The lce Palace by Robert Swindells

Turn your face into the east wind and if you could see forever
you would see Ivan’s land. It is a land where summer is short
and pale like a celandine; winter is long and cold as an icicle.
lvan does not live there now for he grew old long ago and is
gone. But the people of the pine-woods remember him. They
remember him all the time, but most of all they remember
him in winter because they are not afraid of winter any more.
They have no need to be afraid because of something Ivan did

when he was very small.

lvan and his brother lived in the house of their father, the
blacksmith, in a village in the shadow of the great, dark forest.
The people of the village were poor, but in the summertime
they were mostly happy, so that the pale, warm air rang with
their laughter and their singing as they worked.

But as the short summers gave way to autumn, their songs
became sad songs and their laughter thin. For they knew that
far away to the north, Starjik was greasing the runners of his
sled and rounding up his wolves. Starjik! Whisper his name and
it was winter in your heart. Hissing over crisp snow in the

black of night came Starjik behind his hungry team. Their eyes



were yellow and their fangs were white. When Starjik was in
a village, the people lay very still behind their shutters but al-
ways, in the morning, a child was gone. For Starjik was
known in every pine-woods village as the child-taker and

those he took were never seen again.

One night, when an icy wind whined through the black
trees and powdery snow sifted under everybody’s doors,
Starjik came to Ivan’s house and when lvan awoke in the

morning, his little brother was gone.

All the village wept for the blacksmith and his wife and for
[ittle lvan who must now play alone. Little Ivan walked in
Starjik’s sled-tracks to the end of the village and stood there

a long time, gazing to the north.

That evening, at suppertime, while his mother and father
were not looking, Ivan took some of the dark bread from the
big wooden board on the table, and slipped it into his pocket.
Then he said, “Mother, | am very tired. | will sleep now.” His
mother lighted a candle for him and he carried the little

flame to his room.



For a long time he sat on his bed, listening to the small
noises his parents made beyond the door of his room, and to
the wind outside. The wind made a sad, lonely sound, and as
he listened it seemed to lvan that something was crying out
there in the night; something small and frightened that
touched his window and moved away along the wall. And he
lifted a corner of the window -curtain and pressed his face to
the cold glass and whispered, “Wait, little brother. | will not
leave you. | am coming.”’ His breath made a cloud on the glass,
and there was only the wind. He let the curtain fall, blew out

his candle and climbed into bed without taking off his clothes.

After a while, the door of his room was opened quietly and
lvan pretended to be sleeping while his mother smoothed his
quilt, kissed him and went out, closing the door behind her.
Soon after that, the unhappy couple went to their room and

the house was still.

lvan slipped out of bed and pulled on his boots. Then he
took his fur parka and wmoved quietly to the door. Moments
later he was across the warm, dark kitchen and out into the

freezing wind.

Next morning the people were awakened by a terrible cry

from the blacksmiti's house. The blacksmith’s wife had crept



early into Ivan’s room and found his bed empty. All that day
the people stood around the village in groups, talking, but no-
body had heard Starjik come again, and nobody could remem -
ber having known anyone as unlucky as the blacksmith and his

wife.

And far away, through the forest and over the hill walked
lvan. He wore his fur parka and between his teeth he held a
squirrel tail, for if he had not, the wind would have frozen his

breath into a mask of ice on his face.

lvan was afraid. He was more afraid than he had ever
been, for nobody had ever seen Starjik's land and lived to re-
turn home. His head was bowed and he cried a little as he
went along, and his tears became pips of ice before they
touched the snow. He was afraid and sometimes he almost
turned around, to follow his footprints back to his father’s
house. But then he would see in his mind a picture of his
brother, holding out his arms and crying, in a place that was
cold beyond imagining. And then Ivan would brush away his

tears and go on.

On and on he went, and when it began to grow dark he
found a snowdrift and tunnelled into it as his father had

taught him. Outside, the screaming wind drove blizzards of



snow across the darkness but Ivan slept safe and warm in his
shelter. When morning came, he dug himself out, ate a little
food from his pocket and looked all around. His footprints were
gone and the wind had shifted the snowdrifts into a new pat-
tern so that he could not tell which way he had come. He

sighed, turned his face into the wind and walked on.

