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Author’s Note


“I have undertaken a labor, a labor out of love for the world and to comfort noble hearts: those that I hold dear, and the world to which my heart goes out. Not the common world do I mean, of those who (as I have heard) cannot bear grief and desire but to bathe in bliss. (May God then let them dwell in bliss!) Their world and manner of life my tale does not regard: its life and mine lie apart. Another world do I hold in mind, which bears together in one heart its bitter sweetness and its dear grief its heart’s delight and its pain of longing, dear life and sorrowful death, dear death and sorrowful life. In this world let me have my world, to be damned with it, or to be saved.”


—GOTTFRIED VON STRASSBURG


(author of Tristan und Isolt)


This work would not have been possible without the help of many people. My thanks go out to: Eva Cumming, Nancy Deming-Williams, Arthur Ross Evans, Peter Stampfel, and Michael Whelan, who all read a dreadfully long manuscript, then offered support, useful advice, and clever suggestions; to Andrew Harris, for logistical support above and beyond the call of friendship; and especially to my editors, Betsy Wollheim and Sheila Gilbert, who worked long and hard to help me write the best book I could. They are great souls all.




This book is dedicated to my mother, Barbara Jean Evans, who taught to me a deep affection for Toad Hall, the Hundred Aker Woods, the Shire, and many other hidden places and countries beyond the fields we know. She also induced in me a lifelong desire to make my own discoveries, and to share them with others. I wish to share this book with her.




Author’s Warning


Wanderers in the Land of Osten Ard are cautioned not to put blind trust in old rules and forms, and to observe all rituals with a careful eye, for they often mask being with seeming.


The Qanuc-folk of the snow-mantled Trollfells have a proverb. “He who is certain he knows the ending of things when he is only beginning them is either extremely wise or extremely foolish; no matter which is true, he is certainly an unhappy man, for he has put a knife in the heart of wonder.”


More bluntly, new visitors to this land should take heed:


Avoid Assumptions.


The Qanuc have another saying: “Welcome stranger. The paths are treacherous today.”




Foreword


“… The book of the mad priest Nisses is large, say those who have held it, and as heavy as a small child. It was discovered at Nisses’ side as he lay, dead and smiling, beside the tower window from which his master King Hjeldin had leaped to his own death moments before.


“The rusty brown ink, concocted of lambsfoil, hellebore, and rue—as well as some redder, thicker liquid—is dry, and flakes easily from the thin pages. The unadorned skin of a hairless animal, the species unprovable, forms the binding.


“Those holy men of Nabban who read it after Nisses’ passing pronounced it heretical and dangerous, but for some reason did not burn it, as is usually done with such texts. Instead, it lay for many years in Mother Church’s near-endless archives, in the deepest, most secret vaults of the Sancellan Aedonitis. It has now apparently disappeared from the onyx casket which housed it; the never-gregarious Order of the Archives is vague as to its present whereabouts.


“Some who have read Nisses’ heretical work claim that it contains all the secrets of Osten Ard, from this land’s murky past to the shadows of things unborn. The Aedonite priest-examiners will say only that its subject matter was ‘unholy.’


“It may be indeed be true that Nisses’ writings predict the what-will-be as clearly—and, we may presume, eccentrically—as they chronicle the what-has-been. It is not known, however, whether the great deeds of our age—especially, for our concern, the rise and triumph of Prester John—are included in the priest’s foretellings, although there are suggestions that this may be true. Much of Nisses’ writing is mysterious, its meaning hidden in strange rhymes and obscure references. I have never read the frill work, and most of those who have are now long dead.


“The book is titled, in the cold, harsh runes of Nisses’ northern birthplace, Du Svardenvyrd, which means The Weird of the Swords …”


—from


The Life and Reign of King John Presbyter,


by Morgenes Ercestres




PART ONE
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The Grasshopper and the King
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On this day of days there was an unfamiliar stirring deep inside the dozing heart of the Hayholt, in the castle’s bewildering warren of quiet passages and overgrown, ivy-choked courtyards, in the monk’s holes and damp, shadowed chambers. Courtiers and servants alike goggled and whispered. Scullions exchanged significant glances across the washing tubs in the steamy kitchen. Hushed conversations seemed to be taking place in every hallway and dooryard of the great keep.


It might have been the first day of spring, to judge from the air of breathless anticipation, but the great calendar in Doctor Morgenes’ cluttered chamber showed differently: the month was only Novander. Autumn was holding the door, and Winter was trudging in.


What made this a day different from all others was not a season but a place—the Hayholt’s throne room. For three long years its doors had been shut by the king’s order, and heavy draperies had cloaked the multicolored windows. Even the cleaning servants had not been permitted to cross the threshold, causing the Mistress of Chambermaids no end of personal anguish. Three summers and three winters it had stood undisturbed. Today it was no longer empty, and all the castle hummed with rumor.


In truth, there was one person in the busy Hayholt whose attention was not fixed on that long-untenanted room, one bee in the murmuring hive whose solitary song was not in key with the greater droning. That one sat in the heart of the Hedge Garden, in an alcove between the dull red stone of the chapel and the leafless side of a skeletal hedge-lion, and thought he was not missed. It had been an irritating day so far—the women all busy, with scant time to answer questions; breakfast late, and cold into the bargain. Confusing orders had been given to him, as usual, and no one had any time to waste with any of his problems. …


And that was also, he thought grumpily, quite predictable. If it hadn’t been for his discovery of this huge, magnificent beetle—which had come strolling across the garden, as self-satisfied as any prosperous villager—then the entire afternoon would have been a waste of time.


With a twig he widened the tiny road he had scraped in the dark, cold earth beside the wall, but still the captive would not walk forward. He tickled gently at its glossy carapace, but the stubborn beetle would not budge. Frowning, he sucked at his upper lip.


“Simon! Where in the name of holy Creation have you been!”


The twig dropped from his nerveless fingers, as though an arrow had pierced his heart. Slowly, he turned to look at the looming shape.


“Nowhere …” Simon began to say, but even as the words passed his lips a pair of bony fingers caught his ear and brought him sharply to his feet, yelping in pain.


“Don’t you dare ‘nowhere’ me, young layabout,” Rachel the Dragon, Mistress of Chambermaids, barked full into his face—a juxtaposition made possible only by Rachel’s tiptoed stance and the boy’s natural inclination to slouch, for the head chambermaid lacked nearly a foot of Simon’s height.


“Sorry, then, mistress, I’m sorry,” Simon muttered, noting with sadness the beetle nosing toward a crack in the chapel wall and freedom.


“‘Sorry’ is not going to get you by forever,” Rachel growled. “Every single body in the house is at work a-getting things ready but you! And, bad enough that is, but then I have to waste my valuable time trying to find you! How can you be such a wicked boy, Simon, when you should be acting like a man? How can you?”


The boy, fourteen gangly years old and furiously embarrassed, said nothing. Rachel stared at him.


Sad enough, she thought, that red hair and those spots, but when he squints his eyes all up that way and scowls—why, the child looks half-witted!


Simon, staring in turn at his captor, saw Rachel breathing heavily, pluming the Novander air with puffs of vapor. She was shivering, too, although whether from the cold or anger, Simon couldn’t tell. It didn’t really matter. It just made him feel worse.


She’s still waiting for an answer—how tired and cross she looks! He curled himself into an even more pronounced slump and glared at his own feet.


“Well, you’ll just come with me, then. The good Lord knows I’ve got things to keep an idle boy busy with. Don’t you know the king is up out of his sickbed? That he’s gone to his throne room today? Are you deaf and blind?” She grabbed his elbow and frog-marched him across the garden.


“The King? King John?” Simon asked, surprised.


“No, you ignorant boy, King Stone-in-the-Road! Of course King John!” Rachel halted in her tracks to push a wisp of limp steel-gray hair back under her bonnet. Her hand trembled. “There, I hope you’re happy,” she said. “You’ve gotten me so flummoxed and upset that I’ve gone and been disrespectful to the name of our good old King John. And him so sick and all.” She snuffled loudly and then leaned over to deal Simon a stinging slap on the fat part of his arm. “Just you come.”


She stumped forward, wicked boy in tow.


Simon had never known any other home but the ageless castle called Hayholt, which meant High Keep. It was well named: Green Angel Tower, its loftiest point, soared far above even the eldest and tallest of trees. If the Angel herself, perched on the tower top, had dropped a stone from her verdigrised hand it would have plummeted nearly two hundred cubits before splashing into the brackish moat and troubling the sleep of the great pikefish bobbing close above the centuried mud.


The Hayholt was older by far than all the generations of Erkynlandish peasants who had been born, labored, and died in the fields and villages surrounding the great keep. The Erkynlanders were only the latest to claim the castle—many others had called it their own, but none had been able to make it wholly so. The outwall around the sprawling keep showed the work of diverse hands and times: the rough-hewn rock and timber of the Rimmersmen, the haphazard patching and strange carvings of the Hernystiri, even the meticulous stonework of Nabbanai craftsmen. But looming over all stood Green Angel Tower, erected by the undying Sithi long before men had come to these lands, when all of Osten Ard had been their dominion. The Sithi had been the first to build here, constructing their primeval stronghold on the headlands overlooking the Kynslagh and the river-road to the sea. They had called their castle Asu’a; if it had a true name, this house of many masters, then Asu’a was that name.


The Fair Folk had vanished now from the grassy plains and rolling hill country, fled mostly to the woods and craggy mountains and other dark places inconvenient to men. The bones of their castle—a home to usurpers—remained behind.


Asu’a the paradox; proud yet ramshackle, festive and forbidding, seemingly oblivious to changes of tenantry. Asu’a—the Hayholt. It bulked mountainously above the outlands and town, hunched over its fief like a sleeping, honey-muzzled bear among her cubs.


It often seemed that Simon was the only dweller in the great castle who had not settled into his place in life. The masons plastered the white-washed facing of the residence and shored up the castle’s crumbling walls—although the crumbling did sometimes seem to outpace the restorations—with never a thought toward how the world spun or why. The pantlers and butlers, whistling merrily, rolled huge casks of sack and salted beef here and there. With the castle seneschal beside them, they haggled with farmers over the whiskery onions and soil-moist carrots brought in sacks to the Hayholt’s kitchen every morning. And Rachel and her chambermaids were always excruciatingly busy, flourishing their brooms of bound straw, chasing dust balls as if herding skittish sheep, muttering pious imprecations about the way some people left a chamber when they departed, and generally terrorizing the slothful and slovenly.


In the midst of such industry, gawky Simon was the fabled grasshopper in the nest of ants. He knew he would never amount to much: many people had told him so, and nearly all of them were older—and presumably wiser—than he. At an age when other boys were clamoring for the responsibilities of manhood, Simon was still a muddler and a meanderer. No matter what task he was given to do, his attention soon wandered, and he would be dreaming of battles, and giants, and sea voyages on tall, shining ships … and somehow, things would get broken, or lost, or done wrong.


Other times he could not be found at all. He skulked around the castle like a scrawny shadow, could shinny up a wall as well as the roof-masons and glaziers, and knew so many passageways and hiding holes that the castle folk called him “ghost boy.” Rachel boxed his ears frequently, and called him a mooncalf.


Rachel had finally let go of his arm, and Simon dragged his feet glumly as he followed the Mistress of Chambermaids like a stick caught in a skirt hem. He had been discovered, his beetle had escaped, and the afternoon was ruined.


“What must I do, Rachel,” he mumbled unpleasantly, “help in the kitchen?”


Rachel snorted disdainfully and waddled on, a badger in an apron. Simon looked back regretfully on the sheltering trees and hedges of the garden. Their commingled footfalls resounded solemnly down the long stone hallway.


He had been raised by the chambermaids, but since he was certainly never going to be one himself—his boy-ness aside, Simon was obviously not to be trusted with delicate domestic operations—a concerted effort had been made to find suitable labors for him. In a great house, and the Hayholt was doubtless the greatest, there was no place for those who did not work. He found employment of a sort in the castle kitchens, but even at this undemanding job he was not completely successful. The other scullions would laugh and nudge each other to see Simon—elbow-deep in hot water, eyes squinted shut in oblivious reverie—learning the trick of bird flight, or saving dream-maidens from imaginary beasts as his scrubbing stick floated off across the washing vat.


Legend had it that Sir Fluiren—a relative of the famous Sir Camaris of Nabban—had in his youth come to the Hayholt to be a knight, and had worked a year in disguise in this same scullery, due to his ineffable humility. The kitchen workers had teased him—or so the story went—calling him “Pretty-hands” because the terrible toil did not diminish the fine whiteness of his fingers.


Simon had only to look at his own cracked-nail, pink-boiled paws to know that he was no great lord’s orphan son. He was a scullion and a corner sweeper, and that was that. At a not much greater age, everyone knew, King John had slain the Red Dragon. Simon wrestled with brooms and pots. Not that it made much difference: it was a different, quieter world than in John’s youth, thanks largely to the old king himself. No dragons—living ones, anyway—inhabited the dark, endless halls of the Hayholt. But Rachel—as Simon often cursed to himself—with her sour face and terrible, tweezing fingers, was near enough.


They reached the antechamber before the throne room, the center of the inordinate activity. The chambermaids, moving at a near-run, careened from wall to wall like flies in a bottle. Rachel stood with fists set on hips and surveyed her domain—seeming, from the smile that tightened her thin mouth, to find it good.


Simon lurked against a tapestried wall, forgotten for a moment. Slouching, he stared from the corner of his eyes at the new girl Hepzibah, who was plump and curly-haired and walked with an insolent sway. Passing by with a sloshing bucket of water she caught his glance and smiled widely, amused. Simon felt fire crackling up his neck into his cheeks and turned to pick at the tattered wall hanging.


Rachel had not missed the exchange of looks.


“Lord whip you for a donkey, boy, didn’t I tell you to get to work? Have at it, then!”


“At what?! Do what?!” Simon shouted, and was mortified to hear Hepzibath’s silvery giggle float out from the hallway. He pinched his own arm in frustration. It hurt.


“Take this broom, and go and sweep out the Doctor’s chambers. That man lives like a pack rat, and who knows where the king will want to go now that he’s up?” It was clear from her tone that Rachel found the general contrariness of men to be undiminished by kingship.


“Doctor Morgenes’ chambers?” Simon asked; for the first time since he had been discovered in the garden his spirits rose. “I’ll do it straight away!” He snatched the broom at a dead run and was gone.


Rachel snorted and turned back to examine the spotless perfection of the antechamber. She briefly wondered what could possibly be going on behind the great throne-room door, then dismissed the errant thought as mercilessly as she might swat a hovering gnat. Herding her legions with clapping hands and steely eye, she led them out of the antechamber and off to another pitched battle against her archenemy, disorder.


In that hall beyond the door dusty banners hung, row upon row along the walls, a faded bestiary of fantastic animals: the sun-golden stallion of Clan Mehrdon, Nabban’s gleaming kingfisher crest, owl and ox, otter, unicorn, and cockatrice—rank after rank of silent, sleeping creatures. No draft stirred these threadbare hangings; even the spiderwebs sagged empty and unstitched.


Some small change had come to the throne room, though—something lived once more in the shadowed chamber. Someone was singing a quiet tune in the thin voice of a very young boy or a very old man.


At the farthest end of the hall a massive tapestry hung on the stone wall between the statues of the High Kings of the Hayholt, a tapestry bearing the royal coat of arms, the Firedrake and the Tree. The grim malachite statues, an honor guard of six, flanked a huge, heavy chair that seemed entirely carved from yellowing ivory, the chair arms knobbed and knuckled, the back capped with a huge, many-toothed serpentine skull whose eyes were pools of shadow.


It was on and before this chair that two figures sat. The small one clothed in worn motley was singing; it was his voice that floated up from the foot of the throne, too weak to chip loose even a slight echo. Over him bent a gaunt shape, perched at the edge of the chair like an aged raptor—a tired, hobbled bird of prey shackled to the dull bone.


The king, three years sick and enfeebled, had returned to his dusty hall. He listened as the small man at his feet sang; the king’s long, mottled hands grasped the arms of his great, yellowing throne.


He was a tall man—once very tall, but now hunched like a monk at prayer. He wore a sagging robe of sky blue, and was bearded like a Usirean prophet. A sword lay athwart his lap, shining as though new-polished; on his brow sat an iron crown, studded all about with sea-green emeralds and secretive opals.


The mannekin at the king’s feet paused for a long, silent moment, then began another song:




“Can tha count th’ rain-drops


When th’ sun is high?


Can tha swim th’ river


When th’ bed gang dry?


Can tha catch a cloud?


Nay, canst not, nor I …


An’ th’ wind a cry ‘Wait.’


As a passeth by.


Th’ wind a cry ‘Wait.’


As a passeth by …”





When the tune was finished, the tall old man in the blue robe reached down his hand and the jester took it. Neither said a word.


John the Presbyter, Lord of Erkynland and High King of all Osten Ard; scourge of the Sithi and defender of the true faith, wielder of the sword Bright-Nail, bane of the dragon Shurakai … Prester John was sitting once more upon his chair made of dragon’s bones. He was very, very old, and had been crying.


“Ah, Towser,” he breathed at last, his voice deep but flawed with age, “it is surely an unmerciful God who could bring me to this sorry pass.”


