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And death shall have no dominion.

Dead men naked they shall be one

With the man in the wind and the west moon;

When their bones are picked clean and the clean bones

gone

They shall have stars at elbow and fool;

Though they go mad they shall be sane,

Though they sink through the sea they shall rise again;

Though lovers be lost love shall not;

And death shall have no dominion .,.

——DYLAN THOMAS

(from "And Death Shall Have No

Dominion")

Tell all the truth but tell it slant,

Success 1n circuit lies,
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Too bright for our infirm delight

The truth's superb surprise;

As lightning to the children eased
With explanation kind,
The truth must dazzle gradually

Or every man be blind.

——EMILY DICKINSON

Many people gave me a great deal of help with these
books, ranging from suggestions and moral support to
crucial logistical aid. Eva Cumming, Nancy Deming-

Williams, Arthur Ross Evans, Andrew Harris, Paul

X Tad Williams

Hudspeth, Peter Stampfel, Doug Werner, Michael
Whelan, the lovely folks at DAW Books, and all my
friends on GEnie® make up only a small (but significant)

sampling of those who helped me finish The Story That

Ate My Life.

Particular thanks for assistance on this final volume of

the Bloated Epic goes to Mary Frey, who put a
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bogglesome amount of energy and time into reading
and—for lack of a better word—analyzing a monstrous
manuscript. She gave me an incredible boost when I re-

ally needed it.

And, of course, the contributions of my editors, Sheila
Gilbert and Betsy Wollheim, are incalculable. Caring a lot
is their crime, and here at last is their well-deserved pun-

ishment.

To all of the above, and to all the other friends and sup-
porters unmentioned but by no means unremembered, |

give my most heartfelt thanks.

NOTE: There is a cast of characters, a glossary of terms,

and a guide to pronunciation at the back of this book.

Synopsis of

The DnuJonfione Chair

For eons the Hayholt belonged to the immortal Sithi, but
they had fled the great castle before the onslaught of
Mankind. Men have long ruled this greatest of strong-
holds, and the rest of Osten Ard as well. Prester John,

High King of all the nations of men, is its most recent
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master; after an early life of triumph and glory, he has
presided over decades of peace from his skeletal throne,

the Dragonbone Chair.

Simon, an awkward fourteen- year old, is one of the
Hayholt's scullions. His parents are dead, his only real
family the chambermaids and their stem mistress, Rachel
the Dragon. When Simon can escape his kitchen-work he
steals away to the cluttered chambers of Doctor Mor-
genes, the castle's eccentric scholar. When the old man
invites Simon to be his apprentice, the youth is
overjoyed—until he discovers that Morgenes prefers

teaching reading and writing to magic.

Soon ancient King John will die, so Elias, the older of

his two sons, prepares to take the throne. Josua, Elias'
somber brother, nicknamed Lackhand because of a disfig-
uring wound, argues harshly with the king-to-be about
Pryrates, the ill-reputed priest who is one of Elias' clos-
est advisers. The brothers' feud is a cloud of foreboding

over castle and country.

Elias' reign as king starts well, but a drought comes

and plague strikes several of the nations of Osten Ard.

XII Tad Williams
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Soon outlaws roam the roads and people begin to vanish
from isolated villages. The order of things is breaking
down, and the king's subjects are losing confidence in his
rule, but nothing seems to bother the monarch or his
friends. As rumblings of discontent begin to be heard
throughout the kingdom, Elias' brother Josua disap-

pears—to plot rebellion, some say.

Elias' misrule upsets many, including Duke Isgrimnur

of Rimmersgard and Count Eolair, an emissary from the
western country of Hernystir. Even King Elias' own
daughter Miriamele is uneasy, especially about the

scarlet-robed Pryrates, her father's trusted adviser.

Meanwhile Simon is muddling along as Morgenes'

helper. The two become fast friends despite Simon's
mooncalf nature and the doctor's refusal to teach him
anything resembling magic. During one of his meander-
ings through the secret byways of the labyrinthine
Hayholt, Simon discovers a secret passage and is almost
captured there by Pryrates. Eluding the priest, he enters a
hidden underground chamber and finds Josua, who is be-
ing held captive for use in some terrible ritual planned by

Pryrates. Simon fetches Doctor Morgenes and the two of
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them free Josua and take him to the doctor's chambers,
where Josua is sent to freedom down a tunnel that leads
beneath the ancient castle. Then, as Morgenes is sending
oftf messenger birds to mysterious friends, bearing news

of what has happened, Pryrates and the king's guard come
to arrest the doctor and Simon. Morgenes is killed fight-
ing Pryrates, but his sacrifice allows Simon to escape into

the tunnel-

Half-maddened, Simon makes his way through the
midnight corridors beneath the castle, which contain the
ruins of the old Sithi palace. He surfaces in the graveyard
beyond the town wall, then is lured by the light of a bon-
fire. He witnesses a weird scene: Pryrates and King Elias
engaged in a ritual with black-robed, white-faced crea-
tures- The pale things give Elias a strange gray sword of

disturbing power, named Sorrow. Simon flees.

Life in the wilderness on the edge of the great forest

Aldheorte is miserable, and weeks later Simon is nearly

TO GREEN ANGEL TOWER XTI

dead from hunger and exhaustion, but still far away from

his destination, Josua's northern keep at Naglimund. Go-

ing to a forest cot to beg, he finds a strange being caught
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in a trap—one of the Sithi, a race thought to be mythical,
or at least long-vanished. The cotsman returns, but before
he can kill the helpless Sitha, Simon strikes him down.
The Sitha, once freed, stops only long enough to fire a
white arrow at Simon, then disappears. A new voice tells

Simon to take the white arrow, that it is a Sithi gift.

The dwarfish newcomer is a troll named Binabik, who
rides a great gray wolf. He tells Simon he was only pass-
ing by, but now he will accompany the boy to Naglimund.
Simon and Binabik endure many adventures and strange
events on the way to Naglimund; they come to realize

that they have fallen afoul of a threat greater than merely

a king and his counselor deprived of their prisoner. At

last, when they find themselves pursued by unearthly

white hounds who wear the brand of Stormspike, a moun-
tain of evil reputation in the far north, they are forced to
head for the shelter of Geloe\ forest house, taking with
them a pair of travelers they have rescued from the
hounds. Geloe, a blunt-spoken Jorest woman with a repu-
tation as a witch, confers with them and agrees that some-
how the ancient Noms, embittered relatives of the Sithi,
have become embroiled in the fate of Prester John's king-

dom.
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Pursuers human and otherwise threaten them on their
journey to Naglimund, After Binabik is shot with an ar-
row, Simon and one of the rescued travelers, a servant
girl, must struggle on through the forest. They are at-
tacked by a shaggy giant and saved only by the appear-

ance of Josua's hunting party.

The prince brings them to Naglimund, where Binabik's
wounds are cared for, and where it is confirmed that Si-
mon has stumbled into a terrifying swirl of events. Elias

1s coming soon to besiege Josua's castle. Simon's serving-
girl companion was Princess Miriamele traveling in dis-
guise, fleeing her father, whom she fears has gone mad

under Pryrates' influence. From all over the north and

XIV Tad Williams

elsewhere, frightened people are flocking to Naglimund

and Josua, their last protection against a mad king.

Then, as the prince and others discuss the coming bat-
tle, a strange old Rimmersman named Jarnauga appears
in the council's meeting hall. He is a member of the
League of the Scroll, a circle of scholars and initiates of
which Morgenes and Binabik's master were both part,

and he brings more grim news. Their enemy, he says, is
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not just Elias: the king is receiving aid from Ineluki the
Storm King, who had once been a pnnce of the Sithi—but
who has been dead for five centuries, and whose bodiless
spirit now rules the Norns of Stormspike Mountain, pale

relatives of the banished Sithi.

It was the terrible magic of the gray sword Sorrow that
caused Ineluki's death—that, and mankind's attack on the
Sithi. The League of the Scroll believes that Sorrow has
been given to Elias as the first step in some incomprehen-
sible plan of revenge, a plan that will bring the earth be-
neath the heel of the undead Storm King. The only hope
comes from a prophetic poem that seems to suggest that
"three swords" might help turn back Ineluki's powerful

magic.

One of the swords is the Storm King's Sorrow, already
in the hands of their enemy, King Elias. Another is the
Rimmersgard blade Minneyar, which was also once at
the Hayholt, but whose whereabouts are now unknown.
The third is Thorn, black sword of King John's greatest
knight. Sir Camaris. Jamauga and others think they have
traced it to a location in the frozen north. On this slim
hope, Josua sends Binabik, Simon, and several soldiers

off in search of Thorn, even as Naglimund prepares for
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siege.

Others are affected by the growing crisis. Princess
Miriamele, frustrated by her uncle Josua's attempts to
protect her, escapes Naglimund in disguise, accompanied
by the mysterious monk Cadrach. She hopes to make her
way to southern Nabban and plead with her relatives
there to aid Josua. Old Duke Isgrimnur, at Josua's urg-
ing, disguises his own very recognizable features and fol-

lows after to rescue her. Tiamak, a swamp-dwelling

TO GREEN ANGEL TOWER
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Wrannaman scholar, receives a strange message from his
old mentor Morgenes that tells of bad times coining and
hints that Tiamak has a part to play. Maegwin, daughter
of the king of Hernystir, watches helplessly as her own
family and country are drawn into a whirlpool of war by

the treachery of High King Elias.

Simon and Binabik and their company are ambushed
by Ingen Jegger, huntsman of Stormspike, and his ser-
vants. They are saved only by the reappearance of the

Sitha Jiriki, whom Simon had saved from the cotsman's
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trap. When he learns of their quest, Jiriki decides to ac-
company them to Urmsheim Mountain, legendary abode

of one of the great dragons, in search of Thorn.

By the time Simon and the others reach the mountain,
King Elias has brought his besieging army to Josua's cas-
tle at Naglimund, and though the first attacks are re-
pulsed, the defenders suffer great losses. At last Elias'
forces seem to retreat and give up the siege, but before
the stronghold's inhabitants can celebrate, a weird storm
appears on the northern horizon, bearing down on
Naglimund. The storm is the cloak under which Ineluki's
own horrifying army of Noms and giants travels, and
when the Red Hand, the Storm King's chief servants,
throw down Naglimund's gates, a terrible slaughter be-
gins. Josua and a few others manage to flee the ruin of
the castle. Before escaping into the great forest, Prince
Josua curses Elias for his conscienceless bargain with the
Storm King and swears that he will take their father's

crown back.

Simon and his companions climb Urmsheim, coming
through great dangers to discover the Uduntree, a titanic
frozen waterfall. There they find Thorn in a tomblike

cave. Before they can take the sword and make their es-
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cape, Ingen Jegger appears once more and attacks with
his troop of soldiers. The battle awakens Igjarjuk, the
white dragon, who has been slumbering for years beneath
the ice. Many on both sides are killed, Simon alone is left
standing, trapped on the edge of a cliff; as the ice-worm

bears down upon him, he lifts Thorn and swings it. The

XVI
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dragon's scalding black blood spurts over him as he is

struck senseless.

Simon awakens in a cave on the troll mountain ot
Yiqanuc. Jiriki and Haestan, an Erkynlandish soldier,
nurse him to health. Thorn has been rescued from
Urmsheim, but Binabik is being held prisoner by his own
people, along with Sludig the Rimmersman, under sen-
tence of death. Simon himself has been scarred by the
dragon's blood and a wide swath of his hair has turned
white. Jiriki names him "Snowlock" and tells Simon that,

for good or for evil, he has been irrevocably marked.

Synopsis of
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Stone of Farewed

Simon, the Sitha Jiriki, and soldier Haestan are honored
guests in the mountaintop city of the diminutive Qanuc
trolls- But Sludig—whose Rimmersgard folk are the
Qanuc's ancient enemies—and Simon's troll friend
Binabik are not so well treated; Binabik's people hold
them both captive, under sentence of death. An audience
with the Herder and Huntress, rulers of the Qanuc,
reveals that Binabik is being blamed not only for desert-
ing his tribe, but for failing to fulfill his vow of marriage
to Sisqi, youngest daughter of the reigning family. Simon
begs Jiriki to intercede, but the Sitha has obligations to
his own family, and will not in any case interfere with
trollish justice. Shortly before the executions, Jiriki de-

parts for his home.

Although Sisqi is bitter about Binabik's seeming fickle-
ness, she cannot stand to see him killed. With Simon and
Haestan, she arranges a rescue of the two prisoners, but
as they seek a scroll from Binabik's master's cave which
will give them the information necessary to find a place
named the Stone of Farewell—which Simon has learned
of in a vision—they are recaptured by the angry Qanuc

leaders. But Binabik's master's death-testament confirms
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the troll's story of his absence, and its warnings finally
convince the Herder and Huntress that there are indeed
dangers to all the land which they have not understood.

After some discussion, the prisoners are pardoned and Si-

Xvin Tad Williams

mon and his companions are given permission to leave
Yiqanuc and take the powerful sword Thorn to exiled
Prince Josua. Sisqi and other trolls will accompany them

as far as the base of the mountains.

Meanwhile, Josua and a small band of followers have
escaped the destruction of Naglimund and are wandering
through the Aldheorte Forest, chased by the Storm King's
Noms. They must defend themselves against not only ar-
rows and spears but dark magic, but at last they are met
by Geloe, the forest woman, and Leieth, the mute child
Simon had rescued from the terrible hounds of
Stormspike. The strange pair lead Josua's party through
the forest to a place that once belonged to the Sithi, where
the Norns dare not pursue them for fear of breaking the
ancient Pact between the sundered kin. Geloe then tells
them they should travel on to another place even more sa-
cred to the Sithi, the same Stone of Farewell to which she

had directed Simon in the vision she sent him.
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Miriamele, daughter of High King Elias and niece of
Josua, is traveling south in hope of finding allies for

Josua among her relatives in the courts of Nabban; she is
accompanied by the dissolute monk Cadrach. They are
captured by Count Stredwe of Perdruin, a cunning and
mercenary man, who tells Miriamele he is going to de-
liver her to an unnamed person to whom he owes a debt.
To Miriamele's joy, this mysterious personage turns out to
be a friend, the priest Dinivan, who is secretary to Lector
Ranessin, leader of Mother Church. Dinivan is secretly a
member of the League of the Scroll, and hopes that
Miriamele can convince the lector to denounce Elias and
his counselor, the renegade priest Pryrates. Mother
Church is under siege, not only from Elias, who demands
the church not interfere with him, but from the Fire
Dancers, religious fanatics who claim the Storm King
comes to them in dreams. Ranessin listens to what

Miriamele has to say and is very troubled.

Simon and his companions are attacked by snow-giants
on their way down from the high mountains, and the sol-
dier Haestan and many trolls are killed. Later, as he

broods on the injustice of life and death, Simon inadver-
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TO GREEN ANGEL TOWER XIX

tently awakens the Sitha mirror Jiriki had given him as a
summoning charm, and travels on the Dream Road to en-
counter first the Sitha matriarch Amerasu, then the terri-
ble Nom Queen Utuk'ku. Amerasu is trying to understand
the schemes of Utuk'ku and the Storm King, and is trav-
eling the Dream Road in search of both wisdom and al-

lies.

Josua and the remainder of his company at last emerge
from the forest onto the grasslands of the High Thrithing,
where they are almost immediately captured by the no-
madic clan led by March-Thane Fikolmij, who is the fa-
ther of Josua's lover Vorzheva. Fikolmij begrudges the
loss of his daughter, and after beating the prince severely,
arranges a duel in which he intends that Josua should be
killed; Fikolmij's plan fails and Josua survives. Fikolmij

is then forced to pay off a bet by giving the prince's com-
pany horses. Josua, strongly affected by the shame
Vorzheva feels at seeing her people again, marries her

in front of Fikolmij and the assembled clan. When
Vorzheva's father gleefully announces that soldiers of
King Elias are coming across the grasslands to capture
them, the prince and his followers ride away east toward

the Stone of Farewell.
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In far off Hemystir, Maegwin is the last of her line. Her
father the king and her brother have both been killed
fighting Elias' pawn Skali, and she and her people have
taken refuge in caves in the Grianspog Mountains.
Maegwin has been troubled by strange dreams, and finds
herself drawn down into the old mines and caverns be-
neath the Grianspog. Count Eolair, her father's most
trusted liege-man, goes in search of her, and together he
and Maegwin enter the great underground city of
Mezutu'a. Maegwin is convinced that the Sithi live there,
and that they will come to the rescue of the Hernystiri as
they did in the old days, but the only inhabitants they dis-
cover in the crumbling city are the dwarrows, a strange,
timid group of delvers distantly related to the immortals.
The dwarrows, who are metalwrights as well as stone-
crafters, reveal that the sword Minneyar that Josua's peo-

ple seek is actually the blade known as Bright-Nail,

XX Tad Williams

which was buried with Prester John, father of Josua and
Elias. This news means little to Maegwin, who is shat-
tered to find that her dreams have brought her people no

real assistance. She is also at least as troubled by what


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

she considers her foolish love for Eolair, so she invents

an errand for him—taking news of Minneyar and maps of
the dwarrows' diggings, which include tunnels below
Elias' castle, the Hayholt, to Josua and his band of survi-
vors. Eolair is puzzled and angry at being sent away, but

goes.

