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  To Patrick,


  who deserves a book of real history but instead gets this.


  Laudato si, mi Signore, per frate Focu,


  per lo quale ennallumini la nocte:


  ed ello è bello et iucundo et robustoso et forte.


  [image: ]


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  Kierkegaard’s Either/Or is quoted from the translation by David F. Swenson and Lillian Marvin Swenson (revised by Howard A. Johnson) (Garden City, NY: Doubleday/Anchor, 1971).


  The quotation for Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground is from David Magarshack’s translation (Dostoevsky’s Best Stories [New York: Modern Library, 1955]).


  All translations from the Dwarvish and Wardic in the text are from H. N. Emrys’ magisterial commentary on Von Brauch’s Liber Glaucus (Musopolis: Euphemia State University Press, 1952). They are used here by gracious permission of her estate.


  [image: ]


  CONTENTS


  PART ONE: ALL SUCH ENEMIES


  Chapter One: In a Dark Wood


  Chapter Two: Conversations in Broceliande


  Chapter Three: The Sea of Worlds


  Chapter Four: The Witness Stone


  Chapter Five: Tyr’s Grasp


  PART TWO: UNDER THE GUARD


  Chapter Six: Earno Goes North


  Chapter Seven: Knife


  Chapter Eight: Settlement


  Chapter Nine: Fire and Thunder


  PART THREE: ENVOY TO DRAGONS


  Chapter Ten: The Deep Roads


  Chapter Eleven: Challenge


  Chapter Twelve: Maijarra


  Chapter Thirteen: Voices


  PART FOUR: AGAINST EVERYTHING


  Chapter Fourteen: Control


  Chapter Fifteen: Guardians


  Chapter Sixteen: Tunglskin


  Chapter Seventeen: Under the Mountains


  Chapter Eighteen: Guile


  EPILOGUE: CYMBALS


  APPENDICES


  A. The Lands of Laent during the Ontilian Interregnum


  B. The Gods of Laent


  C. Calendar and Astronomy


  D. The Wardlands and the Graith of Guardians


  The day of wrath, that day


  will shatter the centuries in fire.


  —Dies Irae


  [image: ]


  PART ONE


  ALL SUCH ENEMIES


  I have the courage, I believe, to doubt everything: I have the courage, I believe, to fight with everything; but I have not the courage to know anything, not the courage to possess, to own anything. Most people complain that the world is so prosaic, that life is not like romance, where opportunities are always so favorable. I complain that life is not like romance, where one had hard-hearted parents, and nixies and trolls to fight, and enchanted princesses to free. What are all such enemies, taken together, compared to the pale, bloodless, tenacious nocturnal shapes with which I fight, and to whom I give life and substance?


  —Kierkegaard, Either/Or
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  CHAPTER ONE


  In a Dark Wood


  The Two Powers hated everything, each other most of all. When Torlan said, “Yes,” Zahkaar said, “No,” and when Torlan said, “I meant no, ha ha ha,” Zahkaar said, “I meant yes,” and did not laugh. It made their conversations tedious, but they were not aware of it: tedium was not something they could experience.


  The Two Powers pervaded the universe; so it was written in the holy books of the Anhikh sorcerer-priests. Those-who-know, the fratricidal fraternity of magical adepts, gave them a more local habitation, in the accursed forest of Tychar, Laent’s dark-blue poisonous heart.


  This is the history of the universe, according to the Anhikh religion of the Two Powers. In the beginning, there was nothing. Then one of the Two Powers came into being (some say it was Torlan, the power of Fate; some say it was Zahkaar, the power of Chaos—wars have been fought over this important issue). Its being naturally summoned its anti-being into existence, and they began to struggle. Time and the universe and everything in it is a consequence of that struggle. In the end, one of the Powers will vanquish the other, and time and the universe and everything in it will be swept away in that unending victory.


  Those-who-know do not generally believe this. But there was no denying the existence of the Two Powers, nor their dreadful if ill-defined abilities, and sorcerers of every stripe of opinion generally gave them a wide berth. “Being an atheist is no protection,” as Guelph the Many-Minded remarked on his scaffold, “if a god decides to believe in you.”


  Today, on the first day of the new year, the two gods had decided to believe in someone.


  “Ambrosius,” said Torlan, the power of Fate.


  “Ambrosius,” disagreed Zahkaar, the power of Chaos.


  “We hate him,” Torlan said.


  “Hate,” agreed Zahkaar reluctantly, then added, “I hated him first.”


  “Liar. Liar.”


  “You’re the liar.”


  “All my decrees are true and eternal.”


  “True and eternal lies.”


  So the long day wore on. They enjoyed, insofar as they could enjoy anything, when they could disagree about something they agreed on. It made the inevitable cooperation less repugnant to their natures.


  But the new quarrel, added to their endless ancient quarrel, did not stop them from executing the resolution arising from their clashing wills. They both hated Ambrosius. He would suffer for inspiring them to agree on anything.
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  CHAPTER TWO


  Conversations in Broceliande


  Worlds away, in another time (because we travel through time as well as space when we traverse the Sea of Worlds), Nimue Viviana was also thinking about an Ambrosius. More precisely, she had learned that she was pregnant by Merlin Ambrosius, and she was just deciding to expose the child as soon as it was born.


  The decision was a painful business, but only the first of many. She still had to face the crisis of the disaster: tell Merlin she was pregnant, face his fury, and be driven away like a thieving servant.