“Perhaps, my lord.” The little old man in the checkered jerkin smiled a wrinkled smile. “Perhaps … but doubtless many others would not complain of cruelty if brought to your station in life.”


“But that is just what I mean, old friend!” The king shook his head angrily. “In this shadow-age of infirmity, all men are leveled. Any thick-witted tailor’s apprentice sups more of life than I!”


“Ah, la now my lord, my lord …” Towser’s grizzled head wagged from side to side, but the bells of his cap—long since clapperless—did not jingle. “My lord, you complain seasonably, but unreasonably. All men come to this pass, great or small. You have had a fine life.”


Prester John lifted the hilt of Bright-Nail before him, holding it as though it were a Holy Tree. He pulled the back of a long thin hand across his eyes.


“Do you know the story of this blade?” he asked.


Towser looked up sharply: he had heard the story many times.


“Tell me, O King,” he said quietly.


Prester John smiled, but his eyes never left the leather-bound hilt before him. “A sword, small friend, is the extension of a man’s right hand … and the end point of his heart.” He lifted the blade up higher, so that it caught a glimmer of light from one of the tiny, high windows. “Just the same is Man the good right hand of God—Man is the sharp executor of the Heart of God. Do you see?”


Suddenly he was leaning down, eyes bird-bright beneath shaggy brows. “Do you know what this is?” His shaking finger indicated a bit of crimped, rusty metal bound into the sword haft with golden wire.


“Tell me, Lord.” Towser knew perfectly well.


“This is the only nail of the true Execution Tree still remaining in Osten Ard.” Prester John brought the hilt forward to his lips and kissed it, then held the cool metal against his cheek. “This nail came from the palm of Usires Aedon, our Savior … from His hand …” The king’s eyes, catching for a moment a strange half-light from above, were fiery mirrors.


“And there is also the relic, of course,” he said after a quiet moment, “the finger-bone of martyred Saint Eahlstan, the dragon-slain, right here in the hilt. …”


There was another interval of silence, and when Towser looked up his master was weeping again.


“Fie, fie on it!” John moaned. “How can I live up to the honor of God’s Sword? With so much sin, such a weight of it, still staining my soul—the arm that once smote the red dragon can now scarce lift a milk-cup. Oh, I am dying, my dear Towser, dying!”


Towser leaned forward, pulling one of the king’s bony hands free from the sword-grip and kissing it as the old man sobbed.


“Oh, please, master,” the jester beseeched. “Weep no more! All men must die—you, I, everyone. If we are not killed by youthful stupidity or ill-luck, then it is our fate to live on like the trees: older and older until at last we totter and fall. It is the way of all things. How can you fight the Lord’s will?”


“But I built this kingdom!” A quivering rage was on John the Presbyter as he pulled his hand free from the jester’s grasp and brought it sharply down on the arm of his throne. “That must weigh against any blot of sin on my soul, however dark! Surely the Good Lord will have that in his Book of Accounts! I dragged these people up from the mud, scourged the cursed, sneaking Sithi out of the countryside, gave the peasantry law and justice … the good I have done must weigh strongly. For a moment John’s voice became fainter, as though his thoughts wandered elsewhere.


“Ah, my old friend,” he said at last in a bitter voice, “and now I cannot even walk down to the marketplace on Main Row! I must lie in bed, or shuffle about this cold castle on the arms of younger men. My … my kingdom lies corrupting on the vine, while servants whisper and tiptoe outside my bedchamber door! All in sin!”


The king’s words echoed back from the chamber’s stone walls and slowly dissipated up among the swirling dust motes. Towser regained John’s hand and squeezed it until the king was composed once more.


“Well,” said Prester John after some time had passed, “my Elias will rule more firmly than I now can, at least. Seeing the decay of all this,” he swept his hand around the throne room, “today I have decided to call him back from Meremund. He must prepare to take the crown.” The king sighed. “I suppose I should leave off my womanish weeping, and be grateful I have what many kings have not: a strong son to hold my kingdom together after I am gone.”


“Two strong sons, Lord.”


“Fah.” The king grimaced. “I should call Josua many things, but I do not believe ‘strong’ is one of them.”


“You are too hard on him, Master.”


“Nonsense. Do you think to instruct me, jester? Do you know the son better than the father does?” John’s hand trembled, and for a moment it seemed he would struggle to his feet. Finally, the tension slackened.


“Josua is a cynic,” the king began again in a quieter voice. “A cynic, a melancholic, cold to his inferiors—and a king’s son has nothing but inferiors, each one a potential assassin. No, Towse, he is a queer one, my younger—most expecially since … since he lost his hand. Ah, merciful Aedon, perhaps the fault is mine.”


“What do you mean, Lord?”


“I should have taken another wife after Ebekah died. It has been a cold house without a queen … perhaps that caused the boy’s odd humors. Elias is not that way, though.”


“There is a certain crude directness to Prince Elias’ nature,” Towser muttered, but if the king heard he gave no sign.


“I think beneficent God that Elias was first-born. He has a brave, martial character, that one—I think that if he were the younger, Josua would not be secure upon the throne.” King John shook his head with cold fondness at the thought, then groped down and grasped his jester’s ear, tweaking it as if that old worthy were a child of five or six years.


“Promise me one thing, Towse …?”


“What, Lord?”


“When I die—doubtless soon, I do not think I shall last the winter—you must bring Elias to this room … do you suppose they will hold the crowning here? Never mind you, if they do then you must wait until it has ended. Bring him here and give him Bright-Nail. Yes, take it now and hold it. I fear that I may die while he is away at Meremund or some other place, and I want it to come straight to his hand with my blessing. Do you understand, Towse?”


With shaking hands Prester John pushed the sword back into its tooled scabbard, and struggled for a moment to unbuckle the baldric on which it hung. The twining was caught, and Towser got up on his knees to work on the knot with his strong old fingers.


“What is the blessing, my Lord?” he asked, tongue between teeth as he picked at the tangle.


“Tell him what I have told you. Tell him that the sword is the point of his heart and hand, just as we are the instruments of the Heart and Hand of God the Father … and tell him that no prize, however noble, is worth … is worth …” John hesitated, and drew his trembling fingers to his eyes. “No, pay that no mind. Speak only what I told you about the sword. Tell him that.”


“I shall, my King,” said Towser. He frowned, although he had solved the knot. “I will gladly do your wish.”


“Good.” Prester John leaned back once more in his dragonbone chair and closed his gray eyes. “Sing for me again, Towse.”


Towser did. Above, the dusty banners seemed to sway slightly, as if a whisper passed among the crowd of watchers, among the ancient herons and dull-eyed bears, and others stranger still.
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A Two-Frog Story
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An idle mind is the Devil’s seedbed.


Simon reflected ruefully on this, one of Rachel’s favorite expressions, as he stared down at the display of horse-armor which now lay scattered the length of the chaplain’s walking-hall. A moment before he had been leaping happily down the long, tiled hallway which ran along the outer length of the chapel, on his way to sweep Doctor Morgenes’ chambers. He had been waving the broom about a little, of course, pretending it was the Tree and Drake flag of Prester John’s Erkynguard, and that he was leading them into battle. Perhaps he should have been paying better heed to where he was waggling it—but what sort of idiot would hang a suit of horse-armor in the chaplain’s hallway, anyway? Needless to say, the clatter had been ferocious, and Simon expected skinny, vengeful Father Dreosan to descend at any minute.


Hurrying to gather up the dingy armor plates, some of which had torn loose from the leather straps that bound the suit together, Simon considered another of Rachel’s maxims—“the Devil finds chores for empty hands.” That was silly, of course, and made him angry. It was not the emptiness of his hands, or the idleness of his thoughts that got him into trouble. No, it was the doing and the thinking that tripped him up time and time again. If only they would leave him alone!


Father Dreosan had still not made an entrance by the time he at last worried the armor into a precarious stack, then hastily pushed it beneath the skirt of a table rug. In doing so he nearly upset the golden reliquary seated on the table top, but at last—and with no further mishaps—the sundered armor was gone from view, with nothing but a slightly cleaner-looking patch on the wall to proclaim that the suit had ever existed at all. Simon picked up his broom and scuffed away at the sooty stone, trying to even up the edges so that the bright spot was not so noticeable, then hurried on down the hall and out past the winding choir-loft stairs.


Emerging once more into the Hedge Garden from which he had been so brutally abducted by the Dragon, Simon halted for a moment to inhale the pungent smell of greenery, to drive the last of the tallow-soap stench from his nostrils. His eye was caught by an unusual shape in the upper branches of the Festival Oak, an ancient tree at the far end of the garden, so gnarled and convoluted of branch that it looked as though it had grown for centuries beneath a giant bushel basket. He squinted, hand raised to block the slanting sunlight. A bird’s nest! And so late in the year!


It was a very near thing. He had dropped the broom and taken several steps into the garden before he remembered his mission to Morgenes. If it had been any other errand he would have been up the tree in an instant, but getting to see the doctor was a treat, even when it entailed work. He promised himself that the nest would not remain long unexamined, and passed on through the hedges and into the courtyard before the Inner Bailey Gate.


Two figures had just entered the gate and were coming toward him; one slow and stumpy, the other stumpier and slower still. It was Jakob the chandler and his assistant Jeremias. The latter was carrying a large, heavy-looking bag over his shoulder, and walking—if such was possible—more sluggishly than usual. Simon called a greeting as they passed. Jakob smiled and waved.


“Rachel wants new candles for the dining room,” the chandler shouted, “so candles she gets!” Jeremias made a sour face.


A short trot down the sloping greensward brought Simon to the massive gatehouse. A sliver of afternoon sun still smoldered above the battlements behind him, and the shadows of the pennants of the Western Wall flopped like dark fish on the grass. The red-and-white liveried guard—scarcely older than Simon—smiled and nodded as the master spy pounded past, deadly broom in hand, head held low in case the tyrant Rachel should happen to peep from one of the keep’s high windows. Once through the barbican and hidden in the lee of the high gatewall he slowed to a walk. Green Angel Tower’s attenuated shadow bridged the moat; the distorted silhouette of the Angel, triumphant on her spire, lay in a pool of fire at the water’s farthest edge.


As long as he was here, Simon decided, he might as well catch some frogs. It shouldn’t take too long, and the doctor frequently had use for such things. It wouldn’t really be putting off the errand so much as expanding the nature of the service. He would have to hurry, though—evening was coming on swiftly. Already he could hear the crickets laboriously tuning up for what would be one of the waning year’s last performances and the bullfrogs beginning their muffled, clunking counterpoint.


Wading out into the lily-crusted water, Simon paused for a moment to listen, and to watch the eastern sky darkening to a dull violet. Next to Doctor Morgenes’ chambers, the moat was his favorite spot in all Creation … all of it that he had seen so far, anyway.


With an unconscious sigh he pulled off his shapeless cloth hat and sloshed along toward where the pond grass and hyacinths were thickest.


The sun had completely vanished and the wind was hissing through the cattails ringing the moat by the time Simon had reached the Middle Bailey to stand, clothes a-drip and a frog in each pocket, before the door of Morgenes’ chambers. He knocked on the stout paneling, careful not to touch the unfamiliar symbol chalked on the wood. He had learned by hard experience not to carelessly lay hands on something of the doctor’s without asking. Several moments passed before Morgenes’ voice was heard.


“Go away,” it said, in a tone of annoyance.


“It’s me … Simon!” called Simon, and knocked again. There was a longer pause this time, then the sound of rapid footfalls. The door swung open. Morgenes, whose head barely reached Simon’s chin, stood framed in bright blue light, the expression on his face obscured. For a moment he seemed to stare.


“What?” he said finally. “Who?”


Simon laughed. “Me, of course. Do you want some frogs?” He pulled one of the captives from its prison and held it up by a slippery leg.


“Oh. Oh!” The doctor seemed to be coming awake as from a deep sleep. He shook his head. “Simon … but naturally! Come in, boy! My apologies … I am a little distracted.” He opened the door wide enough for Simon to slip past him into the narrow inner hallway, then pulled it closed again.


“Frogs, is it? Hmmmm, frogs …” The doctor angled past and led him along the corridor. In the glow of the blue lamps that lined the hall the doctor’s spindly form, monkeylike, seemed to bound instead of walk. Simon followed, his shoulders nearly touching the cold stone walls on either side. He could never understand how rooms that seemed as small as the doctor’s did from outside—he had looked down on them from the bailey walls, and paced the distance in the courtyard—how they could have such long corridors.


Simon’s musings were interrupted by a hideous eruption of noise echoing down the passageway—whistles, bangs, and something that sounded like the hungry baying of a hundred hounds.


Morgenes jumped in surprise and said: “Oh, Name of a Name, I forgot to snuff the candles. Wait here.” The small man hurried down the hallway, wispy white hair fluttering, pulled the door at the end open just a crack—the howling and whistling doubled its intensity—and slipped quickly inside. Simon heard a muffled shout.


The horrendous noise abruptly ceased—as quickly and completely as … as …


As the snuffing of a candle, he thought.


The doctor poked his head out, smiled, and beckoned him in.


Simon, who had witnessed scenes of this type before, followed Morgenes cautiously into his workshop. A hasty entrance could, at the very least, cause one to step on something strange and unpleasant to contemplate.


There was now not a trace of whatever had set up that fearful yammering. Simon again marveled at the discrepancy between what Morgenes’ rooms seemed to be—a converted guard-barracks perhaps twenty paces in length, nestled against the ivy-tangled wall of the Middle Bailey’s northeastern corner—and the view inside, which was of a low-ceilinged but spacious chamber almost as long as a tournament field, although not nearly so wide. In the orange light that filtered down from the long row of small windows overlooking the courtyard Simon peered at the farthest end of the room and decided he would be hard-pressed to hit it with a stone from the doorway in which he stood.


This curious stretching effect, however, was quite familiar. In fact, despite the terrifying noises, the whole chamber seemed much as it usually did—as though a horde of crack-brained peddlers had set up shop and then made a hasty retreat during a wild windstorm. The long refectory table that spanned the length of the near wall was littered with fluted glass tubes, boxes, and cloth sacks of powders and pungent salts, as well as intricate structures of wood and metal from which depended retorts and phials and other unrecognizable containers. The centerpiece of the table was a great brazen ball with tiny angled spouts protruding from its shiny skin. It seemed to float in a dish of silvery liquid, the both of them balanced at the apex of a carved ivory tripod. The spouts chuffed steam, and the brass globe slowly revolved.


The floor and shelves were littered with even stranger articles. Polished stone blocks and brooms and leather wings were strewn across the flagstones, vying for space with animal cages—some empty, some not—metal armatures of unknown creatures covered with ragged pelts or mismatched feathers, sheets of seemingly clear crystal stacked haphazardly against the tapestried walls … and everywhere books, books, books, dropped halfway open or propped upright here and there about the chamber like huge, clumsy butterflies.


There were also glass balls of colored liquids that bubbled without heat, and a flat box of glittering black sand that rearranged itself endlessly, as if swept by unfelt desert breezes. Wooden cabinets on the wall from time to time disgorged painted wooden birds who cheeped impertinently and disappeared. Beside these hung maps of countries with totally unfamiliar geography—although geography, admittedly, was not something Simon felt too confident about. Taken altogether, the doctor’s lair was a paradise for a curious young man … without doubt, the most wonderful place in Osten Ard.


Morgenes had been pacing about in the far corner of the room beneath a drooping star-chart that linked the bright celestial points together by painted line to make the shape of an odd, four-winged bird. With a little whistle of triumph the doctor suddenly leaned down and began to dig like a squirrel in spring. A flurry of scrolls, brightly painted flannels, and miniature flatware and goblets from some homunculate supper table rose in the air behind him. At last he straightened up, hefting a large glass-sided box. He waded to the table, set the glass cube down, and picked a pair of flasks out of a rack, apparently at random.


The liquid in one of them was the color of the sunset skies outside; it smoked like a censer. The other was full of something blue and viscous which flowed ever so slowly down into the box as Morgenes upended the two flasks. Mixing, the fluids turned as clear as mountain air. The doctor threw his hand out like a traveling performer, and there was a moment’s pause.


“Frogs?” Morgenes asked, waggling his fingers. Simon rushed forward, pulling the two he had caught out of his coat pockets. The doctor took them and dropped them into the tank with a flourish. The pair of surprised amphibians plunked into the transparent liquid, sank slowly to the bottom, then began to swim vigorously about in their new home. Simon laughed with as much surprise as amusement.


“Is it water?”


The old man turned to look at him with bright eyes. “More or less, more or less … So!” Now Morgenes dragged long, bent fingers through his sparse fringe of beard. “So … thank you for the frogs. I think I know what to do with them already. Quite painless. They may even enjoy it, although I doubt they’ll like wearing the boots.”


“Boots?” wondered Simon, but the doctor was off and bustling again, this time pushing a stack of maps from a low stool. He beckoned Simon to sit.


“Well then, young man, what will you take as due coin for your day’s work? A fithing piece? Or perhaps you would like Coccindrilis here for a pet?” Chuckling, the doctor brandished a mummified lizard.


