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To Sharon Folsom, harpmistress,


who convinced me my life needed a harp in it;


to Jay Witcher, master craftsman,


who built it;


and to Peregrine, my little harp,


companion of my wanderings …
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Prologue


Before the Cataclysm that restored the Powers of Nature to their old sovereignty, the world was a place of stone and steel. And it was one people, or becoming so, all over the globe.


But in the Cataclysm, the lands shook off the works of men as a dog will shake off the rain, and when humans crept out of their refuges, clutching the scraps of knowledge they had preserved, the world was changed. The great Powers of Earth and Water, Air and Fire, ruled everywhere, along with the Guardians of every kind of beast and tree and flower, and in each region a Guardian who was the pattern of its soul.


Men learned to know these Powers, and as they rebuilt their societies, they were shaped by the Guardians of each land. And so, on the continent men had called America, new nations were born: in the northwest, Normontaine with its peaks of snow and fire; Elaya in the south—an uneasy confederation of races and cultures; and to Elaya’s east a greater alliance of old and new tribal peoples—Aztlan. Above Aztlan, as always, were the Barren Lands, with the theocracy of Deseret in the midst of them. Eastward beyond the mountains lay still other peoples and other lands. On the western coast, golden Westria had a King who ruled by means of the four Jewels of Power.


But in the eighth century after the Cataclysm, the King of Westria died, and his lady disappeared with their son. And so the Council declared a search for the lost Queen, and a Regency that should last for twenty years.


CHRONICLES OF WESTRIA, II




Part 1


The Hawk Flies Free


Prelude


The hands of the harper settle like nesting birds, and as a branch trembles when a bird alights, so the faintest vibration passes along the strings. In the great Hall of the Hold, sound whispers to silence, and in the act of easing back against their benches the wedding guests grow still, waiting for the harp to speak again.


A single note sounds in the silence, then another. A third forms part of a pattern that is repeated up and down the scale. No one can tell when the other hand enters the music, for already they are forgetting that there is a player, that there is an instrument. Eyes close, as the eyes of the harper are already closed, and there is only the pure awareness of sound.


Now melodies emerge within the web of the music. They are tunes of the north of Westria, of the Corona, with a hint of sadness as they evoke the tangled memories of a time that will not come again. The childhood of the harper flows through his fingertips, and the bride for whom he is making this song finds her eyes wet with tears. For a moment a different tune appears, but the deep chords overwhelm it and it is gone.


Now the music changes as the harper plucks out a rhythm like galloping hooves. The brisk measures of a Seagate ballad mingle with the older harmonies. The songs of the bridegroom’s country echo through the room, lifting hearts and bringing reminiscent smiles. In the eight centuries since the Cataclysm, much of the civilization the Ancients made has been lost, and much rejected, but music remains—the old mingling with the new, for in music, man and nature find harmony.


And still the music continues, deepening in chords that cascade one upon the other as they build toward a climax in which the music of the northern mountains and that of the western coasts becomes a single theme. And again that other melody threads the music with bitter harmony, and again it is swept away. The music swells, even the tune disappearing in a triumphant glissando that quivers palpably through the still air. The listeners breathe deeply, saturated by sound.


Then the tempo slows and the shimmer of music ebbs until the distilled purity of single harp notes can be identified once more. The melody soars for the last time, the essence of all that has gone before, and its echoes pass from the air that bears it to the hearts that hear it, so that the listeners do not quite realize when it has gone. …




ONE


Farin lifted his hands from the harpstrings. His arms were trembling, and when he clasped them around the harp he felt the smooth wood transmit the tremors back to him again. He could still hear the ghostly humming of the strings.


It was done, and he knew that he had never played so well. He had married the melodies of Seagate and the Corona as well and truly as Eric and Rosemary would soon be joined. Yet still that other melody that he had exiled from the music echoed in his mind’s ear.


“O Beauty like the Evening Star …”


It was no melody of north or west, but his own—the song he had made for his sister Faris.


Had Eric and Rosemary heard it? Had they understood? Rosemary was sitting between her parents, with bowed head and folded hands, her face veiled by her wheat-colored hair. Yes, perhaps she had felt what words could not say. But Eric stared at his bride like a man gazing on the golden hills of his homeland after long wanderings in the Barren Lands.


Farin sighed. Once Eric had gazed at Faris just so, but Faris had married the King of Westria instead, and seen him die, and borne his child alone. And then one day she and the child had disappeared. Her tragedy was the tapestry before which the romance of Eric and Rosemary had been played. Without that background of sorrow, the joy which Farin had just proclaimed with his music could never have flowered.


As the echoes of the music faded, the listeners recollected themselves with a sigh that swept the room as if a door had been opened to let in the wind. But the spell still held them, as if beyond the bounds of hearing the music continued. Their shared reality had shifted, and they were united in awareness of the outer and inner significance of the ceremony that was about to begin.


The Master of the Junipers was already waiting on the broad dais of stone that supported the great hearth. Light shafted through narrow windows set high in the western wall to glitter suddenly on the embroideries of the particolored black and white cope he wore and aureole his thinning brown hair. Though he had not moved, something in his presence altered; he focused the attention of the wedding guests as a prism gathers light.


“O my brothers and my sisters, we are gathered to witness the pledging in marriage of a woman and a man—the foundation of a new household in Westria, the linking of two kindreds, and the consecration of that union in the Names of the Lord and the Lady and the Elemental Powers. …”


The Master spoke slowly. His voice was deep, almost harsh at times, but it resonated with sweetness like the deep notes of Farin’s harp. Sighing, Farin eased the instrument down upon the floor beside him, though he continued to rest one hand upon its smooth curve. Like the hall itself, in which fragments of concrete from the Ancient Days had been mingled with blocks of pure granite quarried from the Father of Mountains, the Master’s worn, ugly face had a luminous authority.


