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THE RIDERS

Who treads those level lands of gold, 
The level fields of mist and air, 
And rolling mountains manifold 
And towers of twilight over there? 
No mortal foot upon them strays, 
No archer in the towers dwells, 
But feet too airy for our ways 
Go up and down their hills and dells. 
The people out of old romance, 
And people that have never been, 
And those that on the border dance 
Between old history and between 
Resounding fable, as the king 
Who held his court at Camelot. 
There Guinevere is wandering 
And there the knight Sir Lancelot. 
And by yon precipice of white, 
As steep as Roncesvalles, and more, 
Within an inch of fancy’s sight, 
Roland the peerless rides to war. 
And just the tip of Quixote’s spear, 
The greatest of them all by far, 
Is surely visible from here! 
But no: it is the Evening Star. 
LORD DUNSANY
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Ben, look at this first.

I have been reading through the first part of this letter, and there are an awful lot of names you will not know. So I have listed most of them here. If you come across one and wonder who that is, or where it is, you can look here. You would be wasting your time to read this now. It is just to look the names up in.

If a name is not here, I missed it or I do not know either, or I knew you would know already. Here they are.

 



ABLE This is the name I use here. It was also the name of Bold Berthold’s brother.

AELF Fifth-world people. They do not work much, protect trees and so forth, and see certain things differently.

AELFRICE The fifth world, under Mythgarthr.

AGR He was Marder’s marshal, and I have known worse people.

ALVIT One of the shield-maidens who ride for the Valfather.

AMABEL The woman who saved Payn when his mother died.

ANGRBORN The giants who got forced out of Skai. All of them are descended from a famous giantess named Angr, or say they are.

ARN One of Garvaon’s archers.

ARNTHOR The king of Celidon. His picture was on the money. Disiri gave me a message for him.

ATL One of Thunrolf’s servants.

AUD Thunrolf’s steward.

BAKI A Fire Aelf girl I met at the Tower of Glas. She and Uri said they were my slaves.

BALDIG One of the peasants who used to live in Griffinsford.

BATTLEMAID Ravd’s sword. Swords get names, like ships.

BATTLE WITCH Garvaon’s sword.

BEAW One of Garvaon’s men-at-arms. He was a good guy too.

BEEL The baron Arnthor sent to Jotunland.

BEN My brother back in America, who I still miss. Did you read this, Ben?

BERGELMIR One of Ymir’s parts that lived. The kings of the giants come from him.

BLACKMANE Ravd’s charger.

BLUESTONE CASTLE Indign’s castle. Some Osterling pirates wrecked it.

BLUESTONE ISLAND A high, rocky island about a quarter of a mile from the mainland.

BODACHAN Earth Aelf. They are one of the small clans.

BOLD BERTHOLD The peasant from Griffinsford who let me cook my grouse and live with him in his hut. We said we were brothers, and he believed it.

BORDA The captain of Idnn’s bodyguards.

BORGALMIR The right head of one of Schildstarr’s friends. BREGA A peasant woman who lived in Glennidam.

BYMIR The first Angrborn I ever saw.

CASPAR The head warder at Sheerwall Castle.

CELIDON A big country, longer than it is wide, on the west coast of the mainland. Irringsmouth, Forcetti, and Kingsdoom are all towns in Celidon.

CLOUD The best charger anybody ever had.

COLLIE A baron of Celidon that I freed.

COLLINS My old English teacher.

CROL Beel’s herald.

DANDUN Another baron of Celidon that I freed.

DISIRA Seaxneat’s wife.

DISIRI The queen of the Moss Aelf.

DOLLOP AND SCALLOP The inn where we stayed in Forcetti.

DUNS Uns’ older brother.

EAST HALL Woddet’s manor.

EGIL One of the outlaws.

EGR One of Beel’s upper servants.

ELYSION The world where the Most High God lives. It is above all the rest.

ERAC One of Arnthor’s own knights.

ESCAN The Earl Marshal.

ETELA A slave girl owned by a smith in the town of Utgard. ETERNE The Mother of Swords.

FARVAN My puppy.

FENRIR He is as bad as the Giants of Winter and Old Night ever get. He bit off the arm of an Overcyn I used to know and liked a lot.

FIACH A warder in the dungeon under Thortower.

FINEFIELD Garvaon’s manor.

FIRE AELF The clan Setr took over completely.

FOLKVANGER The Lady’s house. You would not believe how big it is, or how nice.

FORCETTI Marder’s town, a seaport.

FREE COMPANIES Outlaw gangs. This was the polite name.

FRIGG The Valfather’s queen and Thunor’s mother. She is a beautiful quiet lady everybody loves.

FROST GIANTS The Angrborn, especially the raiders.

GALENE A woman I found begging in Kingsdoom.

GARSECG The name Setr was using when I met him.

GARVAON Beel’s best knight.

GAYNOR Arnthor’s wife, the queen of Celidon.

GED A warder in the dungeon under Thortower.

GERDA The girl Bold Berthold was going to marry.

GERI The girl you were dating when I lost America.

GILLING The king of the Angrborn.

GLENNIDAM The village where Ulfa and Toug were born.

GORN The innkeeper at the Dollop and Scallop.

GRENGARM The dragon who had Eterne.

GRIFFIN The little river running past Griffinsford and into the Irring.

GRIFFINSFORD A village the Angrborn wiped out.

GYLF My dog. The Valfather lost him, and I got to keep him until the Valfather wanted him back.

HAF One of the boys who tried to rob me.

HALWEARD The steward Marder sent to Redhall.

HEIMIR Gerda’s son by Hymir. It made him a Mouse.

HEL The Overcyn woman in charge of death.

HELA Gerda’s daughter by Hymir, Heimir’s sister.

HERMAD One of Marder’s knights.

HERN THE HUNTER People call the Valfather that sometimes when he hunts with a pack of dogs like Gylf.

HOB One of Caspar’s warders.

HORDSVIN The cook on the Western Trader.

HROLFR A forester who used to work for Escan’s father.

HULTA A woman in Glennidam.

HYMIR The Angrborn who got Gerda.

HYNDLE Hymir’s Angrborn son.

IDNN Beel’s daughter, pretty small and next to beautiful. Her voice and big dark eyes were what you remembered.

INDIGN A duke Osterlings killed. Bluestone Castle was his.

IRONMOUTH One of Smiler’s knights. He was a fine swordsman and the best wrestler I ever saw.

IRRING A big river.

IRRINGSMOUTH Indign’s town, where the Irring empties into the sea. Osterlings had burned a lot of it.

ISLE OF GLAS Not really an island, but the top of the tower Setr built in Aelfrice. There were trees and grass on it, and a pool that went to Aelfrice.

JER The head of an outlaw gang.

JOTUNHOME The secret country of the Angrborn women. I have never been there.

JOTUNLAND The Angrborn country, north of the mountains.

KEI One of Arnthor’s knights. He was a fine jouster.

KELPIES Sea Aelf girls.

KERL The first mate on the Western Trader.

KINGSDOOM The capital of Celidon, a seaport.

KLEOS The second world, above Skai.

KULILI The person responsible for the Aelf.

LADY The Valfather’s youngest daughter. No one is supposed to use her name in ordinary talk, so we say the Lady.

LEORT The Knight of the Leopards.

LER An Overcyn. He was the sort of friend you do not have to talk to, and some people thought we were brothers.

LIS Estella’s grandmother.

LLWCH One of the toughest knights the Valfather had.

LOGI The smith who owned Etela, Lynnet, and Vil.

LOTHUR The Valfather’s youngest son. You had to like him, but you always felt you could not trust him.

LOTHURLINGS The people west of the sea.

LUD One of Marder’s knights.

LUT The smith who forged Battlemaid.

LYNNET Etela’s mamma.

MAG Bold Berthold’s mother.

MAGNEIS The charger Marder gave me.

MANASEN One of Arnthor’s own knights.

MANI The big black tomcat who followed Gylf and me.

MARDER The duke of the northernmost duchy in Celidon.

MICHAEL A man from Kleos.

MICE People who are half Angrborn and half human.

MIMIR No matter what I say, you will call it a magic spring. Drinking from it brought back certain things you had forgotten.

MODGUDA A servingwoman in Sheerwall.

MOONRIDER Any knight the Lady sends to Mythgarthr.

MOONRISE Svon’s mount.

MORCAINE A princess. Arnthor and Setr are her brothers.

MORI A smith in Irringsmouth.

MOSS AELF Disiri’s clan.

MOSSMAIDENS Girls of the Moss Aelf.

MOSSMATRONS Older women of the Moss Aelf.

MOSSMEN Men of the Moss Aelf.

MOUNTAIN OF FIRE A gate to Muspel.

MOUNTAINS OF THE MICE Same as the Mountains of the North.

MOUNTAINS OF THE NORTH The mountains between Celidon and Jotunland.

MOUNTAINS OF THE SUN The mountains between Celidon and Osterland.

MUSPEL The sixth world, under Aelfrice.

MYTHGARTHR The fourth world, where Celidon is.

NEEDAM An island south of Celidon. I have never been there.

NERTHIS An Overcyn who lived in Mythgarthr. She was the queen of wild animals and made trees grow.

NIFLHEIM The lowest world, where the most low god is.

NJORS A sailor on the Western Trader.