Simon hesitated for a moment over the lizard—it would be a lovely thing to slip into the linen basket for the new girl Hepzibath to discover—but no. The thought of the chambermaids and cleaning stuck in his mind, irritating him. Something wanted to be remembered, but Simon pushed it back. “No,” he said at last, “I’d like to hear some stories.”


“Stories?” Morgenes bent forward quizzically. “Stories? You would be much better off going to old Shem Horsegroom in the stables if you want to hear such things.”


“Not that kind,” Simon said hastily. He hoped he hadn’t offended the little man. Old people were so sensitive! “Stories about real things. How things used to be—battles, dragons—things that happened!”


“Aaahh.” Morgenes sat up, and the smile returned to his pink face. “I see. You mean history.” The doctor rubbed his hands. “That’s better—much better!” He sprang to his feet and began pacing, stepping nimbly over the oddments scattered about the floor. “Well, what do you want to hear about, lad? The fall of Naarved? The Battle of Ach Samrath?”


“Tell me about the castle,” Simon said. “The Hayholt. Did the king build it? How old is it?”


“The castle …” The doctor stopped pacing, plucked up a corner of his worn-shiny gray robe, and began to rub absently at one of Simon’s favorite curiosities: a suit of armor, exotically designed and colored in wildflower-bright blues and yellows, made entirely from polished wood.


“Hmmm … the castle …” Morgenes repeated. “Well, that’s certainly a two-frog story, at the very least. Actually, if I were to tell you the whole story, you would have to drain the moat and bring your warty prisoners in by the cartload to pay for it. But it is the bare bones of the tale that I think you want today, and I can certainly give you that. Hold yourself still for a moment while I find something to wet my throat.”


As Simon tried to sit quietly, Morgenes went to his long table and picked up a beaker of brown, frothy liquid. He sniffed it suspiciously, brought it to his lips, and downed a small gulp. After a moment of consideration he licked his bare upper lip and pulled his beard happily.


“Ah, the Stanshire Dark. No doubt on the subject, ale is the stuff! What were we talking about, then? Oh, yes, the castle.” Morgenes cleared a place on the table and then—holding his flask carefully—vaulted up with surprising ease to sit, slippered feet dangling half a cubit above the floor. He sipped again.


“I’m afraid this story starts long before our King John. We shall begin with the first men and women to come to Osten Ard—simple folk, living on the banks of the Gleniwent. They were mostly herdsmen and fisher-folk, perhaps driven out from the lost West over some land-bridge that no longer exists. They caused little trouble for the masters of Osten Ard. …”


“But I thought you said they were the first to come here?” Simon interrupted, secretly pleased he had caught Morgenes in a contradiction.


“No. I said they were the first men. The Sithi held this land long before any man walked on it.”


“You mean there really were Little Folk?” Simon grinned. “Just like Shem Horsegroom tells of? Pookahs and niskies and all?” This was exciting.


Morgenes shook his head vigorously and took another swallow. “Not only were, are—although that jumps ahead of my narrative—and they are by no means “little folk” … wait, lad, let me go on.”


Simon hunched forward and tried to look patient. “Yes?”


“Well, as I mentioned, the men and Sithi were peaceful neighbors—true, there was an occasional dispute over grazing land or some such, but since mankind seemed no real threat the Fair Folk were generous. As time went on, men began to build cities, sometimes only a half a day’s walk from Sithi lands. Later still a great kingdom arose on the rocky peninsula of Nabban, and the mortal men of Osten Ard began to look there for guidance. Are you still following my trail, boy?”


Simon nodded.


“Good.” A long draught. “Well, the land seemed quite big enough for all to share, until black iron came over the water.”


“What? Black iron?” Simon was immediately stilled by the doctor’s sharp look.


“The shipmen out of the near-forgotten west, the Rimmersmen,” Morgenes continued. “They landed in the north, armed men fierce as bears, riding in their long serpent-boats.”


“The Rimmersmen?” Simon wondered. “Like Duke Isgrimnur at the court? On boats?”


“They were great seafarers before they settled here, the Duke’s ancestors,” Morgenes affirmed. “But when they first came they were not searching for grazing or farming land, but for plunder. Most importantly though, they brought iron—or at least the secret of shaping it. They made iron swords and spears, weapons that would not break like the bronze of Osten Ard; weapons that could beat down even the witchwood of the Sithi.”


Morgenes rose and refilled his beaker from a covered bucket standing on a cathedral of books beside the wall. Instead of returning to the table he stopped to finger the shiny epaulets of the armor suit.


“None stood against them for long—the cold, hard spirit of the iron seemed in the shipmen themselves as much as in their blades. Many folk fled south, moving closer to the protection of Nabban’s frontier outposts. The Nabbanai legions, well-organized garrison forces, resisted for a while. Finally they, too, were forced to abandon the Frostmarch to the Rimmersmen. There … was much slaughter.”


Simon squirmed happily. “What about the Sithi? You said they had no iron?”


“It was deadly to them.” The doctor licked his finger and rubbed away a spot on the polished wood of the breastplate. “Even they could not defeat the Rimmersmen in open battle, but,” he pointed the dusty finger at Simon, as if this fact concerned him personally, “but the Sithi knew their land. They were close to it—a part of it, even—in a way that the invaders could never be. They held their own for a long time, falling slowly back on places of strength. The chiefest of these—and the reason for this whole discourse—was Asu’a. The Hayholt.”


“This castle? The Sithi lived in the Hayholt?” Simon was unable to keep the disbelief out of his voice. “How long ago was it built?”


“Simon, Simon …” The doctor scratched his ear and returned to his perch on the table. The sunset was completely gone from the windows, and the torch light divided his face into a mummer’s mask, half illumined, half dark. “There may, for all I or any mortal can know, have been a castle here when the Sithi first came … when Osten Ard was as new and unsullied as a snow-melt brook. Sithi-folk certainly dwelled here countless years before man arrived. This was the first place in Osten Ard to feel the work of crafting hands. It is the stronghold of the country commanding the water ways, riding herd on the finest croplands. The Hayholt and its predecessors—the older citadels that lie buried beneath us—have stood here since before the memories of mankind. It was very, very old when the Rimmersmen came.”


Simon’s mind whirled as the enormity of Morgenes’ statement seeped in. The old castle seemed suddenly oppressive, its rock walls a cage. He shuddered and looked quickly around, as though some ancient, jealous thing might even at this moment be reaching out for him with dusty hands.


Morgenes laughed merrily—a very young laugh from so old a man—and hopped down from the table. The torches seemed to glow a little brighter. “Fear not, Simon. I think—and I, of all people, should know—that there is not much for you to fear from Sithi magic. Not today. The castle has been much changed, stone laid over stone, and every ell has been rigorously blessed by a hundred priests. Oh, Judith and the cooking staff may turn around from time to time and find a plate of cakes missing, but I think that can be as logically ascribed to young men as to goblins …”


The doctor was interrupted by a short series of raps upon the chamber door. “Who is it?” he cried.


“It’s me,” said a doleful voice. There was a long pause. “Me, Inch,” it finished.


“Bones of Anaxos!” swore the doctor, who favored exotic expressions. “Open the door, then … I am too old run about waiting on fools.”


The door swung inward. The man framed against the glow of inner hallway was probably tall, but hung his head and hunched his body forward in such a way that it was difficult to make sure. A round, vacant face floated like a moon just above his breastbone, thatched by spiky black hair that had been cut with a dull and clumsy knife.


“I’m sorry I … I bothered you, Doctor, but … but you said come early, now didn’t you?” The voice was thick and slow as dripping lard.


Morgenes gave a whistle of exasperation, and tugged on a coil of his own white hair. “Yes, I did, but I said early after the dinner hour, which has not yet arrived. Still, no sense in sending you away. Simon, have you met Inch, my assistant?”


Simon nodded politely. He had seen the man once or twice; Morgenes had him come in some evenings to help, apparently with heavy lifting. It certainly wouldn’t be for anything else, since Inch did not look as though he could be trusted to piss on the fire before going to bed.


“Well, young Simon, I’m afraid that will have to put an end to my windiness for the day,” the old man said. “Since Inch is here, I must use him. Come back soon, and I will tell you more—if you like.”


“Certainly.” Simon nodded once more to Inch, who rolled a cowlike gaze after him. He had reached the door, almost touched it, when a sudden vision blazed into life in his head: a clear picture of Rachel’s broom, lying where he had left it, on the grass beside the moat like the corpse of a strange water bird.


Mooncalf!


He would say nothing. He could collect the broom on his way back, and tell the Dragon that the chore was finished. She had so much to think about, and, although she and the doctor were two of the castle’s oldest residents, they seldom spoke. It was obviously the best plan.


Without understanding why, Simon turned back. The little man was scrutinizing a curling scroll, bent over the table while Inch stood behind him staring at nothing particular.


“Doctor Morgenes …”


At the sound of his name the doctor looked up, blinking. He seemed surprised that Simon was still in the room; Simon was surprised, too.


“Doctor, I’ve been a fool.”


Morgenes arched his eyebrows, waiting.


“I was supposed to sweep your room. Rachel asked me to. Now the whole afternoon has gone by.”


“Oh. Ah!” Morgenes’ nose wrinkled as if it itched him, then he broke out a wide smile. “Sweep my chamber, eh? Well, lad, come back tomorrow and do it. Tell Rachel that I have more work for you, if she will be so good as to let you go.” He turned back to his book, then looked up again, eyes narrowing, and pursed his lips. As the doctor sat in silent thought, the elation Simon was feeling changed suddenly to nervousness.


Why is he staring at me like that?


“Come to think of it, boy,” the man finally said, “I will be having many chores coming up that you could help me with—and eventually I will need an apprentice. Come back tomorrow, as I said. I will talk with the Mistress of Chambermaids about the other.” He smiled briefly, then turned back to his scroll. Simon was suddenly aware that Inch was staring across the doctor’s back at him, an unreadable expression moving beneath the placid surface of his whey-colored face. Simon turned and sprinted through the door. Exhilaration caught him up as he bounded down the blue-lit hallway and emerged under dark, cloud-smeared skies. Apprentice! To the doctor!


When he reached the gatehouse, he stopped and climbed down to the edge of the moat to look for the broom. The crickets were well into the evening’s chorale. When he found it at last, he sat down for a moment against the wall near the water’s brink to listen.


As the rhythmic song rose around him, he ran his fingers along the nearby stones. Caressing the surface of one worn as smooth as hand-burnished cedar, he thought:


This stone may have been standing here since … since before our Lord Usires was born. Perhaps some Sithi boy once sat here in this same quiet place, listening to the night. …


Where did that breeze come from?


A voice seemed to whisper, whisper, the words too faint to hear.


Perhaps he ran his hands across this same stone. …


A whisper on the wind: We will have it back, manchild. We will have it all back. …


Clutching the neck of his coat tight against the unexpected chill, Simon got up and climbed the grassy slope, suddenly lonesome for familiar voices and light.
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Birds in the Chapel
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“By the Blessed Aedon …”


Whack!


“… And Elysia his mother …”


Whack! Whack!


“… And all the saints that watch over …”


Whack!


“… Watch over … ouch!” A hiss of frustration. “Damned spiders!” The whacking resumed, curses and invocations laid on between. Rachel was cleaning cobwebs from the dining hall ceiling.


Two girls sick and another with a twisted ankle. This was the kind of day that put a dangerous glint in Rachel the Dragon’s agate eye. Bad enough to have Sarrah and Jael down with the fluxion—Rachel was a hard taskmistress, but she knew that every day of working a sick girl could mean losing her three days in the longer run—yes, bad enough that Rachel had to pick up the slack left by their absence. As if she did not do two people’s work already! Now the seneschal said the king would dine in the Great Hall tonight, and Elias, the Prince Regent, had arrived from Meremund, and there was even more work to do!


And Simon, sent off an hour before to pick a few bundles of rushes, was still not back.


So, here she stood with her tired old body perched on a rickety stool, trying to get the spiderwebs out of the ceiling’s high corners with a broom. That boy! That, that …


“Holy Aedon give strength …”


Whack! Whack! Whack!


That damnable boy!


It was not enough, Rachel reflected later as she slumped red-faced and sweaty on the stool, that the boy was lazy and difficult. She had done her best over the years to thump the contrariness out of him; he was certainly a better person for it, she knew. No, by the Good Mother of God, what was worse was that no one else seemed to care! Simon was man-tall, and at an age when he should be doing nearly a man’s work—but no! He hid and slid and mooned about. The kitchen workers laughed at him. The chambermaids coddled him, and snuck dinner to him when she, Rachel, had banished him from table. And Morgenes! Merciful Elysia, the man actually encouraged him!


And now he had asked Rachel if the boy could come and work for him every day, sweeping up, helping to keep things clean—hah!—and assisting the old man with some of his work. As if she didn’t know better. The two of them would sit about, the old souse guzzling ale and telling the boy Heaven knew what kind of devil’s stories.


Still, she couldn’t help considering his offer. It was the first time anyone had asked for the boy, or wanted him at all—he was so underfoot all the time! And Morgenes had really seemed to think he could do the boy some good. …


The doctor often irritated Rachel with his fancy talk and his flowery speeches—which the Mistress of Chambermaids felt sure were disguised mockery—but he did seem to care about the boy. He had always kept an eye out for what was best for Simon … a suggestion here, an idea there, a quiet intercession once when the Master of Scullions had thrashed him and banished him from the kitchens. Morgenes had always kept a watch on the boy.


Rachel looked up at the broad beams of the ceiling, her gaze traveling off into the shadows. She blew a strand of damp hair off of her face.


Starting back on that rainy night, she thought—what was it, almost fifteen years ago? She felt so old, thinking back this way … it seemed only a moment. …
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The rain had been sheeting down all day and night. As Rachel went gingerly across the muddy courtyard, holding her cloak over her head with one hand, the lantern in the other, she stepped in a wide wagon rut and felt the water splash her calves. Her foot came free with a sucking sound, but without a shoe. She cursed bitterly and hurried forward. She would catch her death running around on such a night with one foot bare, but there was no time to go digging about in puddles.


A light was burning in Morgenes’ study, but it seemed to take forever for the footsteps to come. When he opened the door she saw that he had been abed: he wore a long nightshirt in need of mending, and rubbed his eyes groggily in the lantern-glare. The tangled blankets of his bed, surrounded by a leaning palisade of books in the room’s far corner, made Rachel think of some foul animal’s nest.


“Doctor, come quick!” she said. “You must come quick, now!”


Morgenes stared, then stepped back. “Come in, Rachel. I have no idea what nocturnal palpitations have brought you, but since you are here …”


“No, no, you foolish man, it’s Susanna! Her time is here, but she is very weak. I’m afraid for her.”


“Who? What? Never mind, then. Just a moment, let me get my things. What a dreadful night! Go on, I shall catch up to you.”


“But, Doctor Morgenes, I brought the lantern for you.”


Too late. The door was closed, and she was alone on the step with rain dribbling off her long nose. Cursing, she splashed back to the servant’s quarters.


It was not long before Morgenes was stamping up the stairs shaking the water from his cloak. At the doorway he absorbed the scene in a single glance: a woman on the bed with her face turned away, big with child and groaning. Dark hair lay across her face, and she squeezed in a sweaty fist the hand of another young woman who kneeled beside her. At the foot of the bed Rachel stood with an older woman.


The old one stepped toward Morgenes while he shed his bulky outer clothing.


“Hello, Elispeth,” he said quietly. “How does it look?”


“Not good, I’m afraid, sir. You know I could have dealt with it otherwise. She’s been trying for hours, and she’s bleeding. Her heart is very faint.” As Elispeth spoke, Rachel moved nearer.


“Hmmm.” Morgenes bent and rummaged in the sack he had brought. “Give her some of this, please,” he said, handing Rachel a stoppered vial. “Just a swallow, but mind she gets it.” He returned to searching his bag as Rachel gently pried open the clenched, trembling jaw of the woman on the bed and poured a little of the liquid into her mouth. The odor of sweat and blood that suffused the room was suddenly supplemented by a pungent, spicy scent.


“Doctor,” Elispeth was saying as Rachel returned, “I don’t think we can save both mother and child—if we can even save one.”


“You must save the child’s life,” Rachel interrupted. “That’s the duty of the Godfearing. The priest says so. Save the child.”


Morgenes turned to her with a look of annoyance. “My good woman, I will fear God in my own way, if you don’t mind. If I save her—and I do not pretend to know I can—then she can always have another child.”


“No, she can’t,” Rachel said hotly. “Her husband’s dead.” Morgenes of all people should know that, she thought. Susanna’s fisherman husband had often visited the doctor before he drowned—although what they might have had to talk about, Rachel could not imagine.


“Well,” Morgenes said distractedly, “she can always find another—what? Her husband?” A startled look came to his face, and he hurried to the bedside. He seemed to finally realize who it was lying there, bleeding her life out on the rough sheet.


“Susanna?” he asked quietly, and turned the woman’s fearful, pain-clenched face toward him. Her eyes opened wide for a moment as she saw him, then another wave of agony shut them again. “Ah, what has happened here?” Morgenes sighed. Susanna could only moan, and the doctor looked up at Rachel and Elispeth with anger on his face. “Why didn’t anyone inform me that this poor girl was ready to bear her child?”