  That was the way things were. She knew it well enough. Merlin was a mysterious figure in young King Arthur’s court, but he was (as she had found) a man like other men. He had chosen her as his mistress, but she was not anywhere near his rank, just a Coranian peasant whose parents were dead. When a man picks a mistress like that, as Nimue had observed, he does it so that he can dispose of her when she becomes inconvenient. And there could be nothing more inconvenient than a pregnant mistress. If he were a peasant, he would leave her. As a noble, he could make her leave him.


  Thinking this way, she felt she was waking from a dream. They had been happy; they had loved each other. But those were just feelings; they would vanish like mist at the squalling rise of an unwanted son. (By certain arts she had determined that the child was a boy.) She must anticipate this and act now, against her feelings. It was the sensible thing. Merlin, above all others, would understand that.


  She’d met the stranger Earno a little more than a week ago. She was out riding in the forest Broceliande and passed by a tall man in a red cloak, standing in a clearing, watching her. She should have known better than to stop. But he called her by name as she passed, and spoke to her in the secret speech. She rode on at first, but then drew rein at the clearing’s edge. In the end, she went back to him.


  And when she returned to Merlin that night she said nothing of the stranger.


  Earno knew so much! That, in the end, was what counted with Nimue. Hungers of the body could be fed, satiated, soothed, but this hunger of the mind never rested content. She reveled in it, hated it, served it. Her hunger for knowledge was what attracted Merlin to her, so he said. Her continuing delight in learning was one reason their affair had been so harmonious. He had taught her much—too much, or not enough. For the thing was over, she was still hungry, and who could she go to now? Mistress Aldwyn who grew poisons among the hedges? Or some semiliterate bishop? Or Sir Kay, who counted the bushels of flour in the kitchens of Camelot and never got the same number twice? There was no one. No one but Merlin. And now: Earno.


  So she asked Earno, when it was obvious what he had in mind, “Will you teach me, as Merlin has taught me?”


  Earno answered slowly. He was as tall as Merlin, but heavier in build and in mind. He was balding and his beard was a reddish gray. Everything about him suggested slow care and deliberateness. No one could have been more different from the quicksilvery Merlin. He acknowledged as much, saying, “There is no one like Merlin Ambrosius. In my country, which is also his, he is called the master of all makers. He is a great seer also and walks in spirit through the future and the past.”


  Nimue shrugged restlessly. She hadn’t come to Earno to hear him sing Merlin’s praises.


  “Nevertheless,” Earno continued relentlessly, deliberately, “Merlin has not, I know, opened his mind to you fully. He has denied you knowledge of many things, especially regarding his homeland. I can guarantee an answer to every such question.”


  She listened to all he proposed and agreed to nothing. The decision lay in her hands and she wanted it that way. He seemed to accept this. He also seemed to know she was pregnant, though she never told him. He left her alone in the woods, finally, to return to the man he had asked her to betray.


  A week later, the decision was still in her hands, but it would not be much longer. Her body was changing, and Merlin was at last beginning to notice that. If he realized she was pregnant, she would miss her chance.


  So that night she made the decision. She lit a blue lamp and set it in her window before she went to Merlin in his chambers. This was the sign Earno had asked for. The next morning she invited Merlin along on her daily ride into Broceliande, to investigate an ancient tower she said she had discovered in the woods. She was sure he would not refuse her, and he didn’t.
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  As they rode under the eaves of the forest, Nimue had a sudden impulse to tell Merlin she was pregnant. The resolution was conceived in an instant, struggled to be born into action, and (evil omen—or was it?) died without seeing the light. She literally could not speak. It would be throwing her life away. Earno obviously felt no interest in her physically, but he had promised to look after her and teach her, and she thought she could count on that. Merlin was unknowable. With her future at stake, she needed something she could count on. When she found she could speak, she chose not to.


  There was little chance of her being heard, anyway. Merlin was discussing his favorite topic. He never cared for digressions from it, unless he introduced them himself.


  “Because power,” he was saying as they cantered along, “is what matters. That’s what your local theologians tend to miss. To do good or evil one must first have the power to do.”


  Tangled in her own thoughts, she didn’t say anything to this, though she realized Merlin expected some answer. There was a slight rasp in his voice as he continued, “You can’t imagine what it’s like.”


  “I’ve tried to,” she said at last. Would Earno kill Merlin? she wondered. He’d promised not to. If he did . . .


  “You miss my point,” Merlin swept on, slightly mollified. “Imagination has its limits. This must be experienced. And you will experience it: the thrill of power over the lives and dreams of others. Dragons have a name for it in their language: khûn tenadh, the game of power. A master dragon plays the game to keep control of his guile of unruly followers. A man or woman can play the game on another level.”


  “You say: a man or a woman.”


  “Such as myself,” said Merlin, pleased. “Or yourself. Yes.”


  Nimue was annoyed. Once she had believed these sly little hints of Merlin’s; perhaps he himself believed in them still. But she had long ago noticed he found a way to keep the upper hand, and there was no reason to believe things would ever be different. Otherwise she would not have begun the game that (unknown to him) was in play.


  “Someday,” Merlin continued, “when matters are settled, we may even have an heir.”


  The dreamy wishful tone of his voice was more than she could bear. “‘May have’?” she said bitterly. “Surely it’s just a matter of time?” And less than you think, she nearly added. For an old man, Merlin was relentless in bed, as hungry for her body as she was for his mind.


