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      I prefer not to lie.

      No, really—I do. Not for any strong moral compunctions, it must be said: I am, at heart, a poet. It is precisely that vocation that makes it so difficult. In life as in poetry, I much prefer the misleading wink, the sly sideways truth, the straight face smirking suggestively at a precisely chosen moment.

      As a young man, I was given to great flights of hypotheticals, dizzying exaltations of absurdities, extravagant arrays of subjunctives.

      When asked who I was, I used to tell people I could be the Prince of the White Forest, come to judge the righteousness and hospitality of those I encountered. (And indeed, I still maintain, I could.)

      I acknowledged the inevitable comparisons of my physiognomy to the ninety-nine Emperors of Astandalas before my time, and never negated—how could I, in any good faith?—the family resemblance.

      I conscientiously denied that I was a trickster god.

      I never claimed other than that I was a poet, a wild mage, an anarchist, a revolutionary, and almost certainly a fool.

      I discovered early, and subsequent experience has not disproven this, that the greatest truths, most plainly spoken, are the least likely to be believed. Few indeed are those who have told any truths more brazenly than I, or to greater applause for the depths of my cunning duplicities.

      You may imagine, then, I hope, how disappointed I am in myself, how embarrassed—I, whom popular imagination believes incapable of either emotion!—when not two hours after setting off on my first real quest in thirty-odd years I was caught breaking into the tomb of one of my most esteemed ancestors and found myself unable to respond to the sarcastic guard with anything but the most stuttering, stammering, inadequate, obvious lie in the book.

      To the flippant question I should have responded with an even more flippant truth. The guard would never have believed me had I answered “Yes”; he should certainly have found it inconceivable had I replied, “Hardly, as I was once an Emperor of Astandalas!”

      I could have told him half a dozen incredible truths, but instead, when he peered in through the entrance tunnel, saw me there in amongst the grave goods, and asked, “Who do you think you are, Fitzroy Angursell?” I was so surprised to be immediately recognized that I replied with a barefaced lie, and denied it utterly.

      We stared at each other, he and I, both, I reckon, somewhat startled.

      On second glance the man was probably not actually a guard, but rather some form of custodian for the necropolis. He was a weedy, wiry, middle-aged sort of man, mid-brown of skin and curly of hair, dressed in a dirty cotton tunic and ragged rusty-red trews. He was peering rather apprehensively at me from the entrance tunnel.

      I was standing in the central chamber of the tomb of Yr the Conqueror, first Emperor of Astandalas. It was a massive construction, all enormous blocks of rusty-black basalt, simple, heavy, and deeply impressive. On the outside it formed the shape of a grassy cone; the inside, which I was fairly certain I was the only person to have seen since it was closed, contained a short, narrow passage leading to a large single chamber.

      This chamber was a hollow cube perhaps twenty feet in every direction, the basalt forming walls, floor, ceiling. I had lit a couple of mage-lights to illuminate the space, and had only just begun investigating it when I was interrupted.

      The air was cold, noticeably so after the equatorial afternoon heat outside, and tasted both stale and electric, like the air before a lightning strike. Ancient magic had stirred at my entrance, but I technically had the right to enter, even if I’d never had any occasion to do so before. What the magic did if fully awoken was unclear, but judging by the eerie lack of dust inside the chamber it remained operative despite the four thousand or so years since Yr’s death.

      In the centre of the space was a basalt plinth on which rested a pure white alabaster sarcophagus. The lid was carved with a life-size relief of a man. He wore a knee-length kilt with a belt clearly intended to be seen as set with heavy jewels. His muscles were well-defined, his shoulders broad, his torso layered with heavy necklaces. His hands were folded on his stomach, clasping three items: the hilt of a sword whose blade ran down between his legs, a circular object I presumed represented the legendary Sun Disc, and a small mirror.

      I contemplated the carving. My initial survey of the chamber had made it clear that the grave goods were primarily carved bronze, gold, and stone items representing the entire retinue an ancient emperor might want for the afterlife: horses, soldiers, servants, handmaidens, elephants, horses, dogs, falcons, horses, and thousands of items of more prosaic household use.

      There was gold and jewelry and real weaponry a-plenty, but nothing quite identical to the three objects on the sarcophagus lid. If they were here, as legend claimed, then they had been sealed inside the sarcophagus with the earthly remains of the emperor.

      I regarded the carved face thoughtfully. Even paying generous heed to the substantial developments in the sculptural arts over the millennia, not to mention the likelihood of flattery in the depiction here, it was remarkable how the family nose had, in fact, persisted.

      “There’s a curse, you know,” the custodian said.

      I had quite forgotten about him, and turned to see that he had edged a few steps further from the entrance. He was half-turned, obviously worried about the door closing, and leading with the unusual implement he held in his right hand. This was a handled rectangular blade with a gruesome-looking spike halfway down one side.

      I have always been excessively curious, and for half my life have been prevented from asking questions for fear of the answers people might give. Delighting in the ability to do so, I nodded in the direction of his hand. “What sort of tool is that?”

      He blinked and stopped his unsteady progress. “What?”

      “The object in your hand. What is it?”

      He lifted it, as if surprised he was holding something. “This? It’s a zax, like. You use it working with slates. I was fixing the roof on Eritanyr’s tomb yonder.” He jerked his head in vague indication.

      The Emperor Eritanyr, my unlamented uncle, had had built for himself a miniature temple, complete with silver-blue slates imported from far western Voonra, each individually dipped in gold. My ancestors had wealth; more occasionally, taste.

      I nodded in appreciation of the zax. “It is certainly fearsome.”

      The custodian sniggered, shuffling his feet so he could lean up against the side of the tunnel mouth. “What are you holding?” His voice shifted to what I presumed was an attempt at my accent. “The object in your hand. What is it?”

      I looked down at the item in question, a six-inch rod made of cunningly carved gold set with opaque black and white diamonds in concentric bands. It was gaudy, extravagant, visibly of the same aesthetic as the majority of objects inside this tomb, and quite likely the reason the colours of the Empire of Astandalas were black, white, and gold. The magic in it sparkled against my fingers.

      “This,” I said, tilting my hand so he could see it, “is called the Linchpin of the Empire. It was created by Harbut Zalarin.”

      The custodian pursed his lips. “Who was he, then?”

      “The greatest wizard of pre-Astandalan Zunidh and the father of Yr the Conqueror.” I waved the linchpin in the direction of the stone sarcophagus behind me.

      “It’s a magic wand, then?”

      “You could say that. It was supposed to be the very core of the enchantments holding the Empire together.”

      A linchpin is the rod through the centre of a wheel that holds the axle in place. Harbut Zalarin was popularly supposed to have invented the wheel, though I personally believed his name was simply attached to it, as happens more often than you might think.

      The custodian snorted. “Funny thing to hide away in your tomb, then.”

      I tucked it away into a pocket of my shoulder bag. “I brought it in with me; that’s how I opened the door.”

      “And how did you come by it?”

      “I was given it,” I said blandly, omitting that this had been in the course of the ceremony that made me hundredth and last Emperor of Astandalas.

      “You didn’t steal it?” he said, a note of urgency coming into his voice, and he stepped towards me, zax uplifted warningly.

