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THE STORY SO FAR


The beginning of the story Seven Citadels
is told in Prince of the Godborn. In the east of Zindar lies the great
Galkian Empire ruled by the Godborn; the descendants of Zeldin, the Gentle God
and his human consort, Imarko. Galkis is under attack from the barbarians along
its borders and is weakened by intrigue and strife amongst the Godborn.


An alliance between the barbarians of the
Five Kingdoms and the Brigands of Fangmere brings a new crisis and the High
Priest Izeldon sees an ancient prophesy of an imprisoned Saviour as the only
hope for Galkis. He asks Prince Kerish-lo-Taan, a son of the Emperor by a
slave-girl from Erandachu, to go out into Zindar and search for this Promised
Saviour. Izeldon reveals that the only way to free the Saviour is to win the
seven keys to the gates of his prison, but each key is guarded by an immortal
sorcerer. The Emperor insists that the impulsive Kerish shares his quest with
his sensible half-brother, Lord Forollkin.


 The two young men survive a Brigand attack
as they cross the Sea of Az to visit Elmandis of Ellerinonn, the first of the
sorcerers. Elmandis proves to be a philosopher-king ruling a gentle people
dedicated to bringing peace and beauty to Zindar. He sees Kerish's coming as a
disaster, because a sorcerer who gives up his key loses immortality. Kerish has
to face a grim ordeal and use all his powers of argument to persuade the noble
Elmandis to surrender the first key.


The second sorcerer is Ellandellore, the
estranged younger brother of Elmandis, whose domain is Cheransee, the Isle of
Illusions. Ellandellore is a crazed child who cannot be persuaded by reason to
give up the key that has trapped him in eternal childhood. Kerish plays a
nightmare game with Ellandellore to trick him out of his key and barely escapes
with his life. Elmandis can now help his brother to grow up at last. He tells
Kerish to look for the third sorcerer far north in the Ultimate Mountains and
sends them on their way with a mysterious travelling companion, the ugly and
insolent Gidjabolgo.


In The Children of the Wind Kerish,
Forollkin and Gidjabolgo the Forgite buy a passage north, through the marshes
of Lan-Pin-Fria, on the ship of a Merchant-Hunter. After a dangerous journey,
during which Kerish acquires the marsh-cat, Lilahnee, the travelers reach the
Forbidden Hill. In spite of warnings to go no further, they cross the hill and
discover a strange ruined city, before being overwhelmed by a snowstorm.


The travelers wake in Tir-Zulmar, the
mountain citadel of the third sorcerer, to find that the first two keys have been
stolen. Kerish confronts the third sorcerer and discovers that she is a woman
from the island of Gannoth. The sorceress Sendaaka tells Kerish how she quarreled
with and left her husband, Saroc, the fourth sorcerer, and about the tragic
death of their only daughter. The two sorcerers can never be re-united unless
one of them gives up their key. Kerish persuades Sendaaka to lend him her key
and return the first two keys. He promises to convince Saroc to give up his key
and ask Sendaaka's forgiveness, without revealing that she has already yielded
her key. If he fails, Kerish will have to return Sendaaka's key and his quest
will be over. To reach the citadel of Saroc, which lies in the Queendom of
Seld, the companions will have to cross the plains of Erandachu. Sendaaka warns
them that they are bound to meet the Erandachi, the Children of the Wind, who
worship her as their “Mountain Goddess”.


Halfway across the plains, the travelers are
captured by the Sheyasa tribe, whose chieftain, Tayeb, proves to be Kerish's
uncle. They are welcomed into the tribe by Tayeb's daughter, Gwerath, a
priestess of the Mountain Goddess, who takes an immediate liking to Forollkin.
Tayeb wants Kerish and Forollkin to help him against his enemies within the
tribe and forbids them to leave. Forollkin's skill and courage win him an honored
place as a warrior, but Kerish is made a priest of the Mountain Goddess and
Gidjabolgo a slave.


Kerish is eager to attract Gwerath's
attention and jealous of Forollkin's status as a warrior. The tension between
the two brothers, which has been mounting throughout their journey, erupts when
Kerish wins the right to be a warrior by fighting Forollkin. He nearly kills
his brother, but Forollkin forgives him and their resolve to escape from the
Sheyasa is strengthened. The escape is only possible with Gwerath's help and
they are forced to take her with them. Arriving in Seld, the four travelers
encounter its ruler, Queen Pellameera. They are told about the horrors of
Saroc's citadel and Kerish learns that his father is dead. The quest is now
more urgent than ever.


The story continues in The Dead Kingdom,
in which Kerish and his companions cross the Red Waste to reach Tir-Tonar, the
citadel of Saroc. They are attacked by  monstrous guardians and Lilahnee is killed,
but they force their way into the citadel. After a perilous journey through a
maze filled with nightmare creatures, they reach the fourth sorcerer and Kerish
persuades him to give up his key for Sendaaka's sake. Saroc tells the Prince
that the fifth key is to be found in the Dead Kingdom of Roac and the sixth on
the island of Silnarnin. Shubeyash, the sorcerer king of Roac, has destroyed
his whole realm by using powers stolen from the ruined city beyond the
Forbidden Hill, but though his body is dead, his spirit is chained to Zindar as
long as he holds a key. Kerish and his companions must travel to the island of
Gannoth to ask its ruler the secret of entering the Dead Kingdom. When Saroc
has handed over the fourth key, he destroys his citadel and journeys north to
be re-united with his wife.


After a brief stay at the court of Seld,
where Kerish survives an assassination attempt plotted by his stepmother
Rimoka, the travelers sail to Gannoth and are made welcome by Hemcoth, its
gentle Prince. Acting as an oracle, Hemcoth tells them that they can only sail
the Dead Waters which surround Roac in a boat made from the blue wood which
drifts across the Great Ocean from another continent. While the boat is being
built, Hemcoth shows his guests the Cave of Pictures, whose walls are carved
with scenes telling the story of the first humans in Zindar. Many of the scenes
are damaged but it is clear that humans came from across the Great Ocean and
that Zindar was originally inhabited by mysterious winged creatures.


When their boat, the Starflower, is
ready, the travelers sail through the Dead Waters to Roac and enter its
capital, Tir-Roac. The long dead citizens of Tir-Roac are given illusory life
by the power of King Shubeyash, but the Prince sees them as they really are. As
the travelers are drawn towards the palace, Kerish senses the torment of Shubeyash.
In the grim confrontation that follows it is the Prince's compassion which
defeats the sorcerer. Shubeyash yields his key and submits to death, but in the
conflict Kerish's right hand has been crippled.


Leaving Roac, the travelers sail on to
Silnarnin and the citadel of Tir-Melidon. There they meet the sorcerer,
Vethnar, whose citadel is one vast library and whose ambition is to collect and
classify all knowledge. Vethnar refuses to give up his key, but he is delighted
to entertain the four travelers. The others enjoy exploring Silnarnin, but
Kerish is deeply unhappy. He is jealous of the growing love between Forollkin
and Gwerath, depressed at his failure to win Vethnar's key and increasingly
uncertain whether his quest can justify the suffering it has caused. Then
Gidjabolgo hints at how Vethnar can be persuaded and gives the Prince new
courage. Kerish shows the sorcerer that in spite of his immortality he can never
achieve his ambition. Vethnar reluctantly gives up the sixth key and tells
Kerish that to win the seventh key he must go back to Galkis and enter the
Forbidden jungle of Jenze; the domain of the sorceress Tebreega.


The Prince and his companions sail the Starflower
into the Sea of Az, where they are captured by the ruthless Brigands of
Fangmere. The story is concluded in The Seventh Gate. 


 












Chapter
1


The Book of the Emperors: Sorrows


 


And Zeldin spoke
to Imarko his bride, saying, “Even behind you lies Her shadow, for the children
of day are born of night. Not all my love for you can dispel that shadow; only
your love for me can cleanse it away.”


But she wept
when she beheld the shadow and would not be comforted.


 


 


The blue boat was slow to catch fire. As
silently as they had gutted the Starflower of its contents, the
white-haired men fetched more torches to thrust beneath the blue timbers. When
the wood finally caught and flared up the air was infused by a curious fragrance.
Even the Brigands of Fangmere paused as they sorted through the plundered goods
and tilted their heads as if they were trying to recall a sweet, elusive
memory.


A sharp command from their captain sent the
Brigands back to their task and the fragrance was smothered by a richer smell
as the chest of Kolgorn spices was thrown on the fire. The Brigands were only
keeping things that could easily be reduced to precious stones and metals. One
of the prisoners winced as the jeweled cover was ripped from his copy of The
Book of the Emperors and the pages were tossed in the flames.


Of the clothes, only a single, gaudy dress
was spared. Looping the dress over his arm, one of the Brigands strode towards
the silver-haired girl. She was kneeling beside an unconscious man trying, with
bound hands, to wipe the blood from his forehead. The Brigand took her by the
shoulders and dragged her towards the first of the ships of Fangmere, past a
group of warriors who were just coming ashore from the second.


“Where are you taking her?”


Kerish's Zindaric met with no response. In
spite of his struggles, one Brigand was enough to hold him helpless as Gwerath
was dragged aboard the ship. His furious pleas were ignored, while the captain
pondered the value of the Gannothan charts and his men burned poems from
Ellerinonn and robes from Seld.


Gidjabolgo knelt in Gwerath's place and
Forollkin coughed and groaned as he slowly came round. One of the Brigands
darted forward to check his bonds.


“Leave him alone! Surely you can see he's in
no state to threaten you?”


Again Kerish was ignored.


“Save your breath,” hissed Gidjabolgo. “It
won't warm their wits, or their hearts.”


“They understand Zindaric, but think it an
insult to Idaala to speak it.”


The words were in Low Galkian, with the harsh
accent of the Jorgan Islands. Kerish turned towards the speaker and saw a
small, swarthy man, hunching his shoulders to hide the collar of a slave.


“Don't worry about the girl. They're
forbidden to touch women while they're outside Fangmere. Anything unusual
fetches a good price at the slave-block, so they'll treat her well.”


The captain of the second ship struck the
slave a sharp blow and the man hastily changed to Zindaric.


“I've told them you're Galkians, so you
needn't deny it, but now I see your face. . .”  The interpreter frowned at the
Prince as if there was something he ought to remember and couldn't.


Kerish was watching one of the Brigands as
he approached the fire, carrying the zildar.


“That instrument belongs to Gidjabolgo
here. He's a skilled musician and worth more with it than without. Tell them
so.”


The interpreter had no need to speak. The
first captain gestured swiftly to the Brigand and the zildar was put aside.


“Gidjabolgo comes from Forgin,” continued
Kerish. “The Men of Fangmere are not at war with the Merchants of Forg, surely
. . .”


“Nor are they at peace with any man,”
answered the interpreter, with a crooked smile.


The sails had caught now. Forollkin choked
in the acrid smoke and opened his eyes. “Fire . . . what are they doing?”


“Burning the Starflower.” Kerish
knelt by his brother and used his sleeve to wipe away the blood and sweat
trickling down Forollkin's pale face.


The Brigands had boarded the Starflower
before the travelers were awake. Forollkin had hardly struck a blow in the
cramped cabin before he was felled.


“Where is Gwerath?” Forollkin struggled to
sit up and Kerish helped him, one-handed.


“They took the lady away to stow her with
the valuable cargo,” said Gidjabolgo. “We, it seems, are not so desirable.”


“They have a Galkian slave with them, who
says they won't harm her,” added Kerish.


Forollkin made a painful effort to turn his
head. The Galkian stood meekly beside the two captains, who were talking
agitatedly and glancing at the Prince.


Kerish remembered the first time he had
seen a Brigand of Fangmere, rushing towards him across the deck of the Zeloka.
He remembered the cloaks, stiff with blood, the hair too white even for the
midday sun to tinge with color, the pale eyes drained of everything but the
need to kill. How quietly they moved now about the beach, destroying treasures
that had no meaning for them. To Kerish, they felt a world away; no word or
gesture or prayer could cross so huge a distance, nor could imagination, and
perhaps that explained their cruelty.


About twenty men were now on the beach. At
an order from the captains, they squatted down at the edge of the waves,
thrusting their axes into the sand. Down the gang-plank from the second ship
came an old man, still cloaked and armed like a warrior. His gnarled hands were
cupped about a chalice of translucent crystal, carved like a half-open flower.
The captains moved towards their prisoners and the men began a low chant.  Ignoring
Gidjabolgo, the first captain paced slowly round the Galkians. Suddenly he
darted forward, seized Kerish's face and stared for a moment into his eyes.
Then the captain fell back and spoke to his interpreter.


“What is it they want of us?” demanded
Kerish.


The interpreter would not look at them.


“Speak! What does your master say, slave?”


Tossing up his head in anger, the man was
caught by the Prince's eyes and answered as if he could not help himself. “They
are choosing one of you to fill Idaala's chalice with fresh blood. You resisted
capture and after combat, sacrifice must be made. But there is something about
you that disturbs them . . .”


Kerish looked again at the chalice, the
first beautiful thing he had seen among the men of Fangmere. A chalice carved
with the Bloodflower of Idaala, waiting to be stained to its true crimson. The
second captain drew a crude knife of rippled stone. The first continued his
pacing.


The hairs on Forollkin's neck prickled and
he had thought, `Oh Zeldin, not me,' before he realized what his safety would
mean.


The captain stopped again in front of
Kerish and spoke softly.


“He asks,” said the interpreter, “whether
your hand was injured in combat or by accident.”


“Neither. Tell him a god touched it.”


“They have no word for god . . .” began the
interpreter but the captain gestured impatiently to show that he had
understood. He stared for a moment longer at Kerish and then murmured something
to the other captain.


The interpreter scuttled backwards and
called out from the water's edge, “They have chosen you.”


Four men closed on Forollkin and Gidjabolgo
to drag them aboard the first ship. Kerish's arms were pinioned and his hair
was seized to tilt back his head. The second captain tested the edge of his
blade.


`Zeldin, Imarko!' They were the only words
Kerish's mind would form as the captains moved towards him and the chanting
soared. Almost at once the syllables seemed senseless. Perhaps no such words as
Zeldin and Imarko had ever existed. If they did, they meant nothing at all, or
more than he could understand.


The second captain whispered something and
his face was stricken with awe. Kerish did not see. His eyes were closed. Shock
masked the pain of the first stroke, but not the agony of the second.


 


*****


 


In a corner of the hold, Forollkin and
Gidjabolgo were shackled side by side. Their hands were unbound but they could
not stand up straight or crawl for more than a few feet in any direction. As
their eyes adjusted to the dim light they saw other prisoners crouched in the
filthy straw. Two had the plaited hair and swarthy faces of Jorgan Islanders
but the third wore the tattered livery of a captain of the Galkis. This man
questioned them at once.


“You are Galkian? Didn't you know that the
Footsteps are no longer safe? We heard the noise from the beach and saw the
girl taken past. Were there only the three of you?”


“No! My brother. . . my brother. They've
chosen him for sacrifice.”


“What will they do to him?” demanded
Gidjabolgo.


“It will be quick,” said the Galkian
gently. “They cut the throat with one slash and drain off all the blood. I saw
it done to one of my own men.”


Forollkin stared at him for a moment and
then flung forward, tugging desperately at his chains. The Galkian prisoner
gripped his shoulders. “Be still. You'll only hurt yourself to no purpose. He's
dead by now. Pray to Zeldin for his soul's swift flight.”


“Pray!” snarled Gidjabolgo. “I would not
even grace the gods by cursing them.”


“Zeldin will heal all. . .” began the
Galkian and then faltered suddenly.


In the pool of light below the hatchway
stood a young man, robed in crimson. A flower of blood welled from the pallor
of his forehead. Flecks of gold glimmered in his eyes like the stars of Imarko.


“Zeldin,” whispered the Galkian, but
Forollkin cried, “Kerish!” and the stillness shattered.


In a moment the Prince was beside his
brother.


“Kerish, I thought they'd cut your throat,”
said Forollkin dazedly.


His fingers slipped nervously over the
Prince's body and finding it solid, pummeled and prodded and finally pulled him
into a hug tight enough to leave them both gasping.


For a moment Kerish rested his good hand on
Gidjabolgo's shoulder and then said, “It seems that I have been chosen for a
greater sacrifice. I am to be offered as a consort to the Goddess herself. The
interpreter was kind enough to tell me that I might live as long as a year if I
was fortunate. The flower shows that I am sacred to Idaala and not to be
touched by impious hands . . . don't worry, the scratches are only shallow.”


“And where do they keep this goddess?”
asked Gidjabolgo.


“On the Isle of Az they honor a woman
thought to be possessed by Idaala,” answered Kerish, “and each year she takes a
new consort.”


“But why choose you?”


“The interpreter told me that the captains
say I have `the face of Zeldin the Betrayer'.”


“What do they know of Zeldin?” asked Forollkin
incredulously.


“Truly, Lord, you do have the face of
Zeldin,” said the Galkian prisoner timidly. “I never saw any of the Godborn,
but there is a statue of the Gentle One in the temple at Tryfis. I used to pray
before it . . . For a moment when I saw you standing there I thought that
Zeldin had come for me.”


“What is your name?”


“Valorkis, my Lord. I was Captain of the Mooncat
until the Brigands caught us off Jorg.”


Kerish smiled at him. “This is Gidjabolgo,
a Forgite. This is my brother, Forollkin and I . . .”


“Lord, I beg you not to tell me who you
are, if you don't want the Brigands to discover it. The less I know, the less
they can tear from me.”


 


*****


 


The ships of Fangmere left the Third
Footstep at noon, while the charred wreck of the Starflower still
smoldered. Half a dozen of the crew came down into the hold. One man, now
wearing the High Priest's dagger at his hip, brought the prisoners a flask of
water and a platter of unleavened bread, garnished with a few strips of dried
meat. The two Jorgan Islanders had watched the newcomers with silent awe but
that was forgotten as they scrambled to be first at the food.


“They give us better rations than they have
themselves,” murmured Valorkis. “For murderers, they treat their prisoners
well.”


“I must find Gwerath,” said Kerish.


“She's at the other end of the hold,”
Forollkin told him, “but will they let you through?”


“Now I am dedicated, I can wander where I
choose, but the interpreter made it plain that you would suffer for my
offences, so I must go meekly.” He slipped away into the shadowy depths of the
hold. Every Brigand he passed stared intently, but none of them tried to stop
him.


Forollkin leaned his head against the
timbers and closed his eyes. Now the immediate danger was over he was conscious
of a violent headache. Gidjabolgo prodded him and thrust a hunk of bread into
his hand. “Eat, or you'll only faint and take up twice your share of space. “


The bread was as stiff as an uncured hide
but Forollkin forced it down and felt a little better.


“Your ship, Valorkis . . . were you sailing
alone?”


“No, sir, there were four vessels. The
Governor at Jorg had sent to Ephaan begging for a fleet to defend the islands
that remained to him. We were all that could be spared; a gesture of honor. We
had barely reached the islands before a fleet of sixteen vessels attacked us.
We made the best fight we could but there was no hope. Those who survived the
battle and sacrifice were divided up among the ships of Fangmere, and these two
sailed south.”


“How long ago was this?”


“Five days, six perhaps, it's hard to tell
when the sun dies unmourned.”


“What's happening in Galkis?” asked
Forollkin. “We've been away so long and heard no news since the High Priest's
death.”


“May his journey be swift!” exclaimed
Valorkis piously. “You have heard nothing about Morolk?”


Forollkin shook his head, regretted it, and
leant back against the rough timbers again. “Tell me all you can.”


Valorkis sat straight-backed in the straw
and spoke as if he was reporting to his commanding officer. “Lord Jerenac still
holds Viroc and all of Jenoza east of the river, but his losses have been
terrible. Now that the Men of Oraz are said to be massing for a new assault, he
needs fresh troops. The new Emperor, or to speak truer, the Empress his mother,
told the Lord Commander that all the troops in Galkis itself were needed to
guard the capital and Hildimarn.”


“She refused him?”


“No sir, but . . .” Valorkis stared down at
his manacled feet. “The Empress sent orders to the Princess Zyrindella in
Morolk, and to the new Governor at Tryfis, to send troops south.”


“New?” Is Lord Ylgon dead?”


“He died of a wasting sickness, sir, on the
eve of the Star-counting Festival. Lord Zeenib was appointed Governor of
Tryfanis in his place.”


“And the younger son?” said Forollkin
sharply.


“Lord Yxin?” The Galkian's face was blank
but there was a note of anger in his voice. “He was sent to govern Far Tryfarn,
but on his way he stopped to visit his sister, the Princess Zyrindella, in
Montra-Lakon.”


“And what about these troops for the south?”
asked Gidjabolgo, through a mouthful of bread.


“Princess Zyrindella refused to send the Empress
any troops,” answered Valorkis. “She claimed that she needed all her men to
defend Montra-Lakon and the western border from the Brigands. There was truth
in that, everyone said so.”


Forollkin was imagining Rimoka's anger.
However reasonable, she would never accept a denial from Zyrindella. “How did
the Empress respond?”


“Her Majesty sent messengers to the
Governor of Tryfania, telling him to go to Montra-Lakon and order the Princess
to surrender her office.”


“You cannot tell me she would do that meekly,”
said Forollkin.


“She seemed to, sir. She welcomed Lord
Zeenib into the city and they sat down to a banquet together, the Princess and
both her half-brothers.”


“And then?” rasped Gidjabolgo.


Valorkis glanced at the two Jorgan
Islanders, but they were quarrelling over the water-flask and hardly seemed to
be listening.


“I don't know for sure, but rumors flew
around the fleet. The three of them sat down to the banquet but by midnight
only the Princess Zyrindella and Lord Yxin were still alive. They gave out that
their brother had died of a sudden fever and those that wouldn't believe it
never came back to Tryfis. Lord Yxin had himself proclaimed Governor of
Tryfania and the Princess supported him with her troops. There was some
resistance, perhaps there still is. The Empress has condemned them both to
death. She means to take an army north . . .”


“Imarko's mercy, doesn't she . . .”


Valorkis hushed him. “Never mention her
when the Brigands might hear. They almost seem to honor Zeldin, but I've seen
them cut out a man's tongue for naming our Foremother.”


“Isn't one goddess as good as another?”
enquired Gidjabolgo.


“Our Foremother was not a goddess,” said
Valorkis stiffly. “She was as human as you or I.”


“And you say the fleet is stationed at
Ephaan?” persisted Forollkin, “and the Jorgan Isles are all but abandoned?”


Valorkis nodded. “They've paid tribute to
Fangmere for years, and given harbor to their ships.” He glanced at the mute,
shackled islanders. “Who can blame them? The Emperor means nothing to them and
for years we've lacked the strength to defend them. It was Quesheg, the captain
of this vessel, who led the Brigands in Jorgan waters.”


“But now he's sailing south?” Forollkin
shifted uncomfortably on the hard planks and matted straw. “Do you know where
we're bound?”


“To Zar, I think. I speak a little of their
tongue and I heard him say something about meeting a lord of Oraz. No doubt
they're planning some fresh attack on the Galkian coast and they'll meet with
little resistance. The fleet is spread too thin along the coast and the people
don't realize yet how bad things are...”


He broke off as Kerish glided out of the
shadows and sat down beside them.


Gidjabolgo took a grubby lump of bread from
his sleeve and put it into the Prince's hand.    “Did you think you'd escaped
the delights of our feast?”


Kerish struggled for a grateful smile. “Gwerath
is with some women and a child, taken from the Jorgan Isles as tribute. They
are all too frightened to speak to her and her hands are tied, but she's all
right.”


He had found his cousin struggling with the
ropes at her wrists and tossing her silver hair as if that also imprisoned her.
She had asked first about Forollkin's wound and then what the Brigands meant to
do with them.


Kerish had answered her plainly, “We will
be separated and you will be sold as a slave.”


“No! Surely they will let us choose death
together?”


“Gwerath, try to remember that my mother
was once in your place and she was ransomed by happiness.”


“How could she have been truly happy with
your father?” Gwerath had asked. “However much he loved her, she was still his
prisoner.”


“Isn't the beloved always the prisoner of
the lover?”


The guard had moved closer and Kerish had
been forced to leave before she could answer him.


 


*****


 


Forollkin repeated to his brother
everything that Valorkis had said, ending, “So Zyrindella and Yxin rule the
north and they would rather see barbarians in the Golden City than Rimoka and
her son.”


“And which side has our new High Priest
taken?” asked Kerish.


“His Holiness refused to lay a solemn curse
on the Princess and Lord Yxin, and gave out that he believed their story. A
month ago, after a raid close to the city itself, the High Priest left
Hildimarn.” The very neutrality of the Galkian's tone betrayed his feelings. “He
has withdrawn to the mountains above the Golden City, with most of the temple
treasure. He sent to the Governor of Ephaan to lend him men to escort his
baggage train along the Great Road.”


“But the High Priestess,” protested
Forollkin, “surely she is still in Hildimarn?”


Valorkis did not answer at once. “She would
never leave the Holy City but it is many weeks since she came out of our
Foremother's temple to bless the people. Just before I sailed from Ephaan, it
began to be whispered that she had starved herself to death.”


Valorkis looked away from the horror in
Kerish's face. “My Lord, it may not be true.”


“How fortunate you are,” said Gidjabolgo, “that
the Brigands of Fangmere have spared you such a homecoming.


 


 


*****


 


For three days Kerish walked the ship like
a shadow. Everywhere he was watched, but no one would talk to him. When he
spoke, the Brigands pretended not to understand and the interpreter was aboard
the other ship. Kerish restlessly explored above and below decks. Even amongst
themselves, the Brigands spoke very little. Off duty, they would sit for hours
silently polishing their axes or staring at one of the crude images of their
goddess that each man carried in the breast of his tunic. But they sang all
through the dark hours until the last of the dawn mists cleared. One man would
begin a low, lilting melody and then voice after voice took up the song. To
Kerish, each dying cadence seemed the acceptance of a human soul that it was
born to misery and the central tune murmured, “This is all you have.”


On the third night, Kerish glimpsed a
yellow light flickering on the horizon and knew that they were close to Zar. By
noon the next day the ships of Fangmere had anchored in a deep bay, ripped from
the island by an explosion so great that the sound and smoke had reached
halfway to the Golden City. The sea that lapped against the ships was warm. The
smoke from Zar's volcano pervaded the air and soon drove Kerish below with
smarting eyes so he did not watch the arrival of the ships of Oraz.


Heavy footsteps and the murmur of formal
greetings were soon audible to the prisoners below. Then just two voices were
speaking in the rising tones of barely suppressed anger. Kerish and Forollkin
could not make out a word, though Gidjabolgo swore from the rhythms that two
different languages were being spoken.


Suddenly the hatch was thrown open and the
Jorgan interpreter scrambled down the ladder. He sidled past the two Brigands
left to guard the prisoners, and pointed to Kerish. “You're wanted on deck,
hurry!”


“Am I? But can it he pious to disturb the
Chosen of Idaala from his rest?” Kerish stretched slowly. “I'm sure the
Brigands have interesting punishments for impiety.”


The interpreter smiled placatingly as his
eyes bulged with fright.


Kerish relented and stood up. “Why do they
want me?”


“The captain boasted of finding a sacrifice
with the face of Zeldin and now the Orazian lord demands to see you. Please,
will you hurry?”


Kerish went with him.


As he came on deck, the sunlight dazzled
Kerish and for a moment he saw no more of the Men of Oraz than the glitter of
their green tunics and bronze spears. Then a dark voice boomed out, “By the
Breasts of Idaala, do you know what you have here, Quesheg?”


Kerish shaded his eyes and saw a man,
taller by a head than any of the Brigands. He had a chest like a full-grown
Irollga and great, scarred hands, tucked awkwardly into his jeweled sword-belt.
An unruly mane of black hair and a vast beard, framed a face whose ugliness was
erased by limpid hazel eyes that seemed perpetually widened in childlike
pleasure or astonishment.


“Look at him, man, the bones, the eyes!”


Quesheg muttered sullenly in his own tongue
and the Khan of Orze snapped back, “That, Captain, is no stray drop of Imperial
blood. That is the late Emperor's darling, the Third Son, the lost Prince
himself!”


“Greetings, Khan O-grak,” said Kerish with
a twisted smile. He tried, without thinking, to make the formal gesture of
acknowledgement.


“What's the matter with your hand?” O-grak
snatched up the crippled hand as Quesheg hissed in displeasure. “Don't tell me
a Prince of the Godborn has been wounded in battle like a mere man?”


“It was a kind of battle, although no blood
was shed.”


“And was this battle won?”


“It was fought for someone else and the
victory was to make him accept his heart's desire.”


O-grak released the Prince's hand. “Didn't
he know his own desire? I despise men who are afraid to look into their own
hearts. Desire is strength.”


“It is also the nursery of despair,” said
Kerish coldly.


O-grak snorted. “Despair is a word that
belongs to Galkis. In the Five Kingdoms, while there is hope we fight. And if
we fail, we think it honorable to die.”


“That is despair and only the solitary can
afford it.”


“All men hunt alone.” O-grak seemed to have
forgotten the presence of his own men and the angry captain. “The Goddess wills
it so, for in our loneliness we are forced to love her more.”


“As the Men of Fangmere do, in their
loneliness?”


The Khan smiled. “Yes indeed, like my
virtuous allies of Fangmere. Quesheg, I will buy your prisoner.”


The captain still chose to reply in his own
language and O-grak's face darkened.


“You have dedicated him already? Let me
see.”


He gripped Kerish's chin, tilted back his
head and brushed aside the silvered hair. The scratches were healing well but
the Khan could still trace the outline of the Bloodflower on the Prince's
forehead.


“Quesheg, you do not understand the value
of a royal hostage.”


O-grak plunged into a fierce argument with
the Brigand in a clumsy mixture of languages. As soon as there was a pause,
Kerish said, “If you speak of hostages, Khan, you should consider my
companions. Below you will find my half-brother, Lord Forollkin, my cousin, an
Erandachi Princess, and Gidjabolgo, a notable musician from Forgin.”


“Have them fetched up!”


The interpreter fled to obey the Khan's
command before his master could disagree.


Gwerath was brought on deck first, screwing
up her eyes against the sudden light.


“My cousin Gwerath, the Princess of the
Sheyasa.”


“That?” O-grak eyed her dirty face, matted
hair and boy's clothes in evident disbelief. “A girl? Well, I'll take a
Prince's word, though if anyone else had said so, I'd have had a squeeze here
and there to test it.”


Grinning, he flexed one huge hand and
Kerish said hastily, “Gwerath, may I present O-grak, Khan of Orze and sometime
Ambassador to the Golden City.”


“No,” snapped Gwerath, “I do not wish to be
presented to a barbarian.”


“Me a barbarian! Hah, what are the
Erandachi but half-brothers to their pack-beasts?” The Khan gave Gwerath's hair
a tug. “If you would play at being civilized, where are your cities, your
armies, your learning?”


“The lore of my tribe is deep,” said
Gwerath with dignity, “and its songs are many.”


“If they tell of hunts and battles, you
shall sing them to me, but no woman's wailings, mind you.”


Forollkin and Gidjabolgo emerged together
from the hatchway.


“Captain Forollkin, I remember you well,”
boomed O-grak. “That scar on your cheek was fresh when we first met.” He turned
to Gidjabolgo. “By the Firebelcher of Zar, a man uglier than me! I must take
you home to show my wife.”


The prisoners stood close together, stared
at by the Khan's Orazian warriors, while O-grak and Quesheg argued or
bargained. Finally the Brigand captain signed to two of his men to stand on
either side of Kerish, while the others were released from their bonds.


“It is fortunate for you, Prince,” said
O-grak frowning, “that I have a better right than any man to say what sacrifice
the Goddess would find acceptable. Even so, now the preliminary dedication has
been made only the Chief Priest at Azanac can revoke it. We will sail to Az.
Though Captain Quesheg is willing enough to part with the others, he does not
yet trust me with you.”


“Khan, there is another prisoner below, a
Galkian captain . . .”


“Then there he stays,” said O-grak, with a
wide implacable smile, “I'm paying dearly enough for you four.”


 


*****


 


Forollkin, Gwerath and Gidjabolgo were
taken across to O-grak's ship and Kerish was sent below. Before they sailed,
the Khan sent some of the furnishings of his own cabin to make the Prince more
comfortable in the bare hold. There were cushions of scarlet leather, a
coverlet, a bronze lamp, a flagon of wine and bowls of dried fruits and
sweetmeats.


Kerish was aware of the helpless jealousy
in the eyes of his fellow prisoners. Valorkis tried to conceal his, the
islanders were pathetically naked in their envy. As soon as the Men of Oraz had
gone and their indifferent guards had turned their backs, Kerish offered the
flask to one of the islanders. It was snatched from his hand. He tried to make
his companions more comfortable, easing the cushions under their cramped
bodies, and putting the food within reach.


“Keep some back for yourself, my Lord,”
said Valorkis, as scrabbling hands upset the bowl of sweetmeats. Kerish
clumsily spread the coverlet over half the straw and sat down.


“Shall I break this fruit for you?”
persisted the Galkian.


“I can still feed myself,” said Kerish
icily, and immediately repented. This was the prisoner he had failed to save. “But
thank you.”


“Your companions . . .” began Valorkis
anxiously.


“They are safe on board the ship of the
Khan of Orze,” said Kerish. “The lady too. He means to use us as hostages and
bargain with the Emperor. No doubt the Emperor will pay him well to have us
quietly killed.”


“Kill you! But surely you belong to the
Godborn? Your eyes, your face . . .”


The Prince smiled wearily. “I am
Kerish-lo-Taan, Third Son of the Emperor Ka-Litraan, may his soul find rest.”


“You are the lost Prince?” For a moment
Valorkis gaped at him and then he struggled with his chains, trying to
prostrate himself.


“Please, no!” Kerish raised him gently.


In the eyes of the Jorgan Islanders he saw
the beginnings of understanding, and fear. `Is that all our rule has meant to
them', thought Kerish numbly, `a tribute of fear?'


Aloud he said, “Am I still remembered then
in Galkis?”


“Oh yes, your Highness, yes.” Valorkis was
trembling with excitement. “I have a cousin who lives on the Great Road, close
to Ephaan. He is a carpenter and he brought his adze and chisel for you to
touch. Now there is a strength and beauty in his work that was never there
before. And the fields you blessed brought a double harvest. Men say that you
went to seek Zeldin himself and that he would send you back to save us. My
Lord, is that true, or is it forbidden to ask?”


“To seek Zeldin himself?” Kerish leaned
back against a scarlet cushion. “I suppose there is some truth in that, but I
am not the one who will save you. Do you know the prophecy of the Promised
Saviour?”


Valorkis frowned intently. “There is a song
we used to sing in Tryfis about a prisoner behind seven gates, but I thought it
was just a fable.”


“Perhaps it is. What does your song say
about the Seven Gates?”


“Highness, I can't  remember much, except
that we never sang the seventh verse because that was unlucky.”


“Like my quest.” Kerish's good hand strayed
to his waist and he felt the golden chain beneath his tunic. They had left him
the keys, but not the power to use them.


“Highness, why did the Khan not take you to
his ship as well?”


“Because Quesheg has dedicated me to the
Goddess and he will not let me go until the Chief Priest absolves him of the
vow. Valorkis, I asked the Khan to ransom you but he refused . . .”


“It no longer matters to me,” said the
Galkian, after only a moment. “I have reached the Peace of Zeldin. If I were
suddenly freed from the Brigands now I should feel like a dead man walking out
of his grave. But your Highness will return to Galkis somehow.”


Kerish winced at the certainty in
Valorkis's voice.


“My Lord, my wife is dead, but I have a
son, six years old. He lives with my sister in Tryfis. Perhaps you could look
to their safety . . .”


“Tell me their names and the house where
they live and I will not forget them.”


Valorkis talked for some time about his
family and suddenly exclaimed, “Ah, that's reminded me of the sixth verse of
that song. There was a time when my son used to sing it over and over.


Open the gate, Open the gate!


What have you for a key?


Open the gate, Open the gate!


All that I ever shall be!'


It's just a child's song Highness, but it
seemed to comfort him when his mother died.”












Chapter
2


The Book of the Emperors: Love


 


And he smiled and said to them, “Do not think that I mean
you to crush all desire as you strive for purity. Desire for our own happiness strengthens
our will to attain what Zeldin would have us seek. Therefore desire fiercely!”


But they could not tell whether he spoke in jest.


 


 


After a calm voyage the ships of Oraz were
first into the great harbor of Azanac. Heavily guarded, O-grak's prisoners were
allowed on deck to watch the perilous entry through the Teeth of Kir-Noac. The
air was heavy with summer and through the haze the sacred island seemed nothing
but a barren rock. It was Gidjabolgo who realized that they were already
looking at the famous temple of Idaala. A humped darkness sprawled towards the
edge of a cliff, above the purple sea. Vast boulders thrust against each other
as if the temple was held together by hatred of itself.


No city surrounded the Place of the Goddess
but the travelers soon saw that what they had taken for pinnacles of rock were
towers that rose in slender columns and then swelled out, like half-opened
flowers. The towers stood in groups of three, joined by slender bridges high
above the ground.


Gwerath jumped as the Khan suddenly boomed
in her ear, “Well, Plainswoman, I hope you're not afraid of heights.”


“Men live in those?”


“There was a time,” said O-grak, “when all
our people were mewed up in such towers. They still build them in Fangmere,
where discomfort is a virtue. In Orze, the halls are broad enough even for my
bulk, but here we keep to the old ways, to please the Goddess.”


 


 


 


*****


 


Kerish was brought ashore just before dusk,
with barely a moment's warning. As they took him, Valorkis crawled to his
chains' full length to implore a blessing. Kerish clasped his hand and murmured
the ancient words. Then the Brigands wrenched them apart.


 


*****





As Kerish climbed the path from the harbor
towards the cliff of Idaala, Az seemed as desolate as Roac itself. Then he
began to notice that tiny speckled flowers grew in the crevices in the dark
rock and the same bright birds that nested in Jenoza, perched here among the
thorn bushes.


Quesheg strode in front of the Prince,
flanked by two of his men, while three more marched behind. In the fading
sunlight, old bloodstains showed clearly on their cloaks and the clean glitter
of their axes seemed beautiful in comparison. They walked in silence but
occasionally one of the Brigands would leave the path and stoop to gather
flowers for his goddess.


The temple itself seemed no more than a
mound of stones and Kerish could not guess how far it extended. There was no
gate in the outer wall, only a jagged gap between two ancient boulders. Beyond
lay a large enclosure, cluttered with the mean huts of collared slaves and pens
of bleating animals, awaiting sacrifice.


The Brigands hurried past towards the inner
wall, where three fire-pits smoldered. The smoke was black and rank and charred
bones jutted from the ashes. Against the wall stood a huge copper bowl,
surrounded by withered bunches of flowers and a cloud of flies. Beside the bowl
crouched two slaves, blinded for service to the Goddess, and a third, grosser
figure. His pale bulk was clothed in nothing but a black loincloth and a gold
slave-collar, but his hands and feet were stained crimson as the cloaks of
Fangmere and his face was hidden by a dark veil.


The Brigands knelt and crawled forward
through the dust to offer the flowers they had gathered. The gold-collared
priest accepted the bunches and then flung them carelessly against the wall. He
dipped one fat hand into the copper bowl and smeared the Brigands' foreheads
with fresh blood. Then Kerish was pushed forward and the dripping fingers
traced the flower on his brow. Quesheg began an explanation but it did not seem
to be needed. The priest cut him short with a contemptuous gesture. Quesheg
kissed the crimson foot and crawled backwards.


The only entrance to the temple was a dark
hole, half the height of a man. The priest disappeared through it and the blind
slaves forced Kerish to follow. As he passed under the crude arch, Kerish felt
as if it was the temple which was entering him and that his body was now
riddled with dark hollows and strange echoes.


There was no light at all in the low
tunnel. The floor was uneven and, hindered by his crippled hand, Kerish's
progress was slow and painful. He could not see the priest ahead of him but he
heard the plump man's gasping breath and the occasional sharp command to hurry.
Then the slaves would strike at Kerish from behind and force him to go faster.


At length, the roof rose. As Kerish
struggled up from his bruised knees he found his wrists seized by the two
slaves, who led him deftly through the darkness. The Prince guessed that they
were now passing through rooms of considerable size. There was only an
occasional chink of light between the rough stones, but both priest and slaves
seemed confident of their way. Sometimes, though, all three would pause and
stand very still, as if they were listening for something. Only when they were
sure of complete silence would they go on. Once they stood motionless for
several minutes, waiting for a faint rustling sound to die away.


Finally Kerish's eyes caught the glint of
metal and after a moment he heard the sound of bolts being drawn back and a
door creaking. Then he was thrust forward into a narrow chamber and stood
blinking in the sudden torchlight. The wayward flame showed him a low couch,
draped with worn furs, and a dish of charred meat and a leathern flask placed
on a rough wooden table. The door was bolted behind him and the footsteps
receded into silence.


Kerish walked slowly round the chamber. On
three walls he couldn't thrust a finger between the dank stones but the fourth
was cracked right across. The crack was level with his face and a hand wide,
but Kerish could make out nothing in the intense darkness beyond. Still, he was
certain the crack opened on to a vast chamber and perhaps it was that which
made him curiously uneasy. As he turned away, the crack seemed to have
imprinted itself on his eyes, a black slash across his vision. Impulsively
Kerish snatched up the fur coverlet and tried, one-handed, to block up the
crack. It wouldn't stay in place. Kerish kicked the useless fur into a corner
and paced back to the table.


The room was oppressively hot. Kerish
raised the flask and gulped down the coarse red wine, fast enough to avoid
thinking about the taste. Then he realized how hungry he was. Kerish picked up
the meat and tore off chunks with his teeth. The skin was burnt and the inside
half raw but it tasted good. He stripped the bone of every sliver of flesh till
his face and hands were smeared with blood and grease.


Suddenly disgusted, Kerish dropped the bone
and tried to clean himself with his sleeve. His head swam with the strength of
the wine. He lay back on the couch, intending to pray for his companions but as
he pictured them, dark crevices opened in their faces. Flinging the image from
him, Kerish curled up on the couch and began a formal prayer.


Within a few minutes the measured words had
dissolved into meaningless repetition and he slipped into an unquiet sleep.


 


*****


 


As Khan O-grak and his retinue approached
the tallest of his three towers, a wooden door opened fifteen feet above the
ground and a voice called down, “Who seeks entry to the Towers of the Khan of
Orze?”


Instead of calling out his name, O-grak
tilted back his head and gave a high-pitched cry that ended in a long drawn-out
hiss. Gidjabolgo, whose ears were the sharpest, thought he heard an answering
hiss. Then a rope-ladder was sliding down the smooth wall towards them.


“I am told, little Princess, that in some
lands women take the precedence.” O-grak tweaked Gwerath's newly combed hair. “But
if you went first this time you might find your welcome too overwhelming.”


He straightened the ladder and it was soon
creaking under his huge weight. None of O-grak's men made a move to follow him.
The tall shaven-headed Orazians were all staring up at the entrance to the
tower. Then the Khan reached the top of the ladder and bellowed, “Ah, my pretty
one, have you come to greet me?”


O-grak's men seemed to relax and one of
them indicated to Forollkin that he should go first. Gidjabolgo followed,
ducking to avoid the swing of the Galkian's cloak, and Gwerath came last.


As Forollkin hauled himself over the
threshold into a small circular chamber, he instinctively felt for the dagger
that no longer hung at his side.


“See, my pretty, the Galkian wants to save
me from your embraces.”


O-grak roared with laughter at the
amazement in Forollkin's face. The great, green serpent encircling the Khan
rubbed her glittering head against his beard to regain O-grak's attention.


“Shageesa, the one gaping like a vrork
that's just crushed its own eggs is Lord Forollkin. The accident of nature
behind him is Gidjabolgo the Forgite, and here is the little barbarian who
calls herself a princess. Come closer, all of you, and hold out your hands.”


The serpent uncoiled itself from O-grak's
waist and slid languorously towards Forollkin. He stood absolutely still and
closed his eyes as the narrow head rose level with his own and a tongue
flickered towards his cheek. Within seconds the serpent had turned its
attention to Gidjabolgo and brushed playfully against him.


“A pretty pet,” muttered Gidjabolgo, “but
doesn't it object to the murder of its relations?” He nodded at the tunics and
cloaks of green snakeskin worn by all the Orazians.


O-grak grinned. “Shageesa is a queen among
serpents and does a queen care for the death of a few slaves?”


The small chamber could take no more of
O-grak's retinue and the Khan had already started up the spiral stair when
Gwerath flinched back from the swaying serpent and Forollkin sprang in front of
her. Shageesa hissed in displeasure. O-grak signed to two of his men to push
Forollkin aside.


“The tower serpent must acknowledge all of
you, or you will never be safe from her vigilance.”


Shageesa rubbed teasingly against Gwerath's
cheek. The Princess of the Sheyasa stood motionless and Shageesa turned towards
her master again. The guards released Forollkin and he put an arm around
Gwerath's trembling shoulders.


“Oh that's the way of it, eh?” murmured the
Khan. “I'd meant to put the Princess in my wife's keeping, but you can lodge
together if you like. A bed's a better place to worship the Goddess than any
temple ever consecrated.”


“The Princess must have the best your
women's quarters can offer,” said Forollkin frostily.


O-grak shrugged. “All Galkians are fools, I
hope you know that, girl. Now, before the rest of my men fall off the ladder,
come up and greet my wife.”


The great serpent went first up the narrow,
rush-strewn stair. The speed and vigour with which she coiled and uncoiled to
force her long body upwards, was almost comical. Every so often, Shageesa would
turn and hiss reproachfully at O-grak, who followed at a respectful distance.
The steps were steep and badly lit and the rushes stank as if they hadn't been
changed for many years, but as the tower swelled out the travelers emerged into
a large, round chamber lit by a dozen unglazed windows. In the upper part of
the tower only the central stair was stone. The walls were wooden and brightly
painted with birds perching in leafy boughs.


The travelers hardly had time to blink in
surprise at the paintings, before a woman came down the stair. She was
barefooted and wore a plain grey robe, shaped only by the belt that held her
dagger. She was a slight creature and her cropped hair and timid look made her
seem very young.


“Welcome, Lord of the Towers,” she said
tonelessly. “All remains as at the moment of your departure . . .”


“Ah, leave the old phrases. I know them
well enough,” commanded O-grak. He picked up his wife, tossed her like a baby
and caught her and kissed her. “Now wife, you must prepare a warmer welcome.”


“The watchmen said that you had prisoners .
. .”


“Call them captives of affection,” said the
Khan with a sly smile. “This is Lord Forollkin and this is Gidjabolgo. Look at
him carefully and tell me if you'd rather wake up with that face on your pillow
or mine?”


The Khan's wife blushed and failed to
answer.


“And this,” continued O-grak, “is Gwerath,
a Princess of Erandachu. Do you remember where that is? Well, take her away and
perhaps the tales she can tell will fill your hollow head better than my
teaching. Ah, and we must prepare for a fourth guest - Prince Kerish-lo-Taan
himself. What? Interested at last?”


“The Prince of Galkis? The one who sent it
to me?”


“The same. Now take the Princess to your
quarters.”


Khan O-grak's wife timidly stretched out
her hand and Gwerath grasped it firmly.


 


*****


 


Kerish woke drenched with sweat and could
not remember his dreams. The single torch was burning out. `Good', thought
Kerish drowsily, `the dark is better'. The torch died in a shower of sparks. He
snuggled down again. The dark seemed like a tangible thing, gently coiling
around him to keep him warm and safe.


His crippled hand twitched violently.
Kerish gripped it with his other hand to stop the tremors and his dreams seemed
to float to the surface of his mind and sink again, just before he remembered
them. All his uneasiness returned and he sat up. Against the darkness, his left
hand faintly glimmered. Kerish remembered the brilliance of the Jewel of Zeldin
and thought, `But now I am my own light'.


The glimmering grew until it lit the whole
chamber, lit the remains of his sordid meal and the discarded coverlet
crouching like an animal in the corner. Kerish lifted his hand but the light
could not penetrate the blackness of the crack. Then one dream at least
surfaced into memory. He had built a palace for Gwerath on the seashore, but as
fast as he built, its beauty was marred. The walls continually split open and
though no visible darkness flowed in, the palace seemed so much altered that
when Gwerath knocked at the gate, he dared not let her in. Fully awake now,
Kerish stood and faced the crevice and the light in his hand faded.


With a rattle of bolts the door was thrust
open.


“What, Prince, all in darkness?” demanded
O-grak. “Perhaps that's no disadvantage in such lodgings.”


Kerish turned very slowly. “I have known
worse on my travels.”


“Ah, these travels of yours.” O-grak fixed
his own torch in the sconce and studied the Prince by its light. “I could believe
anything of them when I see how much they've changed the dainty, quick-tempered
Prince I remembered. Have you killed a man yet?”


“I have tried to.”


“In hatred?” asked O-grak, “or in your own
defense?”


“In hate and jealousy. “ The Prince spoke
very calmly and his face was the impassive mask of the Godborn.


“Do you still hate?” demanded O-grak.


Kerish smiled. “No. Not now that I have
cause.”


“I am glad you are still no warrior. It
will make it easier to protect you. My people do not kill those who have no
blood on their hands.”


“The Brigands of Fangmere do not make such
a distinction.”


“The Brigands of Fangmere do not kill, they
sacrifice. They cling to older ways as though piety was their greatest
treasure, and if you'd seen Fangmere you'd know that it is. That makes
releasing you no simple task.”


Kerish sat down on the couch again. “Is one
hostage worth so much trouble?”


“You rate yourself too low, and modesty is
not called a virtue here.” O-grak sat down beside Kerish. “In Zoanaxa, it is
rumored that you left Galkis to seek for some secret way to save the Godborn.
Since your quest is at an end, you may as well tell me what it was.”


“I will not despair until Zeldin tells me
to,” said Kerish.


“If eyes were daggers there would be a hole
in my heart.” O-grak was smiling. “Have you considered that your Zeldin may
have wanted you to fall into my hands? Did you know that your Gentle God was
once the consort of Idaala? He left her for the one whose name we do not speak.
For that, the Men of Fangmere hate the Godborn, the children of Zeldin the
Betrayer . . .”


“That can't be true!”


“No? Well, the Godborn should know. I only
tell you what our Lore-keepers say.” The latch of the door was rattled from the
outside. “Now I must crawl deeper into the temple for your sake and abase
myself before the Chief Priest.” O-grak got up, sniffing the air. “There is a
fullness here where there should be emptiness. Remember one thing. If she
should come, don't look at her.”


“The Goddess?”


“Her living body. If She herself came, you
would not be able to close your eyes on your destruction. Whatever may happen,
don't look.”


“I will remember.”


A jovial blow nearly knocked Kerish from
the couch as O-grak strode out.


 


*****


 


Gwerath bullied her attendants into
surrendering enough of the Second Tower's meager water supply for her to wash
herself and her hair. Of all their baggage, only one dress remained, the dress
the Brigands had spared for Gwerath to wear on the slave-block. The necklace
that Kerish had given her was gone with the rest of the jewels but Forollkin's
scarf was still knotted about her throat. Gwerath's two attendants slipped the
Seldian dress over her head, just as the Khan's wife entered.


“May I touch it?”


Gwerath nodded and watched curiously as the
other woman stroked the silver-green silk as if it were a live thing that might
suddenly dart away.


“Surely the wife of a Great Khan has many
dresses as fine?”


“No man may give such treasures to a woman
without angering the Goddess, and the greater the man, the greater her
jealousy.” She spoke like a child repeating a lesson, but suddenly a smile
transformed her pale, pinched features. “Yet I have one treasure and he lets me
wear it.” O-grak's wife rolled back her drab sleeve to display a silver
bracelet set with rubies. “The Prince of Galkis sent it to me. He is not afraid
of the Goddess!”


“Customs are different in Galkis but,”
added Gwerath kindly, “it is very beautiful.”


Indeed it was the only beautiful thing that
Gwerath had seen in the austerity of the Second Tower, the Tower of the Women.


“Your Lord . . . the Prince's brother,”
began the Khan's wife timidly, “does he give you such gifts?”


“He gave me this scarf.”


The other woman touched its glittering
folds. “And are you to marry him?”


“I don't know . . . perhaps when there is
peace. How long have you lived with the Khan?” asked Gwerath hastily.


“Nearly three years. I am not his first
wife.”


“And do you have any children?”


“There are no children now in the Towers of
O-grak. Shall I take you to your Lord?”


“To my friends,” said Gwerath firmly. “Yes,
if you may.”