“She was not due for two months more,” Elispeth said gently. “You know that. We are as surprised as you.”


“And why should you care that a fisherman’s widow was going to have a baby?” Rachel said. She could be angry, too. “And why are you arguing about it now?”


Morgenes stared at her for a moment, then blinked twice. “You are absolutely correct,” he said, and turned back to the bed. “I will save the child, Susanna,” he told the shivering woman.


She nodded her head once, then cried out.


It was a thin, keening wail, but it was the cry of a living baby. Morgenes handed the tiny, red-smeared creature to Elispeth.


“A boy,” he said, and returned his attention to the mother. She was quiet now and breathing more slowly, but her skin was white as Harcha marble.


“I saved him, Susanna. I had to,” he whispered. The corners of the woman’s mouth twitched—it might have been a smile.


“I … know …” she said, voice coming ever so softly in her raw throat. “If only … my Eahlferend … had not …” The effort was too much, and she stopped. Elispeth leaned down to show her the child, wrapped in blankets, still attached by the bloody umbilicus.


“He’s small,” the old woman smiled, “but that’s because he arrived so early. What is his name?”


“… Call … him … Seoman …” Susanna croaked out. “… it means … ‘waiting’ …” She turned to Morgenes and seemed to want to say something more. The doctor leaned closer, his white hair brushing her snow-pale cheek, but she could not make the words come. A moment later she gasped once, and her dark eyes rolled up until the whites showed. The girl holding her hand began to sob.


Rachel, too, felt tears come to her eyes. She turned away and pretended to begin cleaning up. Elispeth was severing the infant’s last tie to his dead mother.


The movement caused Susanna’s right hand, which had been tightly tangled in her own hair, to sag free and drop limply to the floor. As it struck, something shiny flew from her clutching palm and rolled across the rough boards to stop near the doctor’s foot. From the corner of her eye Rachel saw Morgenes stoop down and pick the object up. It was small, and disappeared easily into the palm of his hand, and from there into his bag.


Rachel was outraged, but no one else seemed to have noticed. She whirled to confront him, teardrops still standing in her eyes, but the look on his face, the terrible grief, stilled her before she breathed a word.


“He will be Seoman,” the doctor said, his eyes strange and shadowed now as he moved closer, his voice hoarse. “You must take care of him, Rachel. His parents are dead, you know.”
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A swift intake of breath. Rachel had caught herself just before she slipped off the stool. Nodding off in bright daylight—she was ashamed of herself! Then again, it only went to show the criminal length to which she had driven herself today, all in an effort to make up for the three girls off … and for Simon.


What she needed was a little fresh air. Up on a stool, swatting the broom around like a madwoman—no wonder a body started in getting in the vapors. She’d just step outside for a moment. The lord knew she had every right to a little fresh air. That Simon, such a wicked boy.


They’d raised him, of course, she and the chambermaids. Susanna hadn’t any kinfolk nearby, and no one seemed to know much of anything about her drowned husband Eahlferend, so they kept the boy. Rachel had pretended to raise a fuss over it, but she would no more have let him go than she would have betrayed her King, or left beds unmade. It was Rachel who had given him the name Simon. Everyone in the service of King John’s household took a name from the king’s native island, Warinsten. Simon was the closest to Seoman, and so Simon it was.


Rachel went slowly down the stairs to the bottom floor, feeling just a little shaky in the legs. She wished she’d brought a cloak, as the air was bound to be nippy. The door creaked open slowly—it was such a heavy door, needed the hinges oiled, most likely—and she walked out into the entry yard. The morning sun was just nosing over the battlement, peeping like a child.


She liked this spot, just underneath the stone span that connected the dining hall building with the main body of the chapel. The little courtyard in the shadow of the span was full of pine trees and heather, all set about on small, sloping hills; the whole garden was not more than a stone’s throw in length. Looking up past the stone walkway she could see the needle-slim thrust of Green Angel Tower, shining white in the sunlight like an ivory tusk.


There had been a time, Rachel remembered, long before Simon came, when she herself had been a girl playing in this garden. How some of those maids would laugh to think of that: the Dragon as a little girl. Well, she had been, and after that a young lady—not unpleasant to look at, either, and that was only the truth. The garden then had been full of the rustle of brocade and silk, of lords and ladies laughing, with hawks on their fists and a merry song on their lips.


Now Simon, he thought he knew everything—God just made young men stupid, and that was that. Those girls had nearly spoiled him beyond redemption, and would have if Rachel hadn’t kept her eye out. She knew what was what, even if these young ones thought otherwise.


Things were different once, Rachel thought … and as she thought it the pine smell of the shaded garden seemed to catch at her heart. The castle had been such a beautiful, stirring place: tall knights, plumed and shiny-mailed, and beautiful girls in fine dresses, the music … oh, and the tourney field all jewel-bright with tents! Now the castle slept quietly, and only dreamed. The towering battlements were commanded by Rachel’s kind: by cooks and chambermaids, seneschals and scullions. …


It was a little chilly. Rachel leaned forward, hugging her shawl tighter, then straightened up staring. Simon stood before her, hands hidden behind his back. How on the earth had he managed to slip up on her that way? And why did he have that idiot grin smeared across his face? Rachel felt the strength of righteousness come surging back into her body. His shirt—clean an hour before—was blackened with dirt and torn in several places, as were his breeches.


“Blessed Saint Rhiap save me!” Rachel shrieked. “What have you done, you fool boy!?” Rhiappa had been an Aedonite woman of Nabban who had died with the name of the One God on her lips after being repeatedly violated by sea-pirates. She was a great favorite with domestics.


“Look what I have, Rachel!” Simon said, producing a tattered, lop-sided cone of straw: a bird’s nest. It gave off faint chirps. “I found it underneath Hjeldin’s Tower! It must have blown off in the wind. Three of them are still alive, and I’m going to raise them!”


“Are you utterly mad?” Rachel lifted her broom on high, like the vengeful lightnings of the Lord that had surely destroyed Rhiap’s ravishers. “You are no more going to raise those creatures in my household than I am going to swim to Perdruin! Filthy things flying around, getting in people’s hair—and look at your clothes! Do you know how long it will take Sarrah to patch all that?” The broomstick quivered in the air.


Simon cast his eyes down. He had not found the nest on the ground, of course: it was the one he had spotted in the Hedge Garden, partially dislodged from its seat in the Festival Oak. He had climbed up to rescue it, and in his excitement at the thought of having the young birds for his own he had not given a thought to the work he was making for Sarrah, the quiet, homely girl who did the downstairs mending. A wave of gloom and frustration washed over him.


“But Rachel, I remembered to pick the rushes!” He balanced the nest carefully and pulled from beneath his jerkin a meager, bedraggled clump of reeds.


Rachel’s expression softened somewhat, but the scowl remained. “It’s just that you don’t think boy, you don’t think—you’re like a little child. If something gets broken, or something is done late, someone has to take responsibility for it. That’s the way the world is. I know you mean no real harm, but must you be so By-Our-Lady stupid?”


Simon looked up cautiously. Although his face still showed sorrow and contrition in proper measure, Rachel with her basilisk eye could see that he thought he was through the worst of it. Her brow re-beetled.


“I’m sorry, Rachel, truly I am …” he was saying when she reached out and poked his shoulder with her broom handle.


“Don’t you come to the old ‘sorry’ with me, lad. Just you take those birds out of here and put them back. There’ll be no flapping, flying creatures ’round these parts.”


“Oh, Rachel, I could keep them in a cage! I could build one!”


“No, no, and once more means no. Take them and give them to your useless doctor if you want, but don’t bring them ’round to trouble honest people who have work to do.”


Simon trudged off, the nest cupped in his hands. He had made a miscalculation somewhere—Rachel had almost given in, but she was a tough old stalk. The slightest error in dealing with her meant swift, terrible defeat.


“Simon!” she called. He whirled.


“I can keep them?!”


“Of course not. Don’t be a mooncalf.” She stared at him. An uncomfortably long time passed; Simon shifted from foot to foot and waited.


“You go work for the doctor, boy,” she said at last. “Maybe he can squeeze some sense into you. I give up.” She glowered at him. “Mind you do what you’re told, and thank him—and what little luck you have left—for this one last chance. Understand?”


“Yes, certainly!” he said happily.


“You’re not escaping from me all that easily. Be back at dinner hour.”


“Yes, mistress!” Simon turned to hurry off to Morgenes, then stopped.


“Rachel? Thank you.”


Rachel made a noise of disgust and marched back toward the stairs to the dining hall. Simon wondered how she had gotten so many pine needles stuck in her shawl.


A gentle mist of snow had begun to float down from the low, tin-colored clouds. The weather had turned for good, Simon knew: it would be cold right through to Candlemansa. Rather than carry the baby birds across the windy courtyard, he decided to duck through the chapel and continue through to the western side of the Inner Bailey. Morning prayers had been over for an hour or two, and the church should be empty. Father Dreosan might not look kindly on Simon tramping through his lair, but the good father was undoubtedly entrenched at table with his usual large midmorning meal, humming ominously at the quality of the butter or the consistency of the honey-and-bread pudding.


Simon climbed the two dozen steps up to the chapel’s side door. The snow had started to flurry; the gray stone of the doorway was dotted with the wet residue of dying flakes. The door swung back on surprisingly silent hinges.


Rather than leave telltale wet footprints across the tile floor of the chapel, he pushed through the velvet hangings at the back of the entry chamber and climbed another set of stairs to the choir loft.


The cluttered, stuffy loft, a steaming misery-box during high summer, was now pleasantly warm. The floor was strewn with bits of the monks’ leavings: nutshells, an apple core, scraps of slate roof tiles on which messages had been written in petty contravention of the silence vows—it looked more like a cage for apes or festival bears than a room where men of God came to sing the Lord’s praises. Simon smiled, threading his way quietly among the various other oddments strewn about—bolts of plaincloth, a few small, flimsy wooden stools. It was nice to know that those dour-faced, shaven-headed men could be as unruly as farm boys.


Alarmed by the sudden sound of conversation, Simon stopped and edged back into the wall hanging that blanketed the rear of the loft. Crushed into the musty fabric, he held his breath as his heart raced. If Father Dreosan or Barnabas the sexton were below, he would never make his way down and out the far door unobserved. He would have to sneak back out the way he had come, using the courtyard route after all—the master-spy in the enemy’s camp.


Squatting, silent as cotton wool, Simon strained to locate those who spoke. He seemed to hear two voices; as he concentrated the birdlings peeped quietly in his hands. He balanced the nest carefully for a moment in the crook of his elbow while he pulled off his hat—more woe to him if Father Dreosan should catch him hatted in the chapel!—then slid the soft brim down over the top of the nest. The chicks went promptly silent, as if night had fallen. Parting the edges of the hanging with trembling care he leaned his head out. The voices were rising from the aisle below the altar. Their tone seemed unaltered: he had not been heard.


Only a few torches were lit. The vast roof of the chapel was almost entirely painted in shadow, the shining windows of the dome seeming to float in a nighttime sky, holes in the darkness through which the lines of Heaven could be seen. His foundlings capped and delicately cradled, Simon crept forward on noiseless feet to the rail of the choir loft. Positioning himself at the shadowy end nearest the staircase descending to the chapel proper, he poked his face between the carved rails of the balustrade, one cheek against the martyrdom of Saint Tunath, the other rubbing the birth of Saint Pelippa of the Island.


“… And you, with your God-be-cursed complaining!” one of the voices railed. “I have grown unutterably tired of it.” Simon could not see the speaker’s face: his back was to the loft, and he wore a high-collared cloak. His companion, however—slumped across from him on a pew-bench—was quite visible; Simon recognized him at once.


“People who are told things they do not want to hear often call such tidings ‘complaining,’ brother,” said the one on the bench, and waved a slim-fingered left hand wearily. “I warn you about the priest out of love for the kingdom.” There was a moment’s silence. “And in memory of the affection we once shared.”


“You may say anything, anything you wish to!” the first man barked, his anger sounding strangely like pain, “but the Chair is mine by law and our father’s wish. Nothing you think, say, or do can change that!”


Josua Lackhand, as Simon had often heard the King’s younger son called, pushed himself stiffly up from the bench. His pearl-gray tunic and hose bore subtle patterns of red and white; he wore his brown hair cropped close to his face and high upon his forehead. Where his right hand should have been, a capped cylinder of black leather protruded from his sleeve.


“I do not want the Dragonbone Chair—believe that, Elias,” he hissed. His words were soft-spoken, but they flew to Simon’s hiding place like arrows. “I merely warn you against the priest Pryrates, a man with … unhealthy interests. Do not bring him here, Elias. He is a dangerous man—believe me, for I know him of old from the Usirean seminary in Nabban. The monks there shunned him like a plague carrier. And yet you continue to give him your ear, as though he were trustworthy as Duke Isgrimnur or old Sir Fluiren. Fool! He will be the ruin of our house.” He composed himself. “I seek only to offer a word of heartfelt advice to you. Please believe me. I have no designs on the throne.”


“Then leave the castle!” Elias growled, and turned his back on his brother, arms crossed on his chest. “Go, and let me prepare to rule as a man should—free of your complaints and manipulation.”


The older prince had the same high brow and hawklike nose, but was far more powerfully built than Josua; he looked like a man who could break necks with his hands. His hair, like his riding boots and tunic, was black. His cloak and hose were a travel-stained green.


“We are both our father’s sons, O King-to-be …” Josua’s smile was mocking. “The crown is yours by right. The griefs we bear against each other need not worry you. Your soon-to-be-royal self will be quite safe—my word on that. But,” his voice gained force, “I will not, do you hear me, will not be ordered out of my sire’s house by anyone. Not even you, Elias.”


His brother turned and stared; as their eyes met it seemed to Simon a flash of swords.


“Griefs we bear against each other?” Elias snarled, and there was something broken and agonized in his voice. “What grief can you bear against me? Your hand?” He walked away from Josua a few steps, and stood with his back to his brother, his words thick with bitterness. “The loss of a hand. Because of you, I stand a widower, and my daughter half an orphan. Do not speak to me of grief!”


Josua seemed to hold his breath for a time before replying.


“Your pain … your pain is known to me, brother,” he said at last. “Do you not know, I would have given not just my right hand, but my life …!”


Elias whirled, reaching a hand to his throat, and pulled something glittering from out of his tunic. Simon gaped between the railings. It was not a knife, but something soft and yielding, like a swatch of shimmering cloth. Elias held it before his brother’s startled face for a sneering moment, then threw it to the floor, pivoted on his heel and stalked away up the aisle. Josua stood motionless for a long moment, then bent, like a man in a dream, to pick up the bright object—a woman’s silver scarf. As he stared, its gleam cupped in his hand, a grimace of pain or rage twisted his face. Simon breathed in and out several times before Josua at last tucked the thing into the breast of his shirt and followed his brother out of the chapel.


A lengthy interval had passed before Simon felt safe to creep down from his spying-place and make his way to the chapel’s main door. He felt as though he had witnessed a strange puppet show, a Usires Play enacted for him alone. The world suddenly seemed less stable, less trustworthy, if the princes of Erkynland, heirs to all of Osten Ard, could shout and brawl like drunken soldiers.


Peering into the hall, Simon was startled by a sudden movement: a figure in a brown jerkin hurrying away up the corridor—a small figure, a youth of perhaps Simon’s age or less. The stranger flicked a glance backward—a brief glimpse of startled eyes—and then was gone around the corner. Simon did not recognize him. Could this person have been spying on the princes, too? Simon shook his head, feeling as confused and stupid as a sun-struck ox. He pulled his hat off the nest, bringing daylight and chirping life back to the birds. Again he shook his head. It had been an unsettling morning.
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Cricket Cage
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Morgenes was rattling about his workshop, deeply engaged in a search for a missing book. He waved Simon permission to find a cage for the young birds, then went back to his hunt, toppling piles of manuscripts and folios like a blind giant in a city of fragile towers.


Finding a home for the nestlings was more difficult than Simon had expected: there were plenty of cages, but none seemed quite right. Some had bars so widely spaced that they seemed built for pigs or bears; others were already crammed full of strange objects, none of which resembled animals in the least. Finally he found one that seemed suitable beneath a roll of shiny cloth. It was knee-high and bell-shaped, made of tightly twisted river reeds, empty but for a layer of sand on the bottom; there was a small door on the side held closed by a twist of rope. Simon worried the knot loose and opened it.


“Stop! Stop that this instant!”


“What?!” Simon leaped back. The doctor hopped past him and pushed the cage door shut with his foot.


“Sorry to alarm you, boy,” Morgenes panted, “but I should have thought before sending you off to dig and muck about. This is no good for your purposes, I’m afraid.”


“But why not?” Simon leaned forward, squinting, but could see nothing extraordinary.


“Well, my grub, stand here for a bit and don’t touch, and I’ll show you. Silly of me not to have remembered.” Morgenes cast about for a moment until he found a long-ignored basket of dried fruit. He blew the dust off a fig as he walked to the cage.


“Now observe carefully.” He opened the door and tossed in the fruit; it landed in the sand on the cage bottom.


“Yes?” asked Simon, puzzled.


