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FOUNDING





[image: chapimage.jpg]





Speechless, castaway, and wry, a spellbound oddity am I.


My feet are planted in the clay, my gaze is locked upon the sky.


From the Talith song “Yearning for Flight”


The rain was without beginning and without end. 

It pattered on incessantly, a drumming of impatient 

fingers.


The creature knew only the sound of the rain and the 

rasp of its own breathing. It had no concept of its own 

identity, no memory of how it had come to this place. 

Inchoate purpose drove it upward, in darkness. Over 

levels of harsh stone it crawled, and through dripping 

claws of vegetation. Sometimes it slept momentarily or 

perhaps lost consciousness.


The rain lapsed.


Time wore away.


With stiffening limbs the nameless creature moved 

on. Reaching level ground, it now rose onto trembling 

legs and walked. Thought-fragments whirled like dead 

leaves inside its skull.


The ground emptied from beneath its feet. It hurtled 

downward, to be brought up on a spear-point of agony. 

A band around its arm had snagged on a projection. The 

scrawny thing dangled against the cliff face, slowly 

swinging like bait on a hook.


Then slowly, with great effort, it lifted its other arm. 

Bird-boned fingers found the catch and released it. The 

band sprang open and the creature fell.


Had it landed on the rocks, it would have been killed—a kinder fate—but it finished, instead, face down in a 

green thicket of Hedera paradoxis. Stealthily the juices 

of the poisonous leaves ate into its face while it lay there 

for hours, insensate. When it awoke it was too weak to 

scream. It used its last energies to crawl from the toxic 

bushes and lie frozen in the morning sunlight, its now 

ghastly face turned up to the sky.





A benison of warmth began to creep into the chilled 

flesh, seeping into the very marrow of the bones. 

Detached, as though it viewed itself from afar, the 

creature felt its jaws being forced open, inhaled the 

steamy aroma of warm broth, and sipped instinctively. 

The sweet, rich liquid coursed inward, spreading waves 

of flowing warmth. The creature sipped again, then fell 

back, exhausted.


As its body attempted to normalize, its thoughts

briefly coalesced. It held tightly to the one idea that did 

not spin away: the awareness that for as long as it could 

remember, its eyelids had been shut. It tried to open 

them but could not. It tried again and, before being 

sucked back into unconsciousness, stared briefly into 

the face of an old woman whose wisps of white hair 

stuck out like spiders’ legs from beneath a stained 

wimple.





There followed millennia or days or minutes of warm, 

foggy half-sleep interspersed with waking to drink, to 

stare again at that face bound in its net of wrinkles and 

to feel the first very faint glimmerings of strength returning 

to its wasted body. Recognition evolved, too, of 

walls, of rough blankets and a straw pallet on the stone-flagged 

floor beside the heat-source—the mighty, iron-mouthed 

furnace that combusted night and day. The 

creature’s face felt numb and itchy. And as senses 

returned, it must endure the sour stench of the blankets.


Stokers entered the room, fed the hungering furnace 

with sweetmeats of wood, clanged the iron door shut, 

raised their voices accusingly at one another, then went 

away. Children with malt-brown hair came and stared, 

keeping their distance.


The white-haired crone fed some broth to her charge 

and spoke to it in incomprehensible syllables. It stared 

back at her, wincing as she lifted it, blankets and all, and 

carried it into a small room. Beneath the peelings of 

bedding the creature was clad in filthy rags. The old 

woman stripped it naked before lowering it into a bath 

of tepid water. Wonderingly, it looked down at its own

skeletal frame, floating like some pale, elongated fish, 

and perceived a person, with arms and legs like the 

crone but much younger. The crone was doing something 

to its hair, which it couldn’t see—washing it in a 

separate container behind the bath, lathering the hair 

thoroughly with scented soaps, rinsing again and again.


The woman dressed the rescuee in garments of a 

nondescript sepia hue—thick breeches, long-sleeved 

gipon, and thigh-length doublet corded at the waist. 

There was a heavy, pointed hood with a wide gorget 

that was allowed to hang down behind the shoulders, 

leaving the head bare. About the creature’s neck, 

beneath the gorget, she strung a leather thong tied to 

a rowan-wood charm crudely carved in the shape of 

a rooster. The bathed one sat, obediently, cross-legged 

while gnarled hands combed the short hair dry.


Bewildered, feeble, it lifted its scrawny hand to its 

head and felt the short stubble there. Its spindly fingers 

wandered to its face, where there was no sensation 

other than slight irritation. They found there grotesque 

lumps and swellings: a knobbed, jutting forehead, thick 

lips, an asymmetrical cauliflower of a nose, cheeks like 

bags of acorns. Tears filled its eyes, but its benefactress, 

chattering gummily to herself, seemed oblivious of its 

agony of humiliation.


Time organized itself into days and nights.


The days organized themselves around eating, 

dozing, and the exhausting minutiae of existence.





The spider-haired woman jabbed a stubby thumb at 

herself.


“Grethet,” she repeated. Apparently she had discovered 

her charge was not deaf.


Instantly grateful for this first attempt at communication, 

it opened its mouth to respond.


No sound came forth.


Its jaw hung slack, a crater of hollow disbelief—it had 

simply forgotten, or had never known, how to make 

speech. Frantically it searched its memories. It was then 

that the fist of despair slammed into the foundling.


There were no memories.


None at all.


The thing, pale and debilitated, stared into hot iron 

darkness for half the night. To its dismay, it could 

dredge up no recollection of a past and was unable to 

evoke its own name, if name it had ever possessed.





As days passed in bewilderment, meaningless sounds 

began to metamorphose into half-comprehended words—communications among other people. Although still 

confused, the newcomer compared their raiment with 

that which Grethet had put on him and concluded that 

its own sex was male. This was an identity, no matter 

how generalized, to be grasped and held secure, a solid 

fact in a morass of uncertainty.


He also discovered that he was unwelcome.





Despite his inability to guess or understand more than 

half of what they were saying, it was not difficult for the 

misshapen youth to recognize the despisal, contempt, 

and hatred of the people among whom he dwelled. He

huddled into a smaller bony heap in the furnace room 

corner when children spat at him. They thought him too 

repulsive to be approached, or they would have pinched 

him, as indeed they slyly pinched one another. Men 

and women generally ignored him. When they noticed 

him, they ranted coldly at Grethet, who appeared unconcerned. 

Sometimes, as if in self-defense, she would point 

out the stranger’s hair for their inspection. The apparent 

importance of his hair, he could not fathom. It seemed 

that she was tough, this old woman; they could not sway 

her. However, her frail patient had no illusions that she 

nurtured any love for him—she was kind, in a callous 

way, and he owed her his life, but all her actions were in 

the long term self-serving. To act selfishly, as the youth 

learned, was the way to survive in this place.





What was this place? The youth knew little of it beyond 

the windowless furnace room with its huge wood-stack, 

where translucent spiders concealed themselves with 

only their claw-tips showing in rows of four. The black 

walls of this chamber were rough-hewn blocks of rock; 

they sparkled with tiny silver points where they caught 

the firelight. One corner of the room held the hefty iron 

fire-tongs, pokers, and other implements with which 

Grethet poked the fire after the men stoked it, several 

times a day.


Men here wore the drab surcoat belted at the waist, 

the thick breeches stuffed into boots, and the oddly 

heavy hood that was left to hang down behind the 

shoulders. Their wood-brown hair was cut short. Some 

were bearded. They disregarded the stranger as they

ignored the other crawling things scrambling out of the 

fuel or unwisely hiding in it, to be later incinerated, 

curling in silent agony like dried leaves in the flames.


The children would poke at the wood-heap, disturbing 

insects and arachnids that scuttled crazily across the 

floor. Curiously emotionless, the brats stamped in a frenzied 

dance—when they had finished, a random design 

of smashed cephalothoraxes and carapaces remained, 

like pressed orchids, scarcely visible on the black stone 

floor with its shining flecks.


Truly, the lesser creatures had little chance.


Most of the time, Grethet was elsewhere. She would 

appear briefly to tend the fire, sometimes bringing food, 

abruptly leaning close to her ward to whisper, so that he 

shrank from her stinking breath.


“Boy,” she would always say, “you, boy. You do as I 

say. It is better.”


The youth in his weakness was grateful to be left 

alone, to lie in the warmth, feeling the pounding of the 

ravening heart in his birdcage chest; drifting in and out 

of exhausted, dreamless sleep.


He had been discovered, like a babe, with eyes shuttered 

against the world; this finding was the foundation 

of his aliveness. But unlike a babe, he was gifted with 

more than raw, untutored instinct—his body remembered, 

if his mind did not. A wide, if basic, world-understanding 

was patterned there, so that he comprehended 

heat and cold, high and low, light and 

dark—if not the word-sounds that symbolized them—without having to experiment. He recognized that a 

frown or a sneer, a suddenly engorged vein at the 

temples, or a tautened jaw boded a forthcoming kick or

blow; he could walk and work and feed himself as 

though he were normal, as though he were one of them. 

But he was not one of them. A huge piece was missing: 

the sum of a past.


Without memories he was merely an automated 

husk.


Some nights the youth half woke, with tingling sensations 

making a racetrack of his spine and standing his 

hair to attention. Some days that same surge charged the 

air, rousing the blood like strong liquor. These crispate 

experiences generally dissipated after an hour or so, and 

as time dragged on, he became accustomed to them 

and did not think on them any further. They were a 

phenomenon that issued from Outside, and Outside 

was, for now, beyond his reach.


But oh, it beckoned—and sounds came to his ears 

from Outside—voices, the distant silver fanfare of trumpets, 

shouting, the heavy tread of boots, the barking of 

dogs, and often, very often, the clatter of hooves on 

faceted planes of black stone that sparkled like a star-pricked 

sky.


One night, awakened by one such commotion, he 

crept on trembling legs into an adjoining storeroom. 

Through a thin slot of a window in the thick stone wall 

he glimpsed a round, red-gold moon. And for an instant 

he thought he saw an impossible silhouette flying across 

the bright face of it.





Soon—too soon for the nameless youth’s liking or well-being—his benefactress decided he was fit enough to 

work at light tasks. She hustled him out of his pile of

blankets and set him to sweeping floors, helping in the 

laundries, and cleaning the various ingenious instruments 

of lighting that had accumulated in this place 

over the years—brass candlesticks and chamber-sticks, 

candle-snuffers, wax-jacks, bougie boxes, wick-trimmers, 

douters, candle-boxes, and lamps.


