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   Uman-beings (also known as Hewmen, abbrev: Men) are bipedal, but lack feathers, beaks, or the power of flight. 


  Uman-beings possess a rudimentary yet serviceable spoken language, grammatically similar to our own and thus not difficult for any enthusiastic pet-keeper to learn. In addition, certain male Hewmen are able to utilize a system of notation which bears a surprising resemblance to our Scratchmarken.


The social organization of Uman-beings also mirrors our own. The best-studied Hewmen (those whose large sandstone hive is to be found near our Noble Stronghold) appear to have their own version of a royal family, court, peasants, and so forth. 


Indeed, scratches the eminent scholar Colo the Elder, “If imitation be flattery, men have praised magpie kind since the dawn of days”.


—Colo the Younger, A Hatchling’s Guide to Animals.


***


 No note ever sounds, without some note in echo.


—Grandmaster Bharr, Observations.











		
			CHAPTER 1

			The guard watching over the evening market was a big, tall, strong wench of exactly the kind who watches over markets the whole world round. She had the standard town emblem sewn on her sleeve, the typical ill-shorn hair stuffed up under her helmet’s molded brass curls, the all-too-common dribble of spit in one corner of her mouth from the big clod of maidenroot she chewed. It had lost its flavor, though perhaps not its effectiveness at preventing brats; she hooked its herbal cud out of her mouth with one finger and flung it into the mud beside a cattle trough, looking up just in time to see trouble coming— a street jester, shoving the crowd aside in his zeal to make some complaint. 

			With a yawn she pulled a bolt from the pouch slung beside her crossbow: a small blunt one, enough for a man. And now here was the jester.

			The long striped tassel of his hat hung limp. His face glowed red with indignation. Something far more annoying than the summer flies, the stink of livestock for sale, and the wall of rain clouds threatening the sunset had worked him up. 

			“Hoy. Guard. There’s a penny-poacher over there, do you see him? Him! The one with the bird! Get him off our territory. Damn it deep, it’s already hard enough to make a living around here.”

			“So whata ya want from me?”

			“Shoot him with a stinger bolt, for Ye Gods’ sakes. Or something. Can’t you see he’s stealing our audience? Look. Look! They’re putting coins in his hat— and that’s no street-license hat. He’s obviously some rich man’s private Fool. So what’s he doing out here, poaching from the likes of us? Shoot the greedy wight! There are laws!”

			The guard’s watch was over at sunset. She glared down at the street jester. 

			“Till a town officer gets here, I’m the law, fella. So go on back and juggle ya balls. I’ve got work here. Someone’s tryna—” she craned her neck— “I dunno, do a suspicious.” 

			Before he could reply to this, a great din erupted from the market square. Something black and white flashed up out of the crowd, then plunged back down into it, screeching and cursing as if the voices of a dozen angry sailors had somehow come together in one throat. A mass of men surged toward the guard and she could see that every one of them belonged to the Public Amusements Guild, with his tassel and his baton and a tag with writing on it pinned to his shoulder. They were chasing somebody. Somebody in a drab, old-fashioned linen smock like the kind a monk would wear, and ridiculously oversized women’s workboots, and a hat whose beautiful embroidery and numerous bells made it shine out like a well-polished lamp among cheap candles. 

			The Fool under it had a face so unexceptional the guard really couldn’t have described it. But Great God Almighty, the man had flair! Even as he ran for his life, he was able to turn a very accurate handspring, kick his booted heels together and shout a few bars of some song that went “Help Me, O Help Me, Woman Are You Blind”. The guard watched him and his pursuers sweep past, fascinated, and her finger lay motionless beside the trigger of her weapon until she realized it was too late to do anything at all. The fellow complaining to her had been swept away with the strange parade. Nothing was left but footprints in the clay road that led down to the river, where a weird little ferryboat shuttled people to the Whellen Country. 

			Vendors began striking their tents and packing away their wares. The wind kicked up and everywhere the evening turned a soft and sparkling gray. Rain gathered on the brim of the guard’s helmet and dripped down her neck as she put the small crossbow bolt back in its pouch. 

			She gave a contented little snort. The Whellen Country! 

			She had been raised to want no truck with that place, nor with the crazy old hag who ruled it, but somehow she found herself wishing she were there. She wanted to watch the rich man’s fancy Fool, as he learned the hard way that he ought to keep his jingles out of other people’s business. 

			***

			One by one the crowd of squalid street-license hacks on the riverbank quit making their threats and obscene gestures. Malfred Murd, seated on the downstream gunwale of a departing ferryboat, leaned out from the knot of other passengers for a final glimpse of the knapsack which had hauled his meager belongings and his still more meager bankroll from one pisspot of a town to the next for all these weary months, and— what was infinitely worse, worse to the power of hundreds, of thousands— a final glimpse of his hat. 

			Even now, as some cut-rate provincial gagflogger dared to set it atop his lousy head, the hat had dignity. Sunset kissed the tarnished engraving of its bells, caressed its matted velvet, and whispered endearments to its faded comical embroidery of roosters laying eggs and nullicorns dancing with very un-virginal hunters. But the towering scrawny oaf seated beside Malfred elbowed him, and he had to turn away for a moment and then— just like that— when he looked again the hat was gone. 