Simon and Binabik and Sludig leave Sisqi and the

other trolls at the base of the mountain and continue
across the icy vastness of the White Waste. Just at the
northern edge of the great forest, they find an old abbey
inhabited by children and their caretaker, an older girl
named Skodi. They stay the night, glad to be out of the
cold, but Skodi proves to be more than she seems: in the
darkness, she traps the three of them by witchcraft, then
begins a ceremony in which she intends to invoke the
Storm King and show him that she has captured the
sword Thorn. One of the undead Red Hand appears be-
cause of Skodi's spell, but a child disrupts the ritual and
brings up a monstrous swarm of diggers. Skodi and the
children are killed, but Simon and the others escape,
thanks largely to Bmabik's fierce wolf Qantaqga. But Si-
mon is almost mad from the mind-touch of the Red Hand,
and rides away from his companions, crashing into a tree
at last and striking himself senseless. He falls down a gul-

ley, and Binabik and Sludig are unable to find him. At
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last, full of remorse, they take the sword Thom and con-

tinue on toward the Stone of Farewell without him.

Several people besides Miriamele and Cadrach have ar-
rived at the lector's palace in Nabban. One of them is
Josua's ally Duke Isgrimnur, who is searching for
Miriamele. Another is Pryrates, who has come to bring
Lector Ranessin an ultimatum from the king. The lector
angrily denounces both Pryrates and Elias; the king's em-

issary walks out of the banquet, threatening revenge.

That night, Pryrates metamorphoses himself with a

spell he has been given by the Storm King's servitors, and

TO GREEN ANOEL TOWER

XXI

becomes a shadowy thing. He kills Dinivan and then bru-
tally murders the lector. Afterward, he sets the halls
aflame to cast suspicion on the Fire Dancers. Cadrach,
who greatly fears Pryrates and has spent the night urging
Miriamele to flee the lector's palace with him, finally
knocks her senseless and drags her away. Isgrimnur finds

the dying Dinivan, and is given a Scroll League token for
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the Wrannaman Tiamak and instructions to go to the inn
named Pelippa 's Bowl in Kwanitupul, a city on the edge

of the marshes south of Nabban.

Tiamak, meanwhile, has received an earlier message
from Dinivan and is on his way to Kwanitupul, although
his journey almost ends when he is attacked by a croco-
dile. Wounded and feverish, he arrives at Peiippa's Bowl
at last and gets an unsympathetic welcome from the new

landlady.

Miriamele awakens to find that Cadrach has smuggled
her into the hold of a ship. While the monk has lain in
drunken sleep, the ship has set sail. They are quickly
found by Can Itai, a Niskie, whose job is to keep the ship
safe from the menacing aquatic creatures called kilpa. Al-
though Gan Itai takes a liking to the stowaways, she nev-
ertheless turns them over to tne ship's master, Aspitis

Proves, a young Nabbanai nobleman.

Far to the north, Simon has awakened from a dream in
which he again heard the Sitha-woman Amerasu, and in
which he has discovered that Ineluki the Storm King is
her son. Simon is now lost and alone in the trackless,
snow-covered Aldheorte Forest. He tries to use Jiriki's

mirror to summon help, but no one answers his plea. At
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last he sets out in what he hopes is the right direction, al-
though he knows he has little chance of crossing the
scores of leagues of winterbound woods alive. He ekes
out a meager living on bugs and grass, but it seems only
a question of whether he will first go completely mad or
starve to death. He is finally saved by the appearance of
Jiriki's sister Aditu, who has come in response to the
mirror-summoning. She works a kind of traveling-magic
that appears to turn winter into summer, and when it is

finished, she and Simon enter the hidden Sithi stronghold

Xxil Tad Williams

of Jao e-Tinukai'i. It is a place of magical beauty and
timelessness. When Jiriki welcomes him, Simon's joy is
great; moments later, when he is taken to see Likimeya
and Shima'onari, parents of Jiriki and Aditu, that joy
turns to horror. The leaders of the Sithi say that since no
mortal has ever been permitted in secret Jao e-Tinukai'i,

Simon must stay there forever.

Josua and his company are pursued into the northern
grasslands, but when they turn at last in desperate resist-
ance, it is to find that these latest pursuers are not Elias'

soldiers, but Thrithings-folk who have deserted Fikolmij's
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clan to throw in their lot with the prince. Together, and
with Geloe leading the way, they at last reach Sesuad'ra,
the Stone of Farewell, a great stone hill in the middle of

a wide valley. Sesuad'ra was the place in which the Pact
between the Sithi and Norns was made, and where the
parting of the two kin took place. Josua's long-suffering
company rejoices at finally possessing what will be, for a
little while, a safe haven. They also hope they can now
discover what property of the three Great Swords will al-
low them to defeat Elias and the Storm King, as promised

in the ancient rhyme of Nisses.

Back at the Hayholt, Elias' madness seems to grow

ever deeper, and Earl Guthwulf, once the king's favorite,
begins to doubt the king's fitness to rule. When Elias for-
ces him to touch the gray sword Sorrow, Guthwulf is al-
most consumed by the sword's strange inner power, and
is never after the same. Rachel the Dragon, the Mistress
of Chambermaids, is another Hayholt denizen dismayed
by what she sees happening around her. She learns that
the priest Pryrates was responsible for what she thinks
was Simon's death, and decides something must be done.
When Pryrates returns from Nabban, she stabs him. The
priest has become so powerful that he is only slightly in-
jured, but when he turns to blast Rachel with withering

magics, Guthwulf interferes and is blinded. Rachel es-
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capes in the confusion.

Miriamele and Cadrach, having told the ship's master
Aspitis that she is the daughter of a minor nobleman, are

treated with hospitality; Miriamele in particular comes in

TO GREEN ANGEL TOWER XXI11

for much attention. Cadrach becomes increasingly mo-
rose, and when he tries to escape the ship, Aspitis has him
put in irons. Miriamele, feeling trapped and helpless and

alone, allows Aspitis to seduce her.

Meanwhile, Isgrimnur has laboriously made his way
south to Kwanitupul. He finds Tiamak staying at the inn,
but no sign of Miriamele. His disappointment is quickly
overwhelmed by astonishment when he discovers that the
old simpleton who works as the inn's doorkeeper is Sir
Camaris, the greatest knight of Prester John's era, the
man who once wielded Thorn. Camaris was thought to
have died forty years earlier, but what truly happened re-
mains a mystery, because the old knight is as witless as a

very young child.

Still carrying the sword Thorn, Binabik and Sludig es-
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cape pursuing snow-giants by building a raft and floating
across the great storm-filled lake that was once the valley

around the Stone of Farewell.

In Jao e-Tinukai'i, Simon's imprisonment is more bor-
ing than frightening, but his fears for his embattled
friends are great. The Sitha First Grandmother Amerasu
calls for him, and Jiriki brings him to her strange house.
She probes Simon's memories Tor anything that might
help her to discern the Storm King's plans, then sends

him away.

Several days later Simon is summoned to a gathering

of all the Sithi. Amerasu announces she will tell them
what she has learned of Ineluki, but first she berates her
people for their unwillingness to fight and their unhealthy
obsession with memory and, ultimately, with death. She
brings out one of the Witnesses, an object which, like
Jiriki's mirror, allows access to the Road of Dreams.
Amerasu is about to show Simon and the assembled Sithi
what the Storm King and Nom Queen are doing, but in-
stead Utuk'ku herself appears in the Witness and de-
nounces Amerasu as a lover of mortals and a meddler.
One of the Red Hand is then manifested, and while Jiriki
and the other Sithi battle the flaming spirit, Ingen Jegger,

the Nom Queen's mortal huntsman, forces his way into
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Jao e-Tinukai'i and murders Amerasu, silencing her be-

fore she can share her discoveries.

Ingen is killed and the Red Hand is driven away, but

the damage has been done. With all the Sithi plunged into
mourning, Jiriki's parents rescind their sentence and send
Simon, with Aditu for a guide, out of Jao e-Tinukai'i. As
he departs, he notices that the perpetual summer of the

Sithi haven has become a little colder.

At the forest's edge Aditu puts him in a boat and gives
him a parcel from Amerasu that is to be taken to Josua.
Simon then makes his way across the rainwater lake to
the Stone of Farewell, where he is met by his friends. For

a little while, Simon and the rest will be safe from the

growing storm.

Foreword
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GutfvwuSf, EorC of Uianyeat/ ran his fingers back

and forth across the scarred wood of Prester John's Great
Table, disturbed by the unnatural stillness. Other than the
noisy breathing of King Elias' cupbearer and the clank of
spoons against bowls, the great hall was quiet—far qui-
eter than it should be while almost a dozen people ate
their evening meal. The silence seemed doubly oppressive

to blind Guthwulf, although it was not exactly surprising:

in these days only a few still dined at the king's table, and
those who spent time in Elias' presence seemed more and
more anxious to get away again without tempting fate by

anything so risky as supper-table conversation.

A few weeks before, a mercenary captain named Uigart
from the Meadow Thrithing had made the mistake of jok-
ing about the easy virtue of Nabbanai women. This was a
common view among Thrithings-men, who could not un-
derstand women who painted their faces and wore dresses
that displayed what the wagon-dwellers thought of as a
shameless amount of bare flesh. Uigart's coarse joke
would generally have gone unremarked in the company of
other men, and since there were few women stil! living in
the Hayholt, only men sat around Elias' table. But the

mercenary had forgotten—if he had ever known—that the
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High King's wife, killed by a Thrithings arrow, had been
a Nabbanai noblewoman. By the time the after-supper
custard arrived, Uigart's head was already dangling from

an Erkynguardsman's saddle horn, on its way to the

26
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spikes atop the Nearulagh Gate for the delectation of the

resident ravens.

It was a long time since the Hayholt's tabletalk had

sparkled, Guthwulf reflected, but these days meals were

eaten in almost funereal silence, interrupted only by the

grunts of sweating servitors—each working hard to take

up the slack of several vanished fellows—and the occa-

sional nervous compliments offered by the few nobles

and castle functionaries unable to escape the king's invi-

tation.

Now Guthwulf heard a murmur of quiet speech and
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recognized Sir Fluiren's voice, whispering something to
the king. The ancient knight had just returned from his
native Nabban, where he had been acting as Elias' emis-
sary to Duke Benigaris; tonight he held the place of honor
at the High King's right hand. The old man had told
Guthwulf that his conference with the king earlier that
day had been quite ordinary, but still Elias had seemed
troubled all through the meal. Guthwulf could not Judge
this by sight, but decades of time spent in his presence let
him put images to each straining inflection, each of the
High King's strange remarks. Also, Guthwulf's hearing,
smell, and touch, which seemed far more acute since he
had lost the use of his eyes, were sharper still in the pres-

ence of Elias' terrible sword Sorrow.

Ever since the king had forced Guthwulf to touch it,

the gray blade seemed to him almost a living thing, some-
thing that knew him, that waited quietly but with terrible
awareness, like a stalking animal that had caught his
scent. Its mere presence lifted his hackles and made all
his nerves and sinews feel tight-strung. Sometimes in the
middle of the night, when the Earl of Utanyeat lay
blackly awake, he thought he could feel the blade right
through the hundreds of cubits of stone that separated his

chambers from the king's, a gray heart whose beating he
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alone could hear.

Elias pushed back his chair suddenly, the squeak of
wood on stone startling everyone into silence. Guthwulf

pictured spoons and goblets halted in midair, dripping.

TO GREEN ANGEL TOWER

"Damn you, old man," the king snarled, "do you serve

me or that pup Benigaris?"

"I only tell you what the duke says. Highness," qua-
vered Sir Fluiren. "But 1 think he means no disrespect. He
is having troubles along his borders from the Thrithings-

clans, and the Wran-folk have been balky...."

"Should I care?!" Guthwulf could almost see Elias nar-
rowing his eyes, so many times had he watched the
changes that anger worked on the king's features. His
pale face would be sallow and slightly moist. Lately,
Guthwulf had heard the servants whispering that the king

was becoming very thin.

"I helped Benigaris to his throne, Aedon curse him!

And I gave him a lector who would not interfere!"
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This said, Elias paused. Guthwulf, alone of all the com-
pany, heard a sharp intake of breath from Pryrates, who
was seated across from the blind earl. As though sensing
he might have gone too far, the king apologized with a
shaky Jest and returned to quieter conversation with

Fluiren.

Guthwulf sat dumbstruck for a moment, then hurriedly
lifted his spoon, eating to cover his sudden fright. What
must he look like? Was everyone staring at him—could
they all see his treacherous flush? The king's words about
the lectorship and Pryrates' gasp of alarm echoed over
and over in his mind. The others would no doubt assume
that Elias referred to influencing the selection of the pli-
able Escritor Velligis to succeed Ranessin as lector—but
Guthwulf knew better. Pryrates' discomfiture when it
seemed the king might say too much confirmed what
Guthwulf had already half-suspected: Pryrates had ar-
ranged Ranessin's death. And now Guthwulf felt sure that
Elias knew it, too—perhaps had even ordered the killing.
The king and his counselor had made bargains with de-

mons and had murdered God's highest priest.

At that moment, sitting with a great company around

the table, Guthwulf felt himself as alone as a man upon a
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windswept peak. He could not bear up under the burdens
of deception and fear any longer. It was time to flee. Bet-

ter to be a blind beggar in the worst cesspits of Nabban

28
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than stay a moment longer in this cursed and haunted

keep.

Guthwulf pushed open the door of his chamber and
paused in the frame to let the chill hallway air wash over
him. It was midnight. Even had he not heard the proces-
sion of sorrowful notes ring from Green Angel Tower, he
would have recognized the deeper touch of cold against
his cheeks and eyes, the sharp edge that the night had

when the sun was at its farthest retreat.

It was strange to use eyes to feel with, but now that
Pryrates had blasted away his sight, they had proved to be
the most sensitive part of him, registering every change in
wind and weather with a subtlety of perception finer even
than that of his fingertips. Still, useful as his blinded orbs

were, there was something horrible about using them so.
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Several nights he had wakened sweating and breathless
from dreams of himself as a shapeless crawling thing
with fleshy stalks that pushed out from its face, sightless
bulbs that wavered like snail's horns. In his dreams he
could still see; the knowledge that it was himself that he
looked at dragged him gasping up from sleep, time and
again, back into the real darkness that was now his per-

manent home.

Guthwulf moved out into the castle hallway, surprised

as always to find himself still in blackness as he stepped
from one room to another. As he closed the door on the
chamber, and thus on his brazier of smoldering coals,
the chill grew worse. He heard the muffled chinking of
the armored sentries on the walls beyond the open win-
dow, then listened to the wind rise and smother the rattle
of their surcoats beneath its own moaning song. A dog
yipped in the town below, and somewhere, past several

turns of the hallway, a door softly opened and closed.

Guthwulf rocked back and forth uncertainly for a mo-
ment, then took a few more steps away from his door. If
he were to leave, he must leave now—it was useless to
stand maundering in the hallway. He should hurry and

take advantage of the hour: with all the world blinded by
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night, he was almost on equal terms again. What other
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choice was left? He had no stomach for what his king had
become. But he must go in secret. Although Elias now
had little use for Guthwulf, a High King's Hand who

could not ride to battle, still Guthwulf doubted that his
once-friend would simply let him go. For a blind man to
leave the castle where he was fed and housed, and also to
flee his old comrade Elias, who had protected him from
Pryrates' righteous anger, smacked too much of treach-
ery—or at least it would to the man on the Dragonbone

Chair.