      I didn’t need to be fairly certain that he would win in any contest of physical strength, nor I in any of magic, to shake my head in denial. I did cast one final glance at the sarcophagus lid, but there is a difference—a fine one, perhaps, but clear—between robbing a tomb and desecrating a coffin.

      And if I needed the mirror in the end, as I might or might not, I knew exactly where to find it.

      “Look here,” the custodian said, moving towards me, “I don’t know what your plan is, but—”

      But he had taken a step past the tunnel mouth, and despite his work on the surface the custodian had no right to be inside the chamber proper, and the magic retaliated instantly.

      I moved a little less instantly, as a sudden wind shrieked past me and the figurines representing Yr the Conqueror’s armies came alive and started to grow to fill the space. As an elephant stumbled over my feet I caught my breath and was able to gather my magic and composure together.

      “Run, you fool!” I cried, and shoved the custodian with magic. It wasn’t my full strength, but enough to propel him up the sloping tunnel and out the door into the bright sunlight.

      He tumbled over. The zax embedded itself in the grass, and I half-tripped over its handle before catching myself on the stone I’d rolled away from the entrance. I whirled around, magic rousing, the linchpin leaping back into my hand from my bag as I channelled the ancient powers back into their accustomed roles.

      The shrieking wind spiralled around us, pushing the custodian back to the ground, causing my garments to whip wildly around my legs, and finally picking up the boulder and slamming it into place with a definite thump.

      The grass on the mound rippled and then went utterly flat as a shadow passed over the necropolis. I readied myself but, I confess, was glad I didn’t have to do anything further. The shadow touched me, accepted my instinctive recognition of the custodian as under my protection, and returned to the tomb.

      I took several deep breaths, recovering my composure, and turned to regard the custodian with a severe frown. That was the most physical excitement I’d experienced in decades.

      The custodian ignored my frown and instead grinned crookedly at me from where he was still sprawled on his back. “Are you going to write a song about this?”

      I was not even three hours away from the Imperial Apartments in the Palace of Stars. My efforts at disguise had not extended much beyond changing my clothing to something pertaining less to the iconography of emperors and more to that of folk heroes.

      This consisted of a knee-length cotton tunic in sky-blue and white stripes, which was accompanied by a matching hat that more or less hid the fact that my head, as per ancient tradition, was shaven bald. The hat kept flopping over one ear and irritating me, but I felt obliged to keep it on while I was still so close to what amounted to home. It had, unsurprisingly, fallen off in my helter-skelter exit from the tomb. With great dignity I picked it up and put it back on.

      I was also wearing a scarlet silk mantle, which I adjusted with even more dignity.

      Black-skinned and bald-headed screamed, at the very least, a serious imposter of the high nobility, even if not necessarily Last Emperor of Astandalas.

      The custodian did not have any particular reason to expect Artorin Damara or any other former Emperor of Astandalas to be standing there sans entourage and guards and ceremony, and did not imagine he had found him.

      He had no reason to expect Fitzroy Angursell, either, but thirty years of myth-mongering after a spectacularly bizarre disappearance had apparently done much of my work for me. Not to mention that I was dressed very closely as described in several songs; sky-blue was my colour, and the scarlet silk mantle was nearly as famous as my Bag of Unusual Capacity.

      “What makes you think I would?” I temporized.

      “It’s an adventure, like,” he explained, getting up and experimentally tugging his zax, which was deeply embedded in the ground. “And that’s what you write songs about, no?”

      His tone suggested he did not really believe I was the returned Fitzroy Angursell, but that he was a canny man and was determined to cover all possibilities. And if the opportunity came to be put in a song by Fitzroy Angursell—well! He’d be a fool not to take it.

      I nodded, not quite regally. “It’s been known to happen.”

      “I’m Gus,” he said, abandoning the zax in favour of impressing on me his role in the affair. “I tend the tombs, like, and it was very brave of me, don’t you think, coming in to see who was inside the tomb, when everyone knows there are curses, like.”

      I regarded the very definitely closed stone of the tomb of Yr the Conqueror, and nodded absently.

      “‘Course,” Gus went on, “I’m from here, you know, like the first emperor himself. Related, most like, from way back when.”

      This was unlikely. Even in those very early days—perhaps especially in those very early days—my ancestors did not tend to distribute their seed outside the marriage-bed: it is a dangerous thing to have children of the line outside of direct control.

      As indeed they found with me. Not that I ever told anyone that truth.

      “No doubt I am, too,” I replied, smirking.

      Ninety-three or possibly ninety-seven generations back, depending on how one counted the little-publicized instances of intergenerational incest in my family tree. There are, alas, reasons for why the features have bred as true as they have. Though I can say that there are other unexpected cousins than me in the history books.

      The custodian appeared to find this hilarious, but eventually he recalled himself to his duties. “Are you planning on breaking into any more tombs?”

      I looked at the Imperial Necropolis, where ninety-nine emperors and numerous members of their (and thus my) extended families and courts had tombs. (Not all of them were actually entombed here, of course; at least one, Aurelius Magnus, had disappeared into legend without leaving a corpse behind.)

      “No,” I said, recalling that here I was not Artorin Damara, and thus it behoved me to answer questions and attempt a certain normal courtesy. “Just that one, thank you.”

      That didn’t sound quite correct. Oh well. I am much better at recognizing the nuances of other people’s behaviour. We stood there for a moment, he toeing the ground absently, I holding my bag under my arm. I was, it was becoming increasingly clear, out of practice with this sort of thing, and wasn’t quite prepared to say good-bye and walk off, especially as I wasn’t entirely sure of my direction.

      My plans on setting forth had focused on reaching the necropolis and retrieving the mirror. With that plan currently forestalled, my next task was to leave the world behind in furtherance of the three components of my quest, but there are no useful passages across the Borders anywhere near the capital.

      “Have you been in there long?” the custodian asked at length. At my puzzled glance he clarified, “Since you disappeared, maybe. Everyone always wanted to know what happened.”

      Here was an excellent price of passage: to be the first person to have seen Fitzroy Angursell in thirty years! To hear the story from his own mouth!

      (Assuming, that is, that I was.)

      I bestowed upon the custodian a sly sideways smile.

      “I have been in the Starry Court,” I declared. “The Moon Lady offered me a place at her side, the Morning Star as my vessel. I have been adored as a god, but am now returned to the mortal lands on a quest of great moment.”

      Every word of this, I swear, was the honest truth.

      The custodian was doubtful. “To break into tombs?”

      “I will offer you gratis my method for having astonishing adventures,” I told him, making his eyes light in curiosity. “First: you determine an object, in the sense of an end, or perhaps a telos as the philosophers would have it: a goal, that is. It might, perhaps, be something like the Three Mirrors of Harbut Zalarin. An ancient scroll I once had occasion to read tells how, in conjunction with a certain golden key Harbut Zalarin was given by his father the Sun and which I found long ago, the three mirrors permit one to open any heart. And that, my friend, is a quest worthy of any great poet.”

      I didn’t mention that I’d long since subsequently also lost said key. It wasn’t really any of his business, and I needed a back-up quest in case the first one proved easier than anticipated. Kip—my astonishingly patient and sometimes terrifyingly competent chief minister—has long since taught me the virtue of such advance preparations.

      “And then?” the custodian said, unimpressed.

      I found myself grinning at him, something I often felt but rarely expressed. It made me feel surprisingly light-hearted. Perhaps that was due to the momentary spike in heart-rate from the tomb magic.