The snow was deeper now and Ivan’s feet sank far beneath
the surface with every step. He began to feel tired and to
wonder if he would ever see his home again. He was thinking
longingly about his chair by the big, hot stove, when there
came a sound that felt like an icicle in his heart. It was the
long, thin cry a hungry wolf makes when it scents its prey. The
cry was answered by another, and soon the pinewood echoed

with the howls of the hunting pack.

lvan tried to go faster but the snow sucked at his boots,
making him stumble. He looked back, sobbing. His footprints
wound away between the trees and somewhere back there, he
knew, the wolves were running in his tracks with their noses

down to smell him out.



A tree: he must find a tree to climb. Wolves can outrun
anything but they cannot climb trees. He stumbled on, looking
wildly around him but the trees were all pines with smooth,
icy trunks. The wolf-cries drew nearer. He looked back. Dim
shapes moved in the dark beneath the trees. He plunged for-
ward, gasping. They had seen him now. A few seconds more
and they would be upon him. He glanced about and ploughed
thrrough the snow, the wolves at his heels. He leapt; his hands
closed around the lowest branch and he swung his legs clear of

the ground as the first wolf lunged in a flurry of snow.

Painfully, Ivan hauled himself up into the ice-lacquered
branches and sat, gazing down. The wolves milled, snarling,
around the foot of the tree. Their slavering jaws were up -
turned and their breath rose in plumes around him. Now and
then, a wolf would leap, its jaws snapping within inches of his

feet.

Soon, Ivan began to feel cold. The wind whipped through
the bare branches and his dangling legs became numb. Soon he
knew the frost would be in his fingers. It would spread through
his hands until he could no longer grip, and he would fall into
that whirling mass of fur and fangs. “Go away!” he cried. “Oh

go away and find something else to kill!”’ But the wolves gazed



at him with their cruel eyes and their jaws seemed to grin.
“They know,” sobbed Ivan. “They know that | am freezing.

They're waiting for me to fall.”

He clung desperately to his perch. The cold began to seep
through his hands. He cried softly and his tears froze on his
cheeks. “Farewell little brother,” he whispered. “I can never
save you now.” His eyes felt heavy and his head sank slowly
until his chin rested on his chest. He was going to sleep. The
cold was going away. He smiled a little. He had only to let go

now and he could sleep and sleep until the end of the world...



Part 2

A startled yelp roused him. He shook his head and looked
down. The wolves were scattering in all directions and in their
midst, rearing on its hind legs was a huge bear. Its terrible
claws hissed through the air and the wolves fell back, snapping.
The bear lunged at them and they turned tail, slipping away

between the frozen trees.

lvan cried out joyfully, then gaped with horror. Bears kill
people. And bears can climb! He pulled up his feet, trying to
move higher. The bear dropped onto all its four feet and stood
a moment, snarling into the forest. Then, with only an upward
glance at the boy, it loped off, melting soon among the shad-

ows of the pines.

Stiffly, Ivan climbed down. He peered fearfully all around

but the wolves were gone, and there was no sign of the bear.

All that day, little lvan walked on. Now and then he would
break off a little of the bread in his pocket and chew it as he
walked. And when it began to grow dark, he found another
snow drift and made a cave inside it. He ate more of the bread

and snuggled down to sleep.

At midnight he awoke and it seemed to him that he had

heard a voice. He listened. Outside the wind was howling. After



a moment he closed his eyes again. “It must have been the
wind,” he said to himself. “Only the wind.”” But no sooner had
he closed his eyes than he seemed to hear the voice again. He
got up, knelt by the hole and stuck his head out. The cold
made him gasp. Ivan screwed up his eyes and peered into the
darkness. There was nothing. Only the tossing of the pines and
the clouds of windblown snow. Then, just as he was about to
diraw his head back inside, he thought he saw a movement un-
der the trees. A small figure flitting across a paler patch be-
tween the shadows. Ivan cried out, clambering from the snow -
drift. The figure; it seemed impossible but from here it looked
[ike—"Little brother!’ he cried. “Wait!”

He was stumbling through deep snow. As he drew near, the
small figure seemed to move back, so that he was always the
same distance away from it. “Wait!’ he cried again, “oh don’t
run away. It is lvan, come to take you home.” But the figure
was only a smudge now; a shadow in the shadows, and as he
watched it faded and was gone. And he heard laughter in the

wind and whirled around, but no-one was there.