His legs trembled constantly, and sometimes he nearly 

fainted with the effort. Fatigue and unfamiliarity made 

him slow—at whiles, Grethet lost patience and cuffed 

him. The first time it happened, he was greatly shocked 

and stared at her in horror, his thick lips wordlessly 

mouthing protestations. At this an expression of guilt 

flashed across her face, chased by a look of ruthlessness, 

and she cuffed him again, harder.


As day followed day like a queue of weary gray 

beggars, he became accustomed to her light, stinging 

blows and abusive tone, but alone at night he sometimes 

wept silently for want of love.


Nourished by food, sleep, and warmth, he began to 

gain strength as time passed. With strength came more 

understanding of the words employed by the other 

servants living and working within these dark walls. He 

“spoke” with the loveless Grethet, employing simple, 

universally obvious gestures.


“Hide yourself,” she would nag. “Maimed boy, you 

are. Wrap yourself and they won’t see.”


How did I come to this place? he wanted to know, 

and, Who am I?


But he was unable to concoct a way of inquiring. 

Nonetheless, by keeping his eyes and ears keen he 

learned other things.


One law he learned first.


Miserable, stooped with weariness, he swept lint 

from the floors of the laundries. Steam imbued the air 

with breathless humidity. He pushed his taltry off his 

damp head for just a few moments of relief, but as 

he drew breath to sigh, a staff cracked down on his 

shoulder. He flinched but could not cry out.


“Taltry on . . . head!” screamed the chief laundress, 

her face empurpled as a ripe plum. “Never . . . off, 

understand?”


The wearing of the taltry hood was not merely a rule. 

To disobey it was a crime, punishable by beatings and 

deprivations. He must wear the heavy hood at all times, 

tied at the neck. It did not seem as important to wear it 

indoors, but outdoors was a different matter.


Later, Grethet took him aside and pointed to a slit of 

a window.


“Outside,” she pronounced in the simplified language 

she used for him, “outside. When outside, wear hood. 

Always.” She took him by the shoulders and shook 

him to emphasize the instructions. Working the drawstring 

of his hood, she compounded the ordeal by 

half strangling him. “Tie tightly,” she hissed. “Like this.”


The boy had examined his plain, mud-colored taltry 

closely, finding the reason for its peculiar heaviness. 

Between the outer cloth and the lining was a fine, metal 

chain mesh that could be felt through the cloth. Its 

purpose eluded him.


In the course of discharging his limited indoor 

employment, his toil in dark halls and cramped storerooms, 

the foundling came to understand in greater 

measure the vast and complex structure in whose understories 

he dwelt.


Grethet sent him to one of the kitchens to fetch 

bread. As he entered the fragrant, smoking cavern, one 

of the underbutlers spied him and emitted a yell of rage. 

By this time, the unnamed lad had become accustomed 

to loud vociferations of indignation accompanying his 

arrival anywhere. It had become part of his education.


“Get it out of here!” shouted the underbutler, brandishing 

a ladle. “It’s not allowed in the kitchens!”


As the lad was being chased down the passageway, 

he overheard a couple of scullery maids attempting to 

stifle their giggles.


“Its ugliness might cause Cook to faint into the soup,” 

said one.


“Such an accident might add flavor,” her companion 

retorted.


His appearance might have prevented his entry into 

some areas, but there were plenty of other tasks to be 

undertaken indoors.


Simply polishing the brass door fittings consumed 

much effort. There were knobs and handles, lock-plates 

and chased escutcheon plates embellished with the 

zigzag lightning insignia, engraved lock-covers, door-hinges 

and beaten copper fingerplates and cast-iron 

doorstops in the shape of coats of arms. Sometimes, 

with a sinking heart, the polisher caught sight of a monstrous 

visage leering at him from the convex surfaces of 

the burnished doorknobs and recognized his own 

reflection.


When Grethet suspected him of possessing a few 

moments of idle time, she would rattle off lists of occupations 

with which he might amuse himself. Unfortunately, 

by this time he understood her well enough.


“Furbish the bronze wall-sconces!” she would cry. 

“Wax the aumbries! Scrub the flagstones! Clean the 

second-best silver, sweep soot and cinders out of the 

fireplaces, and black the grates!”


He fetched, carried, and scoured. He rubbed whiting 

on the moon-bright trays, salvers, and elegant hand-bells 

with which the higher-ranking servants were summoned.


Once, lost in the labyrinth of passageways and stairs, 

the nameless lad found himself intruding upon a 

hitherto unexplored level of his prison-home. He had 

ventured higher than usual, climbing an unfamiliar stair. 

To his astonishment he gained the last step to see before 

him a corridor hung with finery, lit by the rich, golden 

glow of filigree lamps.


Massive rectangles of fabric covered the stone walls 

from floor to ceiling. Across them blazed spectacular 

scenes of forests, mountains, battles, gardens—scenes 

the lad recognized with that primeval instinct, but 

which he could not recall ever having beheld. On closer 

inspection, he perceived that the landscapes were in 

fact composed of countless tiny stitches in colored 

threads.


A voice from farther along the corridor jolted him into 

a panic. He sensed he should not be here, guessed he 

would be punished severely if caught. There was no 

time to dash back to the stair-head. Softly he sidestepped 

behind the nearest tapestry, flattening himself 

against the cold stone of the wall.


Two men strolled leisurely into view. Their raiment 

was simple in design but sewn of sumptuous fabrics. 

The first, clad in black velvet edged with silver, was

pontificating to the second, who wore brocade in the 

colors of a Summer sunset.


“. . . lower third of the structure,” he expounded, 

“which is occupied by the servants, was long ago hewn 

from a massive bulwark of living rock. Those levels are 

riddled with natural caves and tunnels extended by 

excavation, while the upper levels, reserved exclusively 

for us, are constructed of huge blocks of dominite mined 

out from those diggings. Internal and external stairways 

spiral their way between the multiple levels, but of 

course we of the House only travel in the lift-cages.”


“What are the stairways for, then?” asked the second 

man, demonstrating remarkable obtuseness. Magnanimously, 

the first lord gushed on, gesturing with his pale 

hands, while the menial behind the tapestry trembled in 

his rags.


“The servants are arranged according to a complicated 

hierarchy. The lower ranks, being forbidden to 

ride up and down between levels in the busy lift-shafts, 

must needs use the stairways, which reach the ground 

at exits near the domestic goat caves. Forbidden to 

trespass in the higher regions of the Tower, they pursue 

their drudgeries out of sight of their betters. Only the 

higher echelons of servant are permitted to personally 

serve the lords and ladies of the Tower. They use the 

upper stairs or, on rare occasions, the lift-cages.


He cleared his throat.


“You, my dear peddler, who visit Isse Tower from 

regions rife with warm underground springs, will be 

interested to discover how our bathwater is heated for 

the Relayers and our scented ladies.”


“Mmph,” was the grunted response.


“All heating here on the upper floors is achieved by 

means of an ingenious furnace.”


“Extraordinary,” mumbled the orange guest.


“Extraordinary? But no,” contradicted the black-and-silver 

lord. “Isse Tower is, after all, the chief stronghold 

of an ancient and powerful dynasty second only to 

royalty. We of the Seventh House of the Stormriders 

deserve only superlative service for our creature comforts!”


“Which no doubt is well earned, as compensation for 

being forced to dwell in such an island as this,” said the 

visitor somewhat sourly, “surrounded as you are by 

wights and wilderness. No doubt you and your servants 

are rarely able to leave the Tower, or never, unless you 

go with a well-guarded caravan.”


“On the contrary, we come and go on the sky-roads 

as we please,” cried the other. “And what matter the 

servants? It does them good. They are safe here, and 

well fed—too well fed for the paltry amount of work 

they do, the lazy gluttons. What need have they to 

wander?”


Their voices had begun to fade, indicating to the 

cringing eavesdropper that they had turned around and 

were pacing away from him. As the conversation died to 

a whisper, he peeped around the fringed border of the 

tapestry. The aristocrat and the visiting merchant had 

indeed vacated the corridor. Instantly the lad darted 

from his haven and hurtled down the stairs.


But he was not to be so easily reoriented. Frantically, 

he searched through the lower level for some passageway 

or gallery he knew. He felt certain the first person 

he met would redirect him to Floor Five as urgently as

possible, but he preferred to try finding his own way—which was why, when he heard an approaching voice 

for the second time, he concealed himself once more. 

This time he slid into a dim niche in the wall, between 

two stone ribs supporting arched vaults.


The figure that wandered into view was that of Mad 

Mullet, the compost-hauler. His job was to carry vegetable 

scraps from the kitchens down to the ground. 

There he blended them with animal dung to form a 

scrumptious medley for the use of the kitchen-gardeners.


His approach was usually heralded by his odor, and 

by the curious rambling monologue he voiced wherever 

he went—a monologue that was barely intelligible at the 

best of times. As he ranted, he drooled. He was, as his 

nickname suggested, mad. However, being proud of 

bearing and regular of feature, he was quite comely to 

look at, and thus rated higher in the servants’ hierarchy 

than the deformed lad—not that Mad Mullet cared one 

whit.


Orating, chanting, and singing in a queer high-pitched 

tone, Mad Mullet passed quite close by the place 

where the lad crouched, endeavoring to resemble a 

grotesque carving decorating the wall. The lad noted 

that the eyes of Mad Mullet appeared unfocused, blank, 

as if fixed on some distant object that none but lunatics 

could discern.


On tiptoe, the lad followed him.


Mad Mullet was sometimes wont to frequent the 

furnace levels. He might lead the way back to Floor 

Five.


Through the worm-ways went the two, and Mad

Mullet never looked back, nor did his step falter. He led 

the way, but not where the lad had hoped. Without 

warning, a gust of pure, cold air buffeted the two. Light 

broke on them like a blue crystal, and they emerged 

upon a stone-flagged balcony as vast and sheer as the 

floor of the ballroom.


For the first time, the lad was Outside.


In his awe, he momentarily forgot that he was trying to 

keep his presence hidden from Mad Mullet. Stumbling 

to the edge, he gazed out to the horizon, cramming his 

memory with the scene. When it was filled he looked 

down, then from left to right, and at last he turned his 

head and craned upward to discover what loomed above.


