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Song for the Basilisk


As a child, Rook had been taken in by the Bards of Luly, and raised as one of their own. Of his past he knew nothing – except faint memories of fire and death that he’d do anything to forget.


The Tower at Stony Wood


During the wedding festivities of his king, Cyan Dag, a knight of Gloinmere, is sought out by a mysterious bard and told a terrifying tale: that the king has married a false queen – a lie cloaked in ancient and powerful sorcery. Spurred on by his steadfast honour and loyalty, Cyan departs on a dangerous quest to rescue the real queen from her tower prison – to prevent war, and to awaken magic in a land that has lost its way …


Od Magic


Brenden Vetch has a gift. With an innate sense he cannot explain to himself or describe to others, he connects to the agricultural world, nurturing gardens to flourish and instinctively knowing the healing properties each plant and herb has to offer. But Brenden’s gift isolates him from people, and from becoming part of a community – until the day he receives a personal invitation from the wizard Od, to serve as a gardener in her great school of wizards. But even Brenden isn’t fully aware of the full extent of his power – and the true reason Od has recruited him …
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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







INTRODUCTION


from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Patricia Anne McKillip (Born 1948) is a US writer whose early books were all fantasy, mostly for children. These showed an increasing assurance (and appeared to be for increasingly older children) from The House on Parchment Street (1973) through to The Forgotten Beasts of Eld (1974), an assurance which culminated in the Riddle-Master trilogy: The Riddle-Master of Hed (1976), Heir of Sea and Fire (1978) and Harpist in the Wind (1979), assembled as Riddle of Stars (omni 1979). It has been argued, by Peter Nicholls, in Survey of Modern Fantastic Literature (1983) edited by Frank N. Magill, that the trilogy is a work of classic stature: the intricate narrative of its quest story echoes a moral complexity almost unheard of in fantasy trilogies; McKillip’s protagonist has a special skill at unravelling riddles and, through a series of strategies (including subliminal hints as little obvious as leaves in a forest) not unlike those adopted by Gene Wolfe in his The Book of the New Sun (1980–1983), she forces the reader also to become a decipherer of codes. Thus the book’s meaning is enacted by the way it must be read. While in no way resembling sf, the trilogy contains one of the most sophisticated uses of the Shapeshifter theme to be found anywhere in sf or fantasy.


Her sf proper began with the poignant Kyreol sequence for the Young Adult market: Moon-Flash (1984) and The Moon and the Face (1985). Much as in her fantasy books, the central theme is Conceptual Breakthrough, in this case from an Edenic but primitive Pocket Universe, Riverworld, which turns out to be an isolated corner of a planet containing the way station of an interstellar civilization, and the protected object of anthropological study. Fool’s Run (1987), which is adult sf, retells the Orpheus myth in a story of a woman visionary who has been found guilty of mass murder and is incarcerated in a Prison satellite, the Underworld; it is memorable for its evocative sequences about future Music.


Though McKillip’s sf is unusual and well written, she has clearly found the conventions of fantasy more adaptable to her needs, which centre on intricate, deeply worked storylines whose exact wording and emphases demand, and reward, focused attention; demands perhaps less taxing than Gene Wolfe (see above) makes on his readers, but similarly mandatory. She returned to fantasy with the Cygnet sequence comprising The Sorceress and the Cygnet (1991) and The Cygnet and the Firebird (1994), set in a land where star constellations manifest themselves as gods or people and transform (or redeem) the mutable human world into ageless story. As with almost all her work, her protagonists – in this case a firebird Shapeshifted from a warrior who on regaining human form loses his memory – are very conspicuously obedient to the stories that tell them. In this sense, much of her later work can justly be thought of as a set of elaborate fantasias on folklore (though often with no particular model identifiable).


Since 1987, McKillip has written only fantasy, always individual tales: there are no series in her oeuvre after 1994. Obedience to inner truth, or to the underlying story which shapes the Land (much the same thing), lies at the heart of much of her later work. The Prince who is the protagonist of The Book of Atrix Wolfe (1995) must learn the rules of the world, through deep study of a book of Magic, in order to find a deeply hidden Princess. Song for the Basilisk (1998) (see below) similarly requires that its protagonist research his world before regaining his rightful place; a similar quest faces the protagonist of In the Forests of Serre (2003); in Alphabet of Thorn (2004), quest and riddle come together; The Bell at Sealey Head (2008) introduces portals between Faerie and a version of this world. And the search for the source of poetry in The Bards of Bone Plain (2010) similarly intertwines the laws of inner magic and the clutter of external reality. Over the past two decades, eschewing the use of fantasy backgrounds for inherently mundane epics, McKillip has become perhaps the most impressive author of fantasy story still active. In 2008 she received the World Fantasy Award for lifetime achievement.


The first tale presented here, Song for the Basilisk, like so much of McKillip’s finest work, transforms the traditional quest tale, where the hero’s gaining his goal tends to change the world, with a tale of inward discovery, where the hero (or heroine) learns his place in the world, and returns to take part in that world. Any thought of tameness in agendas of this sort dissolves in the beauty of the home that he returns to, the magic home that lies in wait for the blessed.


The Tower at Stony Wood, one of the most intense love stories she has yet written, casts a loyal knight into a wrenching world of metamorphosis and monsters in his quest for the true princess who has been hidden deep within the labyrinths of a land whose magic has a Celtic glow and menace.


Od Magic, the final tale in this second omnibus selected from McKillip’s large and various oeuvre, is set like all the others in a radiant world seemingly far from ours; but this time round, a this-worldly bite adds a different tang. Od is a female wizard of great strength who, because of her mature indifference to worldly power, has been supplanted by an obsessive patriarchy. Her stealth subversion of the new order, conducted mainly through the Earth-sustaining actions of a gardener with magic powers, brings the heart to the mouth; and makes us long to live in Od’s redeemed world. Without saying a single savage word, without a single curse, McKillip tells us what we have lost here and now; and tells us how to do better. She ministers to us.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Patricia A. McKillip’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/mckillip_patricia_a


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.




SONG FOR THE BASILISK




Dedication


for Tom


thanks for all the music




PART ONE


Caladrius




1


Within the charred, silent husk of Tormalyne Palace, ash opened eyes deep in a vast fireplace, stared back at the moon in the shattered window. The marble walls of the chamber, once white as the moon and bright with tapestries, were smoke-blackened and bare as bone. Beyond the walls, the city was soundless, as if even words had burned. The ash, born out of fire and left behind it, watched the pale light glide inch by inch over the dead on the floor, reveal the glitter in an unblinking eye, a gold ring, a jewel in the collar of what had been the dog. When moonlight reached the small burned body beside the dog, the ash in the hearth kept watch over it with senseless, mindless intensity. But nothing moved except the moon.


Later, as quiet as the dead, the ash watched the living enter the chamber again: three men with grimy, battered faces. Except for the dog’s collar, there was nothing left for them to take. They carried fire, though there was nothing left to burn. They moved soundlessly, as if the dead might hear. When their fire found the man with no eyes on the floor, words came out of them: sharp, tight, jagged. The tall man with white hair and a seamed, scarred face began to weep.


The ash crawled out of the hearth.


They all wept when they saw him. Words flurried out of them, meaningless as bird cries. They touched him, raising clouds of ash, sculpting a face, hair, hands. They made insistent, repeated noises at him that meant nothing. They argued with one another; he gazed at the small body holding the dog on the floor and understood that he was dead. Drifting cinders of words caught fire now and then, blazed to a brief illumination in his mind. Provinces, he understood. North. Hinterlands. Basilisk.


He saw the Basilisk’s eyes then, searching for him, and he turned back into ash.


‘Take him to Luly,’ he heard the white-haired man say clearly. ‘No one will expect to find him there. If they ever suspect he is still alive.’


‘To Luly? That’s nowhere. The end of the world.’


‘Then it might just be far enough from the Basilisk.’


‘But the bards – they’re scarcely human, are they? They live on a rock in the sea, they go in and out of the hinterlands, they can turn into seals—’


‘Tales,’ the white-haired man said brusquely. ‘Go before they find us here. I’ll finish this.’


‘You’ll be killed.’


‘Does it matter? Tell them to call him Caladrius. After the bird whose song means death. Go.’


He looked back as they led him from the room, and saw a ring of fire billow around the dead. The eyeless man turned in the flames to look at him. A dark word flew out of his mouth, spiraled upward through the smoke on ravens’ wings into the night.


He closed his own eyes, made himself as blind, as silent, so that he could enter the kingdom of the dead.


It was a long journey. The wind’s voice changed, became harsher, colder. It began to smell of sea instead of light-soaked stone or earth. The moon grew full, then slowly pared itself down until it shriveled into a ghostly boat riding above the roiling dark. Then it fell out of the sky. They climbed into it, left land behind, and floated out to sea.


Over the shoulder of the stranger who rowed them through the waves, he watched a dark mass separate itself from the night. A constellation of vague, flickering lights formed among the stars. The small boat veered erratically into hollows between the waves. Wood smacked water; brine flicked across his face. He opened his mouth, tasted the odd, dank mingling of bitterness and fish. He swallowed it, and felt a word form in his throat, the first since he had died.


‘Where,’ he heard himself say. No one else did, it seemed for a moment. Then the man behind him, whose hands braced him against the fits and starts of tide, loosed a long breath.


‘That is Luly,’ he said softly, his voice very close. ‘The school on the rock. You’ll be safe there among the bards. Just learn what they teach you, and stay out of the hinterlands, and don’t swim with the seals. If you remember your name, keep it secret, lock it away somewhere until you are old enough to know what to do with it.’


He saw fire on the rock then, and words died again. Ghosts began to form in the flames. He closed his eyes, hid himself and his memories in the ashes of a ruined palace. He burned; he watched himself burn until he knew that he was dead, and that the boy in the boat who saw fire on the rock had no memories, no past. The boat bumped against something. He opened his eyes, stared unflinchingly at the windblown flames on the dock while the boy buried himself in the ashes, until he turned into ash, until the ashes themselves disappeared.


He rose then, stepped out of the boat to meet the fire.


It turned itself into torches. Men and women circled him, questioning in lilting, sinewy voices. Their long hair and windblown robes flowed in and out of the night; the uneasy tide spilled against the rock behind them, tossed a glittering spindrift over them, so that they seemed to reshape themselves constantly out of fire and wind and sea. Their faces resembled the faces of animals in old tapestries: lean-jawed wolves and foxes, golden-eyed owls, falcons, even a unicorn, with white skin and hair, and eyes like ovals of night. But they spoke and smiled like humans. Their words, holding no shadow of grief, weariness, despair, seemed of another language, that he once knew, and still recognized.


‘Caladrius,’ said one of the men who had brought him, in answer to a question. ‘Call him Caladrius.’


He felt a hand under his chin, met eyes that seemed, in the torchlight, as gold as coins. She was a sea creature, he saw: half fish, half woman, who rose up out of waves on the backs of his father’s chairs, with a shell in her hand and a mysterious smile on her face. The woman drew damp strands of hair out of his eyes. Her own hair, the color of wheat, fell in a fat braid over her shoulder. It seemed to him like some rare, astonishing treasure; his fingers lifted of their own accord, touched it. Her mouth smiled, but her eyes, not quite smiling, searched for the past he had abandoned.


She said slowly, ‘It’s a complex name for one so young.’


‘That’s all we were told.’ The man’s hands lay gently on his shoulders, still holding him; his voice was dark and taut with past. ‘After we found him in the ashes. The farm in the provinces burned with everything in it. His family. Everyone. Tell him that when he asks. He doesn’t remember anything.’


‘Then who told you his name?’


‘His great-uncle. I doubt that even he lived much longer, after he told us to bring the child here. Will you keep him?’


He heard tide gather and break, far away. Gather and break. His breath gathered; he waited, watching the woman’s face. She spoke finally, her slender fingers, white as spindrift, sliding over his head.


‘We’ll call him Rook, for his black, black eyes.’ She glanced around the circle, her gold brows raised, questioning silently; there was no dissent in the strange, wild faces gazing at him. ‘Rook Caladrius. And if he begins to remember?’


‘Then he will name himself.’


The man’s fingers tightened on his shoulders, then loosed him abruptly. He turned, saw all that was left of his past get back into the boat. For a moment ash sparked, flamed in his chest; he swallowed fire, watching until the boat was only a tiny, glowing lamp swaying above the waves. He turned then, feeling nothing, empty as the air between sea and stars. He followed the strangers up the endless stone stairway along the face of the rock, his eyes on the next step, the next. Near the top he stopped abruptly, staring up at the tiers of fire-washed windows carved out of the stones. The woman behind him, keeping a hand at his back, asked, ‘What is it, Rook?’


He said, astonished, ‘The rock sang.’


The ancient school on Luly, he learned, was older than the name of the rock, older than the language of humans. It rose out of rock like something sculpted by wind, shaped by storm. It was never silent. Sea frothed and boomed constantly around it. Gulls with their piercing voices cried tales passed down from bards who spoke the forgotten language of birds. Seals, lifting their faces out of the waves, told other tales to the wind. Wind answered, sometimes lightly, sometimes roaring out of the northern hinterlands like the sound of all the magic there, if it had one word to speak, and a voice to speak it with. Then the rock would sing in answer, its own voice too deep to be heard, a song that could be felt, running from stone into bone, and from there into the heart, to be transformed into the language of dreams, of poetry. Rook heard the rock sing again the first night he slept there. Later, out of stone, he made his first song.


He played it one day on a single-stringed instrument whose unpredictable sounds, sometimes tender, sometimes ragged and eerie, said best what he saw. Bard Galea, the woman who had named him, was pleased. Bard Trefon, whose deep eyes and dark skin reminded Rook of the seals that peered out of the waves around the rock, was not.


‘I hear seagulls squabbling in it,’ she said. ‘And the wind. And ravens calling your name.’