NOTT She is one of the nicer Giants of Winter and Old Night. Night in Mythgarthr belongs to her.

NUKARA Uns’ mother.

NUR The second mate on the Western Trader.

NYTIR The knight I beat in the tap of the Dollop and Scallop.

OBR Svon’s father. He was a baron.

OLOF The baron who took over the Mountain of Fire while Thunrolf and I were in Muspel.

ORG The ogre I got from Uns.

ORGALMIR The left head of Schildstarr’s two-headed friend.

OSSAR Disira’s baby.

OSTERLAND The country east of the Mountains of the Sun.

OSTERLINGS People who eat other people to become more human.

OVERCYNS The people of Skai - the Valfather’s people.

PAPOUNCE One of Beel’s upper servants.

PARKA A woman from Kleos.

PAYN The Earl Marshal’s chief clerk.

PHOLSUNG Beel’s grandfather. He was King of Celidon.

POUK BADEYE A sailor I got to help me.

POTASH He taught Chemistry and Physics.

QUEEN OF THE WOOD This means Disiri. A lot of people are afraid to say her name because they think she might come. (It never worked for me.)

QUT The leader of the men-at-arms at Redhall.

RAVD The best knight I ever saw.

REDHALL Ravd’s manor.

RIVER ROAD The main road inland from Irringsmouth. It runs along the north bank of the Irring.

ROOM OF LOST LOVE A room that was like another world when you got inside. Sometimes dead people were alive again in there.

ROUND TOWER The biggest castle at the Mountain of Fire.

SABEL A dead knight.

SALAMANDERS The Fire Aelf. Uri and Baki were Salamanders.

SANDHILL CASTLE It was way down on the southern border of Celidon and belonged to Leort’s father.

SCAUR A nice fisherman in Irringsmouth.

SCHILDSTARR One of the most important Angrborn.

SEAXNEAT A man in Glennidam who traded with the outlaws.

SEAGIRT Thunrolf’s castle.

SETR A dragon with a human father.

SHEERWALL Marder’s castle.

SHA A fishwife, but she was nice to me.

SIF Thunor’s wife. She was beautiful, and her hair was always what you remembered best. It was incredible.

SKAI The third world, above Mythgarthr.

SKJENA A girl that lived in Griffinsford.

SKOLL The last knight to bear Eterne before me. He was killed by Grengarm.

SMILER This is what we called the Dragon Prince. The dragon was Grengarm. His people were the Lothurlings.

SPARREO My math teacher. She was pretty nice.

STONEBALL One of Smiler’s chief ministers.

SURT Hordsvin’s helper.

SVON Ravd’s squire.

SWERT Beel’s valet.

SWORD BREAKER My mace. Sort of like a steel bar.

THIAZI Gilling’s minister.

THOPE Marder’s master-at-arms.

THRYM The captain of Gilling’s guards. He was the biggest Son of Angr anybody ever saw.

THUNOR The Valfather’s oldest son, and the model for knights. There were times when I was very, very glad he was on our side.

THYR The first peasant girl.

(OLD) TOUG Ulfa’s father.

(YOUNG) TOUG Ulfa’s brother, my age or little older.

TOWER OF GLAS The skyscraper palace Setr built in Aelfrice.

TUNG A master of arms who taught Garvaon.

TYR Even Thunor said he was the bravest Overcyn.

ULD A farmer who used to live in Griffinsford.

ULFA The girl who made clothes for me in Glennidam.

UNS A handicapped peasant.

URI A friend of Baki’s. (Sometimes they said sister.)

UTGARD Gilling’s castle, also the town around it.

VAFTHRUNDIR A giant famous for wisdom.

VALFATHER The king of Skai.

VALI A man old man Toug got to help him kill me.

VALT Leort’s squire, and a good one.

VE Vali’s little boy.

VIDARE One of Marder’s knights.

VIL The blind slave who was probably Etela’s father.

VOLLA Garvaon’s dead wife.

VOLLERLAND In old books this means Jotunhome.

WAR WAY The main road north from Celidon into Jotunland.

WELAND The man who forged Eterne. He was from Mythgarthr but he became king of the Fire Aelf.

WESTERN TRADER The ship I took from Irringsmouth.

WILIGA Once she was the Earl Marshal’s lover.

WISTAN Garvaon’s squire.

WODDET The biggest knight at Sheerwall.

WULFKIL A creek that emptied into the Griffin.

WYT A sailor on the Western Trader.

YENS A little port between Forcetti and Kingsdoom.

YMIR The first giant.

YOND Woddet’s squire.

ZIO The Overcyn who helped Weland. He has a lot of names.




There they are, Ben. It has been easy for me to name them. What was hard was making you see them. Remember that the Osterlings had long teeth and starved faces, and the Angrborn stunk. Remember that Disiri was a shapechanger, and all her shapes were beautiful.
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CHAPTER 1

DEAR BEN

 



You must have stopped wondering what happened to me a long time ago; I know it has been many years. I have the time to write here, and what looks like a good chance to get what I write to where you are, so I am going to try. If I just told everything on a couple of sheets, you would not believe most of it. Hardly any of it, because there are many things that I have trouble with myself. So what I am going to do instead is tell everything. When I have finished, you still may not believe me; but you will know all that I do. In some ways, that is a lot. In others, practically nothing. When I saw you sitting by our fire - my own brother - there on the battlefield . . . Never mind. I will get to it. Only I think it may be why I am writing now.

Remember the day we drove out to the cabin? Then Geri phoned. You had to go home and did not need a kid around. So we said there was no reason for me to go too, I could stay out there and you would come back the next day.

We said I would fish.

That was it.

Only I did not. It did not seem like it was going to be much fun with you gone, but the air was crisp and the leaves were turning, so I went on a hike. Maybe it was a mistake. I went a long way, but I was not lost. Pretty soon I picked up a stick and hiked with it, but it was crooked and not very strong. I did not like it much and decided I would cut a good one I could keep out at the cabin and use whenever we were there.

I saw a tree that was different from all the others. It was not very big, and it had white bark and shiny leaves. It was a spiny orange tree, Ben, but I had never heard of them. Later Bold Berthold told me a lot. It was too big for me to cut the whole thing, but I found a branch that was almost straight. I cut off that and trimmed it and so forth. That may have been the main thing, my main mistake. They are not like other trees. The Mossmen care more about them.

I had gone off the path when I saw the spiny orange, and when I got to it I saw it was right at the edge of the woods, and past it were the downs. Some hills were pretty steep, but they were beautiful, smooth and covered with long grass. So I hiked out there with my new stick and climbed three or four hills. It was really nice. I found a little spring at the top of a hill. I had a drink, and sat down - I was pretty tired by then - and carved the stick some, making who-knows-what. Just whittling. After a while I lay down and looked at the clouds. Everybody has seen pictures in clouds, but I saw more that afternoon than I ever have before or since - an old man with a beard that the wind changed into a black dragon, a wonderful horse with a horn on its head, and a beautiful lady who smiled down at me.

After that, a flying castle, all spiky like a star because there were towers and turrets coming out of all its sides. I kept telling myself it had to be a cloud, but it did not look like a cloud, Ben. It looked like stone. I got up and chased after it, waiting for the wind to blow it apart, but it never did.

Night came. I could not see the castle any longer, and I knew I had to be a long way from our cabin. I started back across the downs, walking fast; but I got to walking down a slope that had no bottom. Somebody grabbed me in the dark, and somebody else caught my ankle when I slapped that hand away. Right then somebody said, ‘Who comes to Aelfrice!’ I still remember that, and for a long, long time after that, that was all I could remember. That and being grabbed by a lot of people.

I woke up in a cave by the sea, where an old lady with too many teeth sat spinning; and when I had pulled myself together and found my stick, I asked where we were, trying to be as polite as I could. ‘Can you tell me what place this is, ma’am, and how to get to Griffinsford from here?’ For some reason I thought Griffinsford was where we lived, Ben, and I still do not remember the real name. Maybe it really is Griffinsford. They are all mixed up.

The old lady shook her head.

‘Do you know how I got here?’

She laughed, and the wind and the sea were in it; she was the spray, and the waves that broke outside her cave. When I talked to her, I was talking to them. That was how I felt. Does it sound crazy? I had been crazy since I was born, and now I was sane and it felt wonderful. The wind and the waves were sitting in that cave with me twisting thread, and nature was not something outside anymore. She was a big part of it, and I was a little part of it, and I had been gone too long. Later Garsecg said the sea had healed me.

I went to the mouth of the cave and waded out until the water came up to my waist; but the only things I could see were cliffs hanging over her cave, deep blue water farther out, gulls, and jagged black rocks like dragons’ teeth. The old woman said, ‘You must wait for the slack of the tide.’

I came back, sea-wet to my armpits. ‘Will it be long?’

‘Long enough.’

After that I just leaned on my stick and watched her spin, trying to figure out what it was that she was turning into string and why it made the noises it did. Sometimes it seemed like there were faces in it and arms and legs coming out of it.

‘You are Able of the High Heart.’

That got my attention, and I told her my old name.

Up to then, she had never looked away from her spinning. ‘What I say aright, do not you smite,’ she told me.

I said I was sorry.

‘Some loss must be, so this I decree: the lower your lady the higher your love.’ She stopped spinning to smile at me. I knew she meant it to be friendly, but her teeth were terrible and looked as sharp as razors. She said, ‘There must be a forfeit for insolence, and since that’s how it usually is, that one shouldn’t do much harm.’