Built at the sea’s edge, the dominite fortress, black 

and glistening, towered more than forty stories straight 

up above the canopy of the surrounding forest. A soaring 

pile crowned with turrets, battlements, chimneys, 

and slender watchtowers, the fortress was defined by 

walled demesnes flanked on one side by a harbor and 

on the other by a sea of trees.


Balconies randomly toothed the sheer outer walls. 

Footed by jutting platforms leading nowhere, several 

arched gateways, set at varying altitudes, faced the four 

points of the compass. High above ground level, at the 

seventh story, the circumference of the structure suddenly 

narrowed on the western side like a giant stair, 

creating a wide, flat shelf that ended in mid air. No 

parapet or balustrade enclosed this space—instead, a 

row of iron-capped bollards, evenly spaced, lined the 

edge. Below, the outer walls of the Tower dropped 

precipitously—the lad reckoned it was more than a 

hundred feet—to the ground.


It was here, on this brink, that he was standing.


As he woke to that fact, he woke also to the proximity 

of the madman beside him. But in the next instant Mad 

Mullet was no longer at his side, for with a clear cry of 

“I can fly!” he had stepped joyously from the platform 

and plummeted to his death.





As the lad later overheard, such “flights” were no 

uncommon occurrence.
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THE HOUSE OF THE


STORMRIDERS





Tale and Travail
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Unremembered, yesterday is extinct.
 

Without yesterday, today has no meaning. 


Who are you, if forgotten? 


Who are you, but the sum of your memories?


Ertish saying


Despite being immured within the dark, airless, 

walled spaces of the Tower, despite the fact 

that he was badly informed and struggling to 

comprehend his plight, the foundling came to understand 

that in some way the existence of Stormrider 

Houses revolved around horses. The sound of horses 

echoed from unexpected directions in the dominite 

cavities, the warm scent of them wafted suddenly to the 

nostrils from Outside, along with a thicker, avian odor 

as of caged birds. Horses were hoisted up and down the 

towers in lift-cages, and horses were kept in stalls in

the upper stories. When he began Outside work, the 

newest and most lowly menial of the House was able to 

divine their purpose.


One morning the foundling was sent Outside to a 

balcony, to trounce the dust from floor-rugs. Flat-based 

cumulus clouds floated tranquilly like latherings of soap 

bubbles on invisible water, their frayed rims gilded by 

the dawn. Viewed from high on the balcony, the clouds 

were almost at eye level. This was the first time the boy 

had ventured into the open air, and excitement made 

him shiver.


Leaning over the battlements and looking far down, 

he could see the demesnes laid out like a map—the kitchen 

gardens, the neglected flower gardens, the stables 

and training yards, the wizard’s hall, and bits of the 

rutted road between the trees that overhung it. Horses 

roamed the meadows, hattocking tracks, training yards, 

and stables below. They all seemed to be burdened with 

pairs of panniers slung on either side of their flanks, but 

what those baskets contained, the watcher could not tell 

from a distance.


On the other side, a wide, flat expanse of water—Isse 

Harbor, shimmering like rose-and-gold silk in the morning. 

From the shore projected a pier on marble stanchions, 

reaching far out into the bay, with docks and 

wharves set at intervals along its length. Still standing firm 

after uncounted centuries, Isse Harbor’s wharves had 

proved a marvel of engineering, a reminder of the lost 

skills of glorious days long past. Here anchored Water-ships 

of the sea—splendid lily-winged birds of the deep, 

come from the outland runs to roost at this haven, if only 

for a while. They brought tidings and trade, their cargo

was rich with barrels of pickled meats, fat flavescent 

cheeses, bales of cloth, sacks of flour and beans, casks of 

wines and spirits. There were stone jars brimming with 

honey, preserved and dried fruits, salt meat, sainfoin, 

stockfeed, leather, pots and porringers, pitchers and 

porcelain, fragrances, essences, spices, saffron, scrim, 

shabrack, musk, muslin, madder, purpurin, talmigold, 

tragacanth, wax, and all other manner of provisions.


The youth’s goggling eyes traveled to the north and 

west. Here, wooded hills rolled gently away to a horizon 

wrapped in a niveous haze. Beneath the innocent roof 

of leaves, it was said, roamed all manner of eldritch 

wights both seelie and unseelie, but although the boy 

searched, he could see no sign of such incarnations. He 

had heard that a haunted crater-lake lay nearby to the 

northwest, and to the east, two miles from the sea, a 

puzzle most curious—the ancient remains of a Watership, 

its back broken, wedged in a cleft between two 

hills. Were such a legend true, the Empire of Erith must 

indeed be wondrous and perilous.


A satin scarf of a breeze floated up from the forest. In 

the south, gulls circumaviated Isse Harbor. Dust motes 

swarmed from the patterned rugs as the youth beat 

them, causing him paroxysms of sneezing. Reeling, he 

leaned against the parapet to recover. At that moment 

his watering eyes saw a sight that assured him he had 

sneezed his wits out through his nostrils.


At first it seemed to him that high and far off the dark 

shape of a large bird—an eagle or an albatross—was 

flying out of the sky in the southeast. Yet, as it 

approached, the silhouette resolved itself into the shape 

of a winged horse and rider galloping through powder-puff clouds toward the fortress. The youth blinked and 

shook his head. A second look cleared any doubt that 

the vision not only existed, but was closing in rapidly. 

The rider’s head was the skull of a monster, or else he 

wore a winged helmet with a faceplate. Saddlebags 

bulged behind his thighs; his cloak billowed. The bird-horse 

moved fast, but with a strange and unnatural gait, 

placing its hooves with quick, mathematical precision 

just below the clouds’ condensation level, simultaneously 

beating its wings in long, graceful arcs.


Sagging against the parapet, the foundling stared. 

Blood drained from his head. Almost, he fainted. Surely 

the world must be turned upside down if a horse possessed 

wings to fly! As he gaped, looking like some 

rooftop gargoyle, a fanfare issued from a silver trumpet 

on the ramparts, cleaving the morning air with long, 

ringing notes. The aerial cavalier reached an upper story 

of the fortress and entered in at a platform jutting from 

the outer wall. His heart jumping like a scared rabbit, the 

youth sank to his bony knees. Then, recalling his task 

and how he would be beaten more vigorously than the 

carpet if he were discovered idling, he hastily returned 

to pounding mats, invoking dust, and sneezing.


Now at last he could make sense of the term he had 

heard so often—“eotaur.” The word referred to the 

mighty, horned Skyhorses, the pride of the Stormriders. 

And it was not the last marvel he was to discover.


Being shunned and ignored was not without its 

advantages. It meant that the lad was able to go about 

the mazy ways of the Tower largely unnoticed. He 

began to ascertain that insignificance was, in many 

ways, advantageous to his education.


In one instance, he had managed to elude Grethet 

and find an unobtrusive pantry-nook to doze in, when 

he was roused by a sound like the cooing of two doves. 

Within earshot a chambermaid was seated on a cider-barrel, 

her young child nestling on her lap. The two 

were conversing.


“. . . brought news from Namarre,” said the mother 

softly. “I heard one of the upper-level chambermaids say 

so.”


“Where is Namarre?” asked the child, snuggling her 

downy head closer to her mother’s shoulder.


“It is very far away.”


“The eotaurs must be truly strong, to be able to gallop 

from very far away.”


The mother shook her head. “Even the greatest 

among them has not the strength to come all the way 

from Namarre without resting. Letters and other air 

cargo must be relayed. Isse Tower is a Relay Station.”


“What is a Relay Station?”


“One of the staging posts where inland and outland 

runs meet. At Relay Stations, incoming mounts and 

Relayers interchange with fresh couriers. Messages and 

payloads are transferred.”


“Oh,” said the child, sounding disappointed. “Are 

there many Stations? But I thought Isse Tower was 

important.”


“Of course it is important. It is part of a network of 

Relay Stations and Interchange Turrets. They are the 

crossroads for communications networks spanning the 

countries of the world, far above the perils of land 

roads.”


The child digested these facts in silence. Presently she

said, “And Stormriders—they are the most important 

lords in all of Erith, are they not? Aside from the King-Emperor, I mean.”


“They are aristocrats, yes,” replied the mother, 

caressing the child’s hair. “But there are other nobles at 

the court of the King-Emperor who are considered to be 

equally as important. Yet, hush now, for we must not 

talk so about our betters.”





By now the foundling had learned that the Stormriders 

were indeed peers of the realm—an exclusive caste 

born and trained to become masters of their profession. 

Without them, messages could not be Relayed. Without 

them, valuable small cargoes could not be forwarded 

across the country, among cities, mining-towns, and 

larger villages. The Stormriders’ trade was exacting, he 

knew, and it belonged exclusively to the twelve Houses.


However, the fact that his masters traversed the skies 

of Erith meant very little to the new servant-lad. 

Between the mortar of daily drudgery and the pestle of 

pain, life went grinding on. There was no shortage of 

provender in the Tower, but he did not receive a great 

deal of it. His ration, although insignificant, was often 

withheld or stolen. Emptiness always pinched at his 

insides, like tiny clockwork crabs.


Some of his fellow servitors shunned the nameless 

lad. Most ignored him. A few nursed a strong antipathy 

to him. No matter how obedient he showed himself, no 

matter how hard he tried to please, they discovered 

fault. These punished and bullied him continually; he 

feared them with every fiber of his being. When they

came near, he shriveled and trembled to his bones. 

There was no appeal against their abuse and the pain 

they inflicted; it had to be endured, that was all. He 

became accustomed to the constant tenderness of flesh 

brought on by bruising and the cuts that occurred when 

he fell or was thrown against some unforgiving object.


Because it seemed obvious that the newcomer was a 

half-wit, no effort was made to communicate with him, 

let alone teach him. None offered kindness, save for the 

daughter of the Keeper of the Keys, who was powerless 

to help him substantially.


Her name was Caitri, and she was very young—perhaps twelve Summers old. She had encountered him 

once when he was at his work—waxing the aumbries 

and weeping, so that the wax mingled with his tears. 

She, like the rest, had at first recoiled from his ugliness—yet, after the shock of first sight, she looked upon him 

anew, and her gaze softened as though she viewed him 

not as a deformed idiot, but as an injured animal in need 

of succor.


