, but seemed very muscular. She wore a felted cap that protected her ears. Short, snow white hair poked out from underneath it. Her face and forearms were covered with scars. She wore a tan-colored fur draped over the shoulders of her dingy white tunic and a hatchet looped into the front of her belt. The dog had sat down in front of Ildr to protect her, and was snarling at the woman.


	—Fine day.

	—Yes.

	—Do you understand the high speech?

	—Yes.

	—What’s your name?

	—Ildr, my lady.

	—Don’t call me that. And that one?

	—She doesn’t have a name.

	—Not the dog. The man.

	—He never told me his name.

	—That’s not your father?

	—No.

	—You’re walking the Stony Waste with him and don’t even know who he is?

	—It’s complicated.

	—I see.

	—He’s a mage. They only reveal their names when they want to.

	—Aha. And where are you planning to go?

	—To the Frozen Sea.

	—May I ask why?

	—You’re not going to hurt us. You’re too polite for that.

	—No, of course I won’t.

	—And what’s your name?

	—Ut.

	—We’re on the run, Ut.

	—From?

	—The Duke of Tviot.

	—Then you’re welcome here. The duke keeps attacking our people in the south with his soldiers, murdering and pillaging.



The stranger thought it better to observe, to remain still by the river and wait. He had walked slowly backward, removed the knife from the flour sack as inconspicuously as possible, and held it ready, concealed behind his back. For the moment, it didn’t seem as though Ildr was threatened by the small, sturdy woman standing there quietly, talking to her.

The pair soon approached over the stone slabs, smiling, while the dog bounded and panted beside Ildr, ears erect. What a good beast. She’d only just been a scent hound, he thought, trained to catch humans. The woman didn’t look as if she wanted to kill and eat the dog. Despite the awful scars on her face, she might be able to help them. He needed to trust her.


	—Ildr says you’re a mage.

	—No, no. Most certainly not.

	—That’s exactly what a real mage would say. Do you have anything to eat?

	—We have some vegetables left over. You can share them with us.

	—Why haven’t you caught any fish?

	—We don’t have a net.

	—You walk the Stony Waste without a net?

	—I’m afraid so.

	—At the edge of the great river, which is full of fish?

	—Yes, stupid of us. We didn’t know any better.

	—You don’t know that rivers carry fish?

	—The river, what’s it called?

	—The Livagar.

	—I see.

	—Show me something of your art.



He glanced at Ildr, who nodded her head. He was embarrassed because he felt like a swindler, but in these circumstances, this made no sense. And so he untied the cord from his satchel, opened it, fished out the glasses, and polished the lenses with a corner of his wolf pelt. He handed them to Ut and asked her to put them on. With the spectacles on her nose, she reacted as Ildr had. She tore them off, horrified and confused that suddenly everything at a distance was out of focus.

Just put them back on one more time, the stranger encouraged her, handing her the knife. Have a look at that. With the glasses before her eyes once more, the short woman’s face lit up as though she was recognizing things as they really were for the first time. She turned the knife in her hand, gave it back, then looked through the lenses at the scars on her arms, grinned, and removed the frames again.



Afterward, she drew a small net from a sack on her belt, slipped off her shoes, and waded out into the river where she set about dipping the net into the water again and again in artful, circular motions. Within no time at all, she had caught several fish. Once back on shore, she stooped over, dug a few mussels and river crabs from the silt as well, and dumped all of them onto the stone slabs at their feet. With practiced strokes, she whacked the fish on their heads with the haft of her hatchet.

Ildr hurried to gather a few stones for a fire and arranged them, but Ut stopped her with a kindly gesture. Save your last firewood, she said. They would eat everything raw. She sat down and asked for the knife, opened the mussels and the crabs, skillfully filleted the fish, and handed them both their food. She also tossed some to the dog.


	—Water and stone. That’s all we need.

	—Thank you, Ut.

	—Yes, Ut, thank you.



They were terribly hungry. They ate as fast as they could, and their empty stomachs demanded more. The taste and consistency of the raw fish reminded the stranger of something. It may have been more the memory of some taste in certain side dishes served with raw fish, he thought. No matter. What a coincidence that they had met this woman who’d shown them how to survive in the Stony Waste. What tough people these were who lived here in the south amid this wasteland.

When they had finished eating, they packed up their things and followed Ut, who, in spite of her diminutive stature, moved with astonishing speed. They almost had to run to keep pace with her. And so it went, for quite some time. The sun was already low in the sky. His scars stung, and he could see that Ildr’s ear had begun to bleed again slightly. Perhaps that was a result of their raw fare, he thought. But why should it be.



In the evening, which blanketed the flat landscape in orange hues and silence, Ut finally stopped, carefully scanning the horizon to see whether someone from the north had followed them. Then, kneeling, she reached for the hatchet she carried on her belt, wedged its blade underneath a particular stone, and pried loose a slab she then pushed to the side. Ildr and the stranger were completely exhausted, and she showed them a wide hole with stairs carved into it, down which she now climbed. They exchanged glances and followed her. Ildr carried the dog below in her arms.

Down here, it was sheltered from the wind and a great deal warmer than on the surface. In a corner of the stone room stood an ornately worked, three-legged brazier and beside it a carefully stacked pile of almost transparent grey bricks, and a few furs. Several iron skewers with smoked fish stuck on them leaned against the wall. Ut set about placing two of the bricks into the pan and lit a fire with her flint and some burnwool. She blew into the embers until the brick caught fire, and she then sat down, resting her back against the stones.




	—What’s that?

	—Pressed whale oil. For years now we haven’t made any more forays into the dangerous north to look for wood. Instead, we trade our stone carvings with the ice dwellers for whale oil.

	—So you don’t need any coal?

	—No.

	—You don’t grow anything. No agriculture.

	—No.

	—That’s unbelievable.

	—Our whole stone land is littered with these shelters. There’re dozens of them. We keep them clean and hidden. There’s always a chance someone will need them.

	—What do you call yourselves?

	—We’re just the people, Ildr. We have no name.

	—And the Yellow Death?

	—It doesn’t affect us here.

	—No one here in the south has the plague.

	—No. And I see neither of you has it.

	—Somehow we didn’t get it. And neither did our dog. It’s been raging in the north since before I was born.

	—For much, much longer than that. But dogs? They get sick from it, too?

	—Yes, but not ours. And wild animals also don’t.

	—Here, where we live, no animals roam free. Sometimes, very rarely, a white bear from the ice strays up to us, but we know only river and sea beings.

	—And you have a village?

	—Of course. You think we’re barbarians? One day’s march south of here. A large city, a glorious city, made of stone. The duke has never come that far before. He’s desecrated these shelters wherever he’s found them and murdered wherever he could. But the stone city has never been found.

	—His soldiers must have always run out of food first. In the north we don’t dare eat crabs or mussels.

	—I see.

	—And where do you get your clothes from? How do you get them if you don’t have any animals? And don’t grow anything?

	—Our clothes are very old, and we always pass them on. We mend them carefully for our children.

	—And the burnwool?

	—We trade for it with the ice dwellers. They also give us honey, for instance.

	—So people live on the ice?

	—Yes. They’re very shy. They live in houses of ice and snow, far to the south, out over the sea. They have no eyelashes or eyebrows, which is how you recognize them. We live in peace with them. And they get the burnwool and the honey from beyond the Frozen Sea.

	—What lies beyond the sea?

	—I don’t know. Nobody knows.

	—Do you believe in the Circle?

	—What do you mean?

	—The Circle, a sign of faith. A divine symbol.

	—No. The people were made from the sea. All life comes from it. And in our dreams we see the truth.

	—Where did you get the scars on your face? And on your arms?

	—In a battle with a great grey fish, far out at sea. My axe was harder than his teeth. The fish lost.



By now, the bricks glowed orange. There was a pleasant warmth in their hideout. The brazier didn’t smoke, and the fumes peeled away because a small hole leading to the surface had been bored into the stone. Ildr and the stranger had made themselves comfortable atop the furs. It was so cozy they had no need for their blankets, and Ildr grew quite sleepy and closed her eyes.






	—May I ask a question?

	—Of course, Ut.

	—What was it I looked through, where everything nearby became clear and crisp?

	—It’s an invention from far away.

	—From beyond the Frozen Sea?

	—Yes. It’s called glass. It’s polished.

	—Like transparent obsidian.

	—Similar to that. When we get older, our sight changes, and so a device like this helps me see.

	—The ice dwellers wear something like it on their noses. A thing made of whale bones with tiny slits in it so that they don’t go snow-blind.

	—That’s something different. You can’t see in focus with that.

	—Could you show me something else?

	—I’d rather you told me a story.

	—I’d be glad to. What would you like to know?

	—Tell me about what surrounds us here. About the stones, the water, or the air.

	—The air. Well, as I understand, there are very different kinds of it. The brightest kind, which we call atr, then the dustiest, which we call fog and darkness, and other kinds for which we have no names.

	—And where is atr?

	—Above us. High above the clouds and beyond.

	—Can we breathe it?

	—We can breathe all types of air. But the foggy ones and the kinds that can be found far beneath the ground in deep caves are harder to breathe.

	—And in here, with us?

	—It’s a mixture. Our fire consumes a portion of it, and clean air is replaced by the dark air the fire spews out—which eventually we won’t be able to breathe anymore, and we’ll suffocate.

	—Tell me about your people.

	—We live in peace, between the Stony Waste and the sea.

	—Water and stone.

	—Yes, water and stone. Fifteen generations ago, we came to this place, from the north, which, though fruitful, was also full of wars and pestilence. The dukes came southward every ten or fifteen years to kill us, but they’ve never reached our stone city.

	—Why not?

	—They’ve always frozen to death along the way, because there’s nothing to burn. And our cave shelters are too well hidden. Twenty or thirty days’ march, with dwindling food supplies and no shelter, on cold, bare stone? No army is capable of that.

	—I see. And before, in the north: did you believe in the Circle then?