  “Not altogether,” Merlin admitted. “Ages ago when my wife . . . died, I decided . . . I decided I did not want an heir. I would be the last of the Ambrosii. So I had a friend set an infertility spell on me, a very powerful one.”


  “Could it have worn off?” Nimue wondered, and was appalled when she realized she’d said it aloud.


  But Merlin simply smiled with a horrible smugness and said, “Virility and fertility are different, my dear. No, this spell will never wear off, as you say. It would take a good deal of trouble to undo, and someone else would have to cast the counterspell: a magician’s attempt to reshape himself is almost always disastrous. I’ve lived without even the hope or desire of a child for so long. But now . . . Well, not now, obviously. But I begin to think that soon I may revisit that choice.”


  Someone else would have to cast the counterspell. Nimue thought of Earno and his knowledge of her pregnancy that was too obvious to need stating. Her thoughts were bitter and almost moved her to speak. But he had said not now, obviously. She was pregnant now. Again, she didn’t speak.


  The woods became too dense for riding; they dismounted their horses and, leaving the reins tied to a branch, walked deeper into the woods and Merlin’s doom.


  “I know it may seem strange to you,” Merlin was saying, “but the game of power I am playing is different from Morgan’s, or Arthur’s, or Emperor Lucius’—that sad, bereft little man. All these—the king, his knights, the nations—are no more than a part of the chessboard, a few of the pieces. Some of the problems are here, but the opponent is elsewhere.”


  “Who is your opponent?” she asked, guessing she knew.


  Merlin smiled. He was always smiling, and whatever he said, he hid something unsaid behind that smile. “I play against my old master, the summoner Bleys, and against his rival and peer, the summoner Lernaion. And, I suppose, against the entire Graith of Guardians that they lead and guide. None of these is yet aware that the game is in progress, so it has been a little one-sided so far. Things will get a bit thicker presently.”


  “What of the third summoner? You said once there were three.”


  “There is a third, the Summoner of the Outer Lands.” Merlin’s smile broadened. “You might say he is my ally.”


  Nimue wasn’t smiling. “I wish you’d explain it to me clearly. I don’t want power. I just want to know.”


  “That is how it begins, for such as you and me.”


  “This says nothing.” Desperation gave her words an edge. Soon Merlin and all he knew would be beyond her reach. “When you were young, you found Bleys to teach you. Now you must teach me.”


  He laughed. “I’ve taught you much already. If I make you always aware of what you have left to learn . . . Well, in part that’s because I don’t want your hunger to disappear.”


  “That could never happen.”


  “It does, though. I’ve seen it happen to so many of those-who-know. It’s easy to get tired, to say, ‘I know all I need,’ or ‘—all that is important’ or even ‘—all there is to know.’ It is difficult to sustain the hunger for knowledge.”


  “That’s just an excuse. I’ve heard others before.”


  “No, believe me, Nimue Viviana. Nothing that I know will I deny to you forever. But if I gave it all at once, you could not receive it.”


  “Teach me, then. Tell me something worth knowing.”


  “Impatience. All right. I’ll tell you about this mysterious tower you’ve found.”


  “You will?” For a moment she was simply afraid. Merlin was Merlin! Who could tell what he knew, or how he knew it?


  “Yes,” he said, unaware of her distress. “From your description, it’s a relic of your ancestors, the Coranian exiles. Exiles, that is, from my country, the Wardlands. In the last stages of their decadence, they conquered Ireland and they nearly conquered Britain.”


  “What stopped them?” asked Nimue, more at ease now (or at least less frightened).


  “I did. I had uses for these islands; I still do. But as to your tower: it will have a cave underneath it, I expect, which you did not find. Within this will be a grave and a treasury. Yes, if it hasn’t been broken into, it might be interesting.”


  “You knew the Coranians well?” Nimue asked. Earno had spoken of them also, but she wanted to know more. She always wanted to know more.


  “In a way,” Merlin replied. “Hereabouts, and elsewhere, too, they talk about the Coranians as if they were a different breed of humankind. But they weren’t, really—just some people with . . . with a common idea. An idea with certain merits, I’ve come to realize. Someday I’ll bring you to the Northhold of the Wardlands. There you can still see the graves of the Corain, the high kings of the Coranians.”


  “Are they so impressive?” Nimue wondered.


  “In a way. At night.” There was an odd tone in his voice—pride mixed with shame or grief.


  They were nearly at the tower; it loomed over the nearby trees.


  “Who is Earno?” The question, so often on her mind, was out of her mouth before she was aware of it. But she decided, belatedly, that it was only fair that Merlin have a warning, however oblique, of his imminent danger.


  But Merlin was serenely, stupidly unflappable. “Have I mentioned him to you? That seems odd. He’s a vocate, a member of the Graith of Guardians. He killed a dragon once—his chief claim to fame.”


  “Many knights have done as much.” Despite her words, Nimue was impressed. Imagine old Earno with a mailcoat and a longsword! she thought, and smiled.


  “So they say,” Merlin agreed dryly. “But this was no sickly Scandinavian hole-dweller. Kellander Rukh was his name, full master of a guile of dragons. To defeat such an enemy is something to boast about, and to give him credit, Earno never does. Not really. Earno was a man to watch at one time, but he missed his chance somehow. Not a player, just a piece; he follows Lernaion’s faction on the Graith. He has some cause to dislike me.”