      “And then, one comes up with a second object, or perhaps even a third, and very seriously and with the utmost effort seeks after it.”

      Finding the three mirrors was hardly the true telos of my quest, either officially or personally.

      The custodian laughed at my absurdity, though I could see how much he appreciated the story he would have to tell his friends. He then offered me the use of his bicycle, with the comment that I had once mentioned in a song that I had ridden the first that had ever been invented.

      “I have hardly ridden one since,” I objected, regarding the contraption dubiously.

      “They say you never forget,” the custodian replied complacently. He indicated a lever on the handle that seemed connected to a wire leading down to the front wheel. “These are brakes, to slow you down. They’re newer. You probably don’t have them in the Moon’s country.”

      “I certainly never noticed them there.”

      “Just tell someone, wherever you leave it, that it belongs to Gus up at the Nec.”

      I suppose I ought to have been disgruntled at how cavalier the necropolis custodian was about his duties, but as I careened inexpertly away from Gus, descended the well-groomed slope in front of Yr the Conqueror’s tomb, and sped across the open space which I had prevented many decades of well-meaning courtiers from filling with my own, I could not help but be grateful for my youthful exploits as a folk hero.

      It would have been so embarrassing to be taken up before the authorities this soon.
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      While it was quite correct to say that I had ridden the first bicycle ever invented, I had done so after borrowing the contraption in question from the small town museum in which it was kept.

      Borrow may not be quite the correct word.

      Though if I recall correctly, I did eventually send it back courtesy of the post.

      Gus’s bicycle was largely made of bamboo and Iveline rubber, apart from the wires surrounding the brakes and the looped metal chain that powered it. It did not feel substantial, but neither did it shake itself to pieces as I bumped down into a dip.

      I pedalled hard and got out of the dip again, only to be confronted with a fork in the path and the edge of the escarpment.

      I tried to go left, as although I have many skills and odd powers, flight (alas!) is not one of them.

      The bicycle appeared to have a will of its own. It inclined towards the righthand path, which went down in a relentless plunge.

      The path was a narrow, well-beaten twist of a thing, dark red-brown against the lighter reddish stones. It was towards the end of the dry season, and the clumps of grass were green at their bases, golden-violet up their stems, to the waving violet banners of the seed-heads. I focused on the twists in front of me, hands gripping tightly to the handlebars.

      Faster and faster. Some bird, somewhere, was making a loud twittering noise audible even over the noise of my passage. I jounced around on the bicycle as the path wound about larger boulders, my bag flapping against my side. The air was noticeably more sultry as I descended, warm and humid and redolent, the dominant scent something resinous and minty.

      The path suddenly dropped out below the leading wheel, and for a moment I was flying, stomach weightless, until the bicycle landed again with a thump and a wobble. But I was going too fast to fall, faster and faster as the path unspooled down a boulder field at the base of the escarpment, and then canted left and around a huge boulder precariously balanced on top of a much smaller one, a phenomenon I just caught out of the edge of my eye before I was past it, and then in a spray of red gravel I was on a white road and narrowly avoiding a cart drawn by water buffalo.

      The animals objected with a whuffling series of snorts. “Hoy!” cried their attendant.

      “Sorry! Can’t stop!” I called back, the honest truth, as the bicycle was pressing forward now, left and downhill along the white road, away from the escarpment and the necropolis and the cart, and my legs seemed to be pedalling without my conscious effort. Down, and down, the slope gentler now, speed a little moderated but still fast enough that the air seemed cool against my face, and I realized I was laughing madly, whooping with delight, the air echoing with it.

      By all the gods, how I’d missed this!

      The momentum from my plunge down the escarpment carried me along quite a ways down the back road I encountered at the bottom. I had never been along it before—official visits to the necropolis always followed a strict ceremonial route otherwise unused by mere mortals, and I’d never before been to the region unofficially—and once I caught my breath and stopped laughing, I was able to pedal along fairly decorously and enjoy my surroundings.

      The land gently sloped away from the red-stone escarpment towards the fertile valley of the River Dwahaii, which runs through Solaara on its way from the Grey Mountains to the Eastern Ocean. Up here, where the scrubland was still littered with the odd boulder, ranging in size from the size of my fist to larger than the largest elephant, the basic activity appeared to be pasturage.

      I saw mostly goats along with a few rangy dappled cows, their attendants dressed in wide green capes and round grey caps. They stared aghast at me as I passed, even after I stopped laughing. Well, I was grinning like a fool.

      I went down a dip and up the other side, with a bit of strain in my thighs, and was glad the land sloped down again, this time presenting a splendid view of my capital city ahead and slightly to the right.

      I paused there to take a drink of water from the bottle my assiduous chief attendant had packed for me, and to put away the scarlet mantle before it became damaged by dust or caught in the wheels of the bicycle, as had seemed dangerously possible more than once.

      Solaara is called The City of Cities and reckoned one of the most beautiful conurbations in the whole of the Nine Worlds. It is a city of white marble and flower-garlanded arcades, intricately carved spires and elegant domes, shady squares and colourful markets. The sun-in-glory of the Palace of Stars, which crowns a central volcanic plug, was from this angle quite visible: the golden roofs of the central block, the five major wings extending out, the well-watered gardens green as a malachite brooch.

      Everything was drenched in orange light, except for the river which was a streak of yellow fire. My shadow stretched in front of me, cutting the glare of the white clay road. I followed it away from the sunset, knowing night would fall soon but far too enamoured of the experience to think about practical matters.

      This road seemed to be heading away from the city, which was fine by me. I had already traversed Solaara on my way to the necropolis, and though I could not exactly say I knew it well—my excursions into it being rather circumscribed—it was not the heart of this new adventure.

      If any of the objects of my quest were to be found there, they would have to be found on my return. That is one of the classic stories, and though I am certainly no longer a young man off to seek my fortune, nevertheless the task of finding who you truly are and where you truly belong never ends.

      And of course, recently escaped prisoners of state generally ought not to linger in the environs.

      Thus I followed the road I was on, ignoring any side tracks leading back uphill or towards the city. It was a winding sort of road, not well-travelled—apart from the carter and the herders I had seen no one since leaving the Nec—but all the more pleasant for that. The city had been suffocating in its crowds. I am not well used to them, though this was only the second time in one thousand and twelve years I had been alone for longer than an hour at a time.

      It was, dare I say it, invigorating, but the plains around Solaara are no wasteland, and my splendid independence lasted only until full dark, when I missed a turn and toppled straight into a fen.

      Fortunately some passing arsonists found this amusing and rescued me.
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      It was, I take pride in stating, a spectacular fall. I rather specialize in them.

      Just at dusk I crossed a causeway marked by a line of leathery-leaved shrubs that appeared to be the source of the resinous, minty scent, for they filled the air almost to the point of intoxication as I approached. On the other side of the hedgerow the white-earth road transitioned to a wooden boardwalk.

      The vibrations caused by the bicycle moving over the corrugations were pleasing. The boardwalk was level, and the boards were fairly smooth and well-fitting, so the shaking was minimal and the pedalling easy. On either side of the boardwalk were tall grasslands, chest-high to me on the bicycle, full at first of small birds flitting here and there and fireflies starting to glow as the dusk deepened. It reminded me rather of my first adventure, when I had escaped my exile and found myself in a painted city at the edge of a vast grassy estuary.

