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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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INTRODUCTION by Graham Sleight


One way of understanding how fantasy works is that they’re stories where meaning is unusually close to the surface. Names, for instance, are often significant – particularly true names, which may be concealed because of the power they carry. Landscapes may reflect the forces and magic that have worked on them. Even the weather or the behaviour of animals can be understood as bearing meaning.


All the above is, I’d argue, true for The Riddle-Master’s Game: it’s about discovering what the world truly means. This was Patricia A. McKillip’s first fantasy series for adults, published as The Riddle-Master of Hed (1976), Heir of Sea and Fire (1977), and Harpist in the Wind (1979). It certainly helped to establish her reputation as one of the most knowledgeable and thoughtful authors of her generation. McKillip has since had a career spanning both SF and fantasy, her other works including The Sorceress and the Signet (1991), Ombria in Shadow (2002), The Bell at Sealey Head (2008) and the recent collection Wonders of the Invisible World (2012). She received the World Fantasy Award for Life Achievement in 2008.


McKillip outlines some of her own interests and concerns in the introduction she provides to this volume: the importance of myth and poetry and the influence of Tolkien, for instance. But what’s striking is how much all these sources are integrated into the finished work to create a coherent whole. The world in which the novels are set is divided into a number of territories; their rulers have a kind of heightened perception of what is going on in their domains, known as the ‘land-rule’. It’s described by one of the characters in Heir of Sea and Fire:




‘Eilard was out in the fields when it happened. He said he felt that suddenly everything – the leaves and animals, the rivers, the seedlings – everything suddenly made sense. He knew what they were and why they did what they did. He tried to explain it to me. I said everything must have made sense before, most things anyway, but he said it was different. He could see everything very clearly, and what he couldn’t see he felt.’





If rule of a land carries a kind of true sight, then it’s surely important that so much of the book is concerned with riddles. Riddles can both conceal and reveal meaning, and being able to decode them is no small gift – but it can also be dangerous. Early on in the trilogy, one character reflects that he has a choice about whether he should enter into this labyrinth: ‘An impossible web of riddles was being woven about his name; he had wrenched himself from it once; he had only to lift his hand to touch it, become ensnared in it again.’ What understanding riddles brings, in this world, is more than knowledge. Or rather, knowledge embodies the fact that here, ‘The language of truth is the language of power – truth of name, truth of essence.’ Truth can, when discovered, be used as a means of controlling the world.


In the same way, I don’t think it’s an accident that so much of the magic used in the trilogy is shape-changing magic. Shape-changing conceals the true nature of things, and makes it more difficult to trust the evidence of one’s own senses. It can also conceal true identities – sometimes for good, sometimes not. It’s opposed, in this story, to love: love as a way of revealing your true self to another person.


Each of the three volumes here can be read on its own merits. In the first volume, we meet Morgon, prince of the backwater land of Hed. He seems fated to meet the princess Raederle, on whom the second volume focuses. (It’s worth noting that this change of viewpoint is an artful solution to the common problem of fantasy trilogies, where the middle volume often involves a lot of trudging to get to the point where the final volume can start.) By the third volume, their stories are intertwined, and a larger set of questions has come into view. Who and where is the semi-mythical ‘High One’, who holds sway over all the land-rulers? But each individual volume is carefully paced. There’s a huge contrast, for instance, between the light-hearted domestic scenes that open the first volume and the formal strangeness that ends it.


Part of this is due to McKillip’s careful use of her mythical sources. Celtic origins are obviously behind the names, but also underlie the prominence of music – especially the music of the harp. Harps themselves are objects of great significance throughout the story. Their history, and that of the culture they come from, is impressed on them like the shield of Achilles in The Iliad. Those who own them protect and cherish them; the breaking of a harp is an act of great significance. The music they create is widely revered. So, for instance, it matters a great deal that the trilogy opens with Morgon meeting the High One’s harpist.


As I’ve suggested, the journey Morgon and Raederle go on is about how to understand the world fully. But there’s then a further question: what does it mean to use that knowledge ethically? How have those who’ve come before them chosen to exercise their power? That’s not intended to make this sound like a dry or academic narrative, because it’s not. The vividness of the world and McKillip’s care for characterisation only serve to accentuate the seriousness of the questions she asks. There are many strange and extraordinary moments in these books and, like Morgon and Raederle, readers have the exhilarating job of working out what should be believed in.