“I think I may.” She looked miserably
uncertain.


“I'm sure the Khan did not mean to keep us
apart. What is your name?” asked Gwerath.


The Khan's wife seemed startled at the
question, as if her name had long ago fallen into disuse.


“It is Neeris,” she whispered.


They crossed the rope-bridge between the
towers, with Gwerath gripping the swaying ropes and hardly daring to look down
at the scorched rock below. A few serfs were trudging along the road from the
harbor, laden with supplies, but no other people were in sight and the nearby
groups of towers seemed deserted.


“Are there always so few people in Azanac?”
Gwerath shouted against the wind.


Neeris nodded. “The Goddess demands that
there always be one Khan or Prince to honor her in Azanac. Most of them come
for no more than one month in three years. My Lord is different.”


Before Gwerath could ask her why, Neeris
had turned her back and continued along the footbridge.


Once inside the First Tower again, Gwerath
was struck by the noise. The wooden walls and floors of the upper chambers were
so thin that every sound carried.


“How can you bear to live so close to each
other?” she demanded.


“Oh, it is so much better than the
emptiness of the great Halls of Orze,” said Neeris. “Here, you need never feel
alone!”


Gwerath remembered that when she was left
alone with Forollkin and as he came to meet her, whispered, “Where's
Gidjabolgo?”


“Why? Are you disappointed to find only me?”


“No! I thought he could . . . Oh, you're
teasing me.”


Forollkin smiled. “You're easy to tease and
I like to watch you prickle, like a marsh kitten refusing to be stroked.
Gidjabolgo is listening to anyone who will talk, and trying to find out about
the temple where Kerish is held.”


“The Khan will soon free him.”


“We can't be sure of that.”


“If O-grak has said he will do something,
we can be sure of it.”


“The Khan seems to have found an admirer.”
Forollkin sat down on one of the bedrolls that were the small room's only
furnishings. “I shall never understand women.”


“I am not women. I am Gwerath.”


Forollkin stared up at her. “ When we met,
it troubled me that you didn't fit my idea of what women were like, but now...”


“How many women were there before me? I
mean...”


“I know what you mean,” said Forollkin
hastily, “er...customs are different in Galkis and what's past is past...”


“I have never loved anyone but you.”


“And I...”


A curious expression clouded Forollkin's
face and he stopped speaking.


“You were going to say that you had never
loved anyone else either, but it wouldn't be true. I do mind about the Queen,
but I mean to make you forget her.”


Gwerath knelt down to kiss him. Forollkin
kissed her back but they broke apart when a cough from the sentry just outside
reminded them how little privacy they had.


“Do you think we'll be ransomed?” asked
Gwerath.


“If the Khan negotiates with Jerenac, the
Governor of Jenoza, then yes, but if he deals directly with the Emperor . . .
Rimoka would rather have us killed than freed. Even if we are returned to
Galkis, it may only be a brief respite. .The whole Empire is at war.”


“My people are warriors, I am not afraid,”
said Gwerath, but her hands were twisting the silk of her skirt.


“I should be afraid for you,” answered
Forollkin. “Gwerath . . .”


“No! Don't send me away! I don't want to be
safe. I want to be with you, whatever happens.”


Forollkin pulled her towards him and
stroked her silver hair. “I won't send you away. I promise.”


 


*****


 


Kerish was determined not to lie down
again. He circled the chamber, tracing the joins between the great boulders
with his fingertips. The workmanship was crude but there was nothing profane
about its ugliness. The temple seemed a natural thing, a hill of shadows; but
was the darkness to hide the forbidden beauty of the Goddess or to imprison it?


Kerish wished he knew more about the Men of
the Five Kingdoms. In Galkis they were simply thought of as the barbarians at
the other end of the sword. He tried to remember everything about his brief
meetings with Khan O-grak. `My word on it, Prince, for your brothers the
sword, but for you, soft captivity.'  Where he had once threatened slavery,
the Khan now seemed to hint at freedom, but why? If it was only a fat ransom
that O-grak wanted, he must know that with the Emperor Ka-Litraan and Lord
Izeldon both dead, there was little chance of payment.  It was a bitter
thought. The only one who would be anxious to save him was Queen Kelinda, and
she was his brother's wife, not even blood kin.


`No,' thought Kerish wearily, `the Godborn
are no longer worthy to rule. If there was justice in Zindar, Zeldin would
reject his children: but the people . . .'


He remembered with agony the gentle
resignation of Valorkis. Would the Galkians still trust the Godborn as the Men
of Fangmere dragged them to Idaala's altar? Kerish pictured ruin and murder in
the nine cities and could almost smell the blood. The jangling of the keys at
his waist seemed to mock at him and his head ached.


Kerish strode up and down to clear it, but
the stench of blood had seeped from his thoughts into the air. Perhaps a
sacrifice was taking place in a nearby chamber. Kerish touched each of the
keys; the cold jewels chilling his fingertips. What could be more useless than
a key without a lock? “Hope without fulfillment is more cruel than despair”
- the first words of The Book of Warnings. Was that a warning against
the beauty and splendor that shone through the pages of The Book of the
Emperors, or against despair itself? Kerish knew that he had inherited
despair, but however painful, he must choose hope.


In the darkness something rustled and the
hairs crawled on Kerish's neck. He had paced to the furthest end of the chamber
and stood in front of the crack, facing the door. The torch flared brighter in
defiance of the shadows stumbling through the room. This time Kerish shuddered
at the velvet touch of darkness and the rustling sounded closer.


“It's nothing,” said Kerish aloud. “And
Zeldin guard me from all empty fears.”


The torch spluttered and the darkness
sprang. It wrapped itself around Kerish and for a moment he thought he would
suffocate and tried to tear it away. His fingers met nothing and he found he
could breathe again, but the air seemed richer and heavier.


“Do not utter His name here; it has no
power. “ The soft voice spoke close behind him. “Who are you?”


“My name is Kerish-lo-Taan and I was once a
Prince of Galkis.”


“I saw your face in a dream and it was His
face. Look at me, you are mine now.”


“Lady, to me His name has power in all
places. I greet you humbly but I am not yours.”


“But you are the offering they bring me.”
It was the sweetest voice Kerish had ever heard. “The others died so quickly:
but you will live and we will love again as we did in the morning of the world.
Look at me!”


“Lady, it is dark, I couldn't see you.”


“No! This is not darkness. You are as
mistaken as the rest of them. This is true light. It shines from me but men
cannot bear its radiance so they call it darkness. Look and you will
understand.”


A slender hand reached through the crevice
and touched his hair.


“Lady, I must not.”


“The priests dare not look at me. They
crawl blindly and I despise them. You are not like them. Who told you that you
must not look? No one may command you, but the Queen of Love asks you to look
at her.”


The exploring fingers stroked his cheeks. A
sweet perfume enfolded him and his mind filled with crimson flowers.


“Lady, men say that you are too beautiful
for any man to look at you and live.”


“You alone could endure my beauty; others
would die, desiring what is yours.”


The fingers delved through his hair.
Bloodflowers . . . it was the scent of Bloodflowers.            Kerish would
have stumbled away but the sweetness made him giddy.


“Ah, you are faint, turn and rest in my
arms.”


Kerish leaned back against the rock and two
hands moved over his face, tracing the line of his lips, caressing his brow.


“Open your eyes. It will only hurt for a
moment.”


“I can't; I mustn't!”


He was no longer sure why. The fingers slid
down to his throat.


“You shall!” Sharp nails dug into his flesh
and darkness surged around him. “No man may refuse Idaala. Look at my beauty
before I tear out your eyes. You shall not betray me again!”


Kerish tried, one-handed, to break the
terrible strength of her grip, and failed. He twisted and struggled as the
hands crushed his throat. His blood screamed in every vein and his eyes would
surely burst from his head.


“Oghara,” a new voice rang out, distorted
by a sea of pain, “let him go!”


“No, he is mine. His blood belongs to me!”


“It does not. The Chief Priest has released
him to me.”


“All men must look on my beauty and die.”


“I look on it and I do not die,” said Khan
O-grak. “Let him go, Oghara.”


“But I am the Goddess.” The voice sank to a
whimper and the grip loosened. “In all Zindar, there is nothing so precious as
my beauty.”


“Nothing,” echoed O-grak gently. “Release
him and depart.”


The hands opened and Kerish slid gasping to
the ground. The voice was sweet again, and childlike. “Father, don't leave me
in the dark.”


“It is yours now,” said O-grak, stooping
over the Prince. “Go!”


A sigh filled the room, and for a moment
the scent of Bloodflowers lingered; then the torch flared  into life.


The Khan pulled Kerish to his feet and half
carried him to the couch.


“Your throats bruised but the cuts are
shallow.” O-grak brushed the blood from the Prince's throat with his sleeve. “Since
you kept so staunchly to my advice, you'll come to no harm.”


“But you looked at her.”


O-grak turned his face away. “Three years
ago the Priests of Az chose the Living Goddess from among the fairest daughters
of the Khans and Princes.”


“Your daughter?”


“She believes it herself now,” said O-grak
slowly. “Perhaps she truly is possessed by the Goddess. I shall never know. To
me she will always be Oghara, my only child.”


“She is beautiful then?”


“You were tempted to look? No,” said O-grak
grimly, “she is not beautiful now. Can you walk?”


“Away from here? Yes.” Kerish stood up
unsteadily.


“Good, then I will take you home. You are
fortunate that even the Priests of Az will listen to the father of the Living
Goddess.”


Kerish looked back at the crevice. “How can
you bear to leave her here?”


“She would have killed you, Prince, like
the rest of her consorts. She belongs to darkness now.”












Chapter
3


The Book of the Emperors: Warnings


 


And Jezreen
spoke to his kinsmen, rebuking them that they would not journey beyond Galkis
to seek out new gods, but the High Priest answered him saying. “Truth and
goodness dwell in other lands in other shapes. Zeldin has given us our shapes,
let us rejoice in His gifts rather than covet the truths of others.”


Yet Jezreen
said, “I will accept no gift, until I know its worth. It is the duty of the
young to doubt all teachings, and to seek new things.” “And it is the duty of
the old to forget them again,” said the High Priest, and when he saw that the
Prince would not be humbled, he denounced him to the Emperor.


 


 


KERISH stood close to the wooden wall, to
study the crimson comb and brindled feathers of a bird, painted weaving its
nest between branches.


“I don't know why we paint them like that,”
said O-grak cheerfully.” I've never seen a bird that color, but then I take
more notice of them in the pot than on the wing. You look better now, Prince.”


A scarf hid the lacerations on Kerish's
throat. Bathed and rested, there was nothing to show for his ordeal but pallor.


“My brother . . .” began Kerish, but O-grak
chose not to listen.


“You'll be better still with food inside
you. Sit to it!”


Kerish crossed meekly to the trestle-table
and the unappetizing bowl of boiled salt-meat.


“The outsides of your towers are so stern.
I would never have guessed that the insides would be so charmingly painted. “


“I told you, I don't know why it's done,
but old ways are kept here.”


O-grak was sprawled in a massive chair with
the tower serpent coiled at his feet. Both of them seemed out of place against
the delicate tracery of branches painted on the circular walls.


“It must have been important once,” mused
Kerish, “a reminder of something . . . you scowl, Khan. Have you no interest in
the history of your people?”


“In Galkis, history is fit to be copied in
pretty hands and read aloud to babes. Here, it is nothing but the memory of old
sorrows and old hates. Do you know how many times Oraz has gone to war against
Mintaz, or Chiraz against Gilaz? Do you know how many men have died in blood
feuds among my own kindred? I have watched the Men of the Five Kingdoms drag
the weight of history behind them, stumbling at each step. I intend to free my
people from that burden.”


At his third attempt, Kerish skewered a
gobbet of meat with his pronged spoon.


“Can one man do so much?”


“Do you doubt my strength?” O-grak held off
Shageesa one-handed as she reared up in mock attack. “Or my courage?”


“No, only your influence. You are Khan of
Orze but your nephew is the Prince of Oraz, and your Overlord.”


O-grak watched Kerish struggle with another
lump of meat before replying. “My nephew has a hole in his wits which I fill
with my counsel. I am the father of the Living Goddess, the greatest warrior in
Oraz and the luckiest leader. Where I go the Men of the Five Kingdoms will
follow.”


“And you will lead them into Galkis?”


The Khan didn't answer directly but bent to
cuff the tower serpent. “Well, Shageesa, what do you think of our new guest?”
The snake glided towards Kerish, her silver tongue flickering.


“Aren't the largest snakes bred in the
Mountains of Zarn?”


“In the foothills, yes. Ah, now she's
failed to frighten you, she'll cajole.”


Shageesa brushed against the Prince's legs
and then laid her jeweled head on his knee. Kerish reached down to touch the
glittering scales but the snake darted coyly back.


O-grak laughed. “Shageesa only grants her
favors to those who dislike her.”


Kerish answered with a smile, “Cats are the
same.”


“Ah. I have heard much about the cats of
Galkis. I was sorry not to see one on my visit to the Inner City.”


“True Galkian cats only live in the Temple
of . . . my Foremother at Hildimarn. There are none in the Palace now.”


“Hildimarn.” O-grak seemed to savor the
word. “I also wanted to see those famous temples, but doubtless they would not
open their gates to a barbarian.”


Kerish pushed away the half-finished bowl
of meat. “No one is barred from our temples, though I confess I can't imagine
you there.”


“Do you think we are only fitted to crawl
in darkness?” growled O-grak.


“I meant no disrespect to the temple of
Idaala,” said Kerish hastily. “There is great strength in darkness.”


      “And an equal strength in light and
perhaps the very beauty of your temples . . . don't look so amazed. Barbarians
have eyes. We acknowledge beauty too.”


“And yet you lead armies who seek to
destroy it.”


O-grak summoned back Shageesa and let her
coil around his chair again. “What I seek is unity for my people against a
common enemy, and an end to warfare amongst ourselves.”


“If you conquer Galkis, do you really
imagine that your alliance will hold once there are spoils to quarrel over?”


“No.” O-grak leaned forward in his chair. “And
that is why I do not wish to conquer Galkis.”


“And is the invasion of Galkis merely a
delusion on our part?”


“Curb your anger, little Prince,” growled
O-grak, “and listen. I mean my people to enjoy the wealth of Galkis, but in
tribute, not plunder. If we lay your lands waste, we will have a glut of spoils
and then nothing. If we leave your cities intact, we can reap their harvest
every year at the price of a few garrisons. The temples of your Foremother will
have to be destroyed, but your people could still worship Zeldin and be
governed much as before.”


“With the heart torn out of Galkis!” Kerish
sprang up from the bench and paced across to the window.


The Khan spoke to his back. “Your Empire is
dying, you know that as well as I do. Would you rather it rotted slowly, or
suffered one swift stroke and the chance of a new beginning? Think!” O-grak
pushed Shageesa away and strode over to the window to stand behind the Prince. “If
gentle Galkis was the captive of the Five Kingdoms, couldn't she seduce her
conquerors with her beauty? Wouldn't our strength and your ancient wisdom
combine to make us the greatest power in Zindar?”


Far below, Kerish could see O-grak's guard
hurling javelins at a practice target.             “Do slaves combine with
their masters?” he asked coldly.


“It is a foolish master who cannot learn
from his servants,” answered O-grak, “but think of it rather as the case of a
man and his wife. The woman is bound to be submissive to her Lord but we both
know that the wife can rule the house with her soft weapons. I don't say that
such a union would come about easily, or without much suffering among your
people, but think of future generations, not your own.”


Kerish turned to face the Khan. “I admire
your far-sightedness but you have forgotten that the Empress of Galkis is a
barbarian too and shares your code of honor. Rimoka will never let you strip
her son of his throne; she will burn the Golden City first. Then there is my
half-sister, Zyrindella. Now that she has seized the north, do you think she
will meekly give it up? And Jerenac, will he surrender Jenoza, for the chance
of peace with humiliation? More than all of this, the people of Galkis, Zeldin
defend them, still love the Godborn and they will die to protect us.”


O-grak smiled. “I am depending on that. If
the Godborn order the people to fight they will, but if the Godborn order them
to surrender, surely they would lay down their arms?”


“Ka-Rim-Loka may be weak and foolish, but
he would never give such an order.”


“No,” said the Khan, “and that is why I
intend to make you Emperor in his place.”


For a moment Kerish's anger choked him. “Is
that what you think of me? That I am fit to be a traitor?”


O-grak looked calmly into the blazing eyes
of the Godborn. “I think that you might have the strength to do what is
repugnant to you, for the sake of your people. You could save the Galkians from
destruction at the cost of their delusions of freedom and your pride.”


“And the murder of my kin?”


“I would spare whoever I could,” said
O-grak, “and imprison them in Orze. I am told that the people of Galkis love
the Lost Prince. I believe they would follow you. Lead them to peace, and rule
as Emperor, with your dear companions at your side. If you refuse my offer, the
Nine Cities will burn and your people will be slaughtered. Surely, your quest
was to save Galkis however you could? I will leave you to think about it,
Prince. Will you do that much for me?”


“How can I help but think about it?”
answered Kerish.


 


*****


 


In a small room, lower in the tower,
Forollkin and Gwerath were still sitting side by side on a bedroll but Gwerath
was idly tracing the outline of a nest of chicks on the painted wall, while
Forollkin listened intently to Gidjabolgo.


The Forgite stood in front of one of the
unglazed windows, frowning at the yellow smoke drifting across the landscape,
and disgorging all the information he had picked up from their guards. “The
wind's in the east today, so the smoke and stench are from Gant. The captain of
our guard told me a fine tale about the fire mountains. He claims that there
were once two giants who loved and quarreled over Idaala until their brawling
disturbed the whole of the Five Kingdoms. The Goddess imprisoned them in two
mountains, one on either side of Az. Now they spend the centuries hurling rocks
and breathing fire, still hoping to win the contest.”


“And do they really believe such a story?”
asked Forollkin.


“It has been told in Oraz since before the
last King,” answered Gidjabolgo, “and that is supposed to settle the matter.”


“Why are there only Princes now?” began
Gwerath. “What happened to the Kings?”


Gidjabolgo started to reply when there was
a sudden noise of footsteps and voices. The curtain was thrown back from the
doorway and the Prince walked into the room.


Kerish saw Forollkin striding anxiously
towards him; Gwerath jumping up in her silver-green dress; and Gidjabolgo's
outline dark against the window. Kerish felt as if O-grak's words had built a
wall of glass between him and his past. The others didn't realize yet that it
was there and they couldn't break it down to help him to a decision. Kerish was
almost shocked when Forollkin was able to touch him.


“Are you all right? What's happened to your
throat?”


“A few scratches; one of the hazards of
darkness.”


“You've been inside the temple all this
time? What is it like?” asked Gwerath. “We saw it from the ship and it
frightened me. Why should a heap of stones do that?”


“It is a place of great power,” answered
Kerish, “but no woman need be afraid. I suppose that's why they are forbidden
to enter.”


“So fear is the homage demanded by this
goddess,” murmured Gidjabolgo.


“Fear is blind,” said Kerish, “and hides
them from the certainty of light.”


“But isn't certainty more frightening than
doubt?” asked Forollkin.


There was an uncomfortable pause and then
Gwerath repeated her question about the temple. Kerish told them a little of
what he had seen and felt there but he could not bring himself to talk about
the Living Goddess. His good hand tugged nervously at the  bandage round his
throat.


“So these creepers in the dark can still
see a bribe when it's waved in front of them,” concluded Gidjabolgo. “No doubt
O-grak will have to demand a fat ransom to recover what he's spent on us.”


“The Khan does not intend to ransom us,”
said Kerish softly.


“You mean he wants a price for our murder?”
exclaimed Forollkin. “Does he know . . . ?”


“He knows everything about the Godborn. He
was there the night Gankali died. “ Kerish paced across the small room and the
soaring birds painted on its walls seemed to jeer at their captivity. “He knows
that our brother, the Emperor, is weak, that the north is in revolt and the
south desperate for troops. He knows that Rimoka wants me dead and that the
people love the Third Prince whom they hardly know. . . “


“Ah, I begin to see . . . a pretty game,
and will you play?”


Forollkin ignored Gidjabolgo and persisted
with his questions. “Is it information he wants for an attack on Galkis? Thank
Zeldin, we know little enough about the defenses of Viroc, and if they reached
Galkis itself... well, the city was not built to withstand attack and . . .”


“The Khan wishes to avoid attacking Galkis,
“ said Kerish carefully. “He wants the Empire as a peaceful and profitable
vassal.”


“That could never happen. I've no reason to
love Rimoka, “ declared Forollkin, “but I trust her pride to fight beyond the
last hope, and the Emperor will obey her.”


“Yes. That is why O-grak intends to replace
him.”


“He would dare to set himself on the throne
of the Godborn?”


“No.” It was Gidjabolgo who answered him. “Not
with a Prince of the Godborn at his command.”


“Shut up, Gidjabolgo. Kerish, for Imarko's
sake, don't stand there looking so blank, tell me what O-grak said to you!”


“Gidjabolgo has it right.” Kerish spoke
without expression. “O-grak wants to make me Emperor and I am to call on the
people to accept a peace. I would rule Galkis as a vassal of the Princes of
Oraz and the armies of the Five Kingdoms would rove westwards, in search of new
conquests.”


“Zeldin's grief, he dared to suggest that
to you?” Forollkin's face darkened. “Does he really think that a Prince of the
Godborn would betray his own people into slavery?”


“I told him,” said Kerish calmly, “that I
would consider it.”


“You couldn't have!” declared Forollkin. “However
much we quarrel, the Godborn are one kindred. We are bound to each other and to
our Emperor and we must strive against the barbarians and their Lady of Blood.
What is there to live for if we give up our freedom and everything we believe
in? Any death is better than that!”


“And have you asked our people?” demanded
Kerish with quiet vehemence. “How do you know that they prefer death to dishonor;
despair to hope?”


“I'm not arguing for despair,” said
Forollkin unsteadily. “We shall fight and Zeldin will aid us.”


“Perhaps he has, by showing us a path to
peace.”


“A path soaked in the blood of our own kin
and walked by traitors . . . what?”


Gwerath was tugging frantically at
Forollkin's arm. Exasperated he looked down and Gwerath pointed to the thin
partition and the leather curtain. In the sudden quiet they all heard the rasp
of the guard's boots and the rustle of his cloak.


“Oh.” Forollkin was shaking with anger and
it was a moment before he could bring himself to say, “But I suppose you may be
right. You must consider the Khan's words.”


Gwerath released his arm and there was a
second, longer silence while Kerish and Forollkin stared at each other like
strangers.


“Well, you haven't asked me what I've been
doing in your absence,” began Gidjabolgo brightly. “I have been listening to
our guards. They are bored, cooped up in this tower with nothing to do but
polish their swords and relive old battles. They will talk about anything
except their goddess. The Men of Oraz may revere the Lady of Blood but they
don't seem to like being so close to her.”


Kerish sat down on one of the bedrolls and
tried to speak lightly. “And what have you learned to our host's discredit?”


For the next few minutes Gidjabolgo talked
about the curious beliefs and customs of the Orazians, maliciously pitching his
voice so that the guard outside would hear.


“Oh, and one last snippet,” he concluded, “there
are new ships in the harbor and they belong to the Prince of Chiraz's brother.
He is to be feasted in the tower tonight. Do you think we'll be invited?”


 


*****


 


At dusk lamps were brought and Gwerath was
fetched away to the Second Tower to eat with the women. Shortly after, three of
the Khan's personal guard entered the prisoners' room, carrying a heavy chest.


“You are to attend the feast,” said the
captain of the guard. “So the Khan sends you these clothes. Choose the richest
and put them on. No, not you, ugly one, “ he added, as Gidjabolgo eagerly
opened the chest. “Only your masters. We will come again soon to fetch you.”


Ignoring the rebuff, Gidjabolgo rummaged
through a tangled pile of silks, brocades and furs. “Here are Loshite silks for
you to dazzle in, and a genuine merchant's cloak from Forgin.” The gaudy
gem-encrusted folds were almost too heavy for him to lift. “Splendor indeed,
and the bloodstains are hardly noticeable. Or this now, surely some Galkian
once swaggered in it?”


He tossed a tunic of supple green leather
to Forollkin who saw the mended tear across the breast and let it drop. “This
is nothing but plunder. Do they expect us to wear dead men's clothes?”


“Go ragged then,” said Gidjabolgo, “but
pride makes a poor covering; once one man laughs you're naked.”


He continued to sort through the clothing,
commenting on each rent and stain, till they heard the guards returning. There
were five this time, followed by two slaves carrying heavy collars. The captain
gave a signal and Kerish and Forollkin were seized and pinioned while the
gilded collars were fitted around their necks. Forollkin kicked out at his
captors but they did not retaliate.


“These collars are the mark of a prisoner,
not a slave,” explained the captain, with unexpected kindness. “I have worn
such a collar myself when I was sent as a hostage once to Gilfalsotaz; there is
no dishonor.” He turned to the Prince. “The Khan has ordered that you be
royally dressed. Choose!”


He pointed to the scattered clothes but
Kerish shook his head. “Finery stolen from the dead is more dishonorable than
any slave collar.”


The captain looked puzzled. “They are
honest spoils, the Khan's by right of battle.” He picked up the gaudy cloak and
the discarded tunic. “If you fear dishonor, save us the trouble of stripping
you. Ugly one, help your Master dress. Prince, you have no choice.”


For a moment Kerish stood obdurate, and two
of the guards moved towards him. Then he tugged at the lacing of his tunic and
Gidjabolgo darted across the room to help him. The green tunic was too large
and the Forgite had to delve in the chest to find a sash to bind it in. Then he
hung the heavy cloak from Kerish's shoulders and the captain handed him a
golden coronet to set on the Prince's head.


“Are you satisfied now?” asked Kerish
quietly. “Is this mockery enough?”


“Our Khan intended no mockery,” said the
captain uncomfortably, and without looking into the Prince's eyes, he ordered
the Galkians to follow him.


Kerish and Forollkin were taken to the
highest chamber in the tower. Its floors and walls were painted with simple
patterns of scattered leaves and bright feathers. Its only furnishings were
crude benches and trestle-tables scratched and stained with years of use. Half
seen in the smoky darkness, O-grak's warriors and the retinue of the Envoy of
Chiraz were crammed together along the benches. About a third of the tables
were still empty, as if more guests were expected. The blank faces of slaves
were lit by glowing coals as they stooped over braziers and cauldrons, and the
skins that usually covered a hole in the roof had been stripped back to let the
cooking smoke spiral upwards and taint the stars.


An old man relieved the guards of their
weapons and added them to the heap at his feet. Then he paused uncertainly in
front of the Galkians.


“They have no weapons,” bawled O-grak, “except
the Prince's eyes and we'll leave those where they are. Bring our guests here!”


The guards led them through the braziers
that encircled the stairwell, to where O-grak sat, at a table no grander than
the rest. The Khan had not bothered to change his clothes for the feast but
beside him the Envoy of Chiraz glittered in a cloak and tunic that seven
serpents had died to make. He was a young man with close-cropped hair and a
sparse beard, combed out to make it look thicker. A dozen rings gleamed on the
nervous fingers that plucked at a haunch of meat and the Envoy's small eyes
flickered towards the strangers.


“So, cousin,” O-grak clapped the Envoy on
the shoulder, “what do you think of my captive Prince?”


The Envoy of Chiraz chewed at his meat and
looked the Prince slowly up and down. Kerish stood perfectly still and seemed
unaware of the scrutiny.


“Prince? He's pretty enough to be a
Princess. Were you thinking of a new alliance, O- grak?”


Color flooded into Kerish's cheeks but
nobody laughed and the pause before the Khan said, “Of a kind,” was long enough
to make the Envoy shift uncomfortably.


“You need not be so distant, Prince,”
continued O-grak. “Lord Cil-Rahgen is your kinsman too. The Empress, your
stepmother, is his aunt.”


“And yet you plan to attack her?” put in
Forollkin, who was tired of being ignored.


“All the best fights are kept in the
family,” said the Khan amiably. “Cil-Rahgen, this is the Prince's brother, by
one of the late Emperor's numerous concubines. Lord Forollkin is in the habit
of saying exactly what he thinks and my guards inform me that he is likely to
be a bad influence on his brother. What should I do with him?”


The Envoy shrugged. “If he is a warrior,
kill him. If not, make him your slave.”


“All according to custom, but I,” announced
O-grak, “am a great breaker of custom. Tonight I feel less bound by the past
than ever. Perhaps you should both try harder to keep me in such a mood.”


Forollkin suddenly found himself dismissed
and led away to one of the furthest benches.


O-grak reached out for Kerish and tugged
him down to sit at his left side. “Eat with us, Prince, if your pride hasn't
sealed your lips.”


“My brother deserves a place of honor as
much as I do.”


“He wears no death-rings...” began
Cil-Rahgen.


“Neither do I,” answered O-grak, “to choose
only ten from among so many dead would be unfair. Will it satisfy you, Prince,
if I order Forollkin to be served first, or should I have sent you to eat with
the women?”


“Do they always feast apart?”


“Oh, the women will come in with the wine.
Not before, “ answered the Khan, picking up a slab of meat. “Do you find the
custom strange?”


“No. I have met such customs before. In
Seld, the women eat by themselves because . . .”


“In Seld, the women do everything by
themselves,” interrupted O grak, “except beget more women.”


Cil-Rahgen licked the grease from his
fingers. “You have been in Seld? Men say the Queen is very beautiful.”


“And that she has as many lovers as a snake
has skins,” added the Khan, “and changes them as often.”


“Queen Pelameera is beautiful to look at,”
said Kerish coldly.


“You speak as if she didn't move you. What
kind of woman does a Prince of the Godborn admire?” asked O-grak.


“An unexpected one,” said Kerish.


“Hah,” O-grak threw down a bone. “That's so
in every country.”


“It's true enough of you, O-grak, “ said
Cil-Rahgen slyly. “No one expected you to choose a bud from Mintaz that might
never open, when all the flowers of Oraz were eager to be plucked.”


The Khan did not seem offended. “Open
flowers lose their petals sooner. Ah, here is your food at last.”


A greasy portion of meat thrust into a
split loaf was placed before the Prince. O-grak handed him a knife and Kerish
gingerly attacked the meat.


“Daintiness fills few bellies,” remarked
the Khan, “perhaps you'll be bolder if I don't look.”


He turned his back on Kerish and spoke
abruptly to Cil-Rahgen. “How many ships will be sent?”


“Sixty, if it's understood that the plunder
from the Governor's Palace is to go to Chiraz.”


“Strip it bare. All I want is space for a
garrison.”


Kerish listened numbly as the final assault
on Viroc was casually discussed. The ancient capital of Jenoza was a formidable
fortress but it had been weakened by continuous attacks, and how long could
Jerenac hold it without hope of help from the north?


“Why do we need to delay for a parley?”
Cil-Rahgen was demanding.


“We do not need a parley,” answered O-grak,
“but since the quarrel is over land and not blood, it is proper to offer terms.
Prince, you shall come with me to the parley with Jerenac . . . Ah, you've
hardly touched your food. Let me help you.”


To the amazement of the warriors at the
nearby tables, O-grak cut up the Prince's bread and meat with his own knife.


“I suppose the Galkians will have to see
him before they offer a ransom,” began Cil-Rahgen.


“Perhaps I shan't ask for a ransom,” said
O-grak, wiping his knife on his cloak. “There are other things one could do
with such a captive. Suppose we were to set him on his father's throne and have
him order the Galkians to lie down for us to trample on?”


“We need no puppet Emperor,” answered
Cil-Rahgen contemptuously. “We can take the throne for ourselves.”


“And fight over it like curs in the dust?
When will young men learn to take only what they can keep?” O-grak gave the
Envoy a jovial slap on the back and bellowed to a passing slave: “Tell my wife
to bring the wine.”


It was obvious that Cil-Rahgen was puzzled
and dissatisfied, but O-grak launched into a lively description of the
Emperor's court and the city of Galkis.


“There is gold enough on those walls,” he
concluded, “to fill every cauldron in Chirandermar. You look doubtful. Tell
him, Prince.”


“The Khan is right. I'm afraid,” said
Kerish dryly, “that you will be put to a great deal of trouble to melt it all
down.”


The words were almost lost as the chamber
reverberated with talk and laughter and snatches of discordant songs. O-grak
was watching the Prince's face. “Do you find my feast barbarous after the cold
courtesy of Galkis? Here we think it courtesy to let our guests do whatever
they want.”


Suddenly the noise lessened as a figure
rose up in the center of the circle of braziers. After a moment three more
women ascended like ghosts from the stairwell. There were hoots of welcome as
they sauntered among the tables with earthenware jugs of wine. The first woman
walked towards the Khan carrying a metal flagon that seemed almost too heavy
for her. Kerish looked into her pale face and saw that beauty was hiding there,
unwilling or afraid to appear.


“Wife,” said the Khan of Orze, “honor our
guests.”


Neeris bowed her head but instead of moving
to the right to pour out wine for Cil-Rahgen, she stood in front of Kerish.
Neeris stared at him so intently that for a moment her grey eyes were
remarkable. She whispered, “Give me your cup.”


As she held up the flagon Kerish glimpsed
the crimson jewels that had once circled his own wrist.


“Wife,” growled O-grak. “First you should
fill the warriors' cups.”


“I do. Surely one who does not fear the
jealousy of the Goddess is the bravest of warriors.”


Cil-Rahgen made a sign against blasphemy.
O-grak sucked in his breath and Kerish said quickly, “Lady, no one knows the
evil of jealousy better than I do, but to be served first by you is too great
an honor. I ask you to excuse me.”


Neeris hesitated for a moment and then
turned meekly to serve Cil-Rahgen. As she walked towards the next table,
O-grak's huge laugh suddenly erupted.


“Well, Prince, you nearly succeeded where I
have always failed and provoked her into disobeying me. Ah, what pleasure is
there in riding if you never have to use the spurs? I promise, I have tried to
explain the customs of Galkis to my wife, but she has no gift for learning. You
must forgive her confusion.”


“Teaching is also a gift,” said Kerish
curtly.


Neeris returned to fill the Prince's cup
last of all, tears clogging her pale lashes. Then she led the women out of the
feasting chamber.


Kerish watched in fastidious horror as
O-grak ladled honey into his wine. After a first incautious sip from his own
cup, he realized that the pale amber liquid was stronger than any Galkian
vintage. He drank as sparingly as he could but even so Kerish soon found that
the tower was swaying slightly and the painted leaves seemed to rustle.


“I believe I know why you paint your towers
like this,” he said suddenly.


“We don't need telling what pleases us,”
snapped Cil-Rahgen but Kerish continued dreamily, “On the island of Gannoth
there is a cave and on its walls the first men who came into Zindar carved
their history.”


“Came from where?” demanded O-grak.


“From across the Great Ocean,” said Kerish,
“from a land where they built houses in huge trees. Perhaps your towers mirror
those trees and were built to remind you of how you once lived.”


“It is said that the Goddess . . .” began O-grak
but Cil-Rahgen exclaimed, “Whenever I see the paintings they remind me of when
I was a child, but now I think about it, there never were such birds, or trees,
or flowers, in my childhood.”


“I felt the same,” murmured Kerish. “They
reminded me of something I didn't realize that I knew.”


For a moment the two men were linked by
astonishment and Kerish suddenly wanted to see the Envoy of Chiraz simply as a
person. He stared deep into Cil-Rahgen's eyes, and as if they were a door that
the Chirazian was too late to slam, Kerish thrust himself in and began to sense
a nervous presence, half conceited, half consumed with self-dislike. He seemed
a very young man, uncertain about almost everything, whose basic decency was
being ground away by pressures he was too weak to resist. Then Kerish opened
his own mind and tried to draw Cil-Rahgen in. The Chirazian felt the mocking
circlet on his brow and saw himself through the Prince's compassionate eyes.
Horrified, Cil-Rahgen pushed back the inviting presence. In a second the link
was over and it was only a foreign hostage who sat beside the Khan.


O-grak himself yawned. “On Gannoth, you
say?”


“The Prince of Gannoth wishes to raise a
fleet to sail across the Great Ocean,” said Kerish, “and find the land of our
ancestors.”


“A brave enterprise,” murmured Cil-Rahgen.


“And a worthless one,” said O-grak grimly. “Young
men are alike in every country. Drink your wine, Prince, it is courteous to be
drunk during what is to follow.”


“You will let the Galkians stay?” asked
Cil-Rahgen.


“Our souls are shaped as much by our
enemies as by our friends,” answered O-grak. “Your souls are on your ship, and
we are not afraid to show ours to any man. You do not understand us, Prince.
Did you know that in the Five Kingdoms it is said that Galkians have no souls?”


“All men have souls, “ said Kerish,
startled and intrigued.


“Then show me yours,” demanded O-grak. “Ah,
you cannot, for all the Godborn think themselves so holy.”


“Look into the eyes of a beast, and then
into mine, and perhaps you will see the soul.”


“A good answer, Prince. I might even accept
it, but tell me, how do you know the shape of your soul and whether it is
growing fair or crookedly?”


Kerish frowned. “I suppose, by reflecting
on my acts and thoughts.. “


“Men make cloudy mirrors,” said O-grak, “and
how often do we look in them?”


“Rarely.”


“Your Gentle God trusts you too far,”
continued O-grak. “Our Goddess is more merciful. She lets us watch the shaping
of our souls.”


The head and shoulders of a serf, stooping
to drag something heavy behind him, appeared in the stairwell.


“I warn you, Prince, it is not permissible
to ask to whom a soul belongs, though I have not been struck down yet for
guessing in silence!”


O-grak grinned but Cil-Rahgen's answering
smile was forced and it was obvious that silence would have fallen if custom
had not forbidden it.


As a procession of serfs carried cloaked
burdens to the empty benches, all life and humor seeped out of the talk and
laughter at the tables. Kerish found himself wishing that he was closer to the
steady presence of his brother. Then across the room, their eyes met and he saw
that Forollkin was equally disturbed. The serfs stripped off the cloaks and
shuffled away, leaving Kerish with a clear view of the inhabitants of the Third
Tower.


The wooden figures were mostly human in
shape, but none of them could be mistaken for the portrait of a living man. No
two were alike. One had eyes in the palms of its hands, a second bit its own
limbs, a third had grown a double-head whose faces could never see each other,
a fourth was covered in thorns, and a fifth had a jagged hole in its breast. In
some of the figures there was dignity or even beauty but most were hideous or
grotesque. Half fascinated and half horrified, Kerish wished the figures covered
again, but he couldn't stop himself wondering which of them was the soul of
O-grak.


The Khan rose from his place. “Men of the
Towers of O-grak, speak of the deeds that shape our souls. Tell what has been
and what will be done.”


He called on the oldest of his guards to
begin. The grey-haired warrior stood with his back to the silent benches. He
recounted his deeds in the last campaign against Galkis and vowed to kill twice
as many men in the next. A second man got up and admitted to cowardice in a snake
hunt, a third explained his failure to avenge a murdered cousin, a fourth
described his recent marriage, a fifth acknowledged that he was envious of his
elder brother. So it went on around the room, with straightforward accounts,
proud boasts or muttered confessions; all received in silence. How close to the
truth each speech was, only the soul figures would know.


Finally it was the turn of O-grak himself.
The Khan described past battles and the preparation for the new campaign. As he
spoke, Kerish's eyes were drawn to the silent watchers. This time he noticed
one figure taller than all the rest. Its huge hands snatched at the air and the
noble face was encircled with eyes, but the body was blackened and twisted like
a great tree struck by lightning.


“This I have done, “ boomed O-grak, “and
this I will do - Viroc shall fall, the Godborn shall tremble, and I shall lead
you to the Golden City. Drink, Men of Oraz, drink, Men of Chiraz, drink to the
death of white-walled Viroc and the doom of Galkis.”












Chapter
4


The Book of the Emperors: Conflicts


 


And they urged
him to confess his greatest crime, thinking that if he repented his words
concerning Zeldin in front of that great company, the Emperor could pardon him;
but he said to them, “Once I failed to pause and speak to someone that I knew
as I passed by. No sin that I have committed weighs so heavily on me and I
taste the bitter fruits of it still.” 


Believing that
he mocked them, they reviled him, and drove him from the Golden City.


 


 


The captains of Fangmere had already
returned to the Jorgan Islands to gather their ships for the great assault on
Viroc and the morning after the feast Cil-Rahgen sailed for Chirandermar to
summon the Men of Chiraz to war. A few hours later Khan O-grak embarked with
all his household on the brief voyage to the forlorn island at the mouth of the
Jenze where the attackers of Viroc were assembling for a new campaign.


The four prisoners were kept together on
the Khan's own ship. They stood on deck in the sultry heat looking back at
Azanac, as the Orazian vessels were loaded. Now that they were aware of its
presence, it was the squat darkness of the temple that dominated the island.


“How can they worship in a place so ugly?”
demanded Gwerath. “Even naked rocks under the sun would be better.”


“It takes a mighty weight of stone to pin
down a goddess,” answered Gidjabolgo.


Kerish looked at him sharply and was about
to say something when they were distracted by shouting from one of the other
ships.


Fifteen men were straining to lower a
covered longboat and lash it to the side of the larger vessel. One of the ropes
that held the longboat had almost slipped from their grasp. For a moment the
boat hung unevenly over the purple waves, then more men rushed to help and it
was righted and lashed fast. The guard who stood beside the prisoners took off
his cloak and fastened it on again, inside out. Guessing that the man was
trying to avert bad luck, Forollkin asked what was special about the covered
boat.


“It is the Soul Boat.”


“You mean it holds the images that we saw
last night at the feast?”


The guard nodded. “The Khan will not return
to Azanac before winter, so we must take them with us.”


“What would happen if there was an
accident, or someone harmed the figures?”


The guard looked at Forollkin as if he were
a madman or an idiot. “No one would commit such an evil. We all have souls.”


“Well, suppose the Soul Boat had gone down
just now?” persisted Forollkin.


The guard was looking more and more
unhappy. “It is not good to talk of such things before a woman.”


“Why?” asked Gwerath, who had already been
told about the silent figures. “Don't women have souls?”


“Women say so, but they don't need a ship
to carry them, just a box so small.” Grinning, he measured the length with his
hands. Deeply affronted Gwerath began to express her opinion of men who had
sticks for souls, when a general bustle on deck announced the arrival of O-grak
himself.


The Khan was preceded by four men carrying
the limp coils of Shageesa, who had been drugged into an uneasy sleep. Only
when he had seen the snake into her wooden cage did O-grak pay any attention to
his prisoners.


“Serpents hate the sea, so I am forced to
cage my poor Shageesa, or she would drown trying to escape. I fear she may
disturb your sleep by hissing and beating against the bars.”


“And how long is it after each voyage
before she forgives you?” asked Kerish.


“Her temper will be villainous for a day or
two,” answered the Khan, “and I shall be forced to coax her with live dainties
. . . ah, that reminds me. Little Princess, my wife wants you to travel with her
on the second ship, at least for part of the way. She didn't command you, so
neither shall I. You can stay with your lover if you like . . . That's better,”
O-grak chuckled. “A little color in your cheeks makes you easier to see.”


“The Princess will remain with us,” said
Forollkin, no longer bothering to take offence, but Kerish intervened. “It
would be a kindness to go, if only for a day.”


Startled by the entreaty in the Prince's
eyes, Gwerath found herself saying, “Yes.”


“Now don't scowl so, Forollkin,” said
O-grak, “or you'll tempt her to go back on her royal word. You won't lack for
company with your silver-tongued brother, your charming Forgite, and an angry
snake to talk to.”


Ignoring the interested stares of O-grak
and his men, Forollkin kissed Gwerath briefly on the lips before he allowed her
to be escorted to the second ship.


“Now,” said the Khan, “for your homecoming.”


 


*****


 


The ships of Oraz hugged the coast of Az
for three days but on the fourth they sailed out round the island of Gant, for the
straits were impassable. The fire giant was angry and strove to reach his rival
more fiercely than ever. O-grak told his prisoners that such an eruption was
thought to signify that the Goddess had left the temple and was walking unseen
through her lands.


“And is that a good omen?” Forollkin had
asked.


“With a goddess, who can tell until after
the event?” Smiling, O-grak had gone on to talk of the mysteries of women, with
no encouragement from anyone but Gidjabolgo.


As the Khan had foretold, Shageesa did
disturb the prisoners but it was only the worst of many noises. They were
separated from the main part of the hold merely by the thickness of a hide
curtain and the guards were always close, so they had no real privacy. For the
first time Forollkin began to feel the grimness of their captivity. Kerish
seemed to need no reminder. He spent hours by Shageesa's cage, watching the
serpent fling herself against the bars, desperately trying to find a weak
place. It was some time before Forollkin realized that Kerish was not
mesmerized by the snake but simply aware that the noise would cover a whispered
conversation, even when their guards were only paces behind.


At the first opportunity, he asked why
Kerish had wanted Gwerath to stay with O-grak's wife. Shageesa thrashed against
the door of the cage and Forollkin flinched, but the bars held.


“I want them to be friends,” murmured
Kerish. “The Khan's wife could be a valuable ally.”


Forollkin snorted. “She's too meek to hiss
at a butterfly. What use could she possibly be?”


Kerish's eyes remained fixed on the furious
snake. “Also, she needs help and comfort.”


“And there was I,” exclaimed Forollkin, “foolishly
thinking that it was us who needed help!”


Kerish smiled wearily. “Perhaps we're
beyond it. Helping Neeris may do us no good, but at least it shows we still
have some freedom of choice.”


 


*****


 


A high wind that night caused the three
ships to anchor in a cove on the eastern coast of Gant. Since they would be
there until morning, O-grak gave permission for the Galkians to be escorted to
the second ship to fetch Gwerath.


The Princess of the Sheyasa was seated
opposite Neeris, playing a board game which she had quickly mastered and was
now winning for the third time in succession. The Khan's wife dropped all pretense
of concentration and urged Gwerath to tell her more about Seld. The Princess
moved a piece shaped like an axe towards the bridge built by her opponent
across the neighboring square, and was describing the absolute power of the
Queen of Seld, when she was interrupted by familiar voices.


The curtains that divided Neeris's quarters
from the rest of the hold were drawn back, and as the messenger from the Khan
entered, Gwerath glimpsed Forollkin and Kerish standing just outside. The
messenger was speaking in Orazian but before he had finished Gwerath was on her
feet.


“If my cousins have come to fetch me, I'm
ready to go . . . that is, if you'll let me, Neeris.”


The Khan's wife murmured something that
Gwerath took for acquiescence. In a moment she was through the curtain.
Forollkin smiled and opened his arms. Kerish looked away and noticed Neeris
shyly holding back the curtain to watch the reunion. Her face was in shadow but
the crimson bracelet glittered on her thin wrist.


Kerish made a courtly bow. “Lady, thank you
for looking after our cousin.”


Neeris nodded mutely and would have let the
curtain fall between them but Kerish said hastily, “Gwerath could never be
entirely unhappy on a ship. She has grown to love the sea. In my travels I have
come to like it less and less. It even disturbs my dreams now . . . you look as
if you understand.”


“I hate the sea,” whispered Neeris.


Kerish stepped a little closer. “Were you
born inland?”


“Yes, in the mountains, the Mountains of
Zarn.”


She was leaning forward now, light attacking
the defensive lines of her taut face.


“Do you still miss the mountains?”


She nodded and he smiled encouragingly. “What
is it that you miss about them? The splendor of silence? The snows that can't
be marred? The astonishment of spring?”


“Oh, all of that. The towers of Azanac
remind me a little of my father's valley in winter, when the world is shut out
by storms, but inside everything is safe and warm and spring is coming.”


“But on Az you are not certain of the
spring?”


“Spring never comes there,” whispered
Neeris.


“Then perhaps you should walk to the next
valley to find it,” answered Kerish. “The high route may not be as impassable
as you think. I should like you to see the mountains above Galkis in spring . .
. but of course, if Viroc falls and the Khan marches north to burn the Golden
city, you will.”


“There is always war,” said Neeris dully.


“Not in every land or in every age. Still,
you have reminded me that even if the city falls, the mountains I love will
remain. There is comfort in that.”


He bowed again and was astonished by the
intensity of the pleasure mirrored in her sudden smile. Then Forollkin was
offering his formal thanks. Neeris murmured something and let the curtain drop.


As they were rowed back to O-grak's ship,
Gwerath talked scornfully of the dull life of Neeris and her women and their
ignorance of the world, until Kerish asked, “Why does she make you so
uncomfortable?”


Gwerath frowned and then answered readily
enough, “I suppose because she is so like me. Like me as I was in Erandachu.
However could you have borne me?”


“We didn't.” Forollkin smiled
affectionately. “You were thoroughly exasperating.”


`I loved you even then,' said Kerish but
not aloud.


The next morning Gwerath declared herself
unable to endure the stuffy hold and she and Forollkin went up on deck,
escorted by two guards. Gidjabolgo spat at the mention of fresh air and curled
up again amongst the cushions. Through slitted eyes he watched the Prince
kneeling by Shageesa's cage. Kerish was still dressed in the green Galkian
tunic with the heavy collar gleaming at his throat. He did not appear to notice
his guards retiring to a discreet distance as O-grak approached and he jumped
as the Khan sat down beside him.


“In Oraz, women say that if you look at a
snake too long it will change hearts with you.”


“And do they say whether it has happened to
you?”


“To the noble and generous Khan of Orze?
No.” O-grak thrust his blunt fingers through the bars to caress the angry
snake. “I am as renowned for the lavishness of my bounty as for my courage. The
poor and the oppressed flock to my halls.”


“And with such a reputation comes power?”


“It does indeed.”


Kerish sat back on his heels and studied
the Khan, lingering over the black mane kept long in defiance of custom, the
careless splendor of his jeweled weapons, the strength of his ugly hands, the
large, disquieting eyes . . .


“I see now,” began Kerish, “that in Galkis
you behaved to match our false ideas of what a barbarian chieftain would be
like.”


“True enough. The thought seems to upset
you.”


“No.” Kerish's good hand had strayed to the
uncomfortable collar at his neck. “But I was thinking that only condemned men
are spoken to with such frankness.”


O-grak withdrew his hand from the cage and
gave the Prince his full attention.


“Only your own stubbornness, or if you
like, your scruples, could condemn you. If you are to be Emperor, we will need
to know each other very well.”


“It seems unlikely that the rulers of the
Five Kingdoms will agree to your plans for me.”


“They will listen to the conqueror of Viroc,”
said O-grak calmly. “Do you think I have worked all my life to build this
precious unity in vain? My nephew will do as I suggest and Oraz will pour out
its share of the plunder until the other Princes are convinced.”


“Cil-Rahgen did not appear to take to your
plans very eagerly.”


“He snaps at what he is too stupid to
swallow,” growled the Khan, “but he has gone to fetch an army from Chiraz.”


“O-grak, there is one flaw in all your
reasoning. You don't understand how small grievances can swell to fill a whole
man and turn him against you. You take no offence at what I say. No doubt you
would think it a waste of effort, but other men would be angry. Khan, I think
you will fail because men are too small to fit the world you want to make for them.”


If O-grak was shaken by the intensity of
Kerish's words he showed it only in the seriousness of his reply. “What you say
might be true in other lands. Here, our constant wars have prevented even the
small in spirit from ignoring the long shadows. Death has always stood too
close, and that has shaped my people in ways the Galkians cannot understand.”


“But you want to take them out of the
shadows?”


“I mean to make my people the balance
between darkness and light. Prince, will you help me?”


“When you ask me for the third time,” said
Kerish, “I will tell you.”


As the Khan withdrew, Gidjabolgo stirred
amongst the cushions and opened one eye.


“Forollkin believes now that you never for
a moment considered the Khan's offer.”


“But you know me better . . .” Kerish
smiled bitterly. “If you were in my place, would you accept?”


“Of course,” said Gidjabolgo promptly, “but
my motives would not be of the purest.”


Kerish got up from the cage and stood for a
moment looking down at the Forgite. “Will you play for me, Gidjabolgo?”


When Gwerath and Forollkin came below, they
saw Kerish huddled like a sick child among the cushions. Gidjabolgo sat beside
him, singing of a young merchant who had never returned from the icy voyage to
Dorak. The guards were listening and even the snake had ceased her struggles
and lay in limp coils as if she had finally accepted the reality of her cage.


 


*****


 


The island of Vaish rose uncertainly from
the muddy waters of the estuary that constantly eroded and replaced its shores.
In that desolate and shifting place, only one thing had seemed permanent, the
boundary of the Galkian Empire running across the island.