‘I hear the picochet,’ Bard Trefon protested. ‘I am trying to teach him the harp.’


‘Well, he was born in the provinces, of course he would be drawn to the picochet. It’s the farmers’ instrument; he must have heard it in the womb.’


‘He has an ear for the harp.’ They argued amicably, their voices spirited and strong, tide tangling with wind on a bright day. ‘It’s the harp that the land barons will want to hear in their courts, not the peasant’s instrument.’


‘I think,’ Bard Galea said, looking deeply into Rook’s eyes, ‘he has an ear for whatever he touches. Can you put words to your song, Rook?’


‘They burned,’ he said briefly.


Her eyes changed, became strange with thought, like birds’ eyes, or the unseeing eyes of students lost in their music. ‘Then you know something that’s hardest to learn. Words change, here. You must make them new as if you had never spoken them before.’


He looked at her, his eyes gritty, charred with sudden anguish; an ember flared out of the ashes. He plucked the single string; past and terror receded, blocked by sound as tuneless as a wave. ‘I never have spoken them before,’ he answered, remembering the taste of the sea on his lips, the first word forming in him as they rowed toward Luly.


Bard Trefon broke off the piece of a word in the back of his throat. He took the picochet from Rook gently and set it aside. He wore a harp at his back like a butterfly’s wing, as if it had unfolded there and never left him. His eyes consulted Bard Galea’s in the way that they had, saying things silently. She said softly, ‘They were right to bring him here, I think. This may be where he belongs. Rook, do you know the story of how the first bard came to this rock?’


‘No.’


‘The first bard in the world learned all his words new; he had no father and no mother, and no one to teach him. So he went exploring the world, to put names to all the wonders in it. He was following the path of the sun across the sea to find the land where it set, when an enormous whale rose out of the water and swallowed him, coracle and all. The bard began to sing in the whale’s belly, a song of such heartrending beauty that the whale could not bear to stop it. It swam toward the setting sun until finally it came to a barren rock. The whale opened its mouth and the bard stepped out, still singing, this time to the rock. At the song, the rock loosed its fierce clench on itself and grew hollow, letting the song carve chambers and doors and long hallways that caught wind in them like breath and molded it into music. The whale, unable to leave the bard, fed itself to the birds and the fish, and left its backbone for a bridge between rock and land, and its ribs for boats. One day, the bard, ever curious, walked across the whale’s backbone and disappeared into the hinterlands.


‘A thousand years later he returned, pursued by all the magic in the hinterlands for the magical instrument he had stolen. That’s the one you played for me. The picochet.’


‘It depends,’ Bard Trefon said to a passing gull outside the window, ‘who tells the tale. I think he stole the harp.’


Rook looked curiously at the picochet’s square painted belly and the long, single string that wound around a peg above his head. ‘What is magic?’


She paused. ‘A word. It changes things, when you know what it means. The magic in the picochet makes things grow. So the tale goes, and so the farmers of the provinces south of the hinterlands believe.’


‘The picochet,’ Bard Trefon said, ‘would hardly be worth picking a quarrel with all the magic in the hinterlands.’


She smiled her sea smile at him, her eyes catching light. ‘That’s how the tale goes.’


‘But what is the truth of the tale?’ He took the picochet gently from Rook and set it aside. ‘Magic comes from the heart, and it’s the heart that plays the harp. Come with me, Rook. I’ll show you.’


Her smile left her, like light fading on the sea. ‘Be careful,’ she told them both.


Bard Trefon took him out in a boat, rowing away from the rock until they were safe from the exuberant swell and thunder of breaking waves. Then he dropped an anchor stone over the side, baited a line, and let it drift. He took the harp out of its case and handed it to Rook. ‘See what comes,’ he said, his dark face sparkling with brine, his eyes intent, like the seals when they rose out of the water to watch. The boat, veering and darting around its anchor stone, nearly tossed the harp out of Rook’s hands before he struck a note. He positioned it awkwardly, plucked one tentative string after another, the haunting scale Bard Trefon had taught him. The land beyond them dipped and rose, the flatlands to the south luminous with morning, the northern forests still receding into shadow. In the distance, a misty blur of hills rose out of the forests, rounded like bubbles. They seemed to float above the still, dark trees. He narrowed his eyes against the light, tried to see beyond. Bard Trefon, tugging at his line, said, ‘You’re looking at the hinterlands. They go north to the end of the world.’


‘Who lives there?’


‘You never know until you go there. Everyone who goes returns with a different tale.’


‘Have you gone?’


‘No.’ He pulled up his hook. The bait was gone, so was the fish that had taken it. ‘Not yet. It’s where you go to ask a question. About your life, perhaps. Your future. Or your past. People there tell you. If you listen. If not, you come back at least knowing some odd tales, very ancient songs. Some never come back.’


‘What happens to them?’


‘They go elsewhere. They may return to Luly, many years later, and tell what happened to them. Sometimes the bards only hear of them in a song.’ He let his line drop again. ‘Play the song you made for the picochet. See if you can find it on the harp.’


He tried, but the sea kept getting in the way of the song, and so did the hinterlands. He gazed at the floating hills, wondering what he would see if he walked across them, alone through unfamiliar trees, crossing the sun’s path to the top of the world. Who would he meet? In what language would they speak to him? The language the sea spoke intruded then, restless, insistent, trying to tell him something: what song he heard in the seashell, what word the rock sang, late at night under the heavy pull of the full moon. His fingers moved, trying to say what he heard, as the sea flowed like blood in and out of the hollows and caves of the rock, trying to reach its innermost heart, as if it were a string that had never been played. He came close, he felt, reaching for the lowest notes on the harp. But it was his own heart he split, and out of it came fire, engulfing the rock in the sea.


He cried out. A string snapped, curled with a wail like wood in fire. Bard Trefon, staring at him, reached out, catching the harp before Rook flung it into the water. ‘No,’ he said quickly. ‘Rook.’


Rook stared at him, his heart still burning. ‘It was on fire.’


‘I know,’ the bard breathed. ‘I heard. Rook. Try again. But this time—’


His fingers curled into fists. ‘I will never play it again.’


‘But you have a gift for it. And there are other songs.’


‘No.’ He added, as the bard watched him, brows crooked and questioning, ‘There is a fish on your line.’


‘Rook.’


He turned away, tugged at the dancing, thumping line until Bard Trefon finally put the harp away and helped him.


The more the bards taught him, the farther back he drove the fire and what lay within it. He built walls of words against it; he charmed it away with music. There was nothing, it seemed, he could not learn in order to escape. He changed the meanings of words without realizing it. Becoming a bard meant becoming someone who knew no past but poetry, he thought. A bard changed the past to song, set it to music, and made it safe. So he learned the tales of the hinterlands, the provinces; he played their instruments even in his dreams, until he woke with strange cadences and ancient languages he almost understood fading in his head. He was taught, in cursory fashion, of the city south of the provinces, which had a sheathed, dangerous paw on the world around him. But its music made him uneasy. Like the harp, it led him back, toward the past; it smelled of fire. Its bright, sweet, complex language was not rooted in wind and stone; it was too new. It held no word for bard. So he reached back, finding past and eluding it, as far as he could, to the first words, the first tales, the first sounds fashioned out of the language of birds and insects, the whine of wind and wolf, the sough of the sea, the silence of death, all the sounds the first bard had woven into his song. After eight years on Luly, he could spin poetry from his dreams, and play anything his hands touched. After three more years the bards of Luly said that he was ready to choose his future.


He had grown tall and muscular, his long, fair hair usually a rook’s nest of wind and brine, his rook’s eyes, beneath level brows, so dark they seemed without pupils. His rare smile softened their grimness. When he played, his face lost its usual calm. Someone else, the boy in the boat perhaps, staring unflinchingly at fire, looked out of his eyes; they reflected what he did not remember seeing.


‘You should call yourself Caladrius,’ he was told sometimes. ‘It’s a name more suitable for a bard.’


He would shrug. ‘Rook suits me.’ And when he played, they saw the raven in his eyes.


He sat on a grassy slope outside the school one sunny day, imitating birds on the clay pipes, when the bards summoned him to make his choice. The summons came in the form of Sirina, a land baron’s daughter from the northern provinces. She had been at the school for three years; she had a restless nature and a spellbinding way with a harp. ‘You’re wanted,’ she said, and sat down on the grass beside him. He looked at her, still playing, and realized in that moment how she had changed, from the slight, freckled girl he had first met. Her harper’s hands were pale as sea spume; her long hair gleamed like pearl. She knew things, he thought suddenly. She held secrets, now, in the long, slender lines of her body; she held some music he had never heard before. ‘Rook,’ she prodded while his pipes spoke back to a passing gull. He lowered them finally, still gazing at her.


‘Who wants me?’


‘Bard Trefon, Bard Galea, Bard Horum. They want you to make a decision. About your future.’ She had a northerner’s way of chopping sentences into neat portions, as if they were carrots.


‘There’s no decision to make,’ he answered simply. ‘I’m staying here.’


‘It’s more complicated. They said. What you must choose.’


‘Staying or going is one or the other. It’s not complicated.’ He added as she sighed, ‘I’ll stay here and teach. It’s what I want.’


‘How can you not want to be a bard? How can you want this rock?’ she asked incredulously. ‘You could have the world. If you would only learn to harp. It’s what the world wants.’


‘I don’t want the world.’ The spare, taut lines of his face softened at her bewilderment. ‘Sirina.’ The color of her eyes distracted him suddenly; he forgot what he was going to say.


‘You can play anything else. You can tell any tale. Sing any song. Why do you balk over a harp? Anyone can play it. You don’t have to play it with your heart. Not to please the land barons. Just with your fingers.’


‘I prefer the picochet.’


‘Peasant.’


He smiled. ‘Very likely.’ Her eyes had changed at his smile, become shadowy, mysterious. Their color kept eluding him. ‘Mussels,’ he decided, and her gaze became skewed.


‘What about them?’


‘It’s a riddle,’ he said, following an ancient formula. ‘Answer: I am the color of mussel shells.’


Her eyes narrowed faintly, holding his. ‘Is that so,’ she said softly. ‘Answer: I am the color of a starless night.’


‘Is that so.’ His hand dropped to the ground, very close to hers. Neither of them blinked. ‘Answer: I am a son without a father, a bird without a song. Who am I?’


He watched her lips gather around the first letter of his name. He bent his head, gently took the rest of it from her. She opened her eyes as he drew back; they had grown very dark. He heard her swallow.


‘Rook.’ Her fingers shifted in the grass, touched his. ‘They’re waiting.’


‘Will you?’ he asked as he stood. He had an impression, as her hair roiled away from her into the wind, of someone rising out of foam. ‘Will you wait?’


Her eyes answered.


He felt something leap in him like a salmon, flicking drops of water into light on its run toward home. I’m never leaving, he thought, striding toward the ancient, drafty pile of stone in which he could still hear, late at night, between the wind and the wild burst of the tide, the final cry of the bard imprisoning all the magic in the hinterlands. Never.


‘You have three choices,’ Bard Galea told him. Her hair was more silver now than gold, but she still had the mermaid’s enchanting smile. ‘You may choose to stay here and teach. Which is what I think you want.’


‘Or you may choose to master the harp and be called bard,’ Bard Trefon said. ‘Which is what I think you should do. Then you will leave Luly and find your future with some house or court or school in need of a bard. If you choose that, remember that the farther you go from Luly, the more the word “bard” changes, until, if you go far enough south, you will hardly recognize yourself.’ He waited, dark brows lifted, still questioning, after so many years, still hoping. Rook turned to Bard Horum, a tall, very old man who looked, with his pure white coloring and ancient, oval eyes, as if he might once have been a unicorn.


‘Or,’ the third bard said, ‘you may take the path across the sea to the hinterlands, and let what comes to you there decide your fate. If you choose that, remember that you may not find your way back to Luly.’


Rook started to answer. The unicorn’s eyes held him, powerful and still. Did you? Rook wanted to ask. What did you find there? ‘I choose,’ he said to Bard Horum, and caught himself, startled and breathless, as if he had nearly walked over a cliff. He blinked away from the ancient gaze, and it dropped, hid itself. He turned back to Bard Galea’s smile. ‘I choose to stay.’


That night he dreamed of fire.


He woke not knowing his own name, consumed, as with a sudden fever, by the knowledge that he had a past hidden by fire, another name. Somewhere on the mainland, the blackened, crumbling walls of a farmhouse held his name. He could not find his future without his past. He could not play a true note, even on the picochet, or sing a word that meant itself, without his past. He lay awake in the dark, staring at it, listening to the rill of the tide filling hollows beneath the school. When night finally relinquished its grip of him, he still felt blind, memoryless, as if he had only dreamed his life, and had wakened to find himself among ashes, without words and understanding nothing.


‘I can’t make a choice yet,’ he told the bards in the morning, trembling with weariness, rubbing at the rasp behind his reddened eyes. ‘I’m going to the provinces.’ This time the seal’s eyes watched him, curious, approving. The unicorn’s eyes were still hidden.


He left three days later at dawn. Sirina rowed him to shore. They did not speak until the boat scraped bottom and he jumped into the waves to run it out again on the outgoing tide. She said, softly, her face quiet and pale in the new light, ‘I’ll give you a thread. To find your way back.’


‘Or for you to find me,’ he breathed, and she nodded. She leaned forward abruptly, kissed him before tide pulled the boat out of his hands. He watched her row halfway to Luly while he stood knee-deep in surf, pack and picochet dangling from his shoulders, still tasting her sea-salt kiss.