Guthwulf had considered this for some time, had even
rehearsed his route. He would make his way down into
Erchester and spend the night at St. Sutrin's—the cathe-
dral was all but deserted, and the monks there were char-
itable to any mendicants brave enough to spend nights
inside the city walls. When morning came, he would mix
with the straggle of outgoing folk on the Old Forest Road,

traveling eastward into Hasu Vale. From there, who
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knew? Perhaps on toward the grasslands, where rumor
whispered that Josua was building a rebel force. Perhaps
to an abbey in Stanshire or elsewhere, some place that
would be a refuge at least until Elias' unimaginable game

finally threw down everything.'

Now it was time to stop thinking. Night would hide
him from curious eyes; daylight would find him sheltered

in St. Sutrin's. It was time to go.

But even as he started down the hallway he felt a
feather-light presence at his side—a breath, a sigh, the in-
definable sense of someone there. He turned, hand flailing

out. Had someone come to stop him after all?

"Who f)H

There was no one. Or, if someone was indeed near, that
one now stood silent, mocking his sightlessness.
Guthwulf felt a curious, abrupt unsteadiness, as though
the floor tilted beneath his feet. He took another step and
suddenly felt the presence of the gray sword very
strongly, its peculiar force all around. For a moment he
thought the walls had fallen away. A harsh wind passed

over and through him, then was gone.
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What madness was this?
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Blinded and unmanned. He almost wept. Cursed.
Guthwulf steeled himself and walked away from the
security of his chamber door, but the curious sense of dis-
location accompanied him as he made his way through
the Hayholt's acres of corridors. Unusual objects passed
beneath his questing fingers, delicate furnishings and
smooth-polished but intricately figured balusters unlike
anything he remembered from these halls. The door to the
quarters once occupied by the castle chambermaids
swung unbolted, yet though he knew the rooms to be
empty—their mistress had smuggled all of her charges

out of the castle before her attack on Pryrates—he heard
dim voices whispering in the depths. Guthwulf shud-
dered, but kept walking. The earl already knew the shift-
ing and untrustworthy nature of the Hayholt in these

days; even before he lost his sight it had become a

weirdly inconstant place.
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Guthwulf continued to count his paces. He had prac-
ticed the journey several times in recent weeks: it was
thirty-five steps to the turning of the corridor, two dozen
more to the main landing, then out into the narrow, wind-
chilled Vine Garden. Half a hundred paces more and he
was back beneath a roof once again, making his way

down the chaplain's walking hall.

The wall became warm beneath his fingers, then ab-
ruptly turned blazingly hot. The earl snatched his hand

away, gasping in shock and pain. A thin cry wafted down

the corridor.

"*_.. T'si e-isi'ha as-irigH... /"

He reached a trembling hand out to the wall again and
felt only stone, damp and night-cold. The wind fluttered
his clothing—the wind, or a murmuring, insubstantial

crowd. The feeling of the gray sword was very strong.

Guthwulf hurried through the castle corridors, trailing
his fingers as lightly as he could over the frighteningly
changeable walls. As far as he could tell, he was the only
real living thing in these halls. The strange sounds and the

touches light as smoke and moths' wings were only phan-
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tasms, he assured himself—they could not hinder him.

They were the shadows of Pryrates' sorcerous meddling.
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He would not let them obstruct his flight. He would not

stay prisoned in this corrupted place.

The earl touched the rough wood of a door and found

to his fierce joy that he had counted truly. He fought to
restrain a cry of triumph and overwhelming relief. He had
reached the small portal beside the Greater Southern
Door. Beyond would be open air and the commons that

served the Inner Baitey.

But when he pushed it open and stepped through, in-
stead of the bitter night air the earl had expected, he felt
a hot wind blowing and the heat of many fires upon his

skin. Voices murmured, pained, fretful.

Mother of God.' Has the Hayholt caught fire?

Guthwulf stepped back but could not find the doorway

again. His fingers instead scrabbled at stone which grew
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hotter beneath his touch. The murmurs slowly rose into a
drone of many agitated voices, soft and yet piercing as
the hum of a beehive. Madness, he told himself, illusion.
He must not give in. He staggered ahead, still counting
his steps. Soon his feet were slipping in the mud of the
commons, yet somehow at the same moment his heels
clicked on smooth tiles. The invisible castle was in some
terrible flux, burning and trembling one moment, cold
and substantial the next, and all in total silence as its ten-

ants slept on, unaware.

Dream and reality seemed almost completely interwo-
ven, his personal blackness awash in whispering ghosts
that confused his counting, but still Guthwulf struggled

on with the grim resolve that had carried him through
many dreadful campaigns as Elias' captain. He trudged
on toward the Middle Bailey, stopping at last to rest for

a moment near—according to his faltering calculations—
the spot where the castle doctor's chambers had once
stood. He smelled the sour tang of the charred timbers,
reached out and felt them crumble into rotted powder be-
neath his touch, and distractedly remembered the confla-
gration that had killed Morgenes and several others.
Suddenly, as though summoned up by his thoughts, crack-
ling flames leaped all around him, surrounding him with

fire. This could be no illusion—he could feel the deadly
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blaze! The heat enclosed him like a crushing fist, balking
him no matter which way he turned- Guthwulf gave a
choked cry of despair. He was trapped, trapped! He must

bum to death!

"Ruakha, ruakha Asu'a!" Ghostly voices were crying
from beyond the flames. The presence of the gray sword
was inside him now, in everything. He thought he could
hear its unearthly music, and fainter, the songs of its un-
natural brothers. Three swords. Three unholy swords.

They knew him now,

There was a rustle like the beating of many wings, then
the Earl of Utanyeat suddenly felt an opening appear be-
fore him, an empty spot in the otherwise unbroken wall of
flame—a doorway that breathed cool air. With nowhere
else to turn, he threw his cloak over his head and stum-

bled down into a hall of quieter, colder shadows.
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Under Strange Skies

Simon. SfWinteft up at the stars swimming in the black
night. He was finding it increasingly difficult to stay
awake. His weary eyes turned to the brightest constella-
tion, a rough circle of lights hovering what seemed a
handsbreadth above the gaping, broken-eggshell edge of

the dome.

There. That was the Spinning Wheel, wasn't it? It did
seem oddly elliptical—as though the very sky in which
the stars hung had been stretched into an unfamiliar
shape—but if that wasn't the Spinning Wheel, what else
could be so high in the sky in* mid-autumn? The Hare?
But the Hare had a little nubbly star close beside it—the

Tail. And the Hare wasn't ever that big, was it?

A claw of wind reached down into the half-ruined
building. Geloe called this hall "the Observatory"—one
of her dry jokes, Simon had decided. Only the passing of
long centuries had opened the white stone dome to the
night skies, so Simon knew it couldn't really have been

an observatory. Surely even the mysterious Sithi couldn't

watch stars through a ceiling of solid rock.
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The wind came again, sharper this time, bearing a
flurry of snowflakes. Though it wracked him with shiv-
ers, Simon was thankful: the cHill scraped some of his
drowsiness away. It wouldn't do to fall asleep—not this

night of all nights.

So, now I am a man, he thought. Well. almost. Almost

a man.

Simon drew back the sleeve of his shirt and looked at

Tad Williams
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his arm. He tried to make the muscles stand up, then
frowned at the less than satisfactory results. He ran his
ringers through the hair on his forearm, feeling the places
where cuts had become ridged scars: here, where a
Hune's blackened nails had left their mark; there, where
he had slipped and dashed himself against a stone on
Sikkihoq's slope. Was that what being grown meant?
Having a lot of scars? He supposed it also meant learning

from the wounds, as well—but what could he learn from
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the sort of things that had happened to him during the last

year?

Don't let your friends get killed, he thought sourly.

That's one. Don't go out in the world and get chased by

monsters and madmen. Don't make enemies.

So much for the words of wisdom that people were al-
ways so eager to share with him. No decisions were ever
as easy as they had seemed in Father Dreosan's sermons,
where people always got to make a clean choice between
Evil's Way and the Aedon's Way. In Simon's recent expe-
rience of the world, all the choices seemed between one

unpleasant possibility and another, with only the faintest

reference to good and evil.

The wind skirling through the Observatory dome grew
more shrill. It put Simon's teeth on edge. Despite the
beauty of the intricately sculpted pearlescent walls, this
was still a place that did not seem to welcome him. The
angles were strange, the proportions designed to please an
alien sensibility. Like other products of its immortal ar-

chitects, the Observatory belonged completely to the
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Sithi; it would never feel quite comfortable to mortals.

Unsettled, Simon got up and began to pace, the faint

echo of his footsteps lost in the noise of the wind. One of
the interesting things about this large circular hall, he de-
cided, was that it had stone floors, something the Sithi no
longer seemed to utilize. He flexed his toes inside his
boots as a memory of Jao e-Tinukai'i's warm, grassy
meadows tugged at him. He had walked barefoot there,
and every day had been a summer day. Remembering, Si-

mon curled his arms across his chest for warmth and

comfort.
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The Observatory's floor was made up of exquisitely cut
and fitted tiles, but the cylindrical wall seemed to be one
piece, perhaps the very stuff of the Stone of Farewell it-
self. Simon pondered. The other buildings here were also
without visible joint or seam. If the Sithi had carved all
the buildings on the surface directly from the hill's rocky

bones, and had cut down into Sesuad'ra as well—the
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Stone seemed shot through with tunnels—how did they
know when to stop? Hadn't they been afraid that if they
made one hole too many the whole rock would collapse
in on itself? That seemed almost as amazing as any other
Sithi magic he had heard of or seen, and just as unavail-

able to mortals—knowing when to stop.

Simon yawned. Usires Aedon, but this night was long!

He stared at the sky, at the wheeling, smoldering stars.

/ want to climb up. I want to look at the moon.

Simon made his way across the smooth stone floor to

one of the long staircases that spiraled gradually up
around the circumference of the rooms, counting the steps
as he went. He had already done this several times during
the long night. When he got to the hundredth step, he sat
down. The diamond gleam of a certain star, which had
been midway along a shallow notch in the decayed dome
when he made his last trip, now stood near the notch's
edge. Soon it would disappear from sight behind the re-

maining shell of the dome.

Good. So at least some time had passed. The night was
long and the stars were strange, but at least time's journey

continued.
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He clambered to his feet and continued up, walking the
narrow stairway easily despite a certain light-headedness
mat he had no doubt would be cured by a long sleep. He
climbed until he reached the highest landing, a pillar-
propped collar of stone that at one time had circled (tie
entire building. It had crumbled long ago, and most of it
had fallen; now it extended only a few short ells beyond
its joining with the staircase. The top of the high outer
wall was just above Simon's head. A few careful paces
took him along the landing to a spot where the breach in

the dome dipped down to only a short distance above
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him. He reached up, feeling carefully for good finger-
holds, then pulled himself upward. He swung one of his

legs over the wall and let it dangle over nothingness.

The moon, wound in a wind-tattered veil of clouds,
was nevertheless bright enough to make the pale ruins be-
low gleam like ivory. Simon's perch was a good one. The

Observatory was the only building within Sesuad'ra's
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outwall that stood even as high as the wall itself, which
gave the settlement the appearance of one vast, low build-
ing. Unlike the other abandoned Sithi dwelling places he
had seen, no towers had loomed here, no high spires. It
was as though the spirit of Sesuad'ra's builders had been
subdued, or as though they built for some utilitarian rea-
son and not pure pride of craft. Not that the remains were
unappealing: the white stone had a peculiar lambent glow
all its own, and the buildings inside the curtain wall were
laid out in a design of wild but somehow supremely log-
ical geometry. Although it was built on a much smaller
scale than what Simon had seen of Da'ai Chikiza and
Enki-e-Shao'saye, the very modesty of its scope and uni-

formity of its design gave it a simple beauty different

from those other, grander places.

All around the Observatory, as well as around the other
major structures like the Leavetaking House and the
House of Waters—names that Geloe had given them; Si-
mon did not know if they were anything to do with their
original purpose—snaked a system of paths and smaller
buildings, or their remnants, whose interlocking loops and
whorls were as cunningly designed yet naturalistic as the
petals of a flower. Much of the area was overgrown by

encroaching trees, but even the trees themselves revealed
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traces of some vestigial order, as the green space in the

middle of a fairy-ring would show where the ancestral

line of mushrooms had begun.

In the center of of what obviously had once been a set-
tlement of rare and subtle beauty lay a strange tiled pla-
teau. It was now largely covered with impertinent grass,
but even by moonlight it still showed some trace of its
original lustily intricate design. Geloe called this central

place the Fire Garden. Simon, comfortably familiar only

TO GREEN ANGEL TOWER

39

with the workings of human habitations, would have

guessed it to be a marketplace.

Beyond the Fire Garden, on the other side of the
Leavetaking House, stood a motionless wavefront of pale
conical shapes—the tents of Josua's company, grown now
to a sizable swell by the newcomers who had been trick-
ling in for weeks. There was precious little room left,

even on me broad tabletop summit of the Stone of Fare-
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well; many of the most recent arrivals had made them-
selves homes in the warren of tunnels that ran beneath the

hill's stony skin.

Simon sat staring at the flicker of the distant campfires
until he began to feel lonely. The moon seemed very far

away, her face cold and unconcerned.

He did not know how long he had been staring into
empty blackness. For a moment he thought he had fallen
asleep and was now dreaming, but surely this queer feel-
ing of suspension was something real—real and frighten-
ing- He struggled, but his limbs were remote and
nerveless. Nothing of Simon's body seemed to remain but
his two eyes. His thoughts seemed to burn as brightly as
the stars he had seen in the sSRy—when there had been a
sky, and stars; when there had been something besides

this unending blackness. Terror coursed through him.

Usires save me, has the Storm King come? Will it be

black forever? God, please bring back the light!

And as if in answer to his prayer, lights began to kindle
in the great dark. They were not stars, as they first
seemed, but torches—tiny pinpoints of light that grew

ever so slowly larger, as though approaching from a great
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distance away. The cloud of firefly glimmers became a
stream, the stream became a line, looping and looping in
slow spirals. It was a procession, scores of torches climb-
ing uphill the way Simon himself had climbed up
Sesuad'ra's curving path when he had first come here

from Jao e-Tinukai'i.

Simon could now see the cloaked and hooded figures
who made up the column, a silent host moving with ritual

precision.
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I'm on the Dream Road, he realized suddenly. Amerasu

said that I was closer to it than other folk.

But what was he watching?

The line of torchbearers reached a level place and

spread out in a sparkling fan, so that their lights were
carried far out on either side of the hilltop. It was
Sesuad'ra they had climbed, but a Sesuad'ra that even by

torchlight was plainly different than the place Simon
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knew. The ruins that had surrounded him were ruins no
longer. Every pillar and wall stood unbroken. Was this the
past, the Stone of Farewell as it once had been, or was it
some strange future version that would someday be

rebuilt—perhaps when the Storm King had subjugated all

Osten Ard?

The great company surged forward onto a flat place Si-
mon recognized as the Fire Garden. There the cloaked
figures set their torches down into niches between the
tiles, or placed them atop stone pedestals, so that a garden
of fire indeed bloomed there, a field of flickering, rip-

pling light. Fanned by the wind, the flames danced;

sparks seemed to outnumber the very stars.

Now Simon found himself suddenly pulled forward

with the surging crowd and down toward the Leavetaking
House. He plummeted through the glittering night, pass-
ing swiftly through the stone walls and into the bright-lit
hall as though he were without substance. There was no
sound but a continuous rushing in his ears. Seen closely,
the images before him seemed to shift and blur along
their edges, as though the world had been twisted ever so

slightly out of its natural shape. Unsettled, he tried to
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close his eyes, but found that his dream-self could not

shut out these visions; he could only watch, a helpless

phantom.

Many figures stood at the great table. Globes of cold

fire had been placed in alcoves on every wall, their blue,
fire-orange, and yellow glows casting long shadows
across the carved walls. More and deeper shadows were
cast by the thing atop the table, a construct of concentric
spheres like the great astrolabe Simon had often polished

for Doctor Morgenes—but instead of brass and oak, this
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was made entirely from lines of smoldering light, as
though someone had painted the fanciful shapes upon the
air in liquid fire. The moving figures that surrounded it
were hazy, but still Simon knew beyond doubt that they
were Sithi- No one could ever mistake those birdlike pos-

tures, that silken grace.