After the first great Battle of Viroc, the
Empire had kept its lands west of the Jenze, but one concession had been made
to Oraz - that Vaish should never be inhabited. Its only town had been
abandoned to the encroaching dunes, but the temple of Imarko, that stood on the
boundary itself, had always been maintained by priests who returned every night
to Viroc. A great statue of Imarko looked out towards a temple of Idaala built
on the Orazian side of the island, for the Men of the Five Kingdoms also
counted Vaish as a holy place.


As the prisoners joined O-grak and his
bodyguard in one of the longboats, Kerish asked why that was.


“It is the place where Zeldin the Betrayer
last spoke to our Lady,” answered the Khan curtly.


The river between Vaish and Viroc was
treacherous with shifting sandbanks, and too shallow for the Khan's galleys.
The best channel was close enough to Viroc to be within range of the archers
and catapults stationed on its walls. Still, Jerenac had few ships to guard the
Jenze so O-grak thought it safe to transfer most of his household into longboats
for the short row to the Orazian camp. The galleys went on by a longer route,
sailing down the west coast of the island to a safe harbor below the temple of
Idaala. The supplies would be off-loaded there and dragged overland to the
camp.


As the six longboats rowed down the Jenze,
they were constantly challenged by small Orazian craft, patrolling the river.
Each time, O-grak roared his approval of their vigilance and the men of the
patrols would beat their swords against their shields to welcome the Khan and honor
the shrouded Soul Boat that was towed by the last two longboats.


One of the sea-fogs so common in the estuary
hid all but the glimmer of Viroc's great ramparts but O-grak smilingly reminded
his prisoners that if they should think of jumping overboard to swim for
Galkis, his men were excellent shots.


Within three hours, they had reached the
camp. Raised on a promontory jutting towards Viroc, the sombre tents of Oraz
seemed like a pack of animals, waiting hungrily for the next attack. The
standard of the Prince of Oraz flew highest, but he had stayed in Zoanaxa,
entrusting the command to his uncle. O-grak pointed out with childlike
satisfaction other flags, already rimed with salt, belonging to contingents
from Mintaz and Gilaz. `Soon the shores will be darker still with the ships of
Chiraz and Fangmere', thought Forollkin, `and then what chance will Jerenac
have?'


The boats were beached and the prisoners
splashed ashore with their guards. O-grak was met by his second-in-command and
there was a long pause while news was exchanged and orders were given.


“So. we're standing on Galkian soil at
last,” murmured Gidjabolgo.


Kerish's attention seemed fixed on the
sea-birds wheeling overhead but Gwerath saw Forollkin wince.


“No,” O-grak was saying, “I will keep the
prisoners close to me. Prepare a tent and choose your best men to guard it.” He
turned to Kerish. “For the moment, Prince, you had better come with me. If the
little barbarian went straight to the women's quarters, it might save her some
distress, unless she's as much of a warrior as her clothes pretend.”


“I will go with my cousins,” answered
Gwerath proudly. “Test my courage however you like.”


The Khan laughed. “Not your courage, just
your stomach.”


He turned back towards the camp and Gwerath
and Gidjabolgo soon had to trot to keep up with O-grak's great strides. Kerish
kept his eyes fixed on the Khan's broad back and ignored the stares and
muttered comments of warriors from Oraz, Gilaz and Mintaz who crowded the
camp's main thoroughfare. He was remembering their entry into another camp, as
his uncle's prisoner. Kerish almost smiled at the thought that he felt far more
akin to O-grak than he ever had to Tayeb.


The Khan's tent was pitched on a hillock
overlooking the camp and behind it lay the charred ruins of the temple of
Imarko. The great statue remained but as the prisoners came closer, they saw
that the head had been struck off, and something was dangling from the
outstretched arms.


Gidjabolgo wrinkled his nose. “A handsome
gibbet, but it makes the carrion smell no better.”


From the tattered robes that clung to the
swaying corpses, Forollkin guessed they had been priests of Imarko.


“A sight to gladden the Men of Fangmere,”
said O-grak, “if no one else.”


“Is this your gentle conquest, Khan?”
demanded Kerish. “How are the tongueless to beguile their conquerors? Is it
only a surfeit of our blood that will sicken your people of slaughter?”


“I told you that the worship of your
Foremother would be forbidden,” answered the Khan. “The Men of Fangmere hate
her with a righteous anger and those who call on her name will be silenced. Weigh
up what she is worth and die for her if you choose, but don't accuse me of
dishonesty.”


It was a subdued group of prisoners that
O-grak entertained in his tent with strong wine and florid descriptions of past
campaigns. At last an escort arrived to take them to their quarters in the
northern part of the camp.


Once they were alone, in a tent encircled
by guards, Forollkin's anger and bitterness broke out. Kerish bore the brunt of
it, until even Gwerath exclaimed, “It's not Kerish's fault that Galkis is in
such danger. You're talking to him as if he was O-grak!”


Forollkin was instantly penitent. “I'm
sorry, Kerish. I'm talking through you, not at you.”


The Prince was sitting with bowed head, the
collar digging into his hunched shoulders.


“Say what you like. I don't care.”


Forollkin knelt by his brother. “No!
Whatever happens to the rest of us, you have to go on caring about our quest.
That's just about the only thing I'm still sure of.”


“In which case, may I point out,” said
Gidjabolgo rapidly, “that there's food on that table and a pile of skins to
sleep on. Keep up your strength and see what chance brings us. “


“Surely we needn't despair yet...” began
Gwerath.


Kerish looked up with a curious smile.


“It isn't that. I'm not defeated yet. But I
am afraid of what I may have to do to gain victory.”


 


*****


 


The parley between the commanders of the
forces of Galkis and Oraz took place just after dawn on the east bank of the
Jenze, two miles below Viroc. Three longships of Oraz set out from the camp.
Two stayed in midstream, filled with armed warriors, but in the third only the
men who guarded the Galkians had daggers hidden under their cloaks.


As they approached the shore, O-grak
apologized for having to bind his prisoners' arms and hood their faces. “As a
soldier, Forollkin, you will understand that some caution is necessary.”


“And I trust that you understand,” said
Forollkin icily, “that there could be no question of treachery on Lord
Jerenac's part.”


O-grak nodded. “Like me, he might wish to
seize an advantage, but your Godborn laws bind him closer than he knows.”


“And what happens, Khan, when you wish to
seize an advantage?”


“If it is important enough to my people, I
will break any kind of promise,” said O-grak calmly, “but never without some
warning. If my enemies are too stupid to heed it, they'll die unmourned by me.
But don't be afraid, Forollkin, if I were to kill an unarmed ambassador my own
people would curse me. Their `barbarian' honor is your safeguard, not my
honesty.”


The boat crunched against shingle and
through the wispy fog the Galkians saw that their landing-place was a village,
badly damaged by enemy attacks. The people had fled. Only half-starved animals
still wandered amongst the ruined houses but above the charred portico of a
small temple flew the Imperial Banner. To Kerish it was like rediscovering some
cherished childhood toy. The golden starflower moved him but he couldn't
remember why it had once meant so much.


A group of Galkian soldiers, in Jerenac's
lilac and silver livery, stood in front of the temple. One of them advanced
towards O-grak, holding out the white Flower of Peace. The Khan took the
blossom, his huge hands accentuating its frailty. A blunted sword, the Orazian
symbol of truce, was offered in return.


“Be welcome, Khan. Lord Jerenac has been
informed of your arrival and will attend you presently. May I offer wine?”


The Galkian captain spoke Zindaric with the
familiar lilt of the men of the Golden City, and Forollkin suddenly ached to be
truly home. `If I had not gone with Kerish,' he thought, `I would be in this
man's place.'


Goblets of hot spiced wine were brought and
accepted by O-grak and the four warriors attending him, but the servitors were
ordered not to approach the two hooded figures, or the men who stood so closely
behind them. The formal courtesies over, there was a heavy silence and the two
groups stared at each other. O-grak's dark eyes darted to and fro, observing
everything as he gulped down his wine. Forollkin noted that several of the
Galkians were wounded and that all of them looked desperately tired. Staying
with Jerenac would not have brought ease or safety. 


Across the entry to the sanctuary hung a
tapestry. It showed the Gentle God throwing his most precious ring into the
Jenze as a ransom for the lives of all those who would ever sail the dangerous
river. Shortly after O-grak's first attack on Viroc, a fisherman had found an
ancient ring, tangled in his nets. The priests of Zeldin had thrown it back but
the people had begun to leave the banks of the Jenze.


Suddenly the tapestry was flung aside. Two
captains preceded the Lord Commander of Galkis and a third walked close behind,
but Jerenac leaned only on a black staff. Each step betraying agony, the Lord
Commander hobbled through the portico to greet his enemy.


“I was sorry to hear that your wound will
not heal,” said O-grak. “It looked a clean enough slash when I made it.”


“If I wasn't aware that you lack such
skills,” growled Jerenac, in the way that Forollkin remembered, “I would swear
that the swords of Oraz were poisoned. As it is, I must chide my own bones as
my betrayers.”


“Your Lordship is right,” said O-grak
promptly, “we leave the art of deceitful death to Galkis. The Men of Oraz deal
in swift destruction, but to the sick and to the weary, we offer rest, so
perhaps you will welcome my message.”


“As a shield welcomes a spear,” answered
Jerenac, “and rest brings new strength.”


“But not, I think, new troops,” said O-grak
dryly.


Sweat beaded the Lord Commander's face and
one petal dropped from the withering Flower of Peace. “Say what you have to
say,” rasped Jerenac, “and be as swift as the destruction you boast of.”


O-grak set down his cup and tucked his hand
in his sword belt. “Then hear. The Princes of the Five Kingdoms say to the Lord
Commander of Galkis, the Governor of Jenoza, you are betrayed by your own
Emperor. Surrender now or your people will die unaided and unthanked. I hide
nothing. If you give your authority into my hands, the walls of Viroc will be
razed, the palace will be stripped of its treasures, the temple of the false
bride destroyed and a heavy tribute levied, but . . . I offer life.”


“And slavery,” Jerenac smiled grimly. “You
do not offer a high price for our dishonor.”


“Only fools offer everything they might
give when they know they will be refused.”


A second petal fell and Jerenac bowed his
head sardonically. “I thank you for that at least. Now, if this is all you have
to say, I order you to leave the sacred soil of Galkis.”


Jerenac stood unmoved but his captains
winced at the Khan's booming laughter.


“The power of the Godborn is turned in on
itself. I admire your loyalty to those you scorn, Jerenac, so I will offer
more. What do you say to peace under a new Emperor? He would be a vassal to our
Princes, but born of the blood you cherish.”


Jerenac's mouth twisted with contempt. “My
poor crazed cousin? Have you been listening to Zyrindella's whining, Khan?”


“Among my people,” answered O-grak, “we honor
those whom the Goddess scourges, but we do not crown them. Not Li-Kroch.”


“Who then?” demanded Jerenac, as the third
petal fell. “How many tame Emperors do you keep to feed from your bloody hand?”


O-grak smiled. “Only one, and not yet
tamed.”


He motioned to the Prince's guards and they
thrust Kerish forward and stripped off his cloak and hood.


“No!” cried Jerenac, but one by one the
captains of Galkis knelt. “No. Princes of the Godborn looked like that once,
but not in this mewling age.”


“Do you not recognize your own
half-brother?” murmured O-grak. “Prince Kerish-lo-Taan.”


“But you are lost . . . and Forollkin died
with you.”


“We are both safe,” said Kerish, unable to
bear the bewilderment in Jerenac's gaunt face. Suddenly the Lord Commander of
Galkis seemed old and sick and helpless.


“Look, Forollkin is with me.”


Forollkin shook back his hood and stared in
horrified pity at the man who had once seemed to offer him so much.


Then Jerenac recovered himself. “Khan, the
Prince is not a warrior bound by your code. Ransom him as you would a woman or
a child.”


“There are worse weapons than the sword,”
said O-grak. “No ransom would be enough for such a prisoner.”


Kerish stepped forward. “Rise, my captains.
Jerenac, the Khan is right. You have been betrayed by the Godborn, but of all
his sons, I alone had our father's blessing and the High Priest gave the fate
of Galkis into my hands. Lord Commander, will you serve me?”


In slow agony, Jerenac forced himself to
his knees. Forollkin started forward to help him and felt the prick of a dagger
in the small of his back. Kerish stood unmoved.


“I am bound to serve the Godborn,” said
Jerenac wearily. “No doubt the Gentle God sends you as my final punishment.”


“You never loved me, Jerenac, but obey me
now.” Kerish looked round at the ruined village, the drawn faces of the
Galkians, the figure of Zeldin on the scorched tapestry. “My sole command is
this. Fight! Surrender only to death, and let the white-walled city burn before
a single stone falls into the hands of our enemies. Die in battle or by your
own sword, but never surrender!”


Jerenac's eyes blazed with a fanatical joy.
“My Prince, I shall obey. Khan, I thank you for giving me such a Lord!”


“By the Breasts of Idaala.” O-grak dropped
the Flower of Peace and dragged Kerish back as Jerenac tried to kiss the hem of
his cloak. “You shall die in battle, Commander, and Viroc with you. On that day
the people of Galkis will beg for peace. We shall see then, Prince, if you will
stand by your proud words. Be sure that I shall make you look into the face of
every innocent your orders have butchered. I promise, you shall not die until
Galkis is a wasteland and Death herself is crowned in the Golden City.”


 


*****


 


The Khan did not speak to his prisoners on
the journey back to the camp and they were sent straight to their tent. Gwerath
greeted them anxiously and it was Forollkin who answered her questions. When he
described Kerish's final command to Jerenac, she cried out, “Oh, magnificent!”
But Gidjabolgo muttered, “Well, you have signed our death warrant with a fine
flourish!”


“What does that matter?” Forollkin flung an
arm about his brother's thin shoulders. “You were right to do it, and I'm proud
of you.”


Kerish stared at Forollkin's excited face
with a puzzled frown and broke away. He knelt in the darkest corner of the tent
to pray. Full of embarrassed concern, Forollkin looked away and began talking
to Gwerath, but Gidjabolgo's pale eyes were fixed on the Prince's bowed head.
When he finally looked up, even Kerish couldn't read the Forgite's expression.


That evening, when Forollkin's exhilaration
had faded, and the long tedious hours had given them all time to realize
exactly what Kerish's defiance might mean, O-grak sent for the Prince.


The Khan was alone in his tent, except for
the great serpent, coiled at his feet. Glancing round, Kerish had a brief
impression of simple furnishings carved in dark wood, contrasting with foreign
treasures brought back from raids or journeys. There was a tapestry woven with
sea-birds; a lamp of translucent alabaster carved like a shell, and a damaged
statuette of the Gentle God that must once have stood in some Jenozan temple.


As the guards withdrew, Shageesa surged
towards Kerish and coiled about him lovingly.


“She has been told of your words, as she is
told everything. Shageesa dotes on courage,” said the Khan, “and by our Lady of
Blood, so do I. Prince, I do not often lose my temper, you should be honored,
but words spoken in anger must still be kept. Do you understand that?”


The Prince disentangled himself from
Shageesa's embrace and walked towards the Khan.


“Your word will stand, and so will mine;
however much sorrow, it brings on our heads.”


“Sit and drink with me then,” said O-grak, “before
I offer you life and power for the third time.”


The Khan poured out a stream of red wine
into a single horn cup and Kerish drew up a stool.


“Viroc will fall to me,” began O-grak.


“It seems likely,” answered Kerish calmly.


Shageesa's head was on his knee and his
fingers explored the texture of her cool, glittering skin.


“Will you watch it burn unmoved?”


“No.” Kerish was leaning over the snake and
the Khan could not see his expression. “You will see a Prince of the Godborn
curse his own words.”


“Then why did you speak them?”


“Because my quest has failed,” said Kerish
slowly.


“And has Galkis no hope but you?” O-grak
took a gulp of wine. “Even I cannot match such pride!”


“Galkis has no hope but the Promised
Saviour, because what you want to take from us is our country's soul. To burn
the Golden City and scorch the last drop of Godborn blood from Zindar would be
small things beside robbing us of our Foremother. What does it matter now if I
speak her name? Imarko suffered and died for us, to prove that men should not
fear death. We must cling to her truth. It is the best we have. In your peace
we should live like ghosts who have forgotten who they are.”


“Brave words again, Prince.” O-grak handed
him the horn cup. “But have you the right to speak them for anyone but
yourself?”


“I don't know. You won't need to show me
those who die because of me. Their sufferings torture me already; but I will
keep to my words.”


O-grak watched the Prince drink and said, “I
will mourn you, Prince, but you are too dangerous to live.”


Kerish smiled wearily. “Spare your grief. I
shall be more than ready.”


“It will be quick, I promise you.” O-grak
stared at the Prince's throat. “I could snap that neck with a single hand. But
it must wait until the Golden City falls. I have sworn it. I will send you back
to Orze with the next supply convoy and imprison you there till Viroc has
fallen and we are ready to march north.”


Kerish handed back the cup. “What will you
do now when the throne falls? Let your allies fight over Galkis?”


“Perhaps Jerenac was right, I should plot
with Zyrindella and put your mad cousin on the throne. Your people will not
follow him as they would have followed you, but it might persuade my allies to
hold the Empire together. The mad are sacred to Idaala and my own followers
might accept him . . . Ah Prince, when I have killed you, I shall miss having
someone to speak my true thoughts to.”


Kerish stared at the statuette of Zeldin
whose broken hands reached towards the light of the lamp.


“Did you speak to your daughter in the same
way, before she was taken?”


“To her, and to her mother while she lived.”


“And can't you speak to Neeris now?”


There was an angry pause before O-grak answered.
“Prince, I would not endure such questions from anyone else. No, I cannot talk
to Neeris. Her mind is nothing like my daughter's, however much the face
resembles hers.”


“All the better.”  Kerish looked at the
Khan again. “What is the use of talking to someone who thinks like you? To
disagree with the great Khan of Orze may not always be a sign of stupidity.”


O-grak smiled reluctantly. “You may be
right but I cannot loosen her tongue for good or ill.”


“Little wonder,”  said Kerish, “when you
give her no hint that you would value her words.”


“Hah, how are you so wise in the ways of
women?” demanded O-grak. “It's your brother who seems to know how to woo.”


“Khan,” Kerish's face was shadowed again as
he bent over Shageesa, “as I am to die, may I ask three favors of you?”


“You would ask for your companions' lives?”
O-grak scowled. “I cannot spare your brother, he would make too stout an enemy.
He shall have a warrior's death, quick and clean. The girl may go free, unless
she chooses to die with you. I will release the Forgite whenever you choose.
What more?”


“When I am dead, “ said Kerish quietly, “you
will find six keys on a golden chain around my waist. Will you send them to the
King of Ellerinonn?”


“The Men of the Five Kingdoms have no
dealing with sorcerers . . . but don't look so stricken, I'll get them to him
if I can.”


“Thank you, Khan. There is one last thing,”
began Kerish carefully. “My third wish is that if your wife should ever ask to
see me, you will allow it.”


“By the Hair of the Goddess, that's a
strange request to make of any husband!”


“I think you know that you may trust her to
my honor,” said Kerish stiffly.


O-grak nodded. “True enough, and the wishes
of the condemned should not be questioned . Granted then . . . if she
asks.”


He looked into the Prince's calm eyes. “I
would drink to you, Kerish, but the words for such a toast are hard to find.”


The Prince smiled at him. “Drink to where
our thoughts meet.”


“To that,” answered O-grak. “And to a brave
conflict.”


 


*****


 


“I will die with you,” said Gwerath.


“No!” protested Forollkin, for the third
time. “Gidjabolgo can take you to a safe place, Ellerinonn perhaps or Gannoth,
and . . .”


“Do servants get no choice?” asked
Gidjabolgo acidly. “Is the swift road only for the nobly born?”


“I'm sorry,” said Kerish gently. “I should
have made it clear; the choice is entirely yours.”


“You're not obliged to help us,” continued
Forollkin, “but I have saved your life before now and if that means anything to
you, I charge you to help Gwerath to safety.”


“I might forgive even that,” said
Gidjabolgo sweetly, “but I don't think the lady wants my help . . .”


It was the day after the parley and the
four of them sat in a tight circle, as far as possible from the open tent-flap.
The furnishings of their prison - the carpet of scuffed fur, the wooden stand
that held a water jug with a handle shaped like a beast devouring a man, the
stained platters and thin bedrolls - were deadeningly familiar now, but their
own faces seemed more and more mysterious. Forollkin had spent dreary hours
wondering what the others were feeling. He even  found it difficult to remember
what he had felt about anything before the end of their hopes. 


Once more, Forollkin tried to persuade
Gwerath to leave them. He wasn't sure what he wanted her answer to be. 


“I know I promised not to send you away,”
he said carefully, “but I shall die with an easier heart if you are safe.”


“Safe! If I wanted to be safe I would have
stayed in Erandachu!” 


Gwerath was wearing her boy's clothes again
and her silver hair was hopelessly tangled. She looked very much like the
impulsive young Torga that they remembered from Erandachu, except for the scarf
glittering at her throat and the angry misery in her grey eyes. 


“Don't you understand that, Forollkin?
Without you I have nothing. I have no home and no skill or wisdom that would
make me welcome in a foreign land. I should be an unwanted stranger all my
life.”


“The King of Ellerinonn would be kind to
you or. . .”


“For your sake, not mine, and I can't bear
such kindness. Please understand. I have done nothing; I have nothing; except
my love for you.”


She hid her face but the ugly sobs that
racked her body robbed her of even that frail privacy.


Kerish, who wanted more than anything to
hold and comfort her, got up very fast, and walked to the other side of the
tent. After a moment Gidjabolgo followed him. Something had to be said to cover
Forollkin's voice giving Gwerath her freedom to die.


“And is the wise Prince of the Godborn
really helpless before the barbarians?”


Kerish smiled coldly. “O-grak believes that
I am resigned to death and will not try to escape.”


“He still sets guards.”


“Only two: one stationed outside the flap,
one marching round.”


Gidjabolgo scowled. “There are a dozen
others within call.”


“But after dusk, not within sight.”


“And can the fabled power of the Godborn
not smite two guards?”


Kerish shook his head dreamily. “I was
never taught to wield the powers of the Godborn, but at least I understand them
now. The gift of Zeldin was simply that we should understand men. From that
gift flow many different kinds of power. When I know a person I can touch their
mind more closely than they realize and even make my wishes theirs, though
Zeldin knows, that is an abuse of his gift.”


“And since you do not know our guards, I
repeat my question,” said Gidjabolgo. “Are you helpless?”


“Not quite,” murmured Kerish, still not
looking towards Gwerath and his brother. “There is Neeris.”


“She may eye you like a hungry Dik bird,
but she has no claws to snatch you up.”


“She has wings,” answered Kerish, “although
they're folded.”


Gidjabolgo snorted. “However much she may favor
you, even the Khan's wife can't get us off this island. You can't swim any more
than I can, and every boat must be guarded . . .”


“Not every boat,” said Kerish. “I noticed
on the way back from the parley. Every boat except one.”


“Why should . . . Oh!” Gidjabolgo's eyes
widened in admiration:.” Oh, wicked Prince . . . O-grak will be well punished
for the arrogance of thinking that he understands you.”


Forollkin held Gwerath in his arms and
stroked her hair until she stopped sobbing.


“In Galkis,” he said quietly, “we believe that
those who love each other will meet again beyond the Gate of Death.”


“My people thought the same,” whispered
Gwerath. “I believed it too, when I believed in the Mountain Goddess. Now, I
don't know, but being with you till the end of life is enough.”


 


*****


 


All the next day, the prisoners were left
to sit idle in their tent while O-grak was in council with his captains. The
noises of the camp - the rasp of boots on sand, the honing of blades, arrows
striking wood in target practice, the crackle of driftwood cooking-fires, the
fierce, guttural accents of Oraz and Mintaz - became maddeningly tedious as
they were repeated again and again. All attempts at conversation lapsed into
quarrels or self-pity.


At dusk, when the whine of insects
dominated the other noises, a serf brought a basket of coarse bread and slabs
of salt meat. He was accompanied by two warriors of O-grak's own household, who
ordered the Prince to his feet.


“The Khan's wife would speak to you,” said
one of the men, eyeing him curiously.


“The Khan orders it,” put in the other, “though
if she were my wife. I would not allow it.”


“Your Khan has no respect for any custom
that doesn't suit him,” murmured Gidjabolgo.


The Orazian chose not to hear and told the
Prince to walk in front of him. 


When they were outside, Kerish said kindly,
“What the Khan orders is the fulfillment of a condemned man's wish. What could
be more honorable?”


The warrior's face cleared. “I will tell
the Men of the Household. They will be comforted and no doubt the snake will
recover.”


“Shageesa is ill?”


Conscious of having said too much already,
the warrior simply ordered him to walk faster.


Kerish was content to let the conversation
drop so that he could devote himself to noting each detail of the route through
the camp. The women's quarters were as far as possible from the temple of the
Goddess. The tent of the Khan's wife was no larger, or more splendid, than the
rest. Outside, the air was pungent with the smell of brine from the great tubs
used for salting meat. Inside, the tent was crowded with cloaks and jerkins to
be mended and banners to be stitched. Neeris herself was bent over a leather
baldric, punching an uneven row of holes with her bone needle.


The other women stopped sewing and
chattering as Kerish and his guard entered. The Khan's wife looked up to
discover the cause of the sudden silence.


“We have brought him.” The warrior's voice
was surly and Neeris stared at him dumbly, her fingers still stabbing at the
leather.


“You wished to speak to me, Lady?” said Kerish
gently. 


With a visible effort, Neeris took courage
and whispered, “Leave the Prince with me.”


“It would be better if we stayed,” said the
second warrior.


Neeris looked desperately from the guards'
stern faces to Kerish and he answered her appeal. “The Khan's wife has spoken,
and the Khan charged you to obey her.”


“Yes, obey,” echoed Neeris.


“Then we must,” said the first warrior
reluctantly. “We will wait outside your tent to take the prisoner back.”


When the two men had withdrawn, Neeris
looked round at her ladies. They were all busily sewing again, but none the
less intent on hearing every word of the conversation between their mistress
and the captive Prince.


“Berka, fetch some wine.”


Neeris rose and led the Prince deeper into
the tent. 


Drawing aside a leather hanging she
revealed the only private place allowed to her. The small space contained a
bed, draped with a plain coverlet, a folding stool, a carrying chest for her
clothes, and a bowl of polished bronze that served both for washing in and as a
mirror. It was as austere as a priest's cell and told Kerish nothing of her
character.


Neeris left the curtain open and sat down
on the bed, offering the stool to Kerish. She stared at him for a moment, as if
she was trying to make sure that he was real, and then whispered, “Is it true
that my husband means to kill you? Sometimes he says things just to grieve me,
or to laugh at me when I believe them too quickly. Is it true?”


Kerish nodded. “The Khan will execute me
when Galkis falls.”


“But why?” Neeris seemed appalled. “Why?
You are his captive, what harm could you do to Oraz? Perhaps he will kill you
to make me more unhappy. He hates anyone to please me.”


“So do all husbands who think themselves
unloved.”


“Why should I love him?” demanded Neeris,
her grey eyes flecked with angry green. “He must hate me to treat me so
cruelly!”


“He can't hate you,” protested Kerish. “He
chose you, when he could have raised any lady in the Five Kingdoms to be his
wife.”


“I was proud at first,” said Neeris
bleakly, “but then the women told me that it was only because I am like his
daughter.”


“And his first wife I suppose . . . It is
true that he is unhappy because you are not like them.” Kerish smiled at her. “Lady,
the only answer is to show him what you are like. Make him love you for
yourself. That cannot be a hard task.”


Neeris looked bewildered. “But how can I
show him?”


“Never be silent when you are angry, sad or
happy,” advised Kerish, “that maddens the Khan. Tell him everything you feel
and let him speak as freely to you.”


Neeris half turned away from him and drew
one finger round and round the edge of the bronze bowl.


“Why should you care about my husband? He
is your enemy and if he has said he is going to kill you, he will do it.”


“I care,” answered Kerish slowly, “because
I know what it is like to love someone and receive indifference, or even
dislike, in return.”


“I can't believe that! How could anyone who
saw you not . . .” Neeris blushed. “I mean . . . I knew, the moment you spoke
to me, that everything our people say about the Godborn must be false.”


“Lady, there is probably some truth in what
the Men of the Five Kingdoms say about us. Galkians have different faults and
different virtues from the Orazians, that is all.”


“Isn't it true that you are descended from Zeldin
the Betrayer?” asked Neeris.


“We call him Zeldin the Gentle,” said
Kerish. “Yes, it is true. Part of his divinity lies within us, deeply buried by
centuries of pride, but perhaps it is the same with all people and in all
countries. The Goddess Idaala dwells in your race. That is why she is jealous
of every woman, and why the women of the Five Kingdoms are worthy of worship as
well as love.”


“The Goddess herself?”


“Yes.” Kerish lifted Neeris's hand to his
lips. “Let that strengthen you.”


“But then . . .”


Neeris broke off as Berka entered with the
wine and their hands fell apart.


“Put it down and leave us,” said the Khan's
wife boldly.


Kerish thought quickly. As the woman set
down two earthenware bowls of red wine, he said, “Lady, I have heard a great deal
about the songs of Oraz. Will you have your women sing for me?”


“Yes. “ Neeris looked bewildered. “If it
will please you.”


She gave the order to Berka, and after a
few minutes stringed instruments were tuned and a cheerful spinning song began.


“Your health.” Kerish raised his bowl in
graceful salute. “We will not be overheard now.”


Neeris's eyes widened. “Ah, I should have
thought. . .”


Kerish sipped his wine warily; even watered
it was very strong. Accustomed to it from childhood, Neeris drank hers quickly
and began again. “You say I should think and act and speak as I please, and
that my husband will be glad?”


Kerish nodded. `Zeldin forgive me', he
thought, as Neeris said impulsively, “I cannot let him kill you. If I help you
and your friends, will my husband love me for that?”


“He would be very angry,” answered Kerish, “and
yet still honor you for it. But there is nothing you could do to help us
without putting yourself in danger.”


“I don't care about that.”


Kerish flinched as Neeris echoed Gwerath's
words.


“No one has ever minded what I thought
before, or understood what I felt. Let me help you! I know you will think of a
way.”


Kerish sighed. “There is perhaps one way.
All we would ask is a chance to get to the water's edge. From there we will
risk swimming the Jenze. Drowning, or even a stray arrow, would be better than
a long captivity and execution at the end of it.”


“Can you all swim? The river is wide and I
have heard that the currents are very strong.”


“All we ask is the chance to reach the
Jenze,” repeated Kerish.


“There are always guards at your tent.”
Neeris frowned. “I could bring weapons, hidden in the sleeves of my dress. If I
told the guards that my husband had given me permission to visit the Princess,
perhaps they might believe me . . .”


“Ask the Khan, there is no reason why he
should refuse you that.”


Neeris twisted the crimson bracelet round
and round her wrist as she thought. “The guards will come into the tent with me
so how . . .”


“Order one of the guards to come in with
you, before he has time to suggest it. We will distract him,” said Kerish, as
if he were just thinking it out, “while you pass a dagger to Forollkin. Then
you can call for the other guard and we'll deal with him too. We won't harm
them unless we have to.”


“But how am I to get you through the camp?”


“It must be done at night.”


Neeris's face was lit with nervous
excitement. “Tomorrow my husband will go to the north of the island to welcome
the ships of Fangmere.”


“Let it be tomorrow then. Forollkin and I
will wear the guards' cloaks and we'll be escorting you and Gwerath to the
women's quarters. There's Gidjabolgo though . . . could you hide a cloak for
him close by?”


“He's too short to wear a warrior's mantle.
Couldn't you leave him behind?”


“No,” insisted Kerish. “He is our friend. A
woman's cloak perhaps?”


The spinning song had ended and a soft
chant began. Neeris dropped her voice, “I will have to trust one of my women. I
can't come through the camp alone or everyone would notice. Berka will not
betray me. She was my nurse in Mintaz and comes from the mountains.”


“It must appear that I have put a spell on
you both,” said Kerish earnestly, “and that you cannot help yourselves. The
Khan won't believe it, but his men probably will.”


Neeris nodded. “Oh yes. They are saying now
that you have bewitched Shageesa. They don't blame you for it, but they say
you're ill luck.”


“Is she very sick?”


“She won't eat, and it would be a terrible
omen for the Towers of O-grak if she died.”


“I promise, I have done nothing to her,”
began Kerish as Berka hurried in.


“The guards keep asking for the Prince,”
she said, eyeing Kerish with disapproval. “There will be talk all through the
camp.”


“Say that he is coming.”


When her nurse had gone, Neeris turned
again to Kerish. “Tell me quickly what else I must do.”


Kerish told her his plan as concisely as he
could, and prayed that she would remember. By now they could hear the guards'
suspicious voices.


“Lady, you have great courage.”


As they got up, they were screened from the
rest of the tent.


“Khan O-grak chose better than he knew,”
said Kerish and he kissed her, first gently on the cheek, and then firmly on
the mouth.


“Trust me,” whispered Neeris, “I won't fail
you.”












Chapter
5


The Book of the Emperors: Promises


 


And Zeldin said
to Mikeld-lo-Taan, “The last of my gifts to you is sorrow. I will carry the
griefs of Galkis and you, my son, and all the generations of your children,
shall understand a little of that burden.”


 


 


Just after dawn, O-grak visited his
prisoners. He was splendidly dressed in burnished snakeskin and embroidered
leather. Bronze chains spanned his chest and a great horn of crimson-stained
ivory hung from his badly stitched baldric.


“We are dazzled, Khan,” said Kerish coolly.
“What is the meaning of all this splendor?”


O-grak swirled round to display the full
magnificence of his cloak.


“What? Can a mere barbarian impress a
Prince of the Godborn; or indeed a Princess of the Sheyasa, whose tribe no
doubt outshines all the Five Kingdoms?”


“In modesty at least,” snapped Gwerath.


The Khan roared with laughter. “Well said,
Princess of Irollga. The splendor is for the Men of Fangmere. I go to sound the
Bloodhorn, to welcome their fleet to Vaish.”


“They have come quickly,” said Forollkin
bitterly, “in spite of your argument over Kerish.”


“I know the extent of their pride like the
length of my fingers,” answered O-grak carelessly. “Should you think to take
advantage of my absence, Forollkin, my captains have orders to check with your
guards once in every half-hour, just to make sure that you're safe in your
tent.”


“We are honored by such diligence,” said
Kerish lightly.


O-grak nodded and continued to pace around
the tent. “And thank you,” continued the Prince, “for letting me speak to your
wife.”


“It was a pretty trick to make her women
sing,” growled O-grak, “but I don't blame you for it. If you guessed that I
would set one of the women to listen, you were right. I was sorry I had, when
she reported your words to me.”


O-grak stopped pacing and stared intently
at Kerish. “You torment me with your innocence, Prince.”


“Forgive me, Khan,” said Kerish, with
perfect composure. “I will try to make amends.”


O-grak left for the north of the island and
all through that long day the prisoners rehearsed the parts they might each
have to play. Their joint memories of the layout of the camp were rigorously
examined and more than once the whole plan was rejected as hopeless. Through
fierce whispered arguments, Kerish clung stubbornly to his faith in Neeris and
eventually he asked the others to leave him alone.


While the Prince sat hunched up, with his
head resting on his knees, thinking or praying, Forollkin tried to hearten
Gwerath by making plans of what they would do in Galkis. Gidjabolgo picked up
Kerish's zildar and plucked it idly.


Most of the noon meal was put aside to be
carried with them. Forollkin was worried about a supply of water and wondered
whether to take the ewer, but Gidjabolgo shook his head. “They'll never believe
we've swum for it, if we take that.”


Their second meal was brought just after
dusk. Forollkin added three portions to the store of food already bound up in
the sash of Kerish's tunic but Gidjabolgo insisted on eating his, declaring
that it might be the last pleasure he'd ever have.


That roused Kerish. “Perhaps we should pray
together,” he said hesitantly, “before Neeris comes.”


Kerish reached for Forollkin's hand and
held out his own crippled hand to Gidjabolgo.


“Life is the only desire we're likely to
have in common,” said the Forgite, “but I'll ask that of anyone.”


Forollkin gripped Gwerath's hand and she
touched Gidjabolgo, completing the circle. They sat in silence for a long time.
Then, from outside the tent, came the gentle murmur of Neeris's voice.


Kerish tensed, willing her to be strong
enough to resist the other voices he heard raised in protest. He pictured
Neeris filled with gentle authority, beauty flooding into her face as she
forgot her own troubles for his sake. No, not for my sake, Kerish corrected
himself wryly, for a royal stranger, a Prince of daydreams.


The circle broke as the tent-flap was flung
open. One of their two guards entered with Neeris and Berka. Both women were
heavily cloaked but Kerish noticed that the guards had relieved Neeris of the
dagger she wore as her only mark of rank. Their tent had been checked when the
food was brought. Kerish calculated that they had about twenty minutes before
the next check. It was hardly long enough to reach the edge of the camp, even
if all went well, but it would have to be this moment or never.


“My Lady,” the Prince bowed and smiled
encouragingly, but Neeris stood dumb, her pale face pinched with strain.


`She will run away', thought Kerish, `and I
have made her believe that this is her only chance'.


“Prince. . .” The single word echoed with
cries for help.


“Gwerath,” began Kerish calmly, “I have
asked Lady Neeris if she will take you into her care. She has done us the
kindness to agree. Will you be as kind and consent to live?”


Forollkin stepped as close to Neeris as the
guard would allow. “I thank you with all my heart,” he began stiffly. 


Gidjabolgo stood right against the canvas
at the far side of the tent, listening for the slow footsteps of the other
guard. He nodded at the Galkians.


“The Princess will thank you too,” said
Kerish, “when her grieving is over.”


“No,” cried Gwerath, “never!”


“It is true,” said the guard unexpectedly, “women
don't weep for long and it's bad luck to kill one.”


“Then give me your dagger and let me kill
myself!” Gwerath flung herself at the warrior, who covered the hilt of his
dagger with one hand and warded her off with the other. Gwerath bit the hand
that tried to hold her back. The man swore and struck out, just as Neeris
slipped the knife hidden in her sleeve to Forollkin.


A sharp blow sent Gwerath reeling
backwards, but before the warrior could straighten, Forollkin was holding the
knife to his throat, whispering, “If you move or speak, your blood goes to your
goddess.” Beads of blood already flecked the blade and the man stopped
struggling. “Stand back, Lady,” breathed Forollkin, “or your warrior will die.
Gidjabolgo, take his weapons.”


The Forgite unslung the shield and the long
spear from across the man's back and wrenched the dagger from his belt.
Forollkin forced the warrior to the side of the tent and set Gidjabolgo to
guard him at spearpoint. Then the young Galkian positioned himself just inside
the tent-flap. The whole maneuver had taken no more than forty seconds.


“My Lady,” said Kerish, just loud enough
for the captured guard to hear, “by the spells I have set on you, I charge you
to summon the other guard; gently now, as though nothing were wrong.”


Neeris moved towards the entrance of the
tent as stiffly as if she were really bewitched, and called out.


After a moment they all heard the heavy
tread of the second guard. He came through the flap cautiously, his hand on his
dagger. Seeing Neeris and Berka standing calmly in front of him, the man began
to ask why he was wanted, as Forollkin stepped up behind him.


The first guard gasped a warning that ended
in a grunt as Gidjabolgo struck him on the chin with the butt of his own spear.
Neeris gave a little scream as the man crumpled. The second guard had drawn his
dagger and half twisted round, before Forollkin could get a proper grip. For a
moment the two men grappled and then the Orazian was thrusting Forollkin
backwards to give himself room to stab but Gwerath snatched up the metal ewer
and brought it crashing down on the guard's head. With a groan he dropped at
her feet.


“The cloaks,” said Kerish. Gidjabolgo
stripped one cloak from the guard whose jaw he had just broken. Forollkin took
the other warrior's cloak and rolled both the unconscious men to one side of
the tent. There was no point in tying them up, they would probably be found by
the next patrol before they had recovered consciousness.


At a word from her mistress, Berka handed
over one of the two hooded cloaks that she had been wearing to Gidjabolgo to
disguise his squat form. In the lamplight, Neeris's downy hair was tipped with
gold and the shadows gave strength to her face. Watched suspiciously by the
anxious Berka, Kerish took the cold hand of Khan O-grak's wife. “That was
bravely done. Now take us to your tent.”


“I will go with you to the water's edge,”
protested Neeris.


Kerish shook his head. “I want you to be
telling the truth when you say you don't know where we went, and remember, it
must appear that I have bewitched you both.”


“We must hurry,” snapped Forollkin. “Put up
your hoods.”


Neeris walked out of the tent with Gwerath
beside her, as if the Princess of the Sheyasa had finally agreed to leave her
companions. Gidjabolgo scuttled along beside Berka like a second woman in
attendance. Kerish and Forollkin, each armed with dagger, spear and shield,
followed as their guards.


The first few yards were the most
dangerous. Remembering her instructions, Neeris had come by a roundabout route.
Now she walked directly south, past the camp-fires of men who had not just seen
the Khan's wife with only one attendant. Within a minute they were among the
quiet tents of warriors whom she knew to have gone north with her husband. Two
slaves shuffled out of Neeris's path, but the sight of them made her walk so
fast that even Berka hissed at her mistress to move more naturally.


Kerish was uncomfortably conscious that he
wasn't tall enough for an Orazian warrior and his over-sensitive ears magnified
every sound from his own heartbeat to the zildar that Gidjabolgo had insisted
on taking, thudding against the Forgite's thigh. Rowdy singing splintered the
calm of the evening as they were forced to pass by the tent of a contingent
from Gilaz. 


As Neeris hurried past, the tent-flap swung
open and the Gilazian captain emerged, swaying slightly, and with his arm
around the neck of a young warrior.


“May the Goddess never envy you Khan's
wife!” he cried with drunken courtesy.


Forollkin stepped closer to Neeris and
Gwerath, like a conscientious guard, as the two warriors came towards them. 


The Khan's wife stood paralyzed as the
Gilazian captain demanded, “Is that the barbarian Princess? The Khan said she
was too skinny to hide behind a stick. No harm in that I say, sticks were made
for kindling fires.”


He peered into Gwerath's face, while the
warrior supporting him murmured disapprovingly and Gidjabolgo pulled his hood
further down over his face. The Gilazian noticed and cried boisterously, “A shy
woman among the Orazians. I don't believe it! Let's see your face, pretty one!”


Clumsy hands tugged at Gidjabolgo's hood.
He wrenched away but the hood slipped back a little and there was just enough
light for the man to see what he had asked for.


“By Idaala's Breasts, she needs a mask not
a hood! May she never have a child, its mother's face would turn it witless,
not that the Goddess is likely to send her a man, except as a punishment, for
the man that is . . .”


“Captain!” Neeris was trembling with what
the Men of Gilaz took for rage. “How dare you insult one of my women so?”


“Forgive him, Khan's wife, blame the wine of
Oraz,” said the second warrior, hauling away his captain, who was still
mumbling with astonishment.


When they were out of sight, Neeris almost
ran forward.  At any moment she expected an uproar to break out behind them as
the escape was discovered. They passed three more groups of warriors, but no
one questioned the Khan's wife, walking well-attended towards her own quarters
with a female prisoner of no importance.


When they had almost reached Neeris's tent,
Kerish said, “Berka, give the Princess your cloak and lie on the ground as if
you had fainted. Neeris . . . you must do the same. Remember, tell everyone
that I put a spell on you. Then the Khan can protect you from any blame.”


“And is it true?” asked Neeris. “Did you
bewitch me?”


“If I did,” whispered Kerish, “the spell
has caught me too. Lie down.” He knelt beside her to arrange her cloak. “Stay
there until someone finds you. Pretend to be dazed and to have forgotten what
you've done.”


“He will be so angry,” murmured Neeris. “Whatever
will I say?”


“To him, the truth, and then get him to
talk about his daughter. May the Goddess bless you, Neeris.”


He stooped to kiss her forehead and the
others whispered their thanks as they slipped away.


Neeris lay on the cold grass, trying to fix
every detail of the Prince's face and voice in her memory, while Berka shivered
beside her.


Kerish led the others through the last few
tents before the dunes, hoping to come out level with the unguarded boat. He
climbed the first dune, the sand continually slipping from under his feet.
Cautiously, Kerish raised his head over the edge for a moment and saw by the
dim starlight that they were a little too far south. The last of the guarded
boats was moored just opposite him and he could make out the silhouettes of two
warriors with short spears, pacing the beach. Further north lay another boat,
shrouded in more than darkness.


The guards would certainly raise the alarm
if that boat were rowed away, but they were unlikely to notice four people
creeping into it from the other side. Satisfied, Kerish was about to move when
a faint shouting and the noise of a horn drifted across the camp. He wondered
if the boat guards had heard it too, but there was no break in their steady
pacing.


Kerish slithered rapidly down the dune and
whispered his orders. The companions moved silently northwards along the edge
of the tents and up another sand-dune. There was no cover on the strip of beach
between the dune and the gently rocking boat, but the moon had not yet risen.
Kerish and Forollkin had wrapped their cloaks tighter to cover the glint of
their weapons, and the four companions ran noiselessly across the soft sand.
Gwerath went last, trailing her cloak to erase their footsteps.


No challenge came. Forollkin reached the
water's edge and held the boat steady as Kerish lifted part of the awning that
covered it. Gwerath leapt deftly up, pushing aside unseen obstacles to crawl
inside the boat. With subdued gruntings and complaints Gidjabolgo followed her;
then Kerish. Lastly, Forollkin heaved himself up and dropped down between the
benches of silent figures, just as a closer horn call sounded the alarm.


The four travelers crouched in the narrow
aisle between the benches. At first there was complete darkness, barbed with
small, disturbing sounds. Forollkin groped his way past twisted wooden feet, to
the side of the boat not overlooked by sentries, and folded back part of the
awning. The moon was rising now and its ominous light seeped in, showing just
enough of the shapes huddled on the benches to make the travelers wish for
darkness again.


To Kerish's right, the bench was occupied
by one huge figure, still hooded in shadow. On his left two images were closely
entwined. One had his arm about the other's shoulders, as if they were tenderly
embracing, but the long wooden fingers tore at his companion's heart. Kerish
looked up at the faces, and recognized one from the night of the feast.


“They've changed!” he whispered.


“I wouldn't know,” answered Forollkin
hoarsely. “I took care not to look at the things too closely.”


“They're only wood.” Gwerath's voice came
from the dimness behind the Galkians. “Someone must keep carving them.”


“It would be pleasant to think that the
slaves deceive their masters into believing they have souls,” said Gidjabolgo.


“I expect they just pretend not to know
what happens,” answered Gwerath scornfully, “like children of the Sheyasa
pretend to be frightened of the Irollga dance, before the gifts are given out.”


Horns sounded again, this time much closer,
and Forollkin pulled the awning back into place. The travelers crouched in
tense silence, straining to catch a recognizable word in the confused uproar
spreading towards them.


Soon there came the muffled tread of boots
on the sand, shouted questions and the negative answers of the sentries. During
the ensuing conference, each of the travelers became aware of their cramped
positions and longed to move a stiff arm, or an awkwardly folded leg.


“What's going on?” whispered Gwerath,
unable to bear it any longer.


Forollkin moved slowly towards the other
side of the boat, squeezing past a figure that seemed to be covered in spines.
There was just room for him to kneel upright and lift the awning a little.


“They're searching the dunes.” He narrowed
his eyes against the light of a dozen torches, carried by running men. “And I
think some of the boats are about to be launched . . . Zeldin, I hope you're
right about this boat, Kerish. There are two men coming straight for us.”


Forollkin dropped the awning and Kerish
heard the rasp of a dagger being drawn. He clutched awkwardly at his own stolen
weapon. There was a sound of armed men running, gasping breath, the clank of
weapons on mail and then a splash as they entered the water. They were past,
and running northwards along the edge of the beach before Kerish could think
out a prayer.


Forollkin peered out again, to see the
first of the longboats being launched. More and more men were appearing with
torches and the beach was now bright as noon.


“We would have had no chance swimming,”
said Forollkin grimly, as half a dozen archers clambered into the next boat.


“Do we have any chance now?” asked
Gidjabolgo, “or must we sit here until this boat has four more souls?”


“We wait till the search turns inland,”
whispered Kerish. “However long that takes.”


His eyes were becoming accustomed to the
dim light and he was almost sure that he knew one of the mute figures.


“Well, while there's all this noise to
cover us,” said Forollkin, “let's see what we can do in the way of oars.”


One-handed, Kerish could be of very little
use, so he changed places with Gwerath, bumping into Gidjabolgo, who swore in a
venomous whisper. Forollkin knelt between the two spears that he had laid out
along the aisle. Kerish handed over his stolen shield and retrieved the sash
that had been wrapped around their store of food. Forollkin used Kerish's sash
and his own to bind the shafts of the two spears to the leather grips on the
backs of the shields. With the poor light and restricted space, it was a slow
task and Gwerath was soon demanding to take over.


“Well, if you think you can do it any
better,” said Forollkin irritably, as the two changed places.


“They are not going to be tight enough,”
Gwerath announced almost at once.


Grumbling bitterly, Gidjabolgo stripped off
his leather belt and she knotted it around the shaft, to fix it firmly to the
shield.


“I need something to secure the other one.”


There was no response, and after a moment,
Gwerath took Forollkin's gift from around her neck and knotted the scarf
mercilessly tight about the iron and leather. Forollkin felt for her hand and
drew it to his lips.


All but one of the longboats were now
launched. Forollkin considered their situation. Even if they could slip away
from the shore, once the river search was over, their makeshift oars might not
get them out as far as the fierce current that would sweep them towards Viroc.
If they were pursued, a boat full of oarsmen would soon be within bow-shot, and
they would be a sitting target.


Aloud all he said was, “We could do with
more oars.”


“We've got daggers,” answered Gidjabolgo. “Let's
hack up some of these statues.”


“No!” exclaimed Kerish, rather too loudly. “To
do that when it might not be necessary would be wrong.”


“Why?” demanded Gwerath.


“To damage his soul is the worst thing you
can do to a Man of the Five Kingdoms,” answered Kerish. “They have treated us honorably
. . .”


“They've condemned us to death!” protested
Gwerath. “How can it be wrong to try anything against them?”


“I'm afraid that Gwerath is right,”
whispered Forollkin, “but I'll try to do as little damage as possible.”


He knelt beside the nearest soul figure.
His dagger had a cutting edge but it was not easy to get it into the right
position in so cramped a space and he was afraid of making too much noise.
Cautiously, he brought the blade down to make a cut in the thinnest part of an
arm. Almost at once, he dropped the weapon with a gasp.


“Forollkin, are you all right?”


Kerish wished that he could see his
brother's face.


“Didn't you hear . . . I'm all right,” said
Forollkin shakily, “but we'll leave the figures for the moment and make do with
the spears.”


“But why?” began Gwerath.


“Can't you just accept what I say for once?”


Another horn sounded, offering Forollkin an
excuse to crawl to the side of the boat again and crouch there, giving a
whispered commentary, without having to look at the others.


It was two hours before the first boat
returned and the men came ashore to be met by a warrior Forollkin thought he
recognized as one of O-grak's own captains. After a brief conference, all but
one of the crew marched back into the camp, carrying their oars.


The same thing happened when the second and
third boats came back. Then the beach became very quiet again and moonlight
replaced torchlight. Finally, the last of the four boats moored along that
stretch of Vaish came ashore. There was a long pause while the men milled about
on the beach and two of the leaders seemed to be arguing. Then the fourth crew
also left the beach. This time a single sentry remained to pace beside the four
boats.


Forollkin watched his route, noting exactly
how long it took the man to cross the area he was guarding, and where he
turned.


“I'll swim along behind the boats and try
to take him by surprise,” whispered Forollkin. “Watch me, Gwerath. If I bungle
it, you'll have to help. Kerish, give her your dagger.”


He raised the awning on the north side of
the boat and prepared to slip as quietly as possibly into the water. Gwerath
clasped Kerish's dagger and took up her position on the other side, also
lifting the awning a fraction.


“Stop! There's someone coming.”


Kerish grabbed at his brother's feet to
haul him back and Forollkin thudded down beside him. The sentry called out a
challenge and was answered.


“It's the Khan!” whispered Gwerath, letting
the awning drop.


Each of the travelers froze: Forollkin as
he had tumbled; Kerish kneeling beside him; Gidjabolgo with a crust of bread
halfway to this lips. Every breath, every heartbeat seemed far too loud as the
heavy tread drew closer.