  “Then you’re in danger from him.”


  Merlin stopped walking and took her hands. “No. He had some suspicions, but Lernaion reined him in. I am perfectly safe.”


  “But the Third Summoner—suppose—”


  “Be at peace. I am the Third Summoner. There. Now you know something worth knowing.” He squeezed her hands once more, let them go and walked into the green shadows at the base of the tower.


  Nimue followed silently. There was nothing more to say. And if there were, she would not.


  The tower spiraled, hornlike, above the green-gold tops of the nearby trees. It was set on a gray rock carven with strange letters. There were no stairs ascending the sheer rock, but Merlin wasn’t concerned.


  “‘Venhadhur,’” he read. “A king’s name. The epitaph is mere bombast. He must have been very late, a semibarbarian petty king of mixed Coranian ancestry. Otherwise he would have been buried near the Hill of Storms in the Northhold.”


  “You taught me to read the secret speech, but I can’t read this.”


  “Yes, yes. It’s a Firbolgi script, if I’m not mistaken. But I beg you to remember, my dear, it is not ‘the secret speech,’ nor ‘Coranian.’ It is the language of the Wardlands—Wardic, some call it. Aha. Look at this, now.”


  He had made one of the carven words recede, revealing a small lever.


  “This is very clever workmanship,” he said, “but it won’t last. Look at the cracks in that tower! Much of the foundation is based on spells that are now fading. In a century, no one will know this tower was ever here. The Coranian makers could have learned something from their enemies, the dwarves.”


  He pulled the lever and stood back. Part of the stone split open and moved aside, revealing a curved stairway that led deep under the rock.


  “That’s strange,” Merlin remarked. “No treasury; no coffin. There is something on that bottom step, however. Wait here; I’ll just go see what it is.”


  She had no intention of going down. This was the very moment of betrayal, and she didn’t want to be near him when he discovered it.


  “It’s a summoner’s cloak,” he called up to her, “the long white mantle of office. How odd.” He bent down to examine the cloak. His own cloak, which he kept wrapped over his shoulders to conceal the crook in them, fell away. He ignored that. Gingerly, almost as if he could not help himself, he reached down to touch the white cloak.


  Abruptly the white cloak rose of its own accord and fell about Merlin in tightening folds. He began to cry out some words, perhaps some sort of counterspell. She might have gone to him then, in spite of everything, but Earno was at her side, holding her arm in an unbreakable grip.


  The stone began to grate shut over the stairwell. Soon the rock was a single piece again, and Merlin had disappeared underneath it.


  She turned on Earno, venting on him the shame and rage she felt for herself. “Liar! You said he wouldn’t be harmed!”


  “He hasn’t been,” the stocky red-bearded man replied patiently, deliberately. “Give me a moment and we’ll speak with him.”


  He took a piece of silvered glass and a diamond stylus from a pocket in his cloak. He scraped a few symbols on the mirror and muttered some words latent with power. She could feel the spell activate, and the mirror went dark. Somehow, although there was no light in the glass, she could see Merlin in the darkness, struggling with his bonds in the underground chamber.


  “Merlin!” Earno called through the glass.


  Merlin’s swaddled form grew still. “It is Earno, isn’t it?” he replied, his voice rising through the glass with an odd echoing ring.


  “Yes.”


  “This trap has been ingeniously prepared.”


  “I only had to change the cell slightly. It was a Coranian tomb at one time.”


  “And now it is mine. Ironic.”


  “On the contrary. I suggest you induce a withdrawal trance until I return with the Two Summoners. It may take some months, as time runs here, to navigate the Sea of Worlds.”


  “And if I choose to starve, or die of thirst, instead?”


  “Then the partisans of the Ambrosii will mourn, and a terrible danger will have been removed from the Wardlands.”


  “Earno! Listen. The Wardlands are in danger. That’s why we need unity. The realm will need to use all its . . . resources with . . . with efficiency—”


  “Merlin,” Earno interrupted, “when I was a child my rhetor made me spend a full day justifying the notion of setting a monarch over the Wardlands.”


  “And?”


  “I liked my arguments. But I didn’t convince my rhetor or myself. Don’t flatter yourself that you will.”


  “I am impressed, Earno. I’m sorry now I mocked you.”


  “No doubt you are. That woman is here.”


  “I don’t wish to speak to her.”


  “You should. You will not have another chance for some months.”


  “Ah. Of course. She will provide your evidence that I have broken the First Decree.”


  “Yes.”


  “But . . . I don’t understand. Why did she agree? Can you tell me . . . How did you know she would agree?”


  Fear and pain vibrated in Merlin’s glassy voice. Nimue had never heard him speak that way before. She took the mirror from Earno and, ignoring him, told Merlin everything: about her pregnancy, and her fear, and Earno’s promises. They talked a long time, till the sun was westering and a red light filtered through the green trees. Finally, she found herself saying, “But I never promised to testify against you. And I will not.”


  After a long pause, Merlin responded, “I can’t say it doesn’t matter. But, of all people, I should understand. This is not the end, not for such as you and me. So.” Another pause. Then, “As to testifying, they will place you on the Witness Stone. It will place you in rapport with the assembled Graith. The questions you are asked will raise memories the Graith can read. Don’t resist. It’s dangerous and will do no good.”


  The concern in his glassy fragile voice wounded Nimue deeply with love and anger. “But we must fight them!” she cried fiercely.