A Sitha-woman in a sky-blue robe leaned toward the


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

table and deftly scribed in trails of finger-flame her own
additions to the glowing thing. Her hair was blacker than
shadow, blacker even than the night sky above Sesuad'ra,
a great cloud of darkness about her head and shoulders.
For a moment Simon thought she might be a younger
Amerasu; but though there was much in this one that was
like his memories of First Grandmother, there was also

much that was not.

Beside her stood a white-bearded man in a billowing
crimson robe. Shapes that might have been pale antlers
sprouted from his brow, bringing Simon a pang of
unease—he had seen something like that in other, more
unpleasant dreams. The bearded man leaned forward and
spoke to her; she turned and added a new swirl of fire to

the design.

Although Simon could not see the dark woman's face
clearly, the one who stood across from her was all too
plain. That face was hidden behind a mask of silver, the
rest of her form beneath ice-white robes. As if in answer
to the black-haired woman, the Norn Queen raised her
arm and slashed a line of dull fire all the way across the
construct, then waved her hand once more to lay a net of
delicately smoking scarlet light over the outermost globe.

A man stood beside her, calmly watching her every move.
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He was tall and seemed powerfully built, dressed all in
spiky armor of obsidian-black. He was not masked in sil-
ver or otherwise, but still Simon could see little of his

features-

What were they doing? Was this the Pact of Parting
that Simon had heard of—for certainly he was watching

both Silhi and Norn gathered together upon Sesuad'ra.

The blurred figures began to talk more animatedly.

Looping and crisscrossing lines of flame were thrown
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into the air around the spheres where they hung in noth-
ingness, bright as the afterimage of a hurtling fire-arrow.
Their speech seemed to turn to harsh words: many of the
shadowy observers, gesticulating with more anger than
Simon had seen in the immortals he knew, stepped for-
ward to the table and surrounded the principal foursome,
but still he could hear nothing but a dull roaring like wind
or rushing water. The flame globes at the center of the

dispute flared up, undulating like a wind-licked bonfire.
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Simon wished he could move forward somehow to get

a better view. Was this the past he was watching? Had it
seeped up from the haunted stone? Or was it only a
dream, an imagining brought on by his long night and the
songs he had heard in Jao e-Tinukai'i? Somehow, he felt
sure that it was no illusion. It seemed so real, he felt al-
most as though he could reach out... he could reach out

... and touch....

The sound in his ears began to fade. The lights of

torches and spheres dimmed.

Simon shivered back into awareness. He was sitting

atop the crumbling stone of the Observatory, dangerously
close to the edge. The Sithi were gone. There were no
torches in the Fire Garden, and no living things visible
atop Sesuad'ra except a pair of sentries sitting near the
watchfire down beside the tent city. Bemused, Simon sat
for a little while staring at the distant flames and tried to
understand what he had seen. Did it mean something? Or
was it just a meaningless remnant, a name scratched upon
a wall by a traveler which remained long after that person

was gone?

Simon trudged back down the stairway from the Ob-
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servatory roof and returned to his blanket. Trying to un-
derstand his vision made his head hurt. It was becoming

more difficult to think with every hour that passed.

After wrapping his cloak around himself more
tightly—the robe he was wearing beneath was not very
warm—he took a long swallow from his drinking skin.
The water, from one of Sesuad'ra's springs, was sweet

and cold against his teeth. He took another swig, savoring
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the aftertaste of grass and shade-flowers, and tapped his
lingers on the stone tiles. Dreams or no dreams, he was
supposed to be thinking about the things Deornoth had
told him. Earlier in the night, he had repeated them over
and over in his mind so many times that they had finally
begun to seem like nonsense. Now, when he again tried to
concentrate, he found that the litany Deomoth had so
carefully taught him would not stay in his head, the words
elusive as fish in a shallow pond. His mind roved instead,
and he pondered all the strange happenings he had en-

dured since running away from the Hayholt.
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What a time it had been! What things he had seen' Si-
mon was not sure that he would call it an adventure—that
seemed a little too much like something that ended hap-
pily and safely. He doubted the ending would be pleasant,
and enough people had died to make the word "safely" a
cruel jest ... but still, it was definitely an experience far
beyond a scullion's wildest dreams. Simon Mooncalf had
met creatures out of legends, had been in battles, and had
even killed people. Of course, that had proved much less
easy than he had once upon a time imagined it would be,
when he had seen himself as a potential captain of the

}+. king's armies; in fact, it had proved to be very, very up-

'

setting.

Simon had also been chased by demons, was the enemy

of wizards, had become an intimate of noble folk—who

..", didn't seem much better or worse than kitchen-and-pantry
+ folk—and had lived as a reluctant guest in the city of the
undying Sithi. Besides safety and warm beds, the only

? thing his adventure seemed to be lacking was beautiful

?° maidens. He had met a princess—one he had liked even
., when she had seemed just an ordinary girl—but she was
long gone, the Aedon only knew where. There had been

't precious little else in the way of feminine company since

1, then, other than Aditu, Jiriki's sister, but she had been a

" little too far beyond Simon's awkward understanding.
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. Like a leopard, she was: lovely but quite frightening. He
yearned for someone a little more like himself—but better
~ looking, of course. He rubbed his fuzzy beard, felt his

prominent nose. A lot better looking. He was tired of be-
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ing alone. He wanted someone to talk to—someone who
would care, who would understand, in a way that not
even his troll-friend Binabik ever could. Someone who

would share things with him ...

Someone who will understand about the dragon, was

his sudden thought.

Simon felt a march of prickling flesh along his back,

not caused by the wind this time. It was one thing to see

a vision of ancient Sithi, no matter how vivid. Lots of
people had visions—madmen by the score in Erchester's
Battle Square shouted about them to one another, and Si-

mon suspected that in Sesuad'ra such things might be
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even more common occurrences. But Simon had met a
dragon, which was more than almost anyone could say.
He had stood before Igjarjuk, the ice-worm, and hadn't
backed down. He had swung his sword—well, a sword; it
was more than presumptuous to call Thom his—and the
dragon had fallen. That was truly something wonderful. It
was a thing no man but Prester John had ever done, and

John had been the greatest of all men, the High King.

Of course, John killed his dragon, but I don't believe

Igjarjuk died. The more I think about it, the more certain
I am. I don't think its blood would have made me feel the
way it did if the dragon was dead. And 1 don't think that

I'm strong enough to kill it, even with a sword like Thorn.

But the strange thing was, although Simon had told ev-
eryone exactly what happened on Urmsheim and what he
thought about it all, still some of the folk who now made
the Stone of Farewell their home were calling him
"Dragon Killer," smiling and waving when he passed.
And although he had tried to shrug off the name, people
seemed to take his reticence for modesty. He had even
heard one of the new settlers from Gadrinsett telling her
children the tale, a version that included a vivid descrip-
tion of the dragon's head struck loose from its body by

the force of Simon's blow. Someday soon, what really


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

happened wouldn't matter at all. The people who liked
him—or liked the story, rather—would say he had single-
handedly butchered the great snow dragon. Those who

didn't care for him would say the whole thing was a lie.
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The idea of those folk passing false stories of his life
made Simon more than a little angry. It seemed to
cheapen things, somehow. Not so much the imagined
naysayers—they could never take away that moment of
pure silence and stillness atop Urmsheim—but the others,
the exaggerators and simplifiers. Those who told it as a
story of unworrying bravery, of some imaginary Simon
who sworded dragons simply because he could, or be-
cause dragons were evil, would be smearing dirty fingers
across an unstained part of his soul. There was so much
more to it than that, so much more that had been revealed
to him in the beast's pale, emotionless eyes, in his own
confused heroism and the burning instant of black blood

. .. the blood that had shown him the world . . . the

world....
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Simon straightened up. He had been nodding again. By
God, sleep was a treacherous enemy. You couldn't face it
and fight it; it waited until you were looking the other

way, then stole up quietly. But he had given his word, and
now that he would be a man, his word must be his solemn

bond. So he would stay awake. This was a special night.

The armies of sleep had forced him to drastic measures
by dawn's arrival, but they had not quite managed to de-
feat him. When candle-bearing Jeremias entered the Ob-
servatory, his entire frame tense with the gravity of his
mission, it was to discover Simon sitting cross-legged in
a puddle of fast-freezing water, wet red hair dangling in
his eyes, the white streak that ran through it stark as an

icicle. Simon's long face was alight with triumph.

"I poured the whole water skin over my head," he said
with pride. His teeth were chattering so hard that Jeremias
had to ask him to repeat himself. "Poured water over my

head. To stay awake. What are you doing here?"

"It's time," the other said. "It's nearly dawn. Time for

you to come away."

"Ah." Simon stood up unsteadily. "I stayed awake, Jer-

emias. Didn't sleep once."
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Jeremias nodded. His smile was a cautious one. "That's
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good, Simon. Come on. There's a fire at Strangyeard's

place."

Simon, who felt weaker and colder than he had thought
he would, draped his arm around the other youth's lean
shoulder for support. Jeremias was so thin now that it was
hard for Simon to remember him as he once had been: a
suety chandler's apprentice, treble-chinned, always huff-
ing and sweating. But for the haunted look that showed
from time to time in his dark-shadowed eyes, Jeremias

looked just like what he now was—a handsome young

squire.

"A fire?" Simon's thoughts had at last caught up with

his friend's words. He was quite giddy. "A good one?

And is there food, too?"
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"It's a very good fire." Jeremias was solemn. "One

thing I learned . .. down in the forges. How to make a
proper fire." He shook his head slowly, lost in thought,
then looked up and caught Simon's eye. A shadow flitted
behind his gaze like a hare hunted in the grass, then his
wary smile returned. "As for food—no, of course not.
Not for a while yet, and you know it. But don't worry,
pig, you will probably get a heel of bread or something

this evening."

"Dog," Simon said, grinning, and purposefully leaned

in such a way that Jeremias stumbled under the added
weight. Only after much cursing and mutual insult did
they avoid tumbling over onto the chilly stone flags. To-
gether they staggered through the Observatory door and
out into the pale gray-violet glow of dawn. Eastern light
splashed all across the summit of the Stone of Farewell,

but no birds sang.

Jeremias had been as good as his word. The blaze that
burned in Father Strangyeard's tent-roofed chamber was
gloriously hot—which was Just as well, since Simon had
stepped out of his robe and into a wooden tub. As he
stared around at the white stone walls, at the carvings of

tangled vines and minute flowers, the firelight rippled
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across the stonework so that the walls seemed to move

beneath shallow pink and orange waters.
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Father Strangyeard raised another pot of water and
poured it over Simon's head and shoulders. Unlike his
earlier self-inflicted bath, this water had at least been
warmed; as it ran down his chilly flesh, Simon thought

that it felt more like flowing blood than water.

*1... May this ... may this water wash away sin and
doubt." Strangyeard paused to fiddle with his eyepatch,
his one squinting eye netted in wrinkles as he tried to re-
member the next passage of the prayer. Simon knew it
was nerves, not forgetfulness: the priest had spent most of
yesterday reading and rereading the short ceremony. "Let
... let then the man so washed and made shriven fear not
to stand before Me, so that I might look into the glass of
his soul and see there reflected the fitness of his being,
the righteousness of his oath ... the righteousness of ...

of his oath ..." The priest squinted again, despairingly,

**0h . -."
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Simon let the heat of the fire beat upon him. He felt
quite boneless and stupid, but that was not such a bad
way to feel. He had been sure he would be nervous, ter-
rified even, but his sleepless night had burned away his

fear.

Strangyeard, running his hand fitfully through his few
remaining wisps of hair, at last summoned up the rest of
the ceremony and hurried through to the ending, as
though afraid the memory might slip away again. When
he finished, the priest helped Jeremias to dry Simon off
with soft cloths, then they gave him back his white robe,
this time with a thick leather belt to wrap around his
waist. Then, as Simon was stepping into his slippers, a

small shape appeared in the doorway.

"Is he now ready?" Binabik asked. The troll spoke very
quietly and gravely, as always full of respect for someone
else's rituals. Simon stared at him and was filled with a
sudden fierce love for the little man. Here was a friend,

truly—one who had stood by him through all adversity.

"Yes, Binabik. I'm ready."

The troll led him out, Strangyeard and Jeremias follow-


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

ing behind. The sky was more gray than blue, wild with

fragmented clouds. The whole procession matched itself
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to Simon's bemused, wandering pace as they made their

way in the morning light.

The path to Josua's tent was lined with spectators, per-
haps ten score in all, mostly Hotvig's Thrithings-folk and
the new settlers from Gadrinsett. Simon recognized a few
faces, but knew that those most familiar to him were
waiting up ahead with Josua. Some of the children waved
to him. Their parents snatched at them and whispered
warningly, fearful of disrupting the solemn nature of the
event, but Simon grinned and waved back. The cold
morning air felt good on his face. A certain giddiness had
taken him over once more, so that he had to repress an
urge to laugh out loud. Who would ever have thought of
such a thing as this? He turned to Jeremias, but the
youth's face was closed, his eyes lowered in meditation

or shyness.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

As they reached the open place before Josua's lodging,
Jeremias and Strangyeard dropped back, moving to stand
with the others in a rough semicircle. Sludig, his yellow
beard new-trimmed and braided, beamed at Simon like a
proud father. Dark-haired Deornoth stood beside him
dressed in knightly finery, with the harper Sangfugol, the
duke's son Isom, and old Towser all close by—the jester,
wrapped in a heavy cloak, seemed to be muttering quiet
complaints to the young Rimmersman. Nearer the front of
the tent stood Duchess Outrun and young Leieth. Beside
them stood Geloe. The forest woman's stance was that of
an old soldier forced to put up with a meaningless inspec-
tion, but as Simon caught her yellow eyes she nodded

once, as if acknowledging a job completed.

On the far side of the semicircle were Hotvig and his
fellow randwarders, their tall spears like a thicket of slim
trees. White morning light bled through the clotted
clouds, shining dully on their bracelets and spearheads.
Simon tried not to think about the others, like Haestan

and Morgenes. who should be present but were not.

Framed in the opening between these two groups was a
tent striped in gray, red, and white. Prince Josua stood be-
fore it, his sword Naidel sheathed at his side, a thin circlet

of silver upon his brow. Vorzheva was beside him, her
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own dark cloud of hair unbound, lush upon her shoulders

and moving at the wind's touch.

"Who comes before me?" Josua asked, his voice slow

and measured. As if to belie his heavy tone, he showed

Simon a hint of smile.

Binabik pronounced the words carefully. "One who

would be made a knight. Prince—your servant and God's.

He is Seoman, son of Eahlferend and Susanna."

"Who speaks for him and swears that this is true?"

"Binbinigegabenik of Yiganuc am I, and I am swearing

that this is true." Binabik bowed. His courtly gesture sent

a ripple of amusement through the crowd.

"And has he kept his vigil, and been shriven?"

"Yes!" Strangyeard piped up hurriedly. "He did—I
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mean, he has!"

Josua fought another smile. "Then let Seoman step for-

ward."

At the touch of Binabik*s small hand on his arm, Simon
took a few steps toward the prince, then sank to one knee

in the thick, rippling grass. A chill moved up his back.

Josua waited a moment before he spoke. "You have
rendered brave service, Seoman. In a time of great dan-
ger, you have risked your life for my cause and returned
with a mighty prize. Now, before the eyes of God and of
your fellows, I stand prepared to lift you up and grant you
title and honor above other men, but also to lay upon your
shoulders burdens beyond those that other men must

carry. Will you swear to accept them all?"

Simon took a breath so his voice would be steady, and
also to make sure of the words Deomoth had so carefully
taught him. "I will serve Usires Aedon and my master. I
will lift up the fallen and defend God's innocents. I will
not turn my eyes from duty. [ will defend my prince's
realm from enemies spiritual and corporeal. This I swear
by my name and honor, with Elysia, Aedon's holy

mother, as my witness."
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Josua stepped closer, then reached down and laid his
one good hand upon Simon's head. "Then I name you my
man, Seoman, and lay on you the charges of knighthood."

He looked up. "Squire!"
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Jeremias stepped forward. "Here, Prince Josua." His

voice shook a little.

"Bring his sword."