The cold was like knives in his feet and he looked down at
himself through his tears. “My boots!” he gasped. “I have left

them in the snow drift, and my mittens too.” He turned. “I



must go back at once or | will die”” He knew now that the fig-
ure in the trees had been Starjik’s cruel trick and the laughter
in the wind Starjik’s laughter. But when he looked around, he
could not tell which way he had come. He ran, first this way,
then that; stumbling in the snow but no way seemed to be the

right way. The voice laughed more loudly in the wind.

lvan stopped. He was lost and knew that very soon he
would fall into a sleep from which he would never awaken. He
closed his eyes and was about to sink down on the snow when
he heard a shrill scream. He jerked his head round and saw a
white shape that flew soundlessly between the trees. As he
watched, it settled on a branch and stared at him with great
yellow eyes. “Go away, snowy owl, “ he whispered. “Go away
and find a mouse to eat. | am no use to you. | am no use to

anyone.”’

The owl leapt from its perch with a scream, circled his
head on velvet wings and made off through the forest. After a
moment it came back and flew round his head again.
“Perhaps,” thought Ivan, “it wants me to follow it.”’ He was
becoming very weary, but when the great white bird flew
away again he followed. In a few moments he saw the snow -

drift in which he had wmade his shelter. He fell to his knees by



the entrance and crawled inside with the last of his strength.

The snowy-owl circled the snowdrift once and was gone.

When dawn came, Ivan wirapped himself up in his warm
clothing and set out again. There was only a little bread left
now in his pocket and he knew he must save it for he still had

far to go.

The wind was strong and the snow was deep, and Ivan
went slowly with his head down. All at once he felt the snow
shift and he cried out. Beneath his feet s great crack opened
up, and lumps of snow as big as houses fell into it with a hiss-
ing roar. He flung himself forward, trying to reach the other
side. His mittens grabbed at the lip of the crack but it crum-
bled and he was falling. Desperately he clutched at a tiny fir
tree that grew outward from the side of the crack. It was so
small that he knew it would never hold him; his weight would
pull it out by the root and he would fall, down, down with the
tumbling snow -blocks to be buried for ever in the bottom of

the crack.

But the little fir tree held. It jerked him to a stop, and
held. And he dangled by one arm over the drop as an ava-

lanche of snow hurtled roaring into the chasm.



Afterwards, he could never tell how long he hung there. He
only knew that at last the avalanche stopped and he scram-
bled his way somehow out of that ghastly crack. For a long
time he lay in the snow, sobbing with fright at the horrible
fate he had escaped. Then, wearily, he got to his feet and
brushed the snow from his clothes with his mittened hands.
His heart was heavy and had it not been for the crack that
now blocked the way, he might have given up and returned to
his distant home. As it was he sighed, turned his face into the

north wind and went on.

Presently it began to grow dark. “I must find another
snowdrift,” said Ivan to himself. He sighed. Long ago, when his
father had taught him how to make a snow den, it had been
fun. Now it just seemed like hard work. “Snow dens are quite
warm,” he thought, “but they are not like my little bed at
home.” The sky was a deep grey, turning black, when Ivan
found his snowdrift. He fell to his knees and began to scrape

out a tunnel with his mittened hands.

After a moment he stopped, his head tilted to one side.
From far away, carried on the wind, he thought he heard
music. He listened. The pine trees creaked and sighed and

snow powder hissed over the frosty crust. Then he heard it



again. [t was the sound of the fiddle. lvan screwed up his eyes
and shook his head fiercely. No! It was not real. It was another
cruel trick to hurt him, to keep him from doing what he
must do. He began once more to scrape at the snow, whistling
a little between his teeth to blot out the sound of the fiddle.
But when he stopped, there it was, rising and falling in the
wind. He got to his feet and gazed towards the sound, biting
his lip. There was a faint glow in the sky beyond the pines.
And now he was sure there were voices too, mixed in with the
fiddle. He looked down at his unfinished den, then out again
towards the glow. It seemed real; all of it. The fiddle, the
voices and the glow. He saw a picture in his mind of people;
happy people who laughed and shouted and danced to a fid -
dle, and suddenly he was overcome with loneliness. He left the
snowdrift and began hurrying through the trees, his eyes fixed

on that warm, hypnotic glow.

He came out of the trees on to a long slope and there be-
low him lay a village. Lamplight glowed warmly in all its win-
dows and spilled out of open doorways on to a crowded
street . Everyone in the village seemed to be out of doors and
when Ivan looked down the street he could see why. At the

far end of it someone had built an enormous fire. Its flames



rose high in the air and the snow all round was pink with its

glow.