That was how I got my name changed.

She went back to spinning, but it looked like she was reading her thread. ‘You shall sink before you rise, and rise before you sink.’

It scared me, and I asked if I could ask her a question.

‘It had best be, since you ask one. What do you want to know, Able of the High Heart?’

There was so much I could not get it out. I said, ‘Who are you?’ instead.

‘Parka.’

‘Are you a fortune-teller?’

She smiled again. ‘Some say so.’

‘How did I get here?’

She pointed with the distaff, the thing that held the stuff she was spinning, pointing toward the back of the cave, where it was all black.

‘I don’t remember being there,’ I told her.

‘The recollection has been taken from you.’

As soon as she said it, I knew it was right. I could remember certain things. I could remember you and the cabin and the clouds, but all that had been a long time ago, and after it there had been a lot I could not remember at all.

‘The Aelf carried you to me.’

‘Who are the Aelf?’ I felt I ought to know.

‘Don’t you know, Able of the High Heart?’

That was the last thing she said for a long while. I sat down to watch, but sometimes I looked at the back of the cave where she said I had come from. When I looked away from her, she got bigger and bigger, so I knew there was something huge behind me. When I turned and looked back at her again, she was not quite as big as I was.

That was one thing. The other one was that I knew that when I was little I had known all about the Aelf, and it was all mixed up with somebody else, a little girl who had played with me; and there had been big, big trees, and ferns a lot bigger than we were, and clear springs. And moss. Lots of moss. Soft, green moss like velvet.

‘They have sent you with the tale of their wrongs,’ Parka said, ‘and their worship.’

‘Worship?’ I was not sure what she meant.

‘Of you.’

That brought back other things - not things, really, but feelings. I said, ‘I don’t like them,’ and it was the truth.

‘Plant one seed,’ she told me.

For a long time, I waited for her to say something else, waiting  because I did not want to ask her questions. She never did, so I said, ‘Aren’t you going to tell me all those things? The wrongs and the rest of it?’

‘No.’

I let out my breath. I had been afraid of what I might hear. ‘That’s good.’

‘It is. Some gain there must be, so this I decree: each time you gain your heart’s desire, your heart shall reach for something higher.’

I had the feeling then that if I asked more questions I was not going to like the answers. The sun stretched out his hands into our cave and blessed us both, or that was the way it seemed; then he sank into the sea, and the sea tried to follow him. Pretty soon the place where I had stood when I had waded out was hardly wet at all. ‘Is this the slack of the tide?’ I asked Parka.

‘Wait,’ she said, and bit her spinning through, wound a piece of it from her bobbin onto her hand, bit it off, and gave it to me, saying, ‘For your bow.’

‘I don’t have a bow.’

She pointed to my stick, Ben, and I saw it was trying to turn into a bow. There was a bend at the middle; except for that it was completely straight, and because I had whittled on the big end, both ends were smaller than the middle.

I thanked her and ran out onto what had turned into a rough beach under the cliff. When I waved good-bye, it seemed like the whole cave was full of white birds, flying and fluttering. She waved back; she looked very small then, like the flame of a candle.

South of the cave I found a steep path to the top of the cliffs. At the top there were ruined walls, and the stump of a tower. The stars were out by the time I got there, and it was cold. I hunted around for a sheltered spot and found one; after that, I climbed what was left of the tower.

The tower had stood on a rocky island connected to the mainland by a spit of sand and rocks so low it was nearly under the water even at low tide. I must have stared at the waves breaking over it in the starlight for five minutes before I felt sure it was there. It was, and I knew I ought to get off the island while I still could, and find a place to sleep on shore.

I knew it, but I did not do it. For one thing, I was tired already. Not hungry and not particularly thirsty, but so tired that all I really wanted  was to lie down somewhere. The other was that I was afraid of what I might find on shore, and what might find me.

Besides, I needed to think. There was so much I could not remember, and what I could remember (you, Ben, and the cabin, and the house where we lived, and those pictures you have of Mom and Dad) was a long, long time ago. I wanted to try to remember more, and I wanted to think about what Parka had said and what it might mean.

So I went back to the sheltered place I had found among the blue stones and lay down. I was barefoot, and it seemed to me while I lay there that I should have had hiking boots, and stockings. I could not remember what had become of them. I was wearing a gray wool shirt without buttons and gray wool pants with no pockets, and that did not seem right either. I had a belt, and a little leather pouch hanging from it by its strings; but the only things in it were Parka’s bowstring, three hard black seeds, and a little knife with a wooden handle and a wooden scabbard. The knife fit my hand like it belonged there, but I did not remember it at all.
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CHAPTER 2

THE RUINED TOWN

 



The sun woke me. I still remember how warm it felt, and how good it was to be warm like that, and away from the sound of other people’s voices and all the work and worry of other people’s lives, the things the string kept telling me about; I must have lain in the sun for an hour before I got up.

I was hungry and thirsty when I did. Rainwater caught by a broken fountain tasted wonderful. I drank and drank; and when I straightened up, there was a knight watching me, a tall, big-shouldered man in chain mail. His helm kept me from seeing his face, but there was a black dragon on top of his helm that glared at me, and black dragons on his shield and surcoat. He began to fade as soon as I saw him, and in a couple of seconds the wind blew away what was left. It was a long time before I found out who he was, so I am not going to say anything about that here; but I do want to say something else and it will go here as well as anywhere.

That world is called Mythgarthr. I did not learn it ’til later, but there is no reason you should not know it now. Parka’s cave was not completely there, but between Mythgarthr and Aelfrice. Bluestone Island is entirely in Mythgarthr, but before I drank the water I was not. Or to write down the exact truth, I was not securely there. That is why the knight came when he did; he wanted to watch me drinking that water. ‘Good lord!’ I said, but there was no one to hear me.

He had scared me. Not because I thought I might be seeing things, but because I had thought I was alone. I kept looking behind me. It is no bad habit, Ben, but there was nobody there.

On the east side of the island the cliffs were not so steep. I found a few mussels and ate them raw. The sun was overhead when two fishermen came close enough to yell at. I did, and they rowed over. They wanted to know if I would help with the nets if they took me on board; I promised I would, and climbed over the gunwale. ‘How’d you get out there alone?’ the old one wanted to know.

I wanted to know that myself, and how come they talked funny; but I said, ‘How would anybody get out there?’ and they seemed willing to leave it at that. They split their bread and cheese with me, and a fish we cooked over a fire in a box of sand. I did not know, but that was when I started loving the sea.

At sunset, they offered me my choice of the fish we had caught for my help. I told the young one (not a lot older than me) that I would take it and share with his family if his wife would cook it, because I had no place to stay. That was okay, and when our catch had been sold, we carried the best fish and some others that had not sold into a crowded little house maybe twenty steps from the water.

After dinner we told stories, and when it was my turn I said, ‘I’ve never seen a ghost, unless what I saw today was one. So I’ll tell you about that, even if it won’t scare anybody like the ghost in Scaur’s story. Because it’s all I’ve got.’

Everyone seemed agreeable; I think they had heard each other’s stories more than once.

‘Yesterday I found myself on a certain rocky island not far from here where there used to be a tower—’

‘It was Duke Indign’s,’ said Scaur; and his wife, Sha, ‘Bluestone Castle.’

‘I spent the night in the garden,’ I continued, ‘because I had something to do there, a seed I had to plant. You see, somebody  important had told me to plant a seed, and I hadn’t known what she meant until I found seeds in here.’ I showed them the pouch.

‘You chopped down a spiny orange,’ Sha’s grandfather wheezed; he pointed to my bow. ‘You cut a spiny orange, and you got to plant three seeds, young man. If you don’t the Mossmen’ll get you.’

I said I had not known that.

He spat in the fire. ‘Folks don’t, not now, and that’s why there’s not hardly no spiny oranges left. Best wood there is. You rub flax oil on it, hear? That’ll protect it from the weather.’

He held out his hand for my bow, and I passed it to him. He gave it to Scaur. ‘You break her, son. Break her ’cross your knee.’

Scaur tried. He was strong, and bent my bow nearly double; but it did not break.

‘See? You can’t. Can’t be broke.’ Sha’s grandfather cackled as Scaur returned my bow to me. ‘There’s not but one fruit on a spiny orange most times, and not but three seeds in it. You chop down the tree and you got to plant them in three places, else the Mossmen’ll come for you.’

‘Go on, Able,’ Sha said, ‘tell us about the ghost.’

‘This morning I decided to plant the first seed in the garden of Bluestone Castle,’ I told them. ‘There was a stone bowl there that held water, and I decided I would plant the seed first and scoop up water for it. When it seemed to me I had watered it enough, I would drink what was left.’

They nodded.

‘I dug a little hole with my knife, dropped a seed into it, replaced the earth - which was pretty damp already - and carried water for the seed in my hands. When there was standing water in the hole, I drank and drank from the bowl, and when I looked up I saw a knight standing there watching me. I couldn’t see his face, but he had a big green shield with a dragon on it.’

‘That wasn’t Duke Indign,’ Scaur remarked, ‘his badge was the blue boar.’

‘Did you speak to him?’ Sha wanted to know. ‘What did he say?’