“Why do you weep?” she asked. He could only shake 

his head. She perceived the way his belly hollowed 

beneath his tunic, and sometimes she brought him 

hunches of stale bread or withered apples. She was the 

only one who ever really talked to him. It was she who 

explained to him about Windships, the majestic vessels 

that sailed the skies and sometimes berthed at Isse 

Tower.


However, Caitri’s duties kept her away from Floor 

Five most of the time, and he met her infrequently, only 

accidentally.


Over time, by way of eavesdropping and osmosis and

rare acts of kindness, the youth learned more from those 

who lorded him. Most of it he gleaned in the evenings, 

for that was when the servants would often gather and 

tell stories. In this way the unworthiest among them 

began to discover the nature of the perilous and 

wondrous world beyond the Tower.





The servants’ kitchen, Floor Five, was a spicery of sage 

and wood-smoke. Evening brought tranquillity to the 

bustling chamber. Fireplaces big enough to roast an ox 

glowed with the last of the day’s incandescence. In the 

chimney corner leaned one of the battered straw targets 

that, when soaked with water, was used to shield the 

spit-boys from the fierce heat of the fires. Lamps 

flickered with a dandelion light, describing various 

implements: copper pans, stoneware jars—gray hens 

and gotches, skeins of thyme and lemongrass, garlic, 

hams, onions, turnips, and cheeses hanging like 

comestible jewelry from blackened roof beams. Beside 

a set of scales, an empty one-gallon blackjack stood on 

a wooden bench, its leather seams reinforced with brass 

mounts and studs. Brass mote-skimmers, basting ladles 

with handles over a yard long, ale-mullers, and skillets 

dangled against the walls. Someone had left a warming-pan 

sticking out of a copper-bound wooden bucket. 

Caudle cups, posset pots, and pipkins lined up on a 

shelf beside a gristmill and a meat mincer. Alongside 

brass chamber-sticks, their candles dripping yellow 

tallow in turgid formations, the table supported several 

pitted pewter tankards and a large brown spike-pot with 

a miniature spike-pot mounted in its domed lid.


Shadows distorted themselves into uncanny shapes. 

Dogs and small capuchin monkeys sprawled before the 

open hearth, scratching their fleas. Like restless bees, 

scullery maids, flunkeys, cooks, and a few children 

congregated in buzzing groups, drinking from wooden 

porringers of steaming spike-leaf and medlure. The thin 

figure that slipped in at the far door and huddled in 

the corner beside a food-hutch went unnoticed, being 

among grotesque shadow-shapes of its own ilk.


Softly a sweet young voice was singing some kind of 

incomprehensible lullaby:





Sweven, sweven, sooth and winly,
 

Blithely sing I leoth, by rike. 


Hightly hast thou my este, 


Mere leofost.




The song ended. As the chief cellar-keeper cleared 

his throat and spat precursively into the fire, an expectant 

hush settled over those assembled. Brand Brinkworth 

held the respected and well-deserved position of 

oldest and best Storyteller at Isse Tower. As a jongleur, 

he had traveled Beyond; his own life and adventures 

had already passed into legend, and he still wore about 

his neck the copper torque shaped like a snake—his 

most prized possession, the sigil of a bard, a lore-master.


Many traditional gestes had been passed down 

through the generations, and newer ones had been 

imported to the Tower by sailors, aeronauts, and 

outland road-caravaners. Most had been relished many 

times without losing their savor and garnished a little 

more with each recounting.


Stories of Beyond were, more often than not, stories

of eldritch wights. Yarns were told about wights of the 

seelie kind, who wished mortals well and even gave 

them supernatural help or who merely used them as 

targets for their harmless mischief. Then there were the 

tales of unseelie things—wicked, fell wights of eldritch, 

the protagonists of nightmares.


Those were dark tales.


“Speaking of unseelie wights,” began Brinkworth, 

which he had not been doing, “did I ever give out 

about the time the Each Uisge happened by Lake 

Corrievreckan?”


The servants shuddered.


The stories described many different types of 

waterhorses haunting the lakes and rivers, the pools and 

oceans of Erith, but of all of them, the Each Uisge was 

the most ferocious and dangerous.


It was one of the most notorious of all the unseelie 

creatures that frequented the watery places, although 

the Glastyn was almost as bad. Sometimes the Each 

Uisge appeared as a handsome young man, but usually 

it took the form of a bonny dapper horse that virtually 

invited mortals to ride it. Once on its back, no rider 

could tear himself off, for its skin was imbued with a 

supernatural stickiness. If anyone was so foolish as to 

mount, he was carried with a breakneck rush into the 

nearest lake and torn to pieces. Only some of his innards 

would be discarded, to wash up later on the shore.


The occupants of the kitchen waited. They had heard 

the tale of Corrievreckan before but never tired of it. 

Besides, Brinkworth with his succinct style had a way of 

refreshing it so that it came to his audience like news 

each time.


“ ’Tis a very old story—I cannot say how old, maybe 

a thousand years—but true nonetheless,” said the old 

man, scratching his knee where one of the hounds’ fleas 

had bitten him. “Young Iainh and Caelinh Maghrain, 

twin sons of the Chieftain of the Western Isles of 

Finvarna at that time, were hunting with their comrades 

when they saw a magnificent horse grazing near Lake 

Corrievreckan.”


“Where is that?” interrupted a grizzled stoker.


“In the Western Isles, cloth-ears, in Finvarna,” hissed 

a buttery-maid. “Do you not listen?”


“I thought the Each Uisge dwelled in Eldaraigne.”


“It roams anywhere it pleases,” said Brand Brinkworth. 

“Who shall gainsay such a wicked lord of 

eldritch? Now if you don’t mind, I’ll be on with the tale.”


The other servants shot black looks at the stoker 

from beneath lowered brows. The stoker nodded nonchalantly, 

and the Storyteller continued.


“They saw a magnificent horse grazing near Lake 

Corrievreckan,” he repeated, and as his pleasant old 

voice lilted on, there unfolded in the minds of the 

listeners a place far off in time and space, a landscape 

they would never see.


A white pearl shone like an eye in a hazy sky. The 

sun was past its zenith, sinking toward a wintry horizon. 

It cast a pale gleam over the waters of the lake. The 

entire surface was lightly striated with long ripples, 

shimmering in silken shades of gray. Through a frayed 

rent in the clouds, a crescent moon rode like a ghostly 

canoe, translucent. A flock of birds crossed the sky in a 

long, trailing V-formation. Their cries threaded down the 

wind—wild ducks returning home.


Dead trees reached their black and twisted limbs out 

of the waters, and near the shore, long water-grasses 

bowed before the breeze, their tips bending to touch 

their own trembling reflections. Tiny glitters winked in 

and out across the wavelets. The play of light and 

shadow masked the realm that lay beneath the lake. 

Nothing could be seen of the swaying weeds, the 

landscapes of sand and stone, the dark crevasses, any 

shapes that might, or might not, move deep beneath the 

water.


As the wild ducks passed into the distance, the tranquillity 

of the lake was interrupted. Faint at first, then 

louder, yells and laughter could be heard from the 

eastern shore. A band of Ertishmen was approaching.


Eight of them came striding along, and their long, 

tangled hair was as red as sunset. They were accompanied 

by dogs, retrievers wagging feathery tails. 

Baldrics were slung across the shoulders of the men, 

quivers were on their backs and longbows in their 

hands. At the belts of some swung a brace of fowl, tied 

by the feet. Already they had had a successful day’s 

hunting. Buoyed by success, they were in high spirits. 

This last foray to the eastern shores of the lake was 

considered no more than a jaunt—they did not intend to 

hunt seriously, as was evidenced by the noise they were 

raising. They chaffed and bantered, teasing one another, 

sparring as they went along. All of them were young 

men, hale and strong—indeed, the youngest was only a 

boy.


“Sciobtha, Padraigh,” laughed the two eldest, slapping 

him on the back as he ran to keep up, “ta ocras 

orm! Tu faighim moran bia!” The looks of the two

Maghrain brothers were striking—tall, copper-haired 

twins in the leather kilts and heavy gold torcs of 

Finvarnan aristocracy. Their grins were wide and frequent, 

a flash of white across their brown faces.


“Amharcaim! Amharcaim!” Padraigh shouted suddenly, 

pointing to the black and leafless alders leaning 

at the lake’s edge. The men halted and turned their 

heads.


A shadow moved there. Or was it a shadow?


Gracefully, with arched neck, the stallion came walking 

out from among the trees. Clean were his lines, and 

well molded; long and lean his legs, finely tapered his 

frame. He had the build of a champion racehorse in its 

prime. His coat was sleek and glossy as the water of the 

lake, oil-black but highlighted with silver gray where the 

sun’s diffuse glow caught the sliding of the muscles. 

Clearly, here was a horse to outrace the wind.


The men stood, watching in silent awe. The creature 

tossed his beautiful head, sending his mane flying like 

spume. He too stood still for a moment, then demurely, 

almost coquettishly, began to walk toward the huntsmen. 

The stallion seemed unconcerned by their presence, not 

frightened at all, but friendly and tame. They were able 

to go right up to him—he did not shy away but allowed 

them to stroke the midnight mane and marvel at the 

grand height of him, the sheer perfection of his contours 

and the power implicit therein.


Then, in their own Ertish language, Iainh Maghrain 

spoke huskily from the back of his throat.


“That is the finest steed in Aia,” he said, “and I shall 

ride him.”


His brother threw him a swift, hard glance. “I, too,”

he said immediately, not to be bettered.


Fearless, these two—and competitive. It did not enter 

their heads that appearances might be deceptive.


“Easy now, easy, alainn capall dubh,” said Iainh, 

caressing the elegant arch of the neck. The stallion stood 

as steady as a cornerstone, almost as though he were 

encouraging a rider to mount. His eyes were limpid 

pools, fringed with lashes as a pool is fringed with reeds.


But young Padraigh was wary.


“Don’t do it, Iainh,” he said. “See how the hounds 

droop their tails and slink away? They are afraid of him, 

for all that he is so fine.” Indeed, the retrievers were 

cowering in the shelter of a clump of tall rocks at the 

lake’s edge, a hundred yards away.


The brothers paid no heed to the youngster’s 

warning. In a trice, Iainh had vaulted up on the horse’s 

back, and in the next instant Caelinh was up behind 

him. Still, the stallion appeared unperturbed. At the 

touch of Iainh’s boot-heel he trotted amicably in a circle.