  Merlin laughed—it sounded as if it hurt him, and it surely hurt her. “Nimue . . . I think we will. With all our strength and sight. At another time. But now you should go. Go away!”


  She handed the mirror to Earno and turned away while he broke the glass and the spell.


  “We’ll take your horses to the coast,” he said presently. “I have a ship waiting there.”


  They turned their back on the tower and walked in silence for a while, as shadows rose around them.


  “What has he done that is so terrible?” she asked, finally.


  “Many things. But it amounts to one thing: he has conspired to rule the Wardlands. That is not permitted.”


  “Your king forbids it, I suppose. How did he get his power?”


  “There is no king—save One.”


  She guessed this was some sort of religious statement and changed her approach. “Your governors, then. This Graith he spoke of.”


  “The Graith are not governors. We simply defend the border.”


  “Well . . .”


  “I can’t explain,” he said impatiently. “People govern themselves in the Wardlands. No one is permitted to have unrestricted power over anyone else. There is no governor, no class of rulers, as you have in the unguarded lands.”


  “I can’t believe that. It must be chaos.”


  “This Europe of yours, this is chaos.”


  “Not Britain.”


  “Britain is closer to chaos than you might think. The Britain you know is a creation of Merlin Ambrosius. He distorted the history of your world with a power focus I found myself unable to influence, or even fully comprehend. Sages from New Moorhope may be needed to counter-inscribe it. Once that is done, history will begin to resume its natural shape.”


  “Arthur’s kingdom will last. It’s been foretold.”


  “Maybe. Maybe so. But the French knights have had more than one quarrel with Arthur’s relatives that Merlin had to smooth over. Then there are the Saxons and, for that matter, the Grail cult. Merlin tried to suppress it, but he never quite succeeded. Possibly it was an inevitable side effect of the focus, or there may have been other powers in play—”


  “What does any of this matter to your Graith of Guardians? Your Wardlands are far away, across the sea, you said.”


  “Across the Sea of Worlds,” he said, correcting her. “Yes, it is far away, worlds away. But Merlin was creating an alliance of warriors and seers that the Graith might have been unable to defeat. Now you understand, I suppose.”


  “Is he so evil for this? Will you put him to death? He said—”


  “His motives don’t matter. His actions threaten the realm I swore to protect. I don’t judge; I defend.”


  “So you will kill him.”


  “No. If the Graith finds he has broken the First Decree—and they will—he will be sent into exile. He must leave the Wardlands and never return.”


  They didn’t speak again until they had almost reached the horses. Then Nimue turned to Earno and said, “What did he mean when he said, ‘I’m sorry I mocked you’?”


  Earno Dragonkiller shook his head and did not answer.
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  CHAPTER THREE


  The Sea of Worlds


  Nimue tried to escape from Earno fifteen times on the ride from Broceliande to the coast. Each time she failed. Earno didn’t seem to resent it; he explained he had been a ship’s officer for many decades and he was used to chasing down men who had jumped ship. He wasn’t ill-tempered, but he was relentless. The next day they reached the stony pink shores of Bretagne where his ship was waiting, and the reluctant Nimue was still in tow.


  It was an odd ship indeed to Nimue’s eyes. The wood of the hull looked blue and shiny like glass; and it was smooth and cold like glass under her fingers when Earno helped (or forced) her to climb aboard. The interior of the ship was just ordinary wood, as far as she could tell, so she guessed the exterior was like paint or glaze applied to decorate the ship. She didn’t know how one could do this with glass, but she added it to her list of things she was eager to know.


  The single sail was pale and translucent, as if it was woven from glass. It moved in the wind, as sails will, but when Earno hauled it high and cast off from the shore, Nimue noticed that the wind that moved the sail was not the wind she felt on her face. The world’s wind was from the northwest, and should have driven Earno’s shining blue craft back onto the rose-pale rocks of the Breton coast. The shining sail felt the wind from some other quarter, some other world, and carried them westward, straight into the Ocean.


  She wanted to ask about the boat and the sail and the wind, but Earno brushed her off. “I will answer all your questions in time,” he said. “But now I have a course to lay out. I prefer to travel with a navigator, but that wasn’t possible on this trip.” He sat on a bench outside the little ship’s single cabin and fiddled with a slate and a spidery sort of compass which had a number of legs that moved independently.


  Nimue solemnly watched the coast fade behind her, then turned to look ahead. She had never been on a long sea voyage, and she wondered what it would be like. Ahead of them was a clot of darkness and fog, strangely out of place in the bright clear afternoon.


  “Earno,” she said, “there is a dark patch ahead of us.”


  “Excellent,” he replied.


  The patch grew larger as they grew nearer—actually larger, not just apparently larger. Soon it stretched from horizon to horizon. The mist covered sun and sky like a curtain. She felt her heart fall suddenly, as if she were losing something she could never regain.


  Earno got up from time to time to adjust the tiller or the sail, but apart from that he was absorbed in calculations. She moped at the rail of the ship, idly staring into the fog.


  As she did so, strange notions began to grow in her head. Ordinary fog veils sight by putting something in the way of everything else, but this fog seemed to be too full of things for any one thing to be seen clearly. But if she concentrated, she could see things in it: faces, and human forms, and inhuman forms, and dark shapes like islands, although they moved past very quickly, much more quickly than she thought they were sailing. She heard voices, too, a mingled chorus of ghosts and shadows like a crowd on tournament days, everyone saying so much that none of it made any sense.