The boat rocked suddenly as a hand was laid
against its bows. Stifling the nervous cough that tickled his throat, Kerish
listened to the slap of the waves, trying to judge where the Khan was. He
failed, and when the voice sounded only two feet away, his body jerked with
shock.


“Where are you? In the center? At the
heart? The furthest edge would be more fitting, but doubtless you deceive other
souls, just as I hide you from other men.” The Khan stood waist deep in the
sea, resting both hands against the Boat of Souls. “Shageesa is dying and my
household wails of omens. We don't believe that, do we? She is only a snake,
another dumb creature for me to speak to and receive no answer; like you, my
soul. But my questions change you, and what will the legacy of this night be?
The hand I held out is broken by the very touch that it desired. Will you show
that, soul twig, soul lump? Idaala, how the Galkians must mock at us . . . but
not the Prince. Do you remember what I told you about him?”


Beside him in the darkness, Forollkin could
feel his brother trembling. The sound of his companions' breathing seemed so
loud that Forollkin couldn't understand why the Khan didn't hear it. Surely
four people couldn't make so much noise, and the rustling and creaking . .
.Forollkin suddenly remembered the first terror of his childhood. He had been
playing at Seek with some other children and had chosen to hide in a hole at
the base of the wall of the Emperor's garden. It was much deeper than he had
expected and very dark.


After a few moments he had heard movements
and a voice, horribly close, had whispered to him in a language he didn't
understand. He had fled to his nurses, and cried so hysterically that a search
had been made of the outer gardens. Nothing was found, but for a long time
afterwards he had refused to go to sleep without a lamp burning beside his bed.
Forollkin wouldn't acknowledge why he was reminded of the story now. He gripped
Gwerath's hand, to reassure her, and hardly listened to the Khan's low, unhappy
voice.


“I was right to respect the Prince. He
plays my own game all too well. Forgive me, Khan,” mimicked O-grak, “I
will try to make amends - he warned me and I didn't listen. I would give my
honor to get him back, yet I could almost wish him freedom. No, we both know
that escape is impossible and I will have to kill him now to pacify my men. All
his pretty deceptions will have been wasted. They didn't simply intend to swim
the river, whatever Neeris may believe. Deception . . . perhaps that's unjust.
She is content with what he gave her and so must I be. I wanted the unexpected,
now she has provided it. Soul . . . would she scream and cower if she saw you?
A wise man would never try to show her.” O-grak's voice had sunk to a faint
growl: “And what manner of soul did she see when she looked in the Prince's
eyes?”


“Lord Khan . . . “ A second voice cut
timidly into O-grak's mutterings. “All the search parties are ready. They are
waiting for your command.”


“Can't you set one foot in front of the
other without waiting for my leave?” bellowed O-grak. The boat rocked wildly as
he waded towards the beach. “Tell them to go, all except the party that's to
search the southern coast; they can wait for me to join them.”


Kerish knew that the Khan was standing at
the edge of the beach, staring at the Boat of Souls. The Prince reached up to
touch the figure squatting on the bench beside him. O-grak extended his right
hand and looked at it for a moment, before striding back towards the camp.


Forollkin waited several minutes before
lifting the awning again. Gwerath took up her post and the pale light showed
Gidjabolgo munching his crust and Kerish clasping the wooden fingers of a
withered hand.


As the sentry moved away from them,
Forollkin slipped quietly over the side. Gwerath watched anxiously as he
emerged into open water. A wind had risen and the water was choppy. Surely the
waves were breaking loudly enough to cover the sound of a single swimmer?
Forollkin reached the shelter of the first longboat and rested for a moment
against its bows. 


The remainder of his swim was hidden from
Gwerath and she watched the sentry instead. He limped slightly and his
shoulders were bowed, like an old man's. Was that why he had been chosen to
stay behind? Gwerath wrenched her thoughts away from the man and tried to see
the sentry simply as a gate that had to be opened, a gateway to Galkis, and a
life, however troubled, in Forollkin's company.


Gwerath gasped as her beloved sprang like a
nightmare on to the sentry's back. There was a moment's struggle but before she
had got further than swinging astride the boat, Forollkin had tipped back the
man's head and neatly cut his throat. Gwerath did not wait to see him bundle
the body into the nearest boat.            


“Gidjabolgo, help me with the moorings.”
She slipped over the side into the shallow water. Less gracefully, the Forgite
followed. Dark and dripping, Forollkin strode back along the beach to help
Gwerath unfasten the last stubborn knot and push out the boat. When the water
was waist high, Kerish did what he could to help Gidjabolgo and Gwerath climb
back into the boat.


With half the awning flung back, moonlight
bared the secretive faces of the soul figures; blind creatures dragged on an
unknown journey. `And Zeldin knows', thought Kerish, `that's apt enough'.


As the bottom dropped away, Forollkin swam
for a few yards pushing against the boat, while Gwerath and Gidjabolgo lowered
the makeshift oars. Then he scrambled in, and tried to wring the water from his
sodden clothes.


“I'm sorry, Kerish, I had to kill the
guard. He was about to cry out. His death will have bought us enough time.” His
brother failed to answer but Forollkin went on more cheerfully, “The wind's
right. Zeldin and Imarko must be with us. Once we're out of this bay, the wind
and the current ought to sweep us towards Viroc.”


For the first half-hour their progress was
agonizingly slow. Gwerath took the steering oar, and Forollkin and Gidjabolgo
struggled with the makeshift oars against the capricious waters. Kerish was
anxiously scanning the shore for lights, or signs of movement that would herald
the discovery of their escape. If they were still in the bay when that
happened, there would be no hope. Several times tension tricked him into
thinking that the uproar had begun, but nothing stirred on the dark shore, and
just after midnight they rounded the headland.


The open water was rough. The boat plunged
and rocked and the wooden figures slid along their benches and tumbled into the
aisle. Gidjabolgo pushed them back to lean drunkenly against one another. When
the tide ran high in the estuary of the Jenze, the current known as the Hair of
Idaala entangled ships and drew men to their deaths. To the travelers, its grip
seemed a gift from Imarko bearing them towards the Galkian shore. The oars were
pulled in a second too late. The ferocious current had already ripped one
shield away.


“I'm sorry, Gwerath.” Forollkin laid down
the dripping spear. “Your scarf has gone with the shield.” He was not sure of
her expression in the elusive moonlight. “I'll get you a better one when we're
back in Galkis.”


Gwerath fingered her bare throat, still
saying nothing.


Gidjabolgo spat on his blistered hands. “Do
I take it that we're relying on your Lord Jerenac keeping a poor watch? Or what
is to stop the sentries on the walls of Viroc shooting us on sight?”


“Very little,” answered Forollkin. “The
watch will be good, you can be sure of that. I hope we can land on the coast
somewhere before we reach Viroc itself.”


“Haven't we anything that Jerenac's men
would recognize as Galkian?” asked Gwerath.


“Only the Prince,” murmured Gidjabolgo, “and
not even a mast to nail him to.”


“We could sing a hymn to Imarko as we
approach,” suggested Kerish. “No Orazian would do that, even as a stratagem.”


Forollkin nodded. “That's a good idea. You
and I will stand in the prow and let's hope they do recognize Galkian blood and
hold their fire until we're within hailing distance.”


He had lashed the steering oar, and there
was nothing to do but wait for the current to bring them close enough to the
coast. The moon was fitful and a cold wind was blowing. Forollkin shivered in
his wet clothes and there was nowhere comfortable to rest.


Huddled in the narrow aisle, Gidjabolgo and
Gwerath did manage a little sleep but they were woken in the darkest hour of
the night by a cry from Kerish, and Forollkin's anxious voice demanding, “What
is it? What's the matter?”


“They know we've taken the Boat of Souls.”
Kerish was doubled up as if someone had hit him. “They'll follow us soon. “


“How do you know?” whispered Gwerath.


“I felt the strength of their anger,”
murmured Kerish, “and the shock of it. None of them could believe it at first,
not even O-grak.”


The long wait for dawn, wondering how close
the coast of Galkis really lay, and how far the pursuers were behind them, was
the worst of all. Still shivering, Forollkin refused Kerish's offer of his dry
cloak, but asked instead for a song or a story.


“A story to bring the sun?” Kerish smiled
grimly and leant his head against the wooden thigh of the soul of Khan O-grak.
For warmth, they had covered the boat again with its awning and only one flap
was raised to let them see the grey shadows of the false dawn.


“In the morning of the world . . .” Kerish
spoke just loudly enough to be heard above wind and water, “Imarko, fairest of
Queens, looked into her mirror and saw amongst the glory of her sable hair, a
single thread of silver. On that day she left the Golden City, and went up into
the mountains. In the starlight, Zeldin came to her and the mountains themselves
bowed down to honor him. When he took her hand, Imarko felt no cold amid the
eternal snows and they danced together and celebrated their love.


But when the timid dawn disturbed their
joy, Imarko spoke to Zeldin, saying, `Oh my Lord, I grow old.' He did not hide
the truth from her but answered, `To you and to our children I have given a
great span of life, but age and death will come at last, for that is the
pattern of this world.' 


And Imarko bowed her head and wept, as the
stars faded from the sky.


`Yet for you, my Queen,' said Zeldin the
Ever-Young, `the pattern may be altered. I will take you up with me, out of
Zindar, and you shall suffer neither age nor death.'


And Imarko cried out in her joy and the sun
rose over Galkis. But then she remembered her children and her people, and
asked, `But must they die?' 


And Zeldin answered, `Death is a precious
gift, yet they will fear it, with none to guide them through the darkness.'


Then Imarko looked down at her land and
said, `I have chosen. I will age; I will sicken; I will die; to be a light to
my people in their darkness. Forbid me, Lord, to break this promise.'


`That I may not do,' answered the Gentle
God. `The choice is yours alone. Three times I will ask before the end, whether
your mind is changed. Three times only. Ah, do not weep, my Queen, for all men
will love and praise you.'


Imarko returned to the Golden City and grew
old. When her hair was silver as the moon and her skin like parchment, Zeldin
came to her. He loved her as before, but when they parted he offered her the
gift of freedom from death, and she refused. When the children of the children
of the sons of Imarko were almost grown, Zeldin came to her a second time and
she refused his gift with harsh and bitter weeping. At last the Queen fell sick
and suffered ceaseless pain. Zeldin came to her tenderly, and she refused his
gift for the third time.


With great sorrow the First Emperor watched
by his mother, and she felt death near and was afraid. She called to Zeldin and
he did not come. Then Imarko ordered her sons to carry her up into the
mountains and they laid her litter on the edge of the snows, but still the
Gentle God did not appear. 


Death seized her and her sons wept but at
the last a smile brought back her beauty and Imarko whispered, `O my children,
do not fear death, for Zeldin is here and his hand is in mine to lead me
through the dark.' Smiling still, she died.”


“Dawn's breaking,” muttered Gidjabolgo.


Forollkin sat up eagerly, but Gwerath was
still staring at Kerish. “I don't know if I believe in your Zeldin, but I will honor
your Lady.”


“The coast's in sight!” called Forollkin,
and the others scrambled to kneel beside him.


“We're further north than I'd hoped. Do you
see that glimmer of white, Gwerath? That's the ramparts of Viroc. “


The awning was tugged right back and Kerish
stood up to see better, shading his eyes against the rising sun. 


“There's a Galkian boat between us and the
walls, beyond the path of the current.”


“A patrol boat,” said Forollkin. “I should
have thought of that. Have they spotted us yet?”


“I don't think so,” Kerish swung slowly
round. “But Khan O-grak is close behind us.”


“What!” Forollkin and Gwerath sprang up,
setting the boat rocking, but Gidjabolgo crouched down, gazing at the coast of
Galkis. “A pretty story,” he murmured absently.


Three boats were following, the dark waters
of the Jenze lashed by their furious oars. In the prow of the first boat was
the huge shape of Khan O-grak and behind him were four bowmen. They were not
yet in firing distance, but at such a pace it couldn't be long. There was only
one way of slowing them down.


“Down, all of you,” shouted Forollkin. “Lie
flat. The current will bring us into hailing distance of that Galkian boat in a
few minutes and then I'll try to steer towards. . .”


“Khan O-grak's boats will catch us first,”
said Kerish. “Throw the soul figures overboard.”


For a moment, even Forollkin was speechless
at the icy determination in his brother's voice. “What? To lighten the load?”


“No. They will have to stop to pick them up
or watch their souls sink and be lost.”


“Zeldin, but you were the one who . . .”


“Do it!”


Forollkin nodded. “Gwerath, Gidjabolgo,
help me. Get them beyond the current if you can.”


He lifted one of the smaller figures from
its bench and tossed it overboard. A bubbling scream echoed in Forollkin's head
but he bent over the next figure as Gwerath rushed to help him. Even at the
distance between them, the cry of horror from the Orazian boats was audible.
The Galkian patrol boat heard it too.


“They've seen us.” Kerish raised his high,
pure voice in the ancient lament for the death of Imarko. Forollkin joined in
raggedly, but gusts of wind carried their voices away from the shore.
Gidjabolgo tried to pick up the tune but he was overridden by the splash of
falling figures and a mournful screaming, like the cry of storm birds. The
waves were full of soul figures, floating until the water seeped in to weigh
them down.


“No, not that one!” shouted Kerish, as his
brother seized the soul of Khan O-grak.   Forollkin let go and went on to push
the next figure over the bows. 


The Orazian oarsmen faltered as the first
of the souls floated into reach. Kerish heard an angry roar and guessed that
the Khan was ordering his men to row on but O-grak's soul was not at risk and
he had lost the right to command them. 


Kerish raised his voice again, straining to
be heard against the wind as the Galkian boat rowed towards them. One of its
crew was winding a horn to alert the sentries on the walls of Viroc, and they
had archers standing ready in the prow. Kerish lifted his arms to show that
they had no weapons.


The last of soul figures was flung out.
Only the brooding figure of Khan O-grak remained and all the Orazian boats had
halted. Still panting with effort, the others joined Kerish. Gidjabolgo took
one look at the approaching boat and squatted down, tugging at Gwerath's
sleeve. 


“Down, you fool. Do you look like a
Galkian?”


The Princess stood stubbornly between
Kerish and Forollkin. Both of them were waving. Kerish sang on and Forollkin
shouted, “We're Galkian. Galkian!”


The first arrows whined towards them and
fell short.


“Help us. We're Galkian!”


This time the captain of the oncoming boat
heard. Too late, he seized the arm of the first archer. The arrow aimed at
Kerish had already been loosed. The Prince's eyes were closed as he prayed to
Zeldin and Imarko so he never saw it. 


“Kerish, look out!” As Gwerath pushed the
Prince down, the arrow meant for him lodged in her breast. 


She fell without a cry, as Forollkin
shouted on, “We're Galkian. Enemy ships behind.”


The Galkian captain heard him clearly.
“Swim to us.”


“Can't!” shouted Forollkin. “Only one can
swim.”


“Wait then.” The captain bellowed an order,
and his oarsmen struck up a fast pace. Forollkin sprang for the steering oar
and tried to turn them out of the current and towards Viroc. Behind, two of the
Orazian boats were still fishing for the soul figures, but the third was rowing
towards them again and the current was with the Men of the Five Kingdoms.


Forollkin ducked as the Orazian archers
began to shoot. “The Galkian boat will soon...Gwerath!” He crawled towards the
slight figure cradled in Kerish's arms. “She's hurt?”


Gidjabolgo held out a blood-stained arrow
with a broken point. “She's dead,” he said flatly.


There was a jarring thud as the prow of the
Galkian boat struck their bows and voices called out to them. Two soldiers,
holding up shields against the whistling arrows, clambered into the boat.             


“Hurry, climb back with us.”


One of them gestured at Gwerath. “Do you
need help with her?”


“No,” said Forollkin quietly, “I'll carry
her.”


Arrows thudded into the shields as they
made the perilous transfer. Then the Galkians were pushing the Soul Boat back
into the grip of the current.


“Highness!” The captain gasped in
recognition and Kerish remembered his face from the parley. “Your Highness,
we'll soon have you safe.”


The travelers crouched down within a wall
of shields as the Galkian archers fired towards the three longboats. Kerish
heard a ghastly choking as one man fell with an arrow in his throat but the
Orazian fire was slackening. Four Galkian ships had been launched to aid the
patrol boat and the walls of Viroc were perilously close.


The longboats of Oraz turned back as one of
the catapults on the ramparts launched a great stone towards them. The Boat of
Souls, with its solitary passenger, drifted out to sea.


“Don't pursue them,” ordered Kerish as they
entered the shadow of Viroc's walls. “Forollkin. . .”


His brother stroked Gwerath's cold cheek.  “Now
I think of it, there were no birds. I heard them crying but there were no
birds.”












Chapter
6


The Book of the Emperors: Sorrows


 


And he cried
out, saying, “Alas, give to me some other task, for I do not have the strength
to carry out your command.” 


But Zeldin
answered him, “There is no command stronger than your own will. Even I cannot
take from you the knowledge of what is right.”


 


 


THE Prince and his companions were shown to
the richest suite of rooms in the Governor's Palace. Their metal collars were
wrenched off and fresh clothes and food and wine were hastily brought. Neither
Kerish nor Forollkin would rest until they had seen Gwerath's body laid out on
a couch in the chapel of Imarko. Four priestesses spread a silver cloak over
the Princess of the Sheyasa and knelt beside her to pray for her soul.


The captain of the patrol boat stammered a
plea for forgiveness and the archer himself knelt to beg for punishment.
Forollkin had just enough strength left to fear his own injustice and walk
away.


“You are forgiven,” said Kerish numbly. “You
did nothing but your duty.” 


He flinched as the grateful archer kissed
his hand.


When they returned to their rooms, a
servant offered Kerish the customary hood and veil. “Highness, forgive us for
looking at your face, but we had no royal robes prepared.”


Kerish permitted the man to wind the purple
cloth around his head and fasten the veil across the lower half of his face.
The servants bowed and withdrew.


In the next room, Gidjabolgo was seated at
an ebony table with a glass of wine in one hand and a bunch of fruit in the
other. “Can you eat in that thing? You should try. You both should.”


The half-brothers sat down opposite the
Forgite. The table was spread with the best the beleaguered city could provide.


“Gidjabolgo is right,” murmured Kerish. “You
should eat.” 


He pushed a dish of kardiss towards his
brother. Forollkin shook his head. “Eat it yourself.”


Gidjabolgo peeled a wrinkled yellow fruit
for Kerish. At the first bite its sweetness turned his stomach and the Prince
left it unfinished. He tried to stop himself believing that in a moment he
would look up and Gwerath would be there, eager to learn about Galkis. There
were so many things he wanted to show her...


Gidjabolgo held out a glass of wine. “Drink
this.” 


Kerish obeyed, fixing his whole attention
on the patterns in the golden glass.


“I can't understand,” began Forollkin, “why
you didn't see the arrow coming. Why didn't you . . .”


“Hold your tongue,” said Gidjabolgo
savagely. “Galkis would have broken her. This was a good, clean death and she
was best out of it.”


Nobody spoke again until the servants
returned to clear away the unwanted meal and to ask when the Prince and his
brother wished to see Lord Jerenac.


“Now,” said Forollkin.


 


*****


 


The Lord Commander no longer occupied the
Governor's Palace. His wives had been sent to comparative safety beyond the Jen
Mountains and Jerenac now lived in a single large room in the great tower that
overlooked the harbor of Viroc. As the three travelers entered the lofty room,
Gidjabolgo wrinkled his nose at the odor of decaying flesh. Though the city
shimmered in the heat of high summer, Jerenac lay swathed in furs and he did
not rise from his couch to greet them.


“Your pardon, Prince,” rasped the Lord
Commander. “I took you for a weakling or a fool, like the rest of our royal
brothers, and I see that you are neither.”


Kerish bowed his head in silent
acknowledgement as Forollkin walked forward to salute his old commander.


“I am sorry about the woman,” said Jerenac.
“I hear you were betrothed. You must believe in a future then, even for Galkis
. . .”


“I did,” said Forollkin wearily.


“Whatever hope you had, forget it. Do you
care for your country? Your kin? Your friends?” demanded Jerenac. “Forget them;
none of them is worth dying for.”


“Then what is?” asked Kerish gently.


“Yourself,” Jerenac's face was grey with
pain. “If you had been betrayed by country and kin and friends as I have, you
would know that anything is better than to betray yourself.”


“Do you mean that it is better to die than
to live as a slave?”


“I mean, Forollkin, that it is better to
die than to live as a willing slave. Come here, boy.”


Ignoring the stench of the suppurating leg,
Forollkin came closer to Jerenac's couch. “At least one thing is unchanged in
Galkis . . . your spirit.”


“My spirit!” Jerenac spat out the words. “How
much do you think it cost me, boy, to smile at O-grak's taunts? He mocked at my
loyalty and spoke of my scorn for the Godborn. That was too weak a word. I do
not scorn my high and holy kin; I loathe them. I used only to despise them, but
now I hate the Godborn and I curse the soul of the Emperor who fathered us. He
saw this darkness coming and smiled and stepped aside to let it pass.”


“Our mission was one attempt he made to
save Galkis,” said Kerish unsteadily.


“Your mission?” growled Jerenac. “Some mad
tale of an imprisoned Saviour . . . it was nothing but a trick to send his favorite
son out of danger and it robbed me of an heir. Do you really think that
Ka-Litraan believed in this Promised Saviour?”


“No, he did not believe.” Kerish's
expression was hidden by his veil, but his voice was desolate. “Yet he accepted
the High Priest's belief.”


“Izeldon? What did he ever do but bewail
our woes? I have more respect for Rimoka or Zyrindella; at least they are
prepared to fight for what they claim as theirs.”


“Izeldon fought in his own way.”


Jerenac raised himself on one elbow. “You
ordered me to fight to the last. Will you do as much yourself?”


“I will fight in whatever way Zeldin
commands,” answered Kerish.


“Then listen to me.” There was a
frightening urgency in Jerenac's voice. “O-grak himself has pointed the way. If
you would serve your Gentle God, take the throne of the Godborn.”


“Zeldin, not again!” Kerish walked abruptly
away towards the window and the cleaner air but Jerenac's eyes pursued him.


“Take my signet ring and go to Ephaan. I
promise that my troops there will obey you. Let Zyrindella rule the north as long
as she can defend it from Fangmere, but seize Galkis itself and hold it. The
people have never learned to love the new Emperor or to trust the Empress
Rimoka, but they know no evil of you and absence has lengthened your shadow.
They would flock to follow you. Raise an army to protect the capital and
something may be saved from the wreck of Galkis.”


Forollkin looked uncertainly at his brother
and Kerish said slowly, “Jerenac, you yourself gave me my answer. I might
betray my country and my family, but not myself. You may be right that I should
seize the throne, but I cannot do it.”


The Lord Commander took his refusal with
bitter calm. “Then we shall defend Viroc and await the outcome.”


“The defense of Viroc is vital,” admitted
Kerish, “but our task lies elsewhere, our quest must continue.”


“Kerish, surely we . . .” Forollkin
faltered as the door was flung open and a messenger ran into the room.


“Sir, a large force is landing about two
miles down the river. Captain Felnik has called in the patrols, but we need
more troops to throw the enemy back.”


“How many boats?”


“About thirty longboats, Sir.”


“So, Prince,” Jerenac smiled grimly, “you
have made O-grak angry enough to attack before all his forces are ready. That
is good, though you may not find it so easy to leave Viroc now.”


He gave out a stream of orders and
Forollkin listened intently and said at the first pause, “Let me lead one of
the sorties. “


Jerenac refused. “Not until you have
rested. For the moment you can help me by telling me what you know of O-grak's
plans. He does not often make a mistake and I wish to my heart that I was
fighting beside him, instead of against him. I shall not live to see his
victory, but I do not grudge it to him.”


 


*****


 


By evening and through the night reports of
further landings reached the city. Jerenac's troops were not numerous enough to
repel them all. In some places they could do no more than harry the invaders
and retreat before them. By dawn a large contingent of the Men of Oraz had set
up camp within sight of the south wall of Viroc. At noon the enemy troops began
fanning out to cover all the approaches to the city. An hour later, half the
fleet of Fangmere arrived at the entrance to the deep channel that linked the
main harbor of Viroc with the sea.


Jerenac sent out horsemen to summon back
the soldiers guarding the south-west of his province. For the sake of holding
Viroc, all Jenoza between the river and the Jungle of Jenze might have to be
abandoned to the enemy.


It was no longer possible to bury Gwerath
on a hillside overlooking the sea, as she might have wished. A grave was dug
for her in a lonely corner of the Palace gardens within sound of the sea.
Forollkin had refused offers of robes and jewels for Gwerath. She was buried
wrapped in his cloak, her only ornament a new scarf tied at her throat. Kerish
watched two priests heap the dark soil over Gwerath's body and remembered the
Valley of Silence. `I laughed there once,' he thought, but he felt no guilt. He
knew that Gwerath would have hated that quiet place.


Forollkin walked away before the formal
rejoicing over the flight of Gwerath's soul began. He left the Governor's
Palace and strode up to the first officer he saw, demanding information on the
city's supplies. The man told him how the spring planting and the summer
harvesting had been hindered by raiding parties from across the river. It was
three weeks since a cargo ship had got through from Ephaan and Jerenac was
forced to allot more men than he could spare to guarding the supply route from
Joze. The order had just been given to butcher the remaining livestock and salt
down the meat. The siege might last all winter and there was hardly enough
fodder for the soldiers' mounts. Families who had fled with their treasured
animals into Viroc were now weeping or pleading with the slaughterers.


Forollkin hardly noticed them as the
officer led him to the main storehouse and armory. It was obvious that Jerenac
had prepared prudently for the long-expected siege. The people thought him
harsh, but they might learn in the months ahead to trust harshness more than
indulgence. Of all the supplies, arms had suffered most from the indifference
of the capital to Viroc's danger. Forollkin counted every arrow in the armory.
It took a long time and when he had finished he counted them again.


After the funeral, Kerish had gone back to
his rooms in the Governor's Palace. He settled in a window-seat with a book
across his lap. Gidjabolgo sat nearby, tuning the zildar and watching the Prince
read the same page over and over again.


In mid-afternoon, three ships of Fangmere
entered the channel and sailed towards the harbor. The channel was too narrow
to take more than a couple of large craft abreast and the ships of Fangmere had
no chance of turning unless they reached the harbor itself. Two Galkian ships
hastily positioned themselves to block the mouth of the harbor, while two more
waited behind to bring up fresh men and arms as they were needed. The foremost
ships were soon locked in combat and the axemen of Fangmere swarmed on to the
Galkian decks.


Anxiously watched from the tower and the
ramparts, the battle raged for more than three hours. Slowly the Men of
Fangmere were overwhelmed and their ships were captured, but the cost was heavy.
Sixteen Galkians lay dead on the decks and more would die later of the terrible
wounds inflicted by the axes of Fangmere.


Forollkin came down to the harbor as the
wounded were being brought ashore on stretchers. He knelt to comfort a soldier
who did not yet realize that his leg was half severed. As he tried to talk
steadily and cheerfully, Forollkin saw a growing understanding of the grimness
of their situation in the faces around him. The crew of the three ships of
Fangmere were either dead or seriously injured, but the enemy could suffer such
losses for months before their strength was appreciably diminished, while the
small garrison of Viroc could hardly afford to lose a single trained soldier.
In fanatical devotion to their goddess, the Men of Fangmere would fling
themselves on Viroc day after day, week after week, month after month, and it
was O-grak who would profit from the slaughter on both sides.


One of the city's overworked Healing
Priests reached the man whom Forollkin was comforting and knelt to administer a
drug to ease the pain. No longer needed, Forollkin crossed the city and climbed
the southern ramparts to observe the enemy forces. The Orazian troops were
hurriedly assembling the rams and catapults and scaling towers whose components
had been brought across the Jenze under cover of darkness. For centuries the
Men of the Five Kingdoms had considered the use of these weapons dishonorable,
but O-grak had no such scruples. He had spent years patiently gathering the
necessary skills and materials. His trained men clustered about the
half-completed weapons, while the warriors of Fangmere looked on
contemptuously. They were preparing for the land battle with prayer and
fasting, dedicating their gleaming axes to the glory of Idaala.


Forollkin paced along the walls until he
came to a slender tower that marked the easternmost limit of the city. Kerish
had overheard Cil-Rahgen and O-grak discussing this weak place in the ramparts,
so now nearby houses were being pulled down and the masonry piled against the
tower to strengthen it. An old man who had lived in one of the houses all his
life was sitting, bewildered, in the middle of the street, surrounded by his
possessions. His thin hands clutched a little silver figure of the dying
Imarko, as though he were determined to save that if nothing else. Forollkin
turned on his heel and went back to the armory. 


Survivors of the battle at the harbor-mouth
were bringing in weapons stripped from the dead on the Brigand ships. Forollkin
suddenly saw one that he recognized – the High Priest's dagger. It had brought
no blessing to the warrior of Fangmere who had taken it. As Forollkin reclaimed
his dagger, it seemed a sign that however sad his homecoming, he was where he
was meant to be.


He didn't return to his quarters until late
that night, but he was roused again before dawn.  Someone had found him a
captain's uniform that almost fitted. The messenger who had been sent to bring
him to the ramparts, helped Forollkin into the silvery mail and fastened the
lilac cloak. They left without disturbing Kerish or Gidjabolgo.


Forollkin was startled to be saluted by the
group of captains standing on the ramparts. All the soldiers manning the walls
were staring north-east at a curious purple glow in the sky.


“It's the light of the nearest beacon,”
said one of the captains, “but that post hasn't been manned for weeks.”


Forollkin leaned over the battlements,
shading his eyes against the unnatural light. A line of hilltop beacons
stretched from Viroc to Ephaan and on to the capital. They had last been lit
six months ago to summon help from the Emperor; help that had never come.


“If they were ordinary flames,” began
Forollkin, “I'd say that the enemy had gone up into the hills and lit the
beacon to confuse us, but they can't know the secret of the powder that turns
the flame purple.”


“True, Sir,” said a second captain, “unless
they've got it out of a Galkian soldier under torture. The other possibility is
that Galkian troops are approaching Viroc and have lit the beacon to let us
know they're coming.”


Forollkin almost flinched at the hope in
the captains' faces. “If that's so . . . they won't know yet that there are
enemy troops between them and the city.”


A large body of Orazian soldiers and a
smaller contingent of the Men of Fangmere had moved in the night and were now
encamped beside the Ephaan road.


“That's right, Sir,” answered the first
captain, “and the land lying as it does, they won't get a sight of the enemy
till they're nearly on top of them.”


Forollkin found that everyone was staring
expectantly at him. “Well . . . has Lord Jerenac been told?”


“No, Sir,” answered the oldest of the
captains. “He's sleeping at last and the Healing Priests didn't want him woken.
The Lord Commander has told us to obey your orders as his own.”


Forollkin tried to mask his shock by saying
crisply, “How far away is that beacon?”


“About five miles, Sir.”


The purple glow was fading. Forollkin
looked up at the sky and saw the grey streaks of dawn. There must be twenty
officers in Viroc more experienced and better equipped to lead the defense of
the city than he was, but they were not sons of the Emperor. The people
demanded Godborn leaders and he could only try not to fail them.


“Assemble three-quarters of our mounted men
in the square by the North Gate. I'll lead a sortie if it's necessary. Oh and
tell . . . ask his Highness if he will join us here.”


Cloaked against the lingering chill of
night, Kerish was soon climbing up to the ramparts, with Gidjabolgo at his
heels. Sentries paced along the walls and four officers were leaning against
the ramparts discussing the best way of dealing with scaling towers. It took
Kerish a moment to realize that one of them was Forollkin.


“So, the sword's back in its scabbard,”
muttered Gidjabolgo.


As the other three officers knelt to kiss
his hand, Kerish had never felt more of a stranger.


“Highness, we need the sight of the Godborn,”
began Forollkin. “There may be Galkian troops coming down the Ephaan road.” 


He explained about the lighting of the
beacon and Kerish nodded. “My mind can probably settle the question before my
eyes. Give me a little time and quiet.”


An awed hush spread along the walls as
those who were too far away to know what was happening were scowled into
silence by those who did. Kerish closed his eyes and stood very still, facing
northwards.


After a few minutes the Prince turned to
his brother and said, “I sense nothing but haste and hope. They must be
Galkian. There's a presence among them that I know I should recognize. . .”


Forollkin was no longer listening; he was
already giving more orders. Two of the captains hurried down into the city to
carry them out. For those who remained on the battlements there was nothing to
do but watch the sunrise and wait. The two brothers stood together, looking
towards the hills. After a while, Kerish pointed out a horseman galloping into
the enemy camp. “A scout, I would guess, reporting our newcomers.” 


Messengers were soon hurrying between the
Orazian tents and amongst the Men of Fangmere.


“Thank Zeldin not all of O-grak's troops
are here yet,” muttered Forollkin. “And the only horses he has are the ones
he's stolen from us. Still, if he got his men to the high ground above the
Ephaan road he could ambush our . . . no, he can't know the terrain well enough
yet and there isn't time. Will he try to block the road where it comes out of
the hills or wait until the newcomers are level with the camp?”


Kerish understood that Forollkin was
thinking aloud and didn't try to answer him. 


For a further half-hour they watched the
hasty preparations in the enemy camp. Food and wine were brought up to them.
Forollkin ate as he paced the battlements and Gidjabolgo settled down with his
back against a wall and a bowl of steaming kardiss in his lap. Kerish would
take nothing but a cup of wine and gazed steadily at the Ephaan road. He
watched the Orazians and the Men of Fangmere march out of their camp and
position themselves across the road, about a mile from the city. The Men of
Fangmere formed a semi-circle, facing the hills, but the Orazian troops behind
them looked towards Viroc. Obviously the Khan was expecting a sortie; Forollkin
would not have surprise on his side.


“Here they are!” exclaimed Kerish. “Look,
just coming out of the hills.”


To Forollkin the newcomers were only a dark
blur on the Ephaan road, but the Prince was saying, “Their livery and banners
are purple and gold, so they must be Imperial troops. Perhaps Rimoka has
remembered the south at last.”


“What sort of numbers?” demanded Forollkin,
forgetting to address his brother formally in public.


“A thousand or so. Ah . . . they must have
spotted O-grak's men.” 


The newcomers paused to regroup and then
marched steadily on towards Viroc.


“Time to go,” said Forollkin.


Kerish went with him to the huge square in
front of the North Gate where six hundred horsemen waited. They were met by two
captains. One of them was carrying a plumed helmet and a spear with a jeweled
haft; the other was leading a battle-scarred roan horse. The first captain
handed the spear and the helmet to Forollkin and the other offered him the
reins. “The Lord Commander's steed scents battle.”


“No,” began Forollkin, “I can't ride
Jerenac's horse. . .”


“You must, “ said Kerish quietly. “Zeldin
go with you.”


“And remain with you.”


Forollkin mounted the roan and trotted
across the square to take his place in front of the great gates. The captains
bowed to Kerish and went to join their men. Forollkin murmured soothingly to
his borrowed mount and then stood in his stirrups to speak briefly to his
soldiers. They cheered him, but their eyes were on the purple-cloaked figure of
the Prince.


Kerish raised his right hand and spoke a
blessing in High Galkian. He knew that not one man in twenty would understand
the words, but he could sense the soldiers drawing courage from his very
presence. `They really think my blessing will protect them', thought Kerish
wearily. `Why do they still trust the Godborn?'


Forollkin gave the signal and the North
Gate was unbarred. Kerish almost ran back up the narrow stair to the ramparts.
Instantly two soldiers were at his side, but he dismissed them with a curt, “Zeldin
is my protection” and joined Gidjabolgo. The Forgite was attempting to peer
through a slit in the walls. It was too high for him to reach comfortably and
he gladly yielded his place to the Prince.


“What's happening?”


“Nothing yet. “


The archers positioned along the north
walls stood motionless and there seemed to be no sound in the whole city except
the groaning of the gates and muffled hoof-beats. 


“The leaders are on the plain,” said
Kerish. “I can see Forollkin.”


On the Ephaan road the battle had already
begun. The newcomers had regrouped in a square formation to withstand the first
attack by the Men of Fangmere. They seemed determined to protect something at
the center of the formation and Kerish thought he glimpsed the purple of a
royal litter.


Beyond the shadow of Viroc, the horsemen
went from trot, to canter, to gallop and thundered across the plain towards the
Orazian rearguard. As the gap between them closed, Kerish mouthed a prayer,
grateful for the veil that hid his face. 


For a few minutes he felt that he was
looking down on a vast, geometrical dance as the Men of Fangmere spread out to
encircle the newcomers and the Galkian horsemen split neatly into three groups.
One group rode to the right and another to the left, trying to outflank the
Orazians, but the main body of horsemen made straight towards them.


“They've met!”


“I can hear that,” growled the Forgite.


The impetus of their charge carried the
foremost horsemen deep into the Orazian ranks and Kerish lost sight of Forollkin.
The dance dissolved into chaos. Distance blended individual screams and shouts
into one continuous roar. Flashes of light marked spear-thrusts and the
swinging axes of the Men of Fangmere. Kerish was too far away to see the wounds
they inflicted but he watched soldiers on both sides fall and be trampled into
stillness by the Galkian horses.


Gradually the confused mass of fighting men
began to break up as the horsemen isolated groups of Orazian footsoldiers and
the newcomers forced their way forwards through the thin line of axemen.


“I can see O-grak,” said Kerish suddenly. 


The Khan's huge form and the great
two-handed sword he wielded were unmistakable. The warriors of his household
had gathered around him on a knoll above the road. A band of Galkian horsemen
was riding towards the Orazians and Kerish recognized the roan horse of their
leader.


“Three, no four horses are speared and down
. . . Now they can't use their spears; the fight's too close. Forollkin's all
right, he's just cut down a man who . . . oh!” 


Kerish stood so still he might have stopped
breathing.


“Has a stray arrow got your tongue?”
demanded the Forgite. “What's happening?”


“Forollkin and O-grak are fighting.”


A space had opened up around the two
leaders. O-grak had the advantage of the high ground and rained down blows on
Forollkin, but each was deftly parried and the Commander's warhorse stood firm.
The other soldiers, Galkian and Orazian, paused to watch their leaders fight.


“Ah, he's lost his footing!”


“Who?”


“O-grak. Why don't they move to help him?
Idaala take them . . . Oh, Forollkin, no!”


His foot caught in a tree-root, O-grak had
fallen heavily. For a moment he lay winded and Forollkin only had to lean down
to drive his sword through the Khan's back. It was a long moment. A dozen of
O-grak's men saw him fall, but not one of them sprang forward to defend him.
Forollkin brought down his sword as the Khan struggled to rise, but it paused
in mid-sweep and the Galkian threw up his hand in the signal to retreat.


Three hundred horsemen encircled the
newcomers and escorted them towards the city. Forollkin formed the rest of his
soldiers into a rearguard to resist the axemen of Fangmere who fought all the
more ferociously in defeat. Kerish's eyes were still on O-grak. The Khan had
got slowly to his feet and was staring at his men. Then, without wasting words
on reproaches, he rallied his remaining troops and marched them southwards
towards their main camp. Kerish heard the great gates creak open again and
hurried down from the walls.


The courtyard was already crowded with most
of the women who had chosen to remain in the city, all of them anxious about
husbands or sons involved in the sortie. The Healing Priests were there too,
ready with stretchers for the worst of the wounded. It seemed a long time
before the first group of horsemen clattered into the cobbled square. Behind
them were the newcomers, still marching in formation under the purple and gold
standard of the Imperial Guard. Now the immediate danger was over, exhaustion
surfaced on every soldier's face. As the order was given to fall out, some of
them stood swaying with their eyes closed, others slumped down on to the
cobbles. Kerish had recognized their leader. The crowd parted to let the Prince
through as he made his way towards the officer who stood by a standard
emblazoned with three golden starflowers.


“Captain Yxallin, welcome to Viroc. But why
have the Imperial Guard left the Inner Palace?”


Yxallin sank to his knees. The
purple-cloaked figure before him might have been any of the Godborn, but he
knew the voice of the Third Prince.


“Highness . . . we thought . . . we didn't
realize. We are at your command.” Yxallin began a confused explanation but
Kerish drew him to his feet and said gently, “I was wrong to ask you yet. When
you've rested you shall tell me everything.”


As he spoke, Forollkin rode into the
courtyard. The archers on the walls were picking off those Men of Fangmere who
were still pursuing the rearguard. The battle was almost over and only a few
troops remained outside Viroc to gather up the dead and wounded. Forollkin
dismounted and took off his helmet. 


Yxallin stumbled towards him. “We were told
you had died with the Prince . . .”


Forollkin gripped the captain's hand. “I'm
alive as you can see and feel.”


No more than twenty men had died in the
sortie and all around him joyful reunions were taking place as women clung to
the bridles of their sons and husbands to lead them through the city. Forollkin
smiled at his brother.


“I thank Zeldin for your safety,” Yxallin
was saying, “but where is Lord Jerenac?”


Forollkin slowly drew off his gauntlets. “He
is sick and cannot leave his bed. I'll take you to him when you're rested.
Let's get your men billeted and . . .”


“I must see to my Lady's comfort first,”
answered Yxallin. “It was by her authority that we came here.”


“Your Lady?”


“The Queen, your Highness.” 


Yxallin turned towards the litter that his
men had set down in the center of the courtyard. Its purple curtains parted and
a woman stepped out.


“Pellameera!” breathed Forollkin, but as a
shadow passed over the sun the brilliance of the woman's hair faded to a pale
copper. Her eyes were grey, not green, and her face was infused by a gentleness
alien to the Queen of Seld.


“Kelinda!” cried Kerish and ran forward to
greet her.


She stared, uncertain, until the Prince
stripped back his veil. Then a smile lit her face like a flame glowing through
an alabaster lamp. 


“Kerish . . . but she told me you were
dead!”


“Who? Rimoka? Well, she was wrong.” He
hugged his brother's wife. 


Then she held him away to look at him. “You're
so thin and pale and your hand . . . but what does it matter. You're safe, and
Forollkin too. . .”


Forollkin came forward to kiss the Queen's
hand as Kerish began to explain the absence of Lord Jerenac.


“We heard rumors in the Inner Palace about
his sickness,” said Kelinda. “I begged the Empress to send him help, but she
could think of nothing but defeating Zyrindella. Ten weeks ago she left for
Tryfania to lead her troops against the rebel north.” There were shadows of
strain around Kelinda's eyes and her thin hands plucked nervously at the folds
of her cloak. “She sent back orders to the Imperial Guard to kill anyone in the
city suspected of disloyalty to her and then to march north to help her fight
Zyrindella.”


“The Emperor allowed her to give such
orders?” asked Forollkin incredulously.


“We came to the Queen,” said Yxallin, “and
begged her to intercede with the Emperor. Zeldin knows, the Imperial Guard was
not created to fight Galkians and to be forbidden to help our Lord Commander
against the barbarians was more than we could bear.”


“I went to the Emperor,” Kelinda's voice
lost all its warmth when she spoke of her husband. “Imarko pity him, he hadn't
the courage to countermand his mother's orders. I asked Captain Yxallin if the
Imperial Guard would let him lead them to Viroc. He told me that most of his
men would hesitate to act without some royal authority. I gathered the Imperial
Guard together and informed them that I intended to journey to Viroc and die,
if I must, in defense of my husband's people. I asked who would go with me. . .”


“Not a man refused to serve her,” said
Yxallin proudly, “and we are here to fight for Viroc.”


“Kelinda,” Kerish took her hands again, “that
was bravely done.”


“Oh Kerish,” she whispered, “you cannot
imagine what a terrible place the Inner Palace has become. Galkis has lost all
its will, all its strength; it just lies there waiting to die. I sent Koligani
up into the mountains, to the temple of Zeldin. She'll be as safe there as
anywhere. Forollkin, I tried to persuade your mother to go with her, but she
wouldn't leave the city.”


It was Kerish who asked the obvious
question. “Why didn't Follea go north with Rimoka?”


Kelinda answered, still looking at
Forollkin. “She thought you were dead, and that Rimoka was responsible. How
could your mother forgive the Empress that? She told me that she wanted to
watch the Golden City burn. I set out with the Imperial Guard while the Emperor
slept. We have gathered more men on the way south, and ordered others to
follow, and brought all the provisions we could carry on a forced march . . .”


The two brothers were staring at her in
admiration, but Kelinda still seemed uncertain. “I wish I knew if I have done
rightly. Night and day I prayed to Zeldin and Imarko. I believed that this was
their answer, but I am a stranger in Galkis, perhaps they did not listen to me
. . .”


“They listen only to truth-speakers like
you,” said Kerish. 


He took her to the Governor's Palace and
the rest she needed now that her long journey was over.


Back in their own quarters, Forollkin
squinted down at his bloodstained cloak and shrugged it off. 


“I should have killed the Khan, for Viroc's
sake, but I knew you wouldn't want me to and when his own men stood back to
watch him die . . .”


“He has lost his soul,” said Kerish. “To
his household, O-grak is already dead.”


“Well, we must take advantage of the Khan's
misfortunes. For the moment the road is clear. With Jerenac's permission I'll
announce that anyone who wants to leave the city can do so tonight. Those who
can't fight or work will have to go anyway.”


“The temple staff . . .” began Kerish.


“Apart from the Healers, they're all
leaving except the Chief Priest and Priestess.” Forollkin neatly folded up the
discarded cloak. “Jerenac sent for the Chief Priest last night and he agreed to
send his people to Joze, though only for the sake of not tiring a sick man with
arguments.”


“Is Jerenac worse?”


“The healers say he's dying.”


When his brother had left to visit the
wounded soldiers, Kerish went into the inner room where Gidjabolgo was sitting
cross-legged on the bed, plucking at the Prince's zildar. 


“One thing has survived our travels, even
if I've lost the power to use it. Gidjabolgo . . . tonight will probably be the
last chance of leaving Viroc before the siege begins in earnest. I don't know
if there's any Galkian port where you could still get a safe passage home, but
I'll give you a royal signet and as much money as you can carry.”


Gidjabolgo played a chord. “What is a burr
without a cloak to cling to? I'll go where you go, unless you forbid it.”


“No,” said Kerish, when he could speak. “I
won't forbid it.


When the dusk bell rang they went together
to fetch the Queen of Galkis to visit Jerenac. They found her sitting by a
window, looking down at the neglected garden of the Governor's Palace.


“Kerish, do you remember how we used to sit
together under the crown trees in your father's garden and talk about poetry?
Since he died people have become more and more afraid of the Emperor's garden.
I lingered there once after dusk and suddenly I was sure that Death was walking
in the garden and if I took the wrong turn I would meet her . . .” Kelinda
shook her head as if she was trying to dislodge the memory. “Did you know that
your father is buried there? He laid a curse on anyone who tried to move his
body to the Valley of Silence.”


“He had built a pavilion there for my
mother's body.” Kerish's voice was unsteady. “He wanted to lie beside her in
death.”


“They could have been buried together in
the Valley of Silence. Surely what he wanted was to shut everyone else out forever?
I used to think that you were very like him, but there is something new in your
face . . . Ah forgive me,” said Kelinda, with an apologetic smile, “I am so
tangled up in memories of Galkis, I have given you no chance to present your
companion . . .”


Gidjabolgo had been staring curiously at
the slender, grey-eyed woman who was the Queen of Galkis. Now Kerish nudged him
forward.


“Your Majesty, may I present our fellow traveler,
Gidjabolgo of Forgin. He has been with us ever since Ellerinonn and we would
never have got this far without him.”


“Very few men can have made such a journey.
I hope, Master Gidjabolgo, that you will have time to discuss your travels with
me.” 


She gave him her hand and the Forgite
kissed it with surprising meekness.


“I have been told,” began Kelinda
hesitantly, “that you had another companion, a lady whom Forollkin was to
marry. Such a terrible thing for her to be killed in the moment of rescue . . .
Should I speak about her to Forollkin, or would that only hurt him more?”


It was Gidjabolgo who answered. “Your
Majesty, he does not choose to talk about her. As long as he has this city to
fight for, it will fill up his emptiness. When the fight is over he will either
have joined the lady in death or time will have erased the pain.”


“You speak very wisely,” said Kelinda. “Pain
and grief are healed by time, but there may be no strength left for any...new
feelings.”


In all the time that he had known her,
Kerish had never heard Kelinda express the misery and bitterness her husband's
neglect must have caused her. He saw now that she had passed beyond pain into
numb resignation, but listening to her talking to Gidjabolgo with her usual
sweet courtesy, he refused to believe that she had lost the ability to love.


“We eventually heard at court that you had
reached Seld,” Kelinda was saying. “My sister . . . I see that the ring I gave
you as a token for her has gone from your finger.”


“I gave her the ring and your message. She
entertained us with the greatest kindness,” Kerish found himself studying the
marble floor, “and . . . speeded us on our quest.”


Kelinda sighed. “You need not speak so
guardedly. I can imagine what you thought of my sister, but try not to judge
her too harshly. Pellameera cannot afford gentleness, for her own sake and for
Seld's. If fate had changed our places, if she had been brought up in the tranquility
of Trykis and I had grown up at court, struggling to defend my throne . . .
then it would be me you thought of with horror.”


“I can't believe that, “ answered Kerish, “but
I do accept that Pellameera is not entirely to blame for what she has become
and I did pity her.”


“I have known my sister kill a man for
pitying her, but we can talk about her later.” Kelinda got up from the window
seat. “Take me to Jerenac.”


 


*****


 


Only one lamp burned in the Lord
Commander's chamber, but it was enough to show that the poison in his body had
at last sucked away Jerenac's will to live. He lay unnaturally still, while
servants hovered about the bed with useless medicines. At Jerenac's head stood
the Chief Priest of Viroc, praying for his soul. Beside him, Forollkin knelt to
catch the whispered string of commands. “The South Gate . . . if the main
assault is there, you must concentrate your archers on the Keeper's Tower and .
. .”


“My Lord,” broke in the Chief Priest, “the
Queen and the Third Prince are here.”


“What? Well, bring them closer. I can't see
them in this murk.” The Lord Commander struggled to rise and Forollkin lifted
him up while the Chief Priest slipped a pillow under his shoulders.


“Majesty, I cannot greet you as I should,”
began Jerenac, “or thank you as you deserve. I had never thought of you as an
ally, never thought of you at all . . . such a pale slight thing, so meek and
patient. What man wouldn't abuse that? And no children . . .”


“My Lord!” whispered Forollkin, and Jerenac
jerked as if he had been brought up by a leash.


“Forgive me, Majesty. I have spoken to
Yxallin - a good soldier. I used to think that the Inner City had softened him,
but he will fight well. Perhaps he knows of something to fight for. Forollkin,
spread the Imperial Guard amongst the Jenozan troops to hearten them. Prince?
Ah, I can see your eyes shining in this dark. I resign the Governorship of
Jenoza to you. Since you won't bid for the throne, rally Jenoza. If you survive
the siege of Viroc, show yourself to the people of my province and they will
fight for you as they never fought for me . . .”


“Lord Commander.” Something in the tone of
his brother's voice made Forollkin stare at Kerish as intently as Jerenac did.
The shadowy figure at the foot of the bed seemed to consist of nothing but dark
folds of cloth and two inhuman eyes: purple and golden and black. Forollkin
found that he was trembling as Kerish repeated, “Lord Commander, I must leave
the city tonight.”


“Leave . . .” The breath rattled in
Jerenac's throat. “Desert the city?”


Kelinda moved closer to the bed, the lamp
igniting the copper of her hair. “Is it your quest?” 


“I must travel to the jungle of Jenze,”
said Kerish, “to find the last of the Seven Sorcerers and win their key.”


“Key?” Jerenac stared wildly. “Men are
dying and you play games of Seek. Are all the Godborn mad?”


“We were charged by the High Priest and by
the Emperor,” answered Kerish, “to free the imprisoned Saviour. We must fulfill
our quest.”


“Such a charge is sacred,” said the Chief
Priest of Viroc gravely. 


Jerenac groaned. “Why did I allow a priest
in the room? Drive him out! The imprisoned Saviour . . . curse all priests and
Emperors! Will they never see that there is no salvation, except that which we
make with our own hands and swords.”


“Calm yourself. . .” began the Chief
Priest, but Jerenac struck the old man a feeble blow. 


“You haven't the courage to believe that,
not one of you. If there is a god, I pray to him that there may be no more
Emperors and that the Godborn may vanish from Zindar.”