“Wait,” whispered the doctor. No sooner had the word passed his lips than something began to happen. At first it seemed that the air in the cage was shimmering; it quickly became apparent that the sand itself was shifting, eddying delicately around the fig. Suddenly—so suddenly that Simon jumped backward with a surprised grunt—a great toothy mouth opened in the sand, gulping the fruit as swiftly as a carp might break the surface of a pond to take a mosquito. There was a brief ripple along the sand, and then the cage was still again, as innocent-seeming as before.


“What’s under there?” Simon gasped. Morgenes laughed.


“That’s it!” He seemed very pleased. “That’s the beastie itself! There is no sand: it’s just a masquerade, so to speak. The whole thing at the bottom of the cage is one clever animal. Lovely, isn’t it?”


“I suppose so,” said Simon, without much conviction. “Where does it come from?”


“Nascadu, out in the desert countries. You can see why I didn’t want you poking about in there—I don’t think your feathered orphans would have had a very happy time of it, either.”


Morgenes shut the cage door again, binding it closed with a leather thong, and placed it on a high shelf. Having climbed onto his table to accomplish this, he then continued along its great length, stepping expertly over the litter until he found what he wanted and hopped down. This container, made of thin strips of wood, held no suspicious sand.


“Cage for crickets,” the doctor explained, and helped the youth move the birds into their new home. A small dish of water was placed within; from somewhere else Morgenes even produced a tiny sack of seeds, which he scattered on the cage floor.


“Are they old enough for that?” Simon wondered. The doctor waved a careless hand.


“Not to worry,” he said. “Good for their teeth.”


Simon promised his birds that he would be back soon with something more suitable, and followed the doctor across the workshop.


“Well, young Simon, charmer of finch and swallow,” Morgenes smiled, “what can I do for you this cold forenoon? It seems to me that we had not completed your just and honorable frog transaction the other day when we were forced to stop.”


“Yes, and I was hoping …”


“And I believe there was another thing, too?”


“What?” Simon thought hard.


“A little matter of a floor in need of sweeping? A broom, lone and lorn, aching in its twiggy heart to be put to use?”


Simon nodded glumly. He had hoped an apprenticeship might start on a more auspicious note.


“Ah. A small aversion to menial labor?” The doctor cocked an eyebrow. “Understandable but misplaced. One should treasure those humdrum tasks that keep the body occupied but leave the mind and heart unfettered. Well, we shall strive to help you through your first day in service. I have thought of a wonderful arrangement.” He did a funny little jig-step. “I talk, you work. Good, eh?”


Simon shrugged. “Do you have a broom? I forgot mine.”


Morgenes poked around behind the door, producing at last an object so worn and cobwebby it was scarcely recognizable as a tool for sweeping.


“Now,” the doctor said, presenting it to him with as much dignity as if it were the king’s own standard, “what do you want me to talk to you about?”


“About the sea-raiders and their black iron, and the Sithi … and our castle, of course. And King John.”


“Ah, yes.” He nodded thoughtfully. “A longish list, but if we are not once again interrupted by that cloth-headed sluggard Inch, I might be able to whittle it down a bit. Set to, boy, set to—let the dust fly! By the by, where exactly in the story was I …?”


“Oh, the Rimmersmen had come, and the Sithi were retreating, and the Rimmersmen had iron swords and they were chopping people up, and killing everyone, killing the Sithi with black iron …”


“Hmmm,” said Morgenes dryly, “it comes back to me now. Hmm. Well, truth be told, the northern raiders were not killing quite everybody; neither were their expansions and assaults quite so relentless as I may have made them sound. They were many years in the north before they ever crossed the Frostmarch—even then they ran into a major obstacle: the men of Hernystir.”


“Yes, but the Sithi-folk …!” Simon was impatient. He knew all about the Hernystiri—had met many people from that pagan western land. “You said that the little people had to flee from the iron swords!”


“Not little people, Simon, I … oh, my!” The doctor slumped down onto a pile of leather-bound books and pulled at his sparse chin-whiskers. “I can see that I must give this story in greater depth. Are you expected back for the midday meal?”


“No,” Simon lied promptly. An uninterrupted story from the doctor seemed a fair bargain for one of Rachel’s fabled thrashings.


“Good. Well, then, let us find ourselves some bread and onions … and perhaps a noggin of something to drink—talking is such thirsty work—then I shall endeavor to turn dross to purest Metal Absolute: in short, to teach you something.”


When they had provisioned themselves, the doctor once more took a seat.


“Well and well, Simon—oh, and don’t be bashful about wielding that broom while you eat. The young are so flexible!—now, correct me please if I misspeak. The day today is Drorsday, the fifteenth—sixteenth?—no, fifteenth of Novander. And the year is 1164, is it not?”


“I think so.”


“Excellent. Do put that over on the stool, will you? So, the eleven-hundred and sixty-fourth year since what? Do you know?” Morgenes leaned forward.


Simon pulled a sour face. The doctor knew he was a mooncalf and was teasing him. How was a scullion supposed to know about such things? He continued to sweep in silence.


After some moments he looked up. The doctor was chewing, staring at him intently over a crusty chunk of dark bread.


What sharp blue eyes the old man has!


Simon turned away again.


“Well, then?” the doctor said around a mouthful. “Since what?”


“I don’t know,” Simon muttered, hating the sound of his own resentful voice.’


“So be it. You don’t know—or you think you don’t. Do you listen to the proclamations when the crier reads them?”


“Sometimes. When I’m at Market. Otherwise Rachel tells me what they say.”


“And what comes at the end? They read the date at the end, do you remember?—and mind that crystal urn, boy, you sweep like a man shaving his worst enemy. What does it say at the end?”


Simon, nettled with shame, was about to throw the broom down and leave when suddenly a phrase floated up from the depths of his memory, bringing with it market-sounds—the wind-snapping of pennants and awnings—and the clean smell of spring grass strewn underfoot.


“Since the Founding.” He was sure. He heard it as though he were standing on Main Row.


“Excellent!” The doctor lifted his jar as if in salute and knocked back a long swallow. “Now, the ‘Founding’ of what? Don’t worry,” he continued as Simon began to shake his head, “I’ll tell you. I don’t expect young men these days—raised as they are on apocryphal errantry and derring-do—to know much of the real substance of events.” The doctor shook his own head, mock-sadly. “The Nabbanai Imperium was founded—or declared to be founded—eleven-hundred and sixty-whatever-it-was years ago, by Tiyagaris, the first Imperator. At that time the legions of Nabban ruled all the countries of Men north and south, on both sides of the River Gleniwent.”


“But—but Nabban is small!” Simon was astonished. “It’s just a small part of King John’s kingdom!”


“That, young man,” Morgenes said, “is what we call ‘history.’ Empires have a tendency to decline; kingdoms to collapse. Given a thousand years or so, anything can happen—actually, Nabban’s zenith lasted considerably less than that. What I was getting to, however, is that Nabban once ruled Men, and Men lived side by side with the Sithi-folk. The king of the Sithi reigned here in Asu’a—the Hayholt, as we call it. The Erl-king—’erl’ is an old word for Sitha—refused humans the right to enter his people’s lands except by special grant, and the humans—more than a little afraid of the Sithi—obeyed.”


“What are Sithi? You said they’re not the Little Folk.”


Morgenes smiled. “I appreciate your interest, lad—especially when I haven’t put in killing or maiming once yet today!—but I would appreciate it even more if you were not so shy with the broom. Dance with her, boy, dance with her! Look, clean that off, if you will.”


Morgenes trotted over to the wall and pointed to a patch of soot several cubits in diameter. It looked very much like a footprint. Simon decided not to ask, and instead set to sweeping it loose from the white-plastered stone.


“Ahhhh, many thanks to you. I’ve been wanting to get that down for months—since last year’s Harrow’s Eve, as a matter of fact. Now, where in the name of the Lesser Vistrils was I …? Oh, your questions. The Sithi? Well, they were here first, and perhaps will be here when we’re gone. When we’re all gone. They are as different from us as Man is from the Animal—but somewhat similar, too. …” The doctor stopped to consider.


“To be fair, Man and Animal both live a similarly brief span of years in Osten Ard, and this is not true of Sithi and Man. If the Fair Folk are not actually deathless, they are certainly much longer-lived than any mortal man, even our nonagenerian king. It could be they do not die at all, except by choice or violence—perhaps if you are a Sitha, violence itself might be a choice. …”


Morgenes trailed off. Simon was staring at him open-mouthed.


“Oh, shut that jaw, boy, you look like Inch. It’s my privilege to wander in thought a little bit. Would you rather go back and listen to the Mistress of Chambermaids?”


Simon’s mouth closed, and he resumed sweeping the soot off the wall. He had changed the original footprint shape to something resembling a sheep; he stopped from time to time to eye it appraisingly. An itch of boredom made itself known at the back of his neck: he liked the doctor, and would rather be here than anywhere else—but the old man did go on so! Maybe if he swept a little more of the top part away it would look like a dog …? His stomach growled quietly.


Morgenes went on to explain, in what Simon thought was perhaps unnecessary detail, about the era of peace between the subjects of the ageless Erl-king and those of the upstart human Imperators.


“… so, Sithi and Man found a sort of balance,” the old man said. “They even traded together a little …”


Simon’s stomach rumbled loudly. The doctor smiled a tiny smile and put back the last onion, which he had just lifted from the table.


“Men brought spices and dyes from the Southern Islands, or precious stones from the Grianspog Mountains in Hernystir; in return they received beautiful things from the Erl-king’s coffers, objects of cunning and mysterious workmanship.”


Simon’s patience was at an end. “But what about the shipmen, the Rimmersmen? What about the iron swords?” He looked about for something to gnaw on. The last onion? He sidled cautiously over. Morgenes was facing the window; while he gazed out at the gray noontide, Simon pocketed the papery brown thing and hurried back to the wall-spot. Much diminished in size, the splotch now looked like a serpent.


Morgenes continued without turning away from the window. “I suppose there has been quite a bit of peaceful-times-and-people in my history today.” He wagged his head, walking back to his seat. “Peace will soon give way—never fear.” He shook his head again, and a lock of thin hair settled across his wrinkled forehead. Simon gnawed furtively at his onion.


“Nabban’s golden age lasted a little over four centuries, until the earliest coming of the Rimmersmen to Osten Ard. The Nabbanai Imperium had begun to turn in on itself. Tiyagaris’ line had finally died out, and every new Imperator who seized power was another cast of the dice cup; some were good men who tried to hold the realm together. Others, like Crexis the Goat, were worse than any northern reavers. And some, like Enfortis, were just weak.


“During Enfortis’ reign the iron-wielders came. Nabban decided to withdraw from the north altogether. They fell back across the river Gleniwent so quickly that many of the northern frontier outposts found themselves entirely deserted, left behind to join the oncoming Rimmersmen or die.


“Hmmm … Am I boring you, boy?”


Simon, leaning against the wall, jerked himself upright to face Morgenes’ knowing smile.


“No, Doctor, no! I was just closing my eyes to listen better. Go on!”


Actually, all of these names, names, names were making him a bit drowsy … and he wished the doctor would hurry along to the parts with battles in them. But he did like to be the only one in the entire castle to whom Morgenes was speaking. The chambermaids didn’t know anything about these kind of things … men things. What did maids or serving girls know about armies, and flags, and swords …?


“Simon?”


“Oh! Yes? Go on!” He whirled to sweep off the last of the wall-blot as the doctor resumed. The wall was clean. Had he finished without knowing?


“So I will try and make the story a little briefer, lad. As I was saying, Nabban withdrew its armies from the north, becoming for the first time purely a southern empire. It was just the beginning of the end, of course; as time passed, the Imperium folded itself up just like a blanket, smaller and smaller until today they are nothing more than a duchy—a peninsula with its few attendant islands. What in the name of Paldir’s Arrow are you doing?”


Simon was contorting himself like a hound trying to scratch a difficult spot. Yes, there was the last of the wall dirt: a snake-shaped smear across the back of his shirt. He had leaned against it. He turned sheepishly to Morgenes, but the doctor only laughed and continued.


“Without the Imperial garrisons, Simon, the north was in chaos. The shipmen had captured the northernmost part of the Frostmarch, naming their new home Rimmersgard. Not content with that, the Rimmersmen were fanning out southward, sweeping all before them in a bloody advance. Put those folios in a stack against the wall, will you?


“They robbed and ruined other Men, making captives of many, but the Sithi they deemed evil creatures; with fire and cold iron they hunted the Fair Folk to their death everywhere … careful with that one, there’s a good lad.”


“Over here, Doctor?”


“Yes—but, Bones of Anaxos, don’t drop them! Set them down! If you knew the terrible midnight hours I spent rolling dice in an Utanyeat graveyard to get my hands on them …! There! Much better.


“Now the people of Hernystir—a proud, fierce people whom even the Nabbanai Imperators never really conquered—were not at all willing to bend their necks to Rimmersgard. They were horrified by what the northerners were doing to the Sithi. The Hernystiri had been of all Men the closest to Fair Folk—there is still visible today the mark of an ancient trade road between this castle and the Taig at Hernysadharc. The lord of Hernystir and the Erl-king made desperate compact, and for a while held the northern tide at bay.


“But even combined, their resistance could not last forever. Fingil, king of the Rimmersmen, swept down across the Frostmarch over the borders of the Erl-king’s territory …” Morgenes smiled sadly. “We’re coming to the end now, young Simon, never fear, coming to the end of it all. …


“In the year 663 the two great hosts came to the plains of Ach Samrath, the Summerfield, north of the River Gleniwent. For five days of terrible, merciless carnage the Hernystiri and the Sithi held back the might of the Rimmersmen. On the sixth day, though, they were set on treacherously from their unprotected flank by an army of men from the Thrithings, who had long coveted the riches of Erkynland and the Sithi for their own. They made a fearful charge under cover of darkness. The defense was broken, the Hernystiri chariots smashed, the White Stag of the House of Hern trampled into the bloody dirt. It is said that ten thousand men of Hernystir died in the field that day. No one knows how many Sithi fell, but their losses were grievous, too. Those Hernystiri who survived fled back to the forest of their home. In Hernystir, Ach Samrath is today a name only for hatred and loss.”


“Ten thousand!” Simon whistled. His eyes shone with the terror and grandness of it all.


Morgenes noted the boy’s expression with a small grimace, but did not comment.


“That was the day that Sithi mastery in Osten Ard came to an end, even though it took three long years of siege before Asu’a fell to the victorious northerners.


“If not for strange, horrible magics worked by the Erl-king’s son, there would likely have been not a single Sithi to survive the fall of the Castle. Many did, however, fleeing to the forests, and south to the waters and … and elsewhere.”


Now Simon’s attention was fixed as though nailed. “And the Erl-king’s son? What was his name? What kind of magic did he do?”—a sudden thought—“How about Prester John? I thought you were going to tell me about the king—our king!”


“Another day, Simon.” Morgenes fanned his brow with a sheaf of whisper-thin parchments, although the chamber was quite cool. “There is much to tell about the dark ages after Asu’a fell, many stories. The Rimmersmen ruled here until the dragon came. In later years, while the dragon slept, other men held the castle. Many years and several kings in the Hayholt, many dark years and many deaths until John came. …” He trailed off, passing a hand over his face as though to brush weariness away.


“But what about the king of the Sithi’s son?” Simon asked quietly. “What about the … the ‘terrible magic’?”


“About the Erl-king’s son … it is better to say nothing.”


“But why?”


“Enough questions, boy!” Morgenes growled, waving his hands. “I am tired of talking!”


Simon was offended. He had only been trying to hear the whole story; why were grown people so easily upset? However, it was best not to boil the hen who lays golden eggs.


“I’m sorry, Doctor.” He tried to look contrite, but the old scholar looked so funny with his pink, flushed monkey-face and his wispy hair sticking up! Simon felt his lip curling toward a smile. Morgenes saw it, but maintained his stern expression.


“Truly, I’m sorry.” No change. What to try next? “Thank you for telling me the story.”


“Not a ‘story’!” Morgenes roared. “History! Now be off with you! Come back tomorrow morning ready to work, for you have still barely begun today’s work!”


Simon got up, trying to keep his smile in check, but as he turned to go it broke loose and wriggled across his face like a ribbon-snake. As the door closed behind him he heard Morgenes cursing whatever eldritch demons had hidden his jug of porter.


Afternoon sunlight was knifing down through chinks in the heavy clouds as Simon made his way back to the Inner Bailey. On the face of it he seemed to dawdle and gape, a tall, awkward, red-haired boy in dust-caked clothes. Inside he was aswarm with strange thoughts, a hive of buzzing, murmuring desires.


Look at this castle, he thought—old and dead, stone pressed upon lifeless stone, a pile of rocks inhabited by small-minded creatures. But it had been different once. Great things had happened here. Horns had blown, swords had glittered, great armies had crashed against each other and rebounded like the waves of the Kynslagh battering the Seagate wall. Hundreds of years had passed, but it seemed to Simon it was happening just now only for him, while the slow, witless folk who shared the castle with him crawled past, thinking of nothing but the next meal, and a nap directly afterward.


Idiots.