It was the mark of the College of the Wise, thought Farin. And yet it was more than that, for after the King’s death the Master had been like a blind man in a strange room. But now he was filled with light. And it was not only the Master—in the gentle sunset glow Rosemary’s unbound hair shone upon her shoulders like gold, and her blunt features had a sculptured serenity. Farin’s sister Faris had looked like a goddess, decked with the four Jewels of Westria, but Rosemary’s sturdy humanity mediated that Divine Presence to something that could nourish mortal men. And Eric, wrapped in his green cloak, was like a tree that stands in a forest clearing, rejoicing in her light.


Farin felt tears sting his eyelids, looked down, and was dazzled by the brilliance that flashed from the golden swan that crowned the head of his harp. Swangold … He shut his eyes, and his fingers closed on the satiny wood of its curve. He had thought the memories would not hurt any more—it had been over a year since Faris had been married to the King, and four months since she disappeared—but his nerves had been stripped by unchanneled grief and unanswered questioning. He fought the urge to snatch up the harp and dash from the room.


But with the remnants of his control Farin knew that he would do nothing to disturb the ceremony. Shivering, he pulled around him the red cloak upon which Faris had set in exquisite stitchery his emblem of a hawk taking wing from the curve of a harp. As Eric and Rosemary joined the Master and pledged themselves to each other and to the community in which they would found their family, words echoed in his mind like the refrain to a litany—Faris is gone … how can I remain?


The ritual continued, each section building upon its predecessors like the balanced harmonies of a great piece of music, for no simple promise to share bed and fire would suffice for these two, nor even the public vows with which they had begun the ceremony. Eric was Lord Commander of Seagate, and like the King and Queen, the lord of a Province of Westria and his lady must be priest and priestess to each other and to their land, bound not only in body and fortune, but soul to soul.


Farin shut his eyes in a vain attempt to resist the power of the ritual. How could he believe in all of this when it had betrayed Faris and the King? And yet the beauty of word and image resonated in the strings of his spirit.


“In the Names of Earth, Air, Fire and Water may they be blessed, and in the Name of the Lord and the Lady, and of the One, Unnameable, who is Maker of All!” The Master’s voice rang against the carven ceiling and he brought down his arms.


There was a long sigh, as if the room itself had released its breath—the sigh of a warrior when the battle is over, or of a man and a woman when the act of love is done. Carefully Farin detached his clenched fingers from his harp and sat rubbing them.


For a moment he had not been alone … for a moment he had known what it was to be partnered in the Great Dance. And it had been such a familiar feeling! But when had he ever known another human being so intimately? He had slept with Fans’s maid Branwen the year before, but that had been a brief thing, a meeting of the flesh only.


He was not remembering Branwen, but someone who was like the other half of his soul. …


Then music stirred in him again, words he himself had made at that other wedding, more than a year ago—“She who was a twin to me in birth, in face, in memory …” He groaned and covered his face with his hands.


This then was the reason he could not accept the idea that Faris was gone—not because of any lust of the flesh, but because of this linkage of the spirit, which he could never find with any other living soul.


And it is forbidden, he thought, perhaps more straitly than if I had wanted to sleep with her. Marriage should be a union of opposites, but Faris was my twin, like another self to me. She left me behind to marry the King, but I cannot seek another union while I fear she may be alive and in need of me.


Another music was beginning, at first a ragged trickle of sound, then a great surge that swept away his own song like a river on its way to the sea:




“Praise to the Lord and Lady; praise the One,


Who Self-divided is at once Self-known


And from that knowledge manifests the world.


In union all diversity lies furled;


Sweet music needs both singer and the song;


By twining separate strands the thread grows strong.


It is the darkness that defines the light;


The stars shine best against the cloak of night;


And rest and motion are not paired by chance—


They are the partners in an endless dance,


As male and female opposites are paired


And in their marriage Unity is shared.”





Automatically Farin had joined in the singing. Then he stopped, as if hearing the words for the first time. If marriage was the world’s basic pattern, then by clinging to his solitude he might create a disharmony that would destroy him as surely as a wrongly chosen chord could destroy a song. His eyes sought the Master, but the priest was standing with his two hands poised above Rosemary’s and Eric’s bent heads, his face closed upon some inner harmony.


Dizzied, Farin forced himself to take a deep breath, then another.


Even in the hymn the singer is married to the song—he thought at last. His fingers moved gently across the smooth wood of the harp. Perhaps there is a Way for me too, Swangold’s Way. …


The singing had become a babble of congratulation; someone jostled Farin’s arm. He realized that the ceremony was over and they were trying to clear the hall for the feasting. He remembered then that he had promised music for the celebration, and snatching the harp from under the feet of the crowd, almost fiercely he began to play.


Braying insolently, the pipes launched yet another reel, supported by the insistent rat-a-tat of the knuckle drum. Farin opened the flaps of the sealskin harpcase and slid Swangold along the soft fur until the instrument nestled snugly inside. The light of guttering candles glinted on the twenty bronze strings. Then the lifting of the leather flap transformed them to lines of shadow. Farin flipped up the other flap and began to fumble with buckles.


Dancers skipped down the center of the hall. Revelers who still had room for food picked at cakes and fruit piled on platters, or they leaned against the dismantled trestle tables stacked next to the wall. Farin’s fingers slipped on the buckle. He swore and forced himself to focus on its silver gleam. He had played and sung almost without break since the end of the ceremony. He wondered if there was anything left of the roast, but his stomach cramped and he realized he did not want food.


“Farin!”


He tightened the final buckle. Rosemary was hurrying toward him with Eric half a pace behind, as if their hands were still linked by the marriage cord. They had been dancing, and Rosemary’s face was as pink as the roses that nodded above her brow. She laughed and straightened her wreath as Eric stretched out a muscular arm and one-handed lifted Farin to his feet.