“The fine one is as quiet as a lamb!” cried their 

comrades. “Hey, make room for us—why should you 

two be having all the fun?”


One by one the other youths mounted. Like all 

Ertishmen, they were proficient horsemen and had been 

able to ride bareback since they could walk. They 

sprang with ease onto the stallion’s back. Meanwhile 

Padraigh hung back cautiously—prompted by some 

inner caution, he had decided to be last.


It seemed apparent, as he watched each man jump 

up, that no space would be left for the next. Yet each 

time a new rider took his place, there was still enough 

room for another. Padraigh’s eyes strayed to the horse’s

croup. Something unusual about it disturbed him. He 

thought that under the satin hide, the bones of the 

skeleton were shifting in an odd way, and the sinews 

were—the only way to describe it was lengthening.


The last of his comrades leaped onto the horse. Now 

seven were seated there, laughing, jesting, and beckoning 

to him from atop the friendly steed.


“Come on, Padraigh mo reigh,” they cried. “Get up 

and let’s see how he gallops!”


A flash of understanding scorched the boy’s brain.


In horror, Padraigh realized that the horse had grown 

longer to fit all its riders. Utter terror seized him, and his 

voice choked in his own gullet. Too frightened to 

scream a warning, he ran to the lofty boulders that stood 

at the lake’s edge and concealed himself among them, 

with the cringing dogs.


Black against the silver-gray ripples of the lake, the 

horse turned its long head. It looked toward the rocks. 

Dark lips curled back from teeth as square as tombstones. 

An utterance issued like fumes from that aperture.


“Come along, snotty-nose, do not be left behind!” A 

voice to corrode iron—cold, unforgiving, appalling.


The boy did not move.


The seven mounted men abruptly fell silent.


Then the horse came after Padraigh among the 

boulders, dodging this way and that, flinging the riders 

from side to side, and all the while they were screaming, 

unable to tear their hands off its back. Back and forth 

they ducked about among the monoliths, and the 

hounds fled, howling, and Padraigh’s stricken gasps tore 

at his chest like claws, and the pounding of his heart 

thundered in his skull as if his brain would burst; but the

boy in his desperation proved too nimble for the Each 

Uisge. At last it gave up and tossed its stormy mane, and 

with a snort like laughter it dived into the lake and 

under the waters.


The last echo of their screams hung over the place 

where the men had vanished. Padraigh stared at the 

ripples spreading slowly from that center. He was 

shaking so violently that he could scarcely stand. Sweat 

dripped from his brow, but his flesh was cold as a fish’s.


He listened.


Nothing reached his ears but the fading staccato 

plaint of plovers on the wing, the sough of the wind 

bending the long water-grasses until their tips kissed 

their own reflections, and the lap, lap of wavelets licking 

the shore.


When the white sun sank into the mists on the edge 

of the world, he was there still, his face bloodless; 

listening, unmoving.





“The seven youths were never seen again,” concluded 

the Storyteller, leaning back.


“Let storms blow hard and wolves for flesh howl on!” 

a porter expleted fervently. Similar sentiments gripped 

the entire kitchen.


“What about the next morning?” persisted a wide-eyed 

pot-boy perversely fascinated with the tale’s usual 

grisly ending.


“The clan went down to the lake at uhta,” said 

Brinkworth, “the hour before dawn. They found the 

boy, living but unable to speak. Some dark shapes were 

washing to and fro in the shallow margins of the shingle.

When they went near to see what they were, they found 

human livers, five of them, torn and bloody.”


“What became of the other two?”


“Nobody kens.”


This narrative having been discussed and gravely 

pronounced upon by all, another took his turn to speak; 

a belligerent kitchen-gardener with a clever tongue 

who was always vying for a position in the storytelling 

echelons.


“Well, I heard of a lass what escaped the Each Uisge,” 

he argued. “In the south of Luindorn there was a farmer 

what had a large herd of cattle.”


“Luindorn now,” commented the stoker obstinately.


“Yes, Luindorn,” the kitchen-gardener confirmed, 

glaring. “And one day a round-eared calf was born 

amongst them. Well, he did not know what this meant, 

so he asked a woman what dwelled nearby—she was a 

carlin—and she said that it were a calf of a water-bull. It 

were lucky to have such a calf, she said, but it must be 

kept apart from the other cattle for seven years and fed 

with the milk from three different cows, each day. This 

farmer did as how she had told him.


“Some years later, one of his servant-lasses was down 

by the lake, keeping an eye on the cattle as they grazed. 

A young man came up to her, a tall, handsome lad with 

long dark hair and a winsome smile. She had never seen 

him before, but she was struck by his good looks.”


The gardener’s listeners nodded wisely.


“‘Fair damsel,’ says he, ‘will you do a favor for me?’ 

She, very much flattered by his attention, says that she 

will. ‘My hair is so matted and tangled,’ says he, ‘I 

thought a charming maid like you might have clever

fingers enough to straighten it for me, for surely I am at 

a loss.’


“‘Of course, good sir,’ says the lass, and she seats 

herself on the grass with the young man’s head on her 

lap and proceeds to part and comb his hair with her 

fingers. But suddenly she freezes with fear, for what 

does she spy growing amongst his hair but green waterweed! 

Then she knew that he was no man of Erith but 

the terrible Each Uisge himself!”


On cue, the audience gasped.


“Woe the while!” they murmured. “O strange day and 

night!”


“She came to her senses at last and did not jump or 

cry out, but sat very still so as not to disturb him and 

lulled him to sleep with her combings, all the while 

craving deliverance. When she saw that he was indeed 

sleeping, she carefully untied her apron strings and 

worked her way out from under the head, then swiftly 

and silently she ran for home as fast as she could go.


“But before she reached the gate she heard, hard at 

her heels, a thundering sound of hooves. The Each 

Uisge was coming for her, and his rage was dreadful!”


The servants shuddered.


“‘Loose the water-bull!’ cried the carlin, and the 

farmer, seeing what was about, did so. Just as the Each 

Uisge was about to seize the maiden and take her under 

the lake to be devoured, the water-bull came bellowing 

and charging between them. The two creatures fought 

each other all the way back to the lake and under the 

waters. The Each Uisge was never seen again at that 

lake, but the mauled body of the faithful water-bull was 

washed ashore next morning.”


A sigh swept the servants’ kitchen, like the passing of 

a Summer breeze.


“Water-bulls be good wights,” boldly squeaked a 

junior page. “My nuncle said there were water-cattle 

blood in his herd, and there were always milk a-plenty.”


“Aye,” said a cellarman knowingly. “’Tis true that 

seelie wights such as water-bulls do not wantonly injure 

folk the way unseelie wights do, and they reward 

anyone who does them a kindness. Some of them be 

helpful and some be just pranksters, but mark you, they 

too will readily revenge any insult or injury and can 

cause great destruction.”


“Them duergars is some of the worst and most 

malicious order of unseelie things,” said a scullion.


“Aye,” echoed old Brand Brinkworth, “a sailor who 

came here last year on the Pride of Severnesse has a 

cousin who lives in the hills of northern Severnesse, and 

he knows of a fellow on his way to Riothbury what lost 

himself on the hills when the night came on.”


The servants pricked up their ears. They huddled 

closer together as the old man conjured a vision of a 

place far beyond the black-beamed kitchen and the cold 

stone walls of the Tower. The old man’s voice softly 

filled the night.


“O viper vile!” cried the scullery maids when the tale 

was ended, clutching each other in delicious horror.


At this display of sensibility Rennet Thighbone, a 

greasy-haired cook, snarled, “Fie, wenches!” and blew 

his nose on his sleeve. Old Brinkworth stretched his 

arms until they cracked and downed a draft of medlure, 

but he was not to be left in peace.


“Tell us more tales of the King-Emperor in Caermelor,

and of his wizard, Sargoth the Cowled!”


“No, tell us a story of the Greayte Cities in the 

glorious days of old.”


“Tonight,” intoned Brand, unruffled, unswayed, “I 

will tell one more tale—the tale of the beautiful maiden 

who slept for a hundred years under an enchantment, 

until she was woken by a prince’s kiss.”


“Beauty, always beauty,” whined a peevish skivvy.


“By cock and pie! Nobody wishes to hear a tale about 

an ugly maiden,” her companion retorted.


“That’s why they’ve never made a story about you,” 

another added. He was thanked with a shove.


The Storyteller wove the words and embroidered the 

tale’s fabric according to his way, casting his own 

wizardly enchantment over his audience. And when the 

story was finished it made a mantle that covered them 

all and held them together for a time. The Keeper of the 

Keys sawed mournfully on her fiddle, and her daughter, 

Caitri, sang an old song of Eldaraigne, a ballad from days 

of yore when the Icemen used to sail from Rimany to 

raid the southern villages of the Feorhkind and the great 

wizard Lammath had overthrown the enemy at Saralainn 

Vale:





Oh, the fountains were frozen in Saralainn Vale
 

And the mountains of Sarn were on fire, 


And the leaves blew like streaks down the dusty old streets
 

And the wind in the valley rose higher, 


When down to the glen came four hundred men
 

While the rest of the village was sleeping, 


And the light from their blades glittered bright through the glades 


And the cruel kiss of ice was their greeting. 


Behold the grim Icemen so pale and so bold!


Beware of their frostblades that glitter with cold!
 

But I saw them come and right swift did I run 


Till I came to where Lammath was lying. 


“The Icemen are here!” I cried out in fear,


“And the folk of the village are dying!”
 

Then Lammath he rose and he put on his clothes 


And he kindled a torch from the embers,
 

Saying, “I have a plan that I learned from a man 


With such wisdom as no one remembers.” 


Behind him I strode as through darkness he rode,
 

And the Icemen he met in the dawning 


As the sun’s first flare turned to gold in their hair.
 

I cried out to Lammath in warning, 


But the torch he held high drew the light from the sky 


Flaring out with a terrible power, 


And it turned them to stone and to ash and cold bone
 

All in that cold morning hour, 


As the morning sun started to flower, 


All around Saralainn Tower. 


“Oh, Lammath,” I said, “what price have you paid
 

For the power of light against shadow?” 


But he smiled with his eyes and they held no surprise 


As he walked with me down to the meadow. 