Kerish walked away from the bed. “Do you
think I don't realize that all I've ever done is probably useless? I want to
stay here. I want to wait until everything is over. But I can't. I must keep to
my quest until it kills me.”


“If you hope it can be achieved . . .”
began Kelinda.


“I hope for nothing,” answered Kerish
savagely. “But I will go on.”


Jerenac's head lolled back on the pillow. “And
for this nothing you will rob me of my heir. Forollkin . . . you can't desert
me, boy. You did once, but not again. Take my command. Fight for my city. The
people must have a Godborn leader.” The scarred hands clutched feebly at
Forollkin's arm. “I can't see you. I can't see your face. Answer me, boy!”


“My Lord . . .” Forollkin was as pale as
the deathly face on the pillow. “I promised the Emperor I would never leave my
brother. I am bound to Kerish.”


A spasm wracked the Lord Commander and
blood frothed from his lips. Forollkin hid his face.


Kerish said quietly, “You promised the
Emperor never to leave me unless I released you from the oath.  Forollkin, I do
so now. You are free and I shall leave the city tonight with Gidjabolgo.”


“But you can't!”


At any other time Kerish would have laughed
at the amazement in his brother's face.


“You can't go without me. Your hand . . .”


“Gidjabolgo will look after me and there
isn't very much further to go. You are needed here.”


“Boy . . .”


Forollkin stooped over Jerenac's contorted
body. “I will stay. I will take command. I will save the city if I can . . .”


Jerenac gave a deep sigh and the Chief
Priest blew out the lamp so that death might come, as she preferred, in darkness.


“Come gentle death . . .”


Kerish heard the priest's murmured words
and felt for Kelinda's hand. 


When the prayer was over, the lamp was
relit and Forollkin gently stroked the Lord Commander's face to smooth out the
fierce smile of death. 


As they left the room, Kelinda was crying. “Poor
Jerenac. He gave so much to Galkis and received so little.”


“Giving without love is always bitter,”
said the Chief Priest as he led her down the stairs. The two brothers followed
them.


“Kerish . . .”


“Forollkin, please don't say anything, not
yet.”


Kerish turned to the Chief Priest and asked
when the refugees were to leave Viroc.


“In two hours' time, your Highness, from
the North Gate, but they are bound for Joze . . .”


“When we get to the Jen Mountains,
Gidjabolgo and I...”


“Kerish, you cannot wander the country by
yourself,” protested Kelinda. “Those who are loyal to Rimoka may try to kill
you and those who are not will beg you to lead them.”


Kerish smiled at her. “You are right, of
course. I cannot travel as one of the Godborn.”


“But how can you disguise yourself?” asked
the Queen. “Your eyes will always betray you.”


“So I must cover them.”


“But only a blind man would do that.”


“Then I shall be blind,” said Kerish
grimly, “and Gidjabolgo shall lead me. A blind singer from Galkis, arrived in
your train, Kelinda, and now fleeing to Joze. Will that story do?”


“Your Highness, the temple actors are
leaving Viroc tonight. You and your companion could travel unnoticed with them,”
suggested the Chief Priest.


“They must not know who I am,” said Kerish.


“They shall not.”


“But charge them to take special care of 
my favorite musician,” said the Queen. 


“Kelinda.” Forollkin had been studying the
tapestry on the nearest wall as if it fascinated him, but now he turned from
the woven image of Imarko's farewell to her sons and said, “Kelinda, you should
go with the refugees to Joze.”


“I will go,” answered Kelinda, “if I would
be a trouble to you, but I should prefer to be of service to Viroc and to the
men who followed me here. After all, I have no reason to  value safety.”


Kerish understood why Forollkin winced at
her words but after a moment the new Lord Commander of Galkis said, “I know
better now than to force a brave soul to safety. The whole city will gain by
your presence.” He turned to the Chief Priest. “Give out that the Prince is
keeping a three-day vigil in the sanctuary of Zeldin. Those who leave the city
must believe that he has stayed behind.”


The old priest hesitated for a moment and
then said, “It shall be done. Zeldin will surely forgive a lie in such a cause.”


Forollkin nodded impatiently. “Kerish . . .
get ready. I will meet you at the North Gate, before the ninth bell.”


 


*****


 


Two hours later Forollkin stood looking
down on the North Gate from the tower that he had taken as his headquarters.
The square was rapidly filling with the people who were to leave the city, and
the soldiers of their escort. All the children had gone long before but there
were many women and old men who had only just been persuaded, or ordered, to
leave. The sick and the badly wounded were to be carried on litters slung
between placid oxen. Healing Priests were bent over their patients,
administering sleeping potions. In one corner of the square the temple actors
were loading their props and costumes on to a cart.


Every few minutes a scout sent out by
Forollkin to check that the north and east roads were still clear, would thread
his way through the crowd. The new Lord Commander acknowledged their reports
without moving from the window. The death of Jerenac had caused little stir in
the city. Only the officers who had known him well mourned their Commander. The
people of Viroc had respected Jerenac but had never loved him.


Below the window a soldier was saying
goodbye to his young wife. They were talking about trivial things, but their
hands gripped each other frantically. Gwerath had been given no time to reach
out to her love as she died. He hadn't even been looking at her . . .


“Forollkin,” said Kelinda for the second
time and at last the young Lord Commander turned round. “Forollkin, the Healing
Priests will need more room so I have told them to bring all wounded to the
Governor's Palace from now on. I was trained in healing on Trykis, so I can
help in the nursing as well as the organization.”


“I will gladly place the injured in your
charge,” said Forollkin gratefully. “Are there many too badly hurt to leave
tonight?”


“Only four, “ Kelinda's ink-stained hands
were clutching the lists of necessary supplies she had spent the last hour
drawing up, “but I presume you are expecting heavy casualties when the attacks
begin again.”


Forollkin nodded grimly. Following her
instinct, Kelinda began to talk about firewood and bandages and drugs. Slowly
Forollkin absorbed himself in the details of provisioning the hospital and
didn't notice that anyone had entered the room until a harsh voice said, “Well,
do we make convincing royal musicians?”


Gidjabolgo was holding the zildar in one
hand and guiding the Prince with the other. Kerish was dressed in a simple blue
tunic and cloak. His head was thrown back to reveal the silvered hair, but his
eyes were covered by a band of dark cloth.


“Forollkin?” Kerish took a few uncertain
steps forward as Gidjabolgo released his arm.


“No, not blind . . . Kerish, I can't bear
it. I can't let you go like this!” 


Forollkin reached out to strip the bandage
from his brother's eyes, but Kerish resisted him with his good hand.


“Forollkin, please! If you take the
blindfold off now, I'll never have the courage to put it on again. Don't let me
see you . . .”


Kelinda said quickly, “Master Gidjabolgo, I
didn't know that you played the zildar. Is it very different from the stringed
instruments of Forgin?” 


She drew him away from the window and they
discussed the merits of the instrument and played snatches of tunes while the
brothers tried to say goodbye.


“But we haven't talked about Gwerath,”
protested Forollkin, “and I couldn't to anyone else . . .”


“Talk to Kelinda,” said Kerish, still
holding back his brother's hand. “Help each other. Help me now. Chide me, bully
me, tell me I'm not fit to go out on my own . . .”


“I can't.” Forollkin shook his head
hopelessly. “It isn't true. I know you can do without me now. We've grown so
far apart.”


“No. We could never. . .”


“Kerish, I often think that Gidjabolgo
understands you better than I do. Sometimes I ache to have my spoilt,
quick-tempered, infuriating little brother back again,” Forollkin touched the
silvered hair. “Don't say anything, I know he died in Erandachu. You have to 
keep travelling and I'm needed here. I can't live without being needed. I'm
sorry, I'll let you go in a minute.”


“Forollkin, think about me each night at sunset
and I'll think of you. I promise we can still be close to each other.”


From the square below a horn sounded to
warn the travelers that the gate was opening.  Forollkin released his brother. “Well,
do you have everything you need for the journey? Spare shoes? A thinner tunic?”


Kerish nodded. “Yes, Forollkin.”


Gidjabolgo slung the zildar across his
shoulders. “It's time for me to take him down.”


“Goodbye again, Kerish,” Kelinda kissed him
on the cheek, “Zeldin go with you.”


“And remain with you,” responded Kerish
blankly. “Forollkin . . .”


Gidjabolgo tugged at his arm. “Time to go.”


Kerish allowed himself to be led from the
room. Outside the noise seemed overwhelming and he descended the steps into
darkness and chaos. As they entered the square, he gripped Gidjabolgo's arm
even tighter. “Forollkin?”


“He's standing at the window looking down
at you. The Queen is beside him.”


Kerish smiled in what he hoped was the
right direction and then let Gidjabolgo guide him towards the temple actors.












Chapter
7


The Book of the Emperors: Promises


 


But the Emperor
blessed the players, saying, “Let no man condemn your craft. You have received
the noblest of burdens, for you empty yourselves so that you might be filled
with a greater presence. Those who watch will find joy and comfort in that
presence, but for you there will only be emptiness. For you, Zeldin and Imarko
will never walk the earth of Zindar again.”


 


 


As the moon rose the soldiers of the escort
put out their torches and rode like shadows beside the convoy, sometimes
darting ahead to check that the road east was clear, sometimes lingering to
pick up stragglers. They halted once to bury a wounded man who had died in his
jolting litter looking up at the stars. The captain would allow no more than a
minute for prayers over the grave, and was constantly urging the convoy to move
faster.


Then an enemy horseman was spotted and shot
from his saddle. The convoy halted, expecting a whole army to come down from
the hills, but nothing stirred. Confident that the horseman could only have
been a lone scout, the captain sent a few more soldiers on ahead and then gave
the signal for the convoy to move again.


Just ahead of the litters of the wounded,
rumbled the heavily laden cart of the temple actors. Amongst folds of
glittering cloth an old man lay dozing and a young girl was perched high on the
mound of costumes, staring about her. Two men and a straight-backed woman took
it in turns to lead the ox. Behind the cart walked the two strangers,
Gidjabolgo the Forgite and the singer known as Master Zelnis.


In answer to whispered inquiries about his
companion, Gidjabolgo had been eloquent. The poor young man was an orphan of
good birth. Brought up at court as a royal musician, he had recently been
struck with a terrible illness. The Healing Priests had saved his life but
Zelnis had been blinded and left with a crippled hand.


One of the troupe, who seemed to be a
musician, muttered about the justice of Zeldin but the other expressed such
sympathy that Gidjabolgo had to warn them not to mention his misfortunes to
Zelnis himself.


“No indeed,” the old priest had said. “Pity
often breeds bitterness. You can trust us not to offend him.”


As they walked together, Gidjabolgo hissed
questions at his companion. “What are these holy pageants, and what have
priests to do with acting?”


“To take the part of Zeldin or Imarko one
must be ordained,” answered Kerish listlessly.


“Why?” Gidjabolgo's hand hovered close to
Kerish's arm, ready to guide him when necessary.


“Because we believe that actors do not
simply play the Gentle God and his Queen: for a short time they become them. It
is a holy act. All our plays illustrate the teachings of The Book of the
Emperors, so actors belong in temples, except for the troops attached to
Imperial Palaces.”


“Ah I see,” exclaimed Gidjabolgo, “their
pious hope is to edify the audiences, not to let them enjoy themselves.”


“You are unjust.” Kerish forgot for a
moment to concentrate on feeling his way and stumbled over a cart-rut. 


Gidjabolgo gripped his arm. “No doubt you
will tell me that excitement or amusement are poor things compared with the
joys of divine revelation.”


Kerish recovered himself and pushed away
the helping arm. “I wouldn't dare tell you that. I'd get more sneers than I've
room to flinch from, but I promise you our plays aren't dull. Some of the
poetry is beautiful. I know that you'll appreciate the sound of it, just as you
might enjoy looking at a language you couldn't understand, written in a
beautiful script. Since many of the plays are in High Galkian, they have to be
explained in the common tongue to most of the audience.”


“Well, you had better explain them to me,”
said Gidjabolgo. “After my supposed two years in Galkis, I ought not to be
totally ignorant.”


“No one would expect a foreigner to have
played for the Imperial actors, but it would be strange if you had never
attended a performance.”


As the long night wore on, Kerish talked
about the five chief players in each troupe and the splendid costumes and masks
that they wore. He described the famous speeches and choruses that most
Galkians knew from childhood and the ancient music that accompanied the plays.


The moon faded and the torches were relit.
Kerish began to stumble more often, as much from weariness as blindness, but
Gidjabolgo continued to buffet him with questions. In the chill grey dawn the
Prince outlined the plots of plays which Gidjabolgo could say that he had seen
at court.


“Then Prince Il-Keno enters the Jungle of
Jenze to look for the Enchantress . . .”


Gidjabolgo squeezed his arm in warning, as
the ox-cart halted for a brief rest and one of the actors walked towards them.


“Good morning,” called a cheerful voice. Then
came a loud whisper to Gidjabolgo. “Would your friend like a turn riding in the
cart? He looks bone-weary.”


“Deafness is not one of my afflictions,”
snapped Kerish.


The young man began to apologize but
Gidjabolgo interrupted, “Clumsily put, but no bad idea. I'll help you up,
Zelnis.”


“No,” said Kerish stubbornly, “I can walk
as well as anyone.”


“That's no argument,” returned the actor, “we're
all footsore. So take your turn in comfort like the rest of us. Desha, come
down off there, you lazy chit, and don't pretend to be asleep. I know you're
listening.”


The girl sat up with a mew of protest but
Kerish refused again. “I would rather walk. If I let myself rest, I don't think
I could start again, but thank you . . . I don't know your name.”


“It's Viarki. Just remember I'm the one who
sounds as if he's got a mouth full of pebbles - that's what keeps me as fifth
player.”


Kerish almost smiled. “Describe yourself
and complete the picture for me.”


“Oh, that's harder. When the masks are on I
could tell you whether I look like an old crone or a pompous official, a timid
priest or a fierce soldier, but without them . . .”


“A round face and a nose you have to look
at twice to see,” said Gidjabolgo uncharitably. “Short and sturdy, feet too big
in boots too small, clothes that wouldn't recognize a tub of water, hair as
matted as a thak bush, two eyes, both of them now bulging . . .”


“Zeldin forbid that you sing the way you
speak.” Viarki was still grinning. “Well, I've had my turn. Now try your tongue
on the rest of us.”


“I'll spare the old priest,” said
Gidjabolgo, “since you've spoken to him, Zelnis. Besides he looks too fragile
to bear a weight of words, let alone play a young god.”


“His voice is still young,” replied Viarki.
“Now what about Desha here.”


“A drab who acts as arrogantly as if she
were pretty,” announced Gidjabolgo. “Lank hair, painted lips, the lower jutting
like a drunkard's belly . . .”


The rest was lost in Desha's shriek of
protest. “How dare you say such things, monster . . . why, no one could look at
you without . . .”


“Be quiet, Desha,” murmured Viarki, “you'll
wake Leth-Kar!”


The old priest did indeed sit up and ask
what the matter was. Viarki scowled at the girl until she muttered something
about a nightmare. The signal was given to move and the ox-cart jolted forward
again.


“I think I had better finish the
descriptions,” said Viarki. “Most of us think that Desha is pretty enough, when
she's in a good temper. The lady walking by the ox is Marliann,  Leth-Kar's
wife. She's very tall for a woman. Her hair is grey now but . . . well, I
always think she looks as our Lady Imarko must have done when she began to age.
Does that give you a picture? Beside her is Feg. That must be short for
something but I've never been able to find out what. Don't think, Gidjabolgo,
that he's looking so gloomy because of the war. Feg always looks like that and
the red hair makes the glumness underneath seem worse. He's our chief musician.
The other two stayed in Viroc to serve as soldiers.”


“And your fourth player?” asked Kerish.


“He's played the role of the young hero so
often, he thinks he is one,” said Viarki, with a curious twist to his mouth. “He
stayed to fight.”


 


Sunrise brought no rest to the convoy. They
hurried eastwards throughout the morning. At noon they came to the ruins of a
village. Every house had been burned to the ground but the little stone temple
that was the villagers' pride was left standing. The Men of Fangmere had ripped
up The Book of the Emperors and shredded tapestries woven by generations
of village women. In the sanctuary itself, the statue of Imarko was smashed and
the Flower of Idaala was daubed on the walls in the blood of the priestess who
lay across the altar. The soldiers of the escort buried her and the convoy
moved on.


Late in the afternoon, the captain finally
ordered a long halt and they made camp in a small valley, just off the Joze
road. Sentries were posted on surrounding hills and a few small fires were lit
to warm up some food. The temple actors settled down around their cart to wait
for their share. 


As they rubbed stiff limbs and blistered
feet, Kerish tugged at Gidjabolgo's arm. “Please take me away from them, from
everybody.”


“Where do you suppose we can go?” hissed
Gidjabolgo. “You've no royal apartments to withdraw to now when you're not in
the mood for company.”


“Just for this first night,” whispered
Kerish.


“Just this night and just the next . . . I
can see it going on. Don't flinch,” said Gidjabolgo, “it's not as if you were
really blind.”


“Isn't it?” Kerish wouldn't let go of the
Forgite's arm. “I order you . . . no I don't. I ask you . . . please!”


“Be quiet, they're staring at us. All
right. Just this once.”


Gidjabolgo darted away and spoke briefly to
Leth-Kar, then he led the Prince to a hillock, just inside the ring of sentries
and out of earshot of the rest of the convoy. He left Kerish guarding their
meagre luggage and queued at the fire for food. 


Tense and exhausted, the Prince sat
listening to the subdued sounds of the tired and frightened convoy and thinking
about Forollkin. It was almost sunset. Suddenly he felt a warm but preoccupied
presence, as if his brother had briefly looked up from his work and smiled.


“It's me,” said Gidjabolgo, as Kerish
stiffened at his approaching footsteps. “And more to the point, a bowl of stew.
By the look of it the meat's been dead longer than my grandfather, but you
won't notice under the stink of spice.”


The Forgite squatted down. “I'd best feed
you, since you can't hold bowl and spoon.”


“No,” protested Kerish.


“Am I not fit to serve your Highness?” 


“I'm sorry. I..I didn't mean that,”
stammered Kerish, “but I just can't bear . . .”


“I know what you meant.” Gidjabolgo thrust
a horn spoon into the Prince's hand. “You had better learn to read my voice
instead of my face.”


“I used to watch your hands and eyes,”
admitted Kerish, “to see if they betrayed your voice.”


“A pity we can't read ourselves that way,”
said Gidjabolgo. “I'm holding up the bowl.”


Kerish tried to scoop up a piece of meat. “Don't
watch me.”


“I wasn't,” lied Gidjabolgo. “You are
familiar, Galkis is strange. I am no longer beholden to my fellow travelers for
amusement.”


He talked about the things that had
interested him on the journey from Viroc until Kerish had finished his clumsy
attempts at eating. Without comment, Gidjabolgo wiped the Prince's face and ate
the rest of the stew. They lay down side by side, with one cloak spread on the
damp grass and the other covering them. 


Gidjabolgo slept almost immediately but he
was woken before midnight by muffled sobs. The Forgite listened for a long time
before saying quietly, “Which of them are you crying for?”


“For all three of us,” gasped Kerish.


Gidjabolgo turned over and gripped the
Prince in his arms. “Don't waste tears on your brother.”


“But he loved Gwerath so much.”


“No,” said Gidjabolgo harshly. “It was the
idea of being loved that attracted him, not Gwerath. Until he realized that you
didn't need him anymore, he never gave her a thought. By all the gods I don't
believe in, your brother's simple lust for Pellameera was more honest than his
love for Gwerath.”


“No,” Kerish had almost stopped sobbing but
his body still shook. “No, you must be wrong.”


“Oh, it makes a prettier tale your way,”
agreed the Forgite, “but I'm not wrong. As for you . . . I suppose what you
felt could have been called love. You saw shadows of yourself in Gwerath and
loved those. Your love would have forced her to look at herself too closely,
and that she'd never have tolerated. As I once said, when you were in no state
to listen - she was best out of it.”


“Why did you dislike her so much?” asked
Kerish.


“Because I know what love is,” said
Gidjabolgo. “As for Forollkin - he'll grieve for you longer than for Gwerath,
but even facing death for Viroc he won't really be unhappy. He thrives on the
need of others and where could he be needed more? Cry for yourself if you must,
but only this one night. We have a task to finish.”


Kerish didn't speak again and after one
last sob, he lay quietly in Gidjabolgo's arms until morning.


At dawn, ten of the escort left on a
mission to scout the hills and organize resistance among the remaining
population. The captain still kept the convoy moving at a punishing pace but the
tension among the refugees gradually lessened. The forested hills began to be
noticed for their beauty rather than as places where the enemy could be hiding.
Conversation grew louder and was more concerned with the future than with what
had been left behind. People began to move out of their tight little groups and
songs were heard again. Chiefly they were the melancholy airs that Kerish
remembered haunting the Golden City at evening, but here and there someone
would launch into a comic song and the ancient jokes were received with almost
hysterical pleasure.


At halts, the convoy broke up and people
wandered freely. Kerish and Gidjabolgo could not fail to attract attention.
Courteous enquiries were made to Gidjabolgo by old men, anxious to show off
their Zindaric, or even the odd snatch of Forginish. Many small kindnesses were
pressed on Kerish. He kept his temper and responded with cool politeness. When
one garrulous woman asked directly about Kerish's illness, Viarki suddenly
appeared at his side, to change the subject and send her away.


“Your friend has got into an argument with
Feg, so I'll stay with you to fend off well-wishers. You mustn't blame them.
Most people like talking about their ailments, it makes them feel important. I
would guess that you don't need that kind of encouragement. Is it because of
your music?” asked Viarki. “If there's one thing you're truly good at, you
don't have to lengthen your shadow.”


“My music?” They would be moving off again
soon and Kerish was gripping the edge of the cart. “You've never heard me sing.”


“No,” admitted the young actor, “but your
speaking voice is lovely and Gidjabolgo has told me a little about your
talents.”


“And what about you?” asked Kerish,
suddenly warming to Viarki. “What is your one true talent?”


“I can turn my hand to most things, “
answered Viarki, “and my tongue too, but there's nothing that I'm better at
than anyone else.”


“Not even acting?”


“No, I'm just competent and reliable.
Leth-Kar is pleased with me. I used to dream of playing gods and emperors in
the Golden City itself . . . but I'm no fool. Desha still dreams like that and
she has a right to. You'd take her for a shallow, bad-tempered chit, but ah,
when the masks are on . . .”


“Perhaps her emptiness is greater than
yours,” suggested Kerish.


“That's what Marliann says and she's
usually right. She said something curious about you last night,” continued
Viarki. “What was it now? Something about being given blindness to perfect your
sight.”


“What were Feg and Gidjabolgo arguing
about?” Kerish asked hastily.


“Oh, impending doom. That's Feg's favorite
subject. Now things are really bad he's beginning to look quite cheerful. I
suppose they weren't really arguing, just agreeing maliciously, except that Feg
insists that only Galkis is doomed, because we've all sinned and turned away
from Zeldin. Your friend says that people are the same everywhere and that no
one deserves happiness . . . Is he always so bitter-tongued?”


Kerish nodded absently. A familiar scent
was overwhelming the sharp smell of the sweating ox and its leather harness.
The scent of moxia: Traveler’s Joy. Kerish pictured the tall amber flowers. How
long was it since he'd seen a clump growing beside a Galkian road? Two years at
least.


“Yet he must be kind-hearted,” Viarki was
saying. “He cares for you like a brother.”


“For some reason, Gidjabolgo enjoys my
company,” answered Kerish, with the first real smile that Viarki had seen on
his lips. “So he would disclaim any virtue in looking after me.”


“How perverse!” said the young actor. “There
must always be pleasure in serving God through serving men. Still, you can't
expect a foreigner to look at things the way we Galkians do.”


Kerish almost laughed aloud. “No, but
you're right. He is a good friend to me.”


“I'm glad,” said Viarki, with surprising
earnestness, “I often think that people make too much of love; between men and
women that is. Everyone thinks their life will be incomplete without it, but
who can love as truly as Zeldin and Imarko? For ordinary people, friendship is
easier to catch and keep.”


“You have a friend . . .” began Kerish
gently.


“Sharvin, our fourth player,” said Viarki. “I
would have stayed in Viroc with him, but he wanted me to look after Desha. She
doesn't seem to worry about him, though he's never held a sword in his life.”


Kerish could imagine Viarki's anxious
expression.


“Still, we have a new Lord Commander,”
continued the young actor, “and with the Third Prince to pray for them, how can
the men of Viroc lose?”


 


*****


 


In the late afternoon, four soldiers of the
escort rode up into a village built on a plateau and half-hidden from the road
by a hedge of flowering thorn trees. They found it deserted, but animals still
bleated in the pens and the aroma of lentils and spices came from the communal
fire-pit. After a brief search of the hastily abandoned houses, the four
soldiers signaled to the waiting convoy that it was safe to come up and planted
the standard of Jenoza in the village square, in front of the mud-brick temple.


The curtain of the sanctuary stirred and an
old man crept out. The priest, who had refused to leave his temple, now told
the soldiers that the villagers had fled when the children they used as scouts
had reported troops on the road. They had been raided once by a small party of
Orazians and were already sheltering refugees from villages further west. The
old priest rang the temple bell and gradually the villagers came down from the
caves that riddled the hills, to greet their new guests.


Though under Galkian law they could not be
compelled, most of the young men had gone to Viroc to fight. So it was mainly
old people, women and children, that Gidjabolgo saw gathering in the square and
staring with some suspicion at the newcomers. The old men were dressed in plain
kaftans but the women and children wore richly embroidered robes, caught at the
waist by strings of the same brilliant beads that entwined their dark hair.


“Don't they know they're at war?” asked
Gidjabolgo. “It looks like a festival.”


Viarki overheard him. “In Jenoza, Death is
respected. We put on our best clothes to greet her.”


“No doubt the worms are impressed,”
retorted Gidjabolgo and he turned his attention to the houses. They were
chiefly square, two-storied buildings in mud-brick, surrounded by small, neat
gardens. The windows were shaded by patterned rolls of matting and the flat
roofs were crowded with racks and trays of drying vegetables and herbs. The
walls were whitewashed and painted with scenes of family and village history,
renewed several times in each generation. Sometimes the pictures were accompanied
by passages of verse, which had lost all meaning after countless recopyings.


Gidjabolgo examined a birth scene. The
woman lay spread-eagled on the ground with her husband gripping her wrists and
her mother her feet, while Imarko stood waiting to bless the child. On the next
house was a freshly painted feast scene in which the whole village seemed to be
depicted. Gidjabolgo described it to Kerish. “Oh, and above the door there's a
circle made of feathers and a date written inside it. What does that mean?”


“I don't know,” said Kerish simply. “I've
never been this far south before and I've never entered a village house. I
probably know more about how people live in Lan-Pin-Fria or Erandachu than I do
about my own Galkians.”


The captain of the escort was explaining to
a relieved Headman that the convoy only intended to stay for one night and
quarters were quickly arranged for all the travelers. The temple actors found
themselves staying with the village baker and his two daughters. One of these
had twin boys clutching at her skirts, but her husband was in Viroc. An
embroidered border of flowers in bud on her sister's dress showed that she was
unmarried. In accordance with southern custom, both were unveiled and the
sisters stared with frank curiosity at their guests until their father chivvied
them into the kitchen yard.


The proper greetings and blessings were
exchanged and the guests were invited to wash in bowls of water scented with
flowers from the garden. The baker proudly pointed to a tattered scroll
containing part of The Book of the Emperors which was kept in the main
room, and promised that his younger daughter would read from it before supper.


Having got through the expected courtesies he
then asked for news. 


Leth-Kar told him all that he could about
the state of Viroc. He deplored Lord Jerenac's death but praised the new Lord
Commander who had been brought to them by Zeldin's mercy from the very camp of
the enemy. The baker enquired by name about several villagers, young men and
women skilled in healing, who had gone to Viroc. Marliann, who as a priestess
served as comforter and counselor to many people, recognized some of the names
and was able to give reassurance. Kerish listened to none of it. The sun was
setting and his thoughts were with Forollkin.


The travelers were then led to the upper
room. It was simply furnished with heaps of lovingly patched cushions, a single
chair, a wooden stool and bowls of garden flowers. The guest chair was at once
allotted to Leth-Kar, but because of his disability, Kerish was offered the honor
of the stool. Afraid of being separated from Gidjabolgo, Kerish declined and
said that it was Marliann's place. In an accent almost too thick for Kerish to
understand, the baker seemed to be insisting, but Marliann herself intervened.


“The greatest courtesy is to be allowed
discourtesy.”


The baker and his daughters chuckled at the
proverb and Marliann sat on the stool beside her husband's chair. Gidjabolgo
led Kerish into the darkest corner and found him a comfortable cushion. Cold
water, delicately flavored with crushed petals, was brought for the guests to
drink. Lamps were lit and the scroll was sent for. The baker asked his chief
guest to choose a favorite passage. 


Tactfully ignoring the history of Prince
Jezreen, whose teachings were not fully accepted in the south, Leth-Kar chose
an episode in the life of the Silent Emperor. It was falteringly read by the
younger daughter, who was beamed on by her father and thanked and praised by
his guests. Kerish marveled to find this ancient custom, no longer observed in
palaces and great houses, still kept in a small village far from the heart of
the Empire. Each guest was expected to comment briefly on the chosen passage
and if they could, quote other sacred texts. When it was Kerish's turn, he
murmured something about the flame of Truth bringing both light and pain and
quoted from The Book of Sorrows. Heads were sagely nodded, but Kerish wondered
if the villagers could understand his court accent any better than he followed
their country one.


When everyone had spoken, the two girls
brought up food from the kitchen. The village had sent much of its store of
provisions to Viroc but the baker did what he could to honor his guests. There
was a great pot of spiced lentils cooked in the communal fire-pit, bowls of
yoghurt and fresh star-shaped loaves. Having prepared the meal, the daughters
were served first and then the food was handed to the guests. 


As they ate, Kerish heard the two sisters
whispering about Gidjabolgo and debating whether all foreigners were as ugly.
He hoped that the Forgite's Galkian was too poor for him to understand them.
With a murmured blessing, food was set in front of him. Gidjabolgo put a piece
of bread into Kerish's hand. “I'm holding up a bowl of lentils.”


Kerish imagined the mocking eyes of the two
girls and the children watching his clumsy movements.


“Nobody's taking any notice of you. Go on,”
hissed Gidjabolgo.


Kerish successfully dipped the bread into
the steaming lentils and carried it to his mouth.


The baker did his best to entertain his
guests with a meagre fund of stories ranging from local legends concerning the
naming of rivers and hills to anecdotes about the extraordinary precocity of
his daughters. Courtesy forbade weary travelers to be asked for a song or story
but after the baker related for the second time how his younger daughter had
once deceived him into baking mud-loaves, there was no shortage of volunteers.


The children were sent to bed, protesting
vigorously, and Feg's instrument was brought up with the other luggage. He
played several lugubrious airs before Viarki coaxed him into accompanying a
comic song about a failed poet and a lady who preferred action to mangled
verses. Some of the baker's precious supply of rich sweetmeats was handed round
and the singing would have continued late into the night if Marliann had not
gently reminded the company that they were due to make an early start.


The baker withdrew to sleep on top of his
clay oven. Desha and Marliann were to share the daughters' small chamber while
the men had the upper room. But they were not yet ready to separate. 


“Now we have rested and are out of danger,”
said the old priest, “we must not neglect our craft. Viarki, fetch the mask
box.”


Kerish at once asked if he and Gidjabolgo
should withdraw but Leth-Kar shook his head.


“No, you are both musicians and will
understand what we do, but we would appreciate your silence, now and after.”


Viarki hauled the box into the middle of
the room and the four players sat down around it. Feg squatted just outside the
circle, re-tuned his instrument and began to strum a gentle tune. The music
summoned no images to Kerish's mind. Instead, it seemed to cleanse him, leaving
a serene emptiness. Beside him, in the shadows, Gidjabolgo watched the circle
of the players intently.


He saw Leth-Kar open the battered chest and
draw out a mask that blazed in the lamplight. Raven hair surrounded a peerless
golden face with eyes of amethyst and crystal. The old priest put on the mask
of Zeldin the Ever-young and his voice resounded inside the gilded wood. “I am
Zeldin: when rivers were streams, when mountains were hills, when the Jungle of
Jenze was a single tree, when the land was empty, I walked in Galkis. I am
older than night and younger with every dawn. I am Zeldin.”


The other players knelt with bowed heads
and crossed hands as if they prayed before an image of the god.


“I am Zeldin the Gentle. The stars danced
at my command and the Desolation of Zarn was fruitful, but the burden of my
love was heavy, for there was none to receive it.”


Leth-Kar stooped and drew a second mask
from the box. Midnight tresses framed a milk-white face of lambent beauty. “Come
to me, lady of the stars, loveliest of mortals.”


Marliann knotted back her grey hair and put
on the mask. When she spoke Kerish shivered with joy.


“In the morning of the world, our long
journey ended and I walked on the white shore and was glad. Then you came to
me. I knelt in worship but you raised me up. I am Imarko, the mother of my
people.”


Marliann and Leth-Kar joined their ageing
hands across the circle and their voices were young.


“A son was born of our love, the Golden
City was his cradle, an Empire his heritage, and for his people - comfort in
life and joy beyond death. Rejoice, rejoice, O heirs of the Godborn!”


Out of the chest two more masks were drawn:
a valiant Prince and a shining Princess. Leth-Kar placed the Prince's mask on
Viarki and Marliann put that of the Princess on Desha.


“Generation upon generation shall our love
enfold.”


Desha spoke first, every trace of temper
and spite gone from her high sweet voice. “I am the Virgin Priestess of Holy
Hildimarn who walks the white shore in the footsteps of her Foremother. I am
the beloved of the Poet Emperor, for whom all things wept. I am the daughter of
Emperors, let all men reverence my beauty and no man fear it.”


Last of all Viarki joined the chant and in
his voice alone Kerish detected a quaver of doubt. “I hunted the Trieldiss high
in the mountains and did not loose the arrow. I vanquished the Enchantress. I
followed the messenger of Zeldin and dared all perils for my people. I am the
son of Emperors and all men prosper from my blessing.”


“I am Zeldin who summoned men into Zindar
that I might love them . . .”


“I am Imarko who bore pain and age and
death, and love sustained me . . .”


Listening to their interweaving words
Kerish thought, `This is the heart of Galkis - the people's faith in Zeldin and
Imarko. The Godborn are nothing in themselves. We are no more than patterns to
be acted out by every generation of our people.'


The players' voices rose, each to their own
climax, and died away. Kerish slowly realized that Feg was still playing and
that the tune had changed. Now the music seemed to catch and bind him to small
earthly things, lamplight instead of starlight, nursery songs instead of hymns.
The players took off their shining masks. Viarki placed them carefully in the
chest and closed the lid.


“We must go to our night's quarters,” said
Marliann briskly, “or our good baker's daughters will think we've fled the
prospect of their company.”


The women left without further words and
the men unrolled their blankets and gathered up the cushions. Viarki lay down
close to Kerish and Gidjabolgo.


“I thought it was your fourth player's job
to be the hero prince,” murmured the Forgite.


“It is. I didn't want to do it,” murmured
Viarki. “Leth-Kar said strength would come, and I suppose it did, but I am not
made to receive heroes. The way I felt tonight . . . Oh, I can't explain, but
it was like a fever. To feel like that too often would break me.”


“It would break even a Prince of the
Godborn,” whispered Kerish. “No one can live on the heights too long.”


“But it's different for them.” Viarki
sounded quite shocked. “They are truly children of Zeldin, not adopted like us.
I wish I'd seen the Third Prince in Viroc. People who saw him unveiled said he
had the face of Zeldin. Did you ever play for him at court, Zelnis?”


Feg hissed at them to be quiet but Kerish
answered briefly, “Yes, before he began his long journey. I'd scarcely
recognize him now.”


Dawn came far too quickly and the temple's
single bell rang out for the brief morning service of praise to Zeldin the
Giver of Gifts. Viarki snuggled deeper into his pile of cushions and Feg
muttered something about there being no more gifts, but Leth-Kar rose at once
and Kerish asked to go with him.


“Of course, Zelnis. I will lead you since,
by your friend's scowls, he would rather sleep longer.”


Kneeling to tie on Kerish's sandals,
Gidjabolgo felt the Prince flinch, but only said, with an exaggerated yawn, “You
are right. To a barbarous foreigner a warm pillow is more attractive than
giving thanks to somebody else's god.”


“He would be your god too, if you wished
it, Master Gidjabolgo.”


“I do not wish it,” said the Forgite. “Dealing
with men is difficult enough without a god to take into account.”


“I have sometimes felt so too,” said the
old priest unexpectedly. “Are you ready, Zelnis?” He gave Kerish's arm a gentle
tug and reluctantly the Prince went with him.


At the foot of the stairs they were joined
by Marliann, the embroidered veil of a priestess covering her long grey hair.
Kerish heard her kiss her husband and then felt his other arm taken. So he was
walked to the little temple like a young child between protective parents.


Because of the strangers, the sanctuary was
full and people were sitting on the steps and squatting down in the square.
Since they were priests, room was made close to the simple altar for Leth-Kar
and Marliann and their young companion. The old village priest opened a
yellowed scroll of The Book of Sorrows at a passage concerning the
appearance of Zeldin to the twin princes, Jair-Kil and Mair-Kol, at their coming-of-age.
He no longer needed to read the words:


“And Zeldin said to them, `Name the wish
of your hearts and it shall be yours, but you must agree, one with the other,
what you shall ask.' Jair-Kil said, `Let us ask for the destruction of the
enemies of Galkis!' But Mair-Kol answered, `No, let us rather desire wisdom to
rule our people.' 'That we will gain with age, but the strength of others we
cannot control. Therefore,' declared Jair-Kil, `let us not ask for qualities
for ourselves, but for weakness in others.' `And what joy would such a gift
bring?' cried Mair-Kol. `What I achieve shall be by my own skill, or all is
bitterness. Let us ask for courage that you may feel thus too.' Then Jair-Kil
was angry and shouted, `I am the elder. We shall ask as I decree.' And they quarreled,
one with the other, and Zeldin departed from them and they heeded not his
going.”


Kerish could not help wincing as the
familiar words were distorted almost out of recognition by the old man's thick
southern accent and imperfect grasp of High Galkian.


As a compliment to a visiting priest,
Leth-Kar was then asked to retell the story in Low Galkian. He did so in
compelling fashion, his voice filled with sweet nobility for Zeldin and with
pride and anger for the quarrelling princes. Another priest from Viroc then
spoke for a few minutes on what it was proper to ask of Zeldin, and a hymn of
praise was sung. Finally, the villagers brought out food to be shared together
after the night's fast. Fresh fruit and a cup of warm milk were pressed on
Kerish and the actors, and the holy meal soon relapsed into the usual
opportunity to gossip and exchange news before the day's work began.


In the square the refugees were already
preparing to leave. There were a few new additions who had heeded the captain's
warning of possible future raids. Most of the sick were left in the villagers'
care so that the convoy could move more quickly. Two soldiers remained behind
to organize resistance in the village and patrol the surrounding hills. At the
baker's house, thanks and farewells were already being exchanged as the
players' luggage was loaded on to the cart.


Marliann still held on to Kerish's arm. “Zelnis,
before we begin our journey again, let me bathe your eyes. I have found my box
of herbs now and I know of an ancient remedy . . .”


“No,” said Kerish brusquely. “Nothing will
help and I can't bear them to be touched.”


“As you will, but remember, if you need
help of any kind, I am close.” She let go of his arm. “Ah, here is Master
Gidjabolgo to claim you.”


The escort finally got the convoy moving
and the refugees continued their journey towards Joze, deeper into the one
region of the Galkian Empire scarcely affected yet by invasion or civil strife.
Joze, the City of Dreamers. Some said it had gained its name through sleepiness
and sloth but Kerish knew that it came from the city's many poets and the
strange dreams that inspired them. He had always wanted to go there and see the
famous covered statues in the temple precincts.


Long ago the priests of the temple of
Zeldin of Joze had commissioned a local sculptor to carve statues of the god
and his bride, in honor of a visit by the High Priest himself. The man lived
and slept in the temple and would let no one watch him as he worked. The
statues were finished on the night of the High Priest's arrival. When the
priests saw them their cries of horror and astonishment reached to the city.
They would have destroyed the statues at once but the High Priest had already
been told of the gift and the next morning he asked to see them. Reluctantly
they led him to the sculptor's chamber and they heard him suck in his breath,
but his face betrayed nothing. The High Priest sent for the sculptor and spoke
with him for a long while. Then he ordered that the man be richly rewarded but,
for his own peace, banished from Joze. “There is no fault in him,” he told the
priests, “he received the vision that was sent to him, as all artists must.”


The High Priest ordered that the statues be
covered with impenetrable veils and set up in the temple precincts. Since that
time every High Priest of Zeldin had travelled once in his reign to Joze to
uncover the statues for one brief moment.


As the ox was finally persuaded to lumber
off down the royal road, Kerish remembered how, as an inquisitive child, he had
once plucked up the courage to ask Izeldon what he had seen when the veils were
lifted. The High Priest had smiled and said,


“That must remain hidden, my child, but I
will tell you this. When I fought the Brigands of Fangmere in my youth I was once
very close to being killed. I remember how it felt when the axe swept towards
me and it was not so frightening as the moment when I saw those statues.”


Kerish gripped the cart and walked steadily
on, wishing that he was really travelling to Joze.


“How did you enjoy the service?” asked
Gidjabolgo.


“It was very unlike a palace service, but
that's no criticism. I'm beginning to feel as much a stranger here as you.”


“I trust Leth-Kar looked after you well. He
led you out as if he was carrying an ornament too precious to drop. You're as
much of a curiosity to them as I am.”


“He cared for me kindly but I prefer to be
led by you.”


“Still casting me as your servant?”


“Not so long ago I'd have wasted half a
morning trying to refute that.” 


Kerish smiled warmly at the Forgite who
said, rather too quickly, “Don't imagine I'm fool enough to think myself
indispensable.”


“You are as important to me as anyone can
be,” answered Kerish.


“What? More than your beloved brother?”
said Gidjabolgo cruelly. “You don't seem to have found him so indispensable.”


Kerish would not be baited. “He is part of
everything I do. I couldn't shake him off if I tried.”


“You'll find that's true of me as well.
Careful, the cart's turning. “


As the road curved round to enter a long
lush valley, Viarki came to walk beside them and the difficult conversation
ended; yet it lingered in Kerish's thoughts all day as they walked in the
oppressive heat.


They were still on the road at sunset when
Kerish began to clear his mind of the noises of the journey: the wheezing of
the ox, the monotonous creaking of the cart, birdsong and the confused murmur
of a dozen different conversations. To the stillness he created came nothing
but the clash of distant battle. He stood white-faced in the dusty road till
Gidjabolgo shook him by the shoulders.


“You're being stared at. What's the matter?”


“Forollkin. He's in danger, a battle . . .”
He stopped at the sound of Desha's voice.


“Marliann sent me to ask if you were
feeling ill.”


The fragile contact was shattered and Kerish
shook his head. “Only for a moment.”


“She also told me to offer you a place in
the cart but I suppose you won't take it. Would it be against court etiquette?”
asked Desha eagerly.


Kerish smiled. “To my knowledge, ox-carts
do not feature in court etiquette.”


“The Godborn are carried in litters hung
with purple silk, aren't they?” persisted Desha. “Lord Jerenac wasn't. I
suppose that was because he was a soldier, but a lot of people thought he ought
to have been anyway, to show the proper reverence. He hardly ever came to the
temple to see us. People used to say that he didn't really believe in Zeldin
and our Lady so he could never lead us to victory. Did they say the same at
court?”


“Despair makes a good fighter,” began
Gidjabolgo. “Perhaps `people' should have held their tongues.”


Desha ignored him. “I expect you didn't see
much of Lord Jerenac at court, but you must have met the Princes and Queen
Kelinda of course, and the Empress.”


Kerish nodded.


“And the Emperor too?”


“I scarcely ever saw him,” said Kerish
bleakly.


“You must have heard a lot about him
though. Did he really hate his wife and all his children except the Third
Prince?”


“Is that what people say?” asked Kerish,
his knuckles whitening as they gripped the cart.


“Oh yes. I've even heard some whisper that
he was mad but I don't believe that,” confided Desha. “He just grieved for his
third Queen and everyone loves him for that. We have a new play about her. In
the first scene Viarki plays the Governor who brings the Lady Taana as a gift
and the Emperor falls in love with her and makes her his Queen. Leth-Kar is the
Emperor, of course, and in the central scene he walks with the Queen in the
gardens and they describe their happiness and Feg plays a lovely solo on the
zildar.”


Desha's voice had taken on some of the rich
sweetness that had flowed from behind the mask. “In the last scene, she dies in
his arms and the Emperor rages against fate and the chorus compare his grief to
Zeldin's. Then, in the epilogue, Imarko herself appears to tell of the happy
union of the Emperor and his Queen beyond the Gate of Death and of how glorious
their only son will be. Of course, when we first performed the play the Empress
had given out that the Third Prince was dead, but no one believed her and now
he's returned and Leth-Kar's going to add some new lines about it for the next
performance.”


“And who,” asked Kerish shakenly, “plays
Taana?”


“I do, of course, because she was a Queen,
never an Empress. It's my favorite role and one day I will play her in the
Golden City in front of the whole court. As soon as the war is over . . .”


“You aim to enter the palace troupe?”


“I know I shall,” said Desha proudly. “Even
Marliann says I'm good enough.”


“And is there nothing to bind you to the
south?”


“No one,” said Desha harshly. “Tell me
about the court and the palace players.”


“Child, you are tiring Master Zelnis.” It
was Marliann's gentle voice. “Leth-Kar wishes you to go over a speech with him.
Join him please.”


“You can tell me later,” said Desha
ungraciously, and strode away.


“Try not to tell her all of the truth,”
murmured the priestess. “The Golden City is the corner-stone of her dreams and
without them she is beggared.”


“You don't think she will achieve her
dream?” asked Gidjabolgo.


“Even if the Empire survives these wars,”
answered Marliann slowly, “much will be changed. There may be no court and no
players. In gentler times I would have tried to wean her from her dreams but
now I can offer nothing else. Be kind to her.”


“You were once at court . . .?”


“Many years ago, Zelnis,” said Marliann, “and
even then the glory of the Golden City was dimmed. It made me feel old before
my time and I pitied its children.”


On the next day's journey, Desha pestered
Kerish with questions. To her intense annoyance most of them were taken up by
Gidjabolgo, whose answers reeked of malicious invention and kept her
continually snorting in disbelief. Viarki intended to come to the rescue but he
couldn't resist asking a few questions of his own. When Kerish was persuaded to
describe some rich ceremony or a performance by the temple actors, more than
just the young players crowded close to listen.


That evening the convoy camped in a
sheltered hollow in hills ringed with scented trees and close to a clear
spring. When they were fed and rested, Leth-Kar declared that it was time they
began to practice songs again and the troupe's instruments were retrieved from
the cart. Feg was a musician of the old-fashioned type. He ignored the form of
musical notation used in the north and preferred to learn and teach without
ever writing a tune down. Indeed, like many southerners, he declared that to
write anything down was to kill it. The music for the temple plays had often
been handed down through hundreds of years, each generation providing its own
additions and embellishments. One song was even said to have been carried to
Galkis by the ship that bore Imarko and was older than the Golden City itself.


An innocent question from Kerish launched
Feg into a gloomy tirade on the evils of change to which none of the actors
made any pretense of listening. In the absence of the second and third
musicians, Viarki was to play the flute and Desha was sulkily dangling a pair
of cymbals in her lap. With grave courtesy, Leth-Kar asked the Forgite if he
would play with them. Gidjabolgo shrugged assent and unslung the zildar from
his shoulder. Feg examined it in pretended disapproval, plucking the strings
and tapping the delicate fretwork. He played a few chords and muttered, “It
will serve.”


“Serve!” cried Viarki. “It's exquisite and
you know it. I've never seen such a zildar. Surely, painted with a zeloka it
should be a royal instrument. We have a model just like it for scenes with the
Poet Emperor.”


“It was a royal gift,” said Gidjabolgo
truthfully enough.


“Is it yours, Zelnis, and did you play it
for the Queen?” Viarki stroked the gilded wood with great respect.


“I used to play it,” said Kerish somberly. “Now
you may as well call it Gidjabolgo's.”


“Zelnis, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to remind
you,” stammered Viarki.


Touched at the distress in Viarki's voice,
his own misery melted away. Kerish felt for the young player and squeezed his
shoulder. “I know it. Rest assured, Gidjabolgo plays the zildar as well as I
ever did.”


They soon heard the proof of that. Feg,
with Viarki's wavering support on the flute, played a simple hymn tune used in
the interludes of several plays. Gidjabolgo quickly picked up the melody and
began weaving harmonies that reduced Feg to mingled dislike and respect. He
taught the Forgite several further pieces: the whispering chorus of trees that
mourned the Poet Emperor, the Dance of the Banebirds, a hymn extolling the
beauties of holy Hildimarn, and a marching song that commemorated the first
Battle of Viroc. This last, Kerish had known since childhood and he lifted his
voice to join the fierce, bright rhythms. Many of the convoy had gathered to
listen and even the captain of the escort briefly left his fireside to speak to
them.


“Your singing cheers everyone. When we
reach a town with a proper temple it would be a service to the province to
perform there. Something hopeful to hearten the people.”


Leth-Kar answered courteously but Kerish
bowed his head, remembering the captain from among the soldiers on the wall,
the morning the Imperial Guard had reached Viroc.  As soon as he had gone,
Marliann said softly, “Master Zelnis, may we not entreat you to sing something
for us?”


He would have refused any of the others,
but not her. 


Kerish chose the same song he had given
long before to the court of Elmandis. The story of the Poet Emperor and his
hunt for the Trieldiss, the creature whose death could give him his heart's
desire; the creature that he could not bear to kill. This time, Kerish's
blinded eyes saw the Trieldiss as clearly as if it stood before him and its
beauty thrilled through his voice and the sorrow of its loss and the wonder of
its gift to the Poet Emperor pierced each of the hearers.


When the song was over, they crowded round
Kerish, praising his voice. No-one told him that Leth-Kar was weeping as if he,
too, had glimpsed something that he was never destined to capture.












Chapter
8


The Book of the Emperors: Chronicles


 


“You say that
the Godborn will endure in power and splendor, but I tell you that we are like
a mountain stream. The stream is fair and swift, but when the snows melt, how
much greater will the torrent be.” “But then the stream is lost in the torrent,”
cried out the Emperor, and Jezreen answered him, “Yes, but the torrent may
flood the whole earth.”


 


 


It was a week before the convoy reached a
town of any size, and by that time everyone had heard of the blind singer who
spoke so vividly of the marvels of the north. At each halt, people gathered to
listen to him. Kerish no longer hid himself away or refused to speak. He
answered all the questions put to him, whether they were eager or shy, sensible
or foolish. Slowly, he began to enjoy the small deceptions he had to practice,
and Gidjabolgo's acid comments on them.


To a succession of listeners, Kerish
described the beauty of the Nine Cities and their tangled histories, just as he
had once conjured them for lbrogdiss in the marshes of Lan-Pin-Fria. Then, he
had simply articulated memories, now he seemed to create the cities as he
spoke.


After a while, Kerish began to ask a fee
from his listeners: a description of themselves and their own lives. Some
thought that he was mocking them, but the Prince listened patiently to their
halting accounts and asked questions that produced unexpected eloquence, even
from the most timid. He spoke to old men, carpenters and tanners, shipwrights
and dyers who had followed their crafts in the proud Guilds of Viroc, and to
women skilled in the arts of calligraphy or weaving, the lore of herbs or the
blending of scents. All of them fretted at the disruption of their work, but
none were tainted with despair. The blow had fallen hardest on servants lost
without a master and the dull, comfortable tasks that had filled their days,
and on women who had lived only through their husbands and sons.


These people were sought out by Marliann
and sometimes Kerish went with her when she tried to comfort them. The priests
of Zeldin were respected, but it was to the priestesses of Imarko that the
people of Galkis turned in times of trouble. Marliann wept with them all and
then coaxed out smiles. She gave hope to traders who had lost their
livelihoods; to young girls who had dreamed of marriage and now saw the young
men they had teased and longed for, marked for death; and to old men, too proud
to live on charity. The priestess shared in all their feelings, understanding
petty worries and deep griefs, and yet Kerish sensed in her an almost daunting
serenity. She was beyond the reach of any hurt to herself. Wondering what that
could mean to the one who was closest to her, Kerish vowed to seek out
Leth-Kar's company.