“You’re not going to play any more?” Eric asked.


Farin shook his head. “They’ve been bringing me wine to oil my throat all evening, and my coordination is beginning to go. Anyway, the party is getting too loud for anyone to hear Swangold’s song.”


Rosemary pushed back a strand of hair that clung damply to her cheek and took Farin’s hand.


“When I asked you to play I didn’t mean you to miss all the fun! I have not had a chance to thank you, and it was so beautiful—everything I could have imagined music could say. …”


Eric nodded. “Yes, it was. You’ve gotten better. It sounded so familiar, like the music I would make if I had any skill for it, but I knew that it was new.” His other arm went around Rosemary and she settled against him.


Something twisted in Farin’s belly as joy stamped the two faces before him with its own identity, but he held his tongue. Memory, like a prismed mirror, showed him also Eric’s bloodless face after the Battle of the Dragon Waste, and Rosemary’s bleak eyes as she nursed him, and later, their faces equally intent as the three of them plotted to trap Caolin the Seneschal, who had betrayed Westria.


“The music was all I had to give you,” he said with a half smile. “I’m glad it pleased.”


Rosemary’s lips tightened in exasperation. “You know it was more than ‘pleasing’! Don’t you know what your music is worth by now? You could command an audience anywhere. If you won’t go study at the College of Bards, stay with us! I’ve asked you before, but you have not answered me. Come with me and Eric south to Bongarde—if you don’t want to live with your father you know you will always have a home with us there!”


“It would be a waste of talent for you to stay in the north—” said Eric. “Bongarde is nearer to the center of things now. …”


Now that the King and Faris are gone. … Farin’s thought echoed him. The line of dancers was advancing on their end of the Hall, and a couple from Seagate, twirling right instead of left, cannoned into them. Laughing, the dancers from the Corona pulled them back into position, and Eric drew Farin and Rosemary closer to the wall.


Farin held his harpcase to his breast. How could he answer them? “I’m not going to live at home with my father, though I suppose I should see the old buzzard while I’m up here.” He tried to laugh, though he flinched inwardly, remembering the shadows of a hall whose windows were never opened to let in the sun, and the sour, old-man smell of his father, brooding there like some great moulting bird deprived of prey. It was no wonder Faris had wanted to leave home.


At first he had thought she might have sought Hawkrest Hold after she disappeared with her child, but Faris would never have gone to the old man for sanctuary, and would their father have even welcomed her? In any case Lord Theodor’s men had searched there in vain. Farin, who was heir to the few acres of arable land and a hall which his father would not trouble to keep in repair, had no desire to live there now that Faris was gone.


“And when you have seen him will you come to us?” persisted Rosemary.


Farin looked down at his long brown fingers with their nails carefully shaped to pluck the harpstrings. For a moment he wavered. It would be good to live with Eric and Rosemary, as they had lived in the household of the King. He knew the kind of home Rosemary would make—lively and orderly without overmuch formality, filled with convalescent animals and probably with a gaggle of children soon. Why not? he wondered, if I don’t intend to start a family of my own? But for Eric and Rosemary this was a beginning while for Farm it could only be an attempt to resurrect the past.


Instead, into his mind flickered a momentary vision of a hawk soaring across the open road, something he had seen so often when he played the part of a wandering harper the spring before. For a moment his belly tightened with excitement and he could almost taste the pure dawn air.


“I don’t know, Rosemary …” He found himself answering. “I can’t decide that now.” He could find no way to justify what he really wanted to do, but he was certain now that it would only give him pain to play audience to Rosemary and Eric’s happiness.


Suddenly Rosemary flung her arms around him; then they were both being crushed in Eric’s embrace. The heavy perfume of crushed roses and the aromatic scent of the laurel wreath Eric wore mingled with the warmth of their bodies, heated from the dancing. Farin had to look up to see their faces, and for a moment his unhappiness eased, as if the Lord and the Lady themselves had lifted him in their arms.


“Whatever happens, you will always have a home with us. Remember!” Rosemary murmured in his ear.


They had been friends for so long; was she picking from his mind the image of a winding road that bound his soul like a golden ribbon and drew it away? He flushed, as if by the thought she and Eric were somehow betrayed.


“I will remember. …” he whispered at last.


The mead tasted bitter, and Farin set his goblet on the stair. He peered down the passageway, blinked, and focused again, a momentary clarity informing him that he would be sick if he drank any more. He ought to be used to the mead his older sister Berisa brewed, but not perhaps to so much of it, on top of so much wine.


The bride and groom had been bedded with a volley of obscene jokes, the worst of them from the women, which embarrassed Farin even through the golden haze of mead. But now the corridor was empty, though sounds of revelry echoed hollowly from elsewhere in the Hold. They would wonder why he was not there to lead the singing, but at the moment it was all Farin could do to hold onto his harp. Instinctively his fingers felt for the buckles, checking that they were closed and the strap secure.


Bed … he thought. Surely I have drunk enough to drown my dreams. He picked his way down the passageway.


Firelight spilled from an open door across the worn stones. Farin stumbled through it and stood holding to the doorframe while his eyes focused on the grey figure of the Master of the Junipers sitting by the fire.


“Oh … forgive me,” he murmured. “My room must be farther down the hall.”


The Master looked up at him, his dark eyes keen under rather bushy brows, firelight gleaming on the thin places in his greying hair. Farin was aware of a vague wonder that this rather ugly little man should be the same commanding figure who had performed the wedding ceremony.


“Would you like to come in? I won’t offer you more wine, but I have some tea simmering.”


Abruptly Farin nodded. He was sobering slightly now, and he did not want to go to his cold bed with only Swangold for company, not when he was still too drunk for the comfort of her music.