Finally he turned, found a beach littered with driftwood and mussel shells, without a footprint, human or otherwise, anywhere in the sand. Beyond it lay the wild land north of the provinces, the forests and hills flowing to the end of the world. He felt its pull, its mystery, as strong as the tide carrying his heart back to Luly, as strong as the name waiting to be found in the provinces. He waded out of the water, shook the sea out of his boots, and began to walk south toward the villages and farmlands, the great houses of the provincial barons. Ravens cried at him from the ancient forest, raucous, persistent. He did not know their language, he explained silently to them; he did not understand. Later, when they dropped a black trail of feathers to guide him into the unknown, he refused to see.


He played the picochet in farmhouses, in inns, the flute and the lute in barons’ courts all over the provinces. Sometimes he stayed a night, sometimes a month or two, playing whatever he was handed, singing whatever he was asked. He was given lodgings, coins, new boots, new songs, a strange instrument that had found its way out of the hinterlands, a haircut, an embroidered case for his picochet, many local tales, and offers of positions ranging from tavern musician to court bard. But he could stay nowhere. His rook’s eyes searched for fire everywhere. He was shown charred, ruined farmhouses, or the place where they had been before they were rebuilt, or the cornfield where the farm had stood before it burned and its ashes were plowed under. Solk, their name was, or Peerson, or Gamon. They had lost a baby, or a cat, or all their horses, or everything but each other. A terrible fire with only one child, a son, left alive? That sounded like the Leafers, but no, only the grandmother had been left alive in that one. She had wandered out of the house in her nightgown in the middle of the night, thinking she heard her baby son crying. She woke to hear him crying to wake his own children inside the burning house. The Sarters in the next valley had lost their cows when the barn burned, but … The Tares’ girl had lost her parents, but there were those who said she had started the fire herself.


He couldn’t say who had taken him to Luly?


He couldn’t say why Luly?


He couldn’t say why the name Caladrius and no other?


He couldn’t say.


‘But you must belong here,’ he was told many times. ‘The way you play the picochet. You must have heard it in the womb.’


He was certain he could not stay? Not even if—


He was certain.


He returned at night, nearly two years later, alone, on foot. He lit a fire on the beach and sat there, listening to the dead silence in the forest behind him, waiting while a star moved across the water in answer to his fire. Before the boat entered the tide, something spoke in the dead silence of his heart. He got to his feet without realizing it. When the tide caught the boat, and the lamp careened wildly on the prow, he left pack and picochet on the sand and ran into the water.


Sirina caught him as he caught the boat. Tide poured between them; the boat tilted, spilled her into his arms. An oar went its own way; the star was doused.


‘You’re here,’ he kept saying, stunned. ‘You’re still here.’


‘You came back.’ A wave broke over them; she laughed, wiping her face with her wet sleeve, then his face. ‘You took long enough.’


‘You waited for me.’


‘We waited. Yes.’


‘You.’ He stopped, heard the boat thump hollowly as a wave flung it upside down on the sand. Beneath that, he heard silence again, as if the trees were listening. He said, ‘We.’


‘I called him Hollis. After my grandfather.’


His knees turned to nothing; he sank suddenly under a wave. She tugged him out, laughing again. ‘Don’t be afraid. You’ll like him. He has my eyes.’


He tried to speak; words turned to salt. She pounded on his back as he coughed. Brine ran down his face like tears. ‘Hollis,’ he said finally. Then he heard the strange, deep song of the whale weltering up all around him from sea to sky, and he shouted, loud enough to crumble rock, to overwhelm the magic of the hinterlands, send it fleeing from his heart.


He picked her up, carried her out of the sea.


And so the years passed.


The child in the ashes waited.
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In the Hall of Mirrors at Pellior Palace, within the walled city of Berylon, Giulia Dulcet lifted the instrument in her hands many times in many different mirrors and began to play. The hall was soundless but for the music; the hundred richly dressed people in it might have been their own reflections. Arioso Pellior, Duke of Pellior House and Prince of Berylon, stood with his three children across the room from the musicians. Giulia caught brief glimpses of them now and then as she lowered the sweet, melancholy lavandre to pass the prince’s melody to Hexel on the harpsichord. The prince’s compositions seemed predictable but never were: he scattered accidentals in music, Hexel commented acidly, as in life. Above Arioso’s head, the basilisk of Pellior House, in red marble and gold, reared on its sinuous coils and stared back at itself in the massive frame of the mirror behind the musicians. All around the room the basilisks roused and glared, frozen in one another’s gazes, while mortals, beneath the range of their stony regard, stood transfixed within the prince’s vision.


The composition ended without mishap. Playing the prince’s music kept Giulia concentrated and on edge: a note misplaced in his ear would be enough, she felt, to get them tossed, by the irate composer, out of the Tormalyne School of Music into the gutters of Berylon. But the muted tap of fans against gloved fingers reassured them. Arioso Pellior acknowledged compliments with a gracious inclination of his head. The hall quieted for his next composition. Giulia exchanged the lavandre for a flute. She and Hexel played a duet. Then Hexel sang a love song, a stylized piece with vocal frills that he tossed out as lightly as largesse. Giulia sat listening, a slender figure in her black magister’s robe, her straight, sooty hair neatly bound in a net of gold thread, her tawny, wide-set eyes discreetly lowered as she listened. Only the lavandre moved to her breathing, its spirals of rosewood and silver throwing sparks of light at its reflection.


The song ended. The prince’s younger daughter, the Lady Damiet, lifted a folded fan to her lips and swallowed a yawn. Her broad, creamy face revealed nothing of her thoughts; she was reputed to have few. On the other side of the prince stood his son Taur, twenty years older than Damiet, offspring of Arioso’s first marriage. Taur, looking slightly disheveled in his finery, brooded visibly while the music played, applauded a trifle late when he noticed it had stopped. Taur’s wife, a thin-lipped woman with restless eyes the color of prunes, seemed to search perpetually for the cause of her annoyance in the mirrored faces. Taur’s younger sister Luna Pellior stood behind Arioso’s shoulder, nearly as tall as he, with her hair the rich gold of a dragon’s hoard, and her eyes, like her father’s, lizard green. She had his face, Damiet her mother’s. The prince’s wives had both died, having done their duty to the Basilisk, and being, so it was widely believed, no longer required.


The hall quieted again. Giulia turned a page and raised the lavandre. Its liquid voice imitated hunting cadences, announcing the beginning of the pursuit. Hexel, she noted, had forgotten his loathing for the composer and was galloping over the keys. A strand of her hair slid free and drifted above the lavandre’s mouth, fluttering with every note she played. She ignored it, though the prince’s daughter Damiet, her eyes opening slightly at Giulia, seemed to have found something at last to interest her.


The hunt reached its climax; something was slain by an unexpected chord. The harpsichord paced itself to a peaceful walk, while the lavandre sang a pretty lament for the dead. Midway through it, Giulia saw the prince’s eyes, beneath slow, heavy lids, fix on her face, as if she played jewels instead of notes, and every one belonged to him.


He came up to her afterward, while the musicians were putting their instruments away, and the guests picked daintily at what looked like butterfly wings and hummingbird hearts. Giulia, who saw the Prince of Berylon rarely and at a distance, swept her magister’s robe into a deep curtsy, wondering if she had mortally offended him with a turn of phrase.


Rising, she looked into his eyes. The skin around them was lightly crumpled with age, but they were still powerful, at once searching and opaque, like a light too bright to be looked at, but which illumined everything. This year would mark his sixty-fifth birthday, the thirty-seventh year of his ascent to power over Berylon. His fine face, gilded by sun and symmetrical as a mask, seemed not so much aging as drying. It was as if, Giulia thought, his skin were a husk within which blood and bone were busily transforming themselves into something else entirely.


She lowered her eyes, wondering suddenly if he had read her thoughts. He said only, ‘You play my music very well.’


‘Thank you, my lord.’


‘As I would play it, if I were that proficient. As if you like it.’


‘Then I must,’ she answered in her low, clear voice. Years in Berylon had smoothed the provincial quirks out of her speech. ‘I don’t play well what I don’t like.’


‘Did you think the lament a trifle long?’


Surprised, she lifted her eyes again, to glimpse the tentative composer behind the ruler. ‘No, my lord. You made me see a stately animal, maybe with mythical qualities, that had been slain. Something to touch the heart. Not just something to be viewed as supper. A stag?’


‘Or a griffin,’ he suggested, with his tight, still-charming smile. ‘I have heard you play here before. You teach at the school.’


‘Yes, my lord.’


‘How long have you been there?’


‘Five years as a student, my lord, and five as a teacher.’


‘You are a northerner.’ She hesitated, surprised again; his smile deepened. ‘I hear it in your voice. You came to the school young, then. And were given assistance? You are not a land baron’s daughter.’


‘Yes – no, my lord. My grandfather still farms on the northern slopes. He sent me here at fourteen, thinking that I would astound the magisters of the Tormalyne School with my music.’


‘And did you?’


‘Yes, my lord. They had never heard such noise in their lives.’


For a moment his smile reached his eyes. ‘What were you playing for them?’


‘My picochet. They locked it in a closet, and forbade me to touch it for five years. They taught me to play more civilized instruments.’


‘I am not familiar with the picochet.’


‘It is a peasant’s instrument, my lord.’


‘And one you still play?’


For a breath he caught her wordless. She felt the blood gather in her face, under his bright, unblinking gaze. She said finally, ‘Yes, my lord.’


‘I know many uncivilized instruments … But not that. You live at the school?’


‘Yes, my lord.’


‘Good. Then I will know where to find you.’


‘My lord?’


‘When I need you.’


She blinked. He turned away; she curtsied hastily, lost sight of him when she straightened. She put the lavandre into its case, her straight dark brows puckered slightly.


Hexel came to her side; she said with relief, ‘I can’t believe we got through that with no bigger disaster than my hair falling down. He was pleased.’


‘What exactly was he pleased with?’ Hexel asked suspiciously. ‘What did he say to you?’


‘Pleasantries …’ Still frowning, she snapped a case latch with more force than necessary, and saw blood bead along the quick of her thumbnail. ‘He has such strange eyes. They seem to see everything, even what I’m thinking. Or don’t know I’m thinking. He said that he would know where to find me when he needed me.’


‘And what did he mean by that?’ Hexel’s blue eyes were narrowed, his long, black hair looked suddenly windblown, though the candles behind him burned still. As a dramatist and composer, he had an exhausting passion for dramatics. He was lean, moody, intense; students at the music school constantly pushed notes under his door, or set his discarded scribbles to music, or dropped roses or themselves across his work. ‘What kinds of pleasantries did he have in mind?’


‘Oh, Hexel.’ She wiped blood on her robe and began to put her music in order. ‘He meant music. That’s all we talked about.’


‘Then why are you frowning?’


She tapped the manuscripts straight slowly. ‘Because,’ she said finally, ‘of who he is. Whatever it is he needs of anyone, how do you say no to the Basilisk? I never had to think of it before. He never looked at me before, with those eyes.’ Something dragged at her attention from across the room; she added nervously, ‘The way he’s looking now. As if he hears us.’


‘He is an aging tyrant who gets his music played free,’ Hexel said without compunction, ‘since he had the foresight not to destroy the Tormalyne School. You are my muse, not his. He can find someone else. I need your inspiration. Tonight.’


‘For what?’


‘For the prince’s opera, what else?’


‘Oh. Hexel, I can’t. I’m playing the picochet in the tavern tonight.’


He gazed at her, exasperated. ‘Not again.’


‘It’s this day every week.’


‘But I need you!’


‘Tomorrow.’


‘You are merciless.’


‘So you are always telling me. Why can’t you find someone else to be your muse instead? All I do is inspire you with horror, headaches, frustration, and despair.’


‘That’s why I need you,’ Hexel said briskly. ‘Without proper proportions of despair, how can I tell if I’m doing anything right?’


‘Come with me. We’ll talk on the way. You might like what I play.’


‘I would rather have hobnails driven into my ears. You are only doing this to prove some obscure point, because no one could possibly want to listen to you.’


‘Northerners do,’ she answered simply. ‘They miss it.’


Hexel snorted so audibly that faces across the room turned, exhibiting exquisitely raised brows. ‘It’s a foolish and dangerous thing you are doing, Giulia Dulcet, and if anything happens to you it will devastate my work –’ He sensed a distraction hovering at his elbow, and found a page there, bowing to the music stand. ‘What?’


‘Master Veris Legere will make a formal presentation of the prince’s music to the school, if you will please …’


They followed him across the room. The prince, formally presented with Hexel, looked at Giulia over Hexel’s bowed head, the faint, sharp splinter of a smile in his eyes. She thought in horror: He heard … Veris Legere, the silver-haired Master of Music for Pellior House, who knew Giulia, greeted her more pleasantly. He presented the musicians with scrolls tied with gold ribbon, about which they all, even Hexel, made proper noises. Hexel ate a hummingbird heart; Giulia drank, in two swallows, most of a glass of wine while she responded to Veris Legere’s polite interest in her work at the school. The mirrors around them began to lose movement, color. The musicians in their scholarly black detached themselves from satins and pastels to gather their instruments and music. Small clusters of courtiers, like elegant bouquets, drifted in the wake of the prince’s departure. Finally the mirrors emptied even of servants, who left them to reflect themselves, while the onyx-eyed basilisks turned one another into stone.


Later that evening, Giulia made her way alone through the streets of Berylon. She still wore her magister’s black, beneath a flowing hooded cloak. The stone streets, broad and lamplit in front of the music school, grew narrow and twisted as she neared the north wall of the city. Tiers of closed doors and bright windows rose above shops and taverns, smithies, tanneries, market stalls covered for the night. Each street had its own particular odor: she could have smelled her way by now to the tavern at the gate of the Tormalyne Bridge.