After a moment's confusion—the hilt had gotten tan-

gled in Father Strangyeard's sleeve—lJeremias ap-
proached bearing the sword in its tooled leather scabbard.
It was a well-polished but otherwise undistinguished
Erkynlandish blade. Simon felt a moment of regret that

the blade was not Thom, then chastised himself as an
overweening idiot. Could he never be satisfied? Besides,
think of the embarrassment if Thom did not submit to the
ritual and proved heavy as a millstone. He would look a

perfect fool then, wouldn't he? Josua's hand upon his
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head suddenly felt as weighty as the black sword itself.
Simon looked down so that no one could see his spread-

ing flush.

When Jeremias had carefully buckled the scabbard onto
Simon's belt, Simon drew the sword, kissed its hilt, then
made the sign of the Tree as he set it on the ground before

Josua's feet.

"In your service. Lord."

The prince withdrew his hand, then pulled slender
Naidel from its scabbard and touched Simon's shoulders,

right, left, then right again.

"Before the eyes of God and of your fellows—rise. Sir

Seoman."

Simon rose tottering to his feet. It was done. He was a
knight. His mind seemed nearly as cloudy as the lowering
sky. There was a long, hushed moment, then the cheering

began.

Hours after the ceremony, Simon awoke gasping from
a dream of smothering darkness to find himself half-

strangled in a knot of blankets. Weak, wintery sunlight
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was beaming down on Josua's striped tent; bars of red
light lay across Simon's arm like paint. It was daytime, he
reassured himself. He had been sleeping, and it had only

been a terrible dream....

He sat up, grunting as he unwrapped himself from the

tangle of bedclothes. The tent walls throbbed beneath the
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wind. Had he cried out? He hoped not. It would be humil-

iating indeed to wake up screaming on the afternoon that

he had been knighted for bravery.

"Simon?" A small shadow appeared on the wall near

the door. "Are you awake?"

"Yes, Binabik." He reached over to retrieve his shirt as

the little man ducked in through the tent flap.

"Were you sleeping well? It is no thing of easiness to
stay awake all the night, and sometimes it is then making

it hard for sleeping after."
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"I slept." Simon shrugged. "I had a strange dream."

The troll cocked an eyebrow. "Do you remember it?"

Simon thought for a moment. "Not really. It sort of
slipped away. Something about a king and old flowers,
about the smell of earth ..." He shook his head. It was

gone.

"That, I am thinking, is just as well." Binabik bustled
around the prince's tent, looking for Simon's cloak. He
found it at last, then turned and tossed it to the new-made
knight, who was pulling on his breeches. "Y our dreams
are often disturbing to you, but seldom of much help in
gaining more knowledge. Probably, then, it is best you are

not troubled with the memory of each one of them."

Simon felt vaguely slighted. "Knowledge? What do
you mean? Amerasu said that my dreams meant some-

thing. And so did you and Geloe!"

Binabik sighed. "I was meaning only that we are not
having much luck discovering their meaning. So, it seems
to me better that you are not troubled by them, at least for

this moment, when you should be enjoying your great
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day!"

The troll's earnest face was enough to make Simon
thoroughly ashamed of his momentary ill humor. "You're
right, Binabik." He buckled on his sword belt. Its unfa-
miliar weight was one more unusual thing in a day of
wonders. "Today I won't think about ... about anything

bad."

Binabik gave him a hearty hand-smack. 'That is my
companion of many journeys that speaks! Let us go now.

Besides the kindness of his tent for your sleeping com-

52

Tad Williams

fort, Josua has made sure that a fine meal awaits us all,

and other pleasures, too."

Outside, the encampment of tents that stood in the shel-
ter of Sesuad'ra's long northeastern wall had been hung
with ribbons of many colors which snapped and streamed
in the powerful wind. Seeing them, Simon could not help

but think of his days in Jao e-Tinukai'i, memories he usu-
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ally tried to hold at bay because of the complicated and
unsettling feelings that came with them. All today's fine
words couldn't change the truth, couldn't make the Storm
King go away. Simon was tired of being fearful. The
Stone of Farewell was a refuge only for a little while—
how he longed for a home, for a safe place and freedom
from terror! Amerasu the Ship-Bom had seen his dreams.
She had said he need carry no further burdens, hadn't
she? But Amerasu, who had seen so many things, had
also been blind to others. Perhaps she had been wrong

about Simon's destiny as well.

With the last stragglers, Simon and his companions
passed through the cracked doorway and into the torchlit
warmth of the Leavetaking House. The vast room was
full of people seated on spread cloaks and blankets. The
tiled floors had been cleared of centuries of moss and
grasses; small cookfires burned everywhere. There were
few enough excuses for merriment in these hard days: the
exiles of many places and nations gathered here seemed
determinedly joyful. Simon was called upon to stop at
several fires and share a congratulatory drink, so that it
took some part of an hour before he at last made his way
to the high table—a massive decorated stone slab that
was part of the original Sithi hall—where the prince and

the rest of his company waited.
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"Welcome, Sir Seoman." Josua motioned Simon to the
seat at his left. "Our settlers of New Gadrinsett have
spared no effort to make this feast a grand one. There is
rabbit and partridge; chicken, I think; and good silver
trout from the Stefflod." He leaned over to speak more
quietly. Despite the weeks of peace, Simon thought the

prince's face seemed gaunt. "Eat up, lad. Fiercer weather
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is coming soon. We may need to live on our fat, like

bears."

"New Gadrinsett?" Simon asked.

"We are but visitors on Sesuad'ra," said Geloe. "The
prince rightly feels that it would be presumptuous to call

our settlement by the name of their sacred place."

"And since Gadrinsett is the source of many of our res-
idents, and the name is appropriate—'Gathering Place* in
the old Erkynlandish tongue—I have named our tent city
after it." He lifted his cup of beaten metal. "New

Gadrinsett!" The company echoed his toast.
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The sparse resources of valley and forest had indeed
been put to good use; Simon ate with an enthusiasm that
bordered on frenzy. He had gone unfed since the midday
meal of the day before, and much of his nightlong vigi'

had been taken up with distracted thoughts of food. Even-
tually, sheer exhaustion had taken his appetite away, but

now it had returned at full strength.

Jeremias stood behind him, refilling Simon's cup with
watered wine each time he emptied it. Simon was not yet
comfortable with the idea that his Hayholt companion
should wait upon him, but Jeremias would have it no

other way.

When the one-time chandler's boy had reached

Sesuad'ra, drawn east by the rumor of Josua's growing
army of the disaffected, Simon had been surprised—trot
only by the change in Jeremias' appearance, but by "lie
very unlikeliness of meeting him again, especially in such

a strange place. But if Simon had been surprised, Jere-
mias had been astounded to discover that Simon was
alive, and even more amazed by the story of what had be-
fallen his friend. He seemed to view Simon's survival as
nothing less than a miracle, and had thrown himself into

Simon's service as one entering religious orders. Faced


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

with Jeremias' unswerving determination, Simon gave
way with no little embarrassment. He was made uneasy
by his new squire's selfless devotion; when, as sometimes
happened, a hint of their old mocking friendship surfaced,

Simon was much happier.

Although Jeremias made Simon tell and retell all the
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things that had happened to him, the chandler's boy was
unwilling to talk much about his own experiences. He
would say only that he had been forced to work in the
forges beneath the Hayholt, and that Inch, Morgenes'
former assistant, had been a cruel master. Simon could
sense much of the untold tale, and silently added to the
slow-talking giant's tally of deserved retribution. After
all, Simon was a knight now, and wasn't that something

that knights did? Dispense justice... ?

"You stare at nothing, Simon," said Lady Vorzheva,
waking him from his thoughts. She was beginning to

show the signs of the growing child within her, but still
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had a slightly wild look, like a horse or bird that would
suffer human touch but would never be quite tame. He re-
membered the first time he had seen her across the court-
yard at Naglimund, how he had wondered what could
make such a lovely woman look so fiercely unhappy. She
seemed more contented now, but a hard edge still re-

mained.

"I'm sorry. Lady, I was thinking about ... about the
past, I suppose." He flushed. What did one talk about at

table with the prince's lady? "It is a strange world."

Vorzheva smiled, amused. "Yes, it is. Strange and terri-

ble."

Josua rose and banged his cup on the stone tabletop
until the crowded room at last fell silent. As the host of
unwashed faces stared up at the prince's company, Simon

had a sudden, startling revelation.

All those Gadrinsett folk, with their mouths hanging

open as they watched Josua—they were him! They were
like he had been! He had always been outside, looking in
at the important folk. And now, wonderfully, unbeliev-
ably, he was one of the high company, a knight at the

prince's long table, so that others stared at him
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enviously—but he was still the same Simon. What did it

mean?

"We are gathered for many reasons," me prince said.
"First, and most importantly, to give thanks to our God
that we are alive and safe here upon this place of refuge,

surrounded by water and protected from our enemies.
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Also, we are here to celebrate the eve of Saint Granis'
Day, which is a holy day to be observed by fasting and
quiet prayer—but to be observed the night before with
good food and wine!" He lifted his cup to cheers from the
throng. When the noise had died down, he grinned and
continued. "We also celebrate the knighthood of young
Simon, now called Sir Seoman." Another chorus of
cheers. Simon blushed and nodded. "You have all seen
him knighted, seen him take his sword and swear his

oath. But you have not seen—his banner!"

There was much whispering as Outrun and Vorzheva

bent over and hauled up a roll of cloth from beneath the
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table; it had been lying right at Simon's feet. Isorn
stepped forward to help them, and together they lifted and

unfurled it.

"The device of Sir Seoman of New Gadrinsett," the

prince declared.

On a field of diagonal gray and red stripes—Josua's
colors—Ilay the silhouette of a black sword. Twined about
it like a vine was a sinuous white dragon, whose eyes,
teeth, and scales had all been meticulously stitched with

scarlet thread. The crowd hooted and cheered.

"Hooray for the dragon slayer!" a man cried; several
echoed him. Simon ducked his head, face reddening
again, then quickly drained his wine cup. Jeremias, smil-
ing proudly, refilled it. Simon drank down that one, too.
It was glorious, all of it, but still ... deep in his heart, he
could not help feeling that some important point was be-
ing missed. Not just the dragon, although he hadn't slain
it. Not Thorn, although it certainly wasn't Simon's sword,
and might not even be of any use to Josua. Something

was not quite right....

S'Tree, he thought disgustedly, don't you ever gel tired

of complaining, mooncalf?
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Josua was banging his cup again. "That is not all! Not

all!" The prince seemed to be enjoying himself.

It must be nice for him to preside over cheerful events

for once.

"There is more!" Josua cried. "One more present, Si-

mon." He waved, and Deomoth stepped away from the

Tad Williams

table, heading for the back of the hall. The hum of con-
versation rose again. Simon drank a little more watered
wine, then thanked Vorzheva and Outrun for their work
on his banner, praising the quality of the stitchery until

both women were laughing. When a few people near the
back of the crowd began to shout and clap their hands, Si-
mon looked up to see Deomoth returning. The knight led

a brown horse.

Simon stared. "Is it... ?"" He leaped up, banging his
knee on the table, and hurried limping across the crowded
floor. "Homefinder!" he cried. He threw his arms around

the mare's neck; she, less overwhelmed than he, nosed
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gently at his shoulder. "But I thought Binabik said she

was lost!"

"She was," said Deomoth, smiling. "When Binabik and
Sludig were trapped by the giants, they had to set the
horses free. One of our scouting parties found her near
the ruins of the Sithi city across the valley- Maybe she
sensed something of the Sithi still there and felt safe,

since you say she spent time among them."

Simon was chagrined to find himself weeping. He had
been certain that the mare was simply one more addition
to the list of friends and acquaintances lost in this terrible

year. Deomoth waited until he wiped his eyes, then said:

"I'll put her back with the other horses, Simon. I took her

away from her feed. You can see her in the morning."

"Thank you, Deomoth. Thank you." Simon stumbled

back to the high table.

As he settled in, accepting Binabik's congratulations,
Sangfugol rose at the prince's request. "We celebrate Si-
mon's knighthood, as Prince Josua has said." The harper
bowed toward the high table. "But he was not alone on

his journey, nor in his bravery and sacrifice. You also
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know that the prince has named Binabik of Yiganuc and
Sludig of Elvritshalla to be Protectors of the Realm of
Erkynland. But even there, the tale is not all told. Of the
six braves ones who set out, only three returned. I have
made this song, hoping that in later days they will none

of them be forgotten."

At a nod from Josua, he picked out a delicate succes-
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sion of notes on the harp which one of the new settlers

had crafted for him, then began to sing,

"In farthest north, where storm winds blow
And winter's teeth are fierce with rime,
Out of the deep eternal snows

Looms the mountain, cold Urmsheim.

At prince's call six men did ride
From out of threatened Erkynland,
Sludig, Grimmric, Binabik the troll,

Ethelbeam, Simon, and brave Haestan.
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They sought Camaris' mighty sword
The black blade Thorn from old Nabban,
Splinter of fallen heaven-star

To save the prince's tortured land ..."

As Sangtfugol played and sang, the whispering
stopped, and a hush fell over the gathering. Even Josua
watched, as though the song could make the triumph a

real one. The torches wavered. Simon drank more wine.

It was quite late. Only a few musicians were still
playing—Sangfugol had exchanged his harp for his lute,
and Binabik had brought out his flute late in the
proceedings—and the dancing had more or less degener-
ated into staggering and laughing. Simon himself had
drunk a great deal of wine and danced with two girls from
Gadrinsett, a pretty plump one and her thin friend. The
girls had whispered back and forth between themselves
almost the whole time, impressed by Simon, his youthful
beard and grand honors. They had also giggled uncontrol-
lably every time he tried to talk to them. At last, bewil-
dered and more than a little irritated, he had bid them
good night and kissed their hands, as knights were sup-
posed to do, which had occasioned more flumes of nerv-

ous laughter. They were really little more than children,
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Simon decided.

Josua had seen Lady Vorzheva off to bed, then returned

58 Tad Williams

to preside over the final hour of the feast. He sat now,

talking quietly with Deomoth. Both men looked tired-

Jeremias was sleeping in a corner, determined not to go
to bed while Simon was still up, despite the fact that his
friend had the advantage of having slept until past noon.
Still, Simon was beginning to think seriously about lurch-
ing off to bed when Binabik appeared in the doorway of
Leavetaking House. Qantaga stood beside him, sniffing
the air of the great hall with a mixture of interest and dis-
trust. Binabik left the wolf and came inside. He beckoned

to Simon, then made his way over to Josua's chair.

"... So they have made him a bed? Good." The prince
turned as Simon approached. "Binabik brings news. Wel-

come news."

The troll nodded. "I do not know this man, but Isom

seemed to think that his coming was an important thing.
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Count Eolair, a Hemystirman," he explained to Simon,
"has just been brought across the water by one of the
fishermen, brought here to New Gadrinsett." He smiled at
the name, which still seemed clumsily new-minted. "He

is very tired now, but he is telling that he has important
news for us, which he will give us in the morning if the

prince is willing it."

"Of course." Josua stroked his chin thoughtfully. "Any
news of Hemystir is valuable, although I doubt that much

of Eolair's tale is happy."

"As it may be. However, Isorn was also saying,"
Binabik lowered his voice and leaned closer, "that Eolair
claims to have learned something important about," his

voice became quieter still, "the Great Swords."

"Ah!" muttered Deomoth, surprised.

Josua was silent for a moment. "So," he said at last.
"Tomorrow, on Saint Grams' Day, perhaps we shall leam
if our exile is one of hope or hopelessness." He rose and
turned his cup over, giving it a spin with his fingers.

"Bed, then. I will send for you all tomorrow, when Eolair

has had a chance to rest."
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The prince walked away across the stone tiles. The

torches made his shadow jump along the walls.

"Bed, as the prince was saying," Binabik smiled.
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Qantaqga pushed forward, thrusting her head beneath his

hand. "This will be a day for long remembering, Simon,

will it not?"

Simon could only nod.

Cfwins of Many Kinds

Princess Miriomete considered the ocean.

When she had been young, one of her nurses had told

her that the sea was the mother of mountains, that all the
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land came from the sea and would return to it one day,
even as lost Khandia was reputed to have vanished into
the smothering depths. Certainly the ocean that had
beaten at the cliffs beneath her childhood home at

Meremund had seemed eager to reclaim the rocky verge.