“Thank you.” Carefully he set down the harpcase and lowered himself into the other chair. The Master glanced at him again, frowning a little, and began to busy himself with the teapot.


“Rosemary and Eric want me to live with them at Bongarde. …”


Something in the line of the Master’s body shifted from the ease of a man by his own fire to the balance of one who takes up the tools of his trade.


“What are you going to do?” He poured tea into a stoneware mug and held it out to Farin.


“I don’t know—” the harper began, then shook his head. “No, that’s not true. I don’t want to live with my father, but I can’t settle down with Rosemary and Eric when Faris …” The cup began to tremble and he put it down hastily, pain welling through him like long-gathered floodwaters breaching a dam.


“Something happened to her! The night she disappeared I ‘heard’ her screaming. It woke me, that screaming, though I was miles away. And I had deserted her—it had been so long since our minds had touched at all. … It wakes me still, some nights, and I lie until morning wondering where she is now. …”


The Master was sitting very still, watching him. “And if you knew what had happened, what would you do?”


“I would kill whoever gave her that pain!” Farin realized that his whole body was shaking now, and he buried his face in his hands. “I love Eric and Rosemary, but it was so hard to watch their wedding,” he continued in a muffled voice. “I kept remembering Faris and Jehan. She was married too, but what chance did she have to know joy? I have to find her. …”


“What makes you so sure she is alive?” the Master asked quietly. “You searched. Everyone searched. Don’t you think that someone would have found her if she were still on this earth? Whatever destroyed her life is done with—don’t let it ruin yours.”


“I heard her agony that night; surely I would feel her dying!” Farin said fiercely. For a moment he saw her face as it had been the last time they were together—dark eyes like his own in a thin face, and a cloud of black hair already streaked with silver like lightning through a stormy sky. But the face he remembered was a furious mask.


“We had quarreled, but the link between us was still there—it has to be there!” Farin shook his head against the black gulf that waited at that thought’s end. “I would have felt her final pain!”


The Master’s gaze met his for a moment, then slid away.


“What is it? Is there something you’re not telling me?” Farin leaned forward, hit the teapot, and reached quickly to still it. His head was clearing now, and he thought there was something strange about the way the priest had refused to meet his eyes.


“It’s Caolin, isn’t it—” his thought rushed on. “Someone told me you went to the Red Mountain to look for him. What did he say to you? Did he tell you where Faris is? We know now that he is a sorcerer—did he cause that freak storm after the Council stripped him of office and he fled?” Farin was on his feet now, stooping over the Master with taloned hands.


“Sit down! Drink your tea before it gets cold!” barked the Master. “You young fool, do you think you will learn anything by threatening me?”


Farin flinched and subsided into his chair, dashing tears of anger away. The comforting insulation of the mead had evaporated, and all his nerves were bare. There was a little silence, then he picked up his mug and forced a swallow of tea past the tightness in his throat.


“Very well. You see that I am calm. What did you learn?”


The Master sighed. “It is true that I went to the beacon post at the top of the Red Mountain. The earth tremors and the lightning storm on Midsummer Eve appear to have centered there.”


“Did you find Caolin? He’s not dead, is he?” Farin sat back, feeling as if the ground had given way. He realized then how certain he had been that Caolin was somehow responsible for the disappearance of the Queen, and how much he had counted on revenge.


The Master remained silent and Farin leaned forward. “Well? Are you going to lie to me?”


The older man’s head came up, and Farin jerked back as if his gaze had burned him. “There are truths and truths,” the Master said after a moment. “Would you know truth if I told it to you, or what to do with it? But no—I will not tell an untruth to you. …”


“I’m sorry,” Farin murmured sulkily. “But I have to know!”


“The cabin was in ruins,” the Master said carefully, “but Caolin was not there. I found only that poor mute woman he had taking care of the place; Margit is her name. But she was sick and confused—the images I could get from her mind were chaotic.” The Master sipped at his tea.


Farin settled in place, watching him as a hawk watches for prey. “But Caolin survived?”


“Barely. Margit tried to care for him, and after a day or two his man Ordrey got there and the two of them nursed him until he could ride. Then Ordrey took his master away southward by the secret paths through the hills. They did not tell Margit where they were going. I have given her a home in my cabin on the Lady Mountain, but it would be no use for you to see her—she knows no more.”


“South!” exclaimed Farin. “Then Ordrey must have taken him to Elaya—no Westrian household would receive Caolin now. I’m sure he knows things about Prince Palomon that he could use to buy his aid.” He drank more tea without tasting it.


“South,” the Master said flatly. “And what are you going to do about it? Fight the entire Elayan army and torture Caolin to get at the truth? What if he does not know the truth?” Logs cracked and settled in the fireplace, sending shadows chasing crazily across the ceiling.


“He knows—the snake knows something! He was the last person to see Faris, and he must have caused her the pain I felt. I would seek vengeance on him for that even if there was nothing more!”


“You would go after Caolin even if you knew that Faris was dead?” The Master’s voice was very still, but the flames in the fireplace seemed to blaze through Farin’s vision into his brain. His harp-trained fingers twitched. Then something in the master’s tone reached him and he met the other man’s deep gaze.


What have I said? he thought. Farin looked quickly back to the fire as if the Master could read his soul in his eyes. His longing for Faris and for freedom had become a single vision; the flames painted the road to Mist Harbor where the southern trading ships called. Yes, I’ll go after Caolin, but the Master would get Eric or Lord Theodor to stop me, he realized. No one must know where I have gone!


“I don’t know what I would do!” Farin answered quickly. “I’ve had too much wine and my head hurts. I don’t know anything anymore.”


His lips clamped on the words that trembled there—I will wring news of my sister from Caolin and find Faris. And I will have neither hearth nor master until I can bring the news to Westria!