      I cycled along, humming an old song of mine from those days, and reflected that that was another thing I had not been able to do for so long. Most of the time it is inappropriate for a head of state to be humming absently, and even when it isn’t—in the bath, for instance—I was never alone. Not that my guards were anything but discreet; but it was always the case that I wasn’t supposed to know Fitzroy Angursell’s songs, the majority of which remain banned.

      I relished my perceived isolation, moved from ‘A Riot in the Painted City’ to ‘The Glorious Defeat of the Third Army of Astandalas’ (ah, those were the days! I had yet to learn how to title songs properly but nevertheless managed to write ones that appealed to large swaths of the population), and ignored the really quite basic fact that I do not have magically enhanced night vision, and that these fens are known for their fatally attractive spirit lights.

      I was aiming for an edifice illuminated by human agency, so I felt justified in looking for a congregation of lights. Once I had realized the boardwalk was taking me along the edge of the Fens towards the river, it occurred to me that I did know of a destination I could aim towards for supper—increasingly appealing—and probably the night as well.

      The River-Horse Inn at the edge of the Fens was an establishment my long-suffering former secretary and present viceroy Kip had mentioned as a place he intended to take his family on their visit to him, and indeed had done so after a river excursion, to apparent pleasure all round. From this I deduced that it would be clean, aesthetically appealing, culinarily acceptable, reasonably priced, and almost certainly middle-class in clientele, all of which seemed a good idea for this first night out from the Palace.

      There were very few cross-paths from the boardwalk, but whenever I came across one I always chose the route that took me towards the cluster of bright lights that I thought indicated the inn.

      I should not, of course, have been following the lights.
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      The Solamen Fens lie to the east of Solaara, and have an ill repute.

      The enclosing and binding of the fens was one of my first great acts as Lord of Zunidh. As Emperor of Astandalas I was preoccupied with other matters, and did not make use of what I may say is a considerable talent for wild magic. When I woke after the Fall, it was to find my empire disintegrated and the magic of the world maddened and uncontrolled. I began the work of restoration and reconstruction close to what had become home, with the Fens and their deadly spirits.

      The River Dwahaii meanders past a line of volcanic plugs of varying heights and precipitousness in the wide valley formed between the Escarpment I had just descended and the southerly Vijurnka Hills, of which I knew little besides the fact that the hill tribes and the Plainsmen had a long and storied enmity that mostly played out nowadays in enthusiastic and often violent sporting matches. The Prince of Eastern Dair, into whose demesne Solaara and its surroundings fall, takes much more interest in them than the majority of his subjects.

      The line of volcanic plugs finishes with a flourish of sorts, in the form of a double peak unimaginatively called the Twins. Although not very high, the Twins are of sufficient mass and conformation to force the river through the gap between them. On the city side of the Twins are the farms and market gardens that fed the city; on the ocean side are the Fens.

      Despite what some of the songs might indicate, I do not have a wholly unreliable sense of direction. I cannot claim any great feats of orientation, it is true—I am not the person one looks to when navigation is in question—but I can, most of the time, hold a map in my mind and relate the visible geography of a place to the cartographical image.

      I mention this not only to clear up a matter of longstanding irritation, but to indicate that I was not lost. I had come down from the Escarpment, very good. Solaara was behind me, also very good. The river was to one side of me, the sun had set behind me, and I was sloping ever downhill. The sea was some way in front of me, and before the coast was the River-Horse Inn. Also very good.

      I expected to come to the foot-path that I had been informed led alongside the Twins for the convenience of those who wanted to stay close to the riverside as they journeyed, and after that, I thought, I would have to watch out for the Fens. But since I would be on the riverbank path, there would be no need to fear losing my way or missing the River-Horse, and I happened to know that the bindings on the fen spirits protected the bank from their depredations even at night.

      What I had not taken into account was that my back-road approach had led me to the north of the Twins. Thus, when I passed through the hedgerow I had entered the Fens far from the river, and whatever lights I was heading towards had nothing whatsoever to do with the inn.

      It had been a long time since my work on the Fens. I was still proud of my work, but I confess I had spent very little time thinking about the bindings since I finished them, except in a vague self-congratulatory manner. They were a network of magic holding the Fen spirits in and ensuring that travellers were safe throughout the marshes during the day, and that at least the margins were safe at night. All around the perimeter were spirit houses, where the local witches paid the small tributes of salt and wine and so on required to keep the Fen spirits occupied. It was still assuredly not a good idea to go very far past the periphery.

      I have always thought it a very great work of magic indeed. The Fens had been places of horror and misery for as long as anyone had ever mentioned them, and now they were bound, even if not precisely tamed.

      Not that anyone can tame the true Wild. A certain discipline may be accepted, as even my muse will accept a certain metre, but only complete destruction will obliterate something at once so beautiful and so perilous.The boardwalk path I was following led south and east through the very middle of the Fens, where I had long been assured absolutely no one had any desire or need to go. Only the Fen spirits dwelled there, I was told. The river folk muttered about skinwalkers and hobgoblins and things of that ilk, but I had never encountered any, and so, in my arrogance, thought none were there.

      It is a hazard of the profession, arrogance. You can change the world, and so you begin to think you should.

      And of course, if one is secretly also reckoned the greatest poet and one of the greatest renegades of the Nine Worlds, one’s name known to the highest of the high and the lowest of the low alike, and one’s friends are scattered to the winds—well, it is something of a miracle I have any sense of humour left, really.

      I have Kip to guide me now, but in those days he was a lowly undersecretary of little standing and no reputation besides one for being a bit of a troublemaker, and barely a whisper of his exploits came to my ears. I was instead surrounded by people who were desperate for me to take care of all their problems, and willing to flatter me to the point where I began to think I could. Kip mentioned the Fens a few times, early in his time as my secretary, but I had not learned to listen, and I was much more concerned with—and to be frank, far more interested in—new and greater works.

      I was pondering the difficulty of finding good advisors (and that heads of state have at least as hard a time with it as notorious criminals) when the front wheel of the bicycle dropped out from under me.

      Unlike when I’d gone over the Escarpment, there was no path to catch it. The front wheel plunged down in a fountain of black water. Physical momentum ensured both rear wheel and rider followed, at an angle that flipped me over the handlebars to land flat on my back in three feet of murky water atop many more of muck.

      By the time I found my bag and scrambled to my feet, the bicycle was nearly out of sight. I spent a good few minutes attempting to haul it out. It was borrowed, and I’d rather that Gus up at the Nec tell all his friends that Fitzroy Angursell had seen to the safe return of his cycle than to have taken it in good faith only to abandon it in the middle of a haunted swamp. The suction from the mud below the water made my efforts increasingly difficult, as did the mosquitos that had emerged out of nowhere when I stopped moving.

      It was in all regards a distasteful activity. The mud was unpleasantly warm and squishy between my toes—my sandals were an early sacrifice to its depth—and full of disquieting bits of harder material that I hoped very much were fragments of plants. It also smelled. It was funky rather than vile, with a brackish edge, and it made me think of old stories about these fens.

      It was said that Yr the Conqueror, the ancestor whose tomb I had just raided, had set off about conquering his empire specifically to get away from the Solamen Fens in the dry season, when they used to catch on fire.