			The magpie Corvinalias was still diving into the crowd after it, over and over, doing a fair imitation of an enraged falcon, but Malfred knew it was useless. His midsection felt strangely full: not of food, certainly, but of more than its usual bitterness. What else could happen? Oh, right. It began to rain.

			He sat and got wet as the other passengers all reached into baskets and boxes and bags. Everyone else had a waxed canvas hood or an oiled silk wrap or at the very least a cone of braided straw. The fellow who’d elbowed him now kneed him, and shouldered him, and ankled him in the process of unfolding a set of freakishly long, lean, sinewy, tanned and windburned mostly-naked limbs. The wight had a bag around his sunburned neck, so he was clearly a flyer— that is to say, a long-distance roadgoing foot messenger— but he was the most ridiculous one Fred had ever seen. Most flyers were quick mannish little wenches, who sped between the carts and wagons of road traffic like dragonflies between cattails. But this one reminded him of a big-nosed, sad-eyed and frequently-kicked male greyhound, which opened the bag and drew out a long, long oiled-silk rain poncho that flapped and fluttered and stuck to Malfred’s wet face. 

			“Hoy, Stilts. Do you mind? I’m not your deep-damned clothesline.”

			The flyer muttered a reply in the thickest Yondstone accent he had ever heard: it couldn’t have been more of a caricature if a goat had yodeled it from a stony mountaintop. A dozen juicy Yondy jokes were on the tip of Malfred’s tongue and he saw his chance to make a couple of brass pennies before the trip was over, but then he realized that, without his hat, the other passengers couldn’t know he’d ever been a Fool at all. So he held his tongue, wondering miserably how he was going to pay the ferrymaid.

			But there was no ferrymaid. No oars, no scull, no sail. Only the craft moving straight as a shot across the rain-roughened water, passing buoy after buoy. Malfred’s hair stuck to his forehead and his smock became a great damp floppy awning and the twin blister factories that served him as boots let rain come in— for although twenty years of professional acrobatics, dancing and stunts had left him as brawny as a common laborer, the boots had been made for Lumpy Lettie, the royal family’s head charmaid, and his legs simply weren’t thick enough to fill them. He turned around on the bench and knelt, drawing his feet up behind him and getting the seat of his breeches wet too. He sighed and stared down at the turbulent river.

			This was probably a winchboat. He had seen such things before; on the Isle of Gold there had been plenty of winches, powered by ponies or oxen or workers’ strong backs. There had been a clever system by which food and drinks could be winched up to the royal chambers in an ornate gold-trimmed rosewood crate. There had been a water mill and seven windmills. Keep thinking about machinery, he told himself. About rain. About anything, anything except what the hottest hindmost Hell you’re going to do with no license, no money, no hat and no future.

			A black and white speck was following the boat, pulsing and flashing through the gray veil of rain, drawing ever larger and closer. With a fierce grunt of effort Corvinalias made a final wingbeat and flung himself aboard, landing hard on Malfred Murd’s shoulder. His long black claws dug into the linen of the smock and he clung there, sputtering and trying to wipe his eyes and beak on the ragged stubble growing on his pet’s jaw.

			“Ye Gods, those low-rent fools can fight,” he gasped. “I had to brawl like a gull back there. Broke two toenails and bent one of my remiges. I got a couple of licks in— I think I bit a piece off some poxy wight’s ear— but it was no use. They took the hat and all your shinies, Fred. I’m really sorry.”

			“You’re sorry?” Fred burst out. “What am I supposed to do now? Look. Look. I bet I can do the whole Topsy Turvy routine right here and no one’ll give me so much as a half-penny.” Without warning, he stood on his hands and began wriggling his legs as if they were two actors performing a puppet show. His smock flopped down over his head and he coughed at its musty stink. Not a soul laughed, although he did hear a yelp from the Yondy flyer as one of his boots hit something. When Fred turned back upright he expected to find every face in the boat glaring at him with disapproval, but for some reason most of them were smiling. One or two of them even winked at him and hoisted imaginary cans of drink to their lips. That gave him confidence enough to lean across toward the wench who sat on the opposite gunwale and say: “Did I give you a laugh, goodwife? How about giving me a couple of brass pennies? For the fare.”

			The woman shook her head. “Ain’t gotta pay any fare. Not till tomorrow. A holiday ain’t over till the midnight bell.” A few of her neighbors gabbled and babbled in approval. They spoke of taverns and barrelmusic and picturebooths and coinpuppets and dancing under a wyrmlight lamp; a tavern was the only one of those things Fred had ever heard of. He turned to Corvinalias.

			“Well? Are you going to explain what you’ve chased me into now?”

			Corvinalias purred soothingly. “Fred, Fred. Don’t get angry. I didn’t chase you, you know that. I only ever make travel suggestions— it’s those other Uman-beings that chase you. Shhh, shhh. It’ll be all right. I’ll catch you a nice big juicy mouse. Or a frog. Or a lizard. Or a whole pile of locusts. And then I’ll— whoa.” Corvinalias’s supple neck whirled his head around as if it were a flag in a sudden change of wind. His gaze was upon the Yondy messenger’s bag. “Did you see that?”