Graham Sleight




INTRODUCTION


Long ago, when I was very young, and the science fiction and fantasy section of the typical bookstore was about the same length as from my nose to my thumb, I discovered Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy. Even now, just typing those words onto my computer screen makes a magic spell across time. I remember traveling in those distant lands in the company of hobbits and heroes, the way you remember a journey to a foreign country when you were a child. Then the world was entirely new; there were no comparisons between then and now, between what might have been and what is. Everything was possible; everything was unfamiliar; everything seemed powerful in its strangeness, its potential, its past, its language. I want to write that, I thought, as passionately as anyone else my age and of my generation who had been scribbling fairy tales and Ruritanian romances for years, and who had read everything from Hamlet to The City and the Pillar, and who had never run across anything like that trilogy in her reading life. I only knew that I wanted to go back to the place where I had been in those books, to that land, that richness, that mystery, that story.


Some twelve years, thousands of pages and many versions later, I finished the Riddle-Master trilogy. Even after so many years, I can find small jewels of inspiration mined from Tolkien’s novels: the riddling, the underground waters and caves, the sense of destiny, prophecy inherent in the myth of the return of the king. Of course those little tinkerings with mallet and pick led me, through those twelve years, to some major mining projects, much shoveling and boring into myths and early poetry, epics and eddas, into the fascinating fool’s gold of The White Goddess, into the rich and strangely unmined possibilities for female heroes, which glittered with color and a wealth of tales for the taking. What I found in Tolkien inspired me to learn; what I learned I put into The Riddle-Master of Hed, Heir of Sea and Fire, and Harpist in the Wind.


I can’t say, though I’ve been asked, that the Riddle-Master trilogy was the work I’ve cherished most, or that it is closest to my heart. It certainly was then; but this is not then, this is now. It is, and will always be, closest to my childhood’s heart, the heart of whoever that young woman was who wrote those novels. She taught me magic, and the love of storytelling, which are two things that do not die unless you let them. Beyond that, I won’t speak for her. She chose this story, which I could not write now any more than I could wear her improbable clothes. But now and then I still catch glimpses of that land that once she traveled, across hundreds of miles of binder paper, and I think, as if it were a true country: I have been there. I remember.




Dedication


for CAROLE 
the first eleven chapters




1


Morgon of Hed met the High One’s harpist one autumn day when the trade-ships docked at Tol for the season’s exchange of goods. A small boy caught sight of the round-hulled ships with their billowing sails striped red and blue and green, picking their way among the tiny fishing boats in the distance, and ran up the coast from Tol to Akren, the house of Morgon, Prince of Hed. There he disrupted an argument, gave his message, and sat down at the long, nearly deserted tables to forage whatever was left of breakfast. The Prince of Hed, who was recovering slowly from the effects of loading two carts of beer for trading the evening before, ran a reddened eye over the tables and shouted for his sister.


‘But, Morgon,’ said Harl Stone, one of his farmers, who had a shock of hair grey as a grindstone and a body like a sack of grain. ‘What about the white bull from An you said you wanted? The wine can wait—’


‘What,’ Morgon said, ‘about the grain still in Wyndon Amory’s storage barn in east Hed? Someone has to bring it to Tol for the traders. Why doesn’t anything ever get done around here?’


‘We loaded the beer,’ his brother Eliard, clear-eyed and malicious reminded him.


‘Thank you. Where is Tristan? Tristan!’


‘What!’ Tristan of Hed said irritably behind him, holding the ends of her dark, unfinished braids in her fists.


‘Get the wine now and the bull next spring,’ Cannon Master, who had grown up with Morgon, suggested briskly. ‘We’re sadly low on Herun wine; we’ve barely enough to make it through winter.’


Eliard broke in, gazing at Tristan. ‘I wish I had nothing better to do than sit around all morning braiding my hair and washing my face in buttermilk.’


‘At least I wash. You smell like beer. You all do. And who tracked mud all over the floor?’


They looked down at their feet. A year ago Tristan had been a thin, brown reed of a girl, prone to walking field walls barefoot and whistling through her front teeth. Now she spent much of her time scowling at her face in mirrors and at anyone in range beyond them. She transferred her scowl from Eliard to Morgon.