      It was just the edge of the dry season. The water was low, the mud turgid, and the mosquitos hungry. It was all very disagreeable.

      I eventually stopped, with the handlebars propped uncomfortably against my shins, so that I could pay attention to the mosquitos and shift them magically. As I wiped my muddy and now sweaty brow with an equally muddy and sweaty hand, grateful to stretch my back straight, I discovered I had an audience.

      This was promising.

      There were three men on the boardwalk watching me. Short and wiry and midtoned of skin, insofar as I could tell in the gloaming, they reminded me rather of Gus up at the Nec; the Plainsmen are taller and have a redder hue to their skin, and the river-folk tend towards the Plainsman phenotype, though I don’t believe they are all that closely related. These men were clearly shorter and stockier than the river-folk I had met in the past. The central one was holding a shielded lantern so the light fell on me, which I spied with great delight.

      “I haven’t seen one of those in years!” I cried, ignoring all else. “A proper thief’s lantern, to be sure. How splendid. Is there much to rob in here?—Oh!” I gave them a brilliant smile, even as the lantern-bearer lifted his hand and cast the light on my face. “Good evening, good sirs. I must apologize for my presumption, I’m afraid it’s a terrible habit. I don’t suppose you could assist me in lifting this bicycle out of the mud? It doesn’t belong to me and I shouldn’t like Gus up at the Nec to think I’d absconded with it when he was so kind as to lend it to me.”

      “Gus up at the Nec, eh,” the central one said, looking to the man on his right. I couldn’t see their expressions because of the light in my face—the boardwalk put them a good two feet above me, though I was naturally taller than they—but I could see the way their bodies shifted with discomfort, wariness, and curiosity.

      One thing sitting on a throne staring down at milling courtiers for hours on end does is give you a ripe appreciation for what body language can indicate. There are all sorts of games you start to play when your function is to sit up on a gold-plated throne in glory and be seen as powerful, magnificent, and divinely benevolent while your courtiers busily angle for favour. I tried to cut back on how often I held court, but that only ended up in a noticeable increase in regional warfare, so developing several variants of courtier solitaire it was.

      And really, reading an audience is reading an audience regardless of whether one is a bard, a conman, a jobbing mage, or a head of state.

      All this is to say that it didn’t occur to me to be concerned about my physical safety.

      “Yes,” I went on blithely. “He let me out of Yr the Conqueror’s tomb.”

      There was a pause. I tugged at the handlebars, which were subsiding again, and grinned up at the three men. My hat had disappeared in the tumble, and good riddance to the itchy thing, so I trusted the darkness, the situation, and the preponderance of mud to disguise me.

      “Out of the tomb, eh,” the lantern-holder said. His two companions shuffled back a step. He held his ground, but he lifted the lantern again so it shone on my face.

      It is absolutely true that I strongly resemble every one of my ancestors.

      He cleared his throat with a phlegmy-sounding cough. “And—excuse me—” he coughed again, and twisted around to spit the gob of phlegm off on the other side of the boardwalk, a courtesy I trust you will understand I very much appreciated. “And why were you, er, in there?”

      I patted my bag, strap safely if somewhat damply snug against my side. “I had something to fetch.”

      The two companions stepped back again, then jostled forward when they realized they had nearly fallen off the opposite side of the boardwalk.

      “Steady there,” I said. “The mud isn’t that pleasant. It’s probably usefully exfoliating, but I’m not sure about the contents.”

      “Not a fan of leeches, eh?” the speaker said. It was a comment that I found wonderfully motivating.

      In short order I was up beside them, the bicycle handlebars hooked on the edge of the boardwalk to keep it from disappearing. The three men had retreated several yards away, leaving me just enough light from the lantern to see that my arms and probably many more parts of my body were liberally spotted with shiny black parasitical molluscs.

      “How do I get them off me?” I enquired with as much calm as I could muster, which wasn’t very much. I abhor leeches. Slugs. Even snails. Anything of that mucilaginous ilk.

      “Fire works,” the lantern-holder began slowly, coming a half-step towards me as if to proffer his aid.

      I danced away from him, rubbing my hands together and shuddering bodily when I touched one of the leeches with the side of my palm.

      “Fire? Right. Yes. Fire.”

      “Yes, you want to—” he said, but I ignored whatever he went on to say.

      Without really thinking further I called up magic in the form of small flames and sent them dancing across my skin. Head right down to toes, and not forgetting any of the more private areas either. It’s probably just as well that the clean-shaven fashion extended to all bodily hair but for eyebrows and eyelashes, as I would surely have singed it all close in an effort to be thorough. The mud baked instantly into a crackling dry glaze.

      I let the last of the flames die away from my hands and took a deep, relieved breath. “There,” I said. “Surely none of the leeches would have survived that!” I stretched, grateful to be out of the swamp and also—my thighs were protesting the entirely unaccustomed exertion—to be off the bicycle. Ah yes, the bicycle. I stared down at the handlebars, just visible in the light from the thief’s lantern. I smiled hopefully at the men and gestured at the vehicle. “Would you be so good as to help me lift it up?”

      “Er,” said the lantern-holder, making a motion suggestive of turning to look plaintively back at his friends. My eyes were adjusting but it was a dark night, thick with clouds. I have to admit that despite being a skilled weather-worker (not to mention having lived half my life in the vicinity) I had no real idea about the weather hereabouts. General climatological patterns, yes. Daily forecasts, no. I've spent most of my time indoors.

      I remembered the magic word, and smiled as winningly as I could. “Please?”

      One of the non-lantern-holders laughed, a short, astonished crackle. “Why not?” he said, his voice full of ironic marvel. “An ancient man cycles into the middle of the Fens on a new-moon night and sets himself on fire to rid himself of leeches. Of course he’d have a strange request.”

      “I’m not that old,” I protested, though it’s true I am on the edge of retirement.

      “You can’t suggest you’re young?” the new speaker asked, handing something to the third of their trio and stumping forward to squat beside the bicycle. “My cousin owes me one,” he muttered, tugging at the handles. “Glory, this is stuck.”

      “I like that invocation,” I said.

      “Shorty doesn’t like calling on the Emperor,” the lantern-holder explained.

      “Neither do I,” I said, charmed. “Can I be of assistance, ah, Shorty? I’m afraid I’m not one for upper body strength, but I can try.”

      “You’re not too shabby,” Shorty replied after giving me a thorough inspection in the light his friend thoughtfully held up for him. “Can’t say you’ve missed too many meals, but at the same time, you’re obviously not totally idle.”

      This was highly gratifying, for all that sitting on thrones and so on does not make for a particularly active lifestyle. “Thank you,” I said, which made Shorty utter his crackle again and return to his efforts with the handles. He obviously did have a more active lifestyle, for he was able to set his  heels down against the boardwalk and with a single thrust heave the bicycle up beside him.

      I was within the radius to be splattered with mud as he did so. When I lit a small magical light to see if any leeches had come with the mud, I discovered I had been somewhat overly enthusiastic earlier and had contrived to burn off all my clothes without noticing.

      “Thank you,” I said gravely to Shorty, refusing to be discombobulated. “Do you have any leeches that require removal?”

      He brushed his hands together. “No, thank you! You might want to clean off the bike before you get back on it again, mind.”