	—I’m not sure. The elders among us say that far, far to the north there are terrible mountains as tall as the sky, and that’s where our real, our true faith comes from.

	—So, not from the sea, but from the mountains?

	—Maybe. I don’t know. Let’s go to sleep now. Tomorrow we’ll reach the stone city, and you’ll learn more.



Before drifting to sleep exhausted, but also with a warm and perhaps deceptive feeling of gratitude, he wondered, as he fell into a dream, why over the span of generations soldiers for the dukes of Tviot had never hit upon the idea of sailing ships down the river to invade the south. And he could see not only the immense icy nothingness of the southern Frozen Sea, but also the snow-capped, impossibly high, and forbidden mountains of the north, and hemmed in between them, the vanishingly narrow land of the people of this world.






Chapter XI.

Cohen wasn’t running so much as racing over an infinitely flat white expanse of ice toward the horizon, a rifle fastened to his chest with a leather strap. Behind him, the two extinct volcanoes Erebus and Terror towered into a painfully blue sky, and it seemed as if he was running away from them, as if those white peaks were grasping for him in their dread, all-encompassing solitude. It was a bad dream, one of the most frightening kinds, but the more he willed himself to wake up, the deeper he sank into the nightmare.

The icy chill that grew steadily more intense and would soon envelop the entire planet didn’t terrify him as much as that dreadful white solitude, that colorless vacuity which hemmed him in from every side. He could just as easily have run in the opposite direction. It made no difference. It was all equally horrifying and crystalline and hopeless. And then that indescribable, merciless cold. He inhaled through his nose, and when he opened his mouth to draw breath, it was as though bare razor blades were lodged in his throat.

Before him in the distance, though, far beyond, lay the open sea. If only he could reach it, then at least he would have made it to the end of the ice, to the edge of the continent. That pale grey strip. He could make it there, and so there he ran, toward the water. It would only take a few hours, perhaps half a day, perhaps not even that. He was wearing good, sturdy boots, his tears and droplets of sweat were frozen solid, tiny icicles dangled from his mittens and elbows. What a bleak and empty world this was.

How fast he could run. This was only ever possible in dreams. He was wrapped all over in blankets, bandages, and furs, a felted wool cap on his head, its sides tugged down over his ears. The rifle cartridges had frozen in his breast pockets. Now he had reached the sea, the edge of the ice. But there weren’t any cliffs there as he’d expected. The dingy white merely bled into a more obviously translucent light grey. And yet, water was there, the slate sea. The ruthless monotony of his vast passage over the ice was broken. He slowed his pace. It was as if suddenly some large machinery were shutting down, as though he were coming to rest at the edge of the world, and he stopped, crossed his arms, and looked around. The Frozen Sea is the cold realm of mortals, he thought, utterly worthless to everyone.

High high above him, a comet scorched past without a sound. Looking up, he saw the rocky mass slicing through the sky, shedding glowing chunks of itself in flight, and then vanishing beyond the horizon. A moment elapsed. He wiped the barbs of ice from his eyelashes. There must be land over there, solid ground, earth, he thought. If the meteorite had struck the surface of the water, he would have seen an immense cloud of vapor.

He paced a bit along the edge of the ocean. Gigantic ice floes off at some distance reflected the water, blazing an intense, uncanny blue. Farther still down the shoreline, he saw a brownish grey spot that he took for a boulder, and he yearned for its solidity and contour, and he headed quickly in that direction without running.

Closer and closer he came to the stone fragment, its rim jutting out into the water from the ice. When he could almost touch it, he saw that it wasn’t a large rock at all there on the ice, but a rowboat. A real, serviceable boat to get off this ice shelf, to get out onto the sea, to find real land, trees, animals, people. He slipped off his mittens to feel the boat and immediately regretted it. The downdraft lanced him with ten thousand needles.

Still, he rubbed at the place where the boat’s name was painted. Brushed there in faded white letters beneath the ice crystals was the word Dóchas. Hope. He could feel his fingertips freeze to it, and it hurt as he tore them free.

Simple, U-shaped metal oarlocks lacquered over with hoarfrost were secured to the vessel’s gunwales, and inside, lying atop the thwarts, were two wooden oars. He slipped his mittens back on and, straining with effort, began heaving the boat from the ice into the water. It took a good while, and he felt with horror his sweat freezing on his body.

When he had finally done it, the boat bobbed a few handsbreadths below him in the water, at the border between ice and sea. He lowered himself inside, grabbed the oars, inserted them into their mounts, and shoved off from the icy rim. He felt the heaving precarity of the sea. To be separated from its unfathomable depths by only a thin wooden membrane seemed to him, for a brief moment of unsteadiness, quite insane. What was invariable vanished before his eyes, and for a few seconds, he could see down through the sea, to the bottom of the ocean, which then itself had become transparent, and he could see through the entire planet into the cosmos, infinitely far out, to the ends of time.

This vision, however, faded just as abruptly as it had appeared; everything regained its fixity and concreteness, and he shook his head, braced his feet hard against the boards, and, with regular strokes, began to move clear of the ice shelf.

What brisk progress he made. It wasn’t long before the low edge from which he had put to sea was no longer visible. The waves swelled higher, forcing him to row in a slightly irregular rhythm, and so he cut an erratic path through the thin floes, which crumbled against his bow and grew fewer and fewer in number the farther he progressed into the open sea. To his left and right were floating icebergs, a deep blue underwater. Above him the eternal cloudless sapphire of the heavens. There was nothing to break his concentration on the sequence of his movements, not one cloud, never an albatross. There was solace in the lonely emptiness of the sea. No past, no future.

When, after many hours of rowing, he grew sleepy—meaning not just tired and depleted and sore, but at the absolute utmost brink of his strength—he leaned over a bit and fell asleep for a while atop his oars, and he dreamed first of a cloud of yellow butterflies enveloping him with the delicate flutter of their wings. Then he dreamed of a dog loyal to him, who wet his hand with its tongue and whimpered softly. And he dreamed of Paul, whose head was concealed beneath a white hood, and Paul was his friend, and he had disappeared, and he had to go looking for him. But the world was deserted and empty. No seasons, no trees, no people, no life.



He awoke, started, shook the dream from his head, squared his shoulders with a rigid jerk and automatically rowed onward, through the wave troughs and back up again. Well, that had been a pointless nightmare, he thought, but it was only a dream within a dream. Eventually, he would wake up for real. The sea, it was unending. Nothing stirred in its quiet depths. Presumably, he thought, presumably, he had just not seen a vapor cloud towering into the sky earlier because the meteor had continued circling the Earth and had not crashed into the sea.

Later, he thought about drowning. A beautiful death, water to water, warm to cold, lungs full of the briny sea. He thought about letting himself slip over the gunwales, thought and movement now effortless for him. And yet he kept rowing and rowing until he felt ugly searing blisters on his palms, their ooze freezing as soon as they burst. He pulled off his mittens to check, slipped them back on, and used his teeth to tighten the leather straps around his wrists. Was this all he had to endure here, these few blisters on his hands?



Atop a floe lodged in front of an iceberg, in the corner of his eye to the left, there was a brown spot. Hair, or fur, white movement against white background. He squared the blades in the water, which swirled and churned until the boat came to a stop. It bobbed up and down in the dark wave trough. There was actually a man standing there, looking over at him and raising his hand in greeting. With his other hand, he scratched himself between his legs. He wore an eyepiece made of whale bone with small slits cut into their front to prevent snow blindness, and it was at this moment, when Cohen saw the man standing over on the ice scratching himself, that he knew this was no dream, and it came as an abrupt shock.

He sculled over to the floe, lifted the oar blades from the water, set the rifle on the boards underneath the thwarts, and let himself glide briefly, and the man removed his bone goggles, hurrying to hold the bow of the boat to keep it from colliding with the edge. His eyes were almonds of green ice. Not only his eyebrows, but also his eyelashes were missing, his epicanthic fold was pronounced. He reached for Cohen’s arm, and their hands clasped each other’s wrists. Up Cohen went, out of the boat, standing firm on that piece of rocking and frozen drift.



It quickly became apparent that they didn’t share a language. Maybe there was no other language at all, except grunting sounds. The man wore a small hatchet on his belt and was now grabbing something from his satchel, something brownish grey, squishy, and handing it to Cohen, pointing to his mouth with his other hand. Cohen took off his mitten and accepted it so as not to offend him. He felt the glop, which tasted of greasy blubber. It was whale, or raw bird. He choked it down, despite not being hungry. It was vile. He couldn’t help but retch, and he swallowed that down, too, but he didn’t flinch. The man also removed his glove and carefully touched Cohen’s eyelashes with two fingers.

Next he took another pair of bone goggles from his belt and gave them to Cohen. His almond eyes turned watery and red, and he pulled his own goggles, which he had pushed up onto his brow, back down over his eyes. Cohen did likewise. The white world no longer dazzled as intensely as it had before. He turned his head and gazed out through the slits into surroundings narrowed into little rectangles.

Why was this man so selfless? It moved Cohen, and he wanted to give him a present as well, but he had nothing for him. He dug through the pockets of his tunic and produced a few bone-colored crumbs. They were useless fragments of phenobarbital, and he stuffed them back inside. He could give him his frozen Mauser rifle, he thought, but then he’d have to explain to him how it worked. Perhaps he wasn’t in fact in the South Orkneys, or beyond the islands of South Georgia, but somewhere else altogether.

And then it occurred to him again, while he sized up the iceberg and the lashless man with his slit-restricted eyes, that he was actually standing here, in this place, that he could feel his icy, numb feet through the soles of his boots, that he had met a man in this wasteland who had nothing and had shared everything with him, and whom he would now take with him in his rowboat.

The man hadn’t even requested such a thing, which he realized only now, but why would he stay here on this desolate sheet of ice. Cohen tugged at his sleeve and pointed. There, he should sit right there. They shoved off safely, out into the open, gently undulating sea. What sort of man was this sitting there now, calmly resigned, looking at him through the slits of his bone goggles? Cohen rowed northward while trying to protect the exposed, raw flesh of his palms from the handles.