Four bridges led across water into Berylon, each named after one of the ancient ruling Houses. To the west, the Iridia Bridge crossed slow moat water in which the frogs would be singing. The plain beyond that was treeless, grassy, the long, dust-white road curving through it flowed visible from the horizon. To the south, the Marcasia Bridge spanned broad deep water to the docks, where fishers moored their boats and cleaned their catch, and the trade ships, sails colored according to House or province, took their wares downriver. East, the Pellior Bridge rose over slower, shallower water, where goods and passengers were carried by flat-bottomed barges. The Tormalyne Bridge crossed the river at the beginning of its long curl around the city, where the rushing, silvery water had sliced a path through shelves of rock, torn earth away and swallowed it, scoured the sides of the ravine into cliffs as sheer as a knife blade. There were no docks on this side of the city, no river traffic. Travelers crossing the bridge passed into a forest that stretched between Berylon and the northern provinces. The smells that roamed into the tavern beside the bridge were redolent of raw pelts and tanneries.


She was stopped once by the night watch. The long instrument she carried had made a suspicious silhouette in their torchlight. Blood-red basilisks on black tunics cast baleful stares at her; neither they nor the watch saw farther than her magister’s robe, and they let her pass.


On Tanner’s Street, she opened a weather-beaten door beneath a faded sign: a griffin poised between broken halves of shell. The Griffin’s Egg, the tavern called itself. At that hour it had a scattered crowd of trappers, tanners, a few dusty travelers out of the provinces, shopkeepers, tired women with barefoot children at their knees. Giulia eased through the crowd to the back corner of the tavern, where Justin was fitting pieces of his bass pipe together, and Yacinthe unwrapped half a dozen small drums of various sizes from their cases. Ionia, who played the flute, set a brass bowl on a table with a few small coins in it to inspire their audience. She smiled at Giulia, showing a sapphire fang over one eyetooth. Jewels glinted through her hair, down her shoulder, from the studded rein that she had trimmed from some horse’s fine harness. Yacinthe, beating a drum, danced around Justin, the gold rings on her toes tapping on the floorboards, blue feathers trying to fly in her dark hair. He tossed her a grin, his eyes on Giulia as he went to meet her.


‘I’m sorry I’m so late,’ Giulia said. ‘I had to—’


He stopped her with a kiss. Then he said softly, ‘I know what you had to.’ She looked closely at him. His eyes were lowered, his smile troubled. He was tall and fair-haired, with a sweet ruffian’s face that was a misleading combination of innocence and danger. His hatred of Pellior House was genuine and unremitting. She had met him in the Griffin’s Egg one night when she searched for a place outside the school to play. Like the instrument she brought there, he was an indulgence and a passion; she knew little of his life outside of the tavern where they played, the tiny room above a shop where he lived. She laid a hand on his chest; he clasped it, but still did not meet her eyes, busy swallowing his protests, she suspected.


‘I play where I’m told,’ she reminded him simply. ‘You know that. It’s my work. And I can’t help loving the music. You know that, too.’


‘I know.’ His fingers tightened on her hand. He raised her palm to his mouth, before he loosed her. He looked at her finally, his brows crooked. ‘I worry about you in the Basilisk’s house. He is unpredictable and ruthless. And you were alone on the streets. There’s a full moon tonight. They’re coming in here to drink hard. The watch challenges anything that moves.’


‘They stopped me,’ she said. She slid off the magister’s black beneath her cloak, and then shrugged off her cloak. ‘They thought I was armed.’


‘They killed a man near Pellior Bridge. They thought he was armed.’


Giulia, on one knee, froze for half a breath, then continued unbuckling a shoe. ‘They don’t kill magisters.’


‘Not yet.’


She kicked off her shoes, then pulled the gold net out of her hair so that it fanned darkly over her bare shoulders, nearly reaching the waist of the short, full skirts that skimmed her knees. Justin watched her, his smile surfacing again. Someone rattled a cup against a table like a drumroll. Yacinthe imitated it. Justin pulled the gilded, beaded leather tie from the mouth of her instrument case. He looped it around her neck carefully, tied it, while she watched the mottled light slide over his brown, muscular hands, and catch in the tangled cloud of white-gold hair. He pulled the instrument out of its case and handed it to her.


‘Magister,’ he said gravely. ‘Don’t break the windows with it.’


He picked up his pipe again and blew a deep note. She plucked the string, listening until she heard its solitary voice clearly beneath laughter and argument, the roll of dice and clank of pewter on wood. She tuned it to a note out of the north.


They began to play.
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Sirina waited until Hollis was fourteen before she left them. Rook had sensed her going long before. Like tide turning, drawn by the moon, by the mysteries of the deep, she had ebbed, little by little, away from him, so that he stood once again on a lonely shore, watching the distance widen between them. She asked him, in many ways, to come with her, before she got tired of asking.


‘Luly is growing tiny,’ she had said to him. ‘There’s not enough room. For all of us.’


He thought of the stone chambers, tiered like a beehive, the walls so thick not even the sound of the picochet traveled between them. They might have been living there with only the wind and the sea shouting poetry at them in forgotten languages. ‘There’s room,’ he had answered absently.


‘I thought I would take Hollis home,’ she said another time. He had stared at her, oddly perplexed by the word, as if what he had thought it meant was wildly inaccurate.


‘He is home. Luly is his home.’


‘I mean to see my father. For a while.’


‘How long is a while?’


‘Just a while. Just a few months. So he can see what it is to be a court bard. In a house planted on earth instead of stone. With people coming and going. So that, when he’s older, he can make choices.’


‘I made choices without knowing.’


‘I know,’ she said softly, her brows crooked at something he could not see. She had grown, he thought, more beautiful through the years: tall and supple, with a line beside her mouth left there by laughter, by pain, by thoughts she did not reveal.


‘Come with us,’ she begged.


‘I can’t leave my students.’


‘It’s this rock you can’t leave,’ she said, turning abruptly, gazing out at spindrift as pale as her hair. He thought only that she was probably right.


When she finally made it clear to him that she was leaving, he felt, stunned, that the rock was the only safe and changeless thing he knew.


‘I can’t stay,’ she said. ‘I love you. But I never meant to stay here. I want the world back.’


‘I’ll come,’ he said, without moving. She separated her skirts from his tunics, folded them neatly on the bed. ‘I’ll come,’ he said again. ‘When you find a place. Send word to me—’


She made an exasperated noise. ‘You’ll come when the quarter moon falls out of the sky. You’ll come when you can row it to land like a boat.’


‘Hollis—’


‘I’ll let him choose.’


He stared at her, breathless at the thought. ‘How can he? He’s a child! How can you ask him—’


Her face twisted; tears appeared seemingly at random, beneath her eyes, on her cheekbone, beside her mouth. ‘It’s all I can do!’ she cried. ‘It’s the best I can do. I only stayed for you and Hollis. I am a bard of Luly. I must find my place. As you never did. Ever. Ever. I tried to tell you.’ She turned to him blindly; he held her fiercely for a moment, a silky roil of froth, the undertow. Then she slid away from him and was gone.


Hollis went with her. He came back five months later, looking taller, older, and prickly with moods. ‘I want to be a bard,’ he told Rook tensely. ‘Like her.’ He looked like her, Rook thought; he had her eyes, her tall grace, though his hair was the color of his father’s name. He did not say much more for years, it seemed to Rook.


And then, like his mother, he became a bard, finding music in a shinbone, poetry within the oyster’s shell. Like her, he was torn between love and land; he became articulate, and began, Rook thought with amazement, to sound exactly like her.


It was in that spring, he saw clearly later, when the young man with the surprising name came north from Berylon, that the Basilisk’s eye turned toward Luly.


He was in the middle of a desultory argument with Hollis when he saw the fire on the shore across the singing dark. He started to comment; Hollis paced a step, stood in front of the window, the distant flame a tantalizing question beside his hand. The world was still on the edge of spring. The winds came that day out of the provinces, mingling newly turned earth with the smell of brine around the rock. Rook, who by now had spent thirty-seven years on Luly, rarely felt the cold. His passage through the school, except on the roughest days, trailed a wake of open windows. Hollis, stars and fire at his back, shivered without realizing it.


His young face was taut and stubborn. He looked, Rook thought with some sympathy, exactly like Sirina commenting on Rook’s life. Hollis had grown broad-shouldered and lean, like his father; he wore his black hair long and wind-knotted. Unlike his father, he was methodical rather than impulsive; he had known exactly what he wanted for years. Rook, still compact and muscular from climbing up and down the cliff to the dock and hauling in fish when he had to, kept his silver-gold hair cropped short now. His raven’s eyes had not changed; their blackness hid expression, while Hollis’s face changed expression as often as the sea.


The sight of the harp in Rook’s hands had provoked Hollis, already restless at the smells coming out of the mainland. What they were arguing about seemed nebulous to Hollis and very clear to Rook. He was trying, as Sirina had done, to bring himself to leave Luly and Rook. ‘I don’t understand why you never learned to play that,’ Hollis said tautly. ‘You could have left this place long ago. Can you explain?’


Rook loosened a cracked peg on the harp, remembering the day, thirty-seven years before, when he had played Bard Trefon’s harp in the fishing boat, and had set his world on fire. ‘There is something I want to forget,’ he said slowly. ‘Once, when I was harping, I came too close to remembering.’


Hollis gazed at him, open-mouthed, nonplussed. ‘What is it you want to forget?’


‘I don’t remember.’


‘But don’t you think—’


‘No,’ Rook said evenly. ‘I don’t think.’


‘But if you—’


‘If I remember, and learn to harp to please the land barons, then I can leave this rock. Yes. But I don’t want to leave. I’m content here, teaching. You want to leave. Your mother had ambitions and so do you. I don’t.’


‘So you always say.’


‘So I always say.’ He unwound string from the peg, looking perplexedly at his son. ‘Since that’s what I always say, why can’t you believe me?’


‘I don’t know,’ Hollis said tersely. ‘Maybe because you play everything else like the first bard must have played, and even he got himself off this rock for a thousand years. You belong in the world.’


‘It’s you who should leave,’ Rook said patiently. ‘You belong in the world. Maybe you should row yourself ashore and join your mother for a few months. Leave the boat for whoever is out there in the dark.’


‘I don’t want to go to a land baron’s court.’


‘Why not? The change might—’


Hollis made an impatient gesture, ending his sentence. ‘It’s too warm, too soft. I’ll forget what I’ve learned here. I’ll forget to come back. I’m not ready to leave yet.’


‘Well,’ Rook said softly, meeting Hollis’s eyes with his raven’s stare. ‘Neither am I.’ He loosened another peg, added more temperately, ‘You’ll have roots in both worlds: me on this rock, your mother at court. When you need to leave, you’ll always know where to find us both.’


‘It’s not that,’ Hollis said tightly. ‘I’m not afraid of leaving.’


‘Then what is it?’


‘I don’t know. You let my mother leave you – you’ll let me leave you. For this rock. I just feel – sometimes – that I don’t know you at all.’


Rook was silent a moment, his eyes straying back to the window. ‘Your mother used to say that to me,’ he murmured. ‘I never understood what she meant, either.’


Wind flew like a bird around the workroom, skimming over broken or half-finished instruments, sounding overtones, leaving scents of fish, salt, night. Hollis turned to latch the frame of thick ovals of glass and lead against it. He paused, peered out. ‘There’s a fire on the shore. Are we expecting anyone?’


‘A young man from Berylon.’


‘I’ll go.’


‘No,’ Rook said, rising, wanting the peace and quiet of elements that might complain of him, but not in any language he felt obliged to understand. ‘I’ll go. You finish this; your heart is in it.’


He heard Hollis draw a preliminary breath as he took the harp. Rook shut the door before he had to listen, and went to get his cloak.


Outside, he descended the hundred stone steps from the school to the dock. He lit a lantern from the dock light, hung it from the prow of a boat, and stepped into it. Rowing in the easy tide, facing the little coracle of the moon, he remembered that on the night he himself had come to Luly, so many years before, the moon had been dark. As he neared the shore he smelled meat, heard voices, the fierce cry of a seabird begging. A wave seized the boat, shook it; the sighing became a slow, sullen roar. Rook leaped into the foam. Someone splashed out to help him heave the boat out of the tide. Laughter around the fire encouraged them. Dripping, Rook stepped into the light.


Three strangers faced him, all young, all wearing their patched mantles and boots, their wild, untidy hair, like some proud livery. Small harps, in and out of their cases, leaned against driftwood, along with skins of water or wine. A hare crackled on a driftwood spit above the fire. In the farthest wash of light, Rook saw large, gentle eyes, the wink of harness.


He studied two faces, one dark, one fair, then turned to the slighter man beside him, wringing the brine out of his mantle. ‘Griffin Tormalyne?’


‘Yes,’ the young man said instantly. And then, under Rook’s dark gaze, his eyes flickered and he said, ‘No.’


The other two were silent now, no longer laughing, watching Rook as if they had handed him a riddle to solve. Rook said slowly, remembering scraps of news, gossip, that had been washed up along the northern coast or carried back to Luly from someone’s travels, ‘It’s not a name common this far from Berylon. And I would guess not spoken often even within the walls of the city.’


‘It will be,’ the young man with the troublesome name said fiercely. ‘It will be heard.’ He hesitated again. ‘Tormalyne is not my name. But I am of the House, and it’s the name I have chosen and it can be spoken here. Not even the Basilisk can hear this far. In the name of Tormalyne House I have come to learn magic.’


Rook blinked. He opened his mouth, found himself wordless. Odd memories glanced through his mind: the music from his hands setting the world on fire, the fierce, sweet strings no longer strung to wood but to his heart; the powerful inhuman gaze of the ancient bard who had nearly turned his path toward the hinterlands, where the first bard had trapped all the forces of magic.


‘Here,’ he heard himself say.


‘Here.’ Then the lean face, browned with southern light, again lost its certainty. ‘Are you a bard?’


‘No.’


The young man’s face cleared. ‘Then you wouldn’t know.’


‘No.’


‘What are you, then?’ the dark-haired young man asked curiously. ‘The ferryman?’