He was almost too late. One morning the old
priest had a seizure and suffered for a time with terrible pains in the chest.
They left him very weak. For several days he lay in the cart, swathed in cloaks
and blankets to ease the worst of the jolting, with Marliann constantly beside
him.


Every evening, Kerish reached out for his
brother. Sometimes Forollkin's presence was warm and vivid; twice he could not
be reached at all. Once, Kerish guessed that Forollkin must have fallen into a
dreamless sleep. Once, another presence seemed to be filling his brother's
thoughts.


On the seventh day, the convoy entered the
town of Dhil, and for the first time, they glimpsed the Jen Mountains piercing
the horizon. The captain of the escort  considered his duty over and only two
soldiers were detailed to guide the convoy on the remainder of the way to Joze.
The rest of his men set about recruiting more soldiers to harry the enemy
forces, and persuading the people of Dhil of Viroc's urgent need of supplies
and arms. Burdened already by much higher taxes than usual, the townspeople
were in a sullen mood, so the captain encouraged the refugees to wander among
them, talking about the hardships they had endured in Viroc and the destruction
they had seen.


The actors were lodged, like the other
priests and priestesses from Viroc, in the temple guesthouse. The temple at
Dhil was fine and large, built in the characteristic coral stone of the Jen
Mountains, with a portico that served as a stage for festivals and pageants.
The actors were asked if they would perform on the following evening.  


Leth-Kar was barely recovered, so they
chose `The Bracelet of Truth', which only required him to sit on the Emperor's
throne in solemn judgment. A chorus of children, few of whom had any aptitude
for singing, was hastily assembled and despairingly coached by Feg. Marliann
laughed and prophesied that their parents would admire them, however badly they
sang. Gidjabolgo was pressed into service as second musician and spent several
stormy sessions with Feg learning hymns and songs. Kerish agreed to sing the
solos on condition that he could not be seen by the audience.


At dusk on the following evening, the
townspeople began to assemble in the temple courtyard and scented torches were
lit. Hidden behind a screen, Kerish heard Viarki's opening speech in Low
Galkian, relating the story of the play. Those few among the audience who
claimed a knowledge of High Galkian made the traditional gesture of covering
their ears, but most people listened attentively.


The first scene depicted a quarrel between
a Lord of Galkis and his young wife. Putting on his mask and a glittering
cloak, Viarki stepped into the husband's role and demanded to know why his wife
no longer wore the bracelet of Dirian pearls he had given her on their wedding
day. The audience knew that she had left it beneath her lover's pillow, but Desha,
as the faithless wife, declared that one of her servants must have stolen it
while she was bathing. The old woman who had poured the bath was summoned and
accused. Marliann's rich voice came out from behind her wrinkled mask in a
frightened whisper. The husband continued to believe his wife's story. In
desperation, the old woman appealed to the Emperor's justice. The scene ended
with a chorus summoning the troubled and oppressed to bring their grievances to
the Emperor, and praising the justice of the Godborn. 


The children sang raggedly but with great
gusto and Kerish's pure voice soared above theirs in perfect counterpoint. The
two musicians played, while a purple and gold backcloth was hung up to
represent the Imperial Palace. Kerish heard the audience murmuring and coughing
and the cries of the vendors of sweetmeats and cordials touting their wares.


Leth-Kar took his place as the Emperor
Var-Sheekin on a makeshift throne at the center of the stage and the Lord and
his Lady prostrated themselves before him. Desha spoke first, and with such
gracious calm that nothing in her tale rang false. She curtsied demurely and
stepped back. Kerish heard Marliann as the old woman stumble forward and
whisper that she did not know how to plead. Then Leth-Kar's voice, still firm
and resonant, rose in an invocation to Imarko, beseeching his Foremother to
speak for the servant. Kerish imagined the old woman straightening and looking
her accuser in the face. Her fear was stripped away and when she spoke again,
it was with the voice of the Lady of the Stars.


First came a denial of the accusation and
then the truth: that the bracelet would be found beneath the pillow of a
certain officer of the Imperial Guard. Desha's calm shattered and she shrieked
denials. Imarko spoke through the old woman on the nature of Truth and the Sin
of Untruth and the chorus sang an eerie chant, describing how men could unmake
Zindar with lies. With one last cry, Desha turned to show the audience an empty
sleeve, instead of the arm that the bracelet should have encircled. The old
woman fell into a swoon, and when she recovered, her voice was her own again.
The Emperor decreed that the servant should be rewarded with the value of the
bracelet and that the Lord should punish his wife as he chose. The second scene
ended with a brief song in praise of Truth. The complex accompaniment tested
Gidjabolgo to the limit, but he made no errors.


In the third scene, the Lord and his Lady
were once again in their home. Desha confessed her sins and pleaded for forgiveness
but Viarki, as her husband, vowed that he would never pardon her until she
could embrace him with two arms again. Weeping, the faithless wife begged her
servant's forgiveness too. The old woman told her that to feel the presence of
Imarko was worth any suffering. Not only did she forgive her mistress, she
thanked her with all her heart. The old woman clasped the Lady's vanished hand
and it became living flesh again. The husband stood abashed, and when his wife
flung her two arms around him, he truly forgave her. The play ended with the
chorus still praising Justice but Kerish's lone voice glorifying Mercy.


As usual, there was no applause, but the
audience joined happily in the final hymn and a blessing was given by the
priests of the temple. The actors remained in seclusion, until each felt that
they had fully returned to their own personality. Then, when the masks were
carefully put away and the costumes folded, they went out to mingle with the
crowd. Kerish and Gidjabolgo stayed behind one of the screens, talking quietly,
but Viarki soon returned with a flask of cordial and a handful of sticky
sweetmeats.


“It went well; considering the terrible
chorus and shifters who couldn't move their own feet. The audience was pleased.
They'll go away feeling that they've done something virtuous themselves, and
that should make them happy, except for the ones Feg catches and warns to
repent. Zelnis, you sang beautifully. Yarlin never really got that more than
human quality you need in the Chant of Unmaking. It ought to make you shiver,
and it did tonight. I thought I'd dissolve on the spot. You, Gidjabolgo,
deserve Feg's praise but you won't get it, that's not his way.” Viarki stuffed
a plump sweetmeat into his mouth, but kept on talking. “Marliann is always
wonderful in `The Bracelet of Truth', but isn't it odd how the part of the
faithless wife suits Desha? The collection should be a good one, and of course
you'll get your share.”


Kerish seemed taken aback. “I don't want
money.”


“Well, not for food and lodgings,” agreed
Viarki, handing round the flask again. “The temples will see to that, but there
are other things.”


“Pay no attention,” said Gidjabolgo. “Zelnis
has been spoiled by palace life. We'll take what we're offered. Are you sure
the temples ahead will look after us? Won't they already have enough actors and
musicians in Joze?”


Viarki frowned. “Some may have gone west to
fight, but yes I suppose we'll be forced to take second place. They'll probably
send us out on the road, to visit the small towns and the villages. I don't
mind. I'm used to starting at the bottom, but it's hard on Leth-Kar at his age.”


When they left Dhil, Kerish and Gidjabolgo
were each richer by two silver theegs. The Prince turned them over and over in
his hand. They were old coins and must bear his father's head. He never
remembered having touched one before.


“Don't drop them,” muttered Gidjabolgo. “They'll
come in useful to buy food when we leave the convoy. What's the value of a
theeg? Would it run to the hire of two horses?”


“I don't know. “ Kerish smiled at his own
ignorance. “You had better find a roundabout way of asking Viarki.”


The convoy moved off at noon. As he stood
in his usual position, gripping the edge of the cart, Kerish heard the old
priest and his wife approaching. Marliann lightly touched the Prince's
shoulder.


“Zelnis, there is a young woman in one of
the other carts who is close to her time. I have promised to stay with her.
Would you ride in the cart, just this once, and keep Leth-Kar company?”


Her husband began to murmur that it wasn't
necessary, but after a moment's hesitation, Kerish agreed. Feg helped him on to
the cart and then tugged at the ox's halter to lead it forward. Gidjabolgo and
Viarki followed, talking vigorously. Desha walked a little way behind, her face
lit by a greedy smile as she dreamed of the Golden City.


Kerish settled down amongst a heap of
cloaks that glittered with false gold, and asked the old man if he was
comfortable. Leth-Kar assured him that he was and there was a long, but not an
awkward, silence. The town boundary was passed and the diminished convoy joined
the Joze road again. Kerish asked if Leth-Kar had been this far east before.
The old priest nodded and then remembered. “Yes, for I was born in a village
not twelve miles from Joze. Since I showed some liking for learning I was sent
to the temple school there.”


“So this is a kind of homecoming for you,”
said Kerish.


“I have not been back in forty years,”
murmured Leth-Kar, “nearly everyone I knew will be dead. I never thought I'd
have to return.”


“You were unhappy in Joze?” 


“I was not happy,” agreed the old priest, “though
I cannot say that I was ever ill-treated. I entered that school when I was nine
years old and the following spring I saw my first performance by the temple
actors. It was `The Hunting of the Trieldiss'. Your song reminded me . . .”


He did not speak again for some time and
Kerish hardly dared to move or breathe, in case he shattered the old man's
memories.


“I saw the Trieldiss in my mind's eye that
day,” murmured Leth-Kar at last, “and I knew that I wanted to be a temple
actor. I wanted to be the Godborn, to be Zeldin himself. When I heard you sing,
I saw the Trieldiss again and I recognized that, given the Prince's choice, I
would have loosed the arrow. Perhaps I did once have that choice and perhaps I
murdered my heart's desire.”


“Surely you became all that you wished, “
Kerish said. “What is it you still lack?”


“I began my training at Joze, but I could
not stay there. There were too many people who knew me, my family, my childhood
friends . . . how could I play Zeldin in front of them? I feared their mockery,”
admitted Leth-Kar, “so I begged to be sent away. I came west to Viroc. There I
achieved my ambition, and Marliann too. Perhaps that was one gift too many.”


Kerish wished that he could see Leth-Kar's
face. Uncertain whether to touch the old man, he said slowly, “Is it hard to
play Zeldin and show him to others, and still be able to find him in your own
need?”


Leth-Kar sighed. “Ah, how does she know?
Marliann told me that you would understand. Zelnis, it is impossible. When I
turn to Zeldin, I find nothing but my own image. Many people have told me that
they felt the presence of the Gentle God for the first time because of me. I
can only curse their happiness. I have tried the patience that Marliann
counsels and now my death is near. No doubt I will play the scene well and my
last audience will be as much deceived as all the rest.”


Kerish leaned forward and fumbled for the
old priest's hand. It was cool and light and he could feel every bone.


“Forgive me, child,” said Leth-Kar, “I
should not try to shift the burdens of my age on to your youth. You have
suffered enough. It rings through your voice.”


A dozen passages from The Book of the
Emperors came to mind but Kerish knew that as he spoke them, they would
seem stale and hopeless. `Zeldin show me the way to help him!' No words came to
answer his prayer. All he could do was cling to the old man's hand.


 


 


 


 


 


*****


 


Every day the mountains loomed larger. The
convoy's next major halt would be the town of Ferlic, in the foothills of Mount
Kir. Then the Joze road would curve north to avoid the mountains and the jungle
that lay behind them.


For the first three days after the convoy
left Dhil, Kerish spent most of his time with Leth-Kar, listening to the old
man's reminiscences and singing the songs that he requested. On the third night
the woman in the cart behind was safely delivered of a daughter and the next
morning Marliann returned to walk beside her husband, talking quietly of the
problems and hopes of their fellow travelers.


Kerish rejoined Gidjabolgo and Viarki. The
Forgite was busy explaining to Viarki the defects of Galkian culture, the
uselessness of his calling, and the futility of his mild ambitions. The young
player took it all with good humor but was probably relieved when Gidjabolgo
was distracted by the sight of a tall copper mirror set up in the main square
of the village they were passing through.


“What's this? A monument to the villagers'
vanity?”


“No. It is a lure for banebirds. In the old
days they used to come out of the jungle, even to places this far from the
edge. I think they still do, but it's such ill luck to see one that nobody
mentions it. Anyway, in the bad times the birds came often but if they saw
their own reflections they'd attack them and the Net Master could sometimes
creep up and entangle them. See, there's a net hanging over the door of that
house.”


“Would a shot from a bow be too simple a
solution to appeal to a Galkian?” enquired Gidjabolgo.


“It was tried but the arrows never struck
home.”


“And the jungle?” persisted the Forgite. “Is
it really never entered?”


“I've never heard of anyone who did,” said
Viarki, “except Prince Il-Keno.”


“And why is it forbidden?” asked
Gidjabolgo.


Viarki shifted uncomfortably. “I don't
know. It's dangerous and it isn't part of Galkis. There's nothing to stop
anyone going in, but nobody does.”


“That mirror looks freshly polished,”
commented Gidjabolgo.


“Oh, they're always kept in readiness,”
said Viarki.  “Some people believe that the Mistress of the Birds is still
alive in the heart of the Forbidden Jungle. I suppose that's why they need the
play to comfort them. If we're asked to perform at Ferlic it's bound to be `The
Prince and the Enchantress'. Did you ever see . . . attend a performance of it
at court, Zelnis?”


“Only once,” answered Kerish.


 


*****


 


The next day was punishingly hot and Viarki
invested half of a theeg in a bundle of paper sunshades, haggled for with a
wayside trader. He described their colors to Kerish who chose one dyed a cool
blue and patterned with mauve feathers. Viarki handed out the rest at random.
Gidjabolgo eyed his gaudy rose and yellow shade with acute dislike.


“There are some combinations which make
blindness a blessing,” he muttered.


“Like you and anything else,” said Desha
with a giggle.


“Or a poor wit and a plain face,” responded
the Forgite.


Feg attempted to fix his shade between the
bronze-capped horns of the ox. He clearly felt more affinity with the surly,
plodding beast than with his human companions.


For most of the day Viarki rode in the cart
with Leth-Kar, learning the part of Prince Il-Keno. It was customary for the
great temples to keep copies of most of the plays in their archives but the
players never learned their lines by reading such manuscripts. To Kerish the
words were familiar and stirred dark memories. 


He let the players' cart roll on and walked
instead beside the vehicle of the young wife and her new baby. She was
accompanied by several older women and to these Kerish talked about the great
festivals celebrated in Viroc. Many were the same as those he remembered in the
Golden City: the Star-counting in Autumn, when people gathered on the rooftops
to sing away the mists; the dark days of the Mourning for Imarko, and the quiet
rejoicing that followed. Others were strange to him, like the building of a
Gateway each spring through which the names of the newly dead were tossed. Then
there were the anniversaries of great battles that reminded Kerish that Viroc
alone had not known peace under the Emperors. Now the white-walled city
suffered again to save for others the peace and safety it had always lacked.
Kerish thought of Forollkin and Kelinda trapped there. His mouth twisted with
pain and the women respected his sudden silence.


By the middle of the afternoon the road was
transformed into a causeway to cross one of the great reservoirs built by
Vir-Tairkon, the Silent Emperor. No fish swam in the crystal waters and no
plants grew. It was forbidden to bathe in the stone-walled lake or even to
scoop out a handful of water. Boats, fashioned in the form of fabulous
monsters, glided over the unruffled surface. They were not manned but they
seemed to move without the wind, and one hovered close to the convoy as if to
warn the travelers not to touch.


Three miles along the causeway, a pond was
walled off from the main part of the lake. It was surrounded by benches in worn
coral stone and under each one stood a bronze ewer and four cups. The convoy
halted to rest and drink. Kerish sat down on one of the benches waiting for
Gidjabolgo to help him but it was Marliann who came to his side with a cup of
cool water. 


“Drink,” she said, “the blessing of the
Silent Emperor still rests on this water.”


She put the cup into his good hand and he
thanked her.


“It is I who should thank you for giving
your time so generously to my husband.”


“That was no hardship,” protested Kerish.


“I know he told you of the shadow that
darkens his life,” continued Marliann. “His death I have long been prepared
for, but not death without hope.”


“I wish I could help him,” said Kerish.


“You are the only one who can, “ answered
Marliann. “I knew that when I saw you standing in the square and my heart
leapt. Imarko could not have greeted her Lord more gladly than I welcomed you.”


“Marliann, I don't know what to say to him.”


The priestess lightly stroked his silvered
hair. “You have both the will and the strength; the way must show itself. Ah,
here is Gidjabolgo to refill your cup.”


The convoy did not reach the end of the
causeway until after dusk. They camped on the further shore of the reservoir,
tired but peaceful. In the moonlight the grotesque shapes of the guardian boats
could still be seen, drifting silently across the silvered waters. No fires
were lit and the evening meal consisted simply of bread, fruit and cheese,
brought from the last village.


When they had eaten Leth-Kar asked Kerish
to sing. He chose the story of the Silent Emperor and sang of the bargain the
Emperor had made, giving up his power of speech for the sake of his people.
Only three times in his reign was he allowed to speak, but each time his words
brought a great blessing or averted a great danger.


Afterwards the talk drifted round to the
performance in Ferlic and Gidjabolgo announced that he and Zelnis were too
tired to join in. They left the circle of players and spread out their cloaks
beside a clump of aromatic bushes some distance away.


“So, this Ferlic is on the edge of the
mountains,” whispered Gidjabolgo as they lay down, “and these mountains border
the Forbidden Jungle?” 


“Yes. There are passes through the
mountains,” murmured Kerish, “but we'd need a guide for that. The easiest way
to reach the jungle is to go due south from Ferlic, skirting the foothills.”


“We'll leave at Ferlic then,” said
Gidjabolgo. “I'll pretend an interest in the town and wander off by myself to
buy food. I presume they'll speak some kind of Zindaric . . . what's the
matter?”


“Nothing. It can't be helped. I think we
should stay for the performance.”


“What, to see Viarki make a fool of himself
as a Prince of the Godborn?” Gidjabolgo grinned. “You're right, it would be
easiest to slip away into the crowd after the performance. They may not notice
we've gone for an hour or so and they'll hardly chase after us at night.”


“I shall write a letter for Marliann,
asking her to prevent any pursuit,” said Kerish, “and to forgive us.”


Gradually the road began to climb. Each day
the ox was worse-tempered and moved at a slower pace till only Feg could coax
him on at all. The foothills of the Jen mountains were thickly wooded with
red-barked trees that struggled upwards to enormous heights. Many were entwined
with the lovely flowering creepers which would eventually be their death. In
the warm darkness beneath, all kinds of fungi and moss flourished. Many of the
former were good to eat and were eagerly picked by the travelers to roast over
the evening camp-fires. The mosses too were gratefully gathered for they were
renowned for their healing properties.


The only hazards were the swarms of
stinging insects that gathered round the forest at night and Kerish was
reminded of their uncomfortable voyage through the marshes of Lan-Pin-Fria. His
thoughts turned more and more often to Forollkin. Every evening he sensed
exhaustion and grimness in his brother's brief presence. Sitting comfortably
beside the fire after a placid day's travel, he guiltily remembered the
starving city and its weary defenders. Sometimes, he thought of O-grak and the
image of the Khan's soul borne helplessly out to sea haunted him.


 


*****


 


They entered Ferlic early one morning. A
messenger had been sent ahead to warn the Headman and he and the temple priests
came out to welcome them. To Kerish, the sudden clamour of people moving and
talking all around him almost brought back his first fear of blindness. He kept
close to Gidjabolgo until they reached the temple guest-house and then spent
the day lying on the narrow bed allotted to him while Gidjabolgo explored the
town. Full of gentle concern Marliann brought him an infusion of herbs which he
meekly drank and Viarki came to sit with him. The young player chattered on
about Joze, which he had visited several times with his friend Sharvin.


“But I suppose Joze won't seem so splendid
to you, since you're used to Galkis itself. Travelling with us must be very
strange for you, or is it just dull?”


“Never that,” murmured Kerish. “You are not
like anyone that I knew at court.”


“Well, that's obvious enough. You'll find
no grace or learning among us to match the court.”


“Viarki, my words were meant as a compliment.”
Kerish smiled at the young actor. “I am glad to have known you all.”


“Don't put it in the past,” protested
Viarki. “You're welcome to live with us for as long as you like. Surely you
know how fond Marliann and Leth-Kar have become of you? I'm an orphan like you.
My parents died of a fever when I was seven. When I joined the troop they made
a new family for me . . . What I mean is, you're welcome among us. Gidjabolgo
too, of course.”


Kerish's voice was very subdued. “Thank
you, Viarki. We'll always remember that.”


As they had anticipated, the players were
asked to perform “The Prince and the Enchantress” and to stay in Ferlic for at
least a week. A chorus was assembled from among the daughters of the town's
most prominent citizens and trained by Feg. His comments on the girls' charms
and abilities kept the players entertained, but would scarcely have amused the
parents.


Kerish and Gidjabolgo spent a few hours
each day rehearsing the music but the rest of their time was free. Kerish
employed the sultry afternoons talking to Leth-Kar, while Gidjabolgo made more
expeditions into the town, adding each time to their stock of provisions and
their knowledge of the surrounding countryside. On the third occasion he
returned with a flask of wine and a piece of news. 


Pleading a headache, Kerish was alone in
the room they shared with Viarki and Feg, so Gidjabolgo could speak freely. “They
are saying in the town that the Empress is dead.”


“Rimoka? No! How could they know?”


“The Headman heard it from his cousin who
has just visited Joze,” said Gidjabolgo, sitting down on the bed.  “He reports
that a group of courtiers have arrived in the city. At the news of the
Empress's death and a defeat for the Emperor's forces, they fled the court and
sailed down the Gal in one of the state barges. They seem to have feared an
attack on the capital by Zyrindella and Yxin.”


“But the Emperor . . .”


Gidjabolgo shrugged. “Oh, they left him
behind.”


“Without an Imperial Guard to protect him,
or the city . . . no, I can't believe it.”


Gidjabolgo stared at him curiously. “Well,
they may have fled from a false rumor. I thought you hated the Empress. She
certainly hated you enough to order your murder.”


“No, she merely paid me the compliment of
judging me a threat to her sons.” Kerish spoke as if he were thinking aloud. “I
hated Rimoka as a child but now . . . My father can never have made it easy for
her and I think she may have loved him once. Besides, whatever her sins, she
was punished by sons unworthy of her. I can't believe she's really dead.”


The next day a makeshift stage was set up
in the temple courtyard and screens were borrowed from the Headman. Kerish and
Gidjabolgo had only one brief opportunity to be alone together, while the
evening meal was prepared. By dint of loitering around the temple stores,
Gidjabolgo had managed to steal a scrap of parchment and a piece of charcoal.
He kept watch while, for the first time in weeks, Kerish removed the bandage
about his eyes, and wrote a hasty note for Marliann. When he had finished Gidjabolgo
knotted the bandage again.


“I sold one of your bracelets, so we've
money enough to buy provisions and mounts.”  


He stopped at the sound of footsteps.
Viarki was coming to call them to supper. As they sat together in the Guest
Hall, the players talked about the coming performance but Viarki was much
quieter than usual and Leth-Kar seemed almost too exhausted to speak.


After supper the masks were taken from
their box and Gidjabolgo and Kerish were again present at the ceremony that lay
at the heart of the actor's craft. When Viarki received the Prince's mask,
Gidjabolgo noticed a grimness in the young player's face, as if he knew that
the task he undertook was hopeless.


The following day was stormy and
oppressive. Kerish again pleaded a headache and lay in his private darkness,
saying little, even to Gidjabolgo.


The performance began in the late
afternoon. A large crowd gathered in the temple courtyard and settled down with
fans and cushions and flasks of iced sherbet.


In the robing-rooms, leading off the temple
portico, watchful mothers supervised their daughters as they hid their bright
costumes under ragged cloaks, and the temple acolytes put on the gaudy feathers
and grotesque masks of the banebirds. It was not the first time for any of
them. On four days of the year it was the acolytes' duty to wear the bird
costumes and dance in the main square till they were beaten and chased from the
town by priests and citizens. Then the good fortune of Ferlic was assured for
the following months.


The maidens' chorus was soon grouped to the
right of the stage, with Feg to conduct them and Desha hidden among them. The
Hero Prince was to make his entrance from the left and Viarki had been ready an
hour before the performance. In the center of the stage stood a green and gold
screen which hid Kerish and Gidjabolgo with their zildar, drum and cymbals.
From behind it, Leth-Kar would make his entrance as Zeldin, to save Il-Keno
from the perils of the Forbidden Jungle.


The prologue, which should have been spoken
by the fifth player, was left out and the play began with a chorus lamenting
the fears and misfortunes of those who lived close to the jungle of Jenze.
Marliann's voice rose above them, first in lamentation and then in an appeal to
the Godborn, “Mighty Emperor send us help! Send us justice! Send us your son!”


Kerish remembered a day when a child with
his name had sat in the High Priest's quarters and had heard Izeldon say, “Now
my search is one of desperate haste and there is no one to send but you.”


Ragged with despair, Marliann's voice rang
out, “Prince of the Godborn, Prince born to be our protector, hasten to our
need!”


The golden keys lay cold and heavy against
his thigh. Six keys. Only one remained to be won, but was it already too late?
He had set out on his quest, dazzled by its importance, never questioning what
kind of help the people of Galkis needed. `They do not know how deeply we have
failed them', thought Kerish. In plays the call for justice and mercy was
always answered, but not in life. Was it right to try to restore the Empire to
its ancient strength and for its people to be forever dependent on the Godborn?
Was it right that the Godborn themselves should be forced to deny their
humanity and try to live as gods among men? `We are only shadows,' thought
Kerish, `who exist to teach men to love the figure that casts them' He smiled
grimly to himself. `Perhaps all our faults were preordained to turn the people
from the shadow to the reality. Perhaps my quest must fail to save Galkis from a
servitude worse than any the Five Kingdoms could impose.'


Silence fell at the sudden entry of Prince
Il-Keno. Kerish tried to imagine Viarki wearing his royal mask.


“Lament no more.” The first words were
firmly spoken. “For I will seek out the Enchantress, the Mistress of the
Banebirds.”


Then it was Kerish's turn to lead the
chorus in a sinister chant evoking the shifting terrors of the Forbidden
Jungle. His voice swooped through the frightened murmurs of the maidens'
chorus, warning of unnamed dangers, but the scene ended with the Prince's
promise. “People of Galkis, cease your weeping. I will not return until I have
freed you from fear.”


The audience fanned themselves, sipped
sherbet, and passed round sweetmeats, until Viarki stepped forward to begin the
second scene with a long monologue on his entry into the terrible stillness of
the Forbidden Jungle. Gidjabolgo picked up his cymbals, waiting for his cue,
and Leth-Kar came out of the robing-room and took his place behind the screen.
He was enveloped in a glittering cloak but still held his mask in his hands,
staring at the golden face. 


Viarki's voice died away to a whisper.
Gidjabolgo crashed the cymbals together. With screeches of fury the scarlet
banebirds erupted on to the stage. Kerish pictured their dance as he had last
seen it in the Great Hall of the Imperial Palace, just before Gankali's death.
Gidjabolgo picked up his drum and beat out the fierce, discordant rhythms.
Trying to drag himself back to the present, Kerish whispered to the old man who
stood beside him. “Viarki does well. He can play the Prince, in spite of his
doubts.”


Kerish did not see Leth-Kar's nod or his
bitter smile but a moment later he heard a gasp and the crash of a fallen mask.
The old man dropped to his knees and the drumbeat faltered.


“No, play on.” Leth-Kar could barely force
out the words.


Kerish reached out to the old priest and
felt a great spasm racking his body. Gidjabolgo saw Leth-Kar's lips turn blue and
his eyes bulge as the pains stabbed his side. 


On stage, Viarki cried out for the first
time, “Zeldin, Father of the Godborn, aid me!”


Kerish knelt helplessly beside Leth-Kar.
Viarki cried out again and the old priest clutched at the fallen mask.


“Lie back,” whispered the Forgite, “I'll
fetch Marliann.”


Leth-Kar shook his head and was convulsed
by another spasm. The splendid cloak slipped from his shoulders. “The play . .
.”


Viarki cried out for the third time. It was
the cue for the entry of the Gentle God but Gidjabolgo played on and the
banebirds danced, while Viarki stood bewildered and Marliann suddenly left her
place in the chorus.


“Rest. The play is nothing,” hissed
Gidjabolgo.


“Zeldin,” gasped Leth-Kar. “They must see
their god.” 


“They shall,” said Kerish. He pulled the
bandage from his eyes. Stepping past the discarded mask, Kerish picked up the
cloak one-handed and draped it clumsily around himself. “Leth-Kar, you shall.”


His face contorted by a third spasm, the
old priest painfully turned his head and looked into the eyes of the Godborn.


Viarki cried out a fourth time, real dread
in his voice, “Zeldin, aid me!”


Suddenly the drumbeat stopped and a figure
emerged from behind the screen. The hair was raven and silver, the huge eyes
spheres of purple, black and gold and the burnished skin dimmed the torchlight.


The banebirds quivered and cowered as the
figure spoke, his voice pure with the beauty of youth and ancient with sorrows.
Only then did Viarki realize that Zeldin wore no mask.


The music faltered and there were
frightened whispers from the crowd. Kerish saw fear in Viarki's eyes and ached
to comfort him and reassure him of his own worth. He longed to strip Desha of
her destructive dreams and give her something real to strive for, and to make
Feg smile at other people's happiness rather than at their misery. He wanted
more than anything try bring peace to Leth-Kar and to lift the last of her
sorrows from Marliann's strong shoulders. 


Kerish's own prayers mingled with the words
of Zeldin, “Child of the Godborn, you shall never ask in vain. I am with you
always and there is no shield stronger than my love.”


The banebirds trembled, shrieked and fled.
Viarki knelt, covering his face against the glory of Zeldin. Amongst the
audience people had begun to move. Some stood and some knelt. Some stared
intently at the stage, some hid their eyes and a few ran out of the temple and
through the streets of Ferlic as if they would never stop.


Love for them all surged through Kerish and
broke from him like the light that had shattered the Jewel of Zeldin. The more
he gave the more he had to give. He opened his arms to embrace all Galkis and
the crooked fingers of his left hand straightened as he touched Viarki's
forehead.


At last the maidens began their chorus in
praise of the Gentle God and they were joined by voices from the crowd,
hesitant at first but mounting in awe and fervor. As the chorus reached its
height, the shining figure turned and left the stage.


Behind the screen knelt Marliann, cradling
her husband's head in her lap, while Gidjabolgo stood above them, the drum
still in his hands. Kerish took one step towards them. The old priest's face
was contorted with pain and ecstasy. “Zeldin! Gentle Zeldin.”


It was no more than a whisper, but it took
the last of his strength. Leth-Kar's body arched and his head lolled back.
After a moment Marliann closed the dead man's eyes.


Kerish stood like a sleepwalker gazing at
the strong straight fingers of his left hand until Gidjabolgo took the splendid
cloak from his shoulders. “I can move it again. I can move my hand.”


At Viarki's orders, Feg had hurried the
maidens on stage to begin the third scene.


“I think we should go now,” murmured
Gidjabolgo.


“Zelnis?” Marliann was looking up at him.


“I am Kerish-lo-Taan,” he said.


She nodded, as if not greatly surprised. “Prince,
I thank you with all my heart.”


“We must leave at once. I wrote you this
letter.” Kerish drew the parchment from his tunic and handed it to her.


“Whatever your Highness commands,” murmured
Marliann. “I will see that you are not followed. My blessing goes with you.”


White-faced beneath her mask and trembling
from what she had seen, Desha stepped on stage amongst the maidens' chorus. At
the end of the dance, Prince Il-Keno recognized her as the Enchantress and
Viarki's confident cry, “Can sorcery stand against the Power of Zeldin?” was
the last thing that Kerish and Gidjabolgo heard as they slipped away from the
temple.












Chapter
9


The Book of the Emperors: Conflicts


 


He asked them
why they would not enter and they answered, “Because Zeldin has forbidden it.” “And
why has He done so?” They did not know, nor had they ever thought to ask and he
raged at them saying, “Are you beasts that you accept the goad without
question? If there were no reasons behind our Lord's commands He would be a god
unworthy of our worship. Therefore seek to understand, that you may know His
will. Obedience without thought is a barren stalk, it rears up in the sight of
men but will bear no flower. Struggle to understand with all your strength and
having failed, only then should you trust in Zeldin.” At these words even those
who had listened to him before were angry and they drove Jezreen  from the
city.


 


 


Just after dawn two travelers departed
unobserved from the Headman's Guest Hall. They rode quietly through the village
towards the path they had so often been warned against.


The village was screened from the jungle by
a low hill. Even then, each house was built facing west and a bundle of charms
hung above every door to protect the sleepers from `bird-dreams'. After playing
for his supper, the ugly foreigner had tried to find out more about these
dreams and had been rebuffed. The occasional unguarded word from an old man or
a child had revealed that the dreamer felt himself to be flying and saw
terrible visions, but not even the gently spoken blind youth could learn more.


There were storm clouds in the skies of
Jenoza and the rains were about to bring an end to the long summer. The grass
beneath the ponies' feet was already withered but ahead rose the brilliant
green ramparts of the jungle of Jenze. The younger rider smelled the
intoxicating scents of the jungle flowers and heard the ominous buzzing of
insects and the shrieks and songs of birds. Knowing himself safe he stripped
off his bandage and blinked in the unfamiliar sunlight.


“There seem to be no guardians to forbid
our entry,” said Gidjabolgo. 


Kerish knew that he was remembering the
pillars that had barred their path on the Forbidden Hill.


“You heard what Viarki said - nothing
prevents you entering the jungle but no one does.”


“Except your famous Prince Il-Keno,”
Gidjabolgo reminded him.


“Vethnar did warn us that the story was not
entirely true.”


“And that the Enchantress of your Galkian
legends is our seventh sorceress. He was keeping something back,” said
Gidjabolgo sourly. “I remember his smile.”


“Tebreega, “ murmured Kerish. “That was her
name; the last sorcerer.”


 


*****


 


The journey to the Forbidden Jungle had
been swift and uneventful. After a long night's walk they had bought two ponies
in the village nearest to Ferlic. Gidjabolgo had repeated the court musician's
story but now gave out that he was escorting his blind companion to his home on
the border of the Desolation of Zarn. They had followed the foothills and then
turned east towards the jungle. Provisions were not plentiful but there was
just enough to spare for strangers, especially those who could pay well. In the
larger villages the traditional hospitality of the Headman's Guest Halls was
extended to them.


Kerish did his best to warn the people of
their growing danger. There were no troops stationed between them and the Jenze
and the men of the Five Kingdoms might forage further and further eastwards as
the winter came. The Headman murmured about posting more lookouts and
conserving supplies, but with no great sense of urgency.


The nearer they got to the Forbidden
Jungle, the shyer and more suspicious of strangers the people became. These
villages were chiefly governed by Headwomen, who listened attentively to
Kerish's warnings, but said nothing. They had the safest of all refuges in the
jungle, but the Prince knew that they would never take it. Yet in the last
village that they passed through, there was a path to the jungle's edge. It was
blurred with footsteps, as if many people had come close to the green wall of
trees and then turned back.


The travelers dismounted and Gidjabolgo
unloaded their meagre luggage - one spare tunic each, a single cooking pot, a
water-flask and a basket full of bread, white cheese and lentils. He tied them
all up in a single bundle.


“You're sure about the ponies?”


Kerish nodded. “We have no more need for
them.”


Gidjabolgo slapped the two ponies on their
rumps and they trotted lazily back towards the village.


“They can serve as a parting present,” said
the Forgite, “though I wouldn't care to speculate on what the villagers will do
with them. The people here may be Galkians in name, but they remind me of
Hemcoth's subjects in gloomy Gultim.”


“They also live at the edge of the world. I
suppose it breeds mistrust. I never imagined that once we returned to Galkis,
I'd have to leave it again so soon.”


Gidjabolgo slung the bundle across his
back. “And who knows where this last sorcerer will send us? Dorak? Ranin?
Kolgor? There are plenty of places to be visited before your education is
complete. Are we ready?”


Kerish had had little opportunity to remove
his bandage during the journey from Ferlic and his eyes were still adjusting to
the light. The trees ahead were far taller than those in the foothills. They
grew so close together that, except along the path, it was impossible to see
into the jungle for more than a few feet.


“Vethnar said take the first path we find
and follow it to Tir-Jenac.”


“But can we trust his memory,” asked
Gidjabolgo, “or his sense of humor?”


“We have to,” answered Kerish.


The noise of the jungle was truly
astonishing. Hundreds of small creatures hidden among the trees were rustling,
squawking, hissing, humming, chattering, shrieking. 


Kerish took a step forward and there was
silence, so sudden and complete that it struck him like a blow. All movement
had ceased but the scents of the jungle seemed to intensify and a terrible,
humid heat dropped over him like a net.


Gidjabolgo murmured, “I had a dream once,
on the borders of Everlorn . . .”


“So did I,” whispered Kerish. “There was a
tunnel of golden trees. I  wanted so much to enter and I knew that the forest
would let me in.” 


But not Gwerath, he remembered suddenly;
she had been left behind. He could almost hear her sobbing now, `Kerish, wait
for me!' Yet he knew that he wanted to enter the jungle more than anything in
Zindar and that if Gwerath had stood alive beside him, he would have cursed her
for holding him back. The thought sickened Kerish and he stumbled against
Gidjabolgo. The Forgite's face seemed to hold up a mirror to his own yearning
to discover the jungle's secrets.


“If we turn back now,” gasped Kerish, “I
don't think I could ever want anything again.”


“But perhaps if we enter the jungle, the
longing grows fiercer and fiercer,” said Gidjabolgo hoarsely. “I'm tempted to
knock you unconscious and drag you away.”


“I don't know if I'd be able to forgive
you,” admitted Kerish. “Remember, you don't have to come in with me.”


The Forgite didn't bother to answer. He
pushed past Kerish and stood on the path, just inside the jungle. After a
moment he murmured, “Once you're in, you want to be out again - like most
things.”


Kerish joined him. The moss that covered
the path deadened his footsteps, completing the silence. It seemed very dark.
At first, Kerish could not make out more than patterns of branches, blotched
with outlandish flowers, but slowly, he realized that there were eyes among the
leaves. They were observed from every trunk and bough by motionless birds and
animals and insects.


By unspoken consent, Kerish and Gidjabolgo
walked as quietly as possible, afraid of shattering so vast a silence. The
jungle seemed inquisitive rather than hostile but Kerish was reminded of
Tir-Roac where Shubeyash had watched them everywhere through dead men's eyes.


Gidjabolgo had bought a long knife in one
of the villages to hack a way through the undergrowth, but nothing encroached
on the narrow path; not so much as a fallen petal. The heat was appalling.
Kerish kept brushing back his clinging hair and Gidjabolgo grimaced at the
bundle chafing his shoulders, but he wouldn't let the Prince carry anything but
his zildar.


They walked for several hours, pausing
sometimes in pools of light to count the watchers in the trees. At what
Gidjabolgo guessed to be noon, they stopped to nibble at their bread and
cheese, which now seemed heavy and coarse, and to drink from their water-flask.
Kerish wondered tiredly how far it was to the citadel of Tebreega and then
remembered that Forollkin probably had to bear worse ordeals every day. He
tried to picture Viroc, but there were creepers on the white ramparts and the
dead and the wounded were covered with jungle flowers. In spite of the heat,
Kerish shivered and tried to blot out the image. 


In the late afternoon, the path suddenly
emerged into a clearing. The ground was covered by a creeping plant studded
with azure flowers, but across it ran the moss-green path. The clearing was a
pool of silence, deep enough to drown in. The circle of sky above it seemed
suddenly frightening. Kerish wondered how they had ever endured such huge,
oppressive emptiness. Both of them walked across the clearing very fast,
anxious to reach the sheltering trees again. 


Halfway across, a scarlet feather drifted
towards them. There was not a breath of wind, but the feather swayed and
spiraled and came to rest at Gidjabolgo's feet. Perfect in every barb, it
glittered with moisture. The Forgite stooped to pick it up.


“No!” hissed Kerish, and caught at his
hand. “Vethnar said we mustn't touch them, but don't leave the pathway. Jump!”


Fluttered by the intangible breeze the
feather moved towards them. The Forgite hopped over it, gasping for breath, and
ran for the trees. Kerish followed him. The path entered its dappled tunnel
again and the noise struck them.


Gidjabolgo dropped to his knees and Kerish
covered his ears. The jungle screamed and everything moved. Creepers tightened
their grip on groaning trees, flowers opened, butterflies hovered, birds beat
their wings, monkeys leapt from bough to bough, snakes uncoiled, and blind,
snuffling creatures stirred amongst the undergrowth. Kerish tried to absorb the
noise by dividing it into its parts and identifying them with the scents that swirled
about him. The air seemed cooler, as if the heat had escaped through the broken
barrier of silence and nothing watched the travelers now. The jungle seemed to
have accepted them.


Kerish and Gidjabolgo followed the path
until the sudden dusk. The Prince's thoughts reached out to his brother. He
stood very still, both hands stretched out in front of him. Leafy patterns hid
the expression on his pale face, but after a few moments, his arms dropped.


“I can't reach. I can't get the jungle out
of my thoughts. I can't get out!”


He felt more isolated than at any time
since he had left the Golden City. He had lost Forollkin.


“Gidjabolgo, if you weren't here, I think
I'd forget who I am.”


The Forgite shrugged. “To many men a place
where the past has no existence would be a paradise.”


Kerish looked him in the eyes. “And to you?”


“There are three moments in my life that I
would choose not to forget. The rest, I'd gladly be rid of. Are we stopping
here for the night?” 


Kerish nodded absently. “Forollkin might
think I'm dead.”


“He'll be too busy to notice,” said
Gidjabolgo tartly, and started unpacking the food.


After a meal of cheese and bread, they
spread out their cloaks and rolled up their spare tunics as pillows. The
travelers lay down feeling horribly exposed to the creatures around them, but
Vethnar had warned them not to leave the path, so they could not look for
shelter. If anything, the jungle seemed more raucous at night. This was partly
because their own movements no longer distracted them from listening, and
partly because of the nocturnal hunters who swooped and snarled and hissed all
around them. They had expected to be plagued by insects, but although Kerish
could hear them humming and whirring close by, he suffered no bites or stings.
It was as if the pathway existed in a different space to the jungle that
enclosed it.


Both hovered for a long time on the border
between sleeping and waking, dragged back a dozen times by the exultant cry of
a hunter or the squeals of its prey. The last thing that Kerish remembered was
a welcome coolness, as if he were fanned by gentle wings, but he dreamed of the
Chamber of Seeing, and woke at first light tense with horror.


Gidjabolgo was still asleep, his face more
peaceful than Kerish had ever seen it. The Prince got up without waking him and
wandered along the path. Jeweled beetles crawled on tree-trunks and in the
branches above, male birds displayed their brilliant tail-feathers to drab
indifferent females. His presence did nothing to disrupt the courtship. Kerish
might as well have been invisible.


He paused in front of a clump of bushes,
laden with scarlet and ochre fruits. Delighting in the renewed strength of his
left hand, Kerish used it to fill the lap of his robe with fruit. By the time
he returned, Gidjabolgo was sitting up, scrubbing the sleep from his eyes.


“I've brought us breakfast.” Kerish
squatted down beside the Forgite, sending the fruit tumbling on to the moss. It
smelled delicious, but seemed to vanish in the mouth, leaving only moisture
behind.


“Colored water,” spat Gidjabolgo. “Are we
to live on this?”


Kerish nodded dreamily. “On the scents and
sounds of the jungle. Shall we go on?”


They began the day's journey, walking
without haste, as the path led them south-east. They gradually became
accustomed to the noise, until it seemed a new form of silence, constant and
meaningless. The continual movement fascinated the travelers. Many times they
stopped to watch jewel-bright birds sucking nectar from flowers, monkeys
playing in the treetops, or butterflies hovering. Kerish often thought about
what Gwerath's reaction would have been, or imagined describing the wonders of
the jungle to her. His face betrayed him, but Gidjabolgo said nothing.


At noon, they were suddenly confronted by a
large, catlike creature with long curved teeth. It strolled to the very edge of
the path and regarded them lazily, while Gidjabolgo stood petrified and Kerish
remembered Lilahnee. The creature uncurled its pink tongue and twisted round to
lick its back. The travelers hurried past. 


Near the end of that day, the path forked
and Kerish frowned.


“Well?” demanded Gidjabolgo. “Left or
right? Do we have any idea where this last citadel is?”


“None. We shall have to trust to Vethnar's
advice.”


Kerish untied the fillet that bound back
his hair and fastened it to the lowest branch of a tree full of chattering
birds. There was a sudden uproar. Several squabbles seemed to break out, with
much indignant squawking and ruffling of feathers. Then five birds flapped down
to the lower branch and tugged at the crimson band. One of them got it free and
immediately flew off down the right-hand path. The other birds stiffened and
fixed their glittering eyes on the travelers, until both of them felt uncomfortable.


“I suppose we had better follow,” muttered
Gidjabolgo,  “a bird's no worse guide than a madman.”


Kerish bowed solemnly to the birds and they
took off with squawks that sounded suspiciously like laughter. 


They followed the right-hand path until
dusk and then ate the last of the bread and more of the sweet, insubstantial
fruit. That night, Kerish dreamed that he was carried through the jungle with a
great rushing of wings to a place full of eyes. He woke trembling and saw a
scarlet feather fluttering on the path just behind them.


They moved on quickly and walked all
morning. At noon the travelers came across a pool, curving back from the path.
In the dappled light, its emerald water reflected nothing and it was impossible
to tell how deep the pool might be. Kerish knelt and, cupping his hands,
scooped up some water. Even against his skin, it remained bright emerald.


“Vethnar did say that the pools were safe.”


“Safe for what?” asked Gidjabolgo sourly,
but Kerish had already drunk.


“Oh, it's good! Pass me the flask.” 


He filled up the leather flask while
Gidjabolgo stooped to drink.


“It's like sipping the jungle, isn't it?”
said Kerish. “If the pool isn't too deep, we could bathe.”


“You can't swim,” Gidjabolgo pointed out.


“I can wade.” Kerish's eyes sparkled. “You're
getting as bad as Forollkin. Come on.” He began stripping off his robe.


“Safe for what?” repeated Gidjabolgo, “and
are you going to leave the keys unguarded?”


“They'll be safe enough on the path,” said
the Prince and unfastened the chain around his waist. A second chain was marked
on his skin now and his thigh was black where the keys continually bruised it.


Kerish seemed to strip away years with the
golden keys and he splashed down into the water as carefree as a child. Close
to the edge at least, the pool was not deep. Kerish waded through the emerald
water, brushing aside golden lilies. With an indignant snort a hairless
creature, with formidable tusks, surfaced right beside him. Gidjabolgo shouted
a warning but Kerish merely laughed and patted its snout. The creature closed
its eyes at this indignity and stood perfectly still, as if it could banish the
Prince by ignoring him.


Answering Gidjabolgo's pithy advice with a
sweet, untrustworthy smile, Kerish continued to skirt the pool, disturbing a
knot of water-snakes, a cluster of dragonflies and the mate of the first
creature. Each discovery was met with a hoot of laughter from the Prince and an
acid comment from Gidjabolgo, who dangled his feet in the water but would not
be lured further in. At the other side of the pool was a clearing, carpeted
with cream and amber flowers. Kerish stooped to examine something on the bank.


“What is it?” called Gidjabolgo.


“I don't know.” 


By the pool's edge lay a slab of rock,
quite free from moss or lichen. On it stood an object made of glass. It was
transparent, yet tinted with blue and green, and had a globular body rising
from a twisted stem. On one side there was a wide spout, on the other a slender
tube, whose purpose Kerish could not guess. The mouth of the tube was edged
with a ring of bone or ivory, and it was worn and scratched.


Kerish put the glass object down again
rather quickly and waded back round the pool. The Forgite was now washing their
spare clothes. Kerish ducked his head under and rose up, shaking the wet hair
from his eyes, before he answered Gidjabolgo's repeated question. “It could be
some kind of flagon.”


“Placed there for the convenience of
travelers?”


“Not for our convenience,” said Kerish, remembering
the curious shape, “and Vethnar warned us against the open spaces. Who knows
what might be hiding in this jungle? No, not hiding - living. I suppose we are
the ones who are hiding, creeping along the path, hoping not to be noticed. 
Yet I don't feel now that the jungle is hostile.”


“A fall of rock isn't hostile, but it will
crush you,” said Gidjabolgo gloomily.


They spread their clothes out over some
bushes and spent the afternoon beside the pool, waiting for them to dry. After
a meal at dusk, they decided to walk on for a while. Even in the semi-darkness,
there was little chance of straying from the path.


After a short time, Kerish began to feel
giddy, as if the path was a narrow bridge over nothingness, swaying in a wind
from nowhere. In the fitful moonlight, they saw that some way ahead the path
crossed another clearing. For a moment, Kerish thought that he glimpsed
something standing there; a tall, winged creature.


“I think we'll stop here for the night,”
whispered the Prince. 


After that, they never travelled later than
dusk.


 


*****


 


Four days passed and the last of their
Galkian food was gone but, though the jungle berries seemed so insubstantial,
the travelers felt less and less hungry. The only time they had any appetite
was on waking, as if the night's journey was more tiring than the day's. Kerish
could not remember his dreams clearly, but he thought they were about
childhood. The sensation of flying at dizzying speed sometimes returned. 


Once the Prince asked Gidjabolgo whether he
had experienced it too. The Forgite nodded. “Last night, I had three eyes, and
I was flying to look for you. I wanted to see you with my new eye.” He rubbed
his forehead. “But I made myself wake up before I found you. I'm not sure why.”


They followed the path for another three
days, marveling at each new sight: a plant like a waterfall, its moist leaves
glowing with prismatic colors; a combat between two birds, fought with their
barbed tails; a beetle that moved along on its back, its six legs paddling the
air; an ape, teaching its twin young to crack open nuts with a bone.


Kerish became more and more convinced that
the wildness of the jungle was illusory. Why should the path remain free of all
growth, and who had made the clearings?  By every pool they found the stone
slabs with the curious flasks.


“Who would want to make a thing that shape?”
Gidjabolgo had asked and the Prince could not answer him.


“The jungle is like a garden,” said Kerish
on the third morning. “A vast, beautiful garden that seems wild but must really
be very carefully tended. It reminds me of my father's garden, or the parts of
it that people were afraid to enter.”


Gidjabolgo questioned him and Kerish was
drawn into a long description of the Inner Palace; not a catalogue of marvels
such as he had given to the people of the convoy, but an account of what the
places meant to him with all their cruel and happy memories.


At noon they halted to eat, more to keep a
sense of time than to satisfy hunger. Kerish unslung the zildar, to play
Gidjabolgo a riddle song about the Imperial gardens.


The full strength of the Prince's left hand
had returned in an instant, but its skills more slowly. Several times on their
journey from Ferlic, Kerish had tried to play his zildar. He had kept to old
tunes, known since childhood. They sounded well enough but he would not be
satisfied.


“I never was happy playing someone else's
instrument.” Kerish had held out the zildar to Gidjabolgo. “Now that I have no
cause to grudge the gift, it's truly yours.”


After a moment, Gidjabolgo had just
grunted, “We'll share it.”


Neither of them had yet played the
instrument in the jungle. Kerish began to play without remembering Vethnar's
garbled warning against music.


“Why do the fire-flowers burn?


For whom do the tall trees weep?”


The tune was insidiously simple, easy to
learn and impossible to forget. Kerish had heard it whistled by Galkian
children to whom the Emperor's garden was only a legend.


“Where do the moon cats walk?


What did the star pool drown?”


Kerish was too absorbed in memories of his
father to notice the growing silence until Gidjabolgo gripped his arm. His
fingers stumbled on the strings, his voice faltered into silence - complete
silence. Nothing in the jungle moved or cried or breathed. Walls of silence
were forming on either side of the path and moving closer.


Gidjabolgo clasped his head and rocked from
side to side. “Play again, before they crush us!”


Kerish stared around him. The creatures of
the jungle were still there, but he suddenly saw them as forces willing him to
vanquish even so vast a silence. The Prince swept into a defiant marching song
and the trees seemed to sway to the beat, but the silence remained. He played a
group of hymns, two dance tunes and a lullaby, but he knew that the jungle was
still thirsting for music. He could almost feel it being sucked away from his
lips and hands.