‘I didn’t. It happened so fast and I was too surprised. He - he turned into a sort of cloud, then he disappeared altogether.’

‘Clouds are the breath of the Lady,’ Sha’s grandfather remarked.

I asked who that was, but he only shook his head and looked into the fire.

Sha said, ‘Don’t you know her name can’t be spoken?’

In the morning I asked the way to Griffinsford, but Scaur said there was no town of that name thereabout.

‘Then what’s the name of this one?’ I asked.

‘Irringsmouth,’ said Scaur.

‘I think there’s an Irringsmouth near where I live,’ I told him. Really I was not sure, but I thought it was something like that. ‘It’s a big city, though. The only really big city I’ve been to.’

‘Well, this’s the only Irringsmouth around here,’ Scaur said. A passerby who heard us said, ‘Griffinsford is on the Griffin,’ and walked away before I could ask him anything.

‘That’s a stream that flows into our river,’ Scaur told me. ‘Go south ’til you come to the river, and take the River Road and you’ll find it.’

So I set out with a few bites of salt fish wrapped in a clean cloth, south along the little street behind the wattle house where Scaur and Sha lived, south some more on the big street it led to, and east on the highroad by the river. It went through a gap without a gate in the wrecked city wall, and out into the countryside, through woods of young trees where patches of snow were hanging on in the shadows and square pools of rainwater waited for somebody to come back.

After that, the road wound among hills, where two boys older than I was said they were going to rob me. One had a staff and the other one an arrow ready - at the nock is how we say it here. The nock is the cut for the string. I said they could have anything I had except my bow. As I ought to have expected, they tried to take it. I held on, and got hit with the staff. After that I fought, taking my bow away from them and beating them with it. Maybe I should have been afraid, but I was not. I was angry with them for thinking they could hit me without being hit back. The one with the staff dropped it and ran; and I beat the other until he fell down, then sat on his chest and told him I was going to cut his throat.

He begged for mercy, and when I let him up he ran too, leaving his bow and quiver behind. The bow looked nice, but when I bent it over my knee it snapped. I saved the string, and slung the quiver on my back. That night I scraped away at my own bow until it needed nothing but a bath in flax oil, and put his string on it.

After that I walked with an arrow at the nock myself. I saw rabbits and squirrels, and even deer, more than once; I shot, but all I did was lose a couple of arrows until the last day. That morning, so hungry I was weak, I shot a grouse and went looking for a fire. I had a long search and almost gave up on finding any that day and ate it raw; but as  evening came, I saw wisps of smoke above the treetops, white as specters against the sky. When the first stars were out, I found a hut half buried in wild violets. It was of sticks covered with hides; and its door was the skin of a deer. Since I could not knock on that, I coughed; and when coughing brought nobody, I knocked on the sticks of the frame.

‘Who’s there! ’ rang out in a way that sounded like the man who said it was ready to fight.

‘A fat grouse,’ I said. A fight was the last thing I wanted.

The hide was drawn back, and a stooped and shaking man with a long beard looked out. His hand trembled; so did his head; but there was no tremor in his voice when he boomed, ‘Who are you!’

‘Just a traveler who’ll share his bird for your fire,’ I said.

‘Nothing here to steal,’ the bearded man said, and held up a cudgel.

‘I haven’t come to rob you, only to roast my grouse. I shot and plucked it this morning, but I had no fire to cook it and I’m starved.’

‘Come in then.’ He stepped out of the doorway. ‘You can cook it if you’ll save a piece for me.’

‘I’ll give you more than that,’ I told him; and I was as good as my word: I gave him both wings and both thighs. He asked no more questions but looked at me so closely, staring and turning away, that I told him my name and age, explained that I was a stranger in his state, and asked him how to get to Griffinsford.

‘Ah, the curse of it! That was my village, stripling, and sometimes I go there still to see it. But nobody lives in Griffinsford these days.’

I felt that could not be true. ‘My brother and me do.’

The bearded man shook his trembling head. ‘Nobody at all. Nobody’s left.’

I knew then that the name of our town had not been Griffinsford. Perhaps it is Griffin - or Griffinsburg or something like that. But I cannot remember.

‘They looked up to me,’ the bearded man muttered. ‘Some wanted to run, but I said no. Stay and fight, I said. If there’s too many giants, we’ll run, but we got to try their mettle first.’

I had noticed the word giants, and wondered what might come next.

‘Schildstarr was their leader. I had my father’s tall house in those days. Not like this. A big house with a half-loft under the high roof and little rooms behind the big one. A big stone fireplace, too, and a table big enough to feed my friends.’

I nodded, thinking of houses I had seen in Irringsmouth.

‘Schildstarr wasn’t my friend, but he could’ve got into my house. Inside, he’d have had to stand like I do now.’

‘You fought them?’

‘Aye. For my house? My fields and Gerda? Aye! I fought, though half run when they saw them comin’ down the road. Killed one with my spear and two with my ax. They fall like trees, stripling.’ For a moment his eyes blazed.

‘A stone . . .’ He fingered the side of his head, and looked much older. ‘Don’t know who struck me, or what it was. A stone? Don’t know. Put your hand here, stripling. Feel under my hair.’

His hair was thick, dark gray hair that was just about black. I felt and jerked my hand away.

‘Tormented after. Water and fire. Know it? It’s what they like best. Took us to a pond and built fires all ’round it. Drove us into the water like cattle. Threw brands at us ’til we drowned. All but me. What’s your name, stripling?’

I told him again.

‘Able? Able. That was my brother’s name. Years and years ago, that was.’

I knew it was not my real name, but Parka had said to use it. I asked his name.

‘Found a water rat’s hole,’ he said. ‘Duck and dig, come up to breathe, and the brands, burnin’ and hissin’. Lost count of the duckin’s and the burns, but didn’t drown. Got my head up into the water rat’s house and breathed in there. Waited ’til the Angrborn thought we was all dead and went away.’

I nodded, feeling like I had seen it.

‘Tried to climb out, but my shadow slipped. Fell back into the pond. Still there.’ The bearded man shook his head. ‘Dreams? Not dreams. In that pond still, and the brands whizzing at me. Tryin’ to climb out. Slippery, and . . . And fire in my face.’

‘If I slept here tonight,’ I suggested, ‘I could wake you if you had a bad dream.’

‘Schildstarr,’ the bearded man muttered. ‘Tall as a tree, Schildstarr is. Skin like snow. Eyes like a owl. Seen him pick up Baldig and rip his arms off. Could show you where. You really going to Griffinsford, Able?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’ll go tomorrow, if you’ll tell me the way.’

‘Go too,’ the bearded man promised. ‘Haven’t been this year. Used to go all the time. Used to live there.’

‘That’ll be great,’ I said. ‘I’ll have somebody to talk to, somebody who knows the way. My brother will have been mad at me, I’m pretty sure, but he’ll be over that by now.’

‘No, no,’ the bearded man mumbled. ‘No, no. Bold Berthold’s never worried about you, Brother. You’re no bandit.’

That was how I started living with Bold Berthold. He was sort of crazy and sometimes he fell down. But he was as brave as any man I have ever known, and there was not one mean bone in his body. I tried to take care of him and help him, and he tried to take care of me and teach me. I owed him a lot for years, Ben, but in the end I was able to pay him back and that might have been the best thing I ever did.

Sometimes I wonder if that was not why Parka told me I was Able. All this was on the northern reaches of Celidon. I ought to say that somewhere.
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CHAPTER 3

SPINY ORANGE

 



Bold Berthold was ill the next day and begged me not to leave him, so I went hunting instead. I was not much of a hunter then, but more by luck than skill I put two arrows into a stag. Both shafts broke when the stag fell, but I salvaged the iron heads. That night while we had a feast of roast venison, I brought up the Aelf, asking Bold Berthold whether he had heard of Aelfrice, and whether he knew anything about the people who lived there.

He nodded. ‘Aye.’

‘I mean the real Aelfrice.’

He said nothing.

‘In Irringsmouth, a woman told a story about a girl who was supposed to get married to an Aelfking and she cheated him out of her bed. But it was just a story. Nobody thought it was real.’

‘Come here, betimes,’ Bold Berthold muttered.

‘Do they? Real Aelf?’

‘Aye. ’Bout as high as the fire there. Like charcoal most are, like  soot, and dirty as soot, too. All sooty ’cept teeth and tongue. Eyes yellow fire.’

‘They’re real?’

He nodded. ‘Seven worlds there be, Able. Didn’t I never teach you?’

I waited.

‘Mythgarthr, this is. Some just say Land, but that’s wrong. The land you walk on and the rivers you swim in. The Sea . . . Only the sea’s in between, seems like. The air you breathe. All Mythgarthr, in the middle. So three above and three under. Skai’s next up, or you can say Sky. Both the same. Skai’s where the high-flying birds go sometimes. Not little sparrows and robins, or any of that sort. Hawks and eagles and the wild geese. I even seen big herons up there.’

I recalled the flying castle, and I said, ‘Where the clouds are.’

Bold Berthold nodded. ‘You’ve got it. Still want to go to Griffinsford? Feeling better with this good meat in me. Might be better yet in the morning, and I haven’t gone over to look at the old place this year.’

‘Yes, I do. But what about Aelfrice?’

‘I’ll show you the pond where they threw fire at me, and the old graves.’