  Then another ship passed quite near them. It was only a boat, really. But it was quite clear in the darkness and fog, because of an orange lantern hanging on the stern. A ghostly pale old man was pulling the oars, singing a sad song in a happy voice. Nimue didn’t know the words, but they moved her inexpressibly. In the prow sat a dark-skinned child or dwarf. The boat came into view, passed alongside them, began to vanish in the mist.


  Earno was wrapped up in his calculations. If he didn’t notice the splash when she struck the water, she might reach the other boat and be well away before he saw she was gone. And, with escape attempts, perhaps the sixteenth time was the charm. Hoping that was so, Nimue jumped from the blue craft into the sea.


  Except she never did strike the water. She found herself adrift in the dense mist alongside the blue craft, the other boat quite gone. She felt strange; she could suddenly hear all the voices sighing in the mist. And now they did make sense. It was she who didn’t. Didn’t make sense at all, would never make sense again. The blue craft began to get rather vague and indefinite, as if it were farther away in the foggy sea-that-was-not-a-sea.


  Then Earno was there, bending over the rail. He grabbed her by the hair and dragged her back into the blue craft.


  “You must not do that again,” he said to her. “Please believe this for your own safety: the time for escape has passed. This is like no worldly sea you may know; it may transform those reckless enough to pass through it. Our course and the magical intentions sealed into the hull will protect us, but if you leave the ship you may be changed or destroyed.”


  She did believe him, but she guessed his warning came too late. She already felt different. The voices she had heard in the mist were still in her head, and her belly had changed size and shape; she was more pregnant than she had been this morning.


  She lay on the deck, her head sodden with alien dreams, a strange life moving tentatively within her, and waited for her next chance.
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  CHAPTER FOUR


  The Witness Stone


  There were voices in Nimue’s head all the time now. Only some of them were her own, and those weren’t the most interesting ones.


  People, she found, were like choirs of singers, not all of whom were singing the same tune. Very often the same thought, the same words, were sung very differently by the mind’s many mouths.


  She was standing once on a street in A Thousand Towers—a city much greater than any she had seen. And a woman was saying to a man, “I will see you at Three Hills House when Trumpeter sets.” That was what she was saying with the mouth in her face, the least important of her many mouths. But inside her, she was screaming it with fear. She was crooning it with desire. She was gnashing the words angrily like broken teeth. She was grieving over them like dead children.


  And the man said nothing, but smiled at a woman who wasn’t there at all. They walked off in different directions, unaware that they had never really been in the same place, would never be.


  But Nimue stayed, and watched, and listened to the things that people said, and the things that they really said.


  She never tried to escape anymore. She had no idea where the Wardlands were, what part of the map they were on, if they were on any map. But she knew she didn’t know how to get from here back to where she was from, and she had a thin frosty feeling from the future that she would never see the old places again.


  She wasn’t terribly upset about that. She had seen the spires of Camelot and the walls of Paris. She had even seen Rome, where fingers of broken stone accused the uncaring sky and a frightened baron and his knights crouched behind a curve of the dirty green river and called themselves the kings of the world. She had heard wilder tales of the east with its many cities and silken roads. But she didn’t believe there was any city on Earth like A Thousand Towers.


  The many towers that gave the city its name were mostly very old, from a time when the city was bound by its walls. But they were all in excellent repair, working homes for the ancient families that lived in them. She herself was housed in one: Tower Ambrose, ancestral home of Merlin and his notorious kin. Every morning she climbed to its height and watched the sun rise out of the west, over the steep ragged ridge of the Hrithaen Mountains.


  The sun rose in the west here. That’s how far from home she was. She said to Earno, “If the sun rises there, that’s the east.” But he replied, “East and west are not arbitrary directions. The worlds are linked by the Sea of Worlds, and they radiate from the anchor of the Rock Probability in non-random fashion. The points of the compass, like Probability, are fixed. Our sun rises on the western edge of the world, as it faces the Sea of Worlds.”


  “A globe doesn’t have an edge. If I were on the other side of the globe—”


  And then he explained to her that the world was flat. That was a very long strange conversation, in which she learned and unlearned many things.


  The great city center bristled with its many towers, but the city spread far beyond its ancient walls now: long ages of peace had made the towers relics, those that had not been dismantled. On either side of the river Ruleijn the long twisting tree-lined streets ran, speckled with markets and bookstalls and smithies and wineshops and schools and open-air refectories and dancing greens and gymnasia where people wrestled as naked as seals and buildings that clearly had some function but Nimue didn’t understand it.


  And she never got lost. It seemed as if part of her had always lived there, or had waited to live there. She had walked the place in dreams, never remembering them until she woke to find herself there.


  One evening she was coming home to Tower Ambrose, the sun a smoky red eye sinking beyond the blue wrinkled line of the Grartan Mountains in the east, when Earno met her on the street.


  “You shouldn’t walk so much,” he said gruffly, not bothering to greet her.


  “Pregnant women need exercise too,” she pointed out, amused. She knew that he was worried about her trying to escape again, and that he was angry at her because she was associated with Merlin, and that he despised her because she had betrayed Merlin, and that he was frightened of her because her swollen belly reminded him of his mother in her childbearing youth, and that he felt a faint dark trickle of desire for her, which in turn disgusted him because he was primarily attracted to younger men. All these were voices in his chorus, but underneath and overtop of all them was this: she was in his charge and he was concerned for her well-being. That was the strong harmonizing note in his internal chorus. She found his inner self in great harmony with his outer self, more so than anyone whose heart she listened to. She had grown to like him a good deal, though the reverse was not true.