The inconceivable blue of the sky soared over them in its immensity. And then he finally spotted an albatross trailing the boat in the firmament high above, gliding downward as it pleased. It was the second living creature now, and he considered it a sign, but the man didn’t seem interested in the large bird overhead. Cohen kept rowing and rowing, and the albatross shrieked a couple of times, circled, and vanished.

Whenever they grew thirsty, they licked at chunks of ice drifting in the sea. After a few hours, the man staggered to his feet, gesturing to Cohen that he would now relieve him at the oars, and that he should lie down on the bottom boards and rest. And no sooner had he stretched out flat, Cohen fell into a leaden sleep. He wished he’d asked his new friend beforehand how he had been stranded on that iceberg without a boat, and perhaps how long he had been standing there waiting for him. And, ultimately, he was no longer certain if it had just been a dream or whether, since he had just fallen asleep, he was only now finding his way into one.








Chapter XII.

The stranger, Ildr, and Ut set out early the next morning. Under a cloudless and clear sky, they spent several monotonous hours trudging across the stone slabs, setting one tired foot in front of the other. Ut took the lead, as she always did, and they struggled to keep up. Both of them were hungry but didn’t want to bother her for something to eat.

After briefly ascending a steep barren rocky slope that had arisen out of nowhere from the Stony Waste around midday, they were able to make out from its summit, at long last, the narrow, dark grey band that was the sea. They now headed for the cliff in the distance, and the closer they came, the more clearly they could see the stone city. Spurs of it lay along both banks of one of the branches of the Livagar, which disgorged itself over the precipice into the open sea below.

The town consisted of no more than perhaps five to ten squat stone buildings. From afar, it looked like Goz. When Ut saw their disappointment, she explained that the majority of its dwellings were subterranean, with large apertures hewn into the cliffside, which looked out onto the ocean. She pointed to where a few people had just appeared on the banks of the river with their nets. An armed sentinel stood atop a stone bridge and sounded a halfhearted blow on a conch while a green-and-white flag fluttered in the sunshine beside him. Ut greeted him, and he waved back.

A pair of gulls sailed over them through the crisp breeze. The two of them felt as though they hadn’t seen any birds in who knows how long. And there were people, real people, attending to their work and not out to kill them. There’d been so much death around them, so much cruelty.



It was this place, said Ut, from which a band of their own had set out so many years ago to meet the forces of the Duke of Tviot in battle. They fled after dragging themselves starving through the Stony Waste. Hers were peaceful folk, but if need be, they would defend themselves to the death. The stranger cleared his throat while happy Ildr beamed at the city in anticipation, and they hurried to arrive. The people they encountered were shy, but not gruff. A few curious ones wanted to touch the dog, but Ildr shook her head and shooed them away. The people laughed and continued mending their nets.

They approached the dwellings, traversed the open spaces between them, and then descended a very wide stone staircase whose many steps led down into a spacious courtyard populated only by children. Standing in their midst, upon a richly tooled stone slab, was a tan-colored cow licking contentedly at a large ice block. Ut explained that cows were venerated. Only one was ever permitted to be outside to consume ice and salt. But what else would the cow be fed, if nothing grew here, no grass, no trees, no shrubs? Why, kelp, of course, Ut replied. There were only a few cows here, two or three of them, living in underground stalls, and they weren’t slaughtered. Her people only drank their milk. After all, you couldn’t eat the flesh of creatures that had feet.

A few men and women in white quilted tunics approached to welcome them. Although none smiled, they ceremoniously placed small stone amulets around their necks and handed the three of them cups of sweetened cow’s milk, which they found had a pleasantly salty taste, of seawater and seaweed.

They walked through several more courtyards separated from one another by ornate columns and ultimately arrived at an interior patio open to the sky. There they were asked to remove their belongings and weapons, to calm the dog so she would sit quietly in a corner, and to enter a great hall flanked by stone columns, bathed in an oddly indirect light. Its floor was strewn everywhere with green strands of seaweed, and in the center lay a very long, ancient sheep’s wool rug, greyish brown in places, not evenly bleached. Sitting along the walls were row after row of men and women whose gazes followed them as they walked the carpet’s length toward an old white-bearded man standing there very casually. There was no particular formality, but in some calm way, the old man seemed important. Except for the outsiders and Ut, he was the only person on his feet.

At the far end of the great hall, enormous panes of reddish grey obsidian glowed down upon them. It was from them that the diffuse, harmonious light emanated. Those must be the openings onto the sea Ut had spoken about. The obsidian plates had been polished and mounted into the cliff face as gigantic windows. Ildr, who seemed so self-confident before, grew quite subdued, as though she was humbled in the face of such shadowless splendor.

The old man approached Ildr with a very friendly smile—he matched her height although Ildr hadn’t finished growing—and took her hand. She flinched. Little good had befallen her from strangers. The old man was undeterred and took her hand in both of his. He said his name was Reidh. He gazed into her bright eyes and winked. But where were his manners. They were to receive food, and places to sleep. And then, once they were rested, they would be shown everything in the stone city. They could move about freely. They were welcome here, he said, smiling, and so was their dog.



They were taken to a dormitory with eight or ten stone beds covered in soft furs. Their sacks had been brought to them, but the dog was elsewhere. Dozens of rows of rectangular nooks had been hewn into the walls to house small whale-oil lamps, which gave off a bright yellow warmth. Ut stopped, assigned each of them a bed, smiled, and left the room without saying a word.

A handsome young man entered, bringing them smoked fish wrapped in paper-thin slices of brined kelp, a few raw green clams still in their shells, and cups with slightly curdled sweetened salty milk, and he also left wordlessly.

Alone now, they explored their quarters, carefully removed the stone amulets they’d been given, and sat down on their beds. A small shelf held tankards of clear, cold water for them, which they gulped down. In silence, they devoured the meal of fish and raw mollusks. They chewed each bite ten, twenty times. Again, while eating the fish, he sensed the memory of a taste, like a cloud just beyond his grasp, a perception of the past that remained hidden from him. They drank the sweet and salty thickened milk and then each lay on a bed. They slid beneath their heads pillows of rectangular stone bearing a central depression, and they felt a tremendous exhaustion in all their limbs. For a while, they talked softly with each other.


	—This place is a lot nicer than we have it up north.

	—Maybe so.

	—You don’t trust them?

	—I don’t know what to think, Ildr.

	—But the people here don’t make war. And they don’t have the Yellow Death. And they gave us such a kind welcome.

	—I can’t really trust anyone.

	—Except for me.

	—Except for you.

	—Because I’ve saved your life several times.

	—Don’t forget you almost shot me dead first.

	—But only almost. You know what?

	—What.

	—I think we should’ve given the dog a name. Where do you think she is? Do you think she’s in danger?

	—We’ll ask about her tomorrow. Get some sleep now.

	—How can you be so heartless? After all we’ve been through with her?

	—I’m sure she’s all right.

	—How do you know?

	—I believe it’s true.

	—And what I believe is . . . what I think . . . is that you’re not a mage at all.

	—Hmm.

	—And all the stuff you always know, the thing about dimensions, and the . . . the pistolgun and the flying machine and all that . . .

	—Yes?

	—All that . . . Oh, I don’t know. I’m just so worried about the dog.



Ildr choked back a few tears, of overwhelm and tiredness. The stranger got up, removed the wolf pelt from his bed, walked to hers, and tucked her in with it. Sleep well, brave little Ildr, he thought. And he waited by her side until she’d stopped crying and her breathing had grown calm, and then he extinguished the lights and walked to the door and left.



He wanted to have another look at those impressive obsidian windows and instinctively recalled the sequence of corridors that led him back into the grand hall. He encountered no one, and no one barred his path. Here, too, in regular intervals, illuminated alcoves had been cut into the walls, which in turn consisted of stone slabs as tall as a man, their joints sealed airtight. While walking, he raked his fingers along the gaps, astonished at the artistry of those who had built this subterranean city. How had they ever managed to stack stones weighing so many tons with such precision. And everything he’d seen so far was in harmony with itself. All proportions had been expressly attuned to one another. Why, though, did he perceive things like this with such intensity.

After a right turn at the end of the corridor, he found himself in the great hall, at the southern, sea-facing end of which the panes towered from floor to ceiling, uninterrupted except at their sides and at intervals by tall stone columns. It was dark outside, but the obsidian still seemed to glow. This mildly vexed him until he saw that it was the full moon, shining through the panes from the outside, indistinct and distorted, that bathed the hall in a wan, violet light.

In a corner of the hall sat Reidh, the old man, a blanket draped around his shoulders. He looked up, smiled, and waved him over. He drew a stone pipe from his quilted tunic, opened a small pouch, from which he crumbled a small amount of a dried seaweed into the pipe bowl, and rose to his feet with a groan, gripping the stranger’s wrist.


	—Be so kind as to fetch me some fire, from that nook there.

	—Of course. Here you are.

	—Thank you, my friend. I don’t have much longer to live, and the time I have left I’d like to spend with these windows. The city would be nothing without their light and their protection. Do they please you?

	—Yes.

	—For five hundred thousand years, the wind off the Frozen Sea carved these caverns from the rock. They were always open to the ocean until we folk from the north arrived and settled here, cut these windows to size, from sacred glass, and slotted them in.

	—Where is our dog?

	—The dog? I believe with the children. They know such animals only from stories.

	—Is she well?

	—Why shouldn’t she be? You mistrust us perhaps.

	—No. How could I? You received us kindly.

	—Ut says you are a mage. And not the girl’s father.

	—I’m not. We fled together, from the north, from the duke’s soldiers. Ut saved us from starvation.

	—What did the duke want from you?

	—I have no idea.

	—A few days ago, we saw a star fall to the ground.

	—I saw it, too.