‘I have questions about Skai, too,’ I told him. ‘I have more questions than I can count.’

‘More than I got answers, most likely.’

Outside, a wolf howled.

‘I want to know about the Angrborn and the Osterlings. Some people I stayed with told me the Osterlings tore down Bluestone Castle.’

Bold Berthold nodded. ‘Likely enough.’

‘Where do the Angrborn come from?’

‘Ice lands.’ He pointed north. ‘Come with the frost, and go with the snow.’

‘Do they come just to steal?’

Staring into the fire, he nodded again. ‘Slaves, too. They didn’t take us ’cause we’d fought. Going to kill us instead. Run instead of fight, and they take you. Take the women and children. Took Gerda.’

‘About Skai—’

‘Sleep now,’ Bold Berthold told me. ‘Goin’ to travel, stripling. Got to get up with the sun.’

‘Just one more question? Please? After that I’ll go to sleep, I promise.’

He nodded.

‘You must look up into the sky a lot. You said you’d seen eagles up there, and even herons.’

‘Sometimes.’

‘Have you ever seen a castle there, Bold Berthold?’

Slowly, he shook his head.

‘Because I did. I was lying in the grass and looking up at the clouds—’

He caught me by the shoulders, just the way you do sometimes, and looked into my eyes. ‘You saw it?’

‘Yes. Honest, I did. It didn’t seem like it could be real, but I got up and ran after it, trying to keep it in sight, and it was real, a six-sided castle of white stone up above the clouds.’

‘You saw it.’ His hands were trembling worse than ever.

I nodded. ‘Up among the clouds and moving with them, driven by the same wind. It was white like they were, but the edges were hard and there were colored flags on the towers.’ The memory took me by the throat. ‘It was the most beautiful thing I ever saw.’

 



Next morning Bold Berthold was up before me, and we had left his hide-covered hut far behind before the sun rose over the treetops. He could walk only slowly, leaning on his staff; but he lacked nothing in endurance, and seemed more inclined to talk while walking than he had been the night before. ‘Wanted to know about the Aelf last night,’ he said, and I nodded.

‘Got to talking about Skai instead. You must’ve thought I was cracked. I had reasons, though.’

‘It was all right,’ I told him, ‘because I want to know about that, too.’

The almost invisible path we had been following had led us to a clearing; Bold Berthold halted, and pointed Skaiward with his staff. ‘Birds go up there. You seen them.’

I nodded. ‘I see one now.’

‘They can’t stay.’

‘If—One could perch on the castle wall, couldn’t it?’

‘Don’t talk ’bout that.’ I could not tell whether he was angry or frightened. ‘Not now and maybe not never.’

‘All right. I won’t, I promise.’

‘Don’t want to lose you no more.’ He drew breath. ‘Birds can’t stay. You and me can’t go at all. See it, though. Understand?’

I nodded.

He began to walk again, hurrying forward, his staff thumping the ground before him. ‘Think a bird could, too? Eagle can see better than you. Ever see a eagle nest?’

‘Yes, there was one about five miles from our cabin.’

‘Top of a big tree?’

‘That’s right. A tall pine.’

‘Eagle’s sitting there, sitting eggs, likely. Think it ever looks up ’stead of down?’

‘I suppose it must.’ I was trotting behind him.

‘Then it can go, if it’s of a mind to. The Aelf’s the same.’ One thick blue-veined finger pointed to the earth. ‘They’re down there where we can’t see, only they can see us. You and me. Hear us, too, if we talk loud. They can come up if they want to, like birds, only they can’t stay.’

After that we walked on in silence for half an hour or so, I pursuing almost vanished memories. At last I said, ‘What would happen if an Aelf tried to stay here?’

‘Die,’ Bold Berthold told me. ‘That’s what they say.’

‘They told you that? That they couldn’t live up here?’

‘Aye.’

Later, when we stopped to drink from a brook, I said, ‘I won’t ask how they’ve been wronged, but do you know?’

He shrugged. ‘Know what they say.’

That night we camped beside the Griffin, cheered and refreshed by its purling waters. Bold Berthold had brought flint and steel, and I collected dry sticks for him and broke them into splinters so fine that the first shower of yellow sparks set them alight. ‘If there wasn’t no winter I could live so all my life,’ he said, and might have been speaking for me.

Flat on my back after our meal, I heard the distant hooting of an owl, and the soughing of the wind in the treetops, where the first green leaves had burst forth. You must understand that at that time I believed I would be home soon. I had been kidnapped, I thought, by the Aelf. They had freed me in some western state, or perhaps in a foreign country. In time, the memories of my captivity would return. Had I been wiser, I would have stayed in Irringsmouth, where I had made friends, and where there might well be a library with maps, or an American Consul. As it was, there might be some clue in Griffinsford (I was not yet convinced that was not the name of our town); and if there  were none, there was nothing to keep me from returning to Irringsmouth. Half destroyed, Irringsmouth remained a seaport of sorts. Maybe I could board a ship to America there. What was there to keep me from doing it? Nothing and nobody, and a ship sounded good.

‘Who-o-o?’ said the owl. Its voice, soft and dark as the spring night, conveyed apprehension as well as curiosity.

I too sensed the footsteps by which someone or something made its way through the forest, although one single drop of dew falling from a high limb would have made more noise than any of them.

‘Who-o-o comes?’

You would get married, and I would be in the way all the time until I was old enough to live on my own. The best plan might be for me to stay out at the cabin, for the first year anyway. It might be better still for me not to come home too quickly. Home to the bungalow that had been Mom and Dad’s. Home to the cabin where we had gone to hunt and fish before snow ended all that.

Yet it was spring. Surely this was spring. The stag I had killed had dropped his antlers, the grass in the forlorn little garden of Bluestone Castle had been downy and short. What had become of winter?

A lovely, pointed face lit by great lustrous eyes like harvest moons peered down into mine, then vanished.

I sat up. There was no one there except Bold Berthold, and he was fast asleep. The owl had fallen silent, but the night-wind murmured secrets to the trees. Lying down again, I did my best to recall the face I had glimpsed. A green face? Surely, I thought, surely it had looked green.

 



The old trees had given way to young ones, bushes, and spindly alders when Bold Berthold said, ‘Here we are.’

There was no town. No town at all.

‘Right here,’ he waved his staff, ‘right there’s where the street run. Houses on this side, back to the water. On that other, back to the fields. This right here was Uld’s house, and across from it Baldig’s.’ He took me by the hand. ‘Recollect Baldig?’

I do not remember what I said, and he was not listening anyway. ‘Uld had six fingers, and so’d his daughter Skjena.’ Bold Berthold released my shoulder. ‘Pick up my stick for me, will you, stripling? I’ll show where we met ’em.’

It was some distance away, through bushes and saplings. At last he stopped to point. ‘That was our house, yours and mine. Only it used to be Pa’s. Recollect him? Know you don’t recollect her. Ma got took ’fore  you was ever weaned. Mag, her name was. We’ll sleep there tonight, sleep where the house stood, for the old times’ sake.’

I had not the heart to tell him I was not really his brother.

‘There!’ He led me north another hundred yards or so. ‘Here’s the spot where I first seen Schildstarr. I’d boys like you to shoot arrows and throw stones, but they run, all of ’em. Some shot or threw first, most just run soon as the Angrborn showed their faces.’

He had stayed, and fought, and fallen. Conscious of that, I said, ‘I wouldn’t have run.’

He thrust his big, bearded face into mine. ‘You’d have run too!’

‘No.’

‘You’d have run,’ he repeated, and flourished his staff as if to strike me.

I said, ‘I won’t fight you. But if you try to hit me with that, I’m going to take it away from you and break it.’

‘You wouldn’t have?’ He was trying not to smile.

Having convinced myself, I shook my head. ‘Not if they had been as tall as that tree.’

He lowered his staff and leaned on it. ‘Wasn’t. Up to that first big limb, maybe. How you know you wouldn’t run?’

‘You didn’t,’ I said. ‘Aren’t we the same?’

 



Long before sundown we had cleared a space to sleep in where the old house had stood, and built a new fire on the old hearth. Bold Berthold talked for hours about the family and about Griffinsford. I listened, mostly out of politeness at first; as the shadows lengthened, I became interested in spite of myself. There had been no school, no doctor, and no police. At long intervals, travelers had crossed the Griffin here, wading through cold mountain water that scarcely reached their knees. When the villagers were lucky, they had sold them food and lodging; when they had been unlucky, they had to fight them to protect their homes and herds.

If the Angrborn had been giants, the Osterlings who sometimes came in summer had been devils, gorging on human flesh to restore the humanity they had lost. The Aelf had come like fog in all seasons, and had vanished like smoke. ‘Mossmen and Salamanders, mostly,’ Bold Berthold confided. ‘Or else little Bodachan. They’d help sometimes. Find lost stock and beg blood for it.’ He bared his arm. ‘I’d stick a thorn in and give a drop or two. They ain’t but mud, that kind.’

I nodded to show I understood, although I did not.

‘You was here with me then, only you didn’t talk so high. Pa raised me, and I raised you. You got to feeling like you was in the way, I’d say, ’cause of me runnin’ after Gerda. Prettiest girl ever seen, and we had it all planned out.’

I did not have to ask what happened.