Others had named the sea as mother of monsters, of

kilpa and kraken, oruks and water-wights. The black
depths, Miriamele knew, did indeed teem with strange
things. More than once some great, formless hulk had
washed up on Meremund's rocky beaches to lie rotting in
the sun beneath the fearful, fascinated eyes of the local
inhabitants until the tide rolled it away again into the
mysterious deeps. There was no doubt that the sea birthed

monsters.

And when Miriamele's own mother went away, never

to return, and her father Elias sank into brooding anger
over his wife's death, the ocean even became a kind of
parent to her. Despite its moods, as varied as the hours of
sunlight and moonlight, as capricious as the storms that
roiled its surface, the ocean had provided a constancy to
her childhood. The breakers had lulled her to sleep at
night, and she had awakened every morning to the sound
of gulls and the sight of tall sails in the harbor below her

father's castle, rippling like great-petaled flowers as she
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stared down from her window.
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The ocean had been many things to her, and had meant
much. But until this moment, as she stood at the aft rail

of the Eadne Cloud with the whitecaps of the Great Green
stretching away on all sides, she had never realized that it
could also be a prison, a holdfast more inescapable than

anything built of stone and iron.

As Earl Aspitis' ship coursed southeast from Vinitta,
bound toward the Bay of Firannos and its scatter of is-
lands, Miriamele for the first time felt the ocean turn
against her, holding her more surely than ever her father's
court had bound her with ritual or her father's soldiers
had hemmed her all around in sharp steel. She had es-
caped those wardens, had she not? But how was she to es-
cape a hundred miles of empty sea? No, it was better to
give in. Miriamele was tired of fighting, tired of being
strong. Stone cliffs might stand proudly for ages, but they
fell to the ocean at last. Instead of resisting, she would do
better to float where the tides took her, like driftwood,
shaped by the action of the currents but moving, always

moving. Earl Aspitis wasn't a bad man. True, he did not
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treat her with quite the same solicitude as he had a fort-
night ago, but still he spoke kindly—that is, when she did
as he wished. So she would do as he wished. She would
float like an abandoned spar, unresisting, until time and

events dropped her onto land again....

A hand touched the sleeve of her dress. She jumped,
surprised, and turned to find Gan Itai standing beside her.
The Niskie's intricately wrinkled face was impassive, but
her gold-flecked eyes, though sun-shaded, seemed to glit-

ter.

"I did not mean to startle you, girl," She moved up to
the rail beside Miriamele and together they stared out

over the restless water.

"When there's no land in sight," Miriamele said at last,
"you might as well be sailing off the edge of the world.
I mean, it seems as if there might not be any land any-

where."

The Niskie nodded. Her fine white hair fluttered

around her face. "Sometimes, at night, when I am up on
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the deck alone and singing, I feel as though I am crossing
the Ocean Indefinite and Eternal, the one my people
crossed to come to this land. They say that ocean was

black as tar, but the wave crests glowed like pearl."

As she spoke, Gan Itai extended her hand and clasped
Miriamele's palm. Startled and unsure of what to do, the
princess did not resist, but continued to stare out to sea.
A moment later the Niskie's long, leathery fingers pushed

something into her hand.

"The sea can be a lonely place." Gan Itai continued as
though unaware of what her own hand was doing. "Very
lonely. It is hard to find friends- It is hard to know who
can be trusted." The Niskie's hand dropped away, disap-
pearing back into the wide sleeves of her robe. "I hope
you will discover folk you can trust ... Lady Marya."

The pause before Miriamele's false name was unmistak-

able.

"So do I," said the princess, flustered.

"Ah." Gan Itai nodded. A smile tilted her thin mouth-

"You look a little pale. Perhaps the wind is too much for

you. Perhaps you should go to your cabin." The Niskie
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inclined her head briefly, then walked away, bare brown

feet carrying her artfully across the rocking deck.

Miriamele watched her go, then looked up to the tiller
where Earl Aspitis stood talking to the steersman. The
earl lifted his arm to free himself from his golden cloak,
which the wind had wrapped about him. He saw
Miriamele and smiled briefly, then returned to his conver-
sation. Nothing about his smile was unusual, except per-
haps its perfunctory quality, but Miriamele suddenly felt
chilled to the heart. She clutched the curl of parchment in
her fist more tightly, fearful that the wind might pull it
loose from her grasp and send it fluttering right up to
Aspitis. She had no idea what it was, but somehow she

knew beyond doubt that she did not want him to see it.

Miriamele forced herself to walk slowly across the
deck, using her empty hand to clutch the rail. She was not

nearly so steady as Gan Itai had been.
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In the dim cabin, Miriamele carefully uncurled the

parchment. She had to hold it up beside the candle flame

to read the tiny, crabbed letters.
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/ have done many wrongs.

she read,

and [ know you no longer trust me, but please be-
lieve that these words are honest. I have been
many people, none of them satisfactory. Padreic
was a fool, Cadrach a rogue. Perhaps I can be-

come something better before I die.

She wondered where he had gotten the parchment and
ink, and decided that the Niskie must have brought it to
liim. As she stared at the labored script, Miriamele
thought of the monk's weak arms weighted by chains.
She felt a stab of pity—what agony it must have been for
-lim to write this! But why could he not leave her alone?

Why could no one simply let her be?

If you are reading this, then Gan Itai has done

as she promised. She is the only one on this ship
you can trust ... except perhaps for me. I know
that I have cheated and deserted you. [ am a
weak man, my lady, but in my warnings at least

I have served you well, and still try to do so. You
are not safe on board this ship. Earl Aspitis is

even worse than I guessed him to be. He is not
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just a gilded creature of Duke Benigaris' court.

He is a servant of Pryrates.

I have told you many lies, my lady, and there
are also many truths that I have kept hidden, I
cannot set all to right here. My fingers are tired

already, my arms are sore. But I will tell you this:

there is no one alive who knows the evil of the
priest Pryrates better than I. There is no one
alive who bears more responsibility for that evil,

since | helped him become what he is.
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It is a long and complicated tale. Enough to say
that I, to my eternal and horrible shame, gave
Pryrates the key to a door he should never have
opened. Worse, I did so even after [ knew him for
the ravening beast he is. | gave in to him because

I was weak and frightened. It is the worst thing I

have ever done in a life of grievous errors.

Believe me in this, lady. To my sorrow, I know
our enemy well. I hope you will also believe me

when I say that Aspitis does not only the bidding
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of his lord Benigaris, but the work of the red
priest as well. It was common knowledge in

Ymitta.

You must escape. Perhaps Can Itai can help

you. Sadly, I do not think you will ever again go
under such light guard as you did on Vinitta. My
cowardly attempt at flight will assure that. [ know
not how or why, but I beg you to leave as soon as
you can. Flee to the inn called Pelippa's Bowl, in
Kwanitupul. I believe Dinivan has sent others
there, and perhaps they can help you escape to

your uncle Josua.

I must stop because I hurt. I will not ask you to

forgive me. I have earned no forgiveness.

A smear of blood had stained the edge of the parch-
ment. Miriamele stared at it, her eyes blurring with tears,
until someone knocked sharply on the door and her heart
erupted into frenzied pounding. She crumpled the note in

her palm even as the door swung open-

"My sweet lady," said grinning Aspitis, "why do you

hide yourself down here in the dark? Come, let us walk
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on the deck."

The parchment seemed to burn her, as though she

clutched a smoldering coal.

"I ... I do not feel well, my lord." She shook her head,
trying to hide her shortness of breath. "I will walk an-

other time."

"Marya," the earl chided, "I told you that it was your

country openness that charmed me. What, are you becom-

TO GREEN ANGEL TOWER

ing a moody court wench?" He reached her side in a long
step. His hand trailed across her neck. "Come, it is no
wonder you feel poorly, sitting in this dark room. You
need air." He leaned forward and brushed his lips below
her ear. "Or perhaps you prefer it here, in the dark. Per-
haps you are merely lonely?" His fingers dragged deli-

cately across her throat, soft as spiderwebs on her skin.

Miriamele stared at the candle. The flame danced

before her, but all around it was sunken deep in shadow.
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The stained glass windows of the Hayholt's throne

room had been broken. Ragged curtains restrained the
flurrying snow, but did not keep out the freezing air. Even
Pryrates seemed to feel the cold: although he still went
bareheaded, the king's counselor was wearing red robes

lined with fur.

Alone of all the folk who came into the throne room,

the king and his cupbearer did not seem to mind the chill
air. Elias sat bare-armed and bare-footed on the
Dragonbone Chair; but for the great scabbarded sword
that hung from his belt, he was dressed as casually as if
he lounged in his private chambers. The monk Hengfisk,
the king's silent page, wore a threadbare habit and his
customary lunatic grin, and appeared no less comfortable

than his master in the frosty hall.

The High King slouched deep in the cage of dragon's
bones, chin on chest, peering out from beneath his eye-
brows at Pryrates. In contrast to the black malachite stat-
ues which stood on each side of the throne, Elias' skin
seemed white as milk. Blue veins showed at his temples
and along his wiry arms, bulging as though they might

burst through the flesh.
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Pryrates opened his mouth as if to say something, then
Closed it again. His sigh was that of an Aedonite martyr
overwhelmed with the foolish wickedness of his persecu-

tors.

"Damn you, priest," Elias snarled, "my mind is made

"

up.
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The king's advisor said nothing, but only nodded; the
torchlight made his hairless skull gleam like a wet stone.
Despite the wind that fluttered the curtains, the room

seemed full of a curious stillness.

"Well?" The king's green eyes were dangerously

bright.

The priest sighed again, more softly. His voice, when
he spoke, was conciliatory. "I am your counselor, Elias. |
only do what you would wish me to: that is, help you de-

cide what is best."

"Then I think it best that Fengbald take soldiers and go

east. I want Josua and his band of traitors driven out of
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their holes and crushed. I have delayed too long already
with this business of Guthwulf and with Benigaris' fum-
blings in Nabban. If Fengbald leaves now, he and his
troops will reach my brother's den in a month. You know
what kind of winter it will be, alchemist—you of all peo-
ple. If I wait any longer, the chance is lost." The king

pulled at his face irritably.

"As to the weather, there is little doubt," Pryrates said
equably. "I can only once again question the need to pur-
sue your brother. He is no threat. Even with an army of
thousands, he could not stop us before your glorious,
complete, and permanent victory is assured. There is only

a little while longer to wait."

The wind changed direction, making the banners that
hung from the ceiling ripple like pondwater. Elias

snapped his fingers and Hengfisk scuttled forward with
the king's cup. Elias drank, coughed, then drank again un-
til the goblet was empty. A bead of steaming black liquid

clung to his chin.

"That is simple for you to say," the king snarled when
he had finished swallowing. "Aedon's Blood, you have

said it often enough. But I have waited long already. I am
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cursedly tired of waiting."

"But it will be worth the wait. Majesty. You know

that."

The king's face grew momentarily pensive. "And my
dreams, have been getting more and more strange,

Pryrates. More ... real."
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"That is understandable." Pryrates lifted his long fin-
gers soothingly. "You bear a great burden—but all will
soon be made right. You will author a reign of splendor
unlike anything the world has seen, if you will only be
patient. These matters have their own timing—Iike war,

like love."

"Hah." Elias belched sourly, his irritation returning,
"Damned little you know of love, you eunuch bastard."
Pryrates flinched at this, and for a moment narrowed his
coal-black eyes to slits, but the king was gazing down
morosely at Sorrow and did not see. When he looked up
again, the priest's face was as blandly patient as before.
"So what is your payment for all this, alchemist? That

I've never understood.”
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"Besides the pleasure of serving you, Majesty?"

Elias' laugh was sharp and short, like a dog's bark.

"Yes, besides that."

Pryrates stared at him appraisingly for a moment. An
odd smile twisted his thin lips. "Power, of course. The

power to do what [ want to do ... need to do."

The king's eyes had swung to the window. A raven had
alighted on the sill and now stood preening its oily black

feathers. "And what do you want to do, Pryrates?"

"Leam." For a moment the priest's careful mask of
statecraft seemed to slip; the face of a child showed
through—a horrible, greedy child. "I want to know every-
thing. For that I need power, which is a sort of permis-
sion. There are secrets so dark, so deep, that the only way
to discover them is to tear open the universe and root

about in the very guts of Death and Unbeing."

Elias lifted his hand and waved for his cup once more.
He continued to watch the raven, which hopped forward

on the sill and tilted its head to return the king's stare.
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"You talk strangely, priest. Death? Unbeing? Are they not

the same?"

Pryrates grinned maliciously, although at what was not

clear. "Oh, no. Majesty. Not remotely."

Elias suddenly whirled in his chair, craning his head

around the yellowed, dagger-ranged skull of the dragon
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Shurakai. "Curse you, Hengfisk, did you not see me call

for my cup!? My throat is burning!"

The pop-eyed monk hurried to the king's side. Elias
carefully took the cup from him and set it down, then hit
Hengfisk on the side of his head so swiftly and power-
fully that the cupbearer was flung to the floor as if
lightning-struck. Elias then calmly drained the steaming
draught. Hengfisk lay boneless as a jellyfish for several
long moments then rose and retrieved the empty cup. His
idiot grin had not vanished; if anything, it had become
wider and more deranged, as though the king had done
him some great kindness. The monk bobbed his head and

backed into the shadows once more.
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Elias paid him no attention. "So it is settled. Fengbald

will take the Erkynguard and a company of soldiers and
mercenaries and go east. He will bring me back my broth-
er's smirking, lecturing head on a lance." He paused, then
said thoughtfully: "Do you suppose that the Norns would
go with Fengbald? They are fierce fighters, and cold

weather and darkness are nothing to them."

Pryrates raised an eyebrow. "I think it unlikely, my
king. They do not seem to like to travel by day; neither

do they seem to enjoy the company of mortals."

"Not much use as allies, are they?" Elias frowned and

stroked Sorrow's hilt.

"Oh, they are valuable enough. Majesty." Pryrates nod-
ded his head, smiling. "They will render service when we
truly need them. Their master—your greatest ally—will

see to that."

The raven blinked its golden eye, then uttered a harsh
noise and took wing. The tattered curtain fluttered where
it passed out through the window and into the stinging

wind-
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"Please, may I hold him?" Maegwin extended her

arms-

With a worried look on her dust-smeared face, the

young mother handed the baby to her. Maegwin could not
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help wondering if the woman was frightened of her—the

king's daughter, with her dark mourning clothes and

strange ways.

"I'm just so afraid he'll be wicked, my lady," said the

young woman. "He's been crying all dayi, till I nearly run

mad. He's hungry, poor little thing, but I don't want him

., screaming 'round you, Lady. You've more important

; things to think about."

Maegwin felt the chill that had touched her heart thaw

a little. "Never worry about that." She bounced the pink-

 faced baby, who did seem to be on the brink of another
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~ outburst. "Tell me his name, Caihwye."

~ The young woman looked up, startled. "You know me,

AN t/\y9 "

Maegwin smiled sadly. "We are not so very many, any
more. Far less than a thousand in these caverns all told.
No, there are not so many people in Free Hemystir that I

have trouble remembering them."

Caihwye nodded, wide-eyed. "It is terrible." She had
probably been pretty before the war, but now she had lost
teeth and was dreadfully thin. Maegwin was certain that
she had been giving most of what food she had to her

baby.

"The child's name?" Maegwin reminded her.

"Oh! Siadreth, my lady. It was his father's name."
Caihwye shook her head sadly; Maegwin did not ask after
the child's namesake. For most of the survivors, discus-
sions about fathers, husbands, and sons were sadly pre-

dictable. Most of the stories ended with the battle at the
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Inniscrich.

"Princess Maegwin." Old Craobhan had been watching
silently until now. "We must go. There are more people

waiting for you."

She nodded. "You are right." Gently, she handed the
child back to his mother. The small pink face wrinkled,
preparing to shed tears. "He is very beautiful, Caihwye.
May all the gods bless him, and Mircha herself give him

good health. He will be a fine man."

Caihwye smiled and jiggled young Siadreth in her lap
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until he forgot what he had been about to do. "Thank you,

Lady. I'm so glad you came back well."

Maegwin, who had been turning away, paused- "Came

back?"

The young woman looked startled, frightened she'd
said something wrong. "From under the ground. Lady."
She pointed downward with her free hand. "From down

in the deeper caverns. It is you the gods must favor, to
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bring you back from such a dark place."