			“See what?” Fred’s voice had an edge to it now. He was becoming agitated. Corvinalias purred some more. 

			“It’s all right, it’s nothing. We magpies can see all kinds of things Umans can’t. It’s— well, all right. It isn’t nothing.” He hopped higher on Fred’s shoulder, pressed his beak against Fred’s ear until the whiskers around his nostrils bent, and whispered: “It’s shinies. That fellow’s bag is full. Of. Shinies.”

			Fred couldn’t help but gaze at it himself. Really? Someone trusted a bagful of coins to this dolt? Oh, if only one or two of them would fall out. And oh, if only those were more than just brass pennies. Oh, my God, be good to me, and make a few fall out that are moon-marbled silver, or glistening gold. 

			But the passengers began to shift themselves closer to the gangplank stored in the bow; the giant bony flyer stood up and a gust of wind plastered the tail of his poncho to Fred in a great damp slippery slap; fine soft gravel hissed along the hull of the boat and someone flopped the gangplank down; everyone swarmed off the ferry and Fred’s god was not good to him at all. Nothing fell out of the Yondy’s bag. Indeed the fellow vanished into the crowd that was flowing from the waterfront toward some kind of noisy glow. Fred was about to demand that Corvinalias tell him just where in the furthest foulest hell they were, but before he could the bird cried “Jackpot, Fred! Meet you later!” and launched himself away. 

			***

			Fred left the ferryboat behind and drifted through the streets. Very clean streets, he couldn’t help but notice, paved with limestone cobbles so uniform they might have been tiles on a floor. No bothersome puddles here; instead the well-drained cobbles simply glistened in the rain, reflecting a galaxy of lamps on posts. He gazed up at the lamps for quite some time: whoever could afford them all? Even the King didn’t send his servants out to hang this many lamps, and certainly not in a midsized street full of commoners. Were these commoners? They were all so well dressed, and as clean as the cobbles... then Fred heard a hissing, and smelled something burning. He pulled his foot hastily out of a gutter in the middle of the pavement where a dark-gray cable rushed swiftly along. It had run smoking against his boot and as he stood cursing at the long, charred scar it had left, someone grabbed the collar of his smock and yanked him out of the path of a wagon, clamped to the cable and trundling along at what would have been a brisk round trot if there had been any horses. The people in the wagon all turned back and stared at him as if he were the oddity.

			Fred heard music, and jogged toward it, thinking to ask the piper or the fiddler or the dulcimer-drummer what the situation was like around here for illicit busking. But there were no pipers, or fiddlers, or dulcimer-drummers— only lit-up pavilions full of people dancing: skipping and jigging and kicking up the Dizzy Dan around fellows who stood turning cranks on the sides of kegs. He had no idea who played the music. Nor any idea why children were lining up to put their eyes to a hole in a crate, or what was inside it to make them laugh or scream or applaud. 

			Neither could he guess who this woman might have been, with her face on all the banners hanging limp and wet about the town. They were crude folk art and not realistic. Every year the Royal Family had proper portraits done; Fred had fumed at the way he was always shown sitting off in a corner, with his thumb stuck in a pie or some such nonsense, but at least those portraits had looked like them. These showed him only that the woman was old, and had some kind of gray tiara on her head. One of the banners had writing on it, but the letters were sloppy and Fred really couldn’t tell what HPE XSSHN DA was supposed to mean— if that was what it said. But then he turned a corner and found himself in a square dominated by a big coaching inn. Under the eaves of its long veranda hung a banner which had clearly been painted by a professional scribe: ALL OUR PRAISES TO HER HIGH HONOR, DAME ELSEBET DE WHELLEN! HURRAY FOR YET ANOTHER PROSPEROUS YEAR!

			It took Fred aback. He actually froze in mid-stride and looked around. He was in the Whellen Country? But then where were all the slaves, groaning at the bars of some dread gigantic capstan? Where were the bitter lakes of sweat and tears? Or the furnaces, belching filth as they poured forth shoddy brittle tin and cloudy glass? Come to think of it, hadn’t these de Whellens been extinguished, or at least brought to heel like their co-conspirators the de Brewels, who— let’s not kid ourselves, thought Fred, remembering the tribute they paid the Crown— were still rolling in gold? 

			This couldn’t be right. He ran his wet hands through his wet hair, flummoxed. If this were the Whellen Country, why then, he’d be a blue-arsed ape. He’d be a rubber pumping bucket. He’d have a seven sided blister on his little pinky toooooooe...

			There was. There was something by his pinky toe. Fred whipped off his burned boot and shook it and, Great God Almighty who is beyond and between and within, it was a coin. Hell’s holes, a coin!

			It was a single brass penny, dull and greenish in the lamplight, warm and stinky as a sweaty foot, but Fred could not have been more excited if it had been a wish-granting magical gem. His mind began racing, thinking of what he might buy with a brass penny. A drink, by his god, that’s what he wanted. He strode toward the inn, boots squishing. But the closer he got, the more it bothered him that the patrons going in and out looked clean and prosperous, laughing under their lacquered rain hats, gesturing with hands full of rings. Fred knew what he looked like. Dodging another cable wagon, he scanned the street for the shabbiest people he could find. Some bedraggled travelers trudged by; he watched them go until he spotted others who looked worse; and by this means Fred soon came to know that off the square, behind the prosperous inn, there was a seedy one where strangers like him took their custom.