‘You went off, and I thought you’d be back in a year or two when we got settled. Only you never come ’til now. How’d you like it where you was?’

I tried to recall, but all that I could think of was that the best times in my life had come when I had been able to get out under the sky, out on a boat or among trees.

‘Nothing to say?’

‘Yes.’ I showed him the arrowheads I had saved. ‘Since we’ll have a few more hours of daylight, I’d like to fit new shafts to them.’

‘Old ones broke?’

I nodded. ‘When the stag fell. I was thinking that if I could find more wood of the same kind as my bow, my new shafts wouldn’t break.’

‘You’d cut one, for a couple arrows?’

I shook my head. ‘I’d cut a limb or two, that’s all. And if I could find one of last year’s fruits, I’d plant the seeds.’

Laboriously he climbed to his feet. ‘Show you one, and it ain’t gone.’ He led me into the brush, and kneeling felt through the grass until he discovered a small stump. ‘Spiny orange,’ he said. ‘You planted it ’fore you went away. It was on my land, and I wouldn’t let nobody cut it. Only somebody done, when I wasn’t looking.’

I said nothing.

‘Thought it might have put up shoots.’ He rose again with the help of his staff. ‘They do, sometimes.’

I knelt, took one of the two remaining seeds from my pouch, and planted it near where the earlier stump had grown. When I rose again, his face was streaked with tears. Once more he led me away, then stopped to wave his staff at the wilderness of saplings and bushes that stretched before us. ‘Here was my barley field. See the big tree way in back? Come on.’

Halfway there he pointed out a speck of shining green. ‘There it is. Spiny orange don’t drop its leaves like most do. Green all winter, like a pine.’

Together we went to it, and it was a fine young tree about twenty-five feet high. I hugged him.

It seems to me that I should say more about the spiny orange here,  but the truth is that I know little. Many of the trees we have in America are found in Mythgarthr too - oaks and pines and maples and so on. But the spiny orange is the only tree I know that grows in Aelfrice too. The sky of Aelfrice is not really strange until you look closely at it and see the people in it, and (sometimes) hear their voices on the wind. Time moves very slowly here, but we are not conscious of it. Only the trees and the people are strange at first sight. I think the spiny orange belongs here, not in Mythgarthr and not in America.
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CHAPTER 4

SIR RAVD

 



‘Lad!’ the knight called from the back of his tall gray. And again, ‘Come here, lad. We would speak to you.’

His squire added, ‘We’ll do you no hurt.’

I approached warily; if I had learned one thing in my time in those woods with Bold Berthold, it was to be chary of strangers. Besides, I recalled the knight of the dragon, who had vanished before my eyes.

‘You know the forest hereabout, lad?’

I nodded, giving more attention to his horse and arms than to what he said.

‘We need a guide - a guide for the rest of this day and perhaps for tomorrow as well.’ The knight was smiling. ‘For your help we’re prepared to pay a scield each day.’ When I said nothing, he added, ‘Show him the coin, Svon.’

From a burse at his belt the squire extracted a broad silver piece. Behind him, the great bayard charger he led stirred and stamped with impatience, snorting and blowing through its lips.

‘We’ll feed you, too,’ the knight promised. ‘Or if you feed us with that big bow, we’ll pay you for the food.’

‘I’ll share without payment,’ I told him, ‘if you’ll share with me.’

‘Nobly spoken.’

‘But how can I know you won’t send me off empty-handed at the end of the day, with a cuff on the ear?’

Svon shut his fist around the scield. ‘How do we know you won’t lead us into an ambush, ouph?’

‘As for the cuff at sunset,’ the knight said, ‘I can give you my word. As I do, though you’ve no reason to trust it. On the matter of payment, however, I can set your mind at rest right now.’ A big forefinger tapped Svon’s fist; when Svon surrendered the coin, the knight tossed it to me. ‘There’s your pay for this day until sunset, nor will we take it from you. Will you guide us?’

I was looking at the coin, which bore the head of a stern young king on one side and a shield on the other. The shield displayed the image of a monster compounded of woman, horse, and fish. I asked the knight where he wanted me to take him.

‘To the nearest village. What is it?’

‘Glennidam,’ I said; I had been there with Bold Berthold.

The knight glanced at Svon, who shook his head. Turning back to me, the knight asked, ‘How many people?’

There had been nine houses - unmarried people living with their parents, and old people living with their married children. At a guess, three adults for each house . . . I asked whether I should include children.

‘If you wish. But no dogs.’ (This, I think, may have been overheard by some Bodachan.)

‘Then I’ll say fifty-three. That’s counting Seaxneat’s wife’s new baby. But I don’t know its name, or hers either.’

‘Good people?’

I had not thought so; I shook my head.

‘Ah.’ The knight’s smile held a grim joy. ‘Take us to Glennidam, then, without delay. We can introduce ourselves on the road.’

‘I am Able of the High Heart.’

Svon laughed.

The knight touched the rim of his steel coif. ‘I am Ravd of Redhall, Able of the High Heart. My squire is Svon. Now let us go.’

‘If we get there today at all,’ I warned Ravd, ‘it will be very late.’

‘The more reason to hurry.’

We camped that night beside a creek called Wulfkil, Svon and I putting up a red-and-gold tent of striped sailcloth for Ravd to sleep in. I built a fire, for I carried flint and steel now to start one, and we ate hard bread, salt meat, and onions.

‘Your family may worry about you,’ Ravd said. ‘Have you a wife?’

I shook my head, and added that Bold Berthold had said I was not old enough yet.

Ravd nodded, his face serious. ‘And what do you say?’

I thought of school - how I might want to go to college, if I ever got back home. ‘A few more years.’

Svon sneered. ‘Two rats to starve in the same hole.’

‘I hope not.’

‘Oh, really? How would you support a family?’

I grinned at him. ‘She’ll tell me how. That’s how I’ll know when I’ve found her.’

‘She will? Well, what if she can’t?’ He looked to Ravd for support, but got none.

I said, ‘Then would she be worth marrying?’

Ravd chuckled.

Svon leveled a forefinger at me. ‘Someday I’ll teach—’

‘You must learn yourself before the day for teaching comes,’ Ravd told him. ‘Meanwhile; Able here might teach us both, I think. Who is Berthold, Able?’

‘My brother.’ That was what we told people, Ben, and I knew Bold Berthold believed it.

‘Older than yourself, since he advises you.’

I nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Where are your father and mother?’

‘Our father died years ago,’ I told Ravd, ‘and my mother left soon after I was born.’ It was true where you are, and here as well.

‘I’m sorry to hear it. Sisters?’

‘No, none,’ I said. ‘Our father raised my brother, and my brother raised me.’

Svon laughed again.

I was confused already, memories of home mingling with stories Bold Berthold had told me of the family here that had been his and was supposed to be mine. It was all in the past, and although America is very far from here in the present, the past is only memories, and  records nobody reads, and records nobody can read. This place and that place are mixed together like the books in the school library, so many things on the wrong shelf that nobody knows what is right for it anymore.

Ravd said, ‘You and your brother don’t live in Glennidam, from what you said. You’d know the name of Seaxneat’s wife, and the name of her new child, too, since there are only about fifty people in the village. What village do you live in?’

‘We don’t live in any of them,’ I explained. ‘We live by ourselves, and keep to ourselves, mostly.’

‘Outlaws,’ Svon whispered.

‘They may be.’ Ravd’s shoulders rose and fell by the thickness of a blade of grass. ‘Would you guide me to your house if I asked you, Able?’

‘It’s Bold Berthold’s, not mine, sir.’ I was glaring at Svon.

‘To your brother’s then. Would you take us there?’

‘Gladly. But it’s no grand place, just a hut. It’s not much bigger than your tent.’ I thought Svon was going to say something; he did not, so I said, ‘I ought to become a bandit, like Svon says. Then we’d have a nice house with thick walls and doors, and enough to eat.’

‘There are outlaws in this forest, Able,’ Ravd told me. ‘They call themselves the Free Companies. Do they have those things?’

‘I suppose they do, sir.’

‘Have you seen them for yourself?’

I shook my head.

‘When we met, Svon feared you would lead us into an ambush. Do you think the Free Companies might ambush us in sober fact? With three to fight?’

‘Two to fight,’ I told him. ‘Svon would run.’

‘I would not!’

‘You’ll run from me before the owl hoots.’ I spat into the fire. ‘From two lame cats and a girl you’d run like a rabbit.’

His hand went to his hilt. I knew I had to stop him before he drew. I jumped the fire and knocked him down. He let go of the hilt when he fell, and I drew his sword and threw it into the bushes. We fought on the ground the way you and I did sometimes, he trying to get at his dagger while I tried to stop him. We got too close to the fire and he broke loose. I thought he was going to draw it and stab me, but he jumped up and ran instead.

I tried to clean myself off a little and told Ravd, ‘You can have your scield back if you want it.’

‘May.’ He had never stirred. ‘May governs permissions, gifts, and things of that sort. You speak too well, Able, to make such an elementary mistake.’

I nodded. I had not figured him out, and I was not sure I ever would.

‘Sit down, and keep my scield. When Svon returns, I’ll have him give you another for tomorrow.’

‘I thought you’d be mad at me.’

Ravd shook his head. ‘Svon must become a knight soon. His family expects it and so does he. So do His Grace and I, for that matter. Thus, he will. Before he receives the accolade, he has a great deal to learn. I have been teaching him, to the best of my ability.’