And the music! It wafted in great clouds up the slope and
lvan had never heard such music. He was weary but he wanted
to dance. He was far from home yet he felt like shouting. And
up towards him, their laughter spangling the night came the
children; a long ribbon of children hand -in-hand, running up
the hill. When they drew near they stopped, and their leader
smiled, holding out his hand to Ivan. “Come,” he said. “Tonight
is a feast, and you are welcome here.”” And though it was win-
ter, and though the night was a cold one, these children had

on summer clothes, and the girls wore flowers in their hair.

In the village below the fiddles began a fresh tune. The line
of children stirved, restlessly, like a string of spirited ponies.
The boy beckoned, his smile inviting. “Come,” he said once
more. “My friends would dance.”’” And stepping forward, lvan
slipped off a mitten and gave his hand. At once they went
whirling away, across the slopes and down, down to where the
people danced through pools of lamplight on the snow. Ivan,
skipping, threw back his head and laughed. The line had re-
versed itself so that now the last child had become the first

and was leading them on to the street.



Once in the village they did not keep to the street but began
threading themselves like a many-coloured serpent to and fro
between the houses. Once their leader took them through the
doorway of a house, and Ivan had a glimpse of tables, chairs
and a big tiled stove before he was whirling out again into the
night. People where everywhere, but if anyone noticed a

stranger in their midst, no-one seemed to mind.

The music grew louder, and coming round the corner of a
house, Ivan saw that they were close to the great fire. In the
flames an ox was roasting and nearby, on upturned barrels,
sat the fiddlers. Their bows flashed back and forth across the
strings of their fiddles, and they tapped their feet in time up -

on the beaten snow.

The line of children circled, forming a ring with the fid -
dlers in the middle. Round and round they whirled, the fire-
light dancing in their eyes. Then the circle broke, and the child
who had led them was thrust into the centre, among the fid-
dlers, and the tune changed, and she danced a special dance
for them while they went round and round. When her dance
finished the givl rejoined the circle, the next child was pushed
forward and the tune changed again. lvan watched through

tears of joy. The cold was gone, and the loneliness. What



would be the tune when Ais turn came and what steps would

he dance?

Round and round and round. The people of the village had
stopped dancing now, and were crowding forward to watch
the children. And as they watched, they clapped their hands
to the fast, clever rhythm.

The boy beside lvan grinned, winked at him and leapt into
the centre. The child whose dance was done took Ivan’s hand.
The circle never stopped spinning. “My turn next?’ cried Ivan.

“A few more moments and / shall show you dancing!”

They whirled on; Ivan gasped as a volley of wind whipped
about his legs unimaginably cold. It scooped up a twist of crys-
tals and spun them about his body. In an instant he was
blinded as the stinging powder lashed his eyes. He tore his
hands from those of his friends and fell to the ground, clawing

at his face.

The crystals turned to water and he blinked them from his
eyes. He had broken the circle; he must get up and take his
place or the dance would be spoiled. Already the fiddlers had

stopped playing...



Part 3

He scrambled to his knees and cried out in pain and disbe -
lief. The fire was gone. There was no ring of children nor any
mark upon the snow where they had been. There were no vil-
lagers. The houses lay cold and broken along the empty street.
Snow sifted through sagging doors and the wind moaned in
sightless windows, stirring here and there a rag of ancient

curtain.

He knelt there in the snow and wept for the pretty phan-
toms of the dance; his tears becoming ice upon his cheek. And
when at last the crying stopped, so that he could see again, he
saw before him a great black hole in the place where the fid -
dlers had been. A well; a deep, deep well with smooth sides
and black icy water far down in the bottom of it. And he
knew that if his turn had come to dance, then that black wa-

ter would have closed for ever over his head.

He got to his feet, shuddering; backing away from the well.
Was it possible? They had been so beautiful; they had befriend -
ed him and made him one of them. Would they have led him
to the brink of the well? Would they have let him fall? He
stood there; forlorn in the broken village. The wind blew round

him and there was laughter in it, and he knew.



He turned and ran, along the silent street that had no
footprint on it but his own. Past the last house and out onto
the moon-washed slope. His feet sank into the snow and his
[ungs were bursting, but he did not stop until he topped the
slope and plunged deep among the black pines. There he
found a snowdrift, burrowed into it, and cried softly til sleep

came.

He set out the next morning, weary and sad. He felt even
more lonely than before. It seemed to him that he had no
friend in the world. There were only enemies out here in the
wilderness. His bread was almost gone. There was one piece
left but he dared not eat it, for he did not know how much
further he had to go.