‘What were you bellowing at me for?’


The Prince of Hed closed his eyes. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bellow. I simply want you to clear the tables, lay the cloths, reset them, fill pitchers of milk and wine, have them fix platters of meat, cheese, fruit and vegetables in the kitchen, braid your hair, put your shoes on and get the mud off the floor. The traders are coming.’


‘Oh, Morgon …’ Tristan wailed. Morgon turned to Eliard.


‘And you ride to east Hed and tell Wyndon to get his grain to Tol.’


‘Oh, Morgon. That’s a day’s ride!’


‘I know. So go.’


They stood unmoving, their faces flushed, while Morgon’s farmers looked on in unabashed amusement. They were not alike, the three children of Athol of Hed and Spring Oakland. Tristan, with her flighty black hair and small, triangular face, favored their mother. Eliard, two years younger than Morgon, had Athol’s broad shoulders and big bones, and his fair, feathery hair. Morgon, with his hair and eyes the color of light beer, bore the stamp of their grandmother, whom the old men remembered as a slender, proud woman from south Hed: Lathe Wold’s daughter. She had had a trick of looking at people the way Morgon was gazing at Eliard, remotely, like a fox glancing up from a pile of chicken feathers. Eliard puffed his cheeks like a bellows and sighed.


‘If I had a horse from An, I could be there and back again by supper.’


‘I’ll go,’ said Cannon Master. There was a touch of color in his face.


‘I’ll go,’ Eliard said.


‘No, I want … I haven’t seen Arin Amory for a while. I’ll go.’ He glanced at Morgon.


‘I don’t care,’ Morgon said. ‘Just don’t forget why you’re going. Eliard, you help with the loading at Tol. Grim, I’ll need you with me to barter – the last time I did it alone, I nearly traded three plow horses for a harp with no strings.’


‘If you get a harp,’ Eliard interrupted, ‘I want a horse from An.’


‘And I have to have some cloth from Herun,’ Tristan said. ‘Morgon, I have to have it. Orange cloth. Also I need thin needles and a pair of shoes from Isig, and some silver buttons, and—’


‘What,’ Morgon demanded, ‘do you think grows in our fields?’


‘I know what grows in our fields. I also know what I’ve been sweeping around under your bed for six months. I think you should either wear it or sell it. The dust is so thick on it you can’t even see the colors of the jewels.’


There was silence, brief and unexpected, in the hall. Tristan stood with her arms folded, the ends of her braids coming undone. Her chin was raised challengingly, but there was a hint of uncertainty in her eyes as she faced Morgon. Eliard’s mouth was open. He closed it with a click of teeth.


‘What jewels?’


‘It’s a crown,’ Tristan said. ‘I saw one in a picture in a book of Morgon’s. Kings wear them.’


‘I know what a crown is.’ He looked at Morgon, awed. ‘What on earth did you trade for that? Half of Hed?’


‘I never knew you wanted a crown,’ Cannon Master said wonderingly. ‘Your father never had one. Your grandfather never had one. Your—’


‘Cannon,’ Morgon said. He raised his hands, dropped the heels of them over his eyes. The blood was high in his face. ‘Kern had one.’


‘Who?’


‘Kern of Hed. He would be our great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather. No. One more great. It was made of silver, with a green jewel in it shaped like a cabbage. He traded it one day for twenty barrels of Herun wine, thereby instigating—’


‘Don’t change the subject,’ Eliard said sharply. ‘Where did you get it? Did you trade for it? Or did you …’ He stopped. Morgon lifted his hands from his eyes.


‘Did I what?’


‘Nothing. Stop looking at me like that. You’re trying to change the subject again. You traded for it, or you stole it, or you murdered someone for it—’


‘Now, then—’ Grim Oakland, Morgon’s portly overseer, said placatingly.


‘Or you just found it lying in the corncrib one day, like a dead rat. Which?’


‘I did not murder anyone!’ Morgon shouted. The clink of pots from the kitchen stopped abruptly. He lowered his voice, went on tartly, ‘What are you accusing me of?’