As he came through the postern gate a glimmer of light caught his eye, drawing it up to the distant walkway that ringed Hjeldin’s Tower. A girl stood there, bright and small as a piece of jewelry, her green dress and golden hair embracing the ray of sunlight as if it had arrowed down from the sky for her alone. Simon could not see her face, but he was somehow certain she was beautiful—beautiful and forgiving as the image of the Immaculate Elysia that stood in the chapel.


For a moment that flash of green and gold kindled him like a spark on dry timber. He felt all the bother and resentment that he had carried disappear, burned away in a hasty second. He was as light and buoyant as swansdown, prey to any breeze that might carry him away, might waft him up to that golden gleam.


Then he looked away from the wonderful faceless girl, down at his own ragged garments. Rachel was waiting, and his dinner had gotten cold. A certain indefinable weight climbed back into its accustomed seat, bending his neck and slumping his shoulders as he trudged toward the servant’s quarters.




5


The Tower Window
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Novander was sputtering out in wind and delicate snow; Decander waited patiently, year’s-end in its train.


King John Presbyter had been taken ill after calling his two sons back to the Hayholt, and had returned to his shadowed room, again to be surrounded by leeches, learned doctors, and scolding, fretting body servants. Bishop Domitis swept in from Saint Sutrin’s, Erchester’s great church, and set up shop at John’s bedside, shaking the king awake at all hours to inspect the texture and heft of the royal soul. The old man, continuing to weaken, bore both pain and priest with gallant stoicism.


In the tiny chamber next to the king’s own that Towser had occupied for forty years the sword Bright-Nail lay, oiled and scabbarded, wrapped in fine linens at the bottom of the jester’s oaken chest.


Far and wide across the broad face of Osten Ard the word flew: Prester John was dying. Hernystir in the west and northern Rimmersgard immediately dispatched delegations to the bedside of stricken Erkynland. Old Duke Isgrimnur, John’s left-hand companion at the Great Table, brought fifty Rimmersmen from Elvritshalla and Naarved, the whole company wrapped head to foot in furs and leather for the winter crossing of the Frostmarch. Only twenty Hernystiri accompanied King Lluth’s son Gwythinn, but the bright gold and silver they wore flashed bravely, outshining the poor cloth of their garments.


The castle began to come alive with the music of languages long unheard, Rimmerspakk and Perdruinese and Harcha-tongue. Naraxi’s rolling island speech floated in the gateyard, and the stables echoed to the singsong cadences of the Thrithings-men—the grasslanders, as always, most comfortable around horses. Over these and all others hung the droning speech of Nabban, the busy tongue of Mother Church and her Aedonite priests, taking charge as always of the comings and goings of men and their souls.


In the tall Hayholt and Erchester below these small armies of foreigners came together and flowed apart, for the most part without incident. Although many of these peoples had been ancient enemies, nearly four score years beneath the High King’s Ward had healed many wounds. More gills of ale were bought than harsh words traded.


There was one worrisome exception to this rule of harmony—one difficult to miss or misunderstand. Everywhere they met, under Hayholt’s broad gates or in the narrow alleyways of Erchester, Prince Elias’ green-liveried soldiers and Prince Josua’s gray-shirted retainers jostled and argued, mirroring in public the private division of the king’s sons. Prester John’s Erkynguard were called upon to break up several ugly brawls. At last, one of Josua’s supporters was stabbed by a young Meremund noble, an intimate of the heir-apparent. Luckily, Josua’s man took no fatal harm—the blow was a drunken one, and poorly aimed—and the partisans were forced to heed the rebukes of the older courtiers. The troops of the two princes returned to cold stares and disdainful sneers; open bloodshed was averted.


These were strange days in Erkynland, and in all of Osten Ard, days freighted with equal measures of sorrow and excitement. The king was not dead, but it seemed he soon would be. The whole world was changing—how could anything remain the same once Prester John no longer sat the Dragonbone Chair?
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“… Udunsday: dream … Drorsday: better … Frayday: best … Satrinsday: marketday … Sunday—rest!”


Down the creaking stairs two at a clip, Simon sang the old rhyme at the top of his voice. He almost knocked over Sophrona the Linen Mistress as she led a squadron of blanket-burdened maids in at the Pine Garden door. She threw herself back against the doorjamb with a little shriek as Simon pounded by, then waved a skinny fist at his fast-departing back.


“I’ll tell Rachel!” she shouted. Her charges stifled laughter.


Who cared for Sophrona? Today was Satrinsday—market day—and Judith the cook had given Simon two pennies to buy some things for her, and a fithing piece—glorious Satrinsday!—to spend on himself. The coins made a lovely, suggestive clink in his leather purse as he spiraled out through the castle’s acres of long, circular courtyards, out the Inner Bailey gate to Middle Bailey, nearly empty now since its residents, the soldiers and the artisans, were mostly on duty or at market.


In Outer Bailey animals milled in the commons yard, bumping miserably together in the cold, guarded by herders who looked scarcely more cheerful. Simon bustled along the rows of low houses, storage rooms, and animal sheds, many of them so old and overgrown with winter-naked ivy that they seemed only warty growths on the High Keep’s inner walls.


The sun was glinting through the clouds on the carvings that swarmed the mighty chalcedony face of the Nearulagh Gate. As he slowed to a puddle-dodging trot, staring open-mouthed at the intricate depictions of King John’s victory over Ardrivis—the battle that had brought Nabban at last under the royal hand—Simon heard the tumult of swift hooves and the shrill squeak of cart wheels. He looked up in horror to find himself faced with the white, rolling eyes of a horse, mud gouting from beneath its hooves as it plunged through the Nearulagh Gate. Simon flung himself out of the way and felt wind on his face as the horse thundered by, the cart drawn behind it pitching wildly. He had a brief glimpse of the driver, dressed in a dark hooded cloak lined with scarlet. The man’s eyes raked him as the cart hurtled past—they were black and shiny, like the cruel button-orbs of a shark; although the contact was fleeting, Simon felt almost that the driver’s gaze burned him. He reeled back, clutching at the stone facing of the gate, and watched as the cart disappeared around the track of Outer Bailey. Chickens squawked and flapped in its wake, except for those that lay crushed and bloody in the wagon’s ruts. Muddied feathers drifted to the ground.


“Here, boy, not hurt are you?” One of the gatewarders peeled Simon’s trembling hand from the carvings and set him back upright. “Get on with you, then.”


Snow swirled in the air and stuck melting to his cheeks as he walked down the long hill toward Erchester. The chink of the coins in his pocket now played to a slower, wobbly-kneed rhythm.


“That priest is mad as the moon,” Simon heard the warder say to his gate companion. “Were he not Prince Elias’ man …”


Three little children following their toiling mother up the damp hill-path pointed at long-legged Simon as he passed, laughing at the expression on his pale face.


Main Row was roofed all over with stitched skins that stretched across the wide throughfare from building to building. At each waycrossing were set great stone fire-cairns, most—but certainly not all—of their smokes billowing up through holes in the roof-tenting. Snow fluttering down through the chimney holes sizzled and hissed in the hot air. Warming themselves by the flames or strolling and talking—all the while surreptitiously examining the goods displayed on every side—Erchester and Hayholt folk mixed with those of the outer fiefs, eddying together in and out of the wide central row which ran two full leagues from the Nearulagh Gate to Battle Square at the city’s far end. Caught up in the press, Simon found his spirits reviving. What should he care for a drunken priest? After all, it was market day!


Today the usual army of marketers and shrill-voiced hawkers, wide-eyed provincials, gamblers, cutpurses, and musicians was swelled by the soldiery of the various missions to the dying king. Rimmersman, Hernystiri, Warinstenner or Perdruinese, their swagger and bright garb caught Simon’s jackdaw fancy. He followed one group of blue and gold clad Nabbanai legionaries, admiring their strut and easy superiority, understanding without language the offhand way they insulted each other. He was edging up closer, hoping for a clear look at the short stabbing-swords they wore scabbarded high on their waists, when one of them—a bright-eyed soldier wearing a thin, dark mustache—turned and saw him.


“Heá, brothers!” he said with a grin, grabbing at one of his fellows’ arm, “Look now! A young sneaking thief, I wager, and one who has his eye on your purse, Turis!”


Both men squared to face Simon, and the heavy, bearded one called Turis gave the youth a grim stare. “Did he touch it, then I would kill,” he growled. His command of the Westerling speech was not as sure as the first man’s; he seemed to lack the other’s humor as well.


Three other legionaries had now come back to join the first pair. They gradually closed in until Simon felt like a winded fox.


“What’s here, Gelles?” one of the new arrivals asked Turis’ companion. “Hué fauge? Did this one steal?”


“Nai, nai …” Gelles chuckled, “I was but having sport with Turis. Skinny-one here did nothing.”


“I have my own purse!” Simon said indignantly. He untied it from his belt and waved it in the soldier’s smirking faces. “I am no thief. I live in the king’s household! Your king!” The soldiers all laughed.


“Heá, listen to him!” Gelles shouted, “Our king he says, so very bold!”


Simon could see now that the young legionary was drunk. Some—but not all—of his fascination turned to disgust.


“Heá, lads,” Gelles waggled his eyebrows, “‘Mulveiz-nei cenit drenisend,’ they say—let us beware this pup, then, and let him sleep!” Another round of hilarity followed. Simon, red-faced, secured his purse and turned to go.


“Goodbye, castle-mouse!” one of the soldiers called mockingly. Simon did not turn or speak, but hurried away.


He had gone past one of the fire-cairns and out from under the Main Row awnings when he felt a hand upon his shoulder. He whirled, thinking that the Nabban-men had returned to insult him further, but instead found a plump man with a weather-hardened pink face. The stranger wore the gray robe and tonsure of a mendicant friar.


“Your pardon, my young lad,” he said, with a Hernystirman’s crackling burr, “I only wished to find out if you were safe, then, if those goirach fellows had done you harm.” The stranger reached out to Simon and patted him, as if searching for damage. His heavy-lidded eyes, fitted round about with wrinkles marking the curves of a frequent smile, nevertheless held something back: a deeper shadow, troubling but not frightening. Simon realized he was staring, almost against his will, and shied back.


“No, thank you, Father,” he said, startled into the patterns of formality. “They were just making sport of me. No harm.”


“Good that is, very good … Ah, forgive me, I have not introduced myself. I am Brother Cadrach ec-Crannhyr, of the Vilderivan Order.” He pulled a small, self-deprecatory smile. His breath smelled of wine. “I came with Prince Gwythinn and his men. Who might you be?”


“Simon. I live in the Hayholt.” He made a vague gesture toward the castle.


The friar smiled again, saying nothing, then turned to watch a Hyrkaman walk by, dressed in bright, disparate colors and leading a muzzled bear on a chain. When the duo had passed, Cadrach returned his small, sharp eyes to Simon.


“There are some that say the Hyrkas can talk to animals, have you heard? Especially their horses. And that the animals understand perfectly.” The friar gave a mocking shrug, as if to show that a man of God naturally would not believe such nonsense.


Simon did not reply. He, of course, had also heard such tales related about the wild Hyrkamen. Shem Horsegoom swore the stories were pure truth. The Hyrkas were often seen at market, where they sold beautiful horses at outrageous prices, and befuddled the villagers with tricks and puzzles. Thinking about them—especially their less-than-honest reputation—Simon put a hand down and grabbed his leather purse, reassuring himself by the feel of the coins inside.


“Thank you for your help, Father,” he said at last—although he could not actually remember the man doing anything helpful. “I must go now. I have spices to buy.”


Cadrach look at him for a long moment, as if trying to remember something, a clue to which might be hidden in Simon’s face. At last he said: “I would like to ask you a favor, young man.”


“What?” Simon said suspiciously.


“As I mentioned, I am a stranger in your Erchester. Perhaps you would be good enough to guide me around for a short while, just to help me. You could then go on your way, having done a good turn.”


“Oh.” Simon felt somewhat relieved. His first impulse was to say no—it was so rarely that he got an afternoon to himself at the market. But how often did you get to talk with an Aedonite monk from pagan Hernystir? Also, this Brother Cadrach did not seem like the type who only wanted to lecture you about sin and damnation. He looked the man over again, but the monk’s face was unreadable.


“Well, I suppose so—certainly. Come along … do you want to see the Nascadu-dancers in Battle Square …?”


Cadrach was an interesting companion. Although he talked freely, telling Simon of the cold journey from Hernysadharc to Erchester with Prince Gwythinn, and made frequent jests about the passersby and their various exotic costumes, still he seemed restrained, watching always for something even as he laughed at his own stories. He and Simon wandered the market for a good part of the afternoon, looking at the tables of cakes and dried vegetables that stood against the shop walls of Main Row, smelling the warm smells of the bread bakers and chestnut vendors. Noting Simon’s wistful gaze, the friar insisted they stop and buy a rough straw basket of roasted nuts, which he kindly paid for, giving the chap-faced chestnut man a half-fithing piece nimbly plucked from a pocket in his gray cassock. After burning fingers and tongues trying to eat the nut meats they conceded defeat and stood watching a comical argument between a wine merchant and a juggler blocking his wine-shop doorway while they waited for their purchase to cool.


Next they halted to watch a Usires Play being enacted for a gaggle of shrieking children and fascinated adults. The puppets bobbed and bowed, Usires in his white gown being chased by the Imperator Crexis wearing goat-horns and a beard, and waving a long, barb-headed pike. At last Usires was captured and hung upon the Execution Tree; Crexis, his voice high and shrill, leaped about poking and tormenting the tree-nailed Savior. The children, wildly excited, shouted abuse at the capering Imperator.


Cadrach nudged Simon. “Do you see?” he asked, pointing a thick finger toward the front of the puppet-stage. The curtain that hung from the stage to the ground billowed, as if in a strong breeze. Cadrach nudged Simon again.


“Would you not say that this is a fine representation of Our Lord?” he asked, never once taking his eyes from the flapping cloth. Above, Crexis jigged and Usires suffered. “While man plays out his show, the Manipulator remains unseen; we know Him not by sight, but by the ways His puppets move. And occasionally the curtain stirs, that hides Him from His faithful audience. Ah, but we are grateful even for just that movement behind the curtain—grateful!”


Simon stared; at last Cadrach looked away from the puppet show and met his gaze. A strange, sad smile crimped the corner of the friar’s mouth; for once the look in his eyes seemed to match.


“Ah, boy,” he said, “and what should you know of religious matters, anyway?”


They strolled for some while longer before Brother Cadrach at last took his leave with many thanks to the young man for his hospitality. Simon continued to walk aimlessly long after the monk was gone, and the patches of sky that could been seen through the roof-tenting were filmed with early darkness before he remembered his errand.


At the spice-merchant’s stall he discovered that his purse was gone.


His heart thumped triple-time as he thought back in panic. He knew that he had felt it swinging on his belt when he and Cadrach had stopped to buy chestnuts, but could summon no memories of having it later in the afternoon. Whenever it had disappeared, though, it was definitely gone now—along with not just his own fithing piece, but also the two pennies entrusted to him by Judith!


He searched the market vainly until the sky-holes had gone black as an old kettle. The snow that he had barely felt before seemed very cold and very wet as he returned, empty-handed, to the castle.


Worse than any beating—as Simon discovered when he came home without spices or money—was the look of disappointment that sweet, fat, flour-dusted Judith gave him. Rachel also used this most unfair of gambits, punishing him with nothing more painful than an expression of disgust at his childishness and a promise that he would “work fingers to the nubbin” earning the money back. Even Morgenes, whom Simon went to half in hope of sympathy, seemed faintly surprised at the youth’s carelessness. All in all, although spared a thrashing, he had never felt lower or more sorry for himself.
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Sunday came and went, a dark, slushy day in which most of the Hayholt’s staff seemed to be at chapel saying a prayer for King John—that, or telling Simon to go away. He had exactly the kind of scratchy, irritable, kick-things-across-the-floor sort of feeling that could usually be soothed by visiting Morgenes or trekking out of doors to do some exploring. The doctor, however, was busy—locked in with Inch, working on something that he said was large, dangerous, and likely to catch fire; Simon would not be needed for anything. The weather outside was so cold and dismal that even in his misery he could not convince himself to go a-roving. Instead, he spent the endless afternoon with the chandler’s fat apprentice Jeremias, tossing rocks from one of the turrets of the Inner Bailey wall and arguing in a desultory way as to whether the fish in the moat froze during the winter or, if not, where they went until Spring’s arrival.


The chill outside—as well as the different kind of chill in the servant’s quarters—still prevailed Moonday when he arose, feeling weedy and unpleasant. Morgenes also seemed in a damp and unresponsive mood, and so when Simon had finished his chores in the doctor’s chambers he filched some bread and cheese from the pantry larder and went off to be by himself.


For a while he moped by the Hall of Records in the Middle Bailey, listening to the dry, insectlike sounds of the Writing-Priests, but after an hour he begin to feel as though it was his own skin on which the scribes’ pens were scratching and scratching and scratching. …


He decided to take his dinner and climb the stairs of Green Angel Tower, something he had not done since the weather had begun to turn. Since Barnabas the sexton would as gladly chase him off as go to Heaven, he resolved to bypass the chapel route to the tower entirely, taking instead his own secret path to the upper floors. Tying his meal securely in his handkerchief, he set out.