Rook looked at him. In memory the bard’s dark, challenging gaze hid itself again, freeing him for the moment. He smiled. ‘Sometimes. I saw your fire first, so I came to get you. We all read the letter from Griffin’s father—’


‘We?’ Griffin asked.


‘The teachers.’


‘So you—’


‘I teach, yes.’


‘But you’re not—’


‘No.’


‘Why not? Did you come here too late?’


‘No,’ Rook said, refusing to justify himself, even to the engaging stranger, for the second time that evening. Sea was stirring the boat, washing almost to the fire; he picked up the rope looped to the boat’s prow. ‘We should cross; the tide is turning. I can bring you all over, to rest for a few days. You’ve had a long journey. But there are no stables on Luly.’


The other two eyed the school on the rock with a certain wariness, as if they expected even the beds there to be made of stone. ‘We’re returning to Berylon,’ the dark-haired man said. ‘We just rode with Griffin to keep him out of trouble. We’ll take his horse back with us. His family will want to know that he got here safely.’ He paused, rubbing one brow puzzledly. ‘It’s a barbaric wilderness up here,’ he added. ‘What can you learn on the edge of nowhere that you can’t in the middle of the civilized world?’


‘That’s a good question,’ Rook said. ‘I have no idea.’


Griffin picked up his saddlebags and harp out of the litter of shells and tossed them into the boat. He hugged his companions farewell, promising to send letters with the southerly migration of birds, for lack of more practical means. Then he ran the boat into the sea and said promptly, lighting in it, ‘I’ll row.’


Midway across, he finished zigzagging north and south, and found a rhythm for his rowing. By the lamplight swaying behind him, illumining indiscriminately a hand, a cheekbone, some pale gold stubble, Rook pieced him together: neat-boned, strong, his expressions honed by a dedication to something that had brought him this far out of his known world. His family had hated his leaving. His father’s letter had been nearly incoherent with exasperation.


Reading his mind, Griffin spoke finally. ‘What did my father’s letter say?’


‘Roughly: he could not imagine why you wanted to waste your youth on this barren rock among raddled, flea-bitten bards who probably never washed, and who, on the pretext of teaching you anything remotely useful, would force you to grow onions and milk goats.’


The light slid behind Griffin’s head; Rook heard a grunt of laughter from the darkened face. ‘He has never understood anything. I’m sorry he was offensive.’


‘How do you know that he was? For all you know, we may be just that. Luly is a wild, lonely place, and your father has a point: you are very far from everything you know.’


‘I came to learn,’ Griffin said simply. ‘From you, from anyone. I came to take something from you and bring it back with me to Berylon.’


‘Magic?’


‘Power.’


Rook was silent, listening to the tide flowing and breaking against the rock, flooding into hidden channels, rifts, underwater caves. He said, slowly, ‘It’s an elusive force. It’s not taught here. It can be glimpsed, in songs, in tales. If you take it, you must find it yourself.’


‘But it exists.’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You wouldn’t know.’ He pulled too vigorously, skimming the surface; brine splashed over Rook’s face. ‘Not being a bard.’


Salt stung his eyes. He closed them, hearing Sirina again in the stranger’s words, hearing Hollis; for a moment he glimpsed what they had been trying to tell him. With the sudden vision came fire, rilling through him as it had through the harp, turning itself into music, music turning itself into fire. Into power.


He stirred, trying to see. ‘Why do you want power in Berylon?’


The young man’s brooding face lifted abruptly. ‘You don’t know?’ Rook waited, watching the rock slowly mass itself out of the matrix of the night. He heard Griffin’s breath, a patient sigh. ‘You wouldn’t know, this far from Berylon.’


‘I know that Tormalyne House was destroyed decades ago. No one bearing that name was left alive. Yet it’s a name you want to bring back to life. And that, after all this time, you must still travel this far to say it safely.’


‘Arioso Pellior missed a few minor relatives when he destroyed Tormalyne House. My father is one of them. He is afraid –’ The young man’s jaw clamped hastily.


‘Of what?’ Rook asked, then: ‘Afraid for you?’ He received no answer; Griffin’s face, bent to his rowing, remained in deep shadow. Rook felt a deep twist of sympathy for Griffin’s father. A forgotten name, a passionate longing for nebulous powers would likely be far more dangerous to the child of the fallen House than to the Prince of Berylon. But Luly might keep the dreamer safe for a time, until he realized that all he learned among the bards was music.


‘Do you know,’ he asked, ‘the tale of how the first bard came to Luly?’


Griffin’s head lifted. ‘No. Tell me.’


‘It has something to do with what you are searching for.’ He told Griffin the tale, adding, after the first bard disappeared into the hinterlands, ‘The light to your left is the dock lantern.’


An oar splashed again, carelessly; Griffin twisted in the wrong direction, then saw the light. ‘An odd tale,’ he murmured. He slewed the boat toward the dock erratically; Rook watched the light swing out from behind one shoulder, then the other. ‘Is it the truth? That he carved stone with his singing?’


‘It’s the truth in the tale.’


‘Then there is power in what you teach … Was that the end of him? He vanished in the hinterlands and was never heard of again?’


‘No, that was not the end of him yet. A thousand years later the bard returned, pursued by all the magic in the hinterlands for the magical instrument he had stolen.’


‘The harp?’


Again he found himself wordless. Then words came to him: the truth of the tale. ‘No. I think he was pursued for the magic he had stolen; it gave power to anything he played. He crossed the bridge to Luly and cried out a word. The sea rose up on both sides of the whale’s petrified backbone and pounded it into sand. The magic remained trapped in the hinterlands and Luly became a rock isolated once again by water. The bard, having sacrificed his voice in his great cry, spent a day playing the stolen instrument, the sound of which crumbled stone all around the school into earth. Out of the earth grew, on that day, grasses and wildflowers, and the vegetable garden behind the kitchen. At twilight, the bard put the instrument down and stepped into a whale rib. The ghost of the whale, freed at last, carried the bard down deep beneath the waves, singing, as it reached the bottom of the sea, the song that had hollowed stone on Luly.


‘Which is where the whale got its song, and why farmers love the picochet.’


The boat bumped against the dock, slid into another boat. Rook caught the rope at his feet with one hand, an iron dock ring with the other. He stepped out, knelt to tie the boat. ‘Don’t drop the oars in the water,’ he advised. ‘You row not badly for a city dweller.’


Griffin pulled the oars into the boat and clambered out. ‘What in the world is a picochet?’


‘It has a square, hollow body, a very long neck, and a single string. You play it like a viol, between your knees, with a bow. If you stayed on any of the farms in the northern provinces, you probably heard it.’


‘We stayed in taverns along the coast.’ He hesitated. ‘I remember a caterwauling one night, like cats fighting—’


‘That would be the picochet.’ He dropped a hand on Griffin’s shoulder, turning him. ‘The steps are over there.’


‘You play this picochet?’


‘I am fond of it.’


‘Were you a farmer, then?’


Rook took a torch from its sconce at the end of the dock, illuminated the steps. ‘I was born in the provinces. I came here very young. My home and family were destroyed by fire. I don’t remember anything of them. When I try to look back, I see only fire.’


He heard Griffin’s breath gather and stop, then gather again. ‘Those of Tormalyne House who were not slaughtered by Arioso Pellior died by fire.’


‘So I’ve heard.’


‘He should have killed us all.’


Rook frowned suddenly, disturbed by the flatness in Griffin’s voice. He angled the torch to see Griffin’s face. ‘Us?’


The young man turned away from him toward the steps. ‘It’s secret,’ Rook heard through the fire. ‘It’s deadly.’


Rook, still frowning, watched his uncertain ascent. ‘Then don’t tell the wind,’ he said softly. ‘And don’t tell the waves. And above all do not tell the birds.’


The winds were gentle that night to Griffin, who might have been blown off the steps in a different season. Even so, he was provoked, by the steep angle of cliff and the nagging, edgy persistence of wind, to ask, ‘Why this lonely place? What possessed the first bard to build his school here, instead of some civilized place where you don’t have to climb down off the edge of the world to buy an apple?’


‘I suppose because that long ago no one had invented the word “civilized” yet.’


‘It’s been around now for some time.’ He was panting, Rook heard; they were very near the top. ‘The Tormalyne School of Music was built on one of the busiest streets in Berylon. Aurelia Tormalyne didn’t believe you had to wrest music with your hands out of wind and sea and stone.’


‘Then why did you not go there instead?’


‘There is no magic in that music.’ He left Rook in blank contemplation of that, and took the last few steps alone. He stood silently then, gazing at the sheer wall of stone rising in front of him, with its firelit slits of windows and its massive weather-beaten door, the oak slats bound together with bands of iron.


‘There are two doors,’ Rook said, joining him. ‘One west, one south. Winds are fiercest from the north. The south door opens to the garden. The first bard’s picochet inspired even an apple tree to grow in it.’


Griffin turned. Wind shook him, pulled the torch fire into strands, hiding his face, then swirled it together to reveal the vague, stunned expression on it. He said, ‘I can believe this place is older than words.’


‘It is said to be the place where words begin. You can go or stay,’ he added gently. ‘I’ll row you back to your friends now, if you choose. You may find what you want here, you may not. I don’t know. Not being a bard.’ He stopped, the word suddenly strange to him, having transformed itself somehow, during their brief journey across the sea.


The young man who had taken the name of the dead opened his mouth, closed it on a silent word. He bowed his head beneath Rook’s fire and crossed the threshold into stone.
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In Pellior Palace, the Prince of Berylon’s dragon-eyed daughter stood beside him in a chamber without a door. The chamber was the heart of the palace, a secret known only to the two of them, for the prince, having discovered it, had eliminated those who helped him furnish it. Luna had penetrated it, to Arioso’s surprise, at a very young age.


‘I wanted to be with you,’ she explained when he found her unexpectedly at his elbow. She was unable to explain the powerful conjunction of logic and desire that had transformed the impossible into the only possibility, and led her there. He questioned her as to her methods; she said vaguely, ‘I watched you.’ Pressed, she added, ‘I was there, where you could see me. But it was me, so you didn’t see.’ Then she gave him back his own captivating smile, and he let her stay.


He did many things in that chamber, she discovered. He read and wrote and drew, made potions and poisons, invented weapons, traps, instruments of torture. He studied the human body, and charts of tides and stars. He played peculiar musical instruments that seemed to be the cause of strange effects. He kept wild animals in cages, killed them in subtle ways. He made lovely gifts: carved wooden boxes, glass roses, pens, jeweled rings, magnifying lenses. They all contained some deadly trick to them: the blade that flew out of the box, the scented ink that ate into the skin, the lens that, held to the eye, wept acid. These gifts left the room soon after they were made, and often preceded an elaborate funeral. They accounted for other funerals, she suspected, that were swift, bitter and held in odd corners of Berylon unknown to her. She never questioned his actions; she only watched him and became adept at whatever he would teach her. Thus she learned many odd things that, her father said, she might find useful one day. She did not doubt that.


Along with his peculiar gifts and labyrinthine mind, she had inherited his charming manner, his green, almond-shaped eyes, his deceptively pleasing smile. So like him was she that there were those who believed that she had not been born but conjured by him, a changeling made to his specifications, to replace a hapless child born for no other reason than to account for Luna’s existence. A pity, others murmured, he had not replaced his heir instead. With her heavy, copper-gold hair, her sun-gilded skin, her movements as graceful as wind, she seemed, even to her father at times, something formed out of light and air and precious metals melted and molded into a wish.


He was watching her mix certain powders and solutions which, in correct proportions, would clear to a pale amber that looked and smelled like wine.


‘It produces no immediate effect,’ he explained as she stirred. ‘A day or two later the one who drank it will find a sudden and bewildering difficulty controlling the spoken word. Anything might come, with no resemblance whatsoever to coherent thought. Only one drop of that. So.’


She measured carefully, and asked, when the drop had elongated, turned pale, and dissolved, ‘And then what happens?’


‘After a week, the exasperated family and friends find a dark, quiet place, far from civilized society, for the unfortunate sufferer. It’s crude, but effective.’


The glass rod Luna stirred with slowed briefly. She remembered, suddenly, a great-aunt so afflicted, years earlier: her face purple-gray with rage and fear; the nonsense that came out of her; her abrupt disappearance. Luna wondered what her great-aunt had done to offend her father. The swirling mixture turned, like dawn, as innocent as light. She said only, ‘It seems quite subtle to me.’


‘The results are uncontrollable and far too memorable. It should be used rarely, once or twice in a lifetime.’


She raised her eyes, his own faint, opaque smile reflected in them. ‘I will give it to Taur,’ she said. ‘And then I will rule instead.’


‘You will do no such thing. Taur will have his uses. Besides, he has three children. What do you propose to do with them?’


She considered. ‘They could be drowned. They aren’t very interesting, anyway. But then, neither is Taur.’


‘Taur,’ his father said, mildly annoyed, ‘has a lover outside of the palace. His wife complains to me.’


Her gold brows flickered. ‘He should be more careful.’


‘He has no sense. Brio found her.’


‘What will you do with her?’ He shrugged slightly, not answering, not caring, she guessed. ‘Then what will you do with Taur,’ she asked, ‘if he finds out what you have done to her?’


He smiled briefly. ‘You will see.’ He glanced at a timepiece he had made, an intricate arrangement of cogs, wheels, bands, to mark the position of the sun in a place without light. ‘Very shortly. Join me for breakfast.’


She began to fit stoppers on an assortment of jars and bottles. Dawn, they had found, was the easiest time to disappear within the palace. Arioso did not trust night; he wanted it within eyesight. Once he interrupted her, warned her what that lid might do, misplaced on that jar. She left his marble worktable immaculate; a crumb, he had taught her, from the wrong powder fallen into a careless splash, could have a disastrous effect on the occupants of the rooms that surrounded and hid them. ‘The air itself is dangerous,’ he told her. ‘It carries words, it carries invisible poisons. Trust nothing. No one. Except me.’