‘I didn’t—’


‘I did not harm anyone to get that crown; I did not trade anything that doesn’t belong to me for it; I did not steal it—’


‘I wasn’t—’


‘It belongs to me by right. What right, you have not touched on yet. You asked a riddle and tried to answer it; you are wrong four times. If I bumbled through riddles like that, I wouldn’t be here talking to you now. I am going down to welcome the traders at Tol. When you decide to do some work this morning, you might join me.’


He turned. He got as far as the front steps when Eliard, the blood mounting to his face, broke away from the transfixed group, moved across the room with a speed belied by his size, threw his arms around Morgon and brought him off the steps face down in the dirt.


The chickens and geese scattered, squawking indignantly. The farmers, the small boy from Tol, the woman who cooked, and the girl who washed pots jammed the door at once, clucking.


Morgon, groping for the breath the smack of the earth had knocked out of him, lay still while Eliard said between his teeth, ‘Can’t you answer a simple question? What do you mean you wouldn’t be talking to me now? Morgon, what did you do for that crown? Where did you get it? What did you do? I swear I’ll—’


Morgon lifted his head dizzily. ‘I got it in a tower.’ He twisted suddenly, throwing Eliard off balance into one of Tristan’s rosebushes.


The battle was brief and engrossing. Morgon’s farmers, who until the previous spring had been under Athol’s placid, efficient rule, stared half-shocked, half-grinning as the Prince of Hed was sent rolling across a mud puddle, staggered to his feet, and, head lowered like a bull, launched himself at his brother. Eliard shook himself free and countered with a swing of his fist that, connecting, sounded in the still air like the distant thunk of ax into wood. Morgon dropped like a sack of grain.


Then Eliard fell to his knees beside the prone body and said, aghast, ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Morgon, did I hurt you?’


And Tristan, mute and furious, dumped a bucket of milk over their heads.


There was an odd explosion of whimpering from the porch as Cannon Master sat down on a step and buried his face in his knees. Eliard looked down at his muddy, sodden tunic. He brushed futilely at it.


‘Now look what you did,’ he said plaintively. ‘Morgon?’


‘You squashed my rosebush,’ Tristan said. ‘Look what you did to Morgon in front of everybody.’ She sat down beside Morgon on the wet ground. Her face had lost its habitual scowl. She wiped Morgon’s face with her apron. Morgon blinked dazedly, his eyelashes beaded with milk. Eliard sat back on his haunches.


‘Morgon, I’m sorry. But don’t think you can evade the issue this way.’


Morgon moved a hand cautiously after a moment, touched his mouth. ‘What’s—? What was the issue?’ he asked huskily.


‘Never mind,’ Tristan said. ‘It’s hardly something to brawl about.’


‘What is this all over me?’


‘Milk.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Eliard said again. He put a coaxing hand under Morgon’s shoulder, but Morgon shook his head.


‘Just let me lie here for a moment. Why did you hit me like that? First you accuse me of murder and then you hit me and pour milk all over me. It’s sour. Sour milk. You poured sour milk all over—’


‘I did,’ Tristan said. ‘It was milk for the pigs. You threw Eliard into my rosebush.’ She touched Morgon’s mouth again with her apron. ‘In front of everyone. I’m so humiliated.’


‘What did I do?’ Morgon said. Eliard sighed, nursing a tender spot over his ribs.


‘You made me lose my temper, speaking to me like that. You’re slippery as a fish, but I grasped one thing. Last spring you got a crown you shouldn’t have. You said that if you answered riddles as badly as I do, you wouldn’t be here now. I want to know why. Why?’


Morgon was silent. He sat up after a moment, drawing his knees up, and dropped his head against them.


‘Tristan, why did you pick today of all days to bring that up?’


‘Go ahead, blame me,’ Tristan said without rancor. ‘Here I am running around with patches at my elbows, and you with pearls and jewels under your bed.’


‘You wouldn’t have patches if you’d tell Narly Stone to make you some clothes that fit. You’re growing, that’s all—’


‘Will you stop changing the subject!’


Morgon lifted his head. ‘Stop shouting.’ He glanced over Eliard’s shoulder at the row of motionless, fascinated figures, and sighed. He slid his hands over his face, up through his hair. ‘I won that crown in a riddle-game I played in An with a ghost.’