The Master shook his head. “I should not have told you.”


Farin tried to smile. “It doesn’t matter. Besides—you are always telling everybody to find their own Way. I’m just stumbling about looking for mine. I should go to bed.” He pushed himself to his feet and slung the harpcase from his left shoulder. “Don’t worry about me.”


But as he went down the passageway he knew that his words had not been true—he felt as if all his tangles had straightened out at last. There was a road to follow and a goal to seek. Like a hawk that finds the thermal that will bear it to the skies, Farin knew where he was going now.




TWO


Farin blew on his numb fingers and tugged at the straps that bound his harpcase to the saddle as the roan horse stamped impatiently. Through the stable’s narrow window he could see the glitter of frost on the meadow where they had held the war games, and the long ridges that rose beyond it were luminous with mist in the morning sun. Fall was coming early this year—it was just as well he was leaving now, before winter storms kept the trading ships at home.


Blackbirds squabbling over spilled grain in the stableyard squawked protest at some other early riser. Farin forced his fingers to pull the strap tight and reached for the bridle.


“You’re up early, lad—”


Farin jumped and dropped the rein, blinking at the tall silhouette in the doorway, which was crowned with silver now as the sun backlit his hair.


“My lord Theodor!”


Rosemary’s father came into the stable, his face creasing like an old wood carving. “Is something wrong?”


Farin bent to retrieve his rein, thinking frantically. Had the Master of the Junipers guessed what he intended and told Lord Theodor? But those lean features held only concern. Farin could say he wanted to clear the wine fumes from his head with an early ride, but there were his pack and harpcase to explain, and the heavy cloak and high-laced journey boots he wore. He straightened, forcing a smile.


“I’m off to visit my father, sir. He’s getting on, and who knows when I’ll have a chance to see him again—” Farin stopped short, remembering that Lord Theodor, in his sixties, was a year or two older than the man who brooded at Hawkrest Hold. But the Lord of the Corona still stood like one of the pine trees that grew in his mountains, and the gradual silvering of his fair hair had been imperceptible. One could not think of him as old …


“I can’t object to that—” Theodor was smiling. “But they will miss your music. We have barely begun to celebrate the wedding.”


The roan jerked at the rein, and Farin let the horse pull him along out into the bright sunlight of the stableyard. “Rosemary understands—” he said over his shoulder, “I don’t have much heart for feasting now.”


“Yes. Of course—” Lord Theodor followed and stood patting the roan’s neck. “You are still young and you need to cherish your grief. The old learn to enjoy happiness while they can. But don’t brood too long, lad. You mustn’t waste your life too.” He cleared his throat abruptly and turned toward the Father of Mountains, whose peak, still snow-crowned even at summer’s end, soared serenely above the lesser hills.


“I had hoped that Rosemary would marry nearer home, but who could object to Eric as a son-in-law?” Theodor was still gazing at the mountain. “But—he is always so formal with me. Farin, you have fought at his side. Is it really all right? Will he be good to my girl?”


Farin faced him, uncaring now what the morning light might reveal. “If you are thinking that Rosemary is a substitute for Faris in Eric’s love, be easy, my lord. He began to turn to her before Faris—went away—because he had learned to know her. Eric is not like the King—” Farin swallowed, but made himself continue, for he and Lord Theodor had been equals in their service to Jehan of Westria, and no one had served the King without loving him. He thought the old lord would understand. “But he is honest and honorable and strong.


“And Rosemary will be good for him,” Farin went on. “She needs a man who will take her as his partner, and she would be wasted ruling anything less than a Province! I love her too, and I’ve been hoping for this match. You know she has been better than a sister to me!” He swallowed, afraid he had said too much—he had never had such a conversation with Lord Theodor before. How odd this should happen now, when Farin was leaving him.


But Theodor was laughing. Farm’s oldest sister, Berisa, had married Theodor’s son Sandremun over ten years ago, and ever since then she had been virtual mistress of the Hold.


A lad carrying wood to the kitchen looked at them curiously as he passed. Farin could hear voices and a clatter of pans; the fortress was waking. The roan butted his arm, and Farin gathered up the reins.


“I’ve kept you too long talking,” said Theodor, “and it will take you all day to reach Hawkrest Hold. Be off with you now, and give Gerard whatever greeting he’s willing to accept from me!” Smiling, he gripped Farin’s shoulder, then stood away.


Farin pulled himself into the saddle, swinging his leg high to clear the harpcase, but it took all his control to maintain his answering grin. Lord Theodor had been more of a father to him than his own would ever be, and he had not known it would be so hard to leave him with this dishonest farewell.


“You tell Theodor he’ll regret letting his daughter go with a southern man!” Lord Gerard’s gaunt head turned abruptly to Farin, and the young man saw with disgust that soup was runneling through his father’s grizzled beard. Still chewing, Gerard continued his monologue. Daughters were ungrateful creatures who would leave a man to the mercy of strangers. Sons were no better, dashing off to amuse themselves at court or getting themselves killed in pointless wars.


Farin grimaced and took another swallow of thin beer. Hannah Brightapple, who had kept house for them since his mother died, gave him a half smile of sympathy as she set a dish of steaming boiled potatoes next to the stewed chicken and cleared away the soup tureen. It had gone on like this ever since Farin had ridden up the road to Hawkrest Hold the afternoon before, and he was realizing that the complaints were the old man’s inner dialogue made audible. The words would continue to flow in a bitter stream whether or not he was there.


And I won’t be! he told himself as his gaze passed over the scarred paneling and the water-stained ceiling of the hall. Even if I had not sworn to find Caolin I would not stay here.


“And the rains have been wrong for two seasons now—half the south pasture washed out last winter and I suppose the rest will go this year,” said Gerard. “They don’t do the ceremonies right at the College anymore—another Cataclysm, that’s what we’re heading for, you wait and see!”