			It wasn’t really even an inn: only an open shed and some stalls meant for travelers’ beasts. No glass lanterns here, no cheerful pavilions; just a few rickety tables and some smoky rag-wrapped torches, stuck into sockets in the ground. Low-budget drinkers sloshed through puddles on the gravel floor and dodged drips from the leaky roof. The emblem of a Brewel Country throwball team was painted on one of the inside walls, but visitors had carved so many species of genitalia over it, as well as one or two misspelled cursewords, that it was hardly legible. Fred gripped his brass penny more tightly and set himself to figuring out the least poisonous thing he could order.

			“Sherry Lorroso,” he heard someone say, and a laugh burst from his mouth. Who knew he still could laugh? Really, it was just too absurd. Lorroso. 

			But after Fred’s laughter died he felt like weeping instead, weeping for one last taste of that exquisite dark nectar the King’s butler used to bring up from the cellar in quaint bottles thick with dust, and pour into red crystal glasses on an old, old, historic bronze tray. His body moved of its own accord, sleepwalking toward a crooked square window where a sullen innkeeper rattled crockery.

			“Another Lorroso here.” He ordered as if in a dream. He didn’t know how much it cost. It didn’t matter.

			The moment Fred took the dirty glass mug, someone tapped his shoulder. “New in town, are ya?”

			A bumpy-faced fellow whose hair was longer and dirtier than the wig balanced on top of it leaned conspiratorially against Fred, who flinched in reflex.

			“Well? Are ya? New.”

			“Mmm-huh,” he replied. He didn’t know where to look as he tried a sip of the sherry. He gagged— it tasted like distilled horse piss. The fellow was still leaning on him. 

			“Where from?”

			He forced himself to keep sipping, and the fellow leaned harder, until Fred said, “South.” 

			“Silver Bit? Oldmarsh? Coastwall?”

			The fellow’s bumpy face was inches from his own, his breath ranker than sweaty boots, his insistent stare making it obvious that he could, and would, lean on Fred all night waiting for an answer. Fred set his jaw, squirmed the fellow off his shoulder and said, “Further. Now go away.” 

			For one blessed moment the bumpy fellow was quiet, eyeing Fred’s diminishing drink. But then he was at it again. “Ain’t no land south of Coastwall. Not till opposite shore of the Midland Sea. I know, for once I used to be a sailor.”

			Fred twitched as he downed the last of the reeking mug and set it down with a thump. “Oh, there’s something before the other side all right.” He turned away— but not before he saw the bumpy fellow snatch up the mug and lick the inside of it, his tongue inching against the glass like a big pink leech. 

			The fellow gave a belch of surprise. “You don’t mean the Isle of Gold? Really! You were a servant at the King’s Palace?”

			Fred flicked a dismissive hand, which did in fact wave the fellow’s stink away for a moment, so he did it again, harder.

			“Well me, I come from Coastwall, come up here to get work as a poet.”

			That actually got Fred’s attention. “You. A poet.”

			“Oh, aye, I’ve as good as got my license—guild just wants a written sample. Now, truth is I don’t actually know my letters. What I do know is a wight back in Coastwall who’s a scribe and he fixed me up.” The fellow tapped one grubby finger on the side of his greasy nose. “Wrote it down neat as you please, under the table like. Meanwhile I know my poem by heart. I bet you can’t top this: ‘Dear Dame Elsebet. You’re the greatest yet. Fifty years you’ve ruled here fairly, trouble has come rarely. You are wise and strong and skilled. Put me in your Guild of Poets.’ ”

			During his months of exile, Fred had let a lot of his standards slip. Shaving every day had soon given way to shaving every week; paying some hostelry for a tub of bathwater had become jumping into a cattle trough when the farmer wasn’t watching; human meals like soup and sausages had turned into whatever vile tidbits Corvinalias brought him, jabbed on a razor and charred over a skimpy fire. But everyone has some depth to which he will not stoop— and Fred’s was letting this blister think he could beat him at poetry. In twenty years with the Royal Family, he had composed poems beyond counting. He hadn’t written them all down, but they could have filled a book: intricate, winding fourteen-line sonettos with not a rhyme in them, but only the whisper of agreement; lilting, looping mirandelles with their interplay of repeated words; doublets, heptoons and punchy little snap-songs that could be taken as bawdy or pure, depending on the listener. Grudgingly he decided to give the bumpy fellow a sample of the latter: 

			
			“A clever young scribe from the Fen

said ‘mistress, come sharpen my pen.

And if you should think

it has run out of ink—

why, sharpen my pen yet again.’ ”

			

			That one had occasioned a lot of giggling and raised painted eyebrows among the Old King’s even older sisters. It was a classic. But the bumpy fellow only turned out his sticky lower lip, narrowed his eyes and after a maddening delay said, “I don’t get it.”