  “Ah,” said Earno’s face. Pregnant women: bad luck on a ship, said his heart.


  “We’re not aboard the Stonebreaker now, Earno,” she replied, to his thought rather than his speech. Stonebreaker was the ship he had commanded in his youth, the one where he had fought and killed a dragon. He was usually thinking about it, even when he wasn’t talking about it, which he seldom did.


  “Are you reading me now?” he asked, alarm coloring his face and all his thoughts.


  She laughed at the question. She could remember when she, like Earno, would have had to go into some sort of trance to reach the level of sight that she experienced continuously, without effort, since her swim through the Sea of Worlds. She could remember it, but she didn’t really believe in it. Everyone walked in all realms simultaneously; most could not bring themselves to notice it, but they garnered knowledge from it unconsciously, as Earno now did, speaking in harmony with her unspoken thought, “I am afraid that the Sea of Worlds did you harm.”


  “You think of the hole in my mind as a flaw. Why not a door?”


  “In any castle wall, a door is a flaw,” he said solemnly. “Our minds are more like castles than like open cities—there is a danger to us if any stranger, any enemy can come upon us and enter our selves.” He said this partly because it was true and partly because he was afraid his farmer-mother would find out that he hated slaughtering animals. His mother had been dead for a century, and it had been more than two centuries since he’d fled the family farm and begun to work on the merchant ships that sailed the Sea of Worlds out of Anglecross Port. But the fear still jangled the song of his thoughts. Also, there was a stone there, weighing heavily down on the notes.


  “You’re thinking of the Witness Stone,” she said.


  He nodded. “There is danger for any witness on the stone, anyone who undergoes a forced rapport in any circumstance. But I fear this will be worse for you. I wish—” He wished there were some way he could protect her, she saw; he also wished there were some way he could hide from the contempt of his dead mother. “There will be seers of great skill and power present,” he said aloud. “They will not seek to harm you. But neither will they really try to protect you. Their goal will be to learn what you know of Merlin’s deeds in your world. If the inquiry harms you, they’ll shed no tears.”


  She was strangely moved at his cold concern, the sympathy he betrayed when he said they instead of we. But she was not afraid, not until it was too late to do any good, if it ever would have done any good.


  They came for her before dawn. The west-facing window of her bedroom was still dark when she found herself shaken awake by the grumpy doorwatcher. (He was not one of Merlin’s people. He’d been hired by the Graith to tend the tower while Merlin faced his trial, or whatever they called it—hired with whose money she had no idea. The sole comfort of being a prisoner is that money is someone else’s problem.)


  She threw the doorwatcher out and dressed at a leisurely pace, keeping her eyes on the strange stars out her window. When she was ready, she threw a shawl over her head and went to meet her inquisitors.


  There were eight Guardians waiting for her in the dooryard of the tower. Four wore long bloodred cloaks like Earno did. She knew (now) that this marked them as vocates—full members of the Graith of Guardians. The others wore short gray capes—that meant they were thains, mere candidates to the Graith, really. They were the most soldierly of the three ranks of Guardian, and these ones carried spears taller than themselves. They might have been mere ceremonial weapons; the shafts were ivory-pale and the gores glittered like ice. But the thains carried them lightly, as if from long practice, and they looked sturdy enough to do some damage at need.


  “So!” laughed Nimue, pointing at the points. “You’ll poke me with those until I talk, eh?”


  “Be quiet,” said one of the vocates, a furious white-faced, white-haired woman. “We don’t need you to talk.”


  “God Avenger, Noreê!” uttered another vocate, a dark-haired man who moved with catlike grace and wore a sword at his side. “Please ignore my colleague’s ill-temper, Nimue. Talk as it suits you—though it’s true that it doesn’t matter what you say. The real questions, and answers, will not involve words.”


  “They never do. Naevros,” she added impishly, reading his name floating on the surface of his mind. He had been thinking of introducing himself but then thought better of it.


  His pleasant face didn’t twitch, but inwardly he recoiled violently when he realized what she’d done.


  The gray-caped thains weren’t as self-controlled and moved farther away, as if that made their thoughts safer from intrusion. Since they were taking her to have her thoughts intruded on, Nimue found this amusing and laughed outright.


  “Well, Guardians,” said a tall, bendable, fair-haired vocate, “she’s either got nerves of stone or she has no idea what’s ahead of her. Or she’s crazy. Or maybe there’s something I haven’t thought of; it’s just barely possible. Madam, I’m called Jordel. Naevros you know, and he has introduced Noreê to you. It remains to me to introduce the brooding silent craglike figure yonder, known with bitter irony as Illion the Wise.”


  Illion’s wry jester’s face grinned a little wider and he said, “Ignore him, Nimue. We all do.”


  “Except when you need me.”


  “We never need him. Shall we introduce the thains, too, Jordel, or should we be off?”


  “First, you should be off. Second, she already knows their names. Third, I can’t remember their names. Fourth, I don’t want to know their names, because I don’t anticipate needing the services of these quivering custards in gray capes on any future occasion.”


  Sullenly, the thains closed in again, their clenched determination to do their duty like heads of barley on the long wavering stalks of their fear.