“If you hadn’t kept goats on that land for so many years they wouldn’t have cropped it bare!” Farin answered him. “And if you don’t repair this roof you won’t have a hall to shelter you. You can already see daylight through the ceiling of the tower.”


It was not really a tower—more of an observation post built in the days when border raiders still endangered outlying holds, but Farin and Faris had loved it and made it their own. Farm’s stomach burned even now, remembering how he had found those rooms with the floor warped and buckling and Faris’s bed sagging beneath a coverlet of desiccated leaves. Could his father have torn away the shingles himself to destroy what remained of Faris’s presence here? Farin shook his head—if he started thinking that way he would be as bad as the old man soon.


“Let it go—let it go! What matter if an old man is drowned by the winter rains and frozen by the winds?” Gerard coughed and sputtered, sending potato fragments across the table. “You don’t care what happens to me any more than your sister did. The men sniffed behind her as if she were a bitch in heat—she couldn’t even be satisfied with the King! I never believed that story about how he died, you mark me. She was likely offering herself to his murderer before he was cold in the grave, and don’t you think another man wasn’t waiting for her when she ran away!”


Farin stared at him, dizzied. Whatever faults his sister might have had did not include promiscuity, even if she had flirted with Eric before she realized that she loved the King. Jehan had died of wounds from a wild boar. Was this the sort of poison that filled the old man’s belly these days?


“Just like her mother—” the querulous voice wandered on, “the bitch went away and left me alone. …”


But Farin did not wait to hear more. The blood was pounding in his ears and his hand clenched on his eating knife as if he would sink it into his father’s throat. His chair went over with a crash as he ran out of the room.


Farin stood in the kitchen yard, his hands clutching emptiness at his sides. The old man liked his dinner early, and there was still an hour or two till dark, but the peace of early evening was quieting the hills. He made himself breathe deeply, trying to master his rage, resting his eyes in the familiar contours of the mountains as he would have rested in his mother’s arms. Except for the river bottoms and holdings like this one where meadows had been cleared, the mountains were thickly forested with the dark dull green of fir and pine, splashed now with the warm tan of the changing oaks and the bright fluttering gold of the aspen trees. Across the valley the long slopes were turning purple in the sunset light, below a sky whose clear gold shaded to rose.


“He can’t help it, lad—” said a voice behind him. “He wept when your mother died, but he could never forget that she had disobeyed his command not to go out at night and dance with the apple trees.”


Hannah stopped beside him, her broad face crinkled with concern. Farin nodded and put an arm around her plump shoulders. He and Faris had been very small when pneumonia took their mother from them. He remembered only her shining wings of dark hair and a sweet voice singing of the spirits of deer and bird and apple tree that she had seen. She was buried on the hillside beyond the hall.


“But to say that about Faris!” Farm’s voice still shook.


“She looked too much like your mother, and I think it is almost easier for him to believe that Faris ran off than to accept that—”


“She isn’t dead!” exclaimed Farin. “She can’t be, I would know!” He stopped short, realizing he had been about to blurt out his plans to search for her. He let go of Hannah and stepped away.


“Ah—I’m sorry, lad—” said the woman. “Of course, it would be even harder for you.”


But Farin was already striding across the yard, spurning unseeing the small black and white dog who frisked after him. His anger carried him past the stable and up the hill. When he could control himself again he was in front of the mews.


The first holders of Hawkrest had trained birds for the lords of the Corona. But like everything else on the holding these days, only part of the building—originally as well-built as the hall—was in repair. As he stepped into its dim mustiness, Farin found the balanced tension of the birds beginning to steady him as it had always done.


Talons scratched faintly on wood as the hawks sidled on their perches. Amber eyes glittered in the gloom. Farin remembered that the big peregrine falcon had died the year before and there were only three birds here now. As he stepped toward them the tiercel red-tail began to bate eagerly, wings thundering in the darkness, and he stretched out his arm so that the bird could hop onto it, scolding with an odd quacking sound.


“Aliento, Ali—that’s my boy—yes, it’s truly me, and I know I’ve neglected you. …” As Farin stroked the smooth mottled breast feathers the hawk quieted, bobbing his head to preen and then jerking it back as if to make sure Farin was still there. The rustle of footsteps on straw brought the dark head swiveling round, and Farin turned.


“Hullo, Bird—you’ve grown!”


The boy who had entered grinned, the shadows lending a kind veil to the slick tortured skin that marred his face and, as Farin remembered, much of his body too. Faris had been lucky to get off with no more than a burn on her arm when she had saved that child from the fire.


“Mother told me you were back.” Bird set down his pail. “I’m glad. I fly the birds when I can, but they haven’t been getting enough exercise.”


Farin nodded. Now that his eyes were used to the light he could see that the big female red-tail’s feathers were dull, and even Ali had a slightly scruffy air. Bird had an instinctive way with the hawks, but he could not have much time to fly them when he must help his father with the rest of the work of the place too.


“My father doesn’t take them out?” Farin asked.


“Him!” Bird snorted. “With all respect, he’s gone broody. It’s as much as my dad can do to get him out to the fields.”


“But the birds can’t just stay in here!” said Farin painfully. Abruptly he was twitching with an echo of the panic he had felt when Branwen tried to hold him. Even Rosemary’s robust affection made him stiffen and pull free. Aliento quacked impatiently and moved down his arm, and Farin eased the hawk back onto his perch.


Bird was holding the merlin, stroking its feathers gently—he had trained it, and it was his favorite even though the little hawk was good for nothing bigger than mice.