			Fred took a deep breath and, wrapping the tail of his smock around his hand, picked up the vile mug. In pointed silence he strode back toward the innkeeper’s window, hoping with all his heart that distilled horse piss cost less than a penny. 

			But the fellow followed Fred, grabbed his shoulder and whined, “Hoy, seeing as how you’re rich, can’t ya get me a drink too?”

			“No. And I’m not rich.”

			The fellow became insistent, tugging at Fred’s sleeve. “Sure you are. King’s servant musta got a fat pension—whatever the King touches, it’s gold, ain’t it? On the Isle the buildings is all gold. I seen ’em from the deck of my ship. ”

			“Go squeeze a boil,” growled Fred, yanking his sleeve out of the bumpy fellow’s hand.

			The fellow scowled. “Hoy. Watch it. You don’t want me to get cross, do ya?”

			“I do. I want you to get ’cross the yard. To the latrines over there, and shove your thick head in.” Fred thought that was good and witty. He strode away.

			But the fellow got revenge. He waved his arms overhead and boomed out: “Hoy, mates! This rich fella says he just bought a round for the house! And he’s getting the next one, too!”

			A frenzy swept the shed. Some of the squalid customers converged upon the window, ordering more; others simply downed their drinks and fled, leaving their tabs unpaid. The bumpy fellow was one of these. He slipped away as smoothly as a braised eel, leaving Fred squarely in the path of the meanest-looking barmaid he’d ever seen.

		


		
			CHAPTER 2

			The ancestral home of the de Whellen family was built upon foundations of old limestone, but anything old about it ended there. Whatever leaky, creaky ancient timbers and thick chilly walls it had once shared with other nobles’ palaces had been torn down. Instead it burst forth in breathtaking translucent geometry: gleaming walls of glass and mirror that soared up and up into the skies, aqueducts and tunnels that brought in water and heat and coolness, stately domes of crystal and wrought metal, smooth white gravel roadways that wound through parks and courtyards cleverly planted to look more natural than nature, and a stableyard as magnificent as many a temple. Tonight, as it did every night, Whellengood glowed from within, lit by thousands of wyrmlight lamps that flared to life with the sunset. But this had been a special day, a once-in-a-lifetime day, and soon it would close with a great feast— this fiftieth Accession Day, anniversary of the rule of Her High Honor Elsebet, Domina of the Whellen Country.

			Dame Elsebet rushed into the sparsely furnished elegance of her suite, thrust her heels into the bootjack and pulled off her riding boots. Her maids had not heard her enter. Before any of them could lift a finger, she slipped the boots over a pair of cedar lasts and began rubbing them with the sleeve of her long doeskin glove.

			“No no no!” cried the maids. Over the course of half a century, those cries had become a kind of ritual music, with a ritual dance to accompany them: one maid with a shoebrush snatched the boots away; others followed Dame Elsebet as she eluded them, removing and folding her own coat, her blouse, her breeches; some managed to hold her back from filling her own bathtub, though just barely. And although Dame Elsebet made her usual sighs and groans, insisting that she could do this all herself, she knew how this would end: the maids would overwhelm her with their menacing armament of gear for hairdressing and maquillage.

			“Oh, pocks! Not this again!” she protested, as they redrew her eyebrows from faded silvery arches into dramatic dark brown wings, hid the creases of her rugged tan skin with creampaint of surreal ivory, amplified her lips from pink to crimson. She said nothing until they reached her hair— then she really had to call for a breather.

			“Ladies! Who wants to join me in some tea?” Dame Elsebet hopped to her feet, almost as quickly as she had at the age of twenty. But a flurry of hands pressed her back down.

			“We have some ready, Medame,” said the oldest maid, and signaled to the youngest, who hurried into the chamber wheeling a little cart. Set in its very center, without a coaster or a tray or even a doily, was a plain cylindrical glass of ice-cold tea, completely unadorned except for the beads of sweat that clung to its smooth colorless sides. It was a truly handsome object.

			“That’s new,” said Dame Elsebet. “What a handsome glass that is.”

			“Only it isn’t!” squealed the youngest maid, jumping up and down. “It’s your present from the Alchemists’ Guild! Prophessor Lembick says all the glasses at the feast will be like this one. He said that when you’re done drinking, you should hurl it to the floor as hard as you can. Oh, I can’t wait to see! Go ahead, hurl it! As hard as you can!”

			“Very well,” said Dame Elsebet, and swung her arm so hard its leathery muscles shook like a bowstring. The glass bounced and rolled across the travertine floor, but when the youngest maid sprang up and fetched it back, it wasn’t broken. Not even chipped. 

			“You see? It isn’t glass! It’s something new! Prophessor Lembick said they can also use it for—oh oh oh!” the other maids tried to cover up her mouth, but she had given away the secret of their own surprise gift: a shawl, which the oldest maid held out to her mistress with shy fanfare.

			“This is from us, Medame. We hope you like it...”

			The youngest maid simply could not help butting in once again. “Really, really, really hope you like it, because there’s a trunk in the other room with forty-nine more of ’em inside. Ow! Stop pinching me!” 