‘Oh.’ Eliard’s voice rose again sharply. ‘A what?’


‘The wraith of Peven, Lord of Aum. That crown under my bed is the crown of the Kings of Aum. They were conquered by Oen of An six hundred years ago. Peven is five hundred years old. He lives bound in his tower by Oen and the Kings of An.’


‘What did he look like?’ Tristan asked. Her voice was hushed. Morgon shrugged slightly; his eyes were hidden from them.


‘An old man. An old lord with the answers to a thousand riddles in his eyes. He had a standing wager going that no one could win a riddle-game with him. So I sailed over with the traders and challenged him. He said great lords of Aum, An and Hel – the three portions of An – and even riddle-masters from Caithnard had challenged him to a game, but never a farmer from Hed. I told him I read a lot. Then we played the game. And I won. So I brought the crown home and put it under my bed until I could decide what to do with it. Now, was that worth all the shouting?’


‘He forfeited his crown to you when he lost,’ Eliard said evenly. ‘What would you have forfeited if you had lost?’


Morgon felt his split mouth gingerly. His eyes strayed to the fields beyond Eliard’s back. ‘Well,’ he said finally. ‘You see, I had to win.’


Eliard stood up abruptly. He took two strides away from Morgon, his hands clenched. Then he turned around and came back and squatted down again.


‘You fool.’


‘Don’t start another fight,’ Tristan begged.


‘I’m not a fool,’ Morgon said. ‘I won the game, didn’t I?’ His face was still, his eyes distant, steady on Eliard’s face. ‘Kern of Hed, the Prince with the cabbage on his crown—’


‘Don’t change—’


‘I’m not. Kern of Hed, in addition to being the only Prince of Hed besides me to own a crown, had the dubious fortune of being pursued one day by a Thing without a name. Perhaps it was the effects of Herun wine. The Thing called his name over and over. He ran from it, going into his house of seven rooms and seven doors, and locking each door behind him until he came to the inmost chamber, where he could run no farther. And he heard the sound of one door after another being torn open, and his name called each time. He counted six doors opened, his name called six times. Then, outside the seventh door, his name was called again, but the Thing did not touch the door. He waited in despair for it to enter, but it did not. Then he grew impatient, longing for it to enter, but it did not. Finally he reached out, opened the door himself. The Thing was gone. And he was left to wonder, all the days of his life, what it was that had called out to him.’


He stopped. Eliard said in spite of himself, ‘Well, what was it?’


‘Kern didn’t open the door. That is the only riddle to come out of Hed. The stricture, according to the Riddle-Masters at Caithnard is this: Answer the unanswered riddle. So I do.’


‘It’s not your business! Your business is farming, not risking your life in a stupid riddle-game with a ghost for a crown that’s worthless because you keep it hidden under your bed. Did you think of us, then? Did you go before or after they died? Before or after?’


‘After,’ Tristan said.


Eliard’s fist splashed down in a pool of milk. ‘I knew it.’


‘I came back.’


‘Suppose you hadn’t?’


‘I came back! Why can’t you try to understand, instead of thinking as though your brains are made of oak. Athol’s son, with his hair and eyes and vision—’


‘No!’ Tristan said sharply. Eliard’s fist, raised and knotted, halted in midair. Morgon dropped his face again against his knees. Eliard shut his eyes.


‘Why do you think I’m so angry?’ he whispered.


‘I know.’


‘Do you? Even – even after six months, I still expect to hear her voice unexpectedly, or see him coming out of the barn, or in from the fields at dusk. And you? How will I know, now, that when you leave Hed, you’ll come back? You could have died in that tower for the sake of a stupid crown and left us watching for the ghost of you, too. Swear you’ll never do anything like that again.’


‘I can’t.’


‘You can.’


Morgon raised his head, looked at Eliard. ‘How can I make one promise to you and another to myself? But I swear this: I will always come back.’


‘How can you—’


‘I swear it.’


Eliard stared down at the mud. ‘It’s because he let you go to that college. That’s where your priorities were confused.’


‘I suppose so,’ Morgon said wearily. He glanced up at the sun. ‘Half the morning gone, and here we sit in the muck with sour milk drying on our hair. Why did you wait so long to ask me about the crown?’ he asked Tristan. ‘That’s not like you.’