The chamber, built of massive blocks of white marble behind the walls of other rooms, had been the last refuge of rulers of Pellior House who had exhausted every other method of dealing with troublesome neighbors or relatives. According to family history, it had been last used two centuries before. Then it had passed into family lore until Arioso had discovered a need for it, and, in his methodical fashion, discovered it. Luna, bereft early of her mother for varying reasons to which she paid little attention until later, followed her father’s brightness like a small golden cloud drifting after the sun. There were times when he seemed to disappear even under her careful, eager watch. He invariably reappeared, she found. That resolved, she set her mind to the problem of where he actually went, and how. He always went into the same council chamber before he vanished, she learned. Though he let no one else see him step into that room at such times, he never seemed to conceive of a pattern in her presence. That he had gone through a wall in the room seemed obvious. How became less obvious after she bumped her head. So she used her wits and her eyes, and had seen an unfamiliar expression on his face when she joined him in his secret place. He looked, she realized later, as if he had seen her for the first time in their lives; he had finally recognized her as part of him.


Passing back into the council chamber involved a block of marble turning noiselessly on a disk, and a tapestry with a peephole where an animal’s eye should have been. The room was empty, the door closed. The prince’s bedchamber adjoined the council chamber; it was known that he liked to work there at odd hours. He opened the hall door, spoke a syllable to the page standing there. Breakfast followed soon: figs, smoked fish, hot sweet cakes, butter, honey, spiced wine. Luna had chosen a fig, he had just poured wine, when the door opened again.


A man seemingly made of twigs, with cracked front teeth and a face entirely seamed with wrinkles, closed the door carefully behind him. He crossed the room soundlessly. His leanness, his slight stoop, drew the eye away from his height, the strength hidden in his bony frame. Lizardlike, he made no unnecessary movements. Even blinking seemed a rare and deliberate action. He was plainly dressed, seemingly unarmed, though Luna knew he could bristle like a porcupine with weapons, if needed. He was a distant cousin, Brio Hood, devoid of charm, and fanatically loyal to the Prince of Berylon.


He bowed sparingly, said nothing, nor would he speak unless required. Arioso picked a fig from the bowl, split it with his thumbnail. He asked without preamble, ‘Who is she?’


‘Her name is Jena Aubade.’ Brio’s voice was at once sinewy and unexpectedly soft; he was habitually silent. ‘Her father is a wharfman with a clear connection, on his mother’s side, to Tormalyne House. Her grandmother was careless; someone of the House was indiscreet. Money changed hands. The bastard was reared among the docks at Pellior Bridge and never told his father’s name.’


Arioso gazed at the glistening seeds in their dusky purple skin. ‘Tormalyne House.’ His hand closed abruptly; he flung the crushed mess onto the silver tray, reached for linen. ‘For the second time in a month an ember has flared out of that charred name.’


‘Yes, my lord.’


‘That patched boy calling himself Griffin Tormalyne—’


‘He’s far away, my lord, among the bards in the north. They’ll keep him quiet for a few years.’


‘Will they.’ He fell silent; Luna saw the expression he showed only to her and Brio: the mask of skin and muscle slackened, the skull showing through like thought. ‘They still cling to that rock like barnacles?’


‘Yes, my lord.’


‘They should have stayed as unobtrusive. Why does he call himself Tormalyne? To whom?’


‘I will find out.’


‘And this woman – I will not have my son embracing even a ghost of Tormalyne House. Where did he meet her? Serving ale in some tavern?’


‘Yes, my lord.’


‘He vanishes from dusk to dawn; he can’t keep a thought in his head. He is too old to be drowning himself in a head of hair. I suppose she is beautiful. Is she?’


‘I don’t know, my lord,’ Brio said. Arioso glanced at him sharply; he added simply, ‘I have never understood beauty. I don’t recognize it. She doesn’t resemble her family. She seems to have inherited her face and bearing from Tormalyne House.’


‘Does she know who Taur is?’


‘Yes, my lord.’


Luna watched her father’s eyes grow fixed and lightless; color seemed to recede in them. ‘Then you must take her a gift,’ he said softly. ‘From Taur. A glass rose, perhaps. Luna will prepare one. Come to her here at noon. Be very careful of the thorns.’


Brio Hood bowed his balding, wrinkled tortoise’s head and left noiselessly.


Arioso summoned his heir.


Taur Pellior appeared a quarter of an hour later, red-eyed and dazed, wincing at the sun breaking over the wall into the windows. He had not brushed his hair; he was still buckling the belt around his tunic when he entered. Luna smiled brightly at him; Taur only blinked at her, as if he could not quite see her in all the light. He had inherited their mother’s soft oval face and slightly protruding blue eyes that failed to see beyond the moment. His dark hair, Luna noted, had begun to thin. He had their father’s height, his strong bones, but his strength was sagging. The worn notch on his belt had yielded to the next.


He eyed his father a little warily, but Arioso spoke mildly. ‘Sit down.’ He pushed smoked fish, pink and glistening, toward his son. Taur glanced at it and swallowed dryly. ‘Eat with us.’


‘Thank you.’ He splayed a hand over his face. ‘I’m scarcely awake. It’s very bright in here.’


‘It’s called daylight.’


Taur’s hand shifted to free his eyes; he looked at his father silently across the massive table. Then he sighed and poured himself some wine.


‘You didn’t wake me up to share your breakfast with me.’ He reached for an oatcake, scattering crumbs as he broke it, and dipped a piece in the wine. His voice found a querulous note. ‘You haven’t wanted to see my face in the morning for years. You don’t trust me.’


The charge was true, so Arioso ignored it. ‘I want your help.’


‘Really.’


‘There is a rumor slipping through the provinces that Raven Tormalyne’s heir was not killed in the fire,’ Arioso improvised glibly. Luna, listening, restrained a blink. ‘That the child was spirited away somewhere north.’


‘To the provinces?’ Taur’s brow wrinkled. ‘What’s he been doing for thirty-seven years? Raising sheep?’


‘I am sending a delegation, as a courtesy, to the provincial barons, to extend gestures of goodwill, and my hope that their dealings with us in matters of trade and shipping will continue to be peaceful and so forth. I want you to go with them.’


Taur coughed painfully on a crumb. ‘To the provinces?’


‘Today.’


‘Me?’


‘The delegation will leave at noon. It only occurred to me this morning that you should go.’


Taur was still coughing. ‘Why?’ He stared at his father, his eyes watering. ‘Why me?’


‘A gesture. They are very important to us, the provincial barons; they could strangle Berylon if they stopped trading.’


‘But—’


‘They have never met my heir. I am no longer young and you must deal with them when I die. Even if this rumor is absurd, that Griffin Tormalyne has lived among them since—’


‘It’s preposterous!’


‘I want no attention drawn to that name instead of to Pellior House and you. It’s time you took your duties seriously.’


‘You never wanted me to before,’ Taur complained. ‘You thought you would live forever.’ He paused briefly, blinking. ‘At noon.’


‘I’ve given you very little time to prepare. But you must see that this is vital to Berylon, to me, to you, that Pellior House maintains strong ties to the provinces. While you are there you could ask a question or two, find out how the rumor began. Subtly, of course. It’s time you learned some subtlety.’


Taur was silent, all his attention focused, it seemed, on the crumbs floating in his wine. As if, Luna thought, he saw a face among them. She read her brother’s expressions as he tried to think of an objection, failed, wondered if he had time, in the scant hours left to him, for a visit to the taverns in the shadow of the Pellior Bridge. Or a message – he could send word to her … He met his father’s eyes abruptly.


‘How long will I be gone?’


‘Perhaps a month. Perhaps longer.’ He indulged in a thin smile. ‘Don’t worry; you’ll be home for my birthday.’


Taur rose heavily, nearly overturning his wine. He held Arioso’s eyes a moment longer. Luna wondered curiously, in that moment, if Taur would fight him, refuse to leave, reveal the truth, or find a lie that would ease him out of the web of Arioso’s lies. But there was only a question in Taur’s eyes, half-formed and stillborn, as if he had caught a fleeting glimpse of the true object of the Basilisk’s deadly stare.


He only said, ‘I must tell my family.’


‘Go, then,’ Arioso said, choosing another fig. ‘My apologies to your wife.’


At noon, from a high window, Luna watched the delegation, laden with gifts and provisions, leave the yard of Pellior Palace. Taur Pellior, speechless and glum, was flanked by the House guards, as if he had been caught in some mischief. The gates closed. Her thoughts strayed down to the docks at the Pellior Bridge, where a woman expecting Taur Pellior would find a gaunt, silent man made of twigs instead.


She turned, slipped as noiselessly as Brio into the council room, and disappeared once again into stone.
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Rook dreamed of fire and woke screaming.


He glimpsed something black flying out of the flames just before he opened his eyes. The night itself ignited as he looked at it. Bewildered, he cried out again. Then he pieced himself back out of the winds and sough of the sea, the trembling dark; he fell back into time. He found Hollis’s stunned face, his hand controlling the flame at the doorway. Faces beyond him crowded into shadow, mute, startled. He was in bed, Rook realized; he had dreamed; he had tried to waken stone with his voice.


He said to the motionless crowd, ‘It was a dream.’


Hollis stepped into the room. He dropped the torch in a sconce beside the hearth and Rook sat up, drew his hands down his face. Someone closed the door. Hollis closed the window, through which rain was weeping onto the floor. Rook felt rain on his face. He drew breath, leaned back against the stones. Hollis sat down on the bed beside him. His face patchy, uncertain, his hair awry, he looked suddenly very young.


‘What was it?’ he asked. His expression changed. ‘It wasn’t – it isn’t—’


‘No. It was nothing to do with your mother.’ He stirred, trying to remember; as always, he saw only fire, except for the black that flew. Bird, he thought. Raven. Rook.


‘Is it what you came too close to when you played the harp that time?’


Rook gazed at him. He felt the harp strings again beneath his fingers, taut, sweet, warning; he felt the fire threaded into the strings. He sighed. ‘Maybe.’


‘But why now?’


‘I don’t know.’ His hand found Hollis’s wrist, closed around it. ‘Go back to bed. I’m all right.’


But Hollis frowned at him, not moving, wanting more than that to be reassured. ‘What did you dream?’


‘Nothing. Fire. That’s all I remember. A childhood memory.’


‘You sounded as if you were burning in it.’


Rook was silent. Black flew out of fire, escaped, left what burned behind. He shuddered suddenly, his fingers tightening on Hollis. ‘I tried to find out before you were born. That’s why I wasn’t here to see you born. I was out searching for my past.’


‘Where?’


‘The provinces.’


‘You didn’t find it.’


‘No.’


Hollis opened his mouth, hesitated. ‘Maybe—’


‘Say it.’


‘I don’t want to say it. You might not come back. But –’ He waved at the thought, perplexed, confused. ‘Anyway, it’s only tales. Isn’t it?’


‘The hinterlands?’ Rook guessed.


‘Yes.’


‘No. I don’t believe it’s only tales. But I can’t imagine finding past there. Future, perhaps. But past is past.’ He stared back to where it should have been, his eyes gritty, weary, and felt the warning again, the fire threaded into his bones. He forced his fingers open, his voice calm. ‘Go to bed,’ he said again, evading Hollis’s eyes. ‘You’re shivering.’


‘You’re afraid.’


Rook looked at him, astonished in some deep part of himself, as if Hollis had spoken a word he had been looking for all his life. ‘Is that it?’ he breathed. ‘But of what? It’s done.’ He paused, wondering. ‘Maybe I burned them,’ he suggested. ‘It was my fault.’


Hollis pushed his hands against his eyes, sat blinking at his father.


‘Maybe,’ he said doubtfully. ‘You should—’


‘I know.’


‘No, you don’t know. Not yet. Not with your heart. You can still live without knowing. Or you think you can live that way.’ He stood up, stifling a yawn; Rook watched him cross the room, take the torch. Sirina, he thought suddenly, bleakly, seeing her grace in Hollis, her long fingers lighting the candle beside his bed. ‘You sounded,’ Hollis commented before he left, ‘like the first bard crying his last word to escape all the power of the hinterlands. He played the picochet, too.’


‘And I taught you that tale,’ Rook said dryly, to the closing door. The candle had burned nearly to a frozen pool before he slept again.


‘What lies behind the word?’ he asked a handful of young faces, the next day. Griffin Tormalyne’s was among them. ‘Say a word.’


‘Fire,’ Griffin said.


‘Is the word fire?’


‘Yes. No. Fire itself is fire.’


‘The word is fire,’ a lanky farmer’s daughter said reasonably.


‘The word is the memory of fire,’ Griffin argued. ‘The image. The word is what you see and say when you mean fire.’


‘Think of fire,’ Rook said. ‘Without the word. Is it fire?’


‘It doesn’t burn.’


‘It is fire in your mind.’


It burns, Rook thought.


‘It burns in your mind,’ Griffin said. ‘Why? What are you trying to tell us?’


‘What you say, when you say a word. What you think when you say it. What I see and hear when you speak. Words are ancient; visions and echoes cling to them like barnacles on the whale’s back. You speak words used in poetry and song since the beginning of the world we know. Here, you will learn to hear and to speak as if you had never listened, never spoken before. Then you will learn the thousand meanings within the word. What you say when you say fire.’ He heard himself then, as for the first time, and stopped abruptly. The students gazed at him, waiting, expectant; he wondered suddenly what clutter of images their minds held, and if words they used ever came close to speaking the burning image.


‘What do you say when you say fire?’ Griffin asked, breaking Rook’s odd silence.


‘Here,’ he answered, ‘you say all the poetry that makes you see fire. Hear it. Smell it. Feel it. Become it.’


‘Poetry,’ Griffin said. ‘Not power.’


Rook smiled, and the flames receded. ‘One thing at a time.’