“You’re going away again, aren’t you—” the boy said abruptly. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell. But I want to go with you. You understand—with her gone, nothing here is the same. …”


There were tears in Bird’s voice, but though Farin’s eyes burned, a stone fist seemed to be squeezing him dry. Bird had been born here, and Faris had saved his life. He was Farm’s responsibility, but he could not even guarantee his own survival, much less protect this boy.


“No—” he managed at last. “I have no household, and your gift for the hawks would be wasted. Go to Lord Theodor or Sandremun—they will know how to value you.”


For a long moment the boy stared at Farin, his eyes glistening. Then a man’s voice called his name and he sighed.


“All right. Now I’ve got to go. Dad will need me to help get the cows in. Will you feed the birds?”


Farin nodded, but for a long time after Bird had left him he simply stood. The evening had grown very still. The hawks moved restlessly, wanting their dinner, and after a time Farin started toward the coolhouse where the game-bag always hung. As he reached the door three crows took wing awkwardly, startled from their scavenging, and climbed toward the empty sky.


He stopped, staring after them, and thought, Even the carrion crows are free to fly. What will become of the birds I am leaving in there?


He swallowed then, frightened at the thought that had come to him. But what else could he do? The hawks were his responsibility too. Before he could change his mind Farin strode back into the mews, untied Aliento’s jesses and coaxed the bird onto his arm, and with more difficulty persuaded the female to do the same. The merlin belonged to Bird, and the boy could take care of him. Moving carefully, because he had forgotten just how heavily a six or seven pound bird could weigh, Farin bore the two red-tailed hawks up the hill.


They were used to being carried, and through the thin homespun tunic Farin could feel the minute flexing of foot muscles that kept them balanced as he moved, without the help of their honed talons. Without pausing, he climbed the dusty path that led past his mother’s grave and picked his way among the fallen apples in the orchard until it too was behind him and he could no longer see the holding nestled into its fold in the hills. Then at last he stood still, alone with his birds and the sky.


Farm’s breath was coming in harsh gasps and his thoughts flailed like wings beating at the bars of a cage. He had brought the hawks here to free them, but would they go? Could they leave the security of their accustomed home? Could he? Biting his lip, Farin raised his arm so that Aliento would sidestep down it to perch on his shoulder, then fumbled to unbuckle the jesses from the female on his other arm. She had been captured wild and had never been so attached to him—surely she would be the easiest to set free.


She was already bating as he lowered his arm, and then, with all his strength he tossed her into the air. For a moment she flapped heavily, as if confused by the absence of her bells, then she caught the wind and lofted suddenly into the sky.


Farin was trembling. The tiercel’s beak pressed little hawk kisses against his cheek, and he turned his face to the softness of the bird’s golden-feathered breast. A faint scent like sun-warmed watermelon brought back memories of the hawk’s weight on his arm on summer afternoons and his father’s harsh voice smoothed to patience as he helped him to train him.


As if he were still hearing those careful instructions Farin moved the hawk back down to his wrist, unbuckled the jesses from around his feet and let them fall, tensed the lean muscles of his arm and shoulder and propelled the bird into the air.


Because he was better slipped, or perhaps because he had seen the female launched and understood, the red-tail tiercel mounted smoothly into the air. But instead of following her into the trees he circled Farin, calling plaintively.


“You’re hungry, aren’t you?” cried the young man in a shaking voice. “There’s food all around you here—mice in the meadow, and ground-squirrels, rabbits even, if you want to try. Go on, damn you—fly!” Farin flapped his arms despairingly as the hawk swooped over his head and soared upward again.


“Please … please,” whispered Farin, watching him, “let me go free. …”


The female was still spiraling above the trees. Aliento’s swoop became an arc that carried him higher and higher while Farin craned his neck to see. Then the female’s circle opened into a westward glide. Aliento called once, harshly, and followed her.


Farin stood without moving until they disappeared. The world darkened around him, but still his vision was filled by the image of the two winged shapes, black against a crimson sky.


It was three days’ ride from Hawkrest Hold to Mist Harbor, where the trading ships put in.


Farin had spent most of his last night at home wakeful, painting over the golden interlace that marked his harp as a King’s gift and darkening the white streak in his hair that marked him with leather dye. He had made up a pack, but not a large one, for once he had sold his mount for the passage money he did not know when he would have a horse again. At least the roan gelding he was riding was an animal he had found running loose on the field after the Battle of the Dragon Waste, and it was his to sell. There seemed to him a nice irony in the idea that an Elayan horse should buy his way to Elaya.


And then he had gone into Faris’s tower room and packed up the things she had left there, putting them away carefully as if by preserving them he could make sure she would one day return.


No one had stirred in the darkness of the hall as he closed the door; the horse had given no betraying neigh, and if Bird woke and knew the meaning of the hoofbeats that echoed in the grey dawn he made no sign. Farin guided the Elayan horse through mists, which veiled the buildings behind him as if a curtain had been drawn between him and his past, and by the time the sun shone clearly he was many miles on his way.


But it was the second day of his journey before Farin had the heart to uncase his harp and play, and the third was fading before he found himself able to sing. But then, as he crested the last ridge and saw the road uncoiling before him toward the blue glitter of the sea, he found words on his lips that fitted themselves without crafting to a melody with the long slow swing of the wayfarer.




“The path is clear before my feet,


I know the way that I must go,


For there’s a world that I would meet


And until that world I know,


I will not cease from wandering …”





And as Farin reined the horse down the road, it seemed to him that far overhead a slim shape circled, shot forward, and with a faint sweet cry was lost in the blaze of the sun.




THREE


The ship surged and dipped, and the splash of salt spray striking cold on his face made Farin gasp. He clutched at the rail, breathing deep of sea air, and the cry of the gulls tore once more at his heart. Blue sea foamed around him; above was a blue sky where the sea-birds were wheeling. His spirit soared with them, but the shore was near now. The sea had been new to him—now he was sorry the journey was over. Choppy waves broke the rhythm. The boat leaped. He staggered as it settled, then steadied, and the long slow surges bore it toward the shore.