Maegwin stared for a moment, then forced a smile, "I
suppose. Yes, [ am glad to be back, too." She stroked the
baby's head once more before turning to follow

Craobhan.

"I know that judging disputes is not so enjoyable a task
for a woman as dandling babies," Old Craobhan said over
his shoulder, "but this is something you must do anyway.

You are Lluth's daughter."

Maegwin grimaced, but would not be distracted. "How

did that woman know I had been in the caverns below?"

The old man shrugged. "You didn't work very hard to
keep it secret, and you can't expect people not to be inter-
ested in the doings of the king's family. Tongues will al-

ways wag."

Maegwin frowned. Craobhan was right, of course. She
had been heedless and headstrong about exploring the
lower caverns- If she wanted secrecy, she should have

started worrying about it sooner.
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"What do they think about it?" she asked at last. "The

people, I mean."

"Think about your adventuring?" He chuckled sourly.

"I imagine there's as many stories as there are cookfires.
Some say you went looking for the gods. Some think you
were looking for a bolt hole out of this whole muddle."
He peered at her over his bony shoulder. His self-
satisfied, knowing look made her want to smack him. "By
the middle of winter they'll be saying you found a city of
gold, or fought a dragon or a two-headed giant. Forget
about it. Stories are like hares—only a fool tries to run af-

ter one and catch it."

Maegwin glowered at the back of his old bald head.

TO GREEN ANGEL TOWER

71

She didn't know which she liked less, having people tell

lies about her or having people know the truth. She sud-

denly wished Eolair had returned.

Fickle cow. she sneered at herself.
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But she did. She wished she could talk to him, tell him

of all her ideas, even the mad ones. He would understand,
wouldn't he? Or would it only confirm his belief in her
wretchedness? It mattered little, anyway: Eolair had been
gone for more than a month, and Maegwin did not even
know if he still lived. She herself had sent him away.

Now, she heartily wished that she had not.

Fearful but resolute, Maegwin had never softened the
cold words she had spoken to Count Eolair down in the
buried city of Mezutu'a. They had barely conversed dur-
ing the few days that passed between their return from
that place and his departure in search of Josua's rumored

rebel camp.

Eolair had spent most of those days down in the an-
cient city, overseeing a pair of stronghearted Hernystiri
clerks as they copied the dwarrows' stone maps onto
more portable rolls of sheepshide. Maegwin had not ac-
companied him; despite the dwarrows' kindness, the
thought of the empty, echoing city only filled her with
sullen disappointment. She had been wrong. Not mad, as
many thought her, but certainly wrong. She had thought
the gods meant her to find the Sithi there, but now it

seemed clear that the Sithi were lost and frightened and
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would be no help to her people. As for the dwarrows, the
Sithi's once-servants, they were little more than shadows,

incapable of helping even themselves.

At Eolair's parting, Maegwin had been so full of war-

ring feelings that she could muster little more than a curt
farewell. He had pressed into her hand a gift sent by the
dwarrows—it was a glossy gray and white chunk of crys-
tal on which Yis-fidri, the record-keeper, had carved her
name in his own runic alphabet. It almost looked as
though it might be part of the Shard itself, but it lacked
that stone's restless inner light. Eolair had then turned and

mounted his horse, struggling to hide his anger. She had
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felt something tearing inside her as the Count of Nad
Mullach rode away down the slope and vanished into the
flurrying snow. Surely, she had prayed, the gods must
bear her up in this desperate time. The gods, though,

seemed slow to lend their aid these days.

Maegwin had thought at first that her dreams about an
underground city were signs of the gods' willingness to
help their stricken followers in Hernystir. Maegwin knew

now that somehow she had made a mistake. She had
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thought to find the Sithi, the ancient and legendary allies,
to force her way in through the very gates of legend to
bring help to Hernystir—but that had been prideful fool- \

ishness. The gods invited, they were not invaded.

Maegwin had been mistaken in that small thing, but  *

still she knew that she was not altogether wrong. No mat- *
ter what misdeeds her people had done, the gods would *
not so easily desert them. Brynioch, Rhynn, Murhagh f.
One-Arm—they would save their children, she was sure =~ S"
of it. Somehow, they would bring destruction to Skali and *
Elias the High King, the bestial pair who had brought

such humiliation on a proud and free people. If they did

not, then the world was an empty jest. So Maegwin would
wait for a better, clearer sign, and while she waited, she
would go quitely about her duties ... tending to her peo-

ple and mourning her dead.

"What suits do I hear today?" she asked Old Craobhan.
"Some small ones, as well as a request for judgment

that should prove no joy," Craobhan replied. "That one
comes from House Earb and House Lacha, which were
neighboring holdings on the Circoille fringe." The old
man had been king's counselor since Maegwin's grandfa-

ther's day, and knew the fantastical ins and outs of
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Hernystiri political life the way a master smith knew the
vagaries of heat and metal. "Both families shared a sec-
tion of the woods as their vouchsafe," he explained,
"—the only time your father had to declare separate
rights to forest land and draw up a map of possession for
each, like the Aedonite kings do, just to keep Earb-men

and Lacha-men from slaughtering each other. They loathe
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each other and the two houses have fought forever. They
barely took time to go to war against Skali, and they may
not have noticed that we lost." He coughed and spat.

"So what is wanted of me?"

Craobhan frowned. "What would you guess, Lady?
They quarrel now over cavern space—" his voice rose in
mockery, " '—this place is for me, this for thee. No, no,
it's mine; no, mine.' " He snorted. "They squabble like
piglets over the last teat, even as we all shelter together in

danger and poor conditions."

"They sound a disgusting group." Maegwin had little

temper for such petty nonsense.

"I couldn't have said fairer myself," the old man said-
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Neither House Lacha nor House Earb benefited much
from Maegwin's presence. Their dispute proved just as
petty as Craobhan had predicted. A tunnel to the surface
had been dug out and widened to useful size by men from
both houses with the additional help of Hernystirmen
from other, less important families who shared the com-
mon cavern- Now each of the feuding houses insisted that
it alone was the tunnel's owner, and that the other house
and all other cavern-dwellers should pay a tithe of
goatsmilk for taking their flocks up and down the tunnel

each day.

Maegwin was mightily disgusted by this and said so.

She also proclaimed that if such rank nonsense as people
"owning" tunnels ever came up again, she would have the
remainder of Hemystir's fighting men gather up the male-
factors, take them to the surface, and throw them from the

highest cliffs that craggy Grianspog could provide.

Houses Lacha and Earb were not pleased by this judg-
ment. They managed to put aside their differences long
enough to demand that Maegwin be replaced as judge by
her stepmother Inahwen—who was after all, they said, the
late King LIuth's wife, and not merely his daughter.

Maegwin laughed and called them conniving fools. The
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spectators who had gathered, along with the remaining

families that shared the cavern with the feuding houses,
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cheered Maegwin's good sense and the humbling of the

haughty Earb- and Lacha-folk.

The rest of the suits went quickly. Maegwin found her-
self enjoying the work, although some of the disputes

were sad. It was something she did well-—something that
had little to do with being small or delicate or pretty. Sur-
rounded by lovelier, more graceful women, she had al-
ways felt herself an embarrassment to her father, even at

a rustic court like the Taig. Here, all that mattered was

her good sense- In the past weeks, she had found—to her
surprise—that her father's subjects valued her, that they
were grateful for her willingness to listen and be fair. As
she watched her people, tattered and smoke-smudged, she
felt her heart tighten within her. The Hemystiri deserved
better than this low estate. They would get it, somehow,

if it was within Maegwin's power.

For a while, she managed to forgot almost entirely
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about her cruelty to the Count of Nad Mullach.

That evening, as she lay on the edge of sleep, Maegwin
found herself abruptly falling forward into a darkness
vaster and deeper than the ember-lit cavern where she
made her bed. For a moment she thought some cataclysm
had torn open the earth beneath her; a moment later, she
was certain that she dreamed. But as she felt herself
slowly spinning into emptiness, the sensation seemed far
too immediate for a dream, and yet too strangely dislo-
cated to be anything so real as an earth tremor. She had
felt something like this before, those nights when she had

dreamed of the beautiful city beneath the earth....

Even as her confused thoughts fluttered in darkness
like startled bats, a cloud of dim lights began to appear.
They were fireflies, or sparks, or distant torches. They
spiraled upward, like the smoke of a great bonfire,

mounting toward some unimaginable height.

Climb, said a voice in her head. Go to the High Place.

The time is come.

Swimming in nothingness, Maegwin struggled toward

the distant peak where the flickering lights congregated.
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Go to the High Place, the voice demanded. The time is

come.

And suddenly she was in the midst of many gleaming
lights, small and intense as distant stars. A hazy throng
surrounded her, beautiful yet inhuman, dressed in all the
colors of the rainbow. The creatures stared at each other
with gleaming eyes. Their graceful forms were vague; al-
though they were man-shaped, she somehow felt sure
they were no more human than rain clouds or spotted

deer.

The time is come, said the voice, now many voices- A
smear of leaping, coruscating light glowed in the midst of
them, as though one of the stars had fallen down from the

vaulting sky. Go to the High Place....

And then the fantastic vision was bleeding away, drain-

ing back into darkness.

Maegwin woke to discover herself sitting upright on
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her pallet. The fires were only glowing coals. There was
nothing to be seen in the darkened cavern, and nothing to
hear but the sound of other people breathing in sleep. She
was clutching Yis-fidri's dwarrow-stone so tightly that
her knuckles throbbed with J>ain. For a moment she
thought a faint light gleamed in its depths, but when she
looked again she decided she had fooled herself: it was
only a translucent lump of rock. She shook her head
slowly. The stone was of no importance, anyway, com-

pared to what she had experienced.

The gods. The gods had spoken to her again, even more
plainly this time. The high place, they had said. The time
had come. That must mean that at last the lords of her
people were ready to reach out and aid Hemystir. And
they wanted Maegwin to do something. They must, or
they would not have touched her, would not have sent her

this clear sign.

The small matters of the day just passed were now

swept from her mind. The high place, she told herself.

She sat for a long time in the darkness, thinking.

«
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After checking carefully to make sure that Earl Aspitis
was still up on deck, Miriamele hurried down the narrow
passageway and rapped on the low door. A murmuring

voice inside fell silent at the sound of Miriamele's knock.

The reply came some moments later. "Yes? Who is

there?"

"Lady Marya. May I come in?"

"Come."

Miriamele pushed against the swollen door. It gave
grudgingly, opening on a tiny, austere room. Gan Itai sat
on a pallet beneath the open window, which was little
more than a narrow slit near the top of the wall. Some-
thing moved there; Miriamele saw a smooth expanse of
white neck and a flash of yellow eye, then the seagull

dropped away and vanished.

"The gulls are like children." Gan Itai showed her

guest a wrinkled smile. "Argumentative, forgetful, but
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sweet-hearted."

Miriamele shook her head, confused. "I'm sorry to

bother you."

"Bother? Child, what a foolish idea. It is daylight, 1
have no singing to do for now. Why would you be a

bother?"

"T don't know, I just .. -" Miriamele paused, trying to
collect her thoughts. She wasn't really certain why she
had come. "I ... I need someone to talk to, Gan Itai. I'm

frightened."

The Niskie reached over to a three-legged stool which
appeared to serve as a table. Her nimble brown fingers
swept several sea-polished stones off the seat and into the
pocket of her robe, then she pushed the stool over to

Miriamele.

"Sit, child. Do not hurry yourself."

Miriamele arranged her skirt, wondering how much she

dared to tell the Niskie. But if Gan Itai was carrying se-

cret messages for Cadrach, how much could there be that


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

she still did not know? She had certainly seemed to know
that Marya was a false name. There was nothing to do but

roll the dice.

"Do you know who I am?"
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The sea-watcher smiled again. "You are Lady Marya, a

noblewoman from Erkynland."

Miriamele was startled. "I am?"

The Niskie's laugh hissed like wind through dry grass.
"Are you not? You have certainly told enough people that
name. But if you mean to ask Gan Itai who you truly are,
I will tell you, or at least I will start with this: Miriamele

1s your name, daughter of the High King."

Miriamele was curiously relieved. "So you do know."

"Y our companion Cadrach confirmed it for me. I had

suspicions. I met your father, once. You smell like him;
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sound like him, too."

"I do? You did?" Miriamele felt as though she had lost

her balance. "What do you mean?"

"Your father met Benigaris here on this boat two years
gone, when Benigaris was only the duke's son. Aspitis,
Eadne Cloud's master, hosted the gathering. That strange
wizard-creature was here, too—the one with no hair."

Gan Itai made a smoothing gesture across her head.

"Pryrates." The name's evil taste lingered in her

mouth.

"Yes, that is the one." Gan Itai sat up straighter, cock-

ing her ear to some far-away sound. After a moment she
turned her attention back to her guest. "I do not learn the
names of all the folk who ride this boat. I do pay sharp at-
tention to everyone who treads the gangplank, of
course—that is part of the Navigator's Trust—but names
are not usually important to sea-watchers. That time,
though, Aspitis told me all their names, as my children
used to sing to me their lessons about the tides and cur-

rents. He was very proud of his important guests."
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Miriamele was momentarily distracted. "Your chil-

dren?"

"By the Uncharted, yes, certainly!" Gan Itai nodded. "I

am a great-grandmother twenty times over."

"I've never seen Niskie children."”

The old woman looked at her dourly. "I know you are
a southerner only by birth, child, but even in Meremund
where you grew up there is a small Niskie town near the

docks. Did you never go there?"
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Miriamele shook her head. "I wasn't allowed."

Gan Itai pursed her lips. "That is unhappy. You should
have gone to see it. We are fewer now than we once were,
and who knows what will come on tomorrow's tide? My
family is one of the largest, but there are fewer than ten
score families all together from Abaingeat on the north
coast all the way down to Naraxi and Harcha. So few for

all the deep-water ships™ She shook her head sadly.
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"But when my father and those others were here, what

did they say? What did they do?"

"They talked, young one, but about what I cannot say.

They talked the night away, but I was on deck, with the
sea and my songs. Besides, it is not my place to spy on
the ship's owner. Unless he wrongly endangers the ship,
it is not my place to do anything at all except that which

I was born for: to sing the kilpa down."

"But you brought me Cadrach's letter." Miriamele
looked around to make sure the passageway door was
closed. "That is not something Aspitis would want you to

do."

For the first time, Gan Itai's golden eyes showed a

trace of discontent. "That is true, but I was not harming
the ship." A look of defiance crept onto the lined face.
"We are Niskies, after all, not slaves. We are a free peo-

n

ple

She and Miriamele looked at each other for a moment.
The princess was the first to look away. "I don't even
care what they were talking about, anyway. I'm sick and

tired of men and their wars and arguments. I just want to
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go away and be left alone—to climb into a hole some-

where and never come out."

The Niskie did not reply, only watched her.

"Still, I will never escape across fifty leagues of open

water." The uselessness of it all pulled at her, making her

feel heavy with despair. "Will we make land anytime

soon?"

"We will stop at some of the islands in Firannos Bay.

Spenit, perhaps Risa—I am not sure which ones Aspitis

has chosen."

"Maybe I can escape somehow. But I'm sure I will be
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heavily guarded." The leaden feeling seemed to grow

stronger. Then an idea flickered. "Do you ever get off the

ship, Gan Itai?"

The sea-watcher looked at her appraisingly. "Seldom.
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But there is a family of Tinukeda'ya—of Niskies—at
Risa. The Injar clan. Once or twice I have visited them.

Why do you ask?"

"Because if you can leave the ship, you could take a
message for me. Give it to someone who might get it to

my Uncle Josua."

Gan Itai frowned. "Certainly I will do it, but  am not
sure that it will ever get to him. It would be a piece of

long luck."

"What choice do [ have?" Miriamele sighed. "Of

course it's foolish. But maybe it would help, and what

else can [ do?" Tears abruptly welled in her eyes. She
wiped them away angrily. "No ,one will be able to do any-

thing, even if they want to. But I have to try."

Gan Itai stared in alarm. "Do not cry, child. It makes
me feel cruel for having dragged you out of your hiding

place in the hold."

Miriamele waved a tear-dampened hand. "Someone

would have found us."
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The Niskie leaned forward. "Perhaps your companion
would have some idea of who to give your note to, or
some special thing that could be written in it. He seems

to me a wise man."

"Cadrach?"