			The shawl was feather-light and water-smooth. Its surface was a continuous pattern of hearts and cogwheels in various sizes, interlocking and repeating, fascinatingly seamless. Dame Elsebet wrapped it around her shoulders and said: “How beautiful. Is this made from the fleece of the vicanna? Such a rare creature. I once saw a wild vicanna, so close I could have touched it, in the high fastnesses of northern Yondstone.”

			No, no, no, crowed the youngest maid, it was not. It was spun from the exact same material as the glass that wasn’t glass. And the weaving loom had put the pattern in all by itself! Yes, all by itself, with nobody at the controls, oh Medame you should have seen it go. And every one of the fifty shawls was dyed a different color with something the gentleman from the Textile Guild had said was made from tar, if you could possibly believe that, gooey old tar!

			In the excitement, Dame Elsebet thought the maids might forget about her hair and just let her pin it up in the sort of net she wore while riding. But of course that was folly. More hands than ever attacked her with brushes, combs, switches, bun rolls and extra braids until they had turned her head into a towering snow-white configuration. And then on went her hose, her shoes, her undertunic and her long, heavy robe with its elaborate sash. This garment was made from silk the color of the River Whellen: its threads flowed and played together in a harmony of green and gray, blue and brown, and across the entire back of it, embroidered in a thick mat of golden beads, was a cogwheel encircling a salmon-pink heart.

			The sleeves were long and broad and hid her hands to the palm. 

			“Ladies,” said Dame Elsebet, staring at the sleeves as if she could see through them. “My gloves, please.”

			Everyone knew what the gloves were meant to hide: two perfectly matched grayish-blue ruins, like veins slowly dissolving in tears. Fifty-one years ago they had been a lovely teeming lacework of birds and beasts and flowers, the finest wedding bracelets ever painted into a bride’s skin, the masterwork of a great artist; any other woman would have kept them touched up, for wedding bracelets never went out of style. But Dame Elsebet would condone no such desecration. The blurs stayed, but were never spoken of, as was her widowhood.

			“All right, then, ladies. Am I sufficiently groomed? Has my mane been brushed enough, my coat polished, my tack arranged just so? Am I ready to enter the arena?”

			“You only need this, Medame.” And the oldest maid, the one who had been with the Domina through everything, reached out to her mistress’s brow. Into the hair she pressed an arc of intricately marbled crucible steel. 

			“You are ready, Your High Honor. Long may you reign.”

		


		
			CHAPTER 3

			In the brightly lit corridor, with the rain rattling down upon its skylights, Dame Elsebet pushed out her left elbow and raised her voice with as much cheer as she could muster. “Lorenz,” she called. “Let’s get on with this thing.” Her brother was not late; he emerged from one of the guest suites opposite and strode to her side. 

			“The girls are almost ready,” he said, straightening the overlap of his fine lambswool collar. “It’s their husbands who aren’t. One can’t find his glasses and the other one spilled ink on his knee.” He gazed up at her hair with an expert’s eye. “You could win a show at the Northern Cattle Fair, brushed and glued like that.”

			He wanted her to laugh, she knew. So she did, but it was a weak imitation and it didn’t fool him. He squeezed her elbow and said no more. 

			He means well, Dame Elsebet told herself. He wants me to follow his example. He has let it go, and imagines that letting it go will do me just as much good. Lorenz Whellen did indeed look at ease. His hair still had considerable brown left in it; laughter remained in his keen dark eyes. Dame Elsebet pressed the steel of her coronet a bit more closely against her forehead as they stepped into the Grand Salon. 

			Her vassals were enjoying themselves, she was relieved to note. Some were laughing at jugglers and conjurors; some were drinking from portable wine fountains; some took turns cranking one of a dozen brightly painted music barrels while others danced to them. A few of the women who had gone riding with her still wore their tall boots, and that did make Dame Elsebet smile. Removing wet leather could be quite a challenge.

			Her entrance had been seen. At the far end of the salon, a great organ sang out with its array of reeds and pipes and horns: Heart of Stone, Heart of Stone, lend us your endless power. Within Dame Elsebet’s lifetime, this song had become the anthem of the Whellen Country, and when her guests began singing it, spontaneously raising their arms and swaying, she was forced to fumble inside her sleeve for a handkerchief. Lorenz gave her his own. “Come on, Elsie. Let ’em see you cry. They’re tears of joy. Right?”

			“Right,” she said, raising her hand to open the feast. “Forty-five years— the first five were yours, not mine. Don’t you ever, ever, ever imagine I will forget your bravery, Seigneur Lorenz de Whellen.” 

			“Hoy, knock it off with that.” He squeezed her elbow again as they drew up to the head table. 

			There was food. Oh, so much food: Dame Elsebet lost count of the dishes that poured from her cooks’ imagination. There was drink: wines and meads and brandies made from every fruit and flower that grew upon her vassals’ lands, and she knew that down at their tables they would be arguing— playfully, she hoped— over whose holdings produced the best. The tableware itself was stunning, colorful, inventive. Even the rain on the dome of the Grand Salon was welcome, a soothing noise like that of a waterfall, and it pained Dame Elsebet more than any words could say to look upon such happiness and prosperity, knowing that unless her gambit proved successful all of it would end.