As the sun went down, Kerish sang ballads
from Seld, chants from the temples of Hildimarn, sea-songs from Ephaan, and the
ancient airs of the Golden City. His voice cracked and his fingers faltered
more and more often, but he dared not stop while the life of the jungle
remained frozen. Gidjabolgo's voice joined the Prince's, weaving harmonies, and
gradually the silence seemed more peaceful. 


Night fell and Kerish stopped, his fingers
too numb to play on. The trees bowed and groaned as a great wind passed through
the jungle. Kerish's hair and cloak were whipped against his face, blinding him
for a moment. Then the wind died away and the creatures of the jungle moved
again, hunting, climbing, curling up to sleep.


With shaking hands Gidjabolgo took out the
evening's supply of fruit from his bundle. “Eat!”


Exhausted, Kerish obeyed and then lay down
to a dreamless sleep.


Gidjabolgo did not wake him until well
after dawn. They took the day's journey gently but the going was harder, for
the ground was beginning to rise and the mossy path was broken up by jagged
boulders.


“Are there hills in the middle of this
jungle?” asked Gidjabolgo.


Kerish was frowning. “I don't know. I've
never seen a map that marks more than the extent of the jungle. On the south
it's bordered by the Desolation of Zarn, and at the north by the Jen Mountains.
To the east the Zin-Gald joins the River Gal. If there were high hills in the jungle
they might be seen from there.”


“And do Galkians sail the river so close to
the Forbidden Jungle?” 


“The people who live on its banks will
never cross it,” answered Kerish, “but it used to be sailed. The jungle is very
quiet this morning.”


“Perhaps it's listening,” said Gidjabolgo. “Go
on.”


“Until about a hundred years ago, if a Lord
or Lady of the Godborn was tired of living, they would fit out a royal barge
and sail down the Gal or the Zin-Gald. When they reached the Jen Mountains the
crew would be sent ashore to return to Galkis on foot. The river narrows, just
after the mountains, and begins to flow fast . . .” Kerish kicked a mossy stone
out of his path. “Sometimes the villagers on the east bank would report seeing
a barge sweeping down towards the Desolation of Zarn, with one of the Godborn
standing calmly on its deck.”


“And what then?” asked Gidjabolgo.


Kerish walked on faster. “Nobody knows,
unless it is written in The Book of Secrets, but all rivers die in the
wastelands of Zarn.”


“Slow down,” panted Gidjabolgo, trying to
keep up. “You say these voyages stopped?”


“Too many were making that last voyage and
too soon. They must have known even then that the glory of Galkis was fading.
The Emperor Shalginor forbade the custom and now the Godborn swear an oath
never to journey down to Zarn. I remember that at my Presentation ceremony I
got the wording wrong. I thought the sky would crack open  but nobody seemed to
notice. Perhaps we should all have sailed down into the Desolation long ago and
left the Galkians to make a new order for themselves.”


“If you think that about the Godborn, why
put your hope in this Saviour?” asked Gidjabolgo, without a trace of his usual
mockery. “If he is to be another Emperor, wouldn't it be better to leave him in
his prison?”


Kerish didn't answer him directly. “Are you
going to tell me again that I should have accepted O-grak's offer, or
Jerenac's?”


“It was the only sensible course,” said
Gidjabolgo, “so I wasn't surprised when you didn't take it.”


Kerish rounded on him suddenly. “If you
have nothing but contempt for all I do, why do you stay with me?”


He regretted the question instantly, but
Gidjabolgo only smiled. “Because I don't care about Galkis. If you want to
abandon it to chase after a dream, that's your affair and my amusement.
Besides, you may remember that I have my own reason for visiting the sorcerers.”


“I did think that you might have begun to
care about Galkis,” said Kerish in a low voice. “You seemed to like the temple
actors.”


“Like?” snorted Gidjabolgo. “A man in my
position can't afford mild emotions. Hate keeps you alive, but liking is only a
weakness.”


“And love?” asked Kerish, looking steadily
into the Forgite's face.


“I'll allow love, as long as it's selfish,”
said Gidjabolgo, “then it does no harm.”


 


*****


 


The path continued to climb and to widen.
Outcrops of rock, twice the height of a man, burst through the moss. The rocks
were entwined with creepers which were the haunt of singing birds and scuttling
crabs that spat blue liquid when disturbed. For several nights Kerish and
Gidjabolgo slept in the shadow of the rocks and had tranquil dreams. They felt
themselves floating rather than flying and woke remembering past happiness.


Finally the path reached its highest point
and began to dip again. As they stood on the summit of a hill, the trees were
too tall to allow them a general view of the jungle, but they could see for a
long way down the path ahead. Below them was a maze of rock and amongst it
something moved.


Kerish gripped Gidjabolgo's shoulder to
warn him to be still. The Forgite only saw a blur of scarlet, but to Kerish,
the creature was much clearer. Wide-winged, long-beaked and almost the height
of a man, it walked with a curious juddering motion, as if it were a puppet worked
by an unskilled hand. Kerish was suddenly reminded of the guardians of Saroc's
citadel who had killed Lilahnee. The creature stabbed the moss with its beak,
swallowed something, and stalked back into the jungle.


“Did it see us?” whispered Gidjabolgo.


“It didn't look at us,” answered Kerish
uncertainly.


They waited for a few minutes and then
walked down into the valley of the rocks.


No creepers entwined these outcrops. The
surface of the coral rock had crumbled away, leaving behind elaborate patterns,
subtly colored by encroaching lichens. The delicate whirls, blotched circles
and starry meshes reminded Kerish of small sea-creatures and they seemed to
pulsate as he looked at them.


There appeared to be no end to the valley.
For three days they walked amongst the rocks, marveling at the changing colors
and ever more intricate patterns. On the fourth morning Kerish knelt to study a
creamy outcrop. 


“Surely wind and rain could never produce
such variety. The patterns here look like animals, like slugs with feathers . .
.”


“Who knows what weather this jungle has,”
murmured Gidjabolgo, tracing with one stubby finger an interlocking design of
fringed wheels, tinted indigo and mauve. “Or given time, what it can do?”


They walked on, past rocks of every shade
of brown, with patterns like the bark of trees, and paused to eat under a white
outcrop, veined with blue and bulging with cloudlike curves.


By the time they reached the next group of
rocks it was dusk and they settled down for the night without looking at them.
Tired, but unable to sleep, Kerish felt trapped by his own body. He studied it
from the outside, like a stranger, feeling the shape of every limb pressed
against the moss, the texture of the hair lying across his forehead, and of the
tongue touching his dry lips. He slept eventually, hypnotized by the rhythmic
sound of his own breathing and the beating of his own heart.


The next morning they ate their breakfast
quickly and moved on. The rocks they had slept beneath were a dull red with
patterns like bundles of straw, sliced in two and splaying outwards.


Kerish and Gidjabolgo walked close
together, carefully talking of trivial things.


The next line of rocks was tall and
intricately colored. Kerish felt a curious reluctance to examine them. The
pattern in the rock surface seemed at first to be beautiful and wholly
abstract. There was a dark center surrounded by a glimmering starburst and then
a circle of gold and green filaments. The design was repeated over and over
again. The Forgite leaned forward to touch one just as Kerish backed away.


“They're eyes! Gidjabolgo, they're eyes!”


After a moment, the Forgite nodded. “Yes,
human eyes. Shall we go on?”


As they walked, Kerish tried not to think
about what some of the other rock patterns might have been, but as each new
outcrop blocked their path, he felt compelled to look. There were teeth with
their long, tangled roots, and bones, cut across to display their texture. They
hurried past outcrops shaped like skulls, but Gidjabolgo paused in front of a
rock stained with matt crimson.


“Hearts,” he murmured. “Have you never
watched a beast's heart cut from its body? Perhaps our sculptors have seen a
human heart.”


They did not stop to eat or rest, hoping to
reach the end of the valley by nightfall. Just before dusk they came to one
last line of rocks. Gidjabolgo ran his hands over the pale surface.


“Don't,” said Kerish, “or at least, don't
tell me what they show.”


“You can stop quivering,” answered the
Forgite, “the surface seems prepared for carving, but there's nothing here.”


Dusk came abruptly but Kerish and
Gidjabolgo stumbled on till the rocks were left behind. The path narrowed and
the jungle closed in on them again. They lay down very close together and
talked for most of the night. With cruel humor, Gidjabolgo catalogued the
weaknesses of his Forgite masters and the idiocies of life on the Merchant
Isle. Kerish described his schooling and Forollkin's youthful exploits, growing
gradually more incoherent, till his sentences began to drift apart. “Of course
the priest didn't know about the kirzan fruit and it took weeks to get the
color out of his skin. But I lost the ring in the Moon Pool and Forollkin
laughed and said I should have it back when the cats of Hildimarn took to
water. I wish I could swim, almost as good as flying . . . oh yes, I was
telling you about Forollkin . . .”


Kerish fell asleep in the middle of a
confused anecdote about his brother's first hunt. Gidjabolgo covered the Prince
with his cloak and lay awake until dawn.


He woke Kerish and they ate quickly and
then made an early start. Gidjabolgo was still in a talkative mood. As they
crossed a broad clearing he spoke freely of the tricks he had played and the
people he had blackmailed to earn enough money for his trip to Ellerinonn.


“I'm sorry,” Kerish broke in suddenly, “I
treated you very badly in those days.”


“So you did,” agreed the Forgite. “It used
to give me a great deal of pleasure to goad a Prince of the Godborn into
betraying his ideals.”


“But why?” Kerish rarely touched Gidjabolgo
but now he gripped him by the shoulders.


“Why? On Forgin,” said Gidjabolgo slowly, “I
met many Lords and Ladies who were praised for their beauty and virtue, but
people do not care what they do or say in front of a hired fool. I have seen
even the best of them behave like beasts . . .”


“And did you believe that everyone must be
the same? Whatever the world said of them?” The Prince's voice was heavy with
concern. “But it isn't true! On our travels we've met with real goodness in so
many people . . .”


“It is a fact,” murmured Gidjabolgo, “that
you have given me a few surprises.”


Kerish smiled uncertainly. “At least you've
taught me to keep my temper . . .”


He stopped as Gidjabolgo's expression
suddenly changed, and turned round to see what the Forgite was staring at. From
amongst the trees came two scarlet-feathered creatures. Black eyes winked at
the travelers, yellow-barred wings were spread wide, the long beaks were open,
and the wrinkled legs ended in clawed feet that clutched at the spreading
creepers on which the banebirds stood.


Very slowly, Kerish and Gidjabolgo backed
along the path, until they heard the rustle of wings behind them. Two more
creatures had emerged from the jungle. Kerish studied the long legs -  no, they
couldn't hope to outrun the banebirds, and a blow from one of those wings could
break a limb.


“Don't worry,” he whispered to Gidjabolgo. “I
don't think they can harm us if we keep to the path.”


As he spoke, one of the creatures turned
its head towards them and Kerish saw a third eye, small opaque and unlidded, in
its narrow forehead.


They edged forward again along the narrow
path through the clearing but more and more banebirds came out of the jungle.
They spread their wings and, with curious jerky strides, moved in to surround
the travelers.


“Don't worry,” repeated Kerish, with less
and less confidence.


The path was still clear but the banebirds
were very close. Kerish felt as if their sharp beaks were already probing him.


Suddenly a sound came from the creature
nearest to Gidjabolgo. It was not the high thin sound he would have expected,
but laughter, low, raucous and cruelly human.


A curious expression crossed Gidjabolgo's
face, as if he were looking at his own image for the first time.  Before Kerish
could grab him, Gidjabolgo stumbled back off the path and a creeping plant
suddenly twined about his ankles and held him fast.


The Prince struggled to pull him back to
the safety of the pathway but it was like trying to uproot a tree. A banebird
was close to Kerish watching him with its third eye. Its beak opened and more
laughter spilled out: not a low, ugly sound like the first but clear and
sweet-toned and far more horrible. The laughter was taken up by one banebird
after another.


“Run!” gasped Gidjabolgo.


Kerish shook his head and the laughter
doubled as he fought against recognition. He had laughed like that once at the
man whose hand he now grasped. Secure in his youth and beauty, he had laughed
at deformity of body and spirit. He cringed from the sound, but it pursued him:
laughter shattering the peace of the Valley of Silence, mocking the dead.


Spite and disdain welled up like poison
inside him. Rigid with self-loathing, Kerish tore at his skin, desperate to
escape from his own cruelty. 


For a moment, pain brought clarity and he
cried out, “Zeldin, help us.” The laughter echoed on.  “Zeldin,” he murmured
again, and retched at the thought of the Gentle God hearing and judging that
laughter.


Then a woman's voice suddenly spoke in a
foreign tongue and Kerish found that his face was wet with tears. They streamed
down his cheeks, soothing the scratches that his own nails had made. The
laughter stopped and with a mighty beating of wings the banebirds took flight.
Gidjabolgo lay moaning on the ground. Kerish knelt beside him anxiously. 


The woman's voice, rich and beautiful,
spoke again. “Prince, it is fortunate for him that you exist. If he had never
shared the sorrows of another, there would be little I could have done to help
him escape the malice the bane-birds have awoken.”












Chapter
10


The Book of the Emperors: Secrets


 


And the sculptor
answered him, saying, “Is it not sinful to give divine images the beauty which
we envy and covet in our fellow men? Surely the shape of goodness must be different
from anything we have corrupted?”


 


 


Kerish stood up and turned towards the
voice. After a startled moment he bowed and said, “Lady Tebreega?” 


She smiled. “Bless you for your courtesy,
sweetheart. Prince Il-Keno was not nearly so composed.”


She was huge: taller by a head than Kerish,
and almost as broad as she was tall. Her great bulk was covered by a robe the
color of pondweed, but a cloak of gaudy feathers hung down her back and she
held a wand entwined with feathers in her hand.


The cloak was almost hidden by the fall of
her hair, black and lustrous and trailing onto the mossy path. Kerish only
noticed it after he had looked away from her face. Her skin had the pallor of a
night creature but was shadowed by a maze of wrinkles. Small colorless eyes,
almost hidden by bulges of flesh, flanked a hooked nose. The lips were large
and loose and the teeth crooked, but the face's humor was marred by the
terrible scars that ravaged one cheek, dragging down the left eye and
permanently twisting the mouth.


Kerish helped Gidjabolgo to his feet. “Lady,
this is my friend, Gidjabolgo of Forgin.” 


For once, the Forgite seemed unable to
speak. He just gaped at the sorceress.


“Was it you who saved Il-Keno from the
banebirds?” Kerish asked hastily.


Tebreega nodded, though her neck was too
deeply buried among her many chins to be visible. Kerish wrenched his mind away
from the fascination of her ugliness. “In Galkis, they call you Mistress of the
Birds . . .”


“They also call me beautiful, do they not?
Ah, a Prince of the Godborn lost for words.” Tebreega chuckled. “Don't fret, my
dears. Stare all you like. Beauty is common enough but I'm a rare sight. Yes, I
am Mistress of the Birds, but only of the natural creatures of this jungle. The
banebirds are no doing of mine. They respect my presence but they are
mischievous creatures and very curious, since that's what they were made for. I
watched your progress carefully in case you met with them.”


“If they were made, but not by you. . .”
began Kerish.


“Ah, that's a deep question,” said
Tebreega. “Prince Il-Keno found the answer and kept his promise never to reveal
the knowledge that haunted him.”


“Lady, we will keep your secrets,” promised
Kerish.


“No doubt, but  I'm not sure I have the
right to bind you to it,” said Tebreega, “since you carry the keys of six
citadels.”


“You know about our quest?”


“Vethnar warned me in his roundabout way.
Elmandis told me more directly.” Tebreega frowned. “But I can see that there
are things they both omitted. I am afraid we shall have to go back to the
Valley of the Rocks, but for the moment you are tired and should be fed and
rested. Take hold of my cloak. You too, Master Gidjabolgo.”


The Forgite gingerly stretched out a hand
as if he could scarcely bear to touch her, but she smiled at him warmly. “The
Prince is a problem but you are welcome without reserve. Now close your eyes,
or you'll be giddy.”


Kerish gasped as he felt himself tossed up
into the air. Somewhere close, Gidjabolgo grunted with the same shock. Then he
was falling, faster and faster, only to be caught in a net of softest down and
rocked like a baby. Kerish relaxed and for a moment he opened his eyes. All
around him was a glory of blue and scarlet feathers. He closed his eyes again,
smiling and lay on the verge of sleep for a long time until he was suddenly
thrown in the air again and landed with a jolt. He was sitting in the middle of
a glade, still entangled in the folds of Tebreega's cloak. Gidjabolgo lurched
to his feet. Kerish got up rather more gracefully, though the ground seemed to
be swaying under his feet. 


Tebreega gave them her huge twisted smile. “I'm
sorry I couldn't set you down more gently, but one of you wasn't trusting me
enough.”


Kerish looked round the glade. “This is
Tir-Jenac?”


“Wherever I am, is Tir-Jenac,” answered the
sorceress.


At one edge of the glade was a pool of
clear water. The rest was bounded by tall trees, entwined with gorgeous
creepers and bent under the weight of ripe nuts or berries. Another clump of
trees, lower and silver-trunked, grew in the center of the glade. Hammocks were
slung from their bottom branches, small platforms were fixed further up and the
topmost boughs were full of silent birds and sleepy monkeys. A pavilion was
pitched to one side of the trees, its canvas covered with feathers of every
imaginable shade. 


At first the travelers took in only the
riot of color, then pictures began to emerge: Tebreega with a living cloak of
birds; beautiful maidens dancing before a Prince; a black-haired woman weeping
before a naked rock. Kerish stepped forward to look at them more closely and
the pictures dissolved into colored patterns again.


In front of the pavilion was a fire-pit
from which enticing smells were rising. Tebreega eyed her guests. “Neither of
you look fit for feasting yet. Go and bathe in the pool. You'll find fresh
clothes laid out for you on the bank.”


She moved her wand in a circle. A dozen
birds flew purposefully off into the jungle and as many more fluttered down to
assist her.


Kerish and Gidjabolgo made their way to the
pool. The Forgite insisted on undressing behind a bush and kept glancing
suspiciously at the sorceress as they waded through the crystal waters.
Tebreega was pulling back turfs to uncover the fire-pit, more hindered than
helped by the birds who fluttered around her excitably raking the ashes with
their claws. Kerish simply luxuriated in the coolness and laughed at the tiny
curious fish that tickled him in shoals.


When they emerged, they found a sheet to
dry themselves laid out on the bank, and two loose robes made from soft
feathers of grey and fawn and speckled blue. Gidjabolgo's was slightly too long
and Kerish's rather full at the shoulders.


“I was not too far out,” said Tebreega,
when she saw them. “But you came across Jenoza more quickly than I'd expected,
so I had to finish them hurriedly.”


“You made them with your own hands?” asked
Kerish politely.


“Like almost everything you'll see here,”
answered the sorceress. “As mistress of the seventh key, I have all the time in
the world. The more time you have, the less need you find for magic, or so I
feel. The others wouldn't agree but you must already know that. You've met them
all - even Shubeyash. I am glad that he has atoned at last.” The sorceress
piled steaming food on to platters of stiff leaves. “Of all of them, his work
was the closest to mine. I could have made his mistake very easily. I still
could, but I am fortunate in having no kingdom to shape.”


“But isn't the jungle your kingdom?” asked
Kerish.


“Mine? No.”


Birds had begun to return, carrying rare fruits
and berries which they dropped into a wooden bowl held up by Tebreega.


“I am suffered to remain here. These
creatures serve me willingly but the jungle could never be mine, for I am
Galkian. Now, I used to have two extra spoons but it is centuries since I last
entertained humans . . .”


She looked up and spoke in a high twitter.
There was a great flurry of activity in the clump of trees as the birds began
to search. The travelers saw that there were many objects hanging from the
branches or piled on the small platforms: feathered cloaks, baskets of hair,
cooking knives, globes of amethyst, a trowel and spade, a royal coronet, combs,
nets and a golden casket.


Eventually a pair of vermilion birds flew
down with one spoon, and a sleeping monkey was found to be clutching the other.
Tebreega rescued him from a cloud of officious birds and coaxed the beast into
yielding up the spoon. Dumping the monkey into Kerish's lap, she began handing
round the food. The glade was in an uproar. More and more birds were gathering
in the trees and all kinds of animals were slipping out of the undergrowth to
make a circle round the fire-pit. 


As the monkey clambered up to snuggle under
Kerish's chin, a tree-crab sidled on to his lap and a timorous deer-like
creature settled itself on the hem of his robe. Gidjabolgo was rapidly
surrounded by myopic squirrels and found a water-snake coiling damply up his
arm.


“Just shoo them off if they're a nuisance,”
said Tebreega, who was herself encumbered by a glumly croaking bird on one shoulder
and a lizard continually changing color on the other.


Before each of the travelers, the sorceress
placed slices of some baked root vegetable with an array of sauces, made with
fruits, spices and herbs from the surrounding jungle. From gourd bottles she
poured out cordials flavored with flower petals.


“Now,” she said, as Kerish and Gidjabolgo
cautiously began their meal, “what manner of music shall we have?”


The travelers looked blank.


“I'll choose then.” 


Tebreega retrieved her wand from a playful
monkey and pointed it at one of the groups of birds gathered at the edge of the
grove. Instantly, they sang. Kerish soon realized that it was not the lovely
but simple sound of ordinary birdsong. They were singing a tune: the Galkian
air of “The Prince and the Enchantress”.


Gidjabolgo sat with his food halfway to his
mouth, his eyes big with disbelief, until one of the squirrels had licked his
spoon dry. Kerish slowly ate his portion of roots, which tasted very like white
meat, and tried all the sauces.


When the birds had finished he asked how
long it had taken to train them.


“About four generations,” answered
Tebreega. “An absurd project, but the Masters of the Jungle were pleased, for
they are fascinated by our music, as you discovered. I hope you were not too
badly frightened.”


“The unknown is always frightening. . .”
began Kerish hopefully.


“Later, my dear,” interrupted the
sorceress. “At a feast your mouth should be filled with food not questions.”


She ladled out bowls of a rich nut and
vegetable stew and raised her wand again. 


Another group of birds began to sing. There
seemed no definite tune but there was a subtle weaving of harmonies such as
Kerish had never heard in the dawn chorus.


“They are my instruments, “ said Tebreega, “and
they let me play on them.”


As the chorus continued, twelve gorgeous
birds strutted across the glade and danced as they would in courtship,
displaying shimmering wings, ruffled crests and the frail magnificence of their
tails.


Tebreega reclined against the ungainly bulk
of a tusked creature that purred at her touch. She ate little herself but
constantly pressed further helpings on her guests and scattered fragments of
food to the animals and birds clustered around her. When the stew was finished,
Kerish and Gidjabolgo were faced with a huge array of fresh fruits and berries.
As they began to pick and taste, monkeys replaced the dancing birds and
gamboled and somersaulted for their delight.


“I shall burst,” said Kerish, “if I have to
eat any more, or hold back my questions any longer.”


“A waste of a good robe. Ask then, my dear,”
answered Tebreega, with her crooked smile.


“First, do you know what is happening in
Viroc, and if my brother, Forollkin, is still safe?”


The sorceress nodded. “I have kept watch.
There was a time when I almost hated Galkis - not all the legends told about me
are false - but I grieve for her now. In the north the forces of Zyrindella and
Yxin are victorious. Morolk and the greater part of Tryfania are in their
hands. The Empress Rimoka drowned crossing a swollen river as the Imperial army
retreated back to Tryfis.


“Viroc's danger is grave,” she continued. “Supplies
are low, many have died in the fighting and the people were bewildered when
they realized that the Third Prince was no longer with them. Yet they are well
led. They have learned to trust your brother and Queen Kelinda is their
greatest comfort. The worst attacks come by sea. The entrance to the harbor is
blocked by sunken ships but the Men of Fangmere still attack from small boats
and they are merciless fighters. The land forces are not so well commanded, now
that the Khan is dead.”


“O-grak?” Kerish's voice shook.


“Ah, I forgot you could not know. The Khan
was stabbed by one of his own captains. He managed to kill his attacker and the
wound need not have been fatal but it festered and he did not have the will to
fight the fever. They denied him the proper burial of his people because he had
no soul, and burned his body and scattered his ashes out at sea. Grieve,” said
Tebreega softly, “but don't condemn yourself. His wife wept for him and he died
in her arms. As for your brother, wait quietly and I will show him to you. He
is thinking about you as we speak. That will make the task easier.”


The sorceress got up and unfastened her
feathered cloak. She passed her wand over it three times and her lips moved in
a silent incantation. Kerish stroked a grey-furred monkey, and tried to hold
back the image of Khan O-grak offering the cup of friendship, and of the lone
dark figure at the prow of the Soul Boat.


“Watch!” commanded Tebreega as she tossed
her cloak in the air. It seemed to fly towards Kerish like a live thing,
swirling about him until his vision was filled with blue and scarlet and his
ears with the beating of wings. Then he heard voices; distant at first, but
coming closer.


“There is nothing; every sunset, there is
nothing.”


Kerish's heart lurched at the familiar
voice. Then a woman spoke. “Perhaps he is too far away now to reach you. “ The
voice was tired and gentle and there was a blur of light at the center of the
scarlet. “If anything had happened to him, if he was dead, surely you would
know? You have been so close all your lives.”


Kerish could see them now, standing by a
window in the Governor's Palace in the last of the light. They both looked thin
and worn and Forollkin's shoulder was bandaged.


“You would know, “ repeated the Queen, “if
the hope of Galkis was dead.”


“Hope?” exclaimed Forollkin. “Hope is in
the future. Viroc needs a Saviour now.”


“It has you.” Kelinda held out her hands. 


Forollkin gripped them. “Yes, it has me,
and I can hardly remember what we're fighting for.” He smiled wearily. “Kelinda,
you're not even Galkian, but it's you I think of to remind me that what we have
is worth saving.” 


He drew her into his arms and stroked the
pale copper hair.


Kerish tried to strip the jungle from his
thoughts and reach out to enfold them. Borne up by Tebreega's power, he thought
for a moment that he had succeeded.  Forollkin's head jerked back. 


“What is it?” asked Kelinda.


“Nothing,” murmured Forollkin. “Just for a
moment I thought . . . I must go. I have to oversee the work at the South Gate
. . .”


They were fading; sound first and then
sight. Scarlet and blue blotted out the vision. 


Then Tebreega was refastening her cloak and
Kerish saw that Gidjabolgo was staring at him questioningly.


“Are you answered?” asked the sorceress.


Kerish nodded.


“Well I am not,” muttered Gidjabolgo. “I
saw nothing but an odd look on your face.”


“They are  both safe,” said Kerish
gratefully.


“They?” The Forgite's face was contorted in
mock surprise. “Our Lord Commander must have more sense that I gave him credit
for.”


Kerish winced. Gwerath had let him give her
so little. Even now, he had no right to mourn for her longer than Forollkin
did.


“I see that my brother and I can still give
you cause for amusement.”


“I can only approve of those who snatch
what they can,” answered Gidjabolgo. “I have done the same myself.”


Indignant screeches suddenly disturbed the
glade. The travelers turned to see the tall ungainly form of a banebird, half
concealed in the undergrowth beyond the pool.


“Ignore it if you can,” said Tebreega,
settling down among her beasts again. “It is only here to watch us. In
themselves they are not dangerous.”


“They proved dangerous to us,” murmured
Kerish, “and all the people of Jenoza fear them.”


“As they fear me.” Tebreega's massive hands
ruffled the fur along a monkey's back. “Yet the banebirds use no weapons except
those they find within their victims. All they do is show you what they've
learned about you.”


Gidjabolgo grimaced and Kerish tried not to
remember the sound of his own laughter. “Yes, but what are they?” he demanded.


The sorceress lazily waved her wand at a
group of birds who began a chorus to welcome approaching night. 


“The banebirds are gatherers, chiefly
gatherers of dreams. You might call them thieves, for they take more than men
are willing to show to the world.”


“The people of Jenoza speak of
`bird-dreams',” began Kerish.


“Their sleeping minds are brought into the
jungle. The Jenozans remember little and are safe enough,” said Tebreega. “It
is the gifts given in return that are dangerous. City of Dreamers . . . it is
not an idle name. During my childhood in Joze I was sent dreams from the
Forbidden Jungle. In me the feelings they awoke were used to good purpose, but
it is not always so.”


“But who sends the dreams?” asked
Gidjabolgo impatiently.


“You have travelled beyond the Forbidden
Hill,” answered Tebreega. “You have visited Gultim, Roac and the island of
Vethnar. Can you not guess?”


“We have seen the pictures in the caves of
Gultim,” began Kerish. “so we know the lands were not all empty when men came
into Zindar,”


“No, not even Galkis,” said Tebreega
solemnly, “yet they were sparsely populated compared to the great days of the
Empire of the Ferrabrinth. Already their numbers were diminished by wars and by
lack of desire to bring young into such a world. Vashordek, the mightiest of
their cities, was powerful still, but closed in on itself, nurturing its
destruction. You saw its ruins north of the Forbidden Hill. Elsewhere they
still live, withdrawn from man in places such as Everlorn, among the Rocks of
Lind, and here in the Jungle of Jenze.”


“But why do they shun us?” demanded Kerish.
“Why do they keep themselves secret?”


“Secret?” Tebreega scooped up a monkey who
was licking out one of the bowls and tickled it unmercifully. “Not to all. The
Emperors of Galkis have always known what lay beyond their boundaries. It is
written in The Book of Secrets and the High Priests can guess what it is
they see when the covered statues of Joze are revealed. In the beginning, all
the newcomers knew that they were not alone and they kept to agreed
territories. As they stayed in seclusion over the centuries, the Ferrabrinth
became legends or nightmares. Finally, they were forgotten except in those
places that bordered their domains. Even there the memories are tangled.”


“In the caves of Gultim, there were
pictures of men confronting creatures . . .” began Gidjabolgo.


“There was one great encounter, “ answered
the sorceress. “It ended in death, for the Ferrabrinth cannot be quickly or
easily understood. Men seized on what was worst in their nature. That is the
danger when peoples meet. The Ferrabrinth had begun to learn from their past
mistakes and to change. They feared that if they shared their knowledge, 
humans might copy those mistakes. Shubeyash proved them right. Also, because
they do not understand us either, they were afraid of what we might do to them.
I don't mean through acts of violence but simply by living and thinking so
differently. Down the centuries they have watched the world from their
sanctuaries and tried to understand humankind. In Jenze, they created a clumsy
image of themselves, the banebirds, to spy on the people of Jenoza. They sent
out their own thoughts to the city of Joze, in the form of dreams, to see how
they would be interpreted. What they learned did nothing but puzzle and disturb
them. Then I came to the Jungle of Jenze.”


Tebreega shook back her heavy hair and
rubbed her brow. “For centuries I have tried to understand the Ferrabrinth and
to explain my own people to them. It is a hard task. To master their language
took the lifetime of an ordinary mortal. For all my years, I am only one person
and I cannot explain everything. The Ferrabrinth have learned as much as they
can through me; now I need helpers with a curiosity as great as a banebird's
and a ceaseless appetite for marvels. My part is ending. Prince II-Keno could
not stay, for he was born to rule Galkis, and Prince Kerish-lo-Taan has his own
quest. Alas, poor sorceress!”


Tebreega suddenly rose, spilling half a
dozen creatures from her ample lap. “But that's enough for one night. Enough.”
She pointed her wand at the spying banebird and it crashed away through the
undergrowth. “Don't mind them. Show them a mirror and they'll stare at
themselves till their feathers fall.”


“Did the Ferrabrinth take our dreams too?”
asked Kerish.


“Of course,” Tebreega grinned, “though what
they made of them, Zeldin only knows. Tonight you can sleep more peacefully.
They do not penetrate Tir-Jenac. The Ferrabrinth have given me that much
privacy.”


The night had fallen but there were stars
shining down on Tir-Jenac.


“I must work,” said Tebreega. “There are a
few things I should make for you. Tomorrow you will need to be clear-headed, so
you must sleep.”


Tebreega withdrew into her pavilion.


Kerish and Gidjabolgo washed again in the
crystal pool and, after several undignified attempts, climbed into the hammocks
slung from lower branches. Gidjabolgo was soon asleep and snoring. Kerish lay
looking up at the golden casket and thinking of Gwerath until long past
midnight.


 


*****


 


The travelers were startled awake by
monkeys and squirrels rocking the hammocks, as they clambered up to smother
Tebreega's guests with ticklish affection. Then the sorceress herself appeared
with bowls of dried fruit softened in some potent liquor. Butterflies hovered
about her, their delicate beauty cruelly highlighting her heavy graceless
movements and sad scarred face. Kerish sat up quickly, setting the hammock
swinging perilously again. The animals in his lap dug their claws into him and
chattered in protest.


“You are trying,” said Tebreega placidly, “to
think of a redeeming feature. My hair is lovely, you could say that,
sweetheart, but there is no need. “ 


She was laughing at him.


“Since you are the guardian of a key, your
mind must be a remarkable feature.”


“Oh, I am very proud of my mind,” answered
Tebreega, “though not of my heart. You are tired still. Your eyes are dark with
it.” She gently touched his cheek with her strong fingers. “You've not much
further to go. Get up when you have eaten, we must talk.” Tebreega took the
second bowl to Gidjabolgo. “Wake up, friend sharp-tongue, not only the blind need
leading.”


She gathered up an armful of squirrels and
strode away too fast to hear the Forgite's impolite rejoinder. Kerish rocked
the hammock gently as he ate, one hand absently caressing a monkey who had
designs on his breakfast. He was tired, it was true, but some of Tebreega's
calmness had rubbed off on him. Now the last key was within reach, his quest no
longer seemed so urgent. 


Kerish finished his fruit and tumbled out
of his hammock. He saluted Gidjabolgo who was sharing his breakfast with a
fresh crop of squirrels and strolled across to the pool where Tebreega was
scrubbing at the dishes from the previous night's feast. Kerish knelt down to
help her.


“What, a Prince of the Godborn waiting on a
humble Galkian maid? Never! Besides, do you know how to clean a dish?”


“I have learned a few things since I left
the Golden City,” said Kerish mildly.


“Courtesy for one,” answered Tebreega and
yielded him the dishes. 


She squatted down, resting her head on her
thick, mottled arms and studied him.


“Forbearance too. A virtue I still haven't
acquired. You may ask if you wish.”


Kerish did not look up from the bowl he was
polishing dry. “Lady, will you give me your key?”


“The other sorcerers all have their high
purposes,” began Tebreega softly. “Elmandis has his kingdom and Ellandellore is
his heir. Vethnar has his library and Saroc and Sendaaka have their love, which
is purpose enough for most lives. All of them still feel the desire for life. I
do not.”


“Lady,” protested Kerish, “surely your task
here, teaching the Ferrabrinth and learning from them, is more important to
Zindar than anything the others have done.”


“The task is important,” agreed the
sorceress, “but I am not. As I told you, my work is nearly done. Don't think I
am unhappy. I have peace here and I value that too much to destroy it by
clinging on too long. I will take you to the Valley of the Rocks again and
afterwards we will consider the key.”


Kerish heard Gidjabolgo approaching. “Lady,
there is one other thing. I could never have reached Tir-Jenac without Gidjabolgo.
He deserves so much and I have no means of rewarding him.”


“You are mistaken there,” murmured
Tebreega, “but go on.”


“He has asked a boon from all the sorcerers
we have visited, but none of them would grant it without impossible conditions.
Please, give him what he desires,” said Kerish earnestly, “and if there is a
price, let me pay it.”


“You know what his desire is?” asked the
sorceress.


“It is not hard to guess,” admitted Kerish,
“but it would be better if he told you himself.”


“Told her what?”


The Forgite was only a few steps away.
Tebreega rose to meet him and Kerish followed her.


“Your Prince says that there is a request
you would make to me. Name it.”


“I'll leave you . . .” began Kerish.


“It doesn't matter anymore,” snapped
Gidjabolgo. “Either she'll grant it and you'll see for yourself, or this is the
last time of asking. Stay and enjoy yourself. Sorceress, take away my ugliness.
Make me handsome enough for women to drool over and men to turn sick with
jealousy. If you can do for me what you've failed to do for yourself, take away
my ugliness.”


“I will,” answered Tebreega.


“And the conditions?” demanded Gidjabolgo. “What
small impossibility will you set in my way?”


“I have no conditions, only two requests,
and those you may refuse.”


“Name them,” said the Forgite warily.


“I will work the change you ask for,”
promised Tebreega, “and let you see yourself, but before it is made permanent I
wish to tell you a story. Secondly, I want you to ask Kerish-lo-Taan how he
sees you, both before and after the change. All you have to lose is a little
time.”


“What cause have I to trust you?” asked
Gidjabolgo.


“None,” said Tebreega. “Make your choice.”


“All right,” muttered the Forgite. “Since I
was born a fool, all right.”


“Come here then, and receive your desire.”


Cautiously he approached the sorceress.
Tebreega untied her cloak and passed her wand over it seven times.


“Kneel!” she ordered. “It may hurt a little
at first. I will take the pattern from your thoughts. You would hardly trust my
idea of handsome, would you?”


Clumsily the Forgite knelt, staring past
her to where Kerish stood. Tebreega cried out three times and dropped the cloak
over Gidjabolgo. 


The Forgite screamed. Kerish ran forward
but the sorceress stilled him with a gesture. Gidjabolgo tried to throw off the
cloak but it enveloped him and the screams were muffled.


“When the self-image is so strong,”  said
Tebreega, “it is hard to tear it away.”


Smothered in scarlet feathers Gidjabolgo
writhed across the glade to Kerish's feet and then lay still.


“Help him,” commanded the sorceress.


Kerish stripped away the cloak and helped a
stranger to his feet. He was taller than the Prince, but nearly as slender. In
features, they might have been brothers, but the hair was gleaming silver and
the eyes a marvelous green, flecked with grey and gold.


“Let go of my wrists.” The inflection was
Gidjabolgo's but the voice was softer and more resonant.


Wordless, Kerish released him and
Gidjabolgo walked unsteadily to the pool. The Prince could see the edge of an
incredulous smile, strange on that perfect face, as the Forgite looked at his
own reflection.


“Now,” said Tebreega, “I will tell you a
story. Once in Joze, the City of Dreamers, a child was born, a child so big her
mother died during the birth. She had three beautiful sisters and a father who
could not love her. She grew up from clumsy child to ugly girl. Some shouted
names at her in the street, but most people were distantly kind, as they would
have been to a lack-wit or a cripple. She had a studious nature and far outstripped
her sisters in learning. But they won the husbands they desired and she went
veiled to their weddings.


“There she saw a young captain and loved
him. She thought her love well hidden but the city gossips, who saw everything,
whispered it to him as a fine joke. She saw the disgust in his eyes. Shortly
after that, she stole a dagger and slashed her cheek over and over. The
festering of the wounds nearly killed her but at least, when she was well
again, people saw nothing comical in her face.”


“Her father, so long as he did not have to
see her, denied her nothing to further her studies. Many wise men, who might
have refused to receive an ordinary woman, gladly taught her. When her father
died, she left Joze and then Galkis, seeking knowledge. Over long years she
found it: deep and ancient knowledge to help her win the key to immortality and
the power to be beautiful.”


“She became lovelier than any other woman.
Men blasphemed, calling her fairer than Imarko, and loved her helplessly. A
certain young captain of Joze died of his passion but she gave herself to none
of them. Their love was bitter. Every longing look, every gasp of admiration,
reminded her of what she had been. No one recognized the person within the
beauty and she despised them for it. She vowed to live, not among men, but
among beasts.” 


“Grieving, she entered the Forbidden Jungle
and found there more than beasts. They came to her, the ancient people, and in
her bitterness she was not afraid. Slowly they accepted her and allowed her
dominion over birds and beasts, but they did not understand her and
communication was difficult and slow. At last they began to perceive her grief
and the causes of it. They tried in their own way to heal her and made for her
the Valley of the Rocks. Over the centuries they carved her human body as they
saw it: intricate and beautiful in every part. They saw no ugliness in her; to
them, all creatures were fascinating in what they shared and beautiful in the
ways they differed.” 


“At last she understood. She stayed in the
jungle and took on the task of showing humankind to the ancient ones. She
welcomed her own form again and discarded the false beauty that had walled her
in with hatred. That is the story, Gidjabolgo.”


The Forgite remained silent by the pool.


“Now Prince,” whispered Tebreega, “open
your mind - let Gidjabolgo know how you see him.”


Kerish tried to form a clear picture, but
it was constantly swept away by eddies of thought as he remembered Gidjabolgo's
sour humor, his guarded loyalty, the way music possessed him, the grace that
could transform his features when he looked at something beautiful. Most
vividly of all, Kerish recalled the night the Forgite had risked rejection by
telling him the truth and had held him when he wept.


“Enough,” said the lovely alien voice.


“Prince,” murmured Tebreega, “tell him what
you see now.


“A stranger. That is...I have no right to .
. . I will get used to it in time,” said Kerish clumsily. “I am glad that you
have what you've always wanted.”


“A stranger,” repeated Gidjabolgo, as if he
had not heard the rest.


“Once, you refused to sacrifice your only
friend for your heart's desire,” said Tebreega. “You deserve fulfillment. Which
form do you choose?”


“My own,” answered Gidjabolgo.


The air shimmered and the handsome stranger
was gone. Kerish held out his hands to his own familiar and hideous Gidjabolgo
and the Forgite's face twisted with anguish.


“Look at your eyes,” said Kerish
desperately. “Gidjabolgo, look at your eyes!”


The Forgite swung round and knelt by the
pool.


“That is no false, sorcerous glamour.”
Tebreega's voice was very gentle. “I have merely made your true self more
visible. All your life you have looked for beauty. There is its reflection.”


The eyes remained the same rich green and
gold. No one looking at Gidjabolgo's face would notice anything else.


“Then I'll save the thanks I would have
wasted on you,” growled Gidjabolgo, to Kerish's great delight.


Tebreega also smiled. “Now,” she said, “we
shall return to the Valley of the Rocks.”












Chapter
11


The Book of the Emperors: Wisdom


 


The time came
for the High Priest to choose his successor and the names of three priests were
put forward. The three were brought to his lodging place in the Golden City and
told to wait in an ante-room. For an hour they waited and then the High Priest
came out and laid his hand on the shoulder of the third priest, saying, “You
shall be my successor.” The other men protested, saying, “Holiness, you have
never seen or spoken to us, why then reject us?” The High Priest answered, “I
have judged you not by your deeds or words but by the use you made of idleness.
You,” he pointed at the first priest, “you made of this chamber a pit for petty
thoughts to wrangle in. You,” he pointed at the second priest, “noted every
detail of the chamber but left it as barren as you found it.” Tenderly he
smiled at the third priest. “You furnished the chamber with the splendors of
your mind and made it a place fit for Zeldin to enter. Go and do likewise with
all of Galkis.”


 


 


Breathless from a giddy flight smothered in
the folds of Tebreega's cloak, the travelers stood again in the Valley of the
Rocks.


“You thought them beautiful until you began
to understand, Kerish,” murmured the sorceress. “You must think them beautiful
again before I give you the key. But you, Gidjabolgo - your horror seemed to
exist beside your pleasure without tainting it.”


“I am greedy,” answered Gidjabolgo. “I will
squeeze pleasure from anything.”


“Without a qualm? Good!” exclaimed
Tebreega. “If you had won a key, you would not have wasted your immortality.”


She moved impatiently past creeper-infested
rocks and they could hardly keep up with her long strides.


“When I was a child in Joze, I saw a man
knocked down by a horse in the street and kicked in the head. His blood made
exquisite patterns on the cobbles. I told my nurse so and was beaten for it.
That was wrong. I was no less sorry for the man because the patterns were
beautiful. All the onlookers praised the man's courage as he died and saw
nothing wrong in separating and admiring that. The Ferrabrinth have many
reactions to one event and so it is easy to believe them callous.”


“Isn't there a danger,” began Kerish, “that
in time only the admired elements may retain their meaning? Then compassion,
and the urge to give practical help, might disappear?”


“Where now is Vashordek the great? Where is
the King of Roac?” murmured Tebreega. “Yes, that is a danger, but the aim is
noble: to enrich our lives by a wider range of thoughts and feelings, all
happening in one precious instant. Yet, narrowness is safer.”


They had come to the first of the naked
rocks and Tebreega rounded on them suddenly. “How do you judge a woman's
beauty? My ugliness distresses you, Kerish, because you feel guilty at even
noticing it. Gidjabolgo merely dislikes it as he does any unsightly thing. I
take no offence. Once I would have been equally repelled by him. Only the
handsome are charitable about other people's looks. Would you both prefer this?”


The great bulk of the sorceress suddenly
span round. Her cloak swirled outwards. Kerish shielded his eyes from the
dazzling blue and scarlet that engulfed him. Feathers caressed his cheek and a
woman laughed softly. The colors shrank back, to cling to the slender form of
the Mistress of the Birds. The heavy black hair framed a face as perfect as any
image of Imarko, but the lips were like fire-flowers and the violet eyes were
bright with contempt.


“This is what the men of Jenoza saw.” She
moved gracefully towards them and Gidjabolgo eyed her as warily as a beast of
prey.


“Do you find me beautiful? Many did, and
lived to regret their passion when I was young and angry with the world. They
reached for me as children snatch at bells or colored ribbons tied above the
cradle. Tawdry images. You lose yourself if you desire them. In lust, all men
are alike.”


She began to dance, sensuously, furiously,
and the scarlet blurred. The figure slowed again and there was Tebreega, her
chins wobbling as she gasped for breath.


“Now look at me again.” She pushed back
swathes of hair with ugly, reassuring hands. “At me. I am like the puzzle boxes
that the Men of Dorak carve to give to their sweethearts: from large to small,
each inside the other, growing ever more intricate and inaccessible. We can
never really see ourselves but the Ferrabrinth have different skills. Vethnar
understands. Now you must try.”


She seized Kerish's wrist and pulled him
after her, forcing him to look again at the rocks and touch the carvings.


“Here I am,” cried the sorceress, “spread
out among the rocks; a maze of marvels. There are gardens in my blood; see how
they flower. Have you ever met so perfect a spiral? And here, no sea could
boast of such fantastic creatures, but they are all contained in me. Look at
this tracery, could any lace be more exquisite? Yet it is a tracery of pain. Do
you begin to understand?”


Slowly, as they wandered through the
valley, Kerish's horror began to give way to fascination and then to wonder.


“Ah, the heart itself,” Tebreega bore down
on the rust-red outcrop. “How lightly we speak of it but here is the reality.
Listen to your own heart beating, Kerish, and then look. Gidjabolgo, see
yourself here too, a casket of wonders.”


The Forgite lingered beside a white rock
tracing the elegant curve of a rib with his stubby fingers.


“We are rich,” he said.


Tebreega laughed joyously. “See the
complexity of a single hair and all the colors contained in it. Now, don't
shrink, look at the prison of memory, the shape of the mind itself.”


Kerish looked steadily at the pale coils. “And
we are all like this?”


“All, and having seen it, could you ever
again think a human worthless?” asked Tebreega. “You should grieve for the fall
of any man as you would for the breaking of some marvelous sculpture.”


“I begin to understand,” said Kerish, “but
illness, age, death . . .”


“Much of what you see is never blemished by
age and even the form of disease can be beautiful: alien flowers in the body's
garden. Death is something for the mind to struggle with and you have done so.
I wanted you to understand the glory of life more fully,” whispered Tebreega, “or
acceptance of death will not be the great step that it should be.”


She stooped to kiss his cheek and Kerish
stood frozen, understanding more than she had said aloud.


“The last rocks in the valley,” Gidjabolgo
had caught them up. “Why are they bare? Is the work unfinished?”


“Yes, in spite of all my centuries with the
Ferrabrinth,” admitted Tebreega. “Those rocks are for carvings of the human
soul. Many times we have talked of it, but they do not yet understand.”


“They have no souls?” The Forgite's voice
was sharp with curiosity.


“There is no such word in their language,”
said Tebreega with her lopsided smile.


“And their gods?” asked Kerish.


“In the youth of their people, “ began the
sorceress, “they had deities and you have trodden two of their sanctuaries: the
island of Vethnar and your father's garden. They say that they have grown out
of deities as children do out of toys.”


“I see now why they were not afraid to
create life,” said Kerish thoughtfully.


Tebreega nodded. “Perhaps they have lost
the gift of fear. All my attempts to describe what we understand by a soul have
failed. I need help. Perhaps it would take the voices of all the humans who
have ever lived in Zindar, or perhaps only one new voice. I do not know and my
very immortality makes me the worst suited of all mankind to attempt such a
task,” Tebreega sighed. “The Ferrabrinth will not leave their seclusion and
share their knowledge till the carvings are completed and they have understood
the whole of  humanity.”


“Then they must wait forever,” said
Gidjabolgo harshly. “Like all who seek perfection.”


“It may be so,” agreed Tebreega, “but I
will do my uttermost, even to the extent of exposing the Ferrabrinth to you.”
She smiled absently. “This is my meeting-place with them and this is our time.
Will you stay?”


They both nodded.


“Then I will begin my summoning.” From the
folds of her cloak she took a bone pipe, worn by centuries of her fingering. “Keep
very still.” Pursing her full lips she began to play.


At first the travelers could hear nothing,
but their skin prickled and their limbs swayed to a silent rhythm. The jungle
seemed to move with them as if the whole earth was rocking. Kerish was gripped
with the idea that the firm ground he had always walked on was an illusion.
This was the reality: constant, violent movement and how could he ever have
hoped to keep a footing? Slowly the music became audible - high and piercing,
full of juddering discords and unexpected pauses, as if they were still not
hearing all of it, or were incapable of supplying the necessary response.


Kerish became conscious of his heartbeat
quickening as if it was anxious to escape the alien rhythm. Yet there was
something familiar in the sound. His eyes met Gidjabolgo's and they remembered.
Long before, as they camped beyond the Forbidden Hill, they had both been drawn
by such music. No, not music. It was the speech of the Ferrabrinth and Kerish
wondered what the ghosts of Vashordek had cried out to them that night.


Tebreega's fingers were still but the
sounds continued. She was answered and suddenly a Ferrabrinthin was with them.
Its furled wings were all the colors of the sunset, like the feathered crest
that streamed from its head. Kerish hardly noticed the rest of its tall body -
the slender, eight-fingered hands, the grey skin with its labyrinth of delicate
veins - the face held him. At first, it was turned sideways, contemplating him
with a bright black eye; the extraordinary profile, with its long fretted bill,
startlingly clear. Then the head swiveled round on the narrow shoulders and the
huge eye in its forehead burned into him with a different kind of sight.


Tebreega played something on her pipe and
the Ferrabrinthin replied. Kerish tried to fit words to the image of the
creature in front of him and could not describe it even to himself. His vision
blurred as his mind retreated from a strangeness too complete for it to
struggle with. Through the haze, the third eye still burned and Kerish felt as
if he was being drawn forward and minutely examined. He tried to see himself as
the Ferrabrinthin must - wingless, short, heavy-boned, thick-skinned,
flat-faced, half blind - yet neither hideous nor beautiful, simply alien.


The presence withdrew and forcing himself
to move, Kerish bowed in the Galkian fashion with his hand over his heart.
Suddenly the wings were unfurled, dazzling with a red such as he had never
seen, even in the hottest fire or the richest sunset. The many-fingered hands
moved, striking the Ferrabrinthin's chest with a note like a drum. As suddenly
as it had appeared, the creature was gone.


Gidjabolgo dropped to his knees, his eyes
still reflecting the glory of the Ferrabrinthin's wings. The world rocked
gently, as if it were trying to lull them back to sleep. Kerish realized that
the sorceress was putting away her pipe and speaking to him.


“You are honored, sweetheart. He greeted
you as an equal and be assured you startled him as much as he did you.
Gidjabolgo, are you happy now?”


The Forgite did not seem to find the
question odd. He grunted in reluctant assent as Kerish helped him to his feet.


“We can all go home then,” said Tebreega.


 


*****


 


There was no feasting in Tir-Jenac that
night, only a simple meal beside the pool which they prepared themselves. While
Tebreega murmured to her birds, Kerish had the task of gathering a basketful of
fruit from the edges of the glade. He was guided by two monkeys who screeched
disapprovingly or chattered encouragement beneath each tree. Gidjabolgo was
given a rather blunt knife and a pile of knobbly roots. He attacked them with
gusto, peeling his own fingers as often as the thick green skins.


“We've spice enough without your language,”
remarked Tebreega, coming out of her tent with a bowl of creamy sauce.” And
that will do. There's enough there to feed even me three times over. Besides,
you must not spoil your fingers for the zildar. The Ferrabrinth do not really
understand our distinction between speech and music. To them, all forms of
communication are art.”