      The lantern-holder snorted. “You might want to put some clothes on first.”

      I gave him a serene smile; I am very well-practiced at them. “Oh, I shan’t be getting back on that any time soon, I assure you. I shall have to find somewhere to leave it so that Gus can find it again.” At Shorty’s incredulous look—his was the only expression I could see clearly—I grinned at them. “I am perhaps a bit underdressed for the next stage of my quest. The mosquitos, you know. One moment.”

      My bag was not my bag, the one made famous in song and story, but was a reasonable replacement. It held anything I put into it, which included all the luggage my chief groom of the chamber had thought requisite for my quest. I didn’t fancy trying to clean any cloth the Fen mud got onto, however, so I forbore any of my more impressive outfits in favour of the white cotton tunic with which I had begun my travels that day.

      In some ways this bag was superior to the first one. That first bag was well stuffed with all the eclectic paraphernalia that caught the eye of a magpie-minded young poet on his first adventures, but because I couldn’t easily retrieve any specific item I had a tendency to provide whatever came first to hand in response to whatever had prompted the search. This made for some absolutely splendid stories.

      Alas, with age and experience comes a certain tendency to expeditiousness. I put my hand into the new bag and drew out the white tunic without any trouble at all, and was just a touch disappointed. Though it must be said my audience, all three, seemed happier once I was again clothed.

      “Right,” I said, clapping my hands together and placing the replacement bag over my shoulder. “Thank you, Shorty. I’m afraid I have delayed your expedition quite considerably. Is there anything I can do to assist?”

      The lantern-holder let the lantern swing idly for a few moments as Shorty (who was, naturally, the tallest of the three) bent down to whisper in his ear. I let them discuss without trying to listen, looking out past the two circles of lantern- and mage-light to the black water beyond. The grasses swayed in the light breeze, whispering (one story had it) the ancient secret that one emperor had donkey ears. I had always rather hoped it was Haultan the Terrible, in the running for my least favourite ancestor, but the histories are coy on the matter.

      The ripples caused by the bicycle retrieval had stilled. Apart from the grasses and the whispering men in front of me, it was very quiet, no frogs or birds to be heard. In the distance more and more lights were gathering, all the palest of colours.

      “But if he is,” Shorty said suddenly out loud, attracting my attention.

      “Shh!” said the lantern-holder, sending his circle of light swinging wildly.

      I saw absolutely no reason to politely pretend not to have heard. “Yes?” I said, with a grin. “If I am—who?”

      The lantern-holder scoffed. “That’s a question, isn’t it?”

      “It’s not one you have yet asked,” I pointed out. “Let me give you one hint: you know my name.”

      Shorty elbowed the lantern-holder, as if to emphasize his intuition. The lantern-holder was not easily moved, however, and spoke with slow caution. “That’s as may be, and I can’t say I hope I’m wrong, but you must understand our position—we don’t know what your purpose is.”

      “It’s a wise man indeed who knows that,” I replied, laughing. “My current purpose is to find a bite of supper and a place to spend the night. I had been aiming at the River-Horse Inn, where I had heard I might find both. However, as serendipity has led me to you, and I cannot believe that your good turn in assisting me does not cry out to be returned immediately: what can I do for you?”

      “Well,” said the lantern-holder, “seeing as you’re obviously a man of talent with fire, will you help us burn down the swamp?”

      I was barely three hours away from a long and resolutely respectable career as a competent, benevolent, and beloved head of state.

      I am noted, I believe, for being reasonable.

      I gave the lantern-holder and Shorty and their third friend a brilliant smile.

      “Absolutely.”
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      It turned out that they thought I was the revenant spirit of Yr the Conqueror, come to avenge himself on the Fens.

      This put me in a somewhat tricky position. On the one hand, this was not true. On the other, what a delicious mistake.

      I smiled and said nothing, in a most telling way.

      The anarchist in me had only recently been loosed to do more than utter sarcastic comments in the privacy of my own mind. You cannot think I would have done anything else.

      Shorty’s two friends were Hank, the lantern-hold, and Wat, who was taciturn. They addressed me, with a sidelong, tentative air, as, “Sire,” and I did not even think for several minutes that I should not be answering that honorific. It’s so rarely that I am called by name (any name, to be honest) that I usually respond to everything else first.

      They led me along the boardwalk away from the concentration of lights, with me pushing the bicycle and contemplating the fact that this was only the second time since my days with the Red Company that I had stood barefoot outside. It was deeply satisfying to feel my feet thwack on the wooden boards.

      “May I ask,” I said after a bit, “why you wish to set the Fens alight?”

      There was a pause. Hank was in the lead, with his lantern casting a low circle of illumination on the boardwalk in front of him, then Shorty walking on the other side of the bicycle from myself, with Wat coming along behind. After we had turned the corner that had caused me such trouble, the previously straightforward route marked by the boardwalk began to turn and angle and branch more extensively.

      I had had no idea any of this construction was here. It was hard to see in the dark, but while the wooden boards seemed new, the piers looked old—very old indeed. I had bound the Fens, oh, seven hundred and fifty years ago, as the Ouranatha reckon it.

      The Fall of Astandalas had a peculiar effect on temporal progression in the worlds that had once been a part of it. On Zunidh there had been a period when different areas had aged at different rates, so that one village might be generations on from the next. I did not personally feel a thousand and thirty-six years old, but that was what I was told the College of Priest-Wizards had counted.

      “We’ve always burned the Fens, like,” Hank said, a little lamely.

      The three men were not youths, though hardly of my age (either real or apparent) either. Perhaps they were in their late thirties or early forties. This was not a question of high spirits or mischief, not by their solemnity and caution.

      Nevertheless, I was quite sure that even I would have heard—Kip would surely have told me—if people burned the Fens on a regular basis.

      “Every year?”

      Hank swung the lantern slightly more vigorously than necessary, which I took to be no. After a moment he said aloud, “Not for a while, like. Too long.”

      The circle of light cast odd shadows across the grasses surrounding us. As we’d gone further into the Fens the grasses to each side grew taller, and now were a good three feet over my head. The scent was less brackish and pungent now; rather more just barely sweet, like new hay, and a touch peppery. It did not sound like the reed plains around the Painted City, which were always rustling and full of birds and frogs and insects. These Fens were dead silent and, now that the Fen lights were hidden by the grass, black but for the grey light of the thief’s lantern.

      It was all rather exciting. What an adventure this was turning out already!

      Shorty tried to explain next. “Back when the Last Emperor—you know about him?”

      I inclined my head gravely, fighting not to smile. “I do.”

      “Well, back a while he did this work of magic to make the Fens safe, like,” Hank interjected in an explanatory manner.

      Shorty nodded. “It was sore dangerous after the Fall—you know about the Fall?”

      “I do.”

      I didn’t smile this time, for much as I often disliked my empire I didn’t wish for it to be destroyed in a great magical cataclysm, either, nor for myself to be forever written into the history books as the one reigning when that happened.

      “Well, like Hank said, the Last Emperor made the Fens safe. But he didn’t know—I guess no one told him, and he didn’t come asking us, see—that the Fens need to burn, or else the Tigara gets … antsy.”

      God, sometimes I hate how Kip is always right. He’d told me I should have talked to the inland villagers as well as the ones who lived along the river.