			The King doesn’t care, she felt rather than thought, about the unbreakable glass that sits at every place on all of these tables. The machine that wove my new shawls? He would burn it rather than let his court wear anything made in the Whellen Country. He would smash every wyrmlight lamp on every post, tear the cylinders out of the music barrels, even stoop to cut the cable of the automated ferry across the Greater Good. Rather than bring our works to the rest of his Kingdom, he would throw all of this away and keep the world threshing grain and drilling rock by hand, condemn them to hand sewing and hand smithing, to lives of sweat and tedium, just for the sake of showing that, wait three generations if he must, the de Whellens would not escape punishment. 

			She gripped the edge of the table. Oh, my very own God, if only I knew whether everything is still going according to the plan.

			Her thoughts jittered between the mystical and the practical. Doktor Lively must be aboard the ship, she told herself: I have a bond of the soul with him, and if he has fallen ill or somehow hurt himself on the way to Coastwall, my very being will surely cry out with a premonition of doom. Is this a premonition of doom? No, no, damn premonitions! What I want is that messenger. He’s supposed to come back and tell me it went all right; when he gets here... suddenly she felt faint, and on the edge of the table her glove twisted into the cloth and her unbreakable glass toppled and spilled. 

			“Lorenz. I just had the most horrible thought. What if that nice young fellow— you know, the one tall enough to see over even the biggest crowd? What if... well, if he broke his leg?” 

			“Then I think you’d have to put him down,” replied Lorenz Whellen with exaggerated gravity. “You know messengers pine away in captivity.” When she only blinked at him, he picked up her fallen glass and handed it to a passing servant. “Now listen. You can’t do this to yourself, not tonight. Tonight is—”

			“Tonight it’s crucial that I know! Unless I am sure Doktor Lively is safely underway on that ship...”

			“What’s crucial is to have patience. Say you know the ship sailed. What then? After that it’s out of your sight. A whale could eat it, and you wouldn’t know. Lively could fall into a gold mine on the way to the Palace, and you wouldn’t know.” He trapped his sister’s madly fidgeting hands between his own. “You insist on doing this thing, Elsie, but accept that you won’t know whether it succeeds or fails until the Face of the King shows up in your major-domo’s office to tell you whether your nieces will have a ‘de’ in their names.” He took one of the beautiful napkins off the table, unfolded it and pressed it into her hand. “It isn’t bad, I promise you. Being a commoner, working the land. Look at the girls and their families—”

			Dame Elsebet did not apply the napkin to her tears. Instead she applied it to the floor. She sprang to her feet and her voice shook with a mixture of ferocity and despair. “I have no doubt it suits you to drop your ‘de’. It’s perfectly clear the youngsters are all fine without it. But the machines, Lorenz! The brilliant gentlemen who made them, the good people who run them! Our country, sir! Its capabilities, its future! It is in peril, mortal peril! And you advise me not to...” 

			Some of her vassals were looking at her. “...not to eat any more lamb. Why, damn you for a haughty cattleman, Lorenz, I’ll eat more lamb and like it.” 

			“Hear, hear,” said one of the vassals, who raised no fewer than eight breeds of sheep.

			But now that Dame Elsebet was standing, the eyes of the room were upon her. The vast, great, suddenly very quiet room. She scanned the Grand Salon in desperation. No tall Yondy messenger had sneaked in through a side door. Her heart was racing. Then she remembered some of the breathing exercises Doktor Lively had taught her, to be used in those terrible moments when the memories flooded in. Surely they would work just as well to banish this. She breathed. And breathed. And then a lovely idea came to her. As though she had meant to do so all along, Dame Elsebet took a step back and turned to face the wall of glass behind the head table. She spread her arms wide, knowing that it would make the de Whellen arms on the back of her robe flash and gleam and glow. “Grandmother’s tree,” she began. 

			She did not have to speak too loudly. Her voice echoed from the glass. There was a scramble as a few servants lowered a canvas drape to cover the wyrmlight chandeliers. Now everyone could see through the wall of the Grand Salon and there behold a massive blueneedle tree, jutting in solitary majesty above the lamplit walkways of Whellengood’s central garden. 

			“Everyone here knows Grandmother’s tree. When she planted it, Annelyn de Whellen was a newlywed. Of course, young though she was, she had already done a few things besides gardening.” A rueful chuckle rose from the crowd behind her. These were Whellen Country nobles; all of them knew that the history books on the Isle of Gold were false, that Annelyn de Whellen and her equally young de Brewel sweetheart had made an innocent choice, for love. It had never been their intention to start any kind of war. Dame Elsebet let the silence fall again. 

			“I have a painting of her, with that tiny stub of a sapling. The garden looks very strange: a huge empty circle, waiting for a giant to grow. But you see it did. Now. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that this is a metaphor for our country, and for the foresight of Grandma Annelyn in knowing that what were then only a few simple shacks full of gears would become the technical marvels we now enjoy.” She turned to face her listeners. Without the echo on the glass she would have to speak up; Dame Elsebet gathered her courage, the way she used to gather it when she couched her spear and legged her horse and made ready to withstand the shock of collision. At this thought a wisp of memory clawed at the edge of her consciousness; she breathed it away and forged on. 