Walking through the seemingly endless halls of the Chancelry, passing continuously from covered passage to open courtyard and back under cover again—this part of the castle was dotted with small, enclosed yards—he superstitiously avoided looking up at the tower. Eminently slender and pale, it dominated the southwestern corner of the Hayholt like a birch tree in a rock garden, so impossibly tall and delicate that from ground level it almost appeared to be standing on some far hillside, miles and miles beyond the castle’s wall. Standing beneath he could hear it shudder in the wind, as though it were a lute string tight-cinched on some celestial peg.


The first four stories of Green Angel Tower looked no different than any of the other hundreds of varied structures of the castle. Past masters of the Hayholt had cloaked its slim base in granite outwalls and battlements—whether out of legitimate desire for improved security or because the alienness of the tower was unsettling, no one could know. Above the level of the encircling bailey wall the armoring stopped; the tower thrust nakedly upward, a beautiful albino creature escaping its drab cocoon. Balconies and windows in strangely abstract patterns were cut directly into the stone’s glossy surface, like the carved whalefish teeth Simon often saw at market. At the tower’s pinnacle shimmered a distant flare of copper-gold and green: the Angel herself, one arm outstretched as if in a gesture of farewell, the other shading her eyes as she stared into the eastern distance.


The huge, noisy Chancelry was even more confounding than usual today. Father Helfcene’s cassocked minions dashed back and forth from one chamber to another, or huddled for shivering discussions in the chill, snowflecked air of the courtyards. Several, bearing rolled papers and distracted expressions, tried to commandeer Simon for errands to the Hall of Records, but he bluffed his way through, protesting a mission for Doctor Morgenes.


In the throne room antechamber he halted, pretending to admire the vast mosaics while he waited for the last of the Chancelry priests to hurry through to the chapel beyond. When his moment came, he levered the door open and slid through into the throne room.


The huge hinges creaked, then went silent. Simon’s own footsteps echoed and re-echoed, then stopped, fading at last into the deep, breathing quiet. No matter how many times he snuck through this room—for several years he had been, as far as he knew, the only castle resident who dared enter it—it never seemed less than awe-inspiring.


Just last month, after King John’s unexpected rising, Rachel and her crew had finally been allowed past the forbidden threshold; they had indulged themselves with a two-week assault on years of dust and grit, on broken glass and birds’ nests and the webs of spiders long since gone to their eight-legged ancestors. But even thoroughly cleaned, with its flagstones mopped, its walls washed down, and some—but not all—of the banners shed of their armor of dust, despite relentless and implacable tidying, the throne room emanated a certain age and stillness. Time here seemed bound only to the measured tread of antiquity.


The dais stood at the great room’s far end, in a pool of light that poured down from a figured window in the vaulted ceiling. Upon it the Dragonbone Chair stood like a strange altar—untenanted, surrounded by bright, dancing motes of dust, flanked by the statues of the Hayholt’s six High Kings.


The bones of the chair were huge, thicker than Simon’s legs, polished so that they gleamed dully like burnished stone. With a few exceptions they had been cut and fitted in such a way that, although their size was evident, it was difficult to guess in which part of the great fire-worm’s mighty carcass they had once sheltered. Only the chair back, a great seven-cubit fan of curving yellow ribs behind the king’s velvet cushions, reaching far above Simon’s head, could be seen immediately for what it was—that and the skull. Perched atop the back of the great seat, jutting far enough to serve as an awning—if more than a thin film of sunlight ever penetrated the shadowed throne room—were the brain-case and jaws of the dragon Shurakai. The eye-holes were broken black windows, the teeth curving spikes as long as Simon’s hands. The dragon’s skull was the color of old parchment, and webbed with tiny cracks, but there was something alive about it—terribly, wonderfully alive.


In fact, there was an astonishing and holy aura about this entire room that went far beyond Simon’s understanding. The throne of heavy, yellowed bones, the massive black figures guarding an empty chair in a high, deserted chamber, all seemed filled with some dread power. All eight inhabitants of the room, the scullion, the statues, and the huge eyeless skull, seemed to hold their breath.


These stolen moments filled Simon with a quiet, almost fearful, ecstasy. Perhaps the malachite kings but waited with black, stony patience for the boy to touch a blasphemous commoner’s hand to the dragonbone seat, waited … waited … and then, with a horrible creaking noise, they would come to life! He shivered with nervous pleasure at his own imaginings and stepped lightly forward, surveying the dark faces. Their names had been so familiar once, when they had been strung-together nonsense in a child’s rhyme, a rhyme Rachel—Rachel? Could that be right?—had taught him when he was a giggling ape of four years or so. Could he remember them still?


If his own childhood seemed so long ago, he suddenly wondered, how must it feel to Prester John, who wore so many decades? Mercilessly clear, as when Simon remembered past humiliations, or soft and insubstantial, like stories of the glorious past? When you were old, did your memories crowd out your other thoughts? Or did you lose them—your childhood, your hated enemies, your friends?


How did that old song go? Six kings …




Six Kings have ruled in Hayholt’s broad halls


Six masters have stridden her mighty stone walls


Six mounds on the cliff over deep Kynslagh-bay


Six kings will sleep there until Doom’s final day





That was it!




Fingil first, named the Bloody King


Flying out of the North on war’s red wing


Hjeldin his son, the Mad King dire


Leaped to his death from the haunted spire


Ikferdig next, the Burned King hight


He met the fire-drake by dark of night


Three northern kings, all dead and cold


The North rules no more in lofty Hayholt





Those were the three Rimmersgard kings on the left of the throne. Wasn’t Fingil the one Morgenes spoke of, the leader of the dreadful army? The one who killed the Sithi? So, on the right side of the yellowed bones the rest must be …




The Heron King Sulis, called Apostate


Fled Nabban, but in Hayholt he met his fate


The Herynstir Holly King, old Tethtain


Came in at the gate, but not out again


Last, Eahlstan Fisher King, in lore most high


The dragon he woke, and in Hayholt he died …





Hah! Simon stared at the Heron King’s sad, pinched face and gloated. My memory is better than most people think—better than that of most mooncalves! Of course, now there was at last a seventh king in the Hayholt—old Prester John. Simon wondered if someone would add King John to the song someday.


The sixth statue, closest to the throne’s right arm, was Simon’s favorite: the only native Erkynlander who had ever sat on the Hayholt’s great seat. He moved closer to look into the deep-cut eyes of Saint Eahlstan—called Eahlstan Fiskerne because he came from the fisher-people of the Gleniwent, called The Martyr because he too had been slain by the firedrake Shurakai, the creature destroyed at last by Prester John.


Unlike the Burned King on the throne’s other side, the Fisher King’s face was not carved in a twist of fear and doubt: rather the sculptor had brought radiant faith into the stony features, had given opaque eyes the illusion of seeing faraway things. The long-dead artisan had made Eahlstan humble and reverent, but had also made him bold. In his secret thoughts, Simon often imagined that his own fisherman father might have looked like this.


Staring, Simon felt a sudden coldness on his hand. He was touching the Chair’s bone armrest! A scullion touching the throne! He snatched his fingers away—wondering all the while how even the dead substance of such a fiery beast could feel so chill—and stumbled back a step.


It seemed for a heart-seizing moment that the statues had begun to lean toward him, shadows stretching on the tapestried wall, and he skittered backward. When nothing resembling actual movement followed, he straightened himself with what dignity he could, bowed to Kings and Chair, and backed across the stone floor. Searching with his hand—calmly, calmly, he thought to himself, don’t be a frightened fool—he at last found the door into the standing room, his original destination. With a cautious look back at the reasssuringly immobile tableau, he slipped through.


Behind the standing room’s heavy tapestry, thick red velvet embroidered with festival scenes, a staircase inside the wall mounted to a privy at the top of the throne room’s southern gallery. Chiding himself for his nervousness of moments before, he climbed it. At the top it was a simple enough matter to squeeze out of the privy’s long window-slit and onto the wall that ran beneath. The trick, however, was a little more difficult now than when he had been here last in Septander: the stones were snow-slippery, and there was a determined breeze. Fortunately the wall top was wide; Simon negotiated it carefully.


Now came the part that he liked best. The corner of this wall came out within only five or six feet of the broad lee of Green Angel Tower’s fourth-floor turret. Pausing, he could almost hear the bray of trumpets, the clash of knights battling on the decks below him as he prepared to leap through the fierce wind from mast to burning mast. …


Whether his foot slipped a little as he jumped, or his attention was distracted by the imaginary sea-skirmish below, Simon landed badly on the edge of the turret. He caught his knee a tremendous crack on the stone, nearly sliding back and off, which would have dropped him two long fathoms onto the low wall at the tower’s base or into the moat. The sudden realization of his peril spurred his heart into a terrified gallop. Instead he managed to slide down into the space between the turret’s upstanding merlons, crawling forward to slip down onto the space between the turret’s upstanding merlons, crawling forward to slip down onto the floor of long boards.


A light snow sifted down as he sat, feeling horribly foolish, and hugged his throbbing knee. It hurt like sin, betrayal, and treachery; if he had not been conscious of how childish he must already seem, he would have cried.


At last he climbed to his feet and limped into the tower. One piece of luck, anyway: no one had heard his painful landing. His disgrace was his alone. He felt in his pocket—the bread and cheese were rather nastily flattened, but still eatable. That, too, was a small solace.


Climbing stairs on his aching knee was an effort, but it was no good getting into Green Angel Tower, tallest building in Erkynland—probably in all of Osten Ard—and then not getting up any higher than the Hayholt’s main walls.


The tower staircase was low and narrow, the steps made of a clean, smooth white stone unlike any other in the castle, slippery to the touch but sure beneath one’s feet. The castle folk said that this tower was the only part of the original Sithi stronghold that remained unchanged. Doctor Morgenes had once told Simon that this was untrue. Whether that meant that the tower had indeed been changed, or simply that other unsullied remnants of old Asu’a still remained, the doctor—in his maddening style—would not say.


Having climbed for several minutes, Simon could see from the windows that he was already higher than Hjeldin’s Tower. The somewhat sinister domed column where the Mad King had long ago met his death gazed up at Green Angel across the expanse of the throne room roof, as a jealous dwarf might stare at his prince when no one was looking.


The stone facing on the inside of the stairwell was different here: a soft fawn color, traced across with minute, puzzling designs in sky blue. Turning his attention away from Hjeldin’s Tower, he stopped for a moment where the light of a high window shone on the wall, but when he tried to follow the course of one of the delicate blue scrolls it made his head dizzy and he gave up.


At last, when it seemed he had been climbing painfully for hours, the staircase opened out onto the shiny white floor of the bell tower, this, too, constructed from the unusual stair-stone. Although the tower stretched up another near-hundred cubits, tapering to the Angel herself perched on the cloudy horizon, the staircase ended here where the great bronze bells hung row by row from the vaulted rafters like solemn green fruit. The bell chamber itself was open on all sides to the cold air, so that when Green Angel’s chimes sang from its high-arched windows the whole countryside might hear.


Simon stood with his back against one of the six pillars of dark, smooth, rock-solid wood that spanned floor to ceiling. As he chewed his crust of bread he looked out across the western vista, where the Kynslagh’s waters rolled eternally against the Hayholt’s massive sea wall. Although the day was dark, and snowflakes danced crazily before him, Simon was startled by the clarity with which the world below rose to his eyes. Many small boats rode the Kynslagh’s swells, lake men in black cloaks bent stolidly over their oars. Beyond, he thought he could dimly make out the place where the river Gleniwent issued out of the lake at the start of its long journey to the ocean, a winding course of half a hundred miles, past dock-towns and farms. Out of Gleniwent, in the arms of the sea herself, Warinsten island watched the river mouth; beyond Warinsten to the west lay nothing but uncountable, uncharted leagues of ocean.


He tested his sore knee and decided for the moment against sitting down, which would necessitate rising again. He pulled his hat down over his ears, which were reddening and stinging in the wind, and started in on a piece of crumbling cheese. To his right, but far past the limits of his vision, were the meadows and jutting hills of Ach Samrath, the outermost marches of the kingdom of Hernystir, and the site of the terrible battle Morgenes had described. On his left hand, across the broad Kynslagh, rolled the Thrithings—grasslands seemingly without end. Eventually, of course, they did end: beyond lay Nabban, Firranos Bay and its islands, and the marshy Wran country … all places Simon had never seen and most likely never would.


Growing bored at last with the unchanging Kynslagh and imaginings of the unseeable South, he limped to the other side of the bell chamber. Seen from the center of the room, where no details of the land below were visible, the swirling, featureless cloud-darkness was a gray hole into nowhere, and the tower was momentarily a ghost-ship adrift on a foggy, empty sea. Wind howled and sang around the open window frames; the bells hummed faintly, as if the storm had driven small, frightened spirits into their bronze skins.


Simon reached the low sill and leaned out to look at the mad jumble of the Hayholt’s roofs below him. At first the wind tugged as though it wished to catch him up and toss him, like a kitten sporting with a dead leaf. He tightened his grip on the wet stone, and soon the wind eased. He smiled: from this vantage point the Hayholt’s magnificent hodgepodge of roofs—each a different height and style, each with its forest of chimney pots, rooftrees, and domes—looked like a yard full of odd, square animals. They sprawled half-atop one another, struggling for space like hogs at their feed.


Shorter only than the two towers, the dome of the castle chapel dominated the Inner Bailey, colorful windows draped in sleet. The keep’s other buildings, the residences, dining hall, throne room and chancelry, were each one of them stacked and squeezed with additions, mute evidence of the castle’s diverse tenantry. The two outer baileys and the massive curtain wall, descending concentrically down the hill, were similarly cluttered. The Hayholt itself had never expanded past the outwall; the people crowding in built upward, or divided what they already had into smaller and smaller portions.


Beyond the keep the town of Erchester stretched out in street after careless street of low houses, wrapped in a mantle of white drifts; only the cathedral reared up from their midst, itself dwarfed by the Hayholt and by Simon in his sky-tower. Here and there a feather of smoke drifted upward to shred in the wind.


Past the city walls Simon could make out the dim, snow-smoothed outlines of the lich-yard—the old pagan cemetery, a place of ill repute. The downs beyond it ran almost to the forest’s edge; above their humble congregation the tall hill called Thisterborg stood as dramatically as the cathedral in low-roofed Erchester. Simon could not see them, but he knew that Thisterborg was crowned with a ring of wind-polished rock pillars that the villagers called the Anger Stones.


And beyond Erchester, past the lich-yard and downs and stonecapped Thisterborg, lay the Forest. Aldheorte was its name—Oldheart—and it stretched outward like the sea, vast, dark, and unknowable. Men lived on its fringes, even maintained a few roads along its outer edges, but very few ventured inward beyond its skirts. It was a great, shadowy country in the middle of Osten Ard; it sent no embassies, and received few visitors. Placed against its eminence even the huge Circoille, the Combwood of Hernystir in the west, was a mere copse. There was only one Forest.


The sea to the West, the Forest to the East; the North and its iron men, and the land of shattered empires in the South … staring out across the face of Osten Ard, Simon forgot his knee for a while. Indeed, for a time Simon himself was king of all the known world.


When the shrouded winter sun had passed the top of the sky, he moved at last to leave. Straightening his leg forced out a gasp of pain: the knee had stiffened in the long hour he had stood at the sill. It was obvious that he would not be able to take his strenuous secret route down from the bell tower. He would have to chance his luck against Barnabas and Father Dreosan.


The long stairway was a misery, but the view from the tower window had pushed away his other regrets; he did not feel nearly as sorry for himself as he otherwise might have. The desire to see more of the world glowed within him like a low-banked fire, warming him to his fingertips. He would ask Morgenes to tell him more of Nabban and the Southern Islands, and of the Six Kings.


At the fourth level, where he had made his original entry, he heard a sound: someone moving quickly down the stairwell below him. For a moment he stood still, wondering if he had been discovered—it was not strictly forbidden to be in the tower, but he had no good reason for his presence; the sexton would presume guilt. It was strange, though—the footfalls were receding. Certainly Barnabas or anyone else would not hesitate to come up and get him, to lead him down by the much-handled scruff of his neck. Simon continued down the winding stairs; cautiously at first; then, despite his throbbing knee, faster and faster as his curiosity got the better of him.


The staircase ended at last in the huge entry hall of the tower. The hall was dimly lit, its walls cloaked in shadows and faded tapestries of subjects probably religious but long since obscured. He paused at the last step, still concealed in the darkness of the stairwell. There was no sound of footsteps—or of anything else. He walked as silently as possible across the flagged floor, every accidental boot-scrape hissing up toward the oak-ribbed ceiling. The hall’s main door was closed; the only illumination streamed in from windows above the lintel.


How could whoever had been on the stairs have opened and closed the giant door without his knowing? He had easily heard the light footfalls, and had himself been worrying about the squeak that the large hinges would make. He turned to again scan the portal-hall.


There. From beneath the fringed trim of the stained silver tapestry hung by the stairs, two small, rounded shapes protruded—shoes. As he looked carefully now, he could see how folds of the old hanging bellied out where someone hid behind it.


Balancing on one foot like a heron, he quietly pulled off first one boot, then the other. Who could it be? Perhaps fat Jeremias had followed him here to play a trick? Well, if so, Simon would soon show him.