And I thought it might seem it had all been a dream
 

Except for the ice on the fountains,
 

And the leaves in the street and the dust on my feet,
 

And the fires that burned on the mountains.





Singing along drowsily, the servants fell asleep, and a 

disharmony of snores jarred the kitchen.


There would be other nights, other songs and tales. . . .





The lad was intrigued: What powered the Tower’s lifts? 

How was water pumped up hundreds of feet of internal

conduits to make possible life in the tall fortress? How 

could eotaurs lift themselves into the skies? Indeed, they 

were fine-boned horses, lean and sharp as swords, but 

surely even such powerful wings would not suffice to 

raise them. More puzzling yet—what was it that elevated 

the huge bulk of Windships?


Eventually he discovered the truth.


Their reputations among their peers being neither 

trifling nor illustrious, the newcomer ought to have 

guessed that the serving-lads Spatchwort and Sheep-shorn 

would gift him with trouble—and perhaps he 

did, but as the saying went, When the ship’s a wreck, 

what’s one more storm? Yet when he chanced to overhear 

them whispering together, his curiosity mastered 

him.


“Ustorix will bribe the treasury guards tonight.”


“How many and of what purity?”


“Two, of alt four hundred. He says there is no activity 

scheduled for Gate South Four Hundred at moonrise. 

We meet there.”


At night, nothing much lit the winding internal stairways 

except moon and stars slicing pale light-blades 

through slits in the thick dominite walls. The servants all 

lived below Floor Fourteen, but for someone who was 

used to effacing himself, melting into shadows and 

doorways at the first hint of approaching torchlight, it 

was not difficult to reach Floor Twenty-six unnoticed.


Gate South Four Hundred stood open, its portcullis 

upraised. The floor of the gatehall formed a road that 

went out to the edge of the jutting doorsill and ended 

abruptly there, hard against the night sky. Far below, 

beneath a wispy cloud-layer at two hundred feet,

pocket-handkerchief horse-yards and orchards gave on 

to a carpet of forest.


On each squadron level, alcoves and vestibules led 

off the gate-halls to either side, filled with an array of 

equipment for Stormrider Relayers and their steeds. 

These entrance rooms opened onto wide corridors that 

circumnavigated the fortress’s walls and rejoined themselves. 

The floor of these circuits was strewn with straw, 

for this was where the strappers walked the Skyhorses 

to cool them down after a long, hot ride.


Hidden among racks of saddles and tack beside a lift-shaft, 

the eavesdropper was able to glimpse a pattern of 

silver constellations on an ebony backdrop, dominated 

by a pale ship of a moon surfing cloud breakers. Somewhere 

in the dank and secret courses of the walls, water 

hammered in the pipes, or perhaps something else was 

pounding in there.


The festoons of lead-ropes, saddles, saddlebags, stirrups, 

surcingles and girths, reins, bits and bridles, 

martingales, cruppers, and breastplates about his ears 

were disturbed only by a scuttling of serpiginous rocklizards 

that were in the habit of basking daily on the 

outer walls. Cool air brushed the back of his hand like 

lily-petals.





Three youths entered the gatehalls silently, two of them 

pulling their taltries up over their heads and tightening 

the drawstrings. They carried a horn lantern. The third 

was clad richly in black velvet edged with silver braid, 

colors denoting a Son of the Seventh House, for he was 

the heir of the Storm Chieftain. The noble youth wore a high-collared doublet, belted at the middle; full sleeves 

were slashed to show a lining of gleaming jet satin 

beneath a cloak that swung to meet turned-down boots 

just below the knees. Relayer uniform besported a V-shaped 

embroidery from shoulder to waist to shoulder 

in the colors of the House, and epaulets starred to 

indicate squadron status. The belt buckle was cast in the 

form of the zigzag Stormrider device, which, with its 

motto, “Arnath Lan Seren”—some relic of a dead language—was also emblazoned on the left side of the 

chest, over the heart. Two daggers were slung from his 

belt, in ornamented sheaths, black leather embossed 

with silver. The young lord’s long, walnut-brown hair 

was combed smoothly back and bound tightly into a 

club with cords of black and silver. His taltry, thrown 

back daringly, was edged with tiny diadems like the 

glints in dominite rock and sported a sable plume. 

Shining boots rang on stone as he approached the gate 

and carefully unwrapped a heavy package he carried, a 

blue metal box whose lid he opened. Two lustrous 

ingots gleamed dully in moonlight.


Grod Sheepshorn, a lanky servant-lad with a receding 

chin, laughed nervously in his throat.


“Go on, Spatchwort,” he said to his friend, “you be 

first since you are the clever one.”


“It matters not who is first.”


So saying, Lord Ustorix tossed the silvery bars over 

the edge of the platform, out into the chasm of night.


From behind distant mountains the moon continued 

to rise, the stars slid imperceptibly across black glass. To 

the south, ink-dark waters stretched to the head of the 

bay. The sound of waves on the shore far below was carried upward on a salt wind. Horses nickered faintly, 

and hooves drummed in the meadows. The two silvery 

bars hung motionless, four hundred feet off the ground, 

level with the doorsill’s rock shelving.


“Pure alt four hundred sildron ingots, I see,” said 

Grod Sheepshorn with an exaggerated bow to his 

superior. “Enough to forge hoof-crescents for half a 

squadron! Worth a gold piece or two to the guards for 

the borrowing, eh, my lord?”


“Worth none of your business,” the aristocrat said 

coldly. “Let’s see you boys perform, now.”


“First the wager,” demanded Tren Spatchwort. He 

stood half a head shorter than Sheepshorn, wiry and 

lithe.


“One gold eagle each if you do it. Nothing if you 

don’t. Maybe a broken neck.”


“Wha— one eagle?” stammered Spatchwort. “But my 

lord said three!”


Ustorix rounded on the menial, teetering on the edge 

of civility.


“Well do I recall the agreement. One for the first 

attempt, two for the second.”


“But there was nothing said about a second—” 

Sheepshorn broke off and turned away. When he turned 

back, he was grinning. The grin did not reach his eyes. 

He bowed stiffly.


“Is my life worth twenty shillings?” He laughed. “Hey 

for two sovereigns! My lord knows that we can do the 

trick once, twice, countless times! For us it is easy! True, 

Spatchwort?”


The smaller youth nodded uneasily.


Sheepshorn flung off his cloak. Measured strides brought him to the back wall of the gatehall. With a 

lunge, he broke into a run, straight toward the gate, 

where the sildron bars hung side by side several feet 

from the edge. His soft boots made no noise on the 

dominite floor. There would be no noise as his body 

hurtled down through four hundred feet of space—perhaps a slight disturbance when it encountered the 

ground below. The nameless watcher seized a martingale 

and gripped it fiercely. Having reached the platform, 

the servant-boy flung himself out and up. His leap 

brought him to the hovering bars. His feet planted 

firmly, one on each bar, the boy skated through the air, 

leaning back slightly, carried by his own momentum. It 

was a daring act, an act of great skill—for a second, as 

he slowed, he teetered on the brink of losing balance 

and life, caught it again, and stopped.


His friend Spatchwort whistled nervously through his 

teeth. Ustorix said nothing.


Squatting on his precarious perch, Sheepshorn tied 

the sildron bars to his boots. When he stood, he grinned 

again with his eyes—posed, poised like a dancer.


“Now look at me!” he crowed softly, so softly, on the 

breeze. Noise would bring discovery. “I can walk on the 

air, like a wizard.”


A rush of exhilaration had accompanied success. His 

confidence rose. Lifting a boot, he took a careful step, 

then another, almost swaggering. Lightly he bobbed in 

nothingness as he returned to the doorsill and simply 

stumped back inside.


Blandly, Lord Ustorix handed over the gold coin to 

the erstwhile performer, who, suddenly conscious of 

finishing an entertaining display in style, swept him a deep and ingratiating bow. Perhaps his cynicism was 

lost on the noble youth; perhaps not. Ustorix showed no 

sign.


The sildron ingots having been untied and returned 

to their gravity-defying position in space, it was Spatchwort’s 

turn. Moonlight accentuated the two gray wells of 

eyes in his pale face as he made his run. He stumbled 

before reaching the platform but recovered well to make 

the leap, and like Sheepshorn before him, he gained 

foothold and glided away as if on some invisible 

cushion. Triumphant, he slowed to a halt and fished a 

rope out of his pocket to tie on the bars so that he could 

walk. Then he looked down.


Presently the young lord called in a low tone, 

“Playing statues is not part of the game. This bores me.” 

He drew out a dagger and started cleaning his fingernails 

with it.


“Tie them on, Tren, just tie them on,” came Sheepshorn’s 

urgent whisper.


After a minute, the boy in the air moved. He moved 

as if he were made of crystal and the dark were a 

tightening vise.


He moved, and he fell.





The hidden watcher caught his breath. A dislodged 

stirrup clattered to the floor near his shoulder, but the 

noble and the servant made no response. Spatchwort 

had caught hold of a sildron bar as he fell and now hung 

there by one hand. He simply hung, as if he had no 

strength or will left. An image of his own recent past 

formed in the watcher’s mind. Sheepshorn pulled a coil of rope from a wall-hook, unwinding it rapidly.


“Catch hold when I throw to you,” he called. As he 

prepared to throw, Ustorix took the rope out of his 

hands and tossed the entire coil out the gate.


“What are you doing?” Sheepshorn’s face blazed with 

anger and disbelief.


“Let him hang there a while longer. Give him a 

chance to prove himself by pulling himself up on top of 

the bar.”


“No one could do that. It is not possible. The ingot is 

too small.”


“Imagine if the unstorm came now and blew off his 

taltry.” Ustorix smiled. “What a joke! They wouldn’t want 

to use this gate for a thousand years!”


Sheepshorn grabbed a second rope and held firmly to 

it, tossing one end out toward the dangling figure. 

Spatchwort reached for it but missed. At the second try 

he caught it, and Sheepshorn reeled him in like a fish. 

Ustorix was laughing silently. Spatchwort collapsed, 

trembling, on the floor. Sheepshorn lassoed the hovering 

ingot and drew it in.


“You didn’t succeed,” said the Son of the House, 

regaining his customary coolness, “so you haven’t 

earned your reward. This time. However, you have 

another chance.”


“How gracious of you, my lord,” replied Sheepshorn 

with eyes of flint.