			“You all know what Lorenz and I are. Our grandparents... our parents... then us. Ours is a third generation and so, as of old, a decision will be made—” an unhappy murmur began in isolated parts of the room. Lorenz shaded his eyes and Dame Elsebet saw his hand shaking. But she felt strangely powerful. It’s all right, she wanted to tell him. I’m in control of myself. 

			“—a decision will be made in the Royal Palace. Oh, I’m sure that to the King it won’t be much of a decision at all. Renew our title for another three generations, or not.” Dame Elsebet forced her crimson lips into a smile. “He probably puts more thought into ordering breakfast.” The unhappy murmurs were replaced by polite laughter. “It is of course my duty to live as long as I can, and so delay that decision, but someday it must come. And yet, my dear friends, I have a feeling. The strangest feeling. I have a feeling that something will soon make the King realize what he has in us, will convince him to come down on the side of progress, of creativity. I have a feeling— no, it is more than a feeling...” Careful. As if from outside herself she recognized the warning signs of the other danger: the hounds running riot, the landslide. Doktor Lively had taught her to breathe that away, too. Steer the middle path, the middle path, between despair and delirium. The middle path shone wide and clear before her; never had her mind worked with such ease. Lorenz was right: her fears were groundless, her worries useless. All would be well. 

			“...it is more than a feeling. It is a conviction! You see, our Whellen Country is like that tree,” announced Dame Elsebet, pointing, not in the shout of a lunatic but in the grand tones of an orator. “It’s still growing. The King cannot stop it. It grows from our land, our waters, our Heart of Stone, and human decisions are just so many raindrops falling upon it. No rainstorm could ever harm such—” 

			A massive explosion rocked Whellengood Hall.

			Guests, servants and entertainers all cried out as the wall of windows became a single blinding block of light, black-burning-white, a sun bigger than a thousand suns. For a moment the tree stood silhouetted in a searing halo; then boiling sap burst from it with such force that the windows rattled under a hail of sticky drops. Glowing blue needles showered upon the domes overhead as the thunder rolled and rolled, and in the garden’s place of honor nothing remained but a blistered spire of charcoal, burning like the wick of some monstrous candle. 

			The rain put out its flame.

		


		
			CHAPTER 4

			Alvert Dragonsson was sorry he’d ever pulled this pockin’ slippery poncho thing out o’ his bag. It were a bother, and a trial, and a irkable frill, for a fellow who’d never worn one before.

			In Yondstone he had worn a boiled wool cap and goatskin britches. That had been quite some time ago, before Ma had come down to the lowlands and taken up work hefting a delivery pack. A rover, she were, running where there weren’t no roads, with her freak of a pup behind her, a boy growing so tall that his goatskin britches soon hardly covered his bony little behind. Then Ma had become a flyer— more money in it. Flyers’ bags mostly just held paper, but paper was worth more than coins to gentlemen as could read. And naturally, havin’ no other skills, Alvert had become a flyer too, though he fit in among them about as well as a crane fit in wi’ kestrels.

			To what he owed his new position with Medame, he did not know. He’d knocked his freshly-shaved head on the doorframe as he entered the major-domo’s office at Whellengood Hall; his ears had been ringing as the gentleman with the glasses and the shiny black wig examined Alvert’s Guild license and he had not quite understood what was happening when the gentleman pushed a book at him and said mark here. The gentleman had been most displeased to repeat himself, and had called Alvert a lot o’ the same names Ma used to call him, but in the end Alvert had left Whellengood Hall wi’ a bag around his neck, a right fancy beautiful bag, plain on the outside but inside all needleworked in thread o’ gold.

			And he had gone down to Coastwall, not runnin’ as a flyer ought but in right rich fancy style, on one o’ Medame’s fast riverboats along wi’ the Doktor gentleman and ten knights. The knights had scared him a little. They had stern faces like Ma, plus each one a sword and a dagger. At the great big huge shiny white castle they’d put him up in a dorm wi’ other servants, but Alvert knew his job was to be at the harbor the very next mornin’ to watch that ship, the Longwing. Watch it run out on the tide, bound for the Isle o’ Gold, and then fetch back a paper for Medame that proved what he’d seen was so. 

			Only somehow he hadn’t seen it, an’ the only paper he carried now probably didn’t say it.

			Oh, Alvert had been at the harbor on time. In fact, he had been so nervous about missing the appointment that he’d left Brewel Hall in the wee hours of morning, begging one of the de Brewels’ servants to row him across the great mouth of the broad brown Denna and leave him at the harbormaster’s shed. He loitered there till dawn in the brackish night breeze, was forced to make a few spirited explanations to Brewel Country constables, and endured the attentions of several prowling guards who chewed their maidenroot at him and wanted to know how tall he was lying down. But the sun had risen, and it had climbed, and Coastwall harbor had filled with the most immense crowd and all the ships that floated upon its waters came alive and their boats hoisted up and their sails fell down and their whistles blew and they slid right out past the customs hulk and the lighthouse and into the Midland Sea, and Alvert had never seen the knights, the Doktor gentleman, or even the Longwing anywhere.



OEBPS/SE01_231112_Ecover.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/1.png
FOOL’S PROOF