She shrugged a little, her face averted. ‘I saw your face, the day you came back with it. What are you going to do with it?’


He moved a strand of hair out of her eyes. ‘I don’t know. I suppose I should do something with it.’


‘Well, I have a few suggestions.’


‘I thought you might.’ He stood up stiffly and caught sight of Cannon sitting on the porch. ‘I thought you were going to east Hed,’ he said pointedly.


‘I’m going. I’m going,’ Cannon said cheerfully. ‘Wyndon Amory would never have forgiven me if I hadn’t seen the end of this. Have you still got all your teeth?’


‘I think so.’ The group at the doorway began shifting, breaking up under his gaze. He reached down, pulled Eliard to his feet. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘Nothing that isn’t ordinarily the matter when you roll over a rosebush. I don’t know if I have a clean tunic.’


‘You do,’ Tristan said. ‘I washed your clothes yesterday. The house is a mess; you – we’re a mess, and the traders are coming, which means all the women will be coming over to look at their wares in our dirty hall. I’ll die of shame.’


‘You never used to care,’ Eliard commented. ‘Now you’re always complaining. You used to run around with mud on your feet and dog hair all over your skirt.’


‘That,’ Tristan said icily, ‘was when there was someone to take care of the house. Now there isn’t. I do try.’ She whirled away, the hens fluttering out of her path. Eliard felt at his stiff hair, sighing.


‘My brains are made of oak. If you pump for me, I’ll pump for you.’


They stripped and washed behind the house. Then Eliard went to Grim Oakland’s farm to help load the grain in his storage barn onto carts, and Morgon walked through the stubbled fields to the shore road that led to Tol.


The three trade-ships, their sails furled, had just docked. A ramp boomed down from one of them as Morgon stepped onto the wharf; he watched a horse being led down by a sailor, a beautiful, long-legged mare bred in An, jet black, with a bridle that flashed minute flecks of jewels in the sun. Then traders hailed him from the prow of a ship, and he went to meet them as they disembarked.


They were a vivid group, some dressed in the long, thin, orange and red coats from Herun, others in full robes from An, or the close-fitting, lavishly embroidered tunics from Ymris. They wore rings and chains from Isig, fur-lined caps from Osterland, which they gave away, together with bone-handled knives and copper brooches, to the children clustering shyly to watch. The ships carried, among other things, iron from Isig and Herun wine.


Grim Oakland came a few minutes later, as Morgon was inspecting the wine.


‘I’d need a drink, too, after that,’ he commented. Morgon started to smile and changed his mind.


‘Is the grain loaded?’


‘Nearly. Harl Stone is bringing the wool and skins down from your barn. You’d be wise to take all the metal they carry.’


Morgon nodded, his eyes straying again to the black horse tethered to the dock rail. A sailor lugged a saddle down from the ship, balanced it on the rail next to the horse. Morgon gestured with his cup.


‘Who owns that mare? It looks like someone came with the traders. Or else Eliard traded Akren for her secretly.’


‘I don’t know,’ Grim said, his red-grey brows peaked. ‘Lad, it’s none of my business, but you shouldn’t let your private inclinations interfere with the duty you were born to.’


Morgon sipped wine. ‘They don’t interfere.’


‘It would be a grave interference if you were dead.’


He shrugged. ‘There’s Eliard.’


Grim heaved a sigh. ‘I told your father not to send you to that school. It addled your thinking. But no. He wouldn’t listen. I told him it was wrong to let you go away from Hed so long; it’s never been done, no good would come of it. And I was right. No good has come. You running off to a strange land, playing riddle-games with – with a man who should have the decency to stay put once he’s dead and buried in the earth. It’s not good. It’s not – it’s not the way a land-ruler of Hed should want to behave. It’s not done.’


Morgon held the cool metal of the cup against his cracked mouth. ‘Peven couldn’t help wandering around after he was dead. He killed seven of his sons with misused wizardry, and then himself out of sorrow and shame. He couldn’t rest in the ground. He told me that after so many years he had a hard time remembering all his sons’ names. That worried him. I learned their names at Caithnard, so I could tell him. It cheered him up.’


Grim’s face was red as a turkey wattle. ‘It’s indecent,’ he snapped. He moved away, lifted the lid on a chest full of bars of iron, and slammed it shut again. A trader spoke at Morgon’s elbow.