He had not walked far when, turning to look back, he saw
something moving, far away between the snow-laden trees.
At first it looked like a whirl of snow crystals whipped by the
wind, but as it came closer he saw that it was an old woman
in a grey sparkling shawl which flapped about her as she
came. He waited. The old woman came slowly, bending down
now and then to pick something up from the snow. When she
came near, she straightened up, gazing at Ivan. Strands of

her hair whipped across her face like sleet but she was smiling.



lvan took off his mittens, put his hand into his pocket and
pulled out a crust of bread. He held it out to her. “Old wom -
an,” he said “it is cold and you must be very far from your

home. Share my bread. It will warm you a little, perhaps.”

The old woman shook her head. “You are kind,”’ she said

gently, “but | do not need your bread.”

lvan did not understand. “Old woman,” he said, “what
did you do when it was night and the wind howled like a
hungry wolf?”

The old woman smiled. “You are a good boy to care about
an old woman like me. But | am not an old woman always.
Sometimes | am an icicle, or a bear, or a spruce tree. Some-
times | am a twist of windblown snow, colder than the
night.” Her eyes twinkled at him. “One night,” she said, “I

was a snowy-owl.”

lvan stared, remembering how he had been lost and
freezing in the night. “Where you,” he said, “the owl who
showed me the way? And the bear who drove off the wolves?

And the little fir tree in the crack?”’

The old woman smiled. “It may well be so,” she said, “for

people who love find small miracles, no matter what men



say, and no-one ever loved better than you love your broth-

))

er

“How do you know of this?” cried Ivan, “and what do you

pick from the snow?”’

The old woman held out her hand to him. Pips of ice lay
like diamonds in her palm. “These are the tears that you
cried for your brother,” she said. “I have followed you, gath-

ering them from the snow because you will need them soon.”

lvan frowned. “What would | do with tears?”’ he said.

“Why will | need them soon?”’

“To soften Starjik’s heart,” replied the old woman. “Here,

take them.”” And she tipped the icy pips into lvan’s hand.

lvan gazed at them. !l do not understand,” he said. “What

am | to do with these tears?”’

The old woman became grave. “At the moment of your
greatest danger,”’ she said, “you must fling the tears into

Starjik’s face and say:
“Brothers never more shall part
Melt the winter in his heart.”

lvan said the words softly to himself so that he would re-



member, and the old woman nodded. “That is right,” she said.

“And now go, for | can help you no more.”

When he had gone a little way, Ivan turned to wave fare -
well but there was only a little spruce-tree that quivered in
the wind. He turned and walked on, and after a long time he
came to a mountain. It was a hard, white mountain and as he
direw near the air grew colder still. At the foot of the moun-
tain was a great high cave with the wind booming in its
mouth. Ivan shuddered, because he knew that he had come at

last to Starjik’s land.

Inside the cave it was utterly black. The roar of the wind
was deafening and it was deadly cold. Ivan stopped. The dark-
ness filled him with dirread. He looked back to where the grey
light spilled a little way into the entrance. He could go no far-
ther; must get outside where he could see the sky and the
snow and the trees. But his brother must have passed this
way. Somewhere in this terrible place the little boy was wait-
ing; waiting for lvan to come and take him home. He set his
lips in a thin, firm line and moved on into the blackness, hold -
ing out his arms before him and going very slowly. The wind
howled in his ears and he heard again the laughing voice in it.

Something fluttered in his face. He struck at it with his hand



and it slid up over his forehead and became tangled in his
parka, dragging the hood from his head. At once, something
else hit him, flapping coldly in his hair. Ivan cried out, clawing
the thing from his head. It sank needle-teeth into his finger

and whirled away on the wind.

Another one, this time on his chest. He threw up his arms

to protect his face.

Whatever the things were, they were all around him. He
felt the small collisions, felt them cling, fluttering to his cloth-
ing. He screamed but the wind drowned the cry. He whirled
round and round beating at himself to knock them off, and for
every one he brushed away there was another one to take its

place.

He knew that it was hopeless. He put his head down,
wrapped his arms around it and went through them, and af-

ter a time the collisions stopped.

For a long time Ilvan moved onward through the cold
darkness. The sound of the wind began to fade and when he

looked back he could no longer see the light.