"Yes. After all, he knew the true name of the Naviga-
tor's Children." Her voice was grave but proud, as though
knowing her people's name was evidence of godlike wis-

dom.

"But how ..." Miriamele bit off the rest of her ques-

tion. Of course Gan Itai knew how to get to Cadrach. She
had already brought a note from him. But Miriamele was
not quite sure that she wanted to see the monk. He had

caused her so much pain, sparked so much anger.

"Come." Gan Itai rose from the pallet, climbing to her

feet as easily as a young girl. "I will take you to him."

She squinted out the narrow window. "They will not
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bring him food for almost another hour. That will leave

plenty of time for a pleasant conversation." She grinned,
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then moved quickly across the small room. "Can you

climb in that dress?"

The Niskie slid her fingers in behind a board on the

bare wall and pulled. A panel, so closely fitted that it had
been all but invisible, came free; Gan Itai set it down on
the floor. A dark hole lined with pitch-smeared beams

showed where the panel had been.

"Where does it lead?" Miriamele asked, surprised.

"Nowhere, particularly," Gan Itai said. She clambered
through and stood up, so that only her thin brown legs
and the hem of her robe showed in the opening. "It is
merely a way to get quickly to the hold or the deck. A
Niskie-hole, as it is called." Her muffled voice had a

slight echo.

Miriamele leaned in behind her. A ladder stood against
the far wall of the tiny cubicle. At the top of the confining
walls, a narrow crawlspace extended in both directions.
The princess shrugged and followed the Niskie up the

ladder.

The passageway at the top was too low to be negotiated
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except on hands and knees, so Miriamele knotted the end
of her skirt up out of her way, then crawled after Gan Itai.
As the light of the Niskie's room disappeared behind
them, the darkness pulled in closer, so that Miriamele
could only follow her nose and the quiet sound of Gan
Itai crawling. The beams creaked as the ship flexed.
Miriamele felt as though she were creeping down the gul-

let of some great sea beast.

Some twenty cubits from the ladder, Gan Itai stopped.

Miriamele bumped into her from behind.

"Careful, child." The Niskie's face was revealed in a
growing wedge of light as she pried up another panel.
When Gan Itai had peered through, she beckoned
Miriamele forward. After the darkness of the crawlspace,
the dim hold seemed a cheerful, sunlit place, though all

that lit it was a propped hatchway at the far end.

"We must keep our voices low," the sea-watcher said.

The hold was stacked nearly to the rafters with sacks
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and barrels, all tied down so they would not roll free in
high seas. Against one wall, as though he, too, were re-
strained against capricious tides, was the huddled figure

of the monk. A heavy length of chain was at his ankles;

another depended from his wrists.

"Learned one!" called the Niskie. Cadrach's round
head came up slowly, like a beaten dog's. He stared up

into the shadowed rafters.

"Gan Itai?" His voice was hoarse and weary. "Is that

you?"

Miriamele felt her heart plummet in her breast.
Mercieful Aedon, look at him! Chained like a poor dumb

brute!

"T have come to talk to you," the Niskie whispered.

"Are the warders coming soon?"

Cadrach shook his head. His chains rattled quietly. "I
think not. They never hurry to feed me. Did you give my

note to ... to the lady?"
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"I did. She is here to talk to you."

The monk started as if frightened. "What? Y ou brought
her here?" He lifted his clanking shackles before his face.

"No! No! Take her away!"

Gan Itai pulled Miriamele forward. "He is very un-

happy. Speak to him."

Miriamele swallowed. "Cadrach?" she said at last.

"Have they hurt you?"

The monk slid down the wall, becoming little more
than a heap of shadows. "Go away. Lady. I cannot bear to

see you, or to have you see me. Go away."

There was a long moment of silence. "Speak to him!"

Gan Itai hissed.

"I am sorry they have done this to you." She felt tears
coming. "Whatever has happened between us, I would

never have wished to see you tormented this way."

"Ah, Lady, what a dreadful world this is." The monk's

voice had a sobbing catch to it. "Will you not take my ad-
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vice and flee? Please."

Miriamele shook her head in frustration, then realized
he could not see her up in the shadow of the hatchway.

"How, Cadrach? Aspitis will not let me out of his sight.
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Gan Itai said she would take away a letter from me and
try to get it to someone who will deliver it—but deliver

it to whom? Who would help me? I do not know where
Josua is. My motor's family in Nabban have turned trai-

tor. What can I do?"

The dark shape that was Cadrach slowly stood up.
"Pelippa's Bowl, Miriamele. As I told you in my letter.
There may be someone there who can help." He did not

sound very convinced.

"Who? Who could I send it to?"

"Send it to the inn. Draw a quill pen on it, a quill in a
circle. That will get it to someone who can help, if any-
one useful is there." He lifted a weighted arm. "Please go

away. Princess. After all that has happened, I want only to
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be left alone. I do not wish to have you see my shame any

longer."

Miriamele felt her tears overspill her eyes. It took a
few moments before she could talk. "Do you want any-

thing?"

"A jug of wine. No, a wineskin: it will be easier to

hide. That's all I need. Something to make a darkness
within me to match the darkness around me." His laugh-
ter was painful to hear. "And you safely escaped. That,

"

too.

Miriamele turned her face away. She could not bear to
look at the monk's huddled form any longer. "I'm so
sorry," she said, then hurriedly pushed past Can Itai and
retreated a few cubits up the crawlspace. The conversa-

tion had made her feel ill.

The Niskie said some last words to Cadrach, then
lowered the panel and plunged the tiny passageway into
darkness once more- Her thin form pushed past, then she

led Miriamele back to the ladder.

The princess was no sooner back into daylight when a
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fresh bout of sobbing came over her. Gan Itai watched
uncomfortably for a while, but when Miriamele could not

stop crying, the Niskie put a spidery arm around her.

"Stop, now, stop," she crooned. "You will be happy

again."

Miriamele untied her skirt, then lifted the comer and
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wiped her eyes and nose. "No [ won't. Nor will Cadrach.
Oh, God in Heaven, I am so lonely!" Another storm of

weeping came over her.

Gan Itai held her until she stopped crying.

"It is cruel to bind any creature that way." The Niskie's
voice was tight with something like anger. Miriamele, her
head in Gan Itai's lap, was too drained to reply. "They
bound Ruyan Ve, did you know? The father of our peo-
ple, the great Navigator. When he would have taken the
ships and set sail once more, they seized him in their an-

ger and bound him in chains." The Niskie rocked back
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and forth. "And then they burned the ships."

Miriamele sniffled. She did not know who Gan Itai was

talking about, nor did she care at this moment.

"They wanted us to be slaves, but we Tinukeda'ya are

a free people." Gan Itai's voice became almost a chant, a
sorrowful song. "They burned our ships—burned the
great ships that we could never build again in this new
land, and left us stranded here. They said it was to save
us from Unbeing, but that was a lie. They only wanted us
to share their exile—we, who did not need them! The
Ocean Indefinite and Eternal could have been our home,
but they took our ships away'and bound mighty Ruyan.
They wanted us to be their servants. It is wrong to put

anyone in chains who has done you no harm. Wrong."

Gan Itai continued to hold Miriamele in her arms as
she rocked back and forth and murmured of terrible injus-
tices. The sun fell lower in the sky. The small room began

to fill with shadow.

Miriamele lay in her darkened cabin and listened to the
Niskie's faint song. Gan Itai had been very upset.
Miriamele had not thought the sea-watcher held such

strong feelings, but something about Cadrach's captivity
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and the princess' own tears had brought up a great out-

pouring of grief and anger.

Who were the Niskies, anyway? Cadrach called them
Tinukeda'ya—Ocean Children, Gan Itai had said. Where
did they come from? Some distant island, perhaps. Ships

on a dark ocean, the Niskie had said, from somewhere far
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away. Was that the way of the world, that everyone

longed to go back to some place or some time that was

lost?

Her thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the

door.

"Lady Marya? Are you awake?"

She did not answer. The door slowly swung open.

Miriamele cursed herself inwardly: she should have

bolted it.
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"Lady Marya?" The earl's voice was soft. "Are you ill?

I missed you at supper."

She stirred and rubbed her eyes, as if awakening from
sleep. "Lord Aspitis? I'm sorry, I am not feeling well. We

will talk tomorrow, if T feel better."

He came on cat-soft feet and sat down on the edge of
her bed. His long fingers traced her cheek, "But this is
terrible. What ails you? I shall have Gan Itai look to you.
She is well-versed in healing; I would trust her past any

leech or apothecary."

"Thank you, Aspitis. That would be kind. Now I
should probably go back to sleep. I'm sorry to be such

poor company."

The earl seemed in no hurry to leave. He stroked her

hair. "You know. Lady, I am truly sorry for my rough
words and ways of the other evening. I have come to care
deeply for you, and I was upset at the idea that you might
leave me so soon. After all, we share a deep lovers' bond,
do we not?" His fingertips slid down to her neck, making

the skin tighten and sending a chill through her.

"] fear I am not in good condition to talk about such
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things now, Lord. But I forgive you your words, which [
know were hasty and not heartfelt." She turned her eyes
to his face for a moment, trying to judge his thoughts. His
eyes seemed guileless, but she remembered Cadrach's
words, as well as Gan ItaTs description of the gathering
he had hosted, and the chill returned, bringing a tremor

that she was hard-pressed to conceal.

"Good," he said. "Very good. I am glad you understand

that. Hasty words. Exactly."

Miriamele decided to test that courtier's sincerity of
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his. "But of course, Aspitis, you must understand my own
unhappiness. My father, you see, does not know where I
am. Perhaps already the convent will have sent word to
him that I did not arrive. He will be sick with worry. He
is old, Aspitis, and I fear for his health. You can see why
I feel I must forsake your hospitality, whether I wish to or

n

not

"Of course," said the earl. Miriamele felt a flicker of

hope. Could she have misread him after all? "It is cruel to
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let your father worry. We will send him word as soon as
we next make landfall—on Spenit Island, I think. And we

will give him the good news."

She smiled. "He will be very happy to hear I am well."

"Ah." Aspitis returned her smile. His long, fine jaw and
clear eyes could have served as a sculptor's model for one
of the great heroes of the past. "But there will be more
good news than just that. We will tell him that his daughter

is to marry one into of Nabban's Fifty Families!"

Miriamele's smile faltered. "What?"

"Why, we will tell him of our coming marriage!"

Aspitis laughed with delight. "Yes, Lady, I have thought
and thought, and although your-family is not quite so el-
evated as mine—and Erkynlandish, as well—I have de-
cided for love's sake to spit in the face of tradition- We
will be married when we return to Nabban." He took her
cold hand in his warm grip. "But you do not look as

happy as I would have hoped, beautiful Marya."

Miriamele's mind was racing, but as in a dream of fear-
ful pursuit, she could think of nothing but escape. "I ...

I am overwhelmed, Aspitis-"
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"Ah, well, I suppose that is understandable." He stood,
then bent over to kiss her. His breath smelled of wine, his
cheek of perfume. His mouth was hard against hers for a
moment before he pulled away. "After all, it is rather sud-
den, I know. But it would be worse than ungentlemanly of
me to desert you ... after all we have shared. And I have
come to love you, Marya. The flowers of the north are
different than those of my southern home, but their scent

is just as sweet, the blossoms just as beautiful."
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He stopped in the doorway. "Rest and sleep well. Lady.
We have much to talk about. Good night." The door fell
shut behind him. Miriamele immediately leaped from her
bed and drove home the bolt, then crawled back under her

blanket, overcome by a fit of shivering.

East of the World
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"I'm a kmght now, aren't I?" Simon ran his hand
through the tnick fur of Qantaqga's neck. The wolf eyed

him impassively.

Binabik looked up from his sheaf of parchment and
nodded. "By an oath to your god and your prince." The
troll turned back to Morgenes' book once more. "That is

seeming to me to fit the knightly particulars."

Simon stared across the tiled expanse of the Fire Gar-
den, trying to think of how to put his thought into words.
"But ... but I don't feel any different. I'm a knight—a

man! So why do I feel like the same person?"

Caught up in something he was reading, Binabik took
a moment to respond. "I am sorry, Simon," he said at last.
"I am not being a good friend for listening. Please say

what you were saying once more."

Simon bent and picked up a piece of loose stone, then
flung it skittering across the tiles and into the surrounding
undergrowth. Qantaga bounded after it. "If I'm a knight
and a grown man, why do I feel like the same stupid scul-

lion?"
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Binabik smiled. "It is not only you who has ever had

such feelings, friend Simon. Because a new season has
passed, or because a recognition has been given, still it is
not changing a person very much on the inside. You were
made Josua's knight because of bravery you showed on
Urmsheim. If you were changing, it was not at (he cere-
mony yesterday, but on the mountain that it was happen-

ing." He patted Simon's booted foot. "Did you not say
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that you had learned something there, and also from the

spilling of the dragon's blood?"

"Yes." Simon squinted at Qantaqga's tail, which waved

above the heather like a puff of smoke.

"People, both trolls and lowtanders, are growing in

their own time," said the little man, "—not when some-
one says that it is so. Be content. You will always be ex-
tremely Simon-like, but still I have been seeing much

change in the months we have been friends."

"Really?" Simon paused in mid-toss.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Truth. You are becoming a man, Simon. Let it happen

at the swiftness that it needs, and do not be worrying
yourself." He rattled the papers. "Listen, I want to read
something to you." He ran a stubby finger along the lines
of Morgenes' spidery handwriting. "I am grateful beyond
telling to Strangyeard, that he brought this book out of the
ruin of Naglimund. It is our last tie to that great man,

your teacher." His finger paused. "Ah. Here. Morgenes

writes of King Prester John;

"... If he was touched by divinity, it was most ev-
ident in his comings and goings, in his finding
the correct place to be at the most suitable time,

and profiting thereby ..."

"I read that part," Simon said with mild interest.
"Then you will have noticed its significantness for our

efforts," the troll replied.

"For John Presbyter knew that in both war and
diplomacy—as also with love and commerce, two
other not dissimilar occupations—the rewards
usually do not fall to the strong or to even the

just, but rather to the lucky. John also knew that

he who moves swiftly and without undue caution
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makes his own luck."

Simon frowned at Binabik's pleased expression. "So?"

"Ah." The troll was imperturbable. "Listen further."

TO GREEN ANOEL TOWER &9

"Thus, in the war that brought Nabban under his
imperial hand, John took his far-outnumbered
troop through the f)nestrine Pass and directly
into the spear-points of Ardrivis' legions, when
all knew that only a fool would do so. It was this
very foolhardiness, this seeming madness, that
gave John's smaller force a great advantage of
surprise—and even, to the startled Nabbanai

army, an aura of God-touched irresistibility."

Simon found the note of triumph in the little man's
voice faintly disquieting. Binabik seemed to think that
the point was somehow very clear. Simon frowned, think-

ing.

"Are you saying that we should be like King John?
That we should try to catch Elias by surprise?" It was an

astonishing idea. 'That we should ... attack him?"
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Binabik nodded, his teeth bared in a yellow smile.
"Clever Simon! Why not? We have only been reacting,

not acting. Perhaps a change will be helpful."

"But what about the Storm King?" Shaken by the
thought, he looked out at the beclouded horizon, Simon
did not even like to say that name beneath the wide slate
sky in this alien place. "And besides, Binabik, we are
only a few hundred. King Elias has thousands of soldiers.

Everybody knows it!"

The troll shrugged. "Who says we must be fighting
army to army? In any case, our little company is growing
every day, as more folk come across the meadows to ...

what was Josua's naming? Ah. New Gadrinsett."

Simon shook his head and flung another shard of wind-
smoothed stone. "It seems stupid to me—no, not stupid.

But too dangerous."

Binabik was not upset. He whistled for Qantaqa,
who came trotting back across the stone flags. "Perhaps
it is being just that, Simon. Let us walk for a little

while."
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Prince Josua stared down at the sword, his face trou-
bled. The good cheer he had shown at Simon's feast

seemed entirely gone.

It was not that the prince was truly any happier of late,

Sir Deornoth decided, but he had learned that his self-
doubts made those around him uneasy. In times like these,
people preferred a fearless prince to an honest one, so
Josua labored to present a mask of calm optimism to his
subjects. But Deomoth, who knew him well, had little
doubt that Josua's responsibilities still weighed on him as

heavily as they ever had.

He is like my mother, Deorno