	—Great upheaval is coming, great changes. New things enter our world. I dreamed the people would return to the north, away from here, back to their old green homeland. Did you know that whoever sees all things within himself, and his own self in all things, shall lose all fear?

	—Ut told me you believe in the sea.

	—Everything around us has a spirit, you know. The stones we’re standing on here and the ones we cut to size. Yes, Ut is right, the sea itself is one of these spirits. Water and stone. But so is the river, of course, the kelp we eat, the gulls in the sky, the moon, and the few cows living with us. You are also a spirit. Even this pipe here.



The old man took a drag from it, but the seaweed was long depleted and ashen, and only cold air came out. He chuckled and began coughing, doubled over, spat some red phlegm into his hand, and wiped it onto the side of his tunic. Thank you for speaking with me, mage, he said. Join me out in the fresh air. I want to show you something.

Reidh led the way through a narrow side passage, at the end of which stood a slab of rock mounted on hinges. He tugged at the stone handle, and the door opened with astonishing ease. The old man went through ahead of him. Then they were standing beside each other on an elevated outcropping, the silent and infinite nocturnal ocean beneath them. A pier for boats had been hewn from the rock face down below. A narrow set of stairs descended a long way down, perhaps one or two hundred steps. The moon was no longer visible.



It was almost windless, yet they could feel in their very bones the sea’s inexorable cold radiating up. Reidh supported himself against the stranger’s shoulder and, with a gesture of his hand, directed his gaze skyward. The distant stars were an icy crust. The darkness beyond those stars was almost too much to bear. In the sky below them, as if Reidh had prompted it himself, curtains of green light began to undulate, cascades of luminous silk tumbling down, rising back up, and fluttering now this way, now that, over the inky canopy.

It was the aurora, and it put the stranger into a trance. For fractions of a second, his eyes rolled back into his head so that only the whites could be seen, and at that moment, he recalled a dream long past in which he had lived on a rocky coast for years, in an old house on the sea. The house had been situated above a little bay, embedded into impassable, ten-mile-high mountains soaring almost vertically into the sky, so insurmountable that the house could not be reached by land. A heavy surf with monstrous swells prevented any approach from the water. The house had thus been cut off from the outer world for centuries. No one had ever visited it, nor had anyone ever left. Stags and wild horses grazed in the meadows around Barnhill. In its bedroom, a floral wallpaper quietly mouldered away.

He returned to the now, and his eyes became eyes once more. He was standing on the outcropping beside the old man, the calm, frigid southern ocean beneath him. The aurora flickered, shifting from green to a deep violet, and vanished as abruptly as it had appeared. He could feel how tired he was, how abysmally tired, and he let the old man, who had gently taken hold of his arm, lead him back into the obsidian hall, and that is where the stranger left him, sitting alone in the sublime glow of the windows.



The following day, after having slept for twelve hours, Ildr and the stranger dressed and ascended the great staircases, out into the open day. It was cold and clear. The sun cleaved straight down, yet they could see their breath. The stony plain stretched out flat before them like an infinitely large sheet of paper. From a good ways off, the dog raced toward them and leapt up onto them in sheer joy at their reunion. She’d obviously been given a good deal to eat, for her ribs no longer protruded as much as they had before, on their long march.

He wanted to tell Ildr about his peculiar dream, but he didn’t know where to begin. She still wanted to suggest a name for the dog to him, he thought. Perhaps the animal didn’t need one, though. Together, they looked out at the horizon.


	—So how do you like it today, Ildr?

	—It really is a lot better than in the north, even though nothing grows here. Is that why the people here are so short, you think? Because they don’t eat vegetables?

	—I don’t know.

	—We could stay here for a while and then build a flying machine together.

	—What are we supposed to build it out of? Kelp?

	—Out of cloth. But maybe a smaller version first. Or, we can make models of it, and not the thing itself. We could build what the flying machine is supposed to look like and how it’s supposed to work, out of rocks.

	—A fine idea.

	—I maybe want to stay here forever.

	—You don’t want to join me on the Frozen Sea and keep going? See what’s beyond it?

	—I do, but not in a boat. Only if we can fly.

	—That’s not going to work, child.

	—How come?

	—Because we need parts for it that don’t exist here. Iron, a great deal of fabric, a frame made of wood. Besides, I can’t build the engine. I don’t know how.

	—But we only need the wind from the cliffs, like the paper bird.

	—The most important thing for forward motion is the screw, though, remember?

	—But you’ve got one of those. The one you found. The one stuck in the dog’s paw.

	—True. The things you remember. But when I say screw, I mean a thing that keeps spinning in a circle, not just something that twists in and out.

	—I’ve been dreaming I could fly. Ever since I’ve known you.

	—Even on our march across the Stony Waste?

	—Yes, especially then. I saw the world from above. When I was asleep, I drew exact maps of beautiful, unknown worlds I discovered on my flights.

	—Wait.



He knelt down, intending to sketch something out for her on the stone slabs, when he realized he had neither charcoal nor anything else with which to draw. Wetting his finger with his tongue, he drew a line on the ground, but his saliva dried out in the dust immediately, and the darker spot was as light as it had been moments before. He’d never seen written characters or painted images here in the city at all, he thought. He scattered a few pebbles before him and arranged them into a circle to approximate a map of the world they’d walked through, but nothing came of it. There was no longer any point. He wasn’t able to explain anything to her.



And while he sat there pondering and doubting himself, three women approached them, keeping their distance, out of respect for the dog. They gestured to them in the manner of the southern lands, waving with palms faced down, to please follow them, and together they walked to a smaller, somewhat remote staircase that led underground, half hidden behind a waist-high stone wall. The dog remained at the surface, rested on a slab, closed her eyes, and basked in the sun.

The women first showed the pair the subterranean laundry, then the garment storehouse where items of clothing in all sizes and variations piled to the ceiling: frocks, tunics, furs, boots. When their people had come here from the north, they’d brought all of this with them, mending holes over and over again, and sewing tattered individual pieces together to yield another whole. These people had been wearing the same clothes for three hundred years. There were no shifting fashions, the cuts never changed. They simply wore what had always existed.

They saw the large storeroom where whale oil was collected and pressed, the stone-cutting chamber, and finally the communal kitchen where all the meals were prepared. And they noticed that children were involved in everything. Some took part in the work, others played. People let them do as they pleased and choose on their own whether they’d rather play or learn.

Everything from river and sea was used in the kitchen. The two saw kelp lying on stone sideboards in all its variations, waiting to be made into salads and soups, plus fresh- and saltwater crabs, especially giant red king crabs, whose legs were as long as outstretched human arms.

They learned about the delicious sart mussel, were shown sea urchins whose innards were consumed raw, the air-dried fish, the whale blubber in which fish and kelp were fried, and sea lettuce, a special kind of seaweed also used as medicine.



So many means of healing were derived from the ocean. There was a particular fish, for instance, whose jaws were attached to patients’ wounds in the cold sea to promote clotting and to accelerate the healing process. This fish would stitch up almost any injury with its needlelike teeth, and although the brine stung hellishly, it also helped the wounds to heal.

The women also explained to them that there was no property in the stone city. Everything here belonged to everyone. Not sharing things was regarded as ludicrous. There weren’t even individual bedrooms, as they may have noticed the previous night. The ten-bed dormitory had been offered up for their private use so as not to overwhelm them.

Those wanting to sleep by themselves were seen as selfish misfits, and gently but firmly persuaded that the strength of the stone city lay solely in its community, particularly of course in sleep: the place where dreams reside. Dreams were worthy of veneration, one of the women said. In them, you could enter other worlds and there see the truths denied you here in this one.



Located in another room was a workshop where stones previously cut to size were shaped into different vessels. The stranger picked up several oiled cups and bowls arranged on a stone platform, turning them in his hands, flipping them over, and with a smile, he saw that they were masterpieces, perfect in their imperfection, harmonious, and trim like a cloud. Now that he thought about it, the city’s primary feature was its neatness. There was almost nothing organic, wild, or of an asymmetric nature. No, everything was clear, unassuming, and crystalline. Water and stone, he whispered to himself.

And then suddenly he felt a very intense unease at the thought of vegetables. In one stroke, things that grew from the soil seemed artificial to him: leaves and trees suddenly contrary to real nature. To subsist on something other than kelp and fish and be surrounded by something other than stone seemed almost painfully wrong to him. Dark brown, fecund, burgeoning dirt shot through with worms and slugs was low and grotesque. Was he so quick to turn into one of them? People free from the duplicity of green? He had the definite impression that the world was flattening, in a harmonious way, as though everything were becoming two-dimensional, just as he’d tried, half an eternity ago, to describe to Ildr on their escape. This was no brusque, sudden process. It occurred quite imperceptibly, bit by bit. But where did the light come from.


	—Ildr, are you noticing this, too?

	—Noticing what?

	—Everything is getting flatter.

	—No.

	—It is, though, I’m sure of it. I feel more and more as if we’re in some flat landscape. The stones are flat, the sea is flat. Even the sky.

	—But the people aren’t. We’re not flat. We move like this, look. I don’t know what you mean.

	—As if we were painted.

	—Like in a picture? That’s silly. You’re just tired and worn out.

	—I have a picture like that at home.

	—Where is your home?



The women continued guiding them around through the underground stone city, showing them the schoolroom for the little ones, the chambers where large deep-sea nets were mended, and the rooms in which the starry nighttime sky was studied, but he didn’t really see any of it. He was convinced a gradual flattening of the world was taking place—it was obvious—and his breathing grew labored because he felt he was being suffocated or pressed flat, but Ildr had absolutely no idea what he meant.








Chapter XIII.

A rowboat slowly drifted sideways toward the pier at the foot of the cliff. Long just a black speck on the horizon approaching dry land beneath the refulgent sun, unnoticed, it finally became what it was.