Elaya … Farin’s eye followed red cliffs that rose like a palisade above the beaches, and beyond them shaggy grey-green hills that swelled into a great half circle around the plain of the Tambara, shimmering in the haze. As he leaned over the rail the wind shifted and he smelled for the first time pungent wood smoke and the sage-scented breath of the hills.


And do those hills shelter my enemy? He spoke the name silently—Caolin …


Bare masts forested the breakwater, but a sleek rowing craft was bounding toward them. The steersman wore red breeches and the plumes of an officer. Farin stared—he had never seen anyone quite so black before. In Westria the races of men had mixed until people who were completely fair or very dark were rarely seen. His own mother had been the child of a Karok chieftain in the north.


“Hai—what ship be you, and where bound?” came the call. Precise strokes of the oars sent the little craft swirling through the water until it lay alongside, matching the progress of the larger vessel with almost contemptuous ease. Men of every shade of white and gold and brown grinned up at the Westrians.


“This is the Dolphin—I’m Will Blacktooth, her master,” their captain replied. “We’ve come from the north of Westria with a load of tarred timber and hides and Seagate wine. D’ye have any use for that here?” Laughing, the captain handed the tiller to his mate and joined Farin at the rail.


“Oh, aye—you be welcome then, ’special the wine!” White teeth flashed as the Elayan grinned. He was speaking the Anglo dialect that passed for a common language in Elaya, though the sailors said there were more native speakers of Spanyol, and Farin had been trying to learn it from them.


“Follow here!” the steersman barked a command and the shell shot ahead, her oars beating the water like pale wings.


“You heard the man—” rasped Will, “two points to starboard and follow him!”


“Oh well,” one of the sailors observed as the gap between the Dolphin and the Elayan guardboat widened, “we were never meant for speed.”


The deck tilted as they changed course, and Farin clung to the rail. They rounded the breakwater and slid into the slack water of the harbor of Sant’ Yemaya like a swan in a duck pond as the big square sail came flapping down.


There were two other Westrian ships already moored—biggish, blunt-nosed craft built to endure the open sea. But only the two, for Westria looked inward, and the rivers that flowed through the Great Valley carried most of her trade. The harbor was full of smaller boats—fishing vessels and a variety of oared craft, including one slim, serpent-prowed ship whose oar-ports marked her as an Elayan galley of war. From the Dragon’s Head to the southern border the coast was gentle, with long fair beaches and easy anchorage, and Elaya had a brisk fishing industry and sea trade.


The master put the helm over hard as the mates took in the foresail, and the Dolphin swiveled abruptly, green water swirling along her sides. Then Farin helped them to heave the stone-weighted anchor over the side, and the ship jerked like a tethered horse and came to a rocking halt at last.


“Well, lad—we’re here.”


Farin turned, wiping his hands, and met the captain’s gap-toothed smile.


“You’re sure you won’t come into town along with me? I’ve been trading here for twenty years, and I can point you to a good inn. …”


Farin glanced nervously at his packroll and the piece of sacking that covered his harpcase. The captain’s concern for him was exasperating, but he did not dare protest that he was a sworn knight of Westria who had fought beside her King. With the white in his hair disguised he supposed he must look the part of the mountain lad he had pretended to be, out to see the world. It was his own fault if he had succeeded too well.


“I’m grateful”—he shook the man’s hand—“but I want to be on my way.”


“Well, be careful. There are some here who lost kin in the Battle of the Dragon Waste and have no love for Westrians, and there are some who will take your money just because you are a stranger, and alone.”


Farin nodded, remembering Lord Brian’s brown beard, stark against a dying sky, and the wailing of his warriors as they lit the funeral pyre. That day seeds of hatred had been planted in many Westrian hearts as well.


But Farin was in little danger of losing his money, for he had none. His treasure lay hid in his harpcase, and his long fingers twitched with impatience to touch the music from Swangold again. The shore boat bumped the Dolphin’s side and Master Will turned away to meet the Elayan officials who were coming on board. Gulls squabbled overhead and Farin could hear the babble of mixed accents from the shore. He picked up his bundles and clambered down into the rowboat. He had arrived.


Farin spent most of that day wandering through the winding streets of Sant’ Yemaya, wondering at the worn concrete statue of the Lady that had somehow survived the great waves of the Cataclysm, and at the multitude of colors and customs around him. It was not until late afternoon that he found a corner where he could make music, the first few being already claimed by local performers who drove him away. But by nightfall he had made enough coppers to buy a hot meal in an inn near the shore.


After a month on shipboard Farin was used to sleeping in the open, and in the mild southern autumn the beach was preferable to the odors and vermin he was likely to find within walls. He spread his cloak beneath a strange spiky-trunked tree whose feathery branches rubbed against each other all night with a soft rustle that blended with the incessant sighing of the sea.


He woke toward midnight to the sound of women’s voices, at first so hushed that he thought them the song of the sea. Raising himself on one elbow, he saw moving figures silhouetted against the brilliance of the moonlit ocean.




“Yemaya asesu … asesu Yemaya …


Yemaya olodo … olodo Yemaya …”





One of the women offered a tiny silver ship to the heavens, curved arms and arched back repeating the curve of the moon, of the shoreline, of the wavelets that lapped her feet, then bent like a bending bow to give it to the sea. A sudden larger wave hissed across the sands to take it, and laughter mingled with the singing.


The women were still dancing when Farin fell asleep once more, but their chanting wove itself into his dreams—Yemaya … Yemaya …


And in his dreaming it seemed to him that sky and sea flowed together in a marvelous glittering cloak, whose swirling alternately hid and revealed the form of a woman with hair like night and eyes like twin stars.
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