      “And what, may I ask, is the Tigara? The Fen spirits?”

      We turned another corner, and came up to a kind of wall made of giant grasses or reeds. These ones went high above our heads, out of sight of the thin illumination; the stems I could see were knobbly and thick as my wrist except for the engorged joints larger than a clenched fist. I frowned at them. I think the joints meant that they were a form of grass rather than reed, but it has been a long time since I last studied botany in any way, shape, or form.

      The three men stopped. Shorty put his hand on the bicycle handles to tug me to a halt before I quite crashed into Hank.

      “We should tell you about the Tigara before we go any further,” Hank said seriously. “Stories say—you might be able to tell us if they’re true—that you never liked these Fens, is that right?”

      I decided to err on the side of an always-true if not necessarily relevant utterance. “Legends are not always inaccurate.”

      “You see,” said Shorty, in a low, satisfied hiss.

      Hank ignored him except to hang the lantern on the bicycle handlebar so that he could hook his thumbs into the waistband of the loose trousers he wore. “I don’t know if you ever heard tell of what was in here besides the tipilipi? The spirits, that is.”

      I thought of those stories from the river folk. “Hobgoblins and skinwalkers …”

      Hank coughed up another wad of phlegm and spat it into the grasses with a plop that sounded very loud in the stillness. “Not those bogeys from the river-folk. If you were listening to them, no wonder you hated the swamps. They don’t like anything that their witches can’t help them with. We have one skinwalker in a thousand years, and we saw to it, and they never can get over it.”

      “Hank,” Shorty said in a warning tone, then added to me, “It’s not good to talk about it. No offence to you—it’s private. Not for outsiders, not even you, sire. Savvy?”

      “Entirely,” I replied gravely. “But the Tigara?”

      The Tigara was clearly not in the same category as hobgoblins or other bogeys of the river-folk. Hank’s voice filled with wary pride as he described, a little haltingly, the being at the heart of the Fens.

      “In the beginning, the first men came out of a hole in the edge of the Escarpment, in a sacred cave, eh. But there were no women, and they were lonely and sad. They said, ‘How can we live like this? We have cows to milk but no women to make cheese, we have clay for pots but no women to cook with them, we have straw for our houses but no women in our beds.’”

      I knew better than to interrupt stories of the Beginning, so I merely murmured an encouraging sound.

      Hank went on. “So they spoke and were sad. But Crow came down from the Big Sky and said, ‘Go into the swamps and ask the Tigara for aid.’ The first men listened to Crow and came down from the Escarpment to the edge of the swamps. They found there much clay for their pots, and grasses for their houses, and water for their cows, but they found no women, and they muttered. But Crow came down again and again said, ‘Go into the swamps and ask the Tigara for aid.’”

      Shorty took up the story next. “The first men made a boat out of the grasses, and they took with them milk from their cows and pots from their workings, and they poled their way deep into the swamps.”

      “They did not need to worry about the Fen spirits?” I asked, when he stopped there.

      “Not then,” said Hank, with another phlegmy cough.

      “In the deep heart of the swamps the first men found a great circle of water, a lake, black and still,” Shorty said. “And there was the Tigara. They asked the Tigara for aid, for women to make cheese and cook and share their beds and so on, for they were lonely and sad without them. And the Tigara said that the women had strayed to find a resting-place, but if the first men were brave they could be found and brought home.”

      Hank cleared his throat. “The first men were afraid of the Tigara, but one was brave enough, and he said he would go find the women for them all. So the Tigara told him to dive down into the centre of the water, down and down, until he could bring up a root of the siriava plant—”

      Shorty interrupted him brusquely. “Which is a secret plant, sire, we cannot tell you more of it, but that was what the Tigara wanted.”

      From the tone of his voice I gathered that this story was not often told to those outside the community, and they were not accustomed to guarding the secret knowledge.

      “I understand,” I assured him.

      Shorty went on. “The bravest of the first men dove down as the Tigara said, and brought back the root from the bottom of the lake for the Tigara, and the Tigara taught them how to find the women and bring them home. So ever after we have honoured the Tigara.”

      “The Tigara is very old now, and very big, eh, they say,” said Hank. “In the old days the Tigara ruled the tipilipi, what you call the Fen spirits, and they were …”

      There was a pause, before Shorty offered, “They were always dangerous, but not as dangerous, in the old days. Not to our people, anyways.”

      It was my understanding that the Fen spirits were more than the mischievous will-o’-the-wisps of other marshes, and not only drowned but also enslaved the souls of their victims as means to ensure their own reproduction.

      I confess I was curious. “Were you unhappy with the Last Emperor’s work?”

      “Oh no, no,” said Shorty. “We’d lost some of the old knowledge, see, over time, and the Tigara had fallen asleep, deep deep asleep, so we didn’t know … We only ever came to the edge, to get the clay and the grasses, and then only for special ceremonies when you really can’t use the regular stuff. We didn’t like what the tipilipi had become either.”

      This was a relief. I had obviously missed a few major items in my preparatory work, but at least I didn’t feel obliged to re-do (or at least, attempt to re-do) the bindings on behalf of offended locals.

      The charming origin story did not explain the need to set the Fens on fire, however, though my three present companions seemed to think it a sufficient explanation.

      “Thank you for telling me that story,” I said, recalling the manners appropriate to someone not the Last Emperor of Astandalas, or indeed not necessarily not the first, and then, when they seemed set to keep walking, added, “Ah—the fire?”

      “Oh,” said Shorty, in audible surprise at my density.

      “The Tigara is very old and very big, like,” said Hank, “and needs help to shed its skin. The shamans said now was the time.”

      “It’s an honour,” said Wat, the first time he had spoken, in a voice that made it suddenly very clear to me that they had not expected to survive their night’s work.
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      While I have encountered dragons, sea serpents, monstrous lizards, and any number of large snakes—what sort of magic-wielding folk hero hasn’t?—giant intelligent serpents from the dawn of time were new to me.

      It was more than a little humbling to realize that despite being well-learned in the ways of odd, obscure, and frankly arcane magics—not to mention being personally responsible for the magical state of the world—I had never even heard of the Tigara before, let alone encountered it.

      “Oh,” I said as we came around the wall of grass and found the circular lake, the waters black and still as promised, and coiled up just under the surface a creature of gold and black and bronzy green. “Isn’t it magnificent.”

      The Tigara was enormous. The coils were wide as a horse, filling the lake with layer upon layer of smooth, shining serpent, until nothing was visible but the glass-like surface and the curves of the great creature.

      The tiny scales on the massive coils were jewel-bright from an internal glow, for neither the sky nor Hank’s thief’s lantern illuminated more than our immediate surroundings. The sky was invisible and the water was black, but a few feet under the water the serpent glowed with its own radiance.

      I took a few steps away from the others, forgetting about the bicycle until it clattered down onto the boardwalk. I wished I could touch the scales, which were surely smooth as polished metal and soft as fine leather. I could not help myself from letting my magic rise to greet the power here, so very distinct from anything I knew as emperor or as lord magus.

      This was not a being of the Schooled Magic of the Empire, or even of the hybrid magic I had wrought since the Fall. The Tigara was one of the Ancients of Days, and it tasted of the Wild.