Although the two men were bone-tired from long days of rowing, each of them also felt an unencumbered euphoria as the gunwale of their boat grazed the stone of the pier. They moored to a rock and quickly alighted. The sea, still undulating in their bodies, made the stone beneath their feet feel a touch choppy and unsteady. The sea was to be trusted more than the solid ground here under their feet. Reeling for just a moment, they clutched each other woodenly, and then smiled, embarrassed at their clumsiness.

Cohen took off his bone goggles, shouldered the rifle, gazed up at the rock-face stairs, and set his foot onto the first of many steps. The ice dweller hesitated, his dealings with landfolk having been too seldom and sporadic. The genial sensation of their arrival had drained from him. Any previous trade had always been conducted quickly, out here, on this stone jetty. Burnwool, honey, and whale oil were unloaded. In return, knives, amulets, and tunics were stowed aboard the boats. And farewells were then exchanged as quickly as possible, for although they didn’t actually think each other all that foreign, they were wary of one another. He’d never been up above. To him, those who dwelled inside rocks and not on the ice as his people did lived in error.



Cohen touched his arm, and he gave a start. He wanted to get back into the boat and row out to the safety of the seas, but the boat belonged to this stranger with the iron rod on his shoulder, not to him. And so, with careful steps, he ascended the stairs, which themselves seemed to him a misapprehension of nature. Ice alone was mutable and renewed itself. Land, on the other hand, was precarious and indistinct. Up above, dry kelp as tall as a person sprouted from the stone, which they’d cultivated expressly for eating. And there were landfish, covered with hair. He shuddered.

Together they climbed the stairs, and Cohen sensed the unease of his companion behind him. He slipped his mittens from his hands and the rifle from his shoulder, released the safety catch, and cocked the bolt, and he held it out in front of him, barrel pointed ahead. Above them, a sort of terrace had been cut from rock, which a bit farther on bore an unusual coloration, as though made of opaque glass, not solid stone.

The two then reached a door, which they cautiously pushed open, and entered a long corridor bathed in purple and ending in a high chamber. Cohen had led the way, but it was the ice dweller who first saw the hunched, seated figure of the old white-bearded man propped beside an enormous wall of colored glass. He was the first inhabitant of the stone city the two encountered, and he was dead. Cohen gently touched him with the muzzle of the rifle, and his torso slumped forward onto the stone floor.

They sat down beside the corpse. What was this place, Cohen thought. They were exhausted, yet what if the people here were hostile. Sleep was out of the question now. But maybe he could rest his head against the glowing wall. Just for a moment, with the rifle in his lap aimed at the chamber’s entrances? Perhaps. The ice dweller’s eyes had already closed. He had laid his hatchet beside him and was snoring softly. Silvery beads of sweat pearled on his brow.

Cohen examined his rifle, which was no longer frozen. Up here in the hall, it was much warmer than it had been down below on the boat, by the pier. He slipped off his jacket, then his tunic. What a strange place, he thought. And that dark glass that sunlight shone through. He removed a few bullets from his breast pocket and carefully set them down beside him, at the ready, onto the stone floor. Just a quick nap, he thought, that’s it.



Several hours later, he awoke in a fright and immediately groped for his rifle. It was still lying there, together with the ammunition. The ice dweller was sitting over in a different corner of the chamber, laughing, encircled by giggling children. It was disorienting, because the sounds echoed off the walls as though emanating from everywhere.

A little girl had climbed onto the ice dweller’s shoulders and was tugging at his ears, laughing. He had taken off his tunic and shirt, having found it terribly hot, and now sweat streamed down his bare torso, which was tattooed from chest to hips in midnight blue concentric circles. He made funny gestures and faces, tossed a tiny little boy into the air who squealed with delight, and caught him again safely.

Cohen stood up, stretched, and watched his companion and the children. He smiled, unable to recall when he’d last done so. A short, stout woman with a face covered in scars approached him from one of the hallways and sternly offered her hand. Her name was Ut. She looked at Reidh lying there, lifeless.


	—You’ve come from the south, from the ice.

	—Yes.

	—The old man is dead.

	—Yes.

	—You’re not an ice dweller. You have eyebrows.

	—I’m afraid so.

	—Your friend is deaf and mute.

	—Oh. I didn’t know. We’ve never spoken with each other. What is this place, Ut?

	—You don’t know? You’re not here to trade? Normally, the people from the south don’t come ashore. They stay below at the pier.

	—I have nothing to trade.

	—I see. What are you called?

	—Cohen.

	—You don’t come from the south. You don’t look like them. Or from the north either. Are you a mage? There’s another one here who just arrived.

	—Haha, no. Most certainly not. I need a sip of something. Please give me something to drink.

	—I’m sorry. Here, take my flask.

	—I don’t mean water. I meant brandy.

	—What’s that?

	—Or something like it.

	—We have kelp wine, but I’ll have to go get it first.

	—Kelp wine.

	—I don’t much like it myself either.

	—Then I’ll take your water instead.



Ut filled a cup from the thin stone flask hanging at her belt and handed it to Cohen, who emptied it. He considered her very attractive with her short, snow white hair and the scars on her face. She may have been a bit small, but she looked much more muscular than that last woman he’d seen, that redhead. What had she been, a baker? He liked Ut’s scarred arms, which were slender and hard as iron and covered in freckles.

The children were still playing with the ice dweller, but it had gotten out of hand, and Cohen saw one of his front teeth being knocked out accidentally. At this, his friend sank to his knees, roaring silently, both fists clenched. Didn’t these people have children? After all, things like this happened when roughhousing. The children grew afraid, shrinking back from him, and Ut rushed over to the ice dweller to apologize for the children, offered him water, and dabbed his bloodied mouth with her sleeve.

Cohen waited for the ice dweller to calm down. The children had lost interest in him, however, and raced off into another part of the caverns.


	—Ut. Tell me where we are now.

	—You’re in the stone city.

	—And you’re friendly toward us?

	—Yes. We won’t harm you.

	—Are you married?

	—What do you mean by that, Cohen?

	—Do you have a husband?

	—No.

	—A partner.

	—Not that I know of.

	—I’d like to be your partner.



Ut almost fell over laughing. She meant no offense. She just couldn’t at all imagine lying with this odd man from the south. Was he even from the south? Cohen hung his head in awkwardness. He had no idea he had such sudden bashfulness in him. She looked pretty when she laughed like that.


	—Listen, Cohen, I’m going to the surface now. You should meet the other foreigner. You’d like each other.










Chapter XIV.

Ildr had awoken quite early that morning to explore the area around the city, together with the dog. For weeks now, the sun had melted large chunks of the ice drifting over the sea. Although it would never get as warm here as in her homeland, the cold was easy to endure, if she wore enough, and today it was almost balmy. The days were long, and it was light early and grew dark late. She was happy to be alone for once, without the stranger.

She and the dog had identified the highest point of the cliff and after a brief, steep ascent had reached it. A biting wind swept through her loose hair, which had grown longer. From up here, the view went far out onto the southern sea, which became whiter and whiter toward the horizon, as though only an uninterrupted sheet of ice were there in the farthest distance and nothing else. What sort of people might live there? Ildr thought. She sat down and caressed the dog behind the ears.

She would remain here forever. She would get used to the cold, even to the winter, the sting of which she didn’t yet know, but nothing could ever induce her to leave this place again. She would find work so as not to burden the city. This very afternoon she would go to Ut and ask her where she might be needed. She looked around. The dog had meanwhile lain down at her feet, letting the wind blow through her fur, and raised her head from time to time to sniff about. Her fur. It had grown, too, Ildr thought.

What would she miss? Trees, she thought, and butterflies. Long grass you could wade through in the mornings when it was still damp. Not much else.

Maybe her father had finally returned and hadn’t found her at home. She should have left him a note telling him where she had gone. But then the soldiers might have found it. Whatever. The soldiers had known they had fled south anyway. Her father was probably long since dead. She had cried when he had left; now she would shed no further tears for him. Although a coat of otter fur would really be welcome here in the south.

What in the world did the duke want from the stranger? She still didn’t know his name. She thought of the many things she had learned from him. Perhaps he was a mage after all. And you had to watch out for them. Nonsense, she thought. He had always taken care of her, protected her, and he had even brought her here safely, to her barren new home. He might have gone a bit strange with his idea that everything had gone flat over the past few days, and she didn’t understand him, but he was her friend, and that was that.

Her gaze followed the course of the river far into the north. From this vantage point, the Stony Waste seemed endless. It lay before her in the sun, radiating a kindly warm glow. Somewhere far beyond it, hidden and furtive, was the vast expanse of her homeland’s deep green forests. This place was so beautiful, she thought. She could see everything from up here. The eternal ice to the south, the millions of stone slabs stretching northward beneath the deep blue sky, and the river, glittering silver in the morning sun. Wait. Right there. What was that?

Off in the distance, at the horizon, tiny black dots danced in the waters of the Livagar, so far away they were hardly visible. Ildr shielded her eyes from the sun. What could they be? She remained motionless until she knew what the black dots were. Ships.



She ran as fast as she could down into the city, the dog hard at her heels. The first person she met was a fisherman dressed in white, returning from work. He dodged the pair of them, but she grabbed him and shook him and shouted at him. Ships! Ships are coming! From the north! The fisherman shrugged and continued on his way. Where could the guardsmen be? Ildr kept running, down the large stone staircase, the dog barking. Three women avoided her gaze, quickly and somewhat anxiously stepping out of her way. This young foreigner didn’t seem quite right in the head.

The first great hall was empty aside from a few children playing. There was no one there to hear what she had to say. Where was Ut? And Reidh? She remembered the green-and-white flag fluttering from a pole at the surface, raced back up the stairs, ran to the spot, and there it was, a stone box beside the flag. Lifting the stone slab, she seized the conch inside, and blew into it as hard and as often as she could, ten, twenty times, until she nearly blacked out, but not a sound came from the horn. She dropped it and turned around, and there was the stranger standing before her.


	—Ildr. There’s a ship coming down the river.

	—Yes! How did you—

	—Doesn’t matter now. How far is it?

	—Half a day? Maybe a bit more. Several ships.