Three nights later he woke them all again with his dreaming, and again, a few nights after that. In the morning, weary and desperate, he found Hollis again and said tersely, ‘Let me borrow your harp.’


He saw the relief in Hollis’s eyes. He went wordlessly to get it, said, when he put it into Rook’s hands, ‘I’ll come with you. Maybe you shouldn’t be alone. You don’t know what—’


‘I do know what.’ Rook sighed. ‘I have always known. Take my students today; that will help me most.’ He put his hand on Hollis’s shoulder. ‘Thank you.’


He sat alone on the eastern face of the rock, emptying his mind of every word until it became the blank, illimitable face of ocean. And then he played, waiting for memory to burn through the sea into his mind. But though he felt his fingers moving, pleading with the strings, his heart, guarded for so many years, refused to yield its secrets. Only the powerful, unfathomable eyes of the dead Bard Horum surfaced in memory, open again, holding his gaze, showing him what path he must choose.


At dawn, he filled a small pack with clothes and food, slung cloak and picochet over his shoulders, and woke Hollis for the second time that night. Hollis looked at him groggily over the long, bright hair hiding the face on his chest.


‘I’m going,’ Rook said softly. Hollis shifted; Rook put a finger to his lips. ‘Don’t wake her.’


Amazed, he saw tears gather in Hollis’s eyes. ‘Don’t forget your way back,’ Hollis pleaded. ‘Those tales—’


‘I won’t forget. Tell my students. If you leave Luly—’


‘I’ll wait for you.’


‘If you leave—’


‘I’ll wait,’ Hollis said obdurately. ‘Just come back.’


He rowed alone across the water, pulled the boat ashore, and left it upside down behind a driftwood log. He walked into the forest, leaving his footprints in a line as straight as the line of raven’s feathers he had once ignored. Not even they broke the silence as he left the world behind.


He did not know how long he wandered before he met the old woman beside the shallow stream. He had not seen a road or another human being since he had left Luly, only the hawk and the owl and wolves who howled back at his picochet. All dreams had stopped, in that place, as if he had entered a waking dream. It was midafternoon. He had passed through the ancient forests and began to climb. He followed the stream up a rocky slope toward green hills scalloped like waves breaking toward a mystery of blue beyond them. He recognized them: the floating hills he had seen from Bard Trefon’s boat. He looked back at all the years that had passed since he been that child wondering if he would ever walk alone through those mysterious hills, and what he might find there. And now I am here, he thought grimly, feeling the sun beating down at him, the ground hard and dry beneath his steps. The old woman’s face turning toward him out of the shadow of a scrubby tree startled him. His foot slipped off wet moss, splashed down in three inches of water. She smiled at that, showing few teeth and no fear whatsoever. He regained his balance, wondering if he still had a voice after such silent days and nights, or if he had left that behind him along with the rest of the known world.


‘Good day,’ he said. She did not answer, just gazed at him out of eyes as bright and shallow as the stream, until he felt of no more substance in her mind than his reflection in the water. There was something birdlike about her, he thought. Her nest of hair drifted; a downy feather floated out of it. Her hands, tipping a copper bowl to catch the water, might have been claws. She opened her mouth to speak finally. He expected a greeting in the language of birds, but she surprised him again.


‘Cool your feet,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell your fate.’ She patted the ground and pointed. ‘Sit down. There. In the shadow. Where I can see your face.’


Her voice, so thin and wavery the mild air might have blown it away, seemed remarkably clear. He let pack and picochet slide from his shoulders as he stepped into shadow, bending into the low curve of branches. Trees on that hill dug deep into earth and clung to stone, hunched over themselves against the bitter northern winds. Sun-warmed now, the tree loosed a scent as sweet as honey at his touch, and dropped a tiny seed cone, like a gift, into his hair.


He sat, and pulled his boots off, propped his feet among the stones in the shallow water that glided out of shadow into burning light, slid like molten glass down the hill. He looked at the old woman and found her watching him, wind in her hair, water in her hands, her garments mossy and gray, as if she had picked up a patch of the landscape and swirled it around her.


‘I’ll tell your fate,’ she said again, and tilted her copper bowl back into the water.


‘It’s not my fate that’s troubling me,’ he said, suddenly curious about her, in this desolate wilderness. ‘It’s my past. Can you see back that far?’


She only shook her head a little, mute, while the water trickled into her bowl. He wondered where she lived. Nothing under that vast sky seemed human but the two of them, and he was not sure about her.


She righted the bowl carefully when it had filled, and balanced it among the rocks where it reflected the sky. Then she drew a little copper hammer from a sleeve or a pocket. She caught his eyes in an animal’s wide, expressionless gaze, and he felt as if she had reached suddenly into him and plucked a deep, taut string.


‘Bard.’


The hammer hit the bowl at the word; copper rang like a sweet bell. The water trembled. She loosed him abruptly to watch its patterns. He drew breath noiselessly. It seemed both a likely fate, and a shrewd guess: she must have seen bards and students from Luly wandering around the hinterlands for most of a century.


‘Can you see dreams in there?’ he asked her.


She ignored him. Copper rang against copper again; she hunkered over her visions, her skirt dragging in the water, her reflection piecemeal among the rocks. Wind blew a complex scent over him, of something flowering, something dead.


‘Your past is your future.’ She added, after a few more moments, ‘Your future is your past.’


He was silent, waiting patiently while she moved in vague circles around his life, seeing nothing, it seemed, any more clearly than he did. She murmured a few words he didn’t catch: her language, maybe, words as old as the stones on the hill. He wished she would produce his fate, glittering and improbable, out of the bowl, so that he could talk to her.


She spoke again, still peering into the water. ‘I see the eagle and the snake, on your road. The cock and the goat. I see the raven in the fire.’


He stirred slightly. And then sweat broke out over his entire body, as if the fire had come too close, had burned its way out of memory into light. Wind brushed over him; he trembled in a sudden chill. He brought his feet out of the water and sat straight. She was murmuring again, in her strange language. Or maybe, he thought, his body prickling again, the words were strange only to her.


‘City,’ he understood. ‘Bridge. Moon. Mirror.’ And finally, very clearly: ‘Griffin.’ She struck the bowl again; the single note seemed to reverberate out of the water and send its slow waves flowing outward around them, as if they sat at the bottom of the bowl. Motionless, he felt each wave melt through him, his bones echoing the ring of copper.


And then she was looking at him without seeing him. Again he had the eerie feeling that some creature whose name he did not know looked out of her eyes.


‘You will face the basilisk.’


Her eyes cleared. He said, stunned, ‘What does that mean?’


She tipped the bowl, spilled his future back into the stream. ‘What?’


‘Why did you say—’


‘I said nothing.’ She put the hammer into the bowl, set it beside her. ‘I never speak.’


She rose, pulling her shreds and tatters back out of the wind. He still could not move.


‘Then who speaks?’


She smiled, her face wrinkling like a dried pool, a piece of the hard brown earth around them. ‘You do.’ He stared at her wordlessly; she studied him as silently, her eyes her own now, and filling, he saw, with sadness. ‘Do something for me.’


‘I will,’ he promised breathlessly.


She turned a little unsteadily, pointed up the slope. ‘Over and down the other side. Among the trees. That’s where they are.’


‘Who?’


‘The dead.’ She picked up the bowl, and moved away from him, tugged by hem and sleeve and tattered shawl into the wind. ‘I saw them in my bowl. They need you. You must play for them.’


She trudged on bare feet across the stream. He rose quickly, calling after her, ‘Are they yours? Are they your dead?’


Or, he thought incredulously, are they mine?


She did not speak to him again; the path she chose led down the hill. He watched her for a long time, until she was as small on the hill as the stones at his feet. Then he put his boots back on, slung pack and picochet over his shoulder, and turned.


He took the slope with long, easy strides, following the water to the top of the hill, where the stream burrowed suddenly underground, leaving him high and dry. All around him, green, brown, stone-gray spilled into one another, blurred across distances into secret, shadowy hills. To the north he saw water again, vast as an inland sea, a glint of deep blue beneath heavy, lowering cloud, like a partially opened eye. No one had ever returned with the name of it.


He saw the trees on the other side of the hill, halfway down, a flow of delicate green unbroken, it seemed, by village or field. Above the trees, threads of smoke frayed into wind. He smelled it; his throat tightened. A sudden drift of smoke stung his eyes. He closed them and saw the raven flying.


He followed smoke down the hillside into the wood. The bitter pall thickened within the trees; beneath the trembling, chattering leaves, he heard the silence of the dead.


He entered it.
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Justin Tabor, red-eyed from a night at the Griffin’s Egg, stood in a grimy alley between two battered marble mansions, looking across the street at Tormalyne Palace. The mansions had seen better days. Clothes fluttered, drying, on balconies where once banners had hung. Children wailed above his head, cats fought, men and women shouted at one another. The alley stank. The palace, behind an iron railing spiked with black lilies, held no life at all.


Two griffins guarded the gates; one had lost a wing, the other its head. The gates sagged under the weight of massive chains wound between them, locking them shut. Skull-like, the palace regarded the world out of empty sockets, charred black where fire had billowed out from every window. Only a brilliant shard of glass still clung, here and there, to a rotting edge of frame, flashing unexpected color within the ruined face. A bottle with a few dead marigolds in it sailed out of a window overhead, smashed at Justin’s feet. Slivers of crockery and water sprayed his boots; a battle above him escalated furiously, voices locked together and clawing. Picochet and viol, he thought sardonically. The picochet had the last word. A door slammed; a burly man passed him a moment or two later, muttering, blind with anger. He ground the marigolds into stone without noticing them, or the young man watching him within the shadows of the alley.


Justin’s eyes went back to the palace. Once every few weeks, very early in the morning, a ribbon or a scrap of cloth blew against the gate and clung there. Invariably the cloth was black. It wrapped itself unobtrusively around a lower hinge, hung there until noon, when a musician carrying a lute in its case over his shoulder stopped beside the gate to shake a pebble out of his shoe. The musician was Justin’s firebrand cousin Nicol, who had drummed the history of their House into Justin’s head since they were small. Nicol was named after the second son of Duke Raven Tormalyne. Nicol Beres knew everything there was to know about Nicol Tormalyne, who, together with his two small sisters, had suffocated in a marble bathroom during the fire in the palace. There had been no question of their identity. Another child had been found huddled against the blackened remains of the favorite dog of the duke’s heir, Griffin Tormalyne. The dog had been identified by the stones in its collar. The child was burned beyond any kind of recognition, though Raven Tormalyne, dragged out of the dungeons below Pellior Palace, was commanded to try. After seven days of imprisonment, the duke himself had been battered nearly beyond recognition. He had lost an eye and his right hand; he could barely walk. He could still cry and curse, which he did; his tears were considered identification enough. He was permitted one last glimpse of his wife, haggard and maddened with pain and grief, as she was slain in front of him. The executioners of Pellior House removed the duke’s remaining eye, and then his life.


Duke Arioso Pellior had emerged from the bloody brawl between four Houses with the crown of Berylon in his fist. He named himself Prince of Berylon, promised death to any members of the other Houses found bearing arms within the city walls, and pardoned the scattered remains of the Tormalyne family for their relations. Two years later, in a magnanimous gesture, he invited the survivors to his birthday feast.


Over three decades later Tormalyne Palace was still empty and the birthday feasts had turned into an autumn festival which the entire city celebrated, or pretended to. Justin, a scion of Tormalyne House whose own father barely escaped the Basilisk’s War, had his imagination inflamed from an early age by his cousin Nicol. Nicol inflamed well, even better, Justin thought, than he played the lute. He had become a magister at the music school, which Prince Arioso had appropriated, down to its last demisemiquaver, for the good of the city, though he at least allowed it to keep its three-hundred-year-old name. Nicol taught the lute and the harp, gentle instruments that disguised his true soul. His bitterest moment in life had come early, when he realized he had been named after the wrong son. He was a griffin, born to fight the basilisk, and toward that end he left black ribbons on the gates of Tormalyne Palace, summoning his followers.


Justin watched his cousin make his customary stop at the gate, bend to loosen his shoe, let fall an imaginary pebble, then free whatever he had left on the gate and drop it into his shoe before he pulled it back on. He was never careless; he would no more fill the weedy palace yard with windblown scraps of black than he would have let a light show from within the charred maze of cellars and dungeons on the nights they gathered there. Griffin’s Claw, they called themselves, the scions of Tormalyne House whose parents had managed to elude the Basilisk’s eye. Their parents, stunned by the devastation of the House, were content simply to be alive and left unnoticed. In secret, their children dreamed the downfall of Pellior House. For years they did nothing but dream. Gradually, growing older and more astute, they began to buy arms.


Nicol straightened, and Justin slipped out of the alley. They walked a block or two apart, before Justin crossed the street and gave his cousin a genial greeting. Nicol, an ascetic, red-haired hawk, seemed even leaner in scholar’s black. He answered Justin somberly. He rarely smiled, and had little patience with common social noises.


‘There was trouble on the Tormalyne Bridge last night while you were playing at that place – that Griffin’s Beak—’


‘Egg.’


‘A man died.’


Justin’s brows rose. ‘How?’


‘His horse threw him off the bridge.’


‘That’s unfortunate for him, but hardly trouble.’


But Nicol still frowned, walking rapidly even in his magister’s robe. He saw trouble everywhere, Justin knew; he was seeing it now, trying to make trouble out of a horse unnerved by the drumming echoes of water welling up beneath the bridge.


‘They were armed.’


‘Who were?’ Justin asked, used to Nicol’s elliptical habits.


‘Three men, riding across the bridge. All of them trying to carry weapons openly into Berylon.’


‘Perhaps they were strangers to the city. They didn’t know.’


‘Or they didn’t care.’


Justin was silent, puzzled. Nicol, striding vigorously on the scent of motives, mysteries, possibilities, blind to the world, did not enlighten him. It was a wonder, Justin thought, the cobblestones he never saw under his nose didn’t send him flying.