‘And me,’ I told him. ‘About can and may and other things, too.’

‘Thank you.’

For a while after that, we sat with our thoughts. Before long I said, ‘Could I become a knight?’

That was the only time I saw Ravd look surprised, and it was no more than his eyes opening a little wider. ‘We can’t take you with us, if that’s what you mean.’

I shook my head. ‘I have to stay and take care of Bold Berthold. But sometime? If I stay here?’

‘You’re very nearly a knight now, I believe. What makes a knight, Able? I’d like your ideas on the matter.’

He reminded me of Ms. Sparreo, and I grinned. ‘And set them right.’

Ravd smiled back. ‘If they need to be set right, yes. So tell me, how is a knight different from any other man?’

‘Mail like yours.’

Ravd shook his head.

‘A big horse like Blackmane, then.’

‘No.’

‘Money?’

‘No, indeed. I mentioned the accolade when we were talking about my squire. Did you understand me?’

I shook my head.

‘The accolade is the ceremony by which one authorized to perform it confers knighthood. Let me ask again. What makes a man a knight, Able? What makes him different enough that we have to give him a name differing from that of an ordinary fighting man?’

‘The accolade, sir.’

‘The accolade makes him a knight before the law, but it is a mere  legality, formal recognition of something that has already occurred. The accolade says that we find this man to be a knight.’

I thought about that, and about Ravd, who was a knight himself. ‘Strength and wisdom. Not either one by itself, but the two together.’

‘You’re closer now. Perhaps you are close enough. It is honor, Able. A knight is a man who lives honorably and dies honorably, because he cares more for his honor than for his life. If his honor requires him to fight, he fights. He doesn’t count his foes or measure their strength, because those things don’t matter. They don’t affect his decision.’

The trees and the wind were so still then that I felt like the whole world was listening to him.

‘In the same way, he acts honorably toward others, even when they do not act honorably toward him. His word is good, no matter to whom he gives it.’

I was still trying to get my mind around it. ‘I know a man who stood his ground and fought the Angrborn, with just a spear and an ax. He didn’t have a shield, or armor, a horse, or anything like that. The men with him wanted to run, and some did. He didn’t. Was he a knight? This wasn’t me.’

‘What was he fighting for, Able?’ It was almost a whisper.

‘For Gerda and his house. For the crops he had in his fields, and his cattle.’

‘Then he is not a knight, though he is someone I would like very much to count among my followers.’

I asked if he had many, because he had come into that forest alone, except for Svon.

‘More than I wish, but not many who are as brave as this man you know. I’d thank every Overcyn in Skai for a hundred more, if they were like that.’

‘He’s a good man.’ I was picturing Bold Berthold to myself, and thinking about all that we would be able to buy with two scields.

‘I believe you. Lie down now, and get some rest. We’ll need you well rested tomorrow.’

‘I want to ask a favor first.’ I felt like a little kid again, and that made it hard to talk. ‘I don’t mean anything bad by it.’

Ravd smiled. ‘I’m sure you don’t.’

‘I mean I’m not going to try to steal it, or hurt you with it either, or anybody. But could I look at your sword? Please? Just for a minute?’

He drew it. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t ask when we had sunlight,  when you could have seen it better. Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to wait?’

‘Now. Please. I’d like to see it now. I promise I’ll never ask again.’

He handed it to me hilt first; and it seemed like a warm, living thing. Its long straight blade was chased with gold and double-edged; its hilt of bronze and black horsehide was topped with a gold lion’s head. I studied it and gripped the sword to flourish it, and found with a sort of shock that I had stood up without meaning to.

After a minute or two of waving it around, I positioned the blade so that the firelight fell on the flat, just ahead of the guard. ‘There’s writing here. What does it say?’

‘Lut. You can’t read, can you?’

I knew I could. I said, ‘Well, I can’t read this.’

‘Lut is the man who made it.’ Ravd held out his hand, and I returned his sword. He wiped the blade with a cloth. ‘My sword is Battlemaid. Lut is a famous bladesmith of Forcetti, the town of my liege Duke Marder. Your own duke, Duke Indign, is dead. Did you know?’

‘I thought he must be.’

‘We’re attempting to assimilate his lands, and finding them a bit too much to chew, I’m afraid.’ Ravd’s smile was touched with irony.

‘Was that Duke Marder on the scield you gave me?’

Ravd shook his head. ‘That’s our king, King Arnthor.’

‘What was that on his shield?’

‘A nykr. Lie down and go to sleep, Able. You can save the rest of your questions for tomorrow.’

‘Is it real?’

‘Sleep!’ When Ravd sounded like that, you did not argue. I lay down, turned my back to the fire, and fell asleep as soon as I shut my eyes.
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CHAPTER 5

TERRIBLE EYES

 



Something that sounded like a scuffle woke me up. I heard Svon’s voice and Ravd’s; and I decided that if I did not want to start another fight, the best thing might be for me to lie there and listen.

‘I stumbled.’ That was Svon.

Ravd said, ‘No one pushed you?’

‘I said I stumbled!’

‘I know you did. I wish to discover whether you will verify it. It appeared to me that you had been pushed from behind. Was I wrong?’

‘Yes!’

‘I see. You have your sword again.’

‘I found it in the bushes. Do you think I’d come back here without it?’

‘I don’t see why not.’ Ravd sounded as though the question interested him. ‘If you mean you might need it to deal with our guide, it wasn’t of great use to you an hour ago.’

‘We might be attacked.’

‘By the outlaws? Yes, I suppose we might.’

‘Are you going to sleep in your armor?’

‘Certainly. It’s one of the things a knight must learn to do.’ Ravd sighed. ‘Many years before either of us was born, a wise man said that there were only three things a knight had to learn. I believe I told you a week ago, though it may have been more. Can you tell me what they are now?’

‘To ride.’ Svon sounded as if it were being dragged out of him. ‘To use the sword.’

‘Very good. And?’

‘To speak the truth.’

‘Indeed,’ Ravd murmured. ‘Indeed. Shall we begin again? Or would you prefer to omit that part?’

If Svon said anything, I could not hear it.

‘I’ve been sitting here awake since you ran away, you see. Talking to our guide at first, and talking to myself after he went to sleep. Thinking, in other words. One of the things I thought about was the way he threw your sword. I saw it. Perhaps you did as well.’

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Then you need not. But I will have to talk about it more, because you won’t. When a man throws a heavy object such as a sword or spear for distance, he uses his whole body - his legs and torso, as well as his arm. Able did not do that. He simply flung your sword away as a man might discard an apple core. I think—’

‘Who cares what you think!’

‘Why, I do.’ Ravd’s voice was as smooth as polished steel, and sounded a good deal more dangerous. ‘And you must, Svon. Sir Sabel beat me twice, once with his hands and once with the flat of his sword. I was Sir Sabel’s squire for ten years and two. No doubt I’ve told you.’

Maybe Svon nodded. I could not see.

‘With the flat of his sword because I attacked him. He would have been entirely justified in killing me, but he was a good and a merciful knight - a better knight than I will ever be. With his hands for something I had said to him, or something I had failed to say. I never did find out exactly what it was. He was drunk at the time - but then we all get drunk now and then, don’t we?’

‘You don’t.’

‘Because he was, I found it less humiliating than I would have otherwise. Perhaps I said that I cared nothing for his thoughts. That seems likely enough.

‘Able flung your sword as a man flings dung, or any such object. I believe I said that. He merely cast it from him, in other words, making no effort toward great distance or force. If you were to cast a hurlbatte so, I would chastise you. With my tongue, I mean.’

Svon spoke then, but I could not hear what he said.

‘It may be so. My point is that your sword cannot have been thrown far. Three or four strides, I would think. Five at most. Yet I didn’t hear you searching for it in the dark, and I expected to. I was listening for it.’

‘I stepped on it,’ Svon said. ‘I didn’t have to look for it at all.’

‘One resolves not to lie, but one always resolves to begin one’s new truthfulness at a later time. Not now.’ Ravd sounded tired.

‘I’m not lying!’

‘Of course you are. You stepped upon your sword, four strides southeast of where I sit. You uttered no grunt of astonishment, no exclamation. You bent in silence and picked it up. You would have had to grope for the hilt, I believe, since you would not wish to lay hands on a sharp blade in the dark. You then returned it to its scabbard, a scabbard of wood covered with leather, without a sound. After that, you returned to our camp from the west, tripping over something with such violence that you almost fell into the fire.’

Svon moaned like one in pain, but spoke no word.

‘You must have been running to trip as hard as that and come near to falling. Were you? Running through a strange forest in the dark?’

‘Something caught me.’

‘Ah. Now we’re come to it. At least, I hope so. What was it?’

‘I don’t know.’ Svon drew breath. ‘I ran away. Was your churl chasing me?’

‘No,’ Ravd said.

‘Well, I thought he was, and I ran right into somebody. Only I don’t think it was really a person. A - a ghost or something.’

‘Interesting.’

‘There were several.’ Svon seemed to have taken heart. ‘I can’t say how many. Four or five.’

‘Go on.’ I could not tell whether Ravd believed him.

‘They gave me back my sword and brought me here, and they pushed me at our fire, hard, just like you said.’

‘Saying nothing to you?’

‘No.’