As he walked he noticed that the tunnel was becoming

higher and wider and he seemed to be moving towards a



lighted place. Presently he stopped, listening intently. Some -
where in front of him he heard a laugh. It was not a pleasant
laugh of someone who is enjoying a good joke. It was a cold,
flat laugh and when it came again lvan found himself thinking
about the laughter he had heard in the wind, last night when

he was lost and freezing.

As he moved on the laughter grew louder and louder and
he could hear other sounds too; a swishing noise, and now and

then a thin, high scream.

The tunnel, which by now was wide and high, took a sud-
den turn. The sounds seemed to be coming from just beyond
the turn. Ivan flattened himself against the wall, peered cau-

tiously round and almost cried out.

He was looking into a great, glittering cavern. The floor
was blue ice and enormous icicles hung in thousands from the
roof. Hard blue light glowed and flickered like a cold fire and

the wind from the passage moaned around the walls.

In the centre of the cavern, its back towards the boy, stood
a hideous figure. It was stooped and crooked, and its white
robe hung in folds from a bony frame. In one hand it gripped
a thin, springy rod of the kind which Ivan’s people used to fish

for trout in the river. As lvan watched, the figure turned,



pulling on the rod and watching something that fluttered and

squealed far up near the roof, among the icicles.

[t was then that lvan saw what the man was doing, and
his heart turned cold. Fishing! The creature was fishing, but
not in the water, and not for fish. He was fishing in the air,
and his victim was a tiny bat that whirled and tugged franti-
cally as the man began to wind in the thin line. But struggle
as it might, the poor creature was pulled closer and closer to
its monstrous captor, and soon lvan could see a streak of blood
at its mouth from the cruel hook. When the terrified creature
was close enough, the man clawed it out of the air and
crushed it and dropped it to the ice. Then he threw back his

head and laughed horribly.

lvan direw back into the passage. The man’s cruelty had
sickened him and the laughter tuned his blood cold. He tried
to tell himself that it didn't matter. The man had not seen
him so he could just turn round and run away and never see

the creature again.

But deep within himself he knew the name of this monster.
No other man could possibly behave with such cruelty. This
man was Starjik and Ivan knew that if he fell into those awful

hands, he need not expect no more mercy than the poor bro-



ken bat. And somewhere, not far away, this creature had his

brother.

The thought of his little brother in the hands of such a man
filled Ivan with rage. He was so angry that his fear left him. He
would fling himself on Starjik, snatch the rod from his hand
and beat him with it until he screamed like the bat had

screamed. He clenched his fists and stepped into the open.

Instantly he froze. It was as though his arms and legs had

become ice. Try as he might, he could not move.

Starjik no longer fished. He sat now in the middle of the
cavern, on a throne of age-grey wood and an icy stare held
lvan rigid. He moved a hand; beckoning with one grey finger.
The pale eyes now seemed to draw Ivan across the icy floor
until he stood trembling before the throne. Starjik stared
down at him, his hands gripping the arms of the chair. His
grey beard was stiff with ice and his hair fell in frozen strands
about his thin shoulders. After a long time he spoke, and his

voice was walking on crisp snow.
“Who are you?”’

lvan stood up very straight. He hoped that Starjik could not

see him trembling. “I am Ivan,” he said. “The blacksmith is my



father.”’

Starjik’s lips twitched cruelly. “Why do you come here?”’ he
hissed. “Do you not know that all who enter Starjik’s land are

dead?”’
“I have come for my brother,” said Ivan.
“Your brother is dead,” said Starjik. lvan shook his head.

“No, he (s not dead, | can feel him, in here.”’ He touched his

chest with a mittened hand.

“That is not possible!”’ snapped Starjik. “People cannot rfee/
other people. They can only see them or hear them!”’ He flung

out a hand. “Do you see your brother here? Do you hear him?”
lvan shook his head. “No. But he is nearby.”

Starjik gripped the arm of his throne and rose to his feet.
“Very well,”’ he said, softly. “You are right, little Ivan, your
brother /s close by.” He turned, beckoning. “Come, and | will

show you.”

lvan’s heart leapt. He did not see the smile on Starjik’s lips

as he turned and shuffled across the floor. Ivan followed.