‘You are pleased with the wine, Lord?’


Morgon turned, nodding. The trader ported a thin, leaf-green coat from Herun, a cap of white mink, and a harp of black wood slung by a strap of white leather over one shoulder. Morgon said, ‘Whose horse? Where did you get that harp?’


The trader grinned, sliding it from his shoulder. ‘Remembering how your lordship likes harps, I found this one for you in An. It was the harp of the harpist of Lord Col of Hel. It is quite old, but see how beautifully preserved.’


Morgon slid his hands down the fine, carved pieces. He brushed the strings with his fingers, then plucked one softly. ‘What would I do with all those strings?’ he murmured. ‘There must be over thirty.’


‘Do you like it? Keep it with you awhile; play it.’


‘I can’t possibly …’


The trader silenced him with a flick of hand. ‘How can you set a value to such a harp? Take it, become acquainted with it; there is no need to make a decision now.’ He slipped the strap over Morgon’s head. ‘If you like it, no doubt we can come to a satisfactory arrangement …’


‘No doubt.’ He caught Grim Oakland’s eye and blushed.


He carried the harp with him to the trade-hall at Tol, where the traders inspected his beer, grain and wool, ate cheese and fruit, and bartered for an hour with him while Grim Oakland stood watchfully at his elbow. Empty carts were brought to the dock then, to load metal, casks of wine, and blocks of salt from the beds above Caithnard. Plow horses to be taken to Herun and An were penned near the dock for loading; the traders began to tally the grain sacks and kegs of beer. Wyndon Amory’s carts lumbered down the coast road, unexpectedly, near noon.


Cannon Master, riding in the back of one, leaped down and said to Morgon, ‘Wyndon sent them out yesterday; one of them lost a wheel so the drivers fixed it at Sil Wold’s farm and stayed the night. I met them coming. Did they talk you into the harp?’


‘Almost. Listen to it.’


‘Morgon, you know I’m as musical as a tin bucket. Your mouth looks like a squashed plum.’


‘Don’t make me laugh,’ Morgon pleaded. ‘Will you and Eliard take the traders to Akren? They’re about finished here.’


‘What are you going to do?’


‘Buy a horse. And a pair of shoes.’


Cannon’s brows rose. ‘And a harp?’


‘Maybe. Yes.’


He chuckled. ‘Good. I’ll take Eliard away for you.’


Morgon wandered down into the belly of a ship where half a dozen horses from An were stabled for the journey. He studied them while men stacked sacks of grain beyond him in the shadowy hold. A trader found him there; they talked awhile, Morgon running his fingers down the sleek neck of a stallion the color of polished wood. He emerged finally, drawing deep breaths of clean air. Most of the carts were gone; the sailors were drifting toward the trade-hall to eat. The sea nuzzled the ships, swirled white around the massive trunks of pine supporting the docks. He went to the end of the pier and sat down. In the distance, the fishing boats from Tol rose and dipped like ducks in the water; far beyond them, a dark thread along the horizon, lay the vast, sprawling mainland, the realm of the High One.


He set the harp on one knee and played a harvest-song whose brisk, even rhythm kept time to the sweep of a scythe. A fragment of a Ymris ballad teased his memory; he was picking it out haltingly from the strings when a shadow fell over his hands. He looked up.


A man he had never seen before, neither trader nor sailor, stood beside him. He was quietly dressed; the fine cloth and color of his blue-black tunic, the heavy chain of linked, stamped squares of silver on his breast were bewildering. His face was lean, fine-boned, neither young nor old; his hair was a loose cap of silver.


‘Morgon of Hed?’


‘Yes.’


‘I am Deth, the High One’s harpist.’


Morgon swallowed. He shifted to rise, but the harpist forestalled him, squatting down to look at the harp.


‘Uon,’ he said, showing Morgon a name half-hidden in a whorl of design. ‘He was a harpmaker in Hel three centuries ago. There are only five of his harps in existence.’


‘The trader said it belonged to the harpist of Lord Col. Did you come—? You must have come with them. Is that your horse? Why didn’t you tell me before that you were here?’