	—How many did you see?

	—I didn’t count them.

	—Come with me.



Together, they raced to the elevated edge of the cliff. Ildr pointed into the distance, but instead of looking, he knelt on the ground, pulled the spectacles from his tunic’s side pocket, and carefully snapped the lenses out of their frame. He took a piece of leather, placed one lens at each end, rolled it all together, and quickly entwined the ends with a string. He stood up, held the contraption to his eye with both hands, and looked at the upper course of the river through it. The dog barked like mad.


	—There are four ships. No, wait, I count five. Three smallish sailboats and two larger ones. Perhaps forty men altogether. Maybe more.

	—You can tell by looking through that? Show me!

	—Hold this end away from you and put the other one up to your left eye, like this. Now close your right eye.

	—Ooh.

	—Can you see them?

	—Everything is upside-down, though. And very close.

	—Yes, normally mirrors go into the thing.

	—What’s mirrors?

	—Never mind. Polished metal. Forget it.

	—There are a lot of them on the boats.

	—And they’ll be here by this evening. It’s the duke.

	—I tried to warn the people in the city, but no one would listen.

	—We have to find Reidh. We’ll intercept the ships.

	—You will tell me right now what the duke wants from you.

	—I can’t tell you.

	—You can’t or you won’t?

	—I believe he thinks I’m from another world.

	—What does that mean? What do you mean another world? The world beyond the ice?

	—From a different planet, a different star.

	—From the sky?

	—Yes.



Ildr spun around and looked up the river’s channel. The stranger had gotten weirder and weirder. She wanted to understand her friend, really she did, but he wasn’t making it easy for her.


	—That’s silly. How’s that supposed to work, from all the way up there to down here?

	—It’s difficult to imagine what the duke believes. Let’s assume I did come from another star, one so far away that you couldn’t even see it at night.

	—Then you would be a god.

	—No, please, Ildr. Let’s assume people lived there, the exact same sort as here, but over time, they’d learned how to travel to other stars.

	—You mean fly. With machines.

	—Yes, through the sky, which isn’t pale blue though, or cloudy, but always looks like it does at night. And not just through space, but also through time. Or, rather, past time.

	—This has something to do with the dimensions you told me about.

	—Right. Exactly.

	—And that’s why he’s looking for you and coming down the river?

	—I think so.

	—And threatening this city here with his soldiers?

	—Yes.

	—So you did meet the duke once before.

	—No. Yes. Not exactly.

	—I don’t understand. Why won’t you be honest with me?

	—Come with me now. We’ve got to warn the others.



He pressed the two round lenses back into the eyeglass frames, and they hurried back with the dog into the city below. Along the way, he called out to her. He himself didn’t know, he was sorry, it was all so very complicated, and the first thing they needed to do now was stop the ships. If they managed to do that, then he would try to explain everything else.

Down by the river, they found Ut, and Ildr jabbered at her so incoherently that at first Ut couldn’t make out a thing. Ildr flailed her arms about and pointed wildly to the north. Ships were coming down the Livagar, damn it, the duke’s boats. When Ut finally understood, she cried out to them that Reidh had died, and together they ran to the sentinels dozing away in the shade of the bridge so that they would sound the conches.



Their mournful tones had not yet faded over the plain when people began gathering at the top of the steps, men and women alike. These weren’t the same horn calls as upon their arrival, but much more urgent and plaintive. The news had spread in no time. Someone handed out quilted jackets. Others distributed spears, swords, hatchets, and bows. Quivers were stocked with arrows. Everyone knew exactly what they had to do. There weren’t any commanders giving orders. More and more people arrived to defend the city, some of them still only children. Several of these rolled small catapults up each side of the river and filled the throwing buckets with compacted bricks of whale oil. Others, armed, ran north on the riverbanks as fast as they could. No one despaired. It seemed as though everyone had been prepared for this very moment.

The stranger told Ildr to hurry down to their room and fetch the gun. The dog ran with her. He would check to see how many shots they still had. Even if it was only three or four rounds, it was better than nothing. If only they had enough ammunition, he thought. From a covered position, then they could wait for the boats to get close enough and shoot each of the duke’s soldiers one by one. He had enough of killing, but there was no other way. When would all of this finally end. Was it really his fault.






Chapter XV.

Ut came running up the stairs with two men. Their chests were bare, and they wore filthy felted caps and whale-bone goggles around their necks. The first was tattooed all over, he was missing a tooth, he had no eyebrows, and seemed very uncomfortable. He is an ice dweller, the stranger thought, a real ice dweller. The second man appeared from behind the first. He was carrying a rifle across his chest and an ammunition belt on his back. He in turn caught sight of the stranger and immediately approached him, grinning from ear to ear and extending his hands. It was Cohen.


	—You’re here.

	—The beard doesn’t suit you, Cohen.

	—Nor you yours. And it’s all turned white.

	—Where? Has it? I suppose it has.

	—Where are we here?

	—Does your rifle work?

	—I don’t know. I haven’t tried it out.

	—But you have ammunition?

	—Yes, but it was frozen solid. Take a look. So was the rifle.

	—How much?

	—How much what?

	—Ammunition.



Cohen handed over the wet carbine and removed his ammunition belt. The ice had long since thawed. The thing seemed all right. The stranger removed the damp cartridges from the belt one by one and carefully set them on the stony ground. There were maybe forty in all.


	—What do you need the rifle for?

	—That river there. A duke is sailing down it, Cohen, on ships, with his soldiers, to sack this city and kill us all.

	—And you think a single rifle is enough?

	—Do you really not know where we are?

	—No. I have absolutely no idea. I came from the ice shelf, on a rowboat for days, with this deaf-mute.

	—Everything here is symmetrical, more or less. The proportions. They share everything, don’t eat meat, and make bowls from rocks. And they only have bows and swords.

	—And the ones on the river?

	—Same.

	—No guns?

	—You’ve got the only one.

	—I’ve never shot anyone before.

	—Cohen . . .

	—I can’t do it. It’s not right.

	—You don’t know what the duke’s like.

	—Who?

	—The man on the ship who’ll be here very soon.



Ildr returned to the surface with the dog, the satchel under her arm. At first, the newcomers startled her. They looked frightening and filthy, but then she saw the intimate familiarity between her friend and the man without tattoos. It was astonishing to see. Ildr couldn’t help but smile. It seemed to her that the two had known each other since the beginning of time.



Ut said everyone should make their way upriver now together. It would be best if Cohen, Ildr, the ice dweller, and the stranger stayed together and went up the left bank, to where the lower Livagar made a slight turn. And here, they could have a few slingshots. Aim them at the eyes or the temples, Ut said, but by all means at the head. She herself would run up the right bank, where the catapults were already waiting with their burning projectiles. She hurried off.



Ildr pulled the ceramic gun from the satchel and held it out in front of her. The stranger picked up the ammunition, threw it into the bag, and grabbed the rifle. Cohen was caught off guard at the sight of Ildr’s white pistol. He suddenly remembered having seen loose pages, some sort of manual for the thing, but right now that didn’t matter either. They should get going, quick, up the riverbank. He needed to trust his friend. He’d been here longer.



The ice dweller had grown used to the solid stone surface of the world, or by now at least accepted it. He hefted his hatchet, wedged one of the slingshots behind his belt, and looked fierce and resolute. The four of them hurried down the little hill to the river’s left bank, the barking dog always at their heels.

The ships could now be seen very clearly. The first, perhaps half an hour ahead of the others, had raised a white foresail and was plowing down the river. At this point they could easily distinguish its crew. Soldiers in full armor, lances, pennants. They could hear the men aboard hooting with joy at having reached the stone city after so many generations, and now to conquer it.



A swarm of arrows climbed into the sky from the right bank, tracing an arc in the air, and plunged down onto the boat. Shields of leather and wood jerked upward in defense, and arrows stuck in them without effect. Mocking guffaws. Anchors were dropped.

But now the people of the stone city catapulted up several heaps of flaming whale oil, which slapped against the sail, setting fire to it immediately. The soldiers baled buckets of water from the river to extinguish the flaming canvas, but that only made it all much worse. The singeing, oily blubber gushed onto the deck and over the men’s shields and bodies. Some shrieked in panic and tore off their burning clothes. Others leapt into the water with their heavy gear and drowned.

When the other ships reached the burning vessel, the stranger laid down flat on his belly and cocked the carbine. He aimed at one of the sneering soldiers shooting arrows at the people on the banks operating the catapults and squeezed the trigger. A loud bang rang out, and the soldier, mortally wounded, fell face first into the water.

The stranger fired twice more at another soldier, missed, and quickly tallied his remaining cartridges. One of the children at the catapults shrieked when struck by a lance in the middle of the belly. Now two of the five boats were aflame, with a third just catching fire. The soldiers didn’t stand a chance. One deadly hail of arrows after the next rained down upon them. Their burning shields were useless. The stranger kept squeezing the rifle’s trigger and reloading while Ildr fired the ceramic pistol next to him. Panic and terror broke out among the soldiers. They couldn’t protect themselves from the mage and his lethal thunderclaps coming from the shore. One after the other was hit and plunged into the water. The rest were caught by the shower of arrows.



Now all the ships were burning except the largest, which was clearly the duke’s because the mainsail bore a red Circle. Dozens of corpses floated downstream, charred black and skewered with arrows. The stranger and Ildr kept shooting, even though the girl’s gun had to be empty by now. The water in the river ran red with blood.

A loud, wretched whinny echoed over to them, and Cohen watched as a black horse, eyes wide with fear, sprang into the water from one of the flaming ships. Without hesitation, he waded in, paying no heed to the lance that barely missed him. He reached the swimming horse, seized its bridle, and led the animal behind him onto land.

The dog barked at it like crazy, and the poor horse panicked again, tearing itself loose, spinning wildly in circles, and then trotted back into the shallows. Cohen was moving to kick the dog when Ildr pointed the gun at him. He froze and raised his arms. Yes, yes, understood. Its head lowered, the horse returned to land and allowed Cohen to take it with soft words.