Lord Ustorix drew two rectangular plates of a dull 

blue metal from his cloak and clipped them onto the 

upper surfaces of the sildron ingots. The container for 

sildron had been made from the same stuff.


“Andalum!” cried Sheepshorn. “Not andalum!”


“Hush—do you desire discovery? This will be easy for 

you, as you boasted. It is no more difficult than what 

you have just done, and it will earn you two more gold 

eagles each. I want to see it.”


“But if we should somersault, if the andalum should 

come between the sildron and the ground, we should 

fall.” Sheepshorn opened his hands palms up in a 

gesture of honest astonishment.


“Of course you would, but it shall not happen—why 

should it?”


“My lord, we have never practiced with real sildron 

before, as you know.” An edge of real fear had crept into 

the servant’s voice. “We have only practiced with wheel-boards, 

and with ice in Winter. What we have done is 

no mean feat. But to do it with an andalum surface could 

be suicide. We never agreed to this.”


Ustorix shrugged. “I will leave now.”


“No, wait.” Sheepshorn licked his lips nervously. His 

eyes were very bright, as bright as coins.


“Cur, you do not honor me sufficiently,” hissed 

Ustorix, now irritable.


“I am sorry, my lord—prithee wait, my lord. I will do 

this.”


Ustorix threw the ingots into the air. One came down 

and settled at its usual height, about two inches above 

the floor. The other crashed on the floor, the blue side 

facing down. He flipped it over casually and pushed 

them both out of the gate. They hovered. Sheepshorn 

walked to the back wall. He prepared to run, to build up 

speed for that final leap off the ledge.


To fall four hundred feet would take four and a half 

heartbeats, but it would seem longer until, accelerating to meet the cobblestones at 109 miles per hour, the descending note of a scream was cut off. 

This realization apparently illuminated Sheepshorn. He softly swore an

oath and propped, shuddering, against the wall.


Ustorix shrugged.


Cramp seized the eavesdropper’s leg, and he shifted 

minimally. The forgotten stirrup, by his foot, rang 

against stone. Heads turned.


“Methinks I heard a sound there before.”


Crouched, heart pounding, the nameless one saw 

them draw back the curtains of harness and tack, peering 

down at him.


“What is this?” Ustorix’s tone dripped with the acid of 

disgust.


Spatchwort uneasily choked out, “It’s an ill-made 

thing that goes about with one of the menials, my lord. 

A half-wit and a mute.”


“From whence?”


“They say he’s a peddler’s son who was caught in a 

cave-in near Huntingtowers during that tremor in 

Autumn, or else some servant’s get, abandoned on the 

road.”


“What’s it doing here, spying on us? Hey, Poxface, 

what do you think you’re doing? Come out of there.”


As the discovered youth scrambled to obey, the lift-shaft 

rattled. In its remote depths, a cage began to 

ascend shakily. But before it hove into view a deep 

voice boomed through the gatehall. Breathing hard, two 

men stood at the top of the stairwell—the dun-robed 

Chief Steward of the Household and the Master at 

Swords, cloaked in scarlet.


“Damn my eyes,” uttered the former quizzically.


“What brings you here, my lord Ustorix?” inquired 

Mortier, Master at Swords. “Do these louts trouble you? 

Something fell to the courtyard below this gate, and 

voices were heard up here. Others follow now, to 

investigate.”


Ustorix paused a moment before replying. He eyed 

the spy reflectively.


“My dear teacher, this creature here has stolen sildron 

from the treasury. Two of my servants discovered him, 

but instead of returning the sildron, they decided to play 

games with it. I was about to put a stop to all that when 

one of the common, blood-beggared scoundrels elected 

to try and kill himself.”


“Commendable action on your part, my lord, I’m 

certain your father will be proud to hear it.”


The Master at Swords bowed graciously. The lift-cage 

rose up in the shaft and bumped to a stop. The lift-keeper 

pulled back the folding iron grid, and several 

men strode forth. Mortier peered more closely at the 

disfigured youth.


“Most interesting,” he murmured nasally. “I was not 

aware of this boy. Take him away. Assuredly he shall be 

well punished.”


And he was.





He had known what Grethet, his keeper, would say:


“Who beat you? Did they see you? Did they see it is 

not only your face that is so repulsive?”


Early, she had informed him of the loathliness of his 

flesh. He had gone to great pains to conceal the skinny 

frame from which he himself now always averted his gaze, but in the end they had not bothered to uncover 

more than his back and shoulders for the whipping. A 

severe lashing, it cut deep and bloodily. The wounds 

began to weep and brought on a fever.


For weeks he lay ill in the darkness of the candle-store, 

with only the spiders to hear his moans of agony. 

Grethet would come in to wash his wounds with herbal 

decoctions and impatiently pour water into the parched 

and choking well of his mouth. In his delirium he 

thought himself trapped in the stories he had heard in 

the servants’ kitchens, his liver being torn out over and 

over beneath some lonely mere, drowning in his own 

blood.


Eventually he recovered, but the scars remained.





When a Windship was due in before dawn, he used to 

creep out of a crumbling window and seat himself upon 

a narrow roof-gutter, buffeted by the breeze. In that 

hour, the ground and trees were black. The eastern 

horizon, between dark gray shoals of clouds, was singed 

brownish orange like burnt toast, fading to the palest 

lemon farther up the sky, blending to dilute, ethereal 

blue, which in turn shaded gradually to the deep, rich 

hue of the night sky overhead, still dark, still hung with 

stars.


Beyond Isse Harbor, along the world’s edge, the 

auburn singe deepened.


Birds uttered uneasy sporadic sounds from the trees 

and the duck-pond far below. Their quacks and trills 

increased in proportion to the strength of the iron glow 

in the east, whose warm facade was smudged by cloud floatlets as a smith’s ruddy countenance is smirched by 

soot and ash. Above, the profound blue drained from 

the sky and the stars dissolved.


Burnt orange transmuted to pastel gold. A surprising 

ribbon of rose pink unrolled. Against the horizon, lacy 

foliage was pricked by unbearable motes of gold. The 

sea turned from black to gray green. A line of fire ran 

along the world’s rim, and the sun rose, to slide away 

from the ground, a silver coin through the wolf-gray 

clouds. Out of the south, half on fire, a sailing ship 

would come dipping and gliding through the air.


The world depended on the properties of sildron for 

many purposes.


Eotaurs’ beautiful swanlike wings were used mainly 

for maneuvering, the species having been bred, over 

hundreds of years, from the original tiny bird-horses to 

a ridable size. However, their greater bulk now required 

sildron to become airborne. Sildron, like magnetized 

iron, possessed invisible properties so strange and 

powerful that it seemed almost eldritch.


Diverse cargoes were brought from the outlands by 

Waterships. Some were destined for the Tower, others 

must travel farther inland. At Isse Harbor, freightage that 

was too large or inexpensive or heavy for thoroughbred 

Skyhorses was offloaded to heavily guarded road-cart 

caravans or hauled up on ropes to the Windship Dock 

112 feet above ground level, at the seventh story. There 

it was loaded onto the mighty sildron-raised vessels. 

Eotaurs and carrier pigeons were not the only sky-travelers 

to come and go at the Tower, although they 

were the swiftest. The grandest of all, the Windships had 

the capacity to carry passengers and large cargoes.


The wind bellied their sails as it did for any Watership, 

but swaying treetops were their waves, birds their 

fish, mountains their reefs, the diurnal pulse of light and 

dark their tide, and clouds their foam. Sildron gave them 

lift, sildron pushed against the ground to power their 

small, unstable propellers.


This silvery metal shod and girded the eotaurs, it 

lifted and propelled the vessels of the sky. All the wealth 

of the Windship lines and the status of the twelve Stormrider 

Houses, the glory, the power, the skills, passed 

from generation to generation in traditions going back 

many centuries, all depended upon that most costly and 

rare of metals, even though it exerted no force against 

water and could not cross the sea.


It was so precious that it was the property only of 

kings and nobles. Watching the Windships go by in the 

skies, the most lowly of servants at Isse Tower often 

wondered what it would be like to go voyaging in them, 

up there where the clouds drifted like pillowy featherbeds, 

their scalloped borders gilded by sunshine, where 

it seemed that a voyager might sail on without a care, 

without pain, and the past would not matter.





His entire history was forgotten, gone without a trace. 

What took its place, always, was an aching sense of loss. 

Sometimes, when not too weary to ponder at all, he 

wondered who it was that peered out from his eyes and 

listened with his ears. Sometimes he conjectured about 

who his parents had been and where they might be 

now, and whether they had abandoned him because he 

was mute and malformed. Brand Brinkworth had once told of a legendary prince who had longed for the 

perfect wife and whose wizard had fashioned a maiden 

for him out of a mass of beautiful flowers. Later, the 

servants had speculated on one another’s origins had 

they been created from some fleshless material, mostly 

guessing “weeds” or “dung,” and the foundling wondered, 

in the cold recesses of his reverie, whether such 

a misfit as he had never been born but had been shaped 

or raised up out of starless depths by some raving and 

witless magician.


Often he tried to convey to Grethet the many questions 

about his beginnings. She seemed unable or unwilling to 

understand, slapping him away impatiently. He knew 

only that he was imprisoned here by his need to survive 

and that in this fantastic Tower he had come among a 

proud people who scorned excessive displays of joy or 

sorrow, excitement or fear, but who, beneath the iron 

bands they imposed, seethed with hidden turmoils.


Taunts and blows made life painful. Loneliness was 

his only companion. But certain things made it bearable—the sound of the wind crooning in the battlements, the 

days when vapors blanketed the world far below and he 

stood on an island in the clouds, the nights when rain 

pattered on the outer walls, the songs of birds on the 

morning breeze, the tok-tok-tok of the moss-frog whose 

call was reputed to improve the flavor of cellared wine, 

the salt sea-breeze tasting of far-off adventures, the sight 

of the Greayte Southern Star like a green firework 

burning low in the night sky, the warm, friendly noses 

of goats, hounds, and capuchins, glimpses of eotaurs 

and the mighty Windships that crossed the airs, stories 

told by the kitchen fire.


The stories, too, marked the passing of days and provided 

vicarious journeys from the sequestered Tower. 

They were the only way of finding out what it was like 

in Aia, the world, beyond the demesnes—lifelines to 

something Beyond.