‘You were busy; I preferred to wait. The High One instructed me last spring to come to Hed, to express his sorrow over the deaths of Athol and Spring. But I was trapped in Isig by a stubborn winter, delayed in Ymris by a siege of Caerweddin, and requested, just as I was about to embark from Caithnard, in an urgent message from Mathom of An, to get to Anuin. I’m sorry to have come so late.’


‘I remember your name,’ Morgon said slowly. ‘My father used to say Deth played at his wedding.’ He stopped, listening to his words; a shudder weltered out of him unexpectedly. ‘I’m sorry. He thought it was funny. He loved your harping. I would like to hear you play.’


The harpist settled himself on the pier and picked up Uon’s harp. ‘What would you like to hear?’


Morgon felt his mouth pulled awry in spite of himself by a smile. ‘Play … let me think. Would you play what I was trying to play?’


‘“The Lament for Belu and Bilo.”’ Deth tuned a string softly and began the ancient ballad.




Belu so fair was born with the dark


Bilo, the dark; death bound them also.


Mourn Belu, fine ladies,


Mourn Bilo.





His fingers drew the tale faultlessly from the flashing, close-set strings. Morgon listened motionlessly, his eyes on the smooth, detached face. The skilled hands, the fine voice worn to precision, traced the path of Bilo, helpless in its turbulence, the death he left in his wake, the death that trailed him, that rode behind Belu on his horse, ran at his horse’s side like a hound.




Belu so fair followed the dark


Bilo; death followed them so;


Death cried to Bilo out of Belu’s voice,


to Belu, out of Bilo …





The long, surfeited sigh of the tide broke the silence of their deaths. Morgon stirred. He put his hand on the dark, carved face of the harp.


‘If I could make that sound come out of that harp, I would sell my name for it and go nameless.’


Deth smiled. ‘That’s too high a price to pay even for one of Uon’s harps. What are the traders asking for it?’


He shrugged. ‘They’ll take what I’m offering for it.’


‘You want it that badly?’


Morgon looked at him. ‘I would sell my name for it, but not the grain my farmers have scorched their backs harvesting, or the horses they have raised and gentled. What I will offer belongs only to me.’


‘There’s no need to justify yourself to me,’ the harpist said mildly. Morgon’s mouth crooked; he touched it absently.


‘I’m sorry. I spent half the morning justifying myself.’


‘For what?’


His eyes dropped to the rough, iron-bound planks of the pier; he answered the quiet, skilled stranger impulsively. ‘Do you know how my parents died?’


‘Yes.’


‘My mother wanted to see Caithnard. My father had come two or three times to visit me while I was at the College of Riddle-Masters at Caithnard. That sounds simple, but it was a very courageous thing for him to do: leave Hed, go to a great strange city. The Princes of Hed are rooted to Hed. When I came home a year ago, after spending three years there, I found my father full of stories about what he had seen – the trade-shops, the people from different lands – and when he mentioned a shop with bolts of cloth and furs and dyes from five kingdoms, my mother couldn’t resist going. She loved the feel and colors of fine cloth. So last spring they sailed over with the traders when the spring trading was done. And they never came back. The return ship was lost. They never came back.’ He touched a nailhead, traced a circle around it. ‘There was something I had been wanting to do for a long time. I did it, then. My brother Eliard found out about it this morning. I didn’t tell him at the time because I knew he would be upset. I just told him that I was going to west Hed for a few days, not that I was going across the sea to An.’


‘To An? Why did you—’ He stopped. His voice went suddenly thin as a lath. ‘Morgon of Hed, did you win Peven’s crown?’


Morgon’s head rose sharply. He said after a moment, ‘Yes. How—? Yes.’


‘You didn’t tell the King of An—’


‘I didn’t tell anyone. I didn’t want to talk about it.’


‘Auber of Aum, one of the descendants of Peven, went to that tower to try to win back the crown of Aum from the dead lord and found the crown gone and Peven pleading to be set free to leave the tower. Auber demanded in vain the name of the man who had taken the crown; Peven said only that he would answer no more riddles. Auber told Mathom, and Mathom, faced with the news that someone had slipped quietly into his land, won a riddle-game men have lost their lives over for centuries, and left as quietly, summoned me from Caithnard and asked me to find that crown. Hed is the last place I expected it to be.’
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