The stranger saw that he still had five or six cartridges left, fired, and struck his targets once more. Then all was quiet on the water. The duke’s large ship had run aground on a rock in the middle of the river. On all sides, inky smoke from the burning ships and boats billowed up in hideous silence. The gulls had quit the skies. Grey clouds had moved in, the very first in many weeks, and the thick, dark, oily smoke mingled with them and hung oppressively over the land.



The stranger swam with powerful strokes through the water. Ildr, who could not swim, clung to his shoulders. They climbed the anchor chain hand over hand. He reached for the bulwarks and winced as though one of the stitches in his back had ripped open. He strained himself aboard the ship. It seemed empty. Ildr climbed on deck and pointed astern.

There was a soldier on his back, on the quarterdeck, two arrows jutting from his eye sockets, antennae of an absurd, dead insect. Near him, the duke lay on his side, propped up on his forearm. A gold mask covered his face. Unsightly pustules weeping yellow ooze were visible atop his shaven head. The stranger removed the rifle from his shoulder and asked Ildr to go stand watch at the ship’s prow and not to follow him. With rifle in his right hand and finger on the trigger, he walked over to the duke, who gazed at him through the slits in his mask, fear of death in his eyes. The stranger crouched before him.






	—You know what this is?

	—Yes. A horrible staff that kills.

	—Then you know I can kill you very quickly, without a second thought.

	—Yes.

	—You are going to tell me right now why you’ve been looking for me, why you’ve come here to the south with your ships and your men.

	—That is only fair. Am I going to die?

	—That depends on your answer.

	—I have the Yellow Death.

	—Then why are you still alive?

	—A few days ago a star fell to the ground.

	—Yes. We saw it, too.

	—I rode out with my soldiers, the ones who were hale, to the site of its falling.

	—And?

	—Everything in a large radius was annihilated. Trees and bushes were scorched. The soil was black. In a deep crater, its edges still smoking, lay a round iron cabinet. I dismounted and had my men pry open the door.

	—What was inside?

	—Do you really want to know?

	—Tell me this instant, or I’ll kill you.

	—You won’t believe me.

	—Tell me.

	—It was you.

	—That can’t be.

	—Oh yes. I swear it. You were lying there naked, curled up in a ball, and you were dead. And beside you lay a satchel, very similar to that one there. I looked inside and took out the medicine.

	—The white powder.

	—Yes. And I ate it.

	—You simply swallowed some random powder that fell from the sky in a cabinet?

	—I had nothing to lose.

	—Your sickness got better.

	—It did. As if by a miracle, the boils healed, and the lumps shrank away.

	—But it didn’t last long. You got sick again.

	—Indeed.

	—And that’s why you’ve been looking for me. To get more medicine.

	—Yes.

	—But you saw me lying there dead.

	—My soldiers gave word of another, one who looks just like you, who fled south, together with the girl. I thought it was your twin or some other unholy sorcery. But I had to get the powder, whatever the cost.

	—And that’s why you’ve attacked the city here. Because of me.

	—For many generations, my ancestors have wanted to capture the stone city. It is the destiny of the House of Tviot. No one has yet come down the Livagar with ships. All have come to ruin in the Stony Waste.

	—And you thought you could find me and capture the city along the way. And be healed. Although it only works for a brief time.

	—It is all worth it to live for even one more day, for a week longer.

	—But now your soldiers are all dead. Your ships are burned. Cohen has your horse. It is the senseless end of your idiotic reign.

	—Please give me the medicine.

	—No.

	—Please, I beg you.

	—Never.

	—I implore you.



Tears appeared in the eye slits of his mask and trickled down, glinting like gold. The stranger didn’t know whether to laugh or to cringe at so much piteousness. The duke took hold of the mask, removed it, and lowered his hands. The stranger looked into a face destroyed by disease. The duke’s nose had rotted away. Only a putrid-smelling hole gaped where the nose once was. The whites of his eyes were the color of egg yolks, and his cheeks were coated in crusty islets of pitted, fissured suppuration.

The stranger was not a cruel man. He reached into his bag to retrieve the last of the small sachets, emptied its contents into the duke’s hand, and rose to return to shore. The duke palmed the powder into his mouth, licking off his hand with a yellow furred tongue.


	—Thank you, mage. I thank you. I give you my ship. You hear me? This is my gift to you.

	—It is no longer yours to give.



Turning to go, the stranger gazed up into the sun, shielding his eyes. Gulls screeched across the cloudy, smoke-filled sky. Just then, the duke reached beneath his cloak, drew a concealed crossbow, aimed it, and fired. The little bolt whooshed past the stranger and hit Ildr, who was standing off by the bulwark, square in the chest.

She looked astonished, as though unable to believe it, felt for the spot where the arrow had disappeared into her, gave the stranger a puzzled look, and then collapsed to her knees. He wheeled around, smashed the duke’s ravaged face with the butt of his rifle, dropped the weapon, and ran to the girl kneeling over on the ship’s deck. Her head had fallen limply to one side. Sitting beside her, he took her hand in his.


	—Ildr. Stay very still. Don’t move.

	—This . . . so this is how you felt. It hurts so very, very bad.

	—I know. I would’ve died without you. You healed me.

	—I loved doing it.

	—And I love you, Ildr.

	—Will you make me healthy again?

	—I don’t think I can.

	—Not even if you boil the water.

	—Not even then.

	—Then at least tell me your name.

	—Paul.

	—Paul, Paul. What kind of a name is that.

	—You’ve always asked so many questions.

	—Well?

	—I have no better one for you.

	—I’d have thought a great mage like you would have had a prettier name. But now you’ve given it to me, finally. Paul.



Ildr coughed pitifully, grimaced in pain, and a thin rivulet of blood trickled from her nose. Paul bit the knuckles of his fist so as not to cry.


	—Please take care of the dog for me.

	—The ice dweller will take her with him, to the south.

	—Good. Paul?

	—Yes.

	—When I’m gone, will you build a flying machine?

	—Yes.

	—And will you fly with it?

	—Of course.

	—Tell me about the world from above.

	—The forests and everything is small. People are only as big as tiny insects. You can see them running around every which way. It is beautiful from above. Everything is clear and simple. And the sea is so very blue, like the sky. And from even farther away, this star is like a piece of blue glass, like a bright little marble on an infinite midnight wool blanket.

	—We live on a star?

	—Yes, Ildr.

	—Then why don’t we burn up?

	—It’s a star gone cold.



She understood, and nodded, and coughed up a bit of blood. He rested the back of her head in his hand, swallowed, and exhaled deeply, quavering.


	—Ildr. I will see you in my dreams.

	—Yes.



Paul reached for her hand again. She smiled, and her gaze drifted out past him, past the ship, as though she had spotted something off in the distance, beyond the sky. He looked at her face, placed his hand over her frozen eyes, and wept.








Chapter XVI.

They buried Ildr in the southern sea, shrouded in white felt and leather, down by the landing, within sight of the waterfall. Paul had slipped into her wrappings the white ceramic gun only she could use, to protect her in the next world. Ut hummed an ancient song, arms folded. There was no ceremony otherwise. No words were spoken.

The girl’s enshrouded body floated out to sea on the water’s surface toward the blue icebergs, and they stood there for a long while and watched until she had vanished from sight. Then they made their slow ascent up the many steps into the city, touched the obsidian windows one last time, said their goodbyes, and sailed the duke’s large ship for many days on the brisk autumn winds, up the Livagar.



In the skies above them, flocks of geese migrated westward in a V formation. The black horse had been tethered on the quarterdeck after they’d rinsed away blood and soot from it, with water from stone jugs. Cohen had insisted the horse come north with them. It refused to eat the dried kelp, yet there was no grass or hay, so it grew increasingly emaciated. Cohen wouldn’t leave its side, consoling it all day softly that they would find green meadows in the north. The horse had been brutally beaten and branded in Tviot and mistrusted people, permitting Cohen alone near it.

Ut and many residents of the stone city had sailed with them, men and women alike, and they took up the oars when there wasn’t enough wind on the river to tack. They wanted to see the north, their former, green, long forgotten homeland, now that the duke was dead. In the evenings, they sang harmonies about water and stone with deep, resonant voices, which echoed into silence across the distances of their journey. At night, they laid anchor in the middle of the river and before sleep would listen to the rippling soft pristine Livagar as it flowed past them, and the sounds of the water would rise up to them amid the silence. Cohen slept close to the horse. The far-off stars gave them shelter.



At dawn, fog would often roll in, since the days were now growing cooler, and their sailing ship would vanish within it. Sometimes only the bulwarks remained visible, then just the white mainsail on its mast, and finally only the duke’s red Circle. Then the sail, too, would disappear, as if swallowed by the mists. Paul and the others would change the ship’s course toward the rising sun, tacking to port, then back to starboard, ever northward. Later in the mornings, the sun would burn off the fog and reliably shift the clouds westward until countless larks flew over them again in the lofty blue. The days, they were like a diamond.

After ten or fifteen more nights, they reached the lush shores of the Northland. The familiar monotone stone slabs, which had augured safety, and habit, vanished by and by, and to port and starboard a luxuriant and wildly proliferating world of abundance and of emerald growth revealed itself to the visibly moved people aboard. Trees and bushes in all shades of green. Songbirds, bees, salamanders, foxes—all those creatures that the stonefolk had shrugged off for generations as outlandish, as aberrant manifestations of a world hostile to them, appeared. Even Paul, who’d spent only a short time in the asceticism of the south, found the overgrown riverbanks and the endless forests beyond them still indefinite, and in an eerie sense overwhelming.

The men and women steered the vessel onto the crunching gravel of the riverbank, leapt from the ship, and gingerly sank to their knees as though mistrustful of the softness of the soil. Paul joined in to help fashion a ramp from tree trunks and branches lying around, and Cohen led the skeletal horse down, showed her to a meadow, and let her go free. She lay down and rolled around in the grass, over and over, before finally beginning to eat.