He wondered: Will I escape someday, or are the 

demesnes of the Tower to be my graveyard?





All the talk was of the wedding to be held at the Tower 

in Teinemis, the Firemonth. The Lady Persefonae, 

daughter of Lord Voltasus and Lady Artemisia, was to be 

married to the young heir of the Fifth House, and the 

ceremony was to take place only forty-two days after 

Greatsun Day. The word on the floors below the dock 

was that the wedding cake was to be decorated with real 

Sugar shipped from the Turnagain Islands and that a 

Confectioner was to be flown from Caermelor, the Royal 

City, specially for the job.


In response to the servants’ complaints about the 

burden of extra work imposed by the forthcoming 

celebrations, Brand Brinkworth increased the quality 

and quantity of his evening tales.


He related a cheery account of the lucky and 

extremely virtuous farmer’s wife who would rise up in 

the morning and find that all her work had been completed 

for her overnight, finished to perfection—the 

cows already milked, the hens fed, the butter churned, 

the house cleaned from top to bottom, and a fire 

twinkling brightly in the hearth, with a pot of porridge 

bubbling merrily over it.


“Life went on like this for some time,” said the Storyteller, “but then the goodwife became curious to 

see who was being so kind and helpful. One night she 

rose from her bed, opened the kitchen door a crack, and 

peeped through. You can imagine her astonishment 

when she saw a crowd of busy little bruneys with green 

caps, sweeping and polishing, making everything spick-and-span. But she noticed that their clothes were rather 

plain and ragged, and she felt sorry for them, so she 

spent the next week sewing until she had made 

splendid new outfits for them all. These she laid out in 

the kitchen one evening, and that night she rose again 

from her bed and peeped through the door. Well, those 

little bruneys were delighted with their new clothes. 

They put them on at once and danced about with glee, 

but then with a shout they vanished clean away and the 

farmer’s wife never saw them again.”


“Addle-pated woman!” exclaimed a scullery maid. 

“The first thing any fool knows about seelie wights is 

that they mislike being thanked for their good turns. 

Thanking them with gifts or compliments is taken by 

them as an insult!”


“Not so,” another disagreed. “I’ll warrant they 

vanished because they thought they were too fine, in 

their new clothes, to do lowly work anymore.”


“Now there,” said Brinkworth, stroking his beard, “is 

a matter about which many folk disagree. A bone, one 

might say, of contention. To thank or not to thank. My 

own opinion is that by the thanking-gifts, the bruneys 

knew they had been spied upon. They detest spying as 

much as any eldritch wight, seelie or otherwise, and that 

is why they went away.”


“Body o’ me! If any of them helping-wights ever come here to the Tower, I’ll thrash anyone what spies 

on them or thanks them,” declared Rennet Thighbone. 

“I never get no thanks, and I don’t see why tricksy 

wights should. Anyway, I never seen one in me life, and 

I reckon it’s all just cock-and-bull.”


“So ringed is the Tower with rowan, iron, and 

wizardry,” commented Brand Brinkworth, “there’s never 

a minor wight of seelie or unseelie could invade us. That 

is why you have never seen one, Rennet.”


“What I say be no cock-and-bull,” said Teron Hoad 

the ostler, licking his lips. “This be truth.”


The kitchen’s occupants nervously gathered closer 

together. Hoad’s accounts were famed for their gruesomeness, 

and they did not want to miss a word. It 

seemed he felt it his duty to darken the mood if it 

chanced to become too cheery; for this he had unwittingly 

acquired the name “Hoad the Toad.” Two of 

his fingers were, inexplicably, missing. He kept them 

pickled, in a jar—a foible that added to his sinister 

reputation.


“I speak of the Beulach Beast what used to haunt the 

Ailagh Pass in Finvarna,” the aforesaid ostler began with 

relish.


“Used to haunt it?”


“Aye. It went away after its blood-search was successful. 

Only during the night hours it used to be heard, 

uttering shrieks and howls that chilled the blood of 

those who heard and made them flee in horror and set 

them to locking their doors and shutters.”


“How was it formed?”


“Sometimes like a man with one leg, sometimes like 

an ordinary man, sometimes like a greyhound or a fell beast of foul description. Folk dared not venture out 

after dark in these parts, for the Beast would be always 

on the prowl. Finally it got what it was after.”


He paused for dramatic effect.


“What, Hoad? What?” bleated the listeners. Hoad 

deliberately looked over his shoulder and lowered his 

tone confidentially.


“One morning,” he said, “a traveler was found dead 

by the side of the road—pierced by two deep wounds, 

one in his side and one in his leg. He had a hand 

pressed to each hurt. It was said that these injuries were 

too frightful and strange to have been made by a man, 

and indeed the Beulach Beast must have done it, for it 

was not seen or heard again at the Ailagh Pass.”


“They might have got rid of it, but it will just go 

somewhere else,” commented Thighbone, scraping his 

callused fingers with a paring-knife. “They’ll never get 

rid of the Buggane what haunts that Great Waterfall near 

Glyn Rushen.”


“That is a water-bull, is it not?” the stoker interjected 

dubiously.


“Aye. Not a seelie one, my friend, not at all, but a 

water-bull just the same. It is particularly dangerous and 

vicious. It lives in the pool right under where the 

Waterfall drops. Sometimes it is a man, but usually it 

takes the form of a big black calf what crosses the road 

and jumps down into the pool with a sound like the 

rattling of chains.”


A lackey shook the chains of the cast-iron stew-pot, 

and everyone jumped.


“I’ll box yer ears for yer, ribald clown!” Thighbone 

yelled indignantly.


The servants soothed the cook, and eventually he 

went on with his contribution.


“I heard a story of the Buggane not long ago, from a 

peddler in the last road-caravan. Seems a girl was 

working outside her house in Glyn Rushen, which is not 

far from the Great Waterfall—she was cutting up turnips 

for the pot, when the Buggane came roaring along in a 

man’s shape, picked her up, slung her over its back, and 

made off with her toward its home under the pool 

before anyone had time to save her. But the lass was 

lucky—she still held in her hand the knife what she had 

been slicing turnips with. Just as they reached the pool 

she cut through her apron strings and was able to get 

free and run home like the wind, all the while in terror 

thinking the thing was coming behind her.”


“That be not unlike one of the tales of the Each 

Uisge,” mused an understeward. “Seems a good idea to 

wear an apron around the haunts of these water wights.”


“You’d look a right gowk in a pinafore,” snorted the 

buttery-maid.


A half-deaf cellarman with crow’s-feet engraved at 

the corners of his eyes now roused himself.


“What about the old Trathley Kow what haunts the 

village of Trathley in middle Eldaraigne?” he shouted. 

“He’s a bogie more mischievous than bad, but they’ll 

never see him leave.”


“On my troth! I hope he never does go,” said the 

understeward. “He’s always good for a fine story, the 

prankster that he is. Always he finishes his jokes with a 

laugh like a horse’s whinny at the expense of his dupes!”


“I heard a good tale of the Trathley Kow,” offered a 

dimpled chambermaid, “which happened to two young men from a village near Trathley. It being a holiday, they 

had arranged to meet their sweethearts one afternoon at 

a stile by Cowslip Lane, but lo and behold, when the 

lads arrived there they saw their sweethearts across the 

meadow, walking away. They called out, but the lasses 

seemed not to hear, so the lads ran after them. On they 

went, for two or three miles, but although they went as 

fast as they could the young men could not catch up! 

They were so mindful of watching their quarry, they did 

not much look where they were going, and to their 

dismay they found themselves up to their knees in a 

muddy bog. At that moment their sweethearts vanished 

with a loud ‘Ha ha!’ and there was the Trathley Kow 

instead. Well, as you can imagine, the lads got themselves 

free of the muck in a trice and took to their heels 

at once. That waggish wight pursued them over hill and 

dale, hooting and mocking them. They had to cross the 

Shillingswater to get back home, but in their fright they 

both fell in! They came up covered with weeds and 

mud, and of course, each took a look at the other and 

immediately mistook him for the Trathley Kow!”


The chambermaid’s audience fought to contain its 

merriment.


“Go on, go on,” begged the stoker, red in the face, his 

eyes watering.


“Bawling with terror, they fought each other off and 

ran to their separate homes, each telling a story of 

having been chased by the Trathley Kow and almost 

drowned in the Shillingswater!”


The listeners stuffed their fists in their mouths, from 

whence burst sounds like escaping steam.


“Well,” Hoad the Toad interjected darkly, “those foolish lads are fortunate they did not live closer to the 

mountains.”


The mood dampened.


“Why?” piped up a spit-boy dutifully.


“Well, if they went out a-walking like that, the 

Gwithlion would have had them for sure.”


“Ah, the Gwithlion,” said Brinkworth, nodding. 

“Wicked wights, they are.”


“What do they do, Master Hoad?” inquired the spit-boy.


“Hideous hags, they are,” said the ostler, “hideouser 

than old biddy Grethet, if your brain can invent such. 

They mislead and waylay travelers by night on the 

mountain roads. Sometimes they take the form of goats. 

Not content with roaming about in the dark, they even 

visit the houses of the mountain people, especially in 

stormy weather, and when the Gwithlion knock at the 

door, the folk within know they must be greeted hospitably 

for fear of the harm they might do.”


“Yea, but draw a knife against them and they are 

defeated,” observed the wrinkled cellarman loudly. 

“They do hate the power of cold iron.”


“In truth,” acknowledged the Toad. “But cold iron 

and other charms are no help against the greater ones.”


At this grim and accurate observation, the kitchen fell 

silent for a time, until the spit-boy spoke up.


“Now, Master Brinkworth, sir, I have a request for 

you.”


“Ask away.”


“Pray tell us of the time the wizard Sargoth sliced the 

King-Emperor’s jester in two halves and put him back 

together again and he living still!”





*





Well aware of the man’s skill with a whip, the foundling 

tried to avoid the Master at Swords. Burial among the 

servants’ catacombs allowed little chance of encountering 

him. However, if he thought never to see his 

adversary again, he was mistaken.


Grethet said, “You can go down to help in the stables. 

You are very lucky. Do you understand? They are short 

of a stablehand down there. They need a boy to work. 

You do as you are told. You do not touch the horses 

unless you are told. The horses are precious. More 

precious than you. Mind your ways.”
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