      I made it a quarter of the way around the lake before I came to the end of the boardwalk. I stopped there, and looked back at the three men gathered next to the bicycle, three upright shadows half-outlined by the thief’s lantern. The Tigara’s light did not reach upward out of the water; nor did the surface ripple.

      The surface did not ripple, and I saw no movement, but nevertheless the Tigara lifted its head out of the water to regard me.

      The head was a serpent’s, not a dragon’s: it bore no horns nor ruff nor ears, and its tongue, when it tasted the air, was forked and flickering. Its eyes were dark and lidless and intelligent. It regarded me, tongue flickering to take my scent, and I knew it had felt my magic stir, and recognized it.

      I inclined my head to the serpent, as an equal greeting another. “I bid you good evening, Tigara,” I said in my most court-formal voice.

      The great serpent tilted its head to one side. The air and the water were both very still. My voice was quiet, seeming to fall into silence only a few feet away.

      “So you wear a new body now, Crow?” the Tigara said at last, amusement threading through what was otherwise a breathy hiss. “It has been long and long since you sent your people to me.”

      I have never quite figured out just what it is about me that makes people think I’m a trickster god. Even without such a story as Hank and Shorty had just told me to bear in mind—and I would never knowingly blaspheme sacred stories told me in good faith—I have never felt it a good idea to pretend to a divinity not mine. Presumptuous I may be in many ways, but even I do not go that far.

      But oh, how I was tempted to lie!

      “I am not Crow,” I said, firmly.

      The Tigara regarded me with what I have to say struck me as an unbelieving attitude. “If you insist,” it said politely, as if this were quite a usual sort of conversation to have with Crow. “Have you a name you wish to use to go along with your current form, then?”

      Long experience has taught me to keep all sighs inward and silent. But then again—for the first time in thirty-odd (or a thousand) years I had the opportunity, even the obligation, to give my name of choice. “I do prefer Fitzroy Angursell,” I declared happily, smiling brightly at the serpent.

      The Tigara actually laughed, with a hissing, chortling sort of snicker, and its glow brightened. “I have been deep in the Dreaming,” it said, “but even I have heard that name. No wonder I felt the waters stir when you touched them! Very well, old friend, keep your secrets safe in your nest. What do you intend here tonight?”

      I felt on safer ground here. “I was asked to assist in the burning of the Fens.”

      The Tigara lifted its head, tongue flickering in the direction of Hank and Shorty and Wat. “Ah,” it said, lowering itself again down to my level. “I had thought, in my sleep, that all the old ways had been forgotten. Sleep was laid on me and mine, sleep and a soft nest, and a net to hold in place. I stirred in my sleep once, twice, but no one came to the calling, and I sloughed off my old scales as best I could and burrowed deeper into the mud to soothe the itch, and I waited.”

      “I, too, waited,” I said quietly.

      The Tigara laughed again, more softly than before. “Crow, waiting! Fitzroy Angursell, counselling sleep and a soft nest! It is long since time for both of us to shed the old skin and burn down the dross.”

      The great serpent was beautiful and perilous. I was hardly going to offer to free it from the net entirely, not when I knew so few of the stories concerning the Tigara and the tipilipi Fen lights.

      Kip, for one, would be deeply unhappy if I brought all riverside trade to a screeching halt because of a misplaced unbinding. I may be an anarchist by temperament but my odd friendship with that devoted bureaucrat has taught me some appreciation for the joys of orderly government.

      Besides, if I did something like that everyone would know I was here. There was no one of sufficient magical skill currently in Solaara to tell that I set the Fens on fire, but anyone with half a brain could figure out that the only person who could easily and invisibly change the bindings on the Fens was the person who set them in the first place.

      “These men are brave,” I said then, “and they did me a good turn.”

      The Tigara gave me a too-knowing look with its inhuman dark eyes, and it laughed again. This time the hisses set up little running whispers in the grass around us.

      My emperor has donkey ears, I thought, keeping my countenance serene.

      “They have seen me,” said the Tigara, lifting its head high and then arcing it down over the three men and the bicycle like a flash of lightning, jaws wide as its bronze tongue darted out over them, perhaps even to touch their heads. A faint cry came back across the black water towards me, and a motion as if one were swaying with the shock. But they did not fall, and they did not say anything else. With a motion fast as a whiplash the Tigara drew back to its former position next to me. The water stilled almost immediately.

      “They are brave,” the Tigara proclaimed. “And as in the past Crow has spoken for their people, and I have listened for the good to be done for me, so now do you speak for them, and I listen, for the good to be done for me. Light the grasses, Fitzroy Angursell. Shed the old skin, burn the dross, bring renewal to the waters. The people will witness, as their ancestors witnessed, and take back the news of the Ancient of Days to their sons and daughters. So shall it be.”

      I reviewed the phrases quickly and then agreed with all due solemnity. “So shall it be. I bid you a good renewal, Tigara.”

      The Tigara laughed again, and this time the whispers did not fade. “I bid you a good burning, Fitzroy Angursell. Do not forget your old friends for so long again.”

      Sound advice in so many ways!

      I inclined my head in farewell, then turned and walked back towards the other men. The Tigara watched me go; when I reached the circle cast by the thief’s lantern I felt a brief rush of wind and heard a nearly soundless Fly with joy, old Crow as the great head plunged past us into the water and disappeared into the endless coils.

      One look at Hank’s face in the lantern-light made it clear our voices had not carried. All they had seen was me talking to the Tigara, equal to equal.

      I grinned brightly at them and rubbed my hands together. “Shall we? The night is wearing on, and I grow hungry. The Tigara says you are worthy of carrying the night’s deeds home to your people, and grants me permission to be the fire-lighter. I trust you will not make any unnecessary confession of arson; you need only tell the truth as you have witnessed it, and blame me.”

      “But we asked you to help us, eh,” Hank said.

      It amazes me that people manage to get to adulthood without understanding the fundamental means of obfuscating a matter by telling the truth.

      I said patiently, “You came across a man who had fallen into the Fens while cycling at night. He claimed to be heading towards the River-Horse Inn, but was nowhere near the river path. Whether or not you believed his story is immaterial …”

      “I understand,” said Shorty, who was emerging as the most quick-witted of the two of them. (I had my doubts about the taciturn Wat. Of my most silent guards, one is a quite accomplished poet and, indeed, Commander in Chief of the Imperial Guard, and the other is steady as a foundation wall. You can imagine which was the one to assist me most.)

      “Very good. Shall I begin?”

      They nodded, or I thought they did. I was conscious of the no-doubt still observing Tigara, and the reputation that I apparently had even amongst originary deities, not to mention the one that has spent thirty-odd (or a thousand) years building amongst my people, and … well.

      How could I resist the advice given me by the ancient serpent?

      Burn down the dross, indeed.

      I smiled at the three men, whose body language was both apprehensive and excited. Wary, fearful, exalted: had they anticipated seeing the Tigara? Had they thought they would come to the centre of the Fens and fire the dead grass and wood around them, and hope they did the right thing according to their ancient traditions even as they burned with the rest?

      I squatted down, rather awkwardly, and laid both palms flat on the boardwalk. I sent my magic into the wood, running down the boards and the piers and the longer pieces (the stringers?) supporting the cross-pieces. The piers were indeed ancient, the boards younger, decades rather than centuries old. My magic touched the wood and laid protections along it, against fire but also against rot while I was about it.
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