To one side of the cavern an ice-curtain hung from roof to
floor. Starjik went behind this curtain and Ivan was close on

his heels. The man turned with a leer, pointing. “Well, Ivan,



here he is. Was it worth all the hardships of your journey?”’

lvan clapped a hand to his mouth, stifling a cry. He was
looking at a great block of ice. It was higher than three houses
and as long as the cavern. The ice was as clear as a crystal
pool and inside he saw children. Many children, trapped in
the solid ice. Some looked as though they had been running,
others seemed to have been skipping. Some sat and some
stood. There were frozen smiles and frozen frowns and there,
right at the front, gazing out from his icy prison was lvan’s

brother.

Starjik laughed cruelly. “Such pretty children,” he said,

“and mine forever.”’

lvan looked into the twisted face and his eyes were filled
with tears. “But these children do not move,” he cried. “You
cannot play with them or hear them laugh. You could make

such children from painted wood.”

Starjik shook his head. “Ah no! The finest wood carver
could not do that. And besides, | take the children to punish
those who sent me away.” He laughed again. “Once | was a
child like these,” he said “but the other children would not

play with me. They said my heart was cold and they turned



me away.”’

He turned to the ice prison, resting his hands on it, looking
in. “Now | have friends, and every one a pretty one, for | have
chosen them myself.”” He turned, smiling coldly down at Ivan.
“You, also, are a pretty child,” he hissed. You would not be out
of place at all. They are happy, you know, with me, for they
have forgotten their homes. And now it is time for you to join
them.” He reached up and snapped an icicle from the curtain.
lvan backed away. Starjik laughed. “It is no use Ivan. You can-
not escape. | have only to touch you with this icicle and you

are mine forever.”’

lvan felt the ice-prison at his back. He could go no further.
Starjik grinned and came on, the icicle held out before him.
lvan bit his lip. The ice-point was inches from his head. As
Starjik stooped for the final lunge the boy whipped off his
mitten and flung the ice-pips into the evil face. His voice ech-

oed shrill through the cavern:
“Brothers never more shall part:
Melt the winter in his heart!”’

At once there came a rumbling sound and the cavern floor

quivered. Starjik staggered back with an awful cry, his hands



clawing at his face. Ivan was flung to the floor. Behind him, the
ice palace heaved, split and shivered into fragments. He
scrambled at the slippery floor trying to get up. Then some-
thing struck him on the head and he felt himself falling, fall-
ng...

After a long time, Ivan opened his eyes and cried out.
Starjik was bending over him. He rolled away, trying to get
up. Starjik watched him. Ivan scrambld to his feet and backed
off, eyeing the old mam warily. Starjik made no attempt to
follow but stood gazing at him across the shattered ice. The the
corner of his mouth twitched, so that he seemed almost to
smile. Ivan screwed up his eyes, shook his head and looked
again. There was no cruelty now in his smile. There was some -
thing in his hand and he held it out to towards Ivan. “Soup,”
he said. “Hot soup.”

lvan took a step forward. Something grabbed at his waist
and clung there, very tightly. He looked down and saw his
brother’s head pressed against him. All around, children were
awakening; rubbing their eyes and gazing about them. Starjik
came closer, offering soup. He seemed straighter now, less
twisted. lvan took the bowl and backed away, drinking the hot
soup and watching Starjik through the steam.



“There are furs,” said Starjik. “In my store room; many
furs. | will fetch them.” He shuffled away on the splintered ice.
lvan gazed after him, wonderingly, passing the soup bowl to

his brother.

Starjik went several times back and forth with his shuffling
gait until a heap of warm furs lay on the floor. “You ought to
be going,” he said. “There is no wind now and you have a long
journey.” And he began to go round, from child to child,
wrapping the furs around their shoulders, smiling. When they
began to move out through the passage in twos, holding hands
behind Ivan, Starjik led the way. There was no wind, and no
fluttering things now in the darkness, and they came at last to
the end of the cave, where their eyes danced to see snowflakes

falling through the pure light.

“You will never see me again,” said Starjik, “but | shall see
you. And when winter comes again you will have reason to re-

member how Starjik’s heart warmed.”

And so they left Starjik’s land and Ivan took them home.
And at every village he strode along the street crying, “Here
are your children, home again from far away!” The people
cheered and brought food and heaped gifts upon them and

stood waving as the line of children marched away. With each



village the line became a little shorter until at last only Ivan

and his brother were left.

They came home and the fear melted in the hearts of the

people and they were happy.

When winter cam again, Starjik remembered his promise.
No-one heard him come for the howling wolves were gone
and his sled was pulled now by silent deer. But when people
woke at dawn there were sled tracks in the snow and shining

gifts by all the children’s beds.