‘Did you thank them for returning your sword?’

‘No.’

‘Perhaps they gave you a charm or a letter? Something of that kind?’

‘No.’

‘Did they take our horses?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Go now and see to them, please, Svon. See that they’re well tied, and haven’t been ridden.’

‘I don’t - Sir Ravd . . . ’

‘Go!’

Svon cried, and right then I wanted to sit up and say something -anything - that might make him feel better. I was going to say that I would go, but that would just have made him feel worse.

When he stopped crying, Ravd said, ‘They frightened you very badly, whoever they were. You’re more afraid of them than you are of me or our guide. Are they listening to us?’

‘I don’t know. I think so.’

‘And you’re afraid that if you confide in me they’ll punish you for it?’

‘Yes!’

‘I doubt it. If they are indeed listening, they must have heard that you didn’t confide in me. Able, you are awake. Sit up, please, and look at me.’

I did.

‘How much have you heard?’

‘Everything, or nearly. How did you know I was awake?’

‘When you were truly asleep, you stirred in your sleep half a dozen times, and twice seemed almost to speak. Once you snored a little. When you feigned sleep, you moved not a muscle and uttered not a sound, though we were talking in ordinary tones within two strides of you. So you were awake or dead.’

‘I didn’t want Svon to feel worse than he did already.’

‘Admirable.’

I said, ‘I’m sorry I threw your sword, Svon.’

‘Who caught Svon and returned him to us? Do you know?’

I had no idea. I shook my head.

Svon wiped his nose. ‘They gave me a message for you, Able. You are to be sure that your playmate is looking out for you.’

I suppose I gawked.

Ravd said, ‘Who are these friends of yours, Able?’

‘I think . . .’

‘The outlaws?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t think so. Couldn’t it be the Aelf?’

Ravd looked thoughtful. ‘Svon, did you intend Able’s death?’

‘Yes, I did.’ There were no tears now; he drew his dagger and handed it to me. ‘I was going to kill you with this. You may keep it if you want to.’

I turned it over in my hands. The tip was angled down to meet a long straight edge.

‘It’s a saxe.’ Svon sounded as if we were sharing food and passing the time. ‘It’s like the knives the Frost Giants carry. Of course theirs are much bigger.’

I said, ‘You were going to kill me with this?’ and he nodded. Ravd asked, ‘Why are you telling us this now, Svon?’

‘Because I was told to give their message to him as soon as he woke up, and I think they’re listening.’

‘So you said.’

‘I was hoping you’d go to sleep. Then I could have awakened him, and whispered it. That was what I wanted.’

‘You’d never have had to tell me what happened.’

Svon nodded.

‘I don’t want it,’ I said. I gave him his dagger back. ‘I have a knife of my own, and I like mine better.’

‘You may as well tell us everything,’ Ravd said; and Svon did.

‘I didn’t run into them like I said. I ran into a tree, and hit it hard enough that I fell down. When I could I got up again and circled around your fire, keeping it only just in sight. When I was on the side where Able was, I got as close as I dared, and that was pretty close. You said you would have heard me if I had found my sword. I don’t think so, because you didn’t hear that. I was waiting for you to go to sleep. When I was sure you were sleeping, I was going to kill him as quietly as I could and carry his body away and hide it. I wouldn’t come back until tomorrow afternoon, and you’d think he had simply run away.

‘They grabbed me from behind, making less noise than I had. They had swords and bows. They took me to a clearing where I could see them a little in the moonlight, and they told me that if I hurt Able I’d belong to them. I’d have to slave for them for the rest of my life.’

Ravd stroked his chin.

‘They gave me that message and made me say it seven times, and swear on my sword that I’d do everything exactly the way they said.’

‘They had your sword?’

‘Right.’ The kind of sarcasm I was going to get to know a lot better crept into Svon’s voice. ‘I don’t know how they got it without your hearing, but they had it.’

Recalling things Bold Berthold had told me, I asked whether they were black.

‘No. I don’t know what color they were, but it wasn’t black. They looked pale in the moonlight.’

Ravd said, ‘Able thinks they might be Aelf. So do I. I take it they didn’t identify themselves?’

‘No, but—It could be right. I know they weren’t people like us.’

‘I’ve never seen them. Have you, Able?’

I said, ‘Not that I remember, but Bold Berthold has. He said the ones who bothered him were like ashes or charcoal.’

Ravd turned back to Svon. ‘You must tell me everything you remember about them, just as truthfully as you can. Or did they caution you not to?’

Svon shook his head. ‘They said to give Able their message when he woke, and never to hurt him. That was all.’

‘Why is Able precious to them?’

‘They wouldn’t tell.’

‘Able? Do you know?’

‘No.’ I wished then that Ravd had not seen I was awake. ‘They want me to do something, but I don’t know what it is.’

Svon said, ‘Then how do you know they do?’

I did not answer.

‘Our king was born in Aelfrice,’ Ravd told me, ‘as was his sister, Princess Morcaine. Since you didn’t recognize his face on a scield, I doubt that you knew it.’

‘I didn’t,’ I said.

‘I don’t believe my squire credits it - or at least, I believe he did not until now, though he may have changed his opinion.’

Svon told me, ‘People talk as if Aelfrice were a foreign country, like Osterland. Sir Ravd says it’s really another world. If it is, I don’t see how people can come here from there. Or go there either.’

Ravd shrugged. ‘And I, who have never done it, cannot tell you. I can tell you, however, that it’s not wise to deny everything you can’t understand. How were your captors dressed? Could you see?’

‘They weren’t, as far as I could see. They were as naked as poor children. They were tall, though - taller than I am, and thin.’ His breath caught in his throat. ‘They had terrible eyes.’

‘Terrible in what way?’

‘I can’t explain it. They held the moonlight and made it burn. It hurt to look at them.’

Ravd sat in silence for a minute or two after that, his hand stroking his chin. ‘One more question, Svon, then we must sleep. All of us. It’s late already, and we should be up early. You said that there were four or five of them. Was that the truth?’

‘About that many. I couldn’t be sure.’

‘Able, put a little more wood on the fire, since you’re up. How many could you be sure of, Svon?’

‘Four. Three were men. Males, or whatever you call them. But I think there may have been more.’

‘The fourth was female, I take it. Did she speak?’

‘No.’

‘How many males did?’

‘Three.’

Ravd yawned, which may have been play-acting. ‘Lie down, Svon. Sleep if you can.’

Svon spread a blanket for himself and lay down on it.

Ravd said, ‘I believe you will be safe, Able. From Svon, at least.’

I suppose I nodded; but I was thinking how another world might seem like it was just another country, and about yellow eyes that burned with moonlight like a cat’s.
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CHAPTER 6

SEEING SOMETHING

 



We reached Glennidam about midmorning, and Ravd called the people together, all the men and all the women, and some children, too. He began by driving Battlemaid into a log Svon and I fetched for him. ‘You are invited to swear fealty to our liege, Duke Marder,’ he told them. ‘I won’t make you swear - you’re free to refuse if you wish to refuse. But you should know that I will report those who do not swear to him.’

After that they swore, all of them, putting their hands on the lion’s head and repeating the oath after Ravd.

‘Now I would like to speak with some of you, one at a time,’ he said, and chose six men and six women, and had Svon and me watch the rest while he talked to the first one in the front room of the biggest house in the village. An hour went by while he was talking to that first one, and the ones who were waiting got restless; but Svon put his hand to his sword and shouted until they quieted down.

The first man came out at last, sweating and unable to meet the eyes of the waiting eleven, and Ravd called for the first woman. She went  inside trembling, and the minutes ticked by. A shiny blue fly, big with carrion, buzzed around me until I chased it, then around Svon, and at last around a little black-bearded man the rest called Toug, who seemed much too despondent to chase anything.

The woman appeared in the doorway, her face streaked with tears. ‘Able? Which one is Able? He wants you.’

I went in, and the woman sat down on a little milking stool in front of Ravd.

He, seated on a short bench with a back, said, ‘Able, this is Brega. Because she is a woman, I permit her to sit. The men stand. Brega tells me there is a man called Seaxneat who is well acquainted with the outlaws and entertains them at times. Do you understand why I asked you to come in?’

I said, ‘Yes, sir. Only I don’t think I can help much.’

‘If we learn nothing from you, you may learn something from us.’ Ravd spoke to the woman. ‘Now, Brega, I want to explain how things are for you. In fact, I must explain that, because I doubt that you understand it.’

Brega, thin and no longer young, snuffled and wiped her eyes with a corner of her apron.

‘You are afraid that Able here will tell others what you’ve told me about Seaxneat. Isn’t that so?’

She nodded.

‘He won’t, but your danger is much greater than that. Do you two know each other, by the way?’

She shook her head; I said, ‘No, sir.’

‘You have told me about Seaxneat, and of course I will try to find him and talk to him. Those people outside will know you’ve talked to me, and the longer we’re together the more they will think you’ve told me. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

‘Y-yes.’

‘Have you yourself, or your husband, ever been robbed?’

‘They knocked me down.’ The tears burst forth, and flowed for some minutes.

‘Do you know the name of the outlaw who knocked you down?’

She shook her head.

‘But if you knew it, you would tell me, wouldn’t you? It would make no sense for you to keep it from me when you have told me as much as you have. You see that, don’t you?’
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