Paul and Cohen gathered up branches, as many as they could carry, and built a large fire. It was a joy for the southlanders to keep adding new wood to it. There was something liberating about wasting organic fuel like this. By evening, once a shelter had been constructed from foliage, stems, and twigs, sinister clouds formed, letting loose a heavy, steady rain, and the fire went out.

The stone dwellers knew nothing of such quantities of water. In the south, it only ever rained sea spray during windstorms, or dry snow would fall, or smaller showers might pass for a few moments. This torrential warm deluge, however, lasted the entire night, and the southlanders lay huddled and miserable beneath their makeshift shelter. Only the horse didn’t mind. She stood amid the meadow, unbothered, and ate and ate as the rain poured down on her steaming back. Paul and Cohen sat together, soaked through, speaking softly with one another into the small hours about what to do and where to go.



The following morning was clear and bright, the rain had ceased before daybreak. The sun shone, and how wondrously did it shine. Skylarks whizzed through the birch groves, waking the people with their cheerful melodies. Paul had long been awake, standing off to the side a ways and practicing exercises, or whatever he considered these to be. Cohen had forgiven himself for his awkward advances on Ut. He whistled a tune while undressing and hung his wet clothes in a tree to dry. Naked but for his shirt, he walked over to the horse, which hadn’t run away and was still grazing. She almost looked normal again. Hopefully she wouldn’t colic, he thought. She turned her head toward him and snorted, and Cohen held his hand under her velvet nostrils in gratitude.



They parted ways with the stonefolk. It took all morning. Paul pointed them in the approximate direction of the village of Goz. There, perhaps two days’ walk farther south, he said, they would find stone houses forsaken by humankind in which they might live for a while. They would just have to gather berries, mushrooms, and firewood here in the forests first and catch fish and smoke them in Goz. There was almost nothing there at the outskirts of the Stony Waste, but the houses were of solid and honest construction, and there was no one else for them to be afraid of, not even the Yellow Death.

It was pleasant to see that the repatriated southlanders had so quickly become accustomed to the abundance of nature. The north was their ancestral homeland, and they’d already almost forgotten the barren edge of the world down at the Frozen Sea. Some of them had strolled for hours through the woods and now stretched out over the damp moss in the shade of the birch trees. The air was rife with clouds of red butterflies, of large yellow ones, tiny blue ones. The soporific song of the skylark surrounded them, and a woodpecker made holes in a tree. They picked blackberries from thorny bushes, as many as they could eat and carry, and they laughed at one another when the violet juice dribbled down their chins.

Although they didn’t yet know it now, the end of their centuries-long deprivations was imminent, for they would remain up here and, when they were ready, sail the ship back down the Livagar and tell the rest of their people of this new world.

They would no longer fashion their bowls from stone, Paul thought, but from clay sludge dried by the fire. Soon the people would become used to eating not kelp, but mulberries and fried bird eggs with mushrooms. And while he was sorry to see their tidy civilization disappear, it was somehow good and right. Their goodbyes were exchanged on the riverbank. Ut walked with them, and they each clasped the other’s forearms in farewell and looked into one another’s eyes. Paul was sad, and he gave Ut his glasses as a present. Cohen was quite relieved to see her go.



The two wandered northward, toward the mountains. Paul tried to ignore that feeling gnawing at his insides that the world was growing noticeably flatter. He recalled the stonefolk once having spoken of an enormous massif, far north of the dukedom. It was one of their few sagas. That there was a world of snow and ice to be found up there, beyond the forests and meadows, and that people lived there in high mountain redoubts and worshiped a benevolent goddess.



Sometimes Cohen would ride on his horse, but mostly he walked in silence beside Paul, who’d learned to accept with a smile that the animal would allow only his friend to mount it. The forests they traversed were deep and murky. Owls hooted at them on their way. At one point, they used their last ammunition to shoot a pheasant that fluttered up before them, and they cooked it that evening over a wood fire, but the flesh tasted old and stale.

Cohen seemed increasingly distant, although he took pains to talk to Paul. One evening, in their campfire, they burned the carbine, now useless without its cartridges, and come morning, they buried the metal parts left in the ashes in the forest: barrel, bolt, frame, and trigger.

Eventually, they happened upon a path, turned right, and after a long while saw the stronghold of Tviot towering up sinister and empty. It was a terrible spectacle. Several gallows encircled the citadel. From them, carcasses swung in the evening breeze. A heap of bones was braced with ropes across a wooden breaking wheel that had been erected at the path’s edge. Paul thought of the duke’s pitiful end on the ship’s deck, and that no one else lived here now. They briefly considered a few days’ stay in the fortress, but then it seemed to them as though baleful shadows occupied this place. They nevertheless entered over the drawbridge. The whole thing stood open to them.

Everywhere inside, there hung in the air a clammy oppression felt deep within their skin. It was as if the stonework itself were an expression of the torment and violence that had come from this place in the duke’s name. The great hearths were empty save for logs charred black. They looked around and at the end of a corridor discovered the Tower of Thorns. Only a little sun pierced down obliquely in dusty shafts of light. Paul climbed the many interior steps spiraling to the roof amid the thicket of needles and spikes, their points coated in dried crusts of blood.

At the very top, at a dizzying height, he found a door at the end of a railing leading out onto a kind of lookout platform, and he took deep breaths of relief. From up here, he saw the surrounding fiefs spreading out below him, as if it were a painting. The dukedom’s green forests and plains, the silver brooks and lakes, and, very far toward the northern horizon, the hint of a greyish blue ridge of hills slowly rising into the sky. He thought of Ildr, and of how much she would have enjoyed standing here and seeing the world from above.

From an adjoining hall with pennants and heraldic crests on its walls, Cohen took an abandoned suit of armor he liked, and a long lance, and both gathered pitch torches and several heavy woolen blankets for their journey into the mountains of the high north. They also found a few smaller sacks with ashdanne and dried beans and a barrel of beer. While reaching into the sack of beans, Paul found it hard to believe he had actually missed the taste of ashdanne in the south, but Cohen, unfamiliar with the vegetable, shrugged. Food left him cold. Either you had it, and ate it, or there was none, and you went hungry.

Back outside in the fresh air, they loaded the horse and left this sorrowful place. Perhaps the stonefolk would move in here if Goz became too barren for them. Then they would dismantle the gallows and the breaking wheel. Hopefully the southlanders would remain more civilized once they lived up here. Cohen mumbled that the day would come when those people unlearned their selflessness.



They followed the path until the sun set, then rested beneath apple trees, built a small fire, and roasted the ashdanne. They picked a few apples as well and set them on the flat hot stone beside the flames to cook in their peels. Paul had hoped to find the little house by the brook again where Ildr had nursed him and stitched him up, but he had lost his sense of orientation. It was likely they were someplace else entirely, and besides, it must have been burned down in revenge when the dead soldiers had been found inside.

Cohen was now almost no longer speaking at all, except quietly with his horse. It seemed to Paul as if a shadow had entered his friend in recent days, and that his entire bearing was somehow off and unnatural. He placed his hand on his shoulder, and Cohen winced, jerking away.


	—My friend, are you in pain?

	—No. Leave me alone.

	—You’re hurt.

	—You can’t trick me into believing you are some mage or great healer. Just let me be.

	—Here, come on, show me.



Paul touched his shoulder gently once more, then took great care lifting up the front of Cohen’s shirt. He was skin and bones. On the right side of his concave belly, there was a scabby, festering wound as large as Paul’s hand, weeping yellow and black ooze from its edges.


	—I’m afraid I’m out of antibiotics.

	—I know. You gave the last of them to that ridiculous duke.

	—How did this happen?

	—Down at the river, near the stone city. When I was getting the horse out of the water. A crossbow bolt, I think. I pulled it out at night while everyone was asleep.

	—And you didn’t let on for weeks?

	—No.

	—The stitches have burst, look.

	—I know.

	—Who sewed it up?

	—Ut. On the ship.

	—My goodness, how come nobody said anything to me?

	—At this point, it doesn’t matter.

	—It does, Cohen, because the wound is infected now.

	—A few days ago everything was still fine.

	—Can you ride?

	—I think so.

	—Then from tomorrow, you’re not going to walk anymore.

	—Yes.

	—Because we have to get to the high mountains.

	—I’d still very much like to see them. But I’m afraid I won’t make it.

	—My friend. I’ll help you.



The contours of the mountains caught the evening light. Ten miles high and blanketed in snow, deep violet and sharp-edged against banks of clouds piled at the horizon as though they had melted there. Ahead of the two friends, ice-cold water trickled down the hills through the grass. Again the world appeared flat, as though painted. Cohen sat atop his black mare, shoulders hunched. He wore the armor he had found in the duke’s fortress, the lance over his shoulder. From its tip hung the long tattered shreds of a red flag. He clung tightly to the lance. The wound caused him such terrible pain.

An awful heaviness and tiredness enveloped him. Time and again, the reins fell from his hands. It was late, he was in pain, and the sun had now almost set. The remaining edge of the sky was orange. Soon it would be night. Paul, clad in his white cloak, its hood hanging low over his face, walked ahead of Cohen to show him the way into the mountains. But where were they going. Who were they.








Chapter XVII.

The painting of Merlin and Lancelot now no longer hung in Paul’s house in Stromness, but on the wall of the bedroom at Barnhill. There it is. The wall, its mouldering, curling floral wallpaper. Here, the bed with its bare mattress in thin grey stripes, the whole room. Then down the plain white wooden stairs. The kitchen, the parlor, the old lightbulb hanging from the ceiling, its wire sheathed in black-and-white striped fabric, no power for a long time, no power for decades, no power for eighty years now. The window. Open, diaphanous gauze curtains gently fluttering back and forth. Beyond, the meadow. The horses, wild, amid the rain. Blossoming fields of heather in pinks and violets as far as the eye can see. Over there, across the strait, the mainland.
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