  Jordel and Illion led the way with two of the thains while the others followed. As he walked Jordel chatted with her, the thains, Illion, and stray passersby—either to set her at ease, or to pass the time, or because he couldn’t bear to do otherwise. Underneath he was like steel—so guarded in his thoughts that she wondered if even he could hear them.


  They came finally to the old wall of the city. It had long since fallen into ruin through disuse, but the Chamber of Stations was there, where the ruined wall met the river Ruleijn. There the Graith of Guardians had met since before there was history (so Earno said). The chamber was faced and domed in red marble, a beautiful if somewhat sinister shade, reminding her of dried blood. A single thain stood on the steps outside the chamber, spinning her heavy spear idly in her fingers as if it were a stylus. Her hair was mingled red and black; her eyes were amber; her skin was pale; her mouth was like a wound. She frightened Nimue more than anyone she had met in the Wardlands.


  “Maijarra, my dear—” Jordel began.


  “I’m not your dear.”


  “Thain Maijarra, then. We want to return these thains for the money back, please. They were quite useless.”


  Maijarra’s yellow eyes scanned the abashed thains. “Oh?”


  “Yes. Fortunately, Nimue came along quietly. Otherwise Illion and I would have had to subdue her with bare fisticuffs.”


  “What’s a fisticuff?”


  “How should I know, and me being a man of peace?”


  “I’ll talk to them. The others are inside.”


  The thains stayed behind and spoke with Maijarra in low voices while Nimue and the vocates mounted the gray steps to the door of the red dome.


  The others, many others, were indeed there. The barrel of the dome was ringed with windows and there was plenty of light, but still Nimue felt a darkness and a chill in that chamber. There was a round table on a dais, and standing at the table were many red-cloaked figures: the vocates of the Graith of Guardians.


  Earno was not standing with them. He stood at the foot of the dais along with Merlin, whose wrists were bound with golden cords. Earno was speaking passionately about something. The First Decree, or monarchy, or freedom, or something. But he was thinking about slaughtering season on his family’s farm, how he used to run and hide, how they always dragged him there to watch the killing and, on one nightmarish occasion, to actually kill a beast: an old ram with scraggly wool. In Earno’s mind, Merlin was that ram, which Nimue thought was quite amusing. She was less amused to realize that her face was on one of the dead beasts in Earno’s submerged, distorted memory—one of the beasts whose death he had watched and had been unable to prevent.


  He turned and looked at her. “Here is my witness,” he said, looking at her but still speaking to the Graith. “She will tell you of Merlin’s deeds in this other world. Then you, my peers, will speak his fate.”


  Earno stepped forward and took her by the hand. He walked her over to a gray marbled chunk of rock in an apse of the chamber. He said no word to her, nor needed to: she knew this was the Witness Stone, and what he would do. He put her hand on the stone and she was suddenly not herself.


  Not only herself, anyway. She was still there, floating in the center of her own awareness, but now circling her in every dimension were these other minds, briefly hers and forever not-hers, joined for this moment in the rapport of the stone.


  They remembered her memories and understood them in ways she never had. For instance: when she assisted Merlin in moving the Giants’ Walk from Ireland to Britain. It was the feat of making she was most proud of. They had anchored the stones so securely in the green plain of Salisbury that they seemed to have grown there. As the vocates remembered her memories, she slowly realized it was even more marvelous than that. Merlin had used a power-focus that anchored the stones in time as well as space, rewriting the history of the world so that the stones had been there for ages, had never been in Ireland at all. This the vocates understood, and so she understood it. That was interesting to her.


  But not as interesting as their memories. While they were riffling through her fragmented selfhood, she found herself free to explore theirs. This one, named Vineion, lived in a tower with a hundred dogs. He thought rather like a dog, mulling over feeding times and runs along the river and games and loyalty and fear. Jordel was remembering a time when Merlin had sewn up a wound in his side, but was regretfully deciding that the old man would have to be exiled. Callion the Proud, a tall marble-faced vocate, was detached from the inquiry, having already made up his mind. He was watching Noreê with cool patient longing.


  Noreê herself was the strangest mind of all. Her self was like a crystal shell on which played simulacra of feelings or thoughts, but that wasn’t what she was really thinking or feeling. Nimue had never sensed so harrowingly complete a personal defense. She wondered idly what was going on behind it.


  Merlin was in the room, but apparently the rapport of the stone barred her from joining minds with him. He looked concerned. Really, she had never seen him so concerned.


  Another presence she couldn’t feel was the life in her own womb. It was odd to her, alien indeed since their passage through the Sea of Worlds, but she had grown used to feeling it and the not-feeling was unpleasant, like the numbness of a frozen limb. Why would they bar her from contact with her unborn child? It made no sense.


  She explored the barrier with her awareness . . . and was trapped by it.


  Her selfhood divided. Part of it was as unconcerned as ever, if diminished. Part of her was trapped in the barrier wrapped around her own womb.


  Her child was dying. Anyway, it was fighting for its life, helplessly struggling against a more powerful, endlessly malefic entity: Noreê. That was the secret behind the vocate’s shell: she had somehow used the Stone to create a separate rapport between herself and the fetus and she was launching attack after attack on it, trying to kill it with her mind. Nimue knew she should stand between her child and the murderous seer, but her heart quailed as she even thought of doing so: Noreê’s hate was raw, desperate, dangerous. It would kill Nimue as readily as her child.
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