‘Why should we?’ he asked finally.


‘Care?’ Nicol stopped abruptly, gazing at his cousin; someone behind him nearly fell into his lute. ‘Maybe you’re right. Maybe we shouldn’t. I only wondered how far from Berylon you would have to come to try to ride armed through the Tormalyne Gate.’ He paused, lowered his voice. ‘Gaudi has been trying to find them.’ As abruptly, he began to walk again. Arms, Justin thought coldly, and caught up. Nicol scented them like some aberrant animal.


‘I don’t think it could have been personal.’


‘What?’ Justin asked patiently.


‘I mean an angry husband, an act of passion, revenge, something like that. That would have begun within the city, or close enough to it that they would have hidden their weapons.’


‘Were they allowed in?’


‘They had to have the body brought up, identified … Of course their weapons were taken at the gate. They were questioned, but accused of nothing. Armed men trying to go unnoticed would have crossed another bridge.’


‘So either they were ignorant, or they were trying to be noticed.’


‘Or they didn’t care,’ Nicol said, with his bloodhound persistence.


Justin drew breath, held it. ‘Well,’ he said finally, ‘that’s one bridge they’ll never cross again. Why wouldn’t they care about having the Tormalyne Gate slammed in their faces?’


‘If they were deliberately creating a diversion, sending a message that they are willing to bring arms for a price into Berylon.’


Justin was silent again, refusing to rise to that bait. Nicol could find portents everywhere, even in someone careless enough to be tossed into a ravine. Nicol took his attention off the faceless stranger in his imagination and looked at his cousin suddenly, as if he had just noticed Justin. ‘You could find out about them,’ he said. ‘You have nothing else to do.’


‘I play nearly every night,’ Justin protested. ‘I dragged myself out of bed early for you—’


‘I don’t have time to stop to eat.’


‘I didn’t ask you.’


‘You’d be far more use to us if your life was less erratic. You’re throwing your talents away on drones up to their ears in ale and so sotted they probably think you’re twins.’


‘Or that I’m playing a double bass.’


‘You should work. Or study, and teach.’


‘I do work!’


‘I mean a real—’


‘Nicol, if this is leading toward an argument about what is real music, I’ll be forced to remind you who comes in her magister’s black to play with us every week. She thinks it’s real music.’


‘She plays the picochet,’ Nicol objected absently; the frown inched down between his eyes again. ‘That mocks her other talents.’


‘You play together. Do you think her talents are questionable?’


‘They’re formidable,’ Nicol conceded. ‘It’s her taste that’s in dubious – taste.’


Justin snorted. ‘She risks her formidable reputation to play with us, for no other reason than that nobody at the school can stand the picochet.’


‘It only has one string. It refuses to mingle in harmonious fashion with anything. Besides, there is no proper music for it.’


‘So she is forced to take down her hair and bare her shoulders and knees to drunken tanners.’


Nicol blinked. ‘Really?’


‘Just to play an instrument that caught her heart.’


‘Her heart. Nobody plays the picochet by choice. Except in the barbaric provinces. Maybe she spies for Pellior House. Beware of her. Give her nothing. What do you talk about with her?’


Justin evaded the question. ‘Nicol, do you think I would babble in a tavern about—’


‘Lower your voice. You get drunk there. How do you know what you say?’


‘She comes to play the picochet,’ Justin said tightly. ‘We talk about ballads. Nicol—’


‘Don’t trust her,’ Nicol said peremptorily. ‘Never trust anyone not of the House. That reminds me, though, of something you might do with your life. We could use someone coming and going in Pellior Palace. For legitimate reasons.’ He ignored Justin’s sidelong stare. ‘You could work there.’ His hand, closing on Justin’s shoulder, checked an exclamation. ‘They want—’


‘No.’


‘Listen to me.’


‘No.’ He unclenched his jaw after a moment. ‘Be satisfied with my life, Nicol. I’ll change it for myself, but not for you.’


‘Listen,’ Nicol said.


‘I’m not working for—’


‘It’s the music library from Tormalyne Palace.’ He paused; his grip suddenly became uncomfortable. ‘They stole it.’


‘I thought it had burned,’ Justin said blankly.


‘So did the school. Three hundred years’ worth of manuscripts and scrolls so valuable that they were not even kept in the music school. Veris Legere sent word to the school that he needed a librarian to sort and catalog them. Just that. No excuses, no explanation – they burned children, but not before they rescued the music library—’


‘Yes,’ Justin breathed, his eyes flicking down the walk. ‘Nicol. Why did they wait thirty-seven years—’


‘Did he bother to explain? Does he think there is anyone left to care? Someone opened a closet and there it was, a treasure in manuscripts, smelling of smoke, a trifle bloodied, and now he wants a librarian.’ He shook his head a little; his hand opened, dropped. ‘I’d do it, but I don’t trust my temper,’ he admitted with rare candor. ‘But you—’


‘Me,’ Justin said thinly. ‘I’m just the one to stand around in Pellior Palace trying to read three-hundred-year-old signatures on music stolen from Tormalyne House. Thank you. I would rather gut fish.’


‘It would be temporary,’ Nicol said, with his infuriating obtuseness, and for a moment Justin felt the family temper shimmer behind his eyes. Then he laughed, which was easier than fighting Nicol, and which Nicol found equally baffling.


‘No. You’ll have to use what talents I have. I can keep an ear open in the taverns for gossip about the riders on the Tormalyne Bridge. But sorting musty manuscripts in some marble room in Pellior Palace – I might as well be dead and buried. I’d get drunk from boredom, pass out among the scrolls, and Veris Legere would drop me out the nearest window like a bawdy song.’


‘Well,’ Nicol said, unconvinced. ‘Think about it. We can speak later.’ They were, Justin found to his surprise, nearly at the steps of the music school. ‘Everything has its dangerous edge. Even you.’


Justin watched him. Among the students he moved gently, gracefully, giving out spare, melancholy smiles to those who greeted him. People trailed after him up the steps; even here he had his following, mostly pale, limpid-eyed, mouths daintily pursed as if they carried quails’ eggs on their tongues. Justin turned finally, wrestling with the familiar knot of exasperation and affection that Nicol invariably left in him, and crossed the street to the tavern there to find breakfast.
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Rook stood in fire.


He burned in it; he watched it burn; it had already burned the charred, blackened heart of the wood around him. The dead, twisted and melted by flame, were unrecognizable.


Trapped in memory, he could not move. He was what the fire had left behind it: the ashes in the hearth. He felt sound growing in him, but he could not make a sound, not in the wood, not in the hearth, not with the Basilisk with his golden face and his deadly eyes saying again and again: Is this your son? His father had only one eye to weep sorrow for the faceless child on the floor with its arm around the dog. The other eye wept blood. The child hidden in the vast marble hearth, covered in ash, breathing ash, stared at the mangled ember of the child on the floor, clutching the jeweled collar of the dog in its brittle fingers. Yes, said his father’s tears. Yes, said the dog. Yes, said the dead. I am your son.


The dead child watched.


The palace, the wood, had finished screaming; there was only this to finish, that. His sisters had stopped, and his brother. His mother had screamed at the Basilisk; she screamed at the dead child, gave him his name. Then she stopped, and there was only that to finish, because the child was already dead. His father had no more words; he had nothing left to see. The Basilisk finished finally, left the dead in their silence.


He still could not move. He felt a breeze like silk, like the hands of the dead, on his face, on his wrists. He felt his fists clenched, his body shaking in the sunlit wood, as if he stood in all the fury of winter. He could not move, he could not make a sound. The child still hid in the hearth, breathing ash, swallowing it, the bitter taste of being dead. He stared at the child on the floor, himself, and knew he was the child’s dream; he was only a dream of being alive. The dead had taken his name.


They had understood, those who had found the dead on the floor. When he came out, covered in ash, unable to speak, they knew that he was the child on the floor. He was ash; he was no one; he had no name. They had given him another. He stared at the eyeless raven on the floor and could not weep, because he was dead. The white-haired man made a circle out of lamp oil around all the dead, himself and his dog, his mother and father. The other men, guards wearing dark cloaks over the torn and filthy griffins on their tunics, led him out of the room. He turned at the threshold and looked back. The white-haired man, his father’s uncle, set a torch to the circle.


Fire swarmed over the dead. His father moved, turned blindly to look at him. Something rose from him – a dark flame, a word, his name – flew upward out of the fire. Then flames hid him, hid them all, hid everything, the house, the city, the world. He turned away from the fire, walked a step or two before he stumbled.


Someone picked him up. He could not see, he could not hear. He was dead. They took him out of the world to the kingdom of the dead.


The raven in the fire.


Raven Tormalyne.


He heard himself make a sound, a rook’s harsh cry. Blinking, he saw the dead among the trees, faceless and silent, as if they had appeared out of his dream. But they were not his dead: a beaded leather shoe told him that, a cooking pot, a piece of striped cloth, an odd painted drum. He wept then, still shaking, unable to move. Tears broke out of him like rain; he wept blood, he wept ash. Ravens circled him among the trees, cried his cries, dropped feathers like black tears. The dead waited, but he had nothing to play for them: the picochet meant life.


The drum, as silent as the dead, played itself in his head.


It stood oddly in the midst of the dead, for no reason, dropped like an egg on the floor of the wood. It was made of glazed pottery and painted with eyes. The eyes spoke, as he stared at it. The dead were wordless; their eyes spoke. The ravens spoke.


He moved then. There was nothing to play it with, so he played it with bone, bringing a charred thighbone high up over his head and then down, and down again, and again down until the drum broke like an egg and the dead flew out of it like wind, poured among the shivering trees, and passed away, followed by a black wind of ravens. He watched them, his eyes as black, his breath still full of ravens’ cries, with ash from the fire, from the hearth.


He dropped the bone after a while, and sat with the husks of the dead.


Hours later, in the night, he remembered the picochet and played it in memory of their lives.


Near dawn, he tasted his name like ash in his throat and swallowed it. I am alive, he realized, amazed. All this time I have been dead.


He fell asleep finally among the dead.


In his dreams, he went north.


He knew the tale his dreams told then: he was both the teller and the bard in the tale. His heart eaten by fires that would not die, he had left Luly and walked through the hinterlands until he found the place at the top of the world where winter was born. There, he thought, would be the cold fires to spawn the instrument to play the ceaseless raging in his heart. In the tale, the bard carried a twisted knot of love and betrayal in his throat; he could not swallow it; he could not sing. In the dream, there was no love, only hatred, and the torn, empty eyes of death. He could make that cold sing for him; he could freeze his own bones and play fire out of ice. He moved into the barren, deadly land without feeling the killing wind: his own fires kept him alive.


Out of mist and burning cold came the monstrous beast that the powers of his rage had summoned. It was white as winter, red as blood, black as night. Its eyes and breath were fire. It had wings and talons like the raven, and spurs as sharp as knives along the bone from neck to tail. Even dead, it could kill: its skin was venomous; its teeth and scales were sharp as swords. The fire in the marrow of its bones never died.


The bard said: Give me a bone to play.


It said: I will give you one. Your life is mine.


He said: Take my life.


It turned its flat head and sinewy neck, bared its teeth, and snapped off a small bone in one wing. The bone dripped; snow hissed at its blood.


It said: Your heart will take my shape when you play. You will summon me out of your bones. I will do whatever your heart asks. And then you are mine. And then you will live where I live. Your bones will be ice; your blood will be fire. Every song you play will become the song you play out of me.


The bard said: There is no other song.


He woke. Night lay thick and dark as feathers over his eyes; the wood around him was soundless. He felt something in his hand: a twig, or a small bone. He closed his eyes, slept again. In his dreams, the lion rose from the ashes, the eagle flew out of the fire. The blind raven spoke his name.


He could not find his way out of the hinterlands. East turned into south or north; the moon and sun had changed direction; he had misplaced an ocean. The hills were no longer empty. He kept meeting people living in small villages, who pointed him in one direction or another, and then distracted him. They offered him food, asked him to sing a story, and gave him odd things to play. He told them the tale of the bard in his dream; they knew the tale, and the fire-bone pipe. There was one in the next village, they heard, and told him how to find it. In the next village, he found the same vague rumors of the pipe: in the next valley, there was one, or perhaps beside the lake. ‘I must get home,’ he told them urgently; they pointed him east and he got lost. They all seemed gentle, kindly people; he could find no reason for the dead. He asked them, but they listened as if he told some long-forgotten story, or a dream. He had traveled into the land of the dead and played for them: that, they somehow knew. Now he could play anything. The trees listened to his picochet and opened new leaves. Birds answered bone pipes he made, and he understood their language. He played a whistle made of a raven’s feather and asked the ravens to find his way back to the sea. They led him here and there, to listen to a flute that only women could play, to gourds that hissed and rattled the language of snakes. Home, he told the ravens. But they could not follow his heart’s path, he knew. Luly was no longer home.


Home was south, under a burning sky, in a city of stone ringed by water. Home was a place where his name could not be spoken. Home was a reflection in the Basilisk’s eye, into which he must move without being seen. Beneath the summer sun of the hinterlands, he felt his heart take the griffin’s shape, cry the eagle’s challenge. But he must return to Luly for Hollis; he could not vanish out of his own son’s life. And Griffin, with his dangerous secrets and deadly name, filled him with sharp apprehension. Luly was not far enough from the Basilisk to speak that name. Death itself was not far enough … His fierce desire to find Luly grew more compelling by the day. He walked the sun’s path from morning to night, and still daylight left him in an endless wood, or beside a nameless river, among people who gave him shelter, and taught him tales so old he scarcely recognized the language. In the morning, they pointed toward the sea and told him he would smell it by day’s end. At day’s end, he would smell the smoke of another village, and hear, not the boom of the waves and the echo of the whale’s song, but another instrument he did not recognize, another song.
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