Bare feet nearly silent on the stones, he crept across the hall until he stood immediately before the suspicious bump. For a moment, reaching a hand out to the edge of the hanging, he remembered the strange thing Brother Cadrach had said about curtains while they had watched the puppet show. He hesitated, then felt ashamed of his own timidity, and swept the tapestry aside.


Instead of flying open to reveal the spy, the massive hanging tore free of its stays and billowed down like a monstrous, stiffened blanket. Simon had only a momentary glimpse of a small, startled face before the weight of the tapestry knocked him to the ground. As he lay cursing and struggling, badly tangled, a brown-clad figure shot by.


Simon could hear whoever-it-was struggling with the heavy door as he himself wrestled the dusty, enveloping fabric. At last he pulled free and rolled to his feet, moving across the room in a bound to catch the small figure before it slipped through the partially opened door. He got a firm handhold on a rough jerkin. The spy was captured, half-in and half-out.


Simon was angry now, mostly from embarrassment. “Who are you?” he snarled. “You spier-on-people!” His captive said nothing, but only struggled harder. Whoever he was, he was not big enough to loosen Simon’s restraining grasp.


Fighting to pull the resisting figure back through the doorway—no easy task—Simon was startled to recognize the sand-colored broadcloth he was gripping. This must be the young man who had been spying at the door of the chapel! Simon gave a fierce pull and got the youth’s head and shoulder back through the doorframe so he could look at him.


The prisoner was small, and his features were fine, almost sharp: there was something a shade foxlike in nose and chin, but not unpleasantly so. His hair was as dark as a crow’s wing. For a moment Simon thought he might be a Sitha-man, because of his height—he tried to remember Shem’s stories about not letting go of a Pookah’s foot, and so winning a cauldron of gold—but before he could spend any of his dream-treasure he saw the fear-sweat and reddened cheeks and decided that this was no supernatural creature.


“What is your name, you?” he demanded. The captured youth tried to pull free again, but was obviously tiring. After a moment he stopped his struggling altogether. “Your name?” Simon prompted, this time in a softer tone.


“Malachias.” The youth turned away panting.


“Well, Malachias, why are you following me?” He gave a little shake to the youth’s shoulder, to remind him just who had captured whom.


The youth turned and stared sullenly. His eyes were quite dark.


“I wasn’t spying on you!” he said vehemently.


As the boy averted his face once more, Simon was struck by a feeling that he had seen something familiar in this Malachias’ face, something he should recognize.


“Who are you then, sirrah?” Simon asked, and reached out to turn the boy’s chin toward him. “Do you work in the stables—work somewhere here in the Hayholt?”


Before he could bring the face around to look at it once more, Malachias suddenly put both hands in the middle of Simon’s chest and gave a surprisingly hard push. He lost his grip on the youth’s jerkin and staggered backward, then fell on his seat. Before he could even attempt to rise, Malachias had whisked through the doorway, pulling it shut behind him with a loud, reverberating squeal of bronze hinges.


Simon was still sitting on the stone floor—sore knee, sore rump, and mortally wounded dignity clamoring for attention—when the sexton Barnabas came in out of the Chancelry hall to investigate the noise. He stopped as if stunned in the doorway, looking from Simon bootless on the floor to the torn and crumpled tapestry in front of the stairwell, then turned his stare back to Simon. Barnabas said not a word, but a vein began to drumbeat high on each temple, and his brow beetled downward until his eyes were the merest slits.


Simon, routed and massacred, could only sit and shake his head, like a drunkard who had tripped over his own jug and landed upon the Lord Mayor’s cat.
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Simon’s punishment for his most recent crime was suspension from his new apprenticeship and confinement to the servant’s quarters.


For days he strode the boundaries of his prison, from the scullery to the linens room and back again, restless as a hooded kestrel.


I have done this to myself, he sometimes thought. I’m just as stupid as the Dragon says I am.


Why do they all make such trouble for me? he fumed at other moments. Anyone would think I was a wild animal that can’t be trusted.


Rachel, with a form of mercy in mind, found a series of petty tasks to which he could turn his hand; the days did not pass as excruciatingly slowly as they might have, but to Simon it seemed only more proof that he was to be a draft horse forever. He would fetch and haul until he was too old to labor any longer, then be taken out back and knocked on the head with Shem’s splintered mallet.


Meanwhile the final days of Novander crept by, and Decander sidled in like a sneak thief.


At the end of the new month’s second week Simon was given his freedom—such as it was. He was forbidden Green Angel Tower and certain other favorite haunts; he was allowed to resume service for the doctor, but given additional afternoon chores which required him to return promptly at dinnertime to the servant’s quarters. Even these short visits, however, were a grand improvement. In fact, it seemed that Morgenes was more and more coming to rely on Simon. The doctor taught him many things about the uses and care of the fantastic variety of oddments littering the workshop.


He was also, painfully, learning to read. It was infinitely more laborious than sweeping floors or washing dusty alembics and beakers, but Morgenes drove him through it with a determined hand, saying that without letters Simon could never be a useful apprentice.


On Saint Tunath’s Day, Decander the twenty-first, the Hayholt was bustling with activity. The saint’s day was the last high holiday before Aedonmansa, and a mighty feast was being laid on. Serving girls set sprigs of mistletoe and prickly holly around dozens of slender white beeswax candles—these were all to be lit at sunset, when their flames would pour light from every window, summoning wandering Saint Tunath in from the midwinter darkness to bless the castle and its occupants. Other servants stacked pitchy, new-split logs in the fireplaces, or strewed fresh rushes on the floor.


Simon, who had done his best all afternoon to remain unnoticed, was nevertheless discovered and deputed to go to Doctor Morgenes and find if he had any oil suitable for polishing things—Rachel’s troops had used up all the available supply putting a blinding gloss on the Great Table, and work had barely begun on the Main Hall.


Simon, who had already spent an entire morning in the doctor’s rooms reading aloud word by boggling word from a book entitled The Sovran Remedys of the Wranna Healers, still infinitely preferred anything Morgenes might want of him to the horrors of Rachel’s steel-glint gaze. He practically flew from the Main Hall, down the long Chancelry hall, and out into the Inner Commons beneath Green Angel. He was across the moat-bridge seconds later like a spar-hawk on the wing; only moments passed before he was at the doctor’s doors for the second time that day.


The doctor did not answer his knock for some time, but Simon could hear voices within. He waited as patiently as he could, picking long splinters from the weathered doorframe, until at last the old man came. Morgenes had seen Simon only a short while earlier, but made no comment on his reappearance. He seemed distracted as he ushered the young man in; sensing his strange mood, Simon followed quietly down the lamplit corridor.


Heavy draperies cloaked the windows. At first, as his eyes adjusted to the darkness of the chamber, Simon could see no sign of any visitor. Then he made out a dim shape sitting on a large sea-chest in the corner. The gray-cloaked man was gazing at the floor, face concealed, but the boy knew him.


“Forgive me, Prince Josua,” Morgenes said, “this is Simon, my new apprentice.”


Josua Lackhand looked up. His pale eyes—were they blue? … gray?—flicked over him with an air of detachment, as a Hyrka trader might examine a horse he did not intend to buy. After a moment’s inspection the prince turned his attention back to Morgenes as completely as if Simon had just winked out of existence. The doctor motioned for the boy to go and wait at the far end of the room.


“Highness,” he said to the prince, “I am afraid there is nothing further I can do. My skills as a doctor and apothecary have been exhausted.” The old man rubbed his hands together nervously. “Forgive me. You know that I love the king, and hate to see him suffering, but … but some things are not to be meddled in by such as I—too many possibilities, too many unforeseeable consequences. One of those things is the passing of a kingdom.”


Now Morgenes, whom Simon had not seen in this sort of mood, plucked an object on a golden chain out of his robe and handled it agitatedly. In Simon’s knowledge, the doctor—who loved to scorn pretension and show—had never worn jewelry of any kind, either.


“But, God curse it, I am not asking you to interfere with the succession!” Josua’s quiet voice was taut as a bowstring. Having to overhear such a conversation embarrassed Simon tremendously, but there was nowhere for him to go without making himself even more conspicuous.


“I ask you to ‘meddle’ with nothing, Morgenes,” Josua continued, “—only give me something that will make the old man’s last moments easier. If he dies tomorrow or next year, Elias is still the High King, and I am still liege-lord only of Naglimund.” The prince shook his head. “At least think of the ancient bond you and my father share—you, who have been his healer, and have studied and chronicled his life for scores of years!” Josua swept his hand across his body to point at a pile of loose book-leaves stacked on the doctor’s worm-bored writing desk.


Writing about the life of the king? Simon wondered. This was the first he had heard of such a work. The doctor seemed very full of secrets this morning.


Josua was still trying. “Can you not take pity? He is like an aged lion at bay, a great beast being dragged down by jackals! Sweet Usires, the unfairness …”


“But, Highness …” Morgenes had painfully begun when all three in the room became aware of the sound of running feet and voices in the courtyard outside. Josua, pale-faced and fever-eyed, was on his feet with his sword drawn so quickly it seemed to have simply appeared in his left hand. A loud pounding shook the door. Morgenes, starting forward, was restrained by a hiss from the prince. Simon felt his heart racing—Josua’s obvious fear was contagious.


“Prince Josua! Prince Josua!” someone called. The rapping resumed. Josua scabbarded his sword with a flick and moved past Doctor Morgenes into the workshop corridor. He flung the door open to reveal four figures standing on the courtyard porch. Three were his own gray-liveried soldiers; the last, who dropped to one knee before the prince, was dressed in a shining white robe and sandals. Dreamily, Simon recognized him as Saint Tunath, long-dead subject of countless religious paintings. What could this mean …?


“Oh, your Highness …” said the kneeling saint, and stopped to catch his breath. Simon’s mouth—which had begun to quirk upward in a grin as he realized that this was only another soldier, dressed up to enact the saint’s part at tonight’s festivities—now froze as he saw the stricken look on the young man’s face. “Your Highness … Josua …” the soldier repeated.


“What is it, Deornoth?” the prince demanded. His voice was strained.


Deornoth looked up, dark, rough-cut soldier’s hair framed in the white gleam of his hood. He had in that moment true martyr’s eyes, blasted and knowing.


“The king, Lord, your father the king … Bishop Domitis said … that he is dead.”


Soundlessly, Josua pushed past the kneeling man and was gone across the courtyard, the soldiers trotting behind. After a moment Deornoth rose too and followed, hands clasped monkishly before him as if the breath of tragedy had changed imposture to reality. The door swung listlessly in a cool wind.


When Simon turned to Morgenes, the doctor was staring after them, his old eyes shining and brimful.
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So it was that King John Presbyter died at last on Saint Tunath’s Day, at an exceedingly advanced age: beloved, revered, and as thoroughly a part of his people’s lives as the land itself. Although it had been long expected, still the sorrow of his passing reached out and touched all the countries of Men.


Some of the very oldest remembered that it had been Tunath’s Day in the Founding-year 1083—exactly eighty years before—when Prester John had slain the devil-worm Shurakai and ridden back in triumph through the gates of Erchester. When this tale was retold, not without some embellishing, heads nodded wisely. Anointed by God as King—they said—as revealed by that great deed, then taken back to the bosom of the Redeemer on its anniversary. It should have been foreseen, they said.


It was a sad midwinter and Aedontide, although people flocked to Erchester and the High Castle from all the lands of Osten Ard. Indeed, many of the local folk began to growl about the visitors who came to take up the best benches in church, and the same in the taverns. There was more than a little resentment of outlanders making such a fuss over their king: although he had been master of all, John had been more like a simple fiefholder to the townsmen of Erchester. In younger, haler days he had loved to go out among the people, cutting a beautiful figure all gleaming-armored and a-horseback. The citizens of the town, in the poorer quarters at least, often spoke with familiar, possessive pride of “our old man up to th’ Hayholt.”


Now he was gone, or at least out of the reach of such simple souls. He belonged to the history-scribes, the poets, and priests.


In the forty days mandated between the death and burial of a king, John’s body went to the Hall of Preparing in Erchester, where the priests bathed it in rare oils, rubbed it with pungent herbal resins from the southern islands, then bound it up from ankle to neck in white linen, saying all the while prayers of overmastering piety. King John was next clothed in a simple gown of the type used by young knights at their first vows, and gently laid on a bier in the throne room, slender black candles burning all around.


As Prester John’s body lay in state, Father Helfcene, the king’s chancellor, ordered the Hayefur kindled atop the rock-fortress at Wentmouth, something done only in times of war and great happenings. Few living could remember the last time the mighty torch-tower had been fired.


Helfcene also commanded a great pit to be dug at Swertclif, on the headlands east of Erchester overlooking the Kynslagh—the windy hilltop, where stood the six snow-thatched barrows of the kings who had held the Hayholt before John. It was miserable weather for digging, the ground winter-frozen, but the Swertclif laborers were proud, and suffered the biting air and bruises and broken skin for the honor of the task. Much of the chill month of Jonever passed before the excavation was completed and the pit was covered with a vast tent of red and white sailcloth.


Preparations at the Hayholt proceeded at a less deliberate pace. The castle’s four kitchens glowed and smoked like busy foundries as a horde of perspiring scullions prepared the funeral baked goods, the meats and bread and festival wafers. The seneschal Peter Gilded-Bowl, a small, fierce man with yellow hair, was everywhere at once like an avenging angel. With equal facility he tasted the broth billowing in giant vats, looked for dust in the cracks of the Great Table—thin chance, since that was Rachel’s province—and threw imprecations after scurrying servitors. It was, all agreed, his finest hour.


The mourning-party gathered at the Hayholt from all the nations of Osten Ard. Skali Sharp-nose of Kaldskryke, Duke Isgrimnur’s unloved cousin, arrived from Rimmersgard with ten suspicious, deep-bearded kinsmen. From the three clans that among them ruled the wild, grassy Thrithings came the Marchthanes of their reigning houses. Oddly enough, the clansmen put enmity aside for once and arrived together—a token of their respect for King John. It was even said that when news of John’s death reached the Thrithings the Randwarders of the three clans had met at the borders they guarded so jealously against each other; weeping together, they had drunk to John’s spirit all through the night.


From the Sancellan Mahistrevis, the ducal palace in Nabban, Duke Leobardis sent his son Benigaris with a column of legionaries and mail-clad knights numbering almost a hundred head. As they disembarked from the warships, each of the three with Nabban’s golden kingfisher on its sail, the crowd at wharfside oohed appreciatively. A few respectful cheers were even raised for Benigaris as he passed, mounted on a tall gray palfrey, but many people whispered that if this was the nephew of Camaris, greatest knight of the age of John, then he was a cutting from his father’s tree and not his uncle’s. Camaris had been a mighty, towering man—or so said those old enough to have remembered him—and Benigaris, truth to tell, looked to run a little to fat. But it had been almost forty years since Camaris-sá-Vinitta had been lost at sea: many of the younger folk suspected that his stature had grown somewhat in the memories of gaffers and gossips


Another great delegation also came from Nabban, one only slightly less martial than Benigaris’: the Lector Ranessin himself sailed into the Kynslagh on a beautiful white ship, upon whose azure sail gleamed the white Tree and golden Pillar of Mother Church. The wharfside crowd, which had greeted Benigaris and the Nabbanai soldiers mildly—as if in dim remembrance of days when Nabban had striven with Erkynland for mastery—hailed the lector with a loud, welcoming cry. Those gathered on the quay surged forward, and it took the combined force of the king’s and lector’s guardsmen to hold them back; still, some two or three were crowded so that they fell into the bone-cold lake, and only swift rescue saved them from freezing.


[image: Image Missing]


“This is not as I would have wanted it,” the lector whispered to his young aide, Father Dinivan. “I mean, just look at this gawdy thing they have sent me.” He gestured at the litter, a splendid creation of carved cherry wood and blue and white silks. Father Dinivan, robed in homely black, grinned.


Ranessin, a slender, handsome man of nearly seventy years, frowned down in annoyance at the waiting litter, then gently beckoned over a nervous Erkynguard officer.


“Please take this away,” he said. “We appreciate Chancellor Helfcene’s thought, but we prefer to walk near the people.”


The offending conveyance was hustled away, and the lector moved toward the crowded Kynslagh stairs. As he made the sign of the Tree—thumb and small finger as hooked branches, then a vertical stroke with the middle fingers—the jostling crowd slowly opened an aisle up the length of the great steps.


“Please don’t walk so fast, Master,” said Dinivan, pushing past reaching, waving arms. “You’ll outpace your guardsmen.”


“And what makes you think,”—Ranessin allowed a mischievous smile to cross his face so quickly none but Dinivan saw—“that this is not what I am trying to achieve?”


Dinivan cursed quietly, then immediately regretted his weakness. The lector had gained a step on him, and the crowd was pushing in. Luckily, the dockside wind now sprang to life and Ranessin was forced to slow down, clutching with his unoccupied hand at his hat, which seemed nearly as tall, thin, and pale as His Sacredness himself. Father Dinivan, seeing the lector begin to tack slightly into the wind, struggled forward. When he caught up with the older man, he took a firm grip on an elbow.
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