“And how long do they take to cry for help?”
asked Gidjabolgo. “A chorus and twelve verses?”


Tebreega laughed as she squatted down
beside him. “Almost. It was a very long time before I realized that their need
for me was as great as mine for them. I would enjoy translating some of your
remarks to them. Surprise is considered inelegant among the Ferrabrinth but I
have learned to know the signs.” She chuckled. “Perhaps I could make them laugh
at last.”


“How would you know amongst that cacophony?”
asked Gidjabolgo.


“How indeed? An interesting problem. Their
speech sounded full of discord to me too, at first,” said Tebreega, “but they
have their own sense of harmony. As a musician you would find it interesting
and the pipe is easy enough to play though the human voice cannot encompass
their language. Kerish, I didn't see you standing there. Sit down.”


They began their simple supper.


“Sweetheart, you're not eating,” said
Tebreega after a minute, “and your eyes are bright enough to drive all the
questions in Zindar out of the shadows. I warn you, Kerish, I cannot betray my
trust by telling you more about the Ferrabrinth than you need to know.”


“There is one thing. It's not really a
question, just a guess. You don't have to say anything. In the caves of Gultim
there were pictures of men dwelling in trees and in the Five Kingdoms they seem
to preserve the memory without understanding it. Now the Ferrabrinth are winged
and live chiefly in forests and jungles . . .” Kerish's voice trailed away and
he looked expectantly at the sorceress.


“There is a legend among the Ferrabrinth,”
murmured Tebreega, “only a legend, as they have often stressed to me, of an age
when they dwelt in another land beyond the Great Ocean. There they lived in
huge hollowed trees and they tamed the birds and beasts of the forest. One of
these beasts showed more intelligence than the rest and that species became
their cherished companions. Over the centuries they lavished great care and
affection on generations of the beasts, teaching them to perform simple tricks
and tasks. Gradually, the species became quicker to learn and its method of
communication grew more complex. Then the creatures grew harder to train to
obedience. Some ran away into the forest where wild colonies sprang up.”


“One day a great sage amongst the
Ferrabrinth was making a journey through a remote part of the forest. There he
discovered an expanding city of trees. No craftsmen of the Ferrabrinth had
worked on it. It was made by the creatures; a crude but functional copy. The
sage returned to his people and told them that they must leave their homes, for
he had seen the future of the land and it was not theirs. Other wise ones were
consulted and finally the gods themselves, and it was agreed. The entire nation
of the Ferrabrinth sailed across the Great Ocean to a new land but they always
feared that they would be followed. They have a proverb, `Only our children
have the power to destroy us.'”


Gidjabolgo's laughter broke a long silence
but Tebreega took Kerish's hand. “Now those eyes are full of pain. The legend
may be false and even if it is true, your ancestry is different from the rest
of us and the Ferrabrinth know it. If they trusted any of the races of men, it
would be the Godborn.”


“And we are dying,” said Kerish bleakly. “I
wish I could stay. I wish I could learn to talk to the Ferrabrinth but I
cannot.”


“No indeed,” answered the sorceress, “for
tomorrow I shall give you the last key.”


 


*****


 


Kerish slept badly and woke to find a grey
monkey sharing his pillow. He sat up slowly. The monkey began a chirrup of protest
but when Kerish held a finger to his lips it repeated the gesture and, pleased
with its new accomplishment, bounded off across the glade. Kerish slid
cautiously out of his hammock. 


Gidjabolgo showed no signs of wakefulness
but the clack of a shuttle told him where to find Tebreega. He drew back the
feathered folds and entered her pavilion. Inside there was very little light
but Tebreega seemed to need none for her weaving. Stretched across the loom was
an expanse of purple cloth.


“The nights can be cold in the Desolation
of Zarn,” said the sorceress. “You will need a new cloak.”


She sat cross-legged, still working deftly
as she spoke. There seemed to be nothing in the chamber beside the loom and one
plain wooden chest but Kerish sensed that it was crowded with memories.


“You will not be the first,” she continued
softly, “to go down into the Desolation arrayed in imperial purple.”


“My ancestors who sailed down the Zin-Gald
and out of Galkis . . .” began Kerish, “I have always believed that they chose death.
Is that true?”


“It is not for us to question their choice
or their fate,” said Tebreega gravely. “Come here, sweetheart.”


He knelt down beside her, fascinated by the
flying movements of her hands.


“It is nearly finished,” said Tebreega. “Today,
rest and enjoy Tir-Jenac. Tomorrow you will begin again.”


“The last part of my journey?”


The sorceress nodded.


“And will it take me long? Viroc and
Forollkin have so little time. Is it far?” asked Kerish plaintively.


“Very far, but it will not take long,” said
Tebreega.


“What must I do?”


“I shall bring you to the very edge of the
wasteland and give you provisions,” answered the sorceress. “Then you must
trust in Zeldin and walk south. When you have gone far enough a messenger will
bring you to the gates. Don't stop while still you have strength to move or
your quest will fail. Go on to the last of your strength or the Saviour will
never leave his prison.”


“Tebreega, I can't take Gidjabolgo with me.”
Kerish's voice was full of pain. “Galkis has no right to demand a sacrifice of
him.”


“Though perhaps you have. But I agree, he
must not go.”


“I shall tell him then but . . .”


“...he will take no notice. Nothing would
make him leave you now. Remember that, when you next doubt yourself “ The
sorceress was smiling at him. “It is harder to befriend a monster than to kill
one.”


“I will have helped him very little if all
I have done is make him dependent on my company,” said Kerish. “Perhaps
Gidjabolgo is right, only an honest selfish love is harmless.”


Tebreega stopped her weaving. “I am not the
one to say that you are speaking nonsense, since I have misused love all my
life. One thing is clear. We must build him a new center to his life. I have
offered one and I think he begins to nibble at the bait.”


“To teach the Ferrabrinth about  humans?
Nothing could suit him better,” declared Kerish. “Let them hear the worst of us
and perhaps see the best in him.”


“I will keep him then,” said the sorceress
placidly. “My birds and beasts accept him gladly. Perhaps in time he will learn
to like me.” She rumbled with laughter. “Am I too old to go courting? We shall
shake the jungle with our quarrels. Of course, he may never forgive me for
preventing him from following you. It is not a task I shall enjoy but you
deserve all the help that I can give. Fetch the casket. You know where I keep
it.”


Kerish left the pavilion and hurried to the
trees. Gidjabolgo was sitting up in his hammock glaring at the monkey who sat
on his stomach, holding one wrinkled finger to its lips.


“You look pleased with yourself, “ he said.
“If your eyes sparkle any brighter they'll set fire to your lashes.”


With a wicked smile Kerish rocked the
hammock so violently that the Forgite tumbled out. All the monkey's polite
gestures failed to stem the flow of curses.


“When you've finished,” said Kerish, “could
you help me reach the casket?”


Gidjabolgo gave him a grudging heave and
the Prince scrambled up into the branches. He found the golden casket and
prepared to jump down.


“Keep one hand free to balance yourself,”
snapped the Forgite, “or you'll be delaying us with a sprained ankle.”


Kerish leapt down light-footed and they
entered the pavilion together.


“Such a small casket,” murmured Tebreega. “It's
a long while since I looked at it.”


Kerish bowed as he gave it to her. She
stared at the gold in her hands, a frown dragging the ugly scars upwards and
burying the small eyes.


“A long time. Only beautiful women should
weep, scowls suit me better. Open it then.”


Kerish took Vethnar's key from the chain at
his waist and turned it in the lock. Within the casket lay the last key, set
with a deep green gem. Kerish stared for so long that Gidjabolgo muttered, “Curse
you, take it.”


The Prince's slender hands closed over the
key and he added it to the six hanging from the golden chain.


“Now,” said Tebreega, “I shall finish your
cloak while you enjoy the morning.”


“And then?” asked Gidjabolgo.


“Tomorrow the quest leads into the
Desolation of Zarn, “ answered the sorceress.


“Where else?” snorted the Forgite. “We've
tramped through all the other undesirable parts of Zindar. I suppose, as usual,
that we don't know where we're going?”


Tebreega was smiling again, as she shooed
them from the pavilion. “No, you don't.”


In the heat of midday, they bathed in the
crystal pool. Afterwards Kerish sat on the bank combing out his long hair with
deft fingers. Gidjabolgo watched until he saw the Prince shiver. “What is it?
Did a memory bite you?”


Kerish shook his damp head. “I was just
thinking that I have never really been alone. In the palace I was often lonely
among the crowds, but I knew that there was always Forollkin and since we left
Galkis, I have never been without a friend.”


“So you've never learned to guard your own
back,” said Gidjabolgo easily. “Well, there are other ways. For those with
charm enough there will always be someone glad to do it for them.”


“Yes, always.” There was no humor in
Kerish's smile. “And I was not given the choice of refusing my face.”


“Nor your nature,” said Gidjabolgo. “All
your faults are pretty ones.”


“No! If you think that you don't know me,”
protested Kerish. “Look back at what I've done on our journey together: tried
to murder my brother, mocked you, betrayed O-grak . . .”


“I warn you,” answered Gidjabolgo calmly, “you
will have to punish yourself, because no one else will do it.”


“Except Gwerath,” said Kerish. “She saw me
as I was.”


Gidjabolgo spat into the crystal waters. “Never.
She saw you only as her precious Forollkin's brother. Tell me you hated them
for that and I'll condemn you.”


The pale hands were still amongst the
tangle of black and silver hair. “Gidjabolgo, tell me, what you would have done
in my place?”


“Used my knife a little more efficiently
that night in Erandachu,” answered the Forgite dryly.


“But she would have hated me forever.”


Gidjabolgo smiled at the horror in Kerish's
voice. “What, and resist the flattery of being killed for? The risk would have
been worth taking, and at least she'd have had nothing to love in your place.
There! I warned you that my faults weren't pretty ones.”


“I wonder,” said Kerish faintly, “what the
Ferrabrinth would think if they knew all of our story.”


“They would probably think that we were
trivial creatures. I suspect that the Ferrabrinth kill each other from much
more high-minded motives. It would be interesting to find out.” He threw the
Prince a towel. “Are you going to sit there dripping all morning?”


A short time later, Tebreega announced that
she had finished her weaving and that they would now move south. As they
watched, Tebreega seized one corner of the feathered pavilion and gave it a
gentle tug. It fell towards her, folding into a pile of cloth no larger than a
handkerchief, which she rapidly tucked into her sleeve.


The travelers waited, a little
apprehensively, as the sorceress unclasped her cloak and whirled it around her
head. It soared upwards, spread till it filled the sky and descended on the
trees in the center of the glade. Kerish blinked in disbelief. There were no
trees, only the red and blue cloak, lying at Tebreega's feet. She flourished it
again and scooped up the crystal pool in the same way.


“Now my dears,” she murmured, “it's your
turn.”


Kerish and Gidjabolgo couldn't help
flinching as the cloak flew towards them. The world was stained scarlet and
blue and they experienced the same sense of falling, followed by a gentle
rocking motion. It lasted longer than before and Kerish actually slept, only to
be woken by a tumble to earth.


He sat up in a different glade. The
pavilion, the pool and the central clump of trees were the same, but the jungle
that surrounded them had changed. The trees were huge-girthed and their roots
broke from the soil to form miniature forests. In their shadow all lesser
vegetation died. The riotous undergrowth of the northern jungle had given way
to gloomy avenues drifted with the leaves of centuries. There was still noise
from scattered colonies of birds and insects, and sombre color in the thick
mosses and lank flowers, but the jungle no longer seemed a garden.


“Welcome to Tir-Jenac,” said Tebreega. “The
Ferrabrinth seldom come here for they sense the presence of the Desolation of
Zarn, so you may wander where you like.” 


All the short afternoon they walked amongst
the trees, sinking ankle deep into the leaf-mould. Most of the jungle creatures
ignored them but occasionally they would feel a sudden nudge and a soft flanked
deer would be walking beside them or a bird would alight on their outstretched
hands and sing for them. Together they hunted for the pale, beautiful flowers
that grew from the slimy bark and on the twisted roots of the great trees.


“My father would have given a fortune for
just one of these flowers,” said Kerish. He drew back his hand from the sticky
petals of a poisonous plant that imitated the patterns of a butterfly's wing to
lure small predators to a slow death. “Rimoka always hated orchids She said
their smell made her sick. People laughed at that because everyone knows that
most orchids have no scent but I think she was telling the truth. I remember a
Spring Festival when the Emperor set a bowl of orchids in front of the Queen's
throne just to torment her. She was so pale. I was sure she would faint.”


“Perhaps they only stink when they sense
that they're disliked,” suggested Gidjabolgo.


Kerish didn't seem to have heard. “My father's
first queen was already dead when he married my mother, but I wonder now if
Taana ever thought about Rimoka or Forollkin's mother – or Zyrindella's, and
how they must have felt. I wonder if she was sorry for them.”


“Victors can afford pity,” said Gidjabolgo,
“it's no credit to them. Where did your father put all his women? Was the
palace big enough to keep them apart?”


Kerish ducked under an arching root and
began to describe the women's quarters in the Inner Palace. 


Several times, as he wandered amongst the
trees talking about Galkis, Kerish nearly stopped and told Gidjabolgo that
these were the last hours they would spend together. Instead, he forced himself
to concentrate on looking for orchids among the shadowy boughs and on
recollections of their journey.


“Do you remember how Vethnar could make
flowers look as tall as trees, so every detail was enlarged? This jungle would
drive him mad. Where would he start?”


“Mad with delight,” agreed Gidjabolgo,
fingering the furry petals of a vermilion flower. “And ready to waste ten men's
lifespans counting the types of moss at his feet. Still, if you're condemned to
immortality, a talent for ignoring anything really important may be an aid to
survival.”


“That's true enough.” Kerish sat down on
the curve of a tree-root and swung his feet through a drift of leaf-mould. “Small
things clutter the face of time. Large actions or large thoughts need space
around them. Then you can't help seeing how far away you are from anyone else.
Yet our sorceress seems to have struck the right balance.”


“Tebreega?” Gidjabolgo rubbed the bark
slime off his hands and on to his tunic. “She's got more sense than most.”


Just as they mentioned her, the travelers
heard Tebreega's deep voice echoing through the trees. A gaggle of animals
bounded towards them to whine and chatter and tug at their clothes to summon
them back to Tir-Jenac.


In the center of the glade Tebreega knelt
over a misshapen cooking pot, stirring vigorously and tossing back the long
tresses that continually slid across her face. Kerish searched for and found
the bowls and spoons and they sat down to gigantic helpings of spiced vegetable
stew. Kerish surreptitiously fed half of his to the monkeys while asking more
questions about the Ferrabrinth. Some were ignored, others provoked a spate of
information. Gidjabolgo snapped at Tebreega's answers, often demanding to know
the reason behind the Ferrabrinth's actions.


“Why do they dislike water?”


“I'm not sure. “ Tebreega's forehead
puckered. “Perhaps because the sea cannot be reduced to order; it remains
unpredictable.”


“And do they find us lacking in order, too?”
asked Gidjabolgo.


“Woefully,” answered the sorceress.


“Have they never considered,” began the
Forgite, “that disorder may be necessary to every society? That without it the
mind stagnates?”


Kerish leaned back against a tree-trunk,
stroking the animals curled in his lap and listening placidly to the others
talking. No, he thought, your faults are not pretty and your virtues are those
that are hardest to love. Kerish fixed in his mind a final picture of
Gidjabolgo pouncing on Tebreega's words and worrying the truth out of them like
a glutton stripping meat off bones. There was no courtesy between them and no
animosity either. Tebreega seemed to thrive on the Forgite's rudeness. Her
small eyes sparkled and the color in her cheeks blurred the old scars. `I am
right to leave him,' thought Kerish sadly. `He will grow out of me here.'


“You are very silent, Prince,” said
Tebreega at last.


“I am tired,” answered Kerish truthfully.


“Sleep then,” the voice of the sorceress
was very gentle. “You have an early start tomorrow.”


The Prince left the others sitting beside
the fire-pit, still arguing about the uses of disorder.


 


*****


 


Just after dawn, Tebreega woke him. “Sweetheart,
it's time to go.”


“Gidjabolgo?”


“He will sleep until tomorrow,” whispered
the sorceress. “Better a peaceful start to your journey.”


Kerish slipped out of his hammock and
followed Tebreega into the pavilion. He accepted the purple cloak that she had
woven and clasped it over the blue-grey robe. The sorceress handed him stout
rope sandals, a sack of provisions that he could fasten across his shoulders
and a water-flask to hang at his hip.


Then Kerish walked back across the glade to
Gidjabolgo's hammock. The Forgite lay on his back, snoring loudly, with two
squirrels curled up on his stomach. Kerish unfastened the bracelet that
Gidjabolgo had always admired. It was too narrow for the Forgite's wrist but
Kerish laid it on the pillow so that he would see it when he woke. The zildar
was already propped against the nearest tree. There was nothing else left to
give. Tebreega's hand touched his shoulder. 


“I am ready,” said Kerish-lo-Taan.












Chapter
12


The Book of the Emperors: Sorrows


 


And they asked
him to speak over the graves but he denied them saying, “If Zeldin himself came
to you at this hour and spoke the truth, you would drive Him from you with
stones and curses. Do you not hate those who smile at the deaths of children?
No, this truth I offer cannot be spoken to the many, it can only be passed from
one heart to another.”


 


 


Kerish woke in the chill of dawn and
reached down to stroke the small animals curled up at his side. They were gone.
The paw-marks in the dust led back towards the jungle and the birds were
missing from the rock they had perched on. He was alone. Kerish got up and
shook out the cloak that had done little to soften his bed of stones. Ahead lay
the Desolation of Zarn: silent and grey and endless. 


In comparison, the country he had journeyed
through in the last three days seemed a paradise. There had been pools of
brackish water, clumps of thorn trees with fierce orange flowers and patches of
straggly grass. There had been the whining of the insects and occasionally the
dry patter of a startled lizard darting beneath a rock. There had even been
reminders of humanity: small cairns built by men who had come seeking death but
after seeing Zarn, had turned back to life again. All the time a flock of
Tebreega's birds and three monkeys had followed him, singing and gamboling,
even though the hottest hours of each dreary day. Now they were gone and he had
reached the true edge of the wasteland. 


Tebreega had stooped to kiss him as they
parted and whispered, “Enter the Desolation with your body but not with your
mind.” He understood her now. Two days ago Gidjabolgo would have woken and
raged at being left behind Was he reconciled yet? Was the fascination of the
Ferrabrinth strong enough to hold him at Tebreega's side?


In the jungle, Kerish had been afraid of
forgetting who he was, but Gidjabolgo had been there to hold up the forbidden
mirror. Now there was no one. No one to stop him fading into the greyness of
the Desolation. “Not with your mind.” The words of the sorceress rang in
his thoughts. Kerish stepped forward. “I will make you a garden,” he said
aloud. “I will furnish you with color and life and beauty and while I am alive
there will be no Desolation.”


It was not easy country for walking. The
ground rose in small hills, each bringing the hope of some new prospect and
dashing it with the same dreary vista. The hills fell away sharply into narrow
gullies that might have been the beds of streams long ago when the wasteland
had life. There was no sound but the hiss of the hostile wind as it sifted the
loose sand from the stones.


Kerish tried to transform the hiss into the
rustling of leaves in the Emperor's Garden. He pictured the gullies as lily
ponds and the hills as grassy mounds but the scree still slipped from beneath
his feet. He twisted his ankles several times before learning to walk more
cautiously. Kerish rested at noon but there was little shade and the sun
scorched his skin wherever it was unprotected.


At sunset he tried to reach Forollkin.
Slowly he built up a detailed picture of his brother, trying to remember him at
his happiest on Vethnar's island, hand-in-hand with Gwerath. There was no
answering warmth. Perhaps the person he was trying to reach had died with
Gwerath.


Wrapped in his purple cloak, Kerish drifted
into sleep, thinking of their journey through the Sea of Az. In his dreams, the
Desolation of Zarn was strewn with soul figures, cracked by the heat, blurred
by the winds, but still human. He tried to bury the soul of Khan O-grak, but
the stones slipped from his bleeding fingers.


The light woke him on the fifth morning
since his parting with Tebreega. Kerish decided that today he would walk
through Ellerinonn. As he slithered up and down the dry hills he clothed them
in emerald grass and planted stately trees. Every so often he would pause,
trying to remember the exact form of a statue. In the heat of the day he ringed
himself round with fountains.


The fresh fruit that the sorceress had
given him was rotting now, but there were no insects to be drawn by its
rankness. Kerish forced himself to eat it for his evening meal. There were
enough dried rations to last at least a week but now the moist fruit was gone
he would need more water. Kerish had topped up his flask at the last pool but
it was not much: five days' supply, six if he was careful, seven at the very
most. He had vaguely expected there to be something in the Desolation that he
could live off, roots perhaps or berries, but there was nothing.


“Is it far?”


“Very far, but it will not take long.”


On the sixth morning the muscles in his
thighs and calves ached worse than ever. The rope sandals chafed at his
blistered feet but the ground was too hot for him to walk without them. The
wind scorched him but Kerish forced it to rustle, not sand, but the grasses of
Erandachu. The windflowers swayed as he moved, though he could not remember
their scent. He sent herds of Irollga galloping down the gullies as the dust
clouds choked him. Sometimes there was Gwerath to walk by his side, but he
could not hold her image in his thoughts for long.


In the worst of the heat he squatted down
in a frail patch of shadow and raised the hillocks into the Ultimate Mountains
but the world did not end in their splendor; it faded into the Desolation of
Zarn. Kerish forced himself to go on. 


At sunset he ate his meagre ration of dried
fruit and lentil cakes, wishing they didn't make him so thirsty. He decided
that he would have to avoid moving during most of the day and travel mainly at
night. The skies were clear and the stars were the only beautiful things in the
Desolation of Zarn. The Prince followed them southward, thinking of Gwerath.


On the seventh day he narrowed his world to
a path through the dappled shade of Everlorn. When the heat became too intense
he curled up under his cloak and tried to soothe himself to sleep with memories
of Kelinda's kindness. Instead he dreamed of Pellameera dancing in her tomb,
and danced with her. He woke in the early evening and walked till past
midnight.


On the eighth day he was woken by the pain
of his blistered skin as the sunlight touched it. He moistened his dry lips and
began to walk. The golden chain slipped down from his thin waist to bruise his
hips as he moved. Stubbornly, Kerish filled the wasteland with marshes. Now,
even the memory of Lan-Pin-Fria seemed beautiful: the thickets of reeds, bright
with birds; the tangled trees overgrown with flowers and everywhere water -
cool green streams and pools and rivers. Kerish's hands strayed to the water-flask
but he knew he must wait until noon. `More detail, concentrate, concentrate.'
Struggling up a fierce slope with the scree bruising his ankles, Kerish
remembered flowers and insects and birds and the faces of lbrogdiss and Dau.


After a while, Lilahnee walked beside him,
kittenish at first, sometimes crying to be picked up and carried, sometimes
bounding impulsively ahead. Within an hour she had grown to her full size;
fierce and disdainful as she fell in with his slow pace, but how soft her fur
was . . . 


“No!” Kerish opened his eyes with a start.
He had been almost sleepwalking. He must banish the Desolation but not at the
cost of surrendering to his dreams. He must remember where he was going and
why. `But I don't know,' he protested to himself, and found the answer,
`Southwards to the Seven Gates.'


In the cool of evening his head cleared. If
he turned back now he might have just enough food and water to get him to the
edge of the wasteland. If he went on . . . surely Tebreega would not have sent
him to his death? But he remembered her face as they parted. She had never
expected him to return. The High Priest, the Emperor, had they known that this
quest would demand a slow and painful death? How could it profit any of them
for him to die alone in the Desolation of Zarn? Who would even know?


On the ninth day he eagerly licked the
blood from his cracked lips. The sun tortured his tender skin. He longed to
hide all through the daylight hours but to lie half-choked beneath his cloak,
with nothing to distract him from the agony of his swollen tongue and aching
throat, was worse still. He staggered southwards. “Don't stop while you
still have strength to move,” Tebreega had said, “or your quest will
fail.”


Kerish tried to raise the jungle around
him. Unraveling the strands of uproar, he knotted them again when he had
remembered and identified each individual noise. He forced trees to grow among
the stones, decked them with flowers and creepers and peopled them with singing
birds and mischievous animals. In the noonday heat, he invoked the
Ferrabrinthin and made the scorching wind the movement of its fiery wings.


He could not hold the images steady. An
Or-gar-gee rose from the crystal pool, Ellandellore's twisted tower blocked his
path, and the painted faces of Loshites stared from among the boughs.


Kerish threw up his hand to block out the
sight and found himself falling. The jungle dissolved as he lay winded and
bruised at the bottom of the gully. He hadn't been noticing the real path.
Kerish sat up slowly. There was nothing broken. `But there might have been', he
told himself. `Then I would have died here. How Gidjabolgo would scold,' he
thought dreamily, `and Forollkin too . . . Forollkin – Viroc- concentrate!'
With shaking hands he drew out the last of the dried fruit and ate it. Now
there were only two lentil cakes and a few mouthfuls of water left.


On the tenth day he finished the food.
Kerish climbed the next hill and stood unsteadily on the summit. Before him the
Desolation of Zarn stretched inexorably to the horizon.  He knew then that he
was going to die amongst its grey hills. 


After that it seemed easier to keep on
walking. All he had to do now was obey Tebreega's order. If his quest had
failed he was paying the full price and no one could reproach him. His progress
was slow. Sometimes he wandered in circles until the images of Galkis that
filled his mind jolted his memory and he turned south again. 


On the eleventh morning he drank the last
sip of water and threw away the bottle. All that day and through the night,
Lilahnee walked beside him. He heard her soft footfalls in the sighing of the
wind. Gwerath's hair was tangled with the stars and made them too bright to
stare at.


By the twelfth day violent pains in his
stomach sometimes bent him double but he still moved southwards. His thoughts
were uncontrollable, like water slipping through his fingers. He was afraid
that he might throw away the keys. They seemed an intolerable weight now. Every
so often he felt beneath his tattered robe to assure himself that they still
hung at his side. Then he would stare fascinated at the shapely bones that the
shrunken flesh of his hands exposed.


Gradually the individual pains of hunger
and thirst, sunburn and exhaustion, merged into one general agony that seemed a
natural part of his existence. He could not imagine being free of it. `Though
if Forollkin was here,' he thought, `or Gidjabolgo, they would take it away.'
He could no longer be sure if he was thinking or speaking. The noise of his
movements seemed to defile the Desolation. There should be silence; nothing but
bones and dust and silence . . . “No!” Kerish forced himself to walk all
through the night. He knew that once he lay down he would never get up again.


On the thirteenth morning the sun beat him
to his knees. He clutched at the keys. The gold burned his tender skin but he
would not let go. “Go on to the last of your strength.” The words lashed
at him. He could no longer remember their meaning but they still forced him to
go on.


He crawled towards the next hill and up the
royal road to Zeldin's temple but the snows were grey. Kerish's head dropped
and he inhaled the cruel dust. A spasm of coughing wracked his thin body and
for a moment the pain jarred him into lucidity. `Zeldin! Imarko!' His swollen
tongue could not form the words. Scree rattled past him. He was falling off the
mountain. Everyone was waiting for him but he would never reach the temple.
`Gentle Zeldin . . .'   


Kerish's fingers clenched on the keys. Then
his hand fell open and he lay still.


 


*****


 


The wind mocked him with the sound of
wings. The fountains of his memory overflowed. `They will wash me away,'
thought Kerish, `down the mountainside, down to a purple sea.' Waves rocked
him. The cool waters stripped away layers of pain. There was only emptiness
left; the Desolation of Zarn and of all men . . .


Why had he thought it was water surrounding
him? It was music. For a long time Kerish pondered whether he still had eyes,
and if he did, how to open them. At last his lashes quivered and he was looking
into a brightness turbulent with colors. Before he could close his eyes again,
the brightness surged over and into him and there was no emptiness left.


With a thrill of terror, Kerish knew that
he was too heavy now for the rocks to bear him up. Surely he would sink through
them? Perhaps he already had. He could feel nothing above or beneath him. The
brightness was within him and outside him but it was shrinking, concentrating
itself on a single point.


Kerish could see again. The glimmering
wasteland stretched all around him, pale and insubstantial as a shroud of dust.
The Prince stood up, still half afraid to look at the heart of the brightness,
to look at the purple and golden bird blazing amongst the rocks. Its song was
the music that had cleansed and healed him. Kerish shaded his eyes against the
zeloka, the messenger of Zeldin and Imarko. The bird spread its shining wings
and spiraled upward, still singing. 


Kerish yearned to follow. `I can't walk,'
he thought desperately, `I have no strength left', but he found himself running
southwards. The Desolation dissolved at his heels into shimmering dust colored
by the zeloka's song. He ran within the eye of the storm and remade the world
with each step.


When at last the music ceased, Kerish's
stillness unfolded to form a landscape of silvered rock and white sand. Ahead
of him lay the storm, frozen into ramparts of light. Seven ramparts, seven
circles, one within the other and each higher than the last. Kerish was afraid
that his slightest movement would shatter them and unleash a hurricane of color
to sweep away the pallid world of men. Yet in the center of the first rampart
was a darkness so intense that even the radiance of the zeloka could not pierce
it. Kerish knew that it was a gateway. 


The first key was ready in his hand, its
purple gem a pale reflection of the zeloka's plumage. Very slowly
Kerish-lo-Taan approached the prison of the Saviour.


He dared not touch the blackness of the
door but he felt its coldness pass through him. The very rocks seemed to shiver
with him. Hovering above his head, the zeloka sang a single note and a point of
silver appeared in the blackness. Kerish knelt to fit the first key in its
lock. The black door swung open and Elmandis was standing beside him. The King
of Ellerinonn bowed and Kerish saw the face of an old man, still struggling to
acknowledge peace. The Prince held out the key but Elmandis shook his head and
vanished.


The zeloka alighted on the second rampart
and sang again. Kerish replaced the first key and drew out the second. He
walked through the gate towards an azure wall of light and the sorcerer of
Tir-Racneth. Ellandellore stood almost as tall as the Prince now and there was
a new gentleness in his face. Kerish stooped to unlock the second of the black
gates. It opened without a sound and the zeloka flew towards the third rampart.
Kerish offered the key. Ellandellore's fingers passed through his hand as the
sorcerer felt for the cool gold. In that instant Kerish knew that Ellandellore
was the reality and he was the vision. He tried to speak, but the young
sorcerer released the key, as if he had gained enough strength simply by
touching it. Ellandellore bowed, smiled and vanished.


On ramparts gleaming with the colors of ice
in sunlight, the zeloka perched above the third gate. A single crystal note
lanced its blackness. Beside the gate stood two figures with their arms around
each other. Saroc's face was peaceful and proud. Sendaaka's had warmed into joy
and she was no less graceful for the coming child. Kerish opened the gate and
did not even offer them the key. They gave him a long look before they vanished
and he winced under their compassion. The space between the third and the
fourth ramparts was empty. Saroc would never be parted from his wife again. 


The zeloka sang. The note thrilled with
urgency and the darkness splintered. Kerish unlocked the gate in the crimson
wall and passed through into a different kind of emptiness. The ramparts
shimmered with silver. For a moment a shadow flickered beside the gate and its
touch was like a caress. Kerish  opened the dark gate and returned the fifth
key to the golden chain. The power of the keys was meaningless to Shubeyash
now.


Kerish followed the zeloka's flight towards
glowing earth-brown ramparts and the restless figure of Vethnar. The song of
the zeloka broke through the blackness of the gate and Kerish reached up to
turn the key in the silver lock. The gate opened and he offered the sixth key
to the sorcerer of Tir-Melidon. Vethnar grimaced, bowed, swung away and vanished.


As Kerish approached the seventh rampart
Tebreega came towards him with her arms outspread. She embraced him but he
could not feel her. Before he could speak she gave him a loving smile and
vanished.


The zeloka was singing as Kerish drew the
last key off the golden chain and the lock burst like a star from the blackness
of the seventh gate. Kerish sank to his knees. `I can't deserve this,' he
thought dazedly, `without the help of the sorcerers, without Forollkin and
Gidjabolgo and Gwerath, I wouldn't be here. I've wanted this moment for so long
and now I can't bear it. Zeldin, Imarko, let me go back, please let me go
back.'


The zeloka spread its wings and enfolded
him with light. The black gate seemed taller than the Ultimate Mountains, but
he knew that the lock was not beyond his reach.


Kerish-lo-Taan turned the key and opened
the seventh gate.


The Saviour stepped forward. He was not
tall and the body within the austere grey robe seemed slight and frail.
Silvered hair framed a calm sad face, but the golden and purple eyes blazed
with hope and the beautiful hands were clasped in prayer.


Kerish-lo-Taan stood for a long time
looking at his own reflection. For a moment his heart had lurched with shock
and he had been poised not just to run, but to shatter the prison of his body
in the last escape. Only for a moment. He was no longer the child who had been
trapped in a cage of mirrors amongst the Screaming Rocks. He had learned to
face even his own scrutiny.


Like the wound in the face of Shubeyash, a
terrible disunity was still present in this reflection. Kerish could see both
the part of him that had been shaped by the twenty years of his life and the
part which did not, and never would, belong in Zindar. He saw shame for much
that he had done and an intense longing for something glimpsed in the distance
and never quite understood, but he knew that he was almost healed.


Even so, it was a while before he realized
the full significance of what he had found behind the seventh gate. Part of him
gasped with this second shock; part of him had always known it.


“Not me? Zeldin, not me.”


Shock dissolved into laughter at this
ultimate absurdity. His reflection trembled.  Kerish reached out, as if to
steady it, and stepped through his own image. 


He was back at in eye of the storm. Colors
raged about him and then coalesced into the shining form of the zeloka. The
seven gates stood open behind him, but Kerish ran forward, not through a
Desolation but a garden. The song of the zeloka rose on a tide of joy and
Kerish was swept away by it. He no longer knew if he was running or swimming or
flying, only that he was being drawn towards the center of the garden and of
all songs.


With a torrent of ecstatic notes the zeloka
swooped down to a beckoning hand. Kerish found himself kneeling at the foot of
a great stair and looking up into a woman's face. Her slender hand was steady
beneath the zeloka's weight, but the marvelous bird seemed abashed and hid its
head under one glorious wing.


“Welcome, Saviour Prince.” She was old and
frail. Her face was marked with pain and grief and was infinitely beautiful. “Welcome
child.”


Even in that wise, piercing beauty he could
see a likeness to his own features. Wordless, Kerish held out the seven keys
and she received them.


“The gift shall be returned to the giver.”


At her words, the zeloka's head emerged
from beneath its wing. It snatched the golden chain and flew upwards following
the spiral of the white stair.


“Lady,” Kerish said, “must it be me?”


Imarko answered him tenderly. “No, dearest
child. Turn and look behind you.”


Kerish looked back through the seven gates
to the Desolation of Zarn. 


At first he only saw the grey hills. Then
his eyes focused on a thin huddled figure, already half covered by dust.


“I understand,” whispered Kerish. “All
that I am and all that I ever shall be.”


Imarko nodded. “You have unlocked the Gate
of Death. No one will force you through it again. Now look up.”


The ramparts had fused into a great
rainbow, curving to enfold the garden of Imarko. At the center of this shining
circle was the white stair. It climbed up far beyond his sight and as Kerish
looked at the stair it seemed to change. He realized that each step was as huge
as a country. Tiny as he seemed in comparison to the stair, Kerish found that
his eyes could range over those countries as if he were flying above them.


On the lowest step was a city overlooking a
turquoise sea; its silent streets walked by a single figure. The man looked up
and seemed to salute Kerish. His face was noble and sad. It was only by his
silver gloves that the Prince recognized Shubeyash.


Within moments he had been swept higher and
was looking down on a rocky island and the ruins of a temple, its dark stones
split open to let in the light. Beside the ruin stood Khan O-grak, with his arm
around a brown-haired woman. In front of them, thigh-deep in the earth, was the
Khan's soul figure. Its dark wood was mellowing to a rich gold and it grew tall
and straight and human. The wooden hands seemed raised in greeting to Kerish as
he floated higher.


The third step was covered by grasslands.
Where they met the turbulent sea a silver-haired girl was walking with a great
green cat bounding at her side. Kerish knew that they were immeasurably distant
and yet they seemed to see him. The cat gave a noise halfway between a growl
and a purr of welcome. Gwerath smiled. It was a smile full of loving
friendship, as if all that she had once felt for Forollkin now belonged to him
too, with no possibility of jealousy to mar their triple happiness.


“Wait for me . . .” Gwerath nodded. Surely
she had heard, but the vision was fading as he was drawn upwards. As he hovered
above a wild and beautiful garden Kerish glimpsed Gankali and Lord Jerenac
among the trees, but he did not at first recognize the two figures who stood
beside a crystal pavilion. The silver-haired woman looked like an older
Gwerath, but a Gwerath who had known great happiness. The man might have been
himself, older and tired, but purged of all bitterness. When he smiled, Kerish
knew him, though he had never seen such a look on that face before. 


“Father
. . . Mother!”


As he spoke, he sensed Taana's presence,
rich with the love that was his legacy, and knew that he was the completion of
his parents' joy. Then, under the trees, he noticed a third figure - Rimoka his
stepmother. He felt his parents' tenderness reach out to her, but the Empress
buried her face in her hands and would not look up. Kerish knew that they would
not cease to implore her forgiveness until she too was drawn into their
happiness. Kerish longed to be with them.


“Wait for me . . .” They promised with
their eyes, but the vision faded. Kerish hovered for a moment over the step
where the temples of Hildimarn rose anew and Ka-Metranee and her mother walked
together on the white beach. Then he was swept up into the mountains where
Izeldon stood. He knew at once that the High Priest had the strength to climb
to the very summit of the stair, but something held him back.


“Is it me?” murmured Kerish. 


Izeldon looked up, the eyes of the Godborn
shining with compassion in his strong, peaceful face. “I will wait for you.” 


Kerish knew that the words came to him
across a distance far greater than he could comprehend. For a terrifying moment
he thought his vision would sweep him even further up the stair than Izeldon
had climbed.


“Imarko!” he cried, and she was with him at
the foot of the stair. “Lady, have you waited for me here?”


“Since the day of my death.” 


Each strand of her hair seemed resplendent
with more colors than the rainbow rampart, but the hand she held out to Kerish
was frail and human.


“What must I do?” he asked.


“You have let Zeldin shape you,” said
Imarko. “There is no other Saviour Prince, but you have carried more than your
share of the world's sorrows and you have won the right to peace. Mount the
stair. The climb is hard, but you will never be alone.”


Kerish took one step forward and then
stopped. “But if I do, what will happen to Galkis?”


“Our children are grown now,” said the
first Empress of Galkis. “We have offered them everything, but we shall not
force them to take it.”


“What will happen?” repeated Kerish, “to my
brother, to Viroc . . . ?”


A tear shone on Imarko's cheek. “Viroc will
fall.”


“Show me,” whispered Kerish.


All Galkis was mirrored in the tear of
Imarko. In the moment of its fall, Kerish saw the walls of Viroc crimson with
the cloaks of Fangmere. The night was filled with fire as half the city burned,
but on the royal road two hundred horsemen, gaunt as their half-starved mounts,
were fleeing north. In their midst rode Kelinda, her hair brightened by the
flames. The horseman beside her held in his arms the wounded and unconscious
figure of the Lord Commander of Galkis.


The scene blurred and was followed by a
swift succession of images, as if weeks and months were slipping past. Kerish
saw his brother fight battle after battle as the army of the Five Kingdoms
thrust deeper and deeper into Galkis. He watched the barbarians reach the
capital and strip the gold from its walls. The Inner Palace burned and Follea
died, stabbed as she struggled with the warriors looting her jewels.


The Emperor and his brother, High Priest
Im-lo-Torim, had taken refuge in the temple of Zeldin, high in the mountains.
When a trembling novice reported that the barbarians were close, they drank
irandaan till the starflowers bloomed in the darkness of their minds bringing
madness and death. Little Princess Koligani refused to drink and was taken
captive by warriors from Chiraz.


As Kerish watched, the dead faces of his
half-brothers dissolved into a vision of Li-Kroch flinching as Zyrindella
placed a copy of the Imperial Crown upon his head. Last of all Kerish saw
Hildimarn's deserted temples and the white strand on which Imarko had walked in
the morning of the world. Three ships stood off the shore and people were
wading through the shallows towards them. The last to come aboard were a woman
with pale copper hair and a man who looked back towards Galkis with a desperate
longing.


 


*****


 


The tear of Imarko struck the ground and
the visions broke.


“Must this happen?” asked Kerish.


“Child, it has happened as you watched.”


Kerish bowed his head. “Then there is no
hope for Galkis?”


“There is always hope for the souls of
Galkis,” answered Imarko. “The gift of my death is always with them. The gift
of your life has yet to be offered. Galkis needs one last Emperor to teach my
people that they are all Godborn and must rule themselves under Zeldin's mercy.”


“An Emperor?”


She looked at him steadily. “Galkis still
remembers the Third Prince and his quest. The faithful wait for your return.”


“But he . . . I am dead,” whispered Kerish.
“There is nothing more that I can do for them.”


“Except to live again, beloved,” said
Imarko. “There is hope in the jungle of Jenze where Gidjabolgo mourns you and
teaches the Ferrabrinth what you were. There is hope among the exiles, in the
love that is growing between Forollkin and his Queen. There is hope in the
faith and goodness and courage of thousands of Galkians and in many whom you
have called enemies.”


“Must I be born again?”


At his tone, Imarko took him in her arms
like the starry night enfolding the troubled earth. “Born to pain and sorrow
and death. Beloved, do you think that I cannot remember how much life hurts us?
Climb the stair and be at peace.” 


She was weeping, for she already knew his
answer.


“No,” said Kerish-lo-Taan, as the dust of
Zarn covered his bones, “I will live.”












Epilogue


The Book of the Emperors: Sorrows


 


Our lives are
spent shaping gifts for the future, to bring pleasure or pain that we shall
never see.


 


 


The child moved cautiously amongst the maze
of rock, pausing to stare at each tortured shape. He had crawled among them
before he could walk and he was not afraid. He knew that once these rocks had
screamed but now they were always silent. Lichens and spring flowers blurred
their monstrous strangeness. His startling eyes seemed the only live thing in
the grave young face as the child stealthily continued his search. He came to
the rock which always reminded his father of a snarling marsh cat. The cat-rock
looked the same as ever but when the child touched it he heard a faint rumbling
purr.


“I've found you!” His yell of triumph
turned to a squeal of  mock terror as the rock shimmered and a flaxen-haired
young man swept him off his feet.


“Hah! A Dik-bird who's forgotten his own
nest would have been quicker finding it than you've been finding me.”
Ellandellore's green eyes sparkled as he whirled the child round before setting
him down on the white sand. “Much longer and you would have missed seeing your
father's ship come in.”


“He's really back?”


“Do you doubt my word?” 


“I wish I could see things from far off,
like you do. Will you teach me?”


“No.”


“Then will you show me how to make myself
look like a rock?”


“No,” repeated Ellandellore but with his
most charming smile.


“Will you make the rocks scream for me
again?”


“No!”


King Ellandellore was still smiling but the
child looked up at him sharply. “Have I made you angry, or sad? Didn't you like
it when the rocks screamed?”


“No, no, and no,” answered Ellandellore,
with varying degrees of truth. “Come on, we must climb to the Citadel to see
the ship come in.”


“Why won't you teach me things?” persisted
the child.


“You learn too fast by yourself,” muttered
Ellandellore as they began walking.


“Is it because Father was angry when I told
him what he was thinking? I did explain that it wasn't your fault.”


“Thank you for that.” 


They came to the edge of the rocks and took
the path that climbed to the crest of the highest hill on Cheransee.


“Then why?”


“I might risk your father's anger, but I
made a promise to your mother that I dare not break.”


“Dare not? But mother wouldn't hurt anyone.”


Ellandellore looked down at the child's
puzzled face. “There is a great strength in gentleness like hers. I had to
learn that and so must you, Kerish.” 


They climbed in silence for a while, with
their backs to the sea. As the path curved southward, the plain spread out
before them and the jumbled noises of daily living floated towards them. The
city of exiles was still growing. There were newcomers' tents among the simple
turf and timber huts defiantly flying the flags of  Tryfania, Morolk, Jenoza
and Galkis. Refugees were arriving from all over the fallen Empire, rebelling
against the oppressive rule of Zyrindella in the north or fleeing from southern
cities occupied by warriors from the Five Kingdoms. Ellandellore gazed down at
the young city he had sworn to protect but the child was tugging at his arm for
attention.


“Can I come and stay with you again?”


“Not this year. You'll be away from your
parents long enough on your visit to Vethnar. Don't sulk. He'll be delighted with
you, since you ask almost as many questions as he does. I think you'll like him
too.”


“Oh I do...I mean, I will”


Ellandellore knelt to embrace the trembling
boy. “What is it, Kerish?”


The answer was always the same. “I don't
know. The other one came.”


No-one could stop the boy believing that
another person lived inside him, or prevent these sudden tremors. 


“Will it be all right when I'm older?”
Kerish would ask. “Will we grow together?” Most adults tried to reassure him
with vague promises but he sensed their disquiet. His father refused to talk
about it.


The boy wriggled out of Ellandellore's
embrace. “Come on. We mustn't be late!”


The Sorcerer King straightened, his green
eyes dangerously flecked with gold.


“True. So race you to the summit!”


 


*****


 


Queen Kelinda stood beneath the tower of
Tir-Racneth watching her husband's ship negotiate the one safe channel through
the rocks that surrounded Cheransee. No hostile vessel would ever find it. The
new King of Ellerinonn retained enough power to protect the Galkian exiles from
the fleet of Fangmere. The ship had nearly reached the shallows and they would
soon be lowering the longboat to come ashore. 


“Shall I fetch you a cloak, my lady,” said
an eager voice. “The wind turns cold.”


“No, I hardly feel it, but thank you,
Feernax.”


Kelinda gave her slow sweet smile to the
young Tryfanian lord who had travelled so far to join them.


“Lady, if the Queen your sister will lend
us only ten ships, I swear we can clear the Footsteps of those murderers from
Fangmere. Then the Jorgan Islanders will surely rise against them.”


“Not unless they are assured of help from
Tryfania,” answered Kelinda.


“That will come!” declared Feernax. 


He had brought a letter from Kor-Li-Zynak
himself, begging the exiles to rescue him from his mother and uncle. Everything
that Zyrindella had done was for a son who feared and hated her. Now that she
was a mother herself, Kelinda could not help feeling a little sorry for
Zyrindella.


“Far-Tryfarn has rebelled once already,”
Feernax was saying, “and Yxin and Zyrindella are hated now even in
Montra-Lakon.”


“Yes, but who is hated more – Queen
Zyrindella or the barbarians squatting in the south? However bad her
government, she will always find supporters as long as she defends her borders
against the Five Kingdoms. That is the worst of wars.”


Feernax frowned. “Then perhaps we should
start in the south. If we seized Ephaan...”


“With ten ships? Ah, don't look so
downcast. You are right, Feernax, we must be bold, but I was always one to see
the shadows rather than the sunlight.”


“Lady, you are our sun!” He seized her hand
and kissed it. “You keep our faith bright. When I am near you, I know that
Zeldin will deliver his people. He will send back the Third Prince to be our
Saviour and we shall be ready!”


Kelinda smiled tightly, glad that Forollkin
wasn't there to be hurt by the young zealot's words. 


“If only King Ellandellore would allow us
to anchor war-ships in the harbors of Ellerinonn...”  


Feernax broke off as the King himself ran
over the brow of the hill with Kelinda's little son at his heels.


“There, I told you'd I'd win.”


“But you cheated!” The boy ran into
Kelinda's arms. “Mother, he turned into a bird and flew most of the way. That's
not fair, is it?”


“No indeed. Shame on you, my Lord of
Ellerinonn.”


“I wither before your just rebuke, oh
Queen.”


Ellandellore bowed extravagantly, though in
the presence of his former citadel, his face was sombre. The crooked tower of
Tir-Racneth was deserted but the children of the exiles sometimes rummaged
among its treasures, trying on the jewels of the drowned as carelessly as
Ellandellore had once done.


Down on the shore, the boat was beached and
the returning Galkians climbed the hill by the shortest path. The Lord
Commander was the first to reach the summit. His son tore across the grass to
greet him. He had jumped up to kiss the scarred cheek and begun to chatter
before Forollkin could say, “How's my boy?”


“I can recite half The Book of Sorrows
now, well almost, and I'm nearly as tall as the next mark on the wall.
Meyvinn's had a daughter and Ellandellore hid in the cat-rock and it took me
ages to find him. Did Aunt Pellameera send me any presents?”


“Perhaps she did. You'll have to wait and
see.”


Forollkin had almost flinched at the
mention of Queen Pellameera. He hadn't expected the years to treat her so
unkindly and he couldn't forget her twisted smile as she listened to the lying
praises of her young lovers.


“Forollkin....”


He turned with grateful love to the Queen
of Seld's sister and kissed her. Their son was still clinging round his neck.


“What sort of presents did she perhaps send
me? How long do I have to wait?”


From a discreet distance, Lord Feernax
studied them, trying to find the parents in the child. Kerish-lo-Kelin would
never be as tall as his father. Perhaps the fine bones and slight frame came
from his mother. The rich brown hair with its red glints was a mixture of them
both and you could trace Forollkin in the strength of the chin and Kelinda in
the gentleness of the smiling mouth. Yet the eyes were purely Godborn, huge and
fathomless, purple, golden and black. “An omen,” the exiles had whispered when
those eyes first opened, “the best of omens for Galkis.”


The little group broke up as Forollkin's
companions reached Tir-Racneth and came forward to greet their Queen. In Galkis
such a collection of soldiers and farmers, priests and craftspeople, nobles and
ex-slaves would never have known each other. In exile, they worked together. Feernax
was soon among them eagerly asking questions but it was Lord Forollkin himself
who answered, “The Queen of Seld will spare us nine ships and all the young
trouble-makers of her court. Now that the alliance between the Brigands of
Fangmere and the Men of the Five Kingdoms is broken, Pellameera concedes that
there is hope for us.”


“Father, why are our enemies angry with
each other?”


Forollkin set his son down on the grass and
answered him seriously, “Because the Brigands of Fangmere think that the Men of
the Five Kingdoms don't honor the Dark Goddess as they should. The Brigands
wanted to murder your cousin, Koligani to please the goddess. They will never
forgive Cil-Rahgen of Chiraz for saving and marrying her. The Princes of  Oraz
and Mintaz are angry with him too, since they argue about everything they steal
from Galkis.”


“There's fresh news from Jenoza,” said
Feernax, “of fighting between the forces of Oraz and Chiraz.”


“This could be the moment,” began
Forollkin, “to widen the split by negotiating with Chiraz...”


Neither of them had heard the temple bell,
so Kelinda intervened. “It is time for the noon service. We should all give
thanks for the safe return of our travelers. Then they can eat and rest.” 


Everyone but Ellandellore walked down to
the settlement. Craftsmen and women among the exiles had begged wood and stone
from Ellerinonn to build and adorn a small temple to Zeldin and Imarko. Many
priests and priestesses had fled persecution by the Brigands of Fangmere. One
pair celebrated the noonday service exactly as it would  have been  carried out
in the temples of the Nine Cities but Viroc was burned, Joze struggled to raise
enough tribute, Hildimarn was deserted, and Ephaan was occupied by an enemy
fleet: Tryfis, Montra-Lakon, Yxis and Far-Tryfarn suffered under the tyranny of
usurpers, and Galkis itself was no longer golden.


As he joined the crowd assembling on the
grass in front of the temple, Forollkin thought of the stifling rituals of the
Inner City he had grown up in. His son would never veil his face, never learn
to fear the Ceremony of Presentation, never, by him, be taught to trust in a
Gentle God. “How can I trust?” he had so often cried to Kelinda. “Kerish
trusted Zeldin and believed in our quest, but he didn't come back. I, who
wasn't certain about anything, I am alive and have so much, but Kerish never
came back.” She had only once asked him if he believed that his brother was
dead. He had answered her honestly, “I don't know. There was a terrible day,
not long after we left Viroc, when I felt that I had lost him, but sometimes he
feels so close...”


The officiating priest read a passage from The
Book of Prophecy and then spoke of Zeldin's place in the circle of time. “Do
not think that because Zeldin knows our future, we have no part in making it.
He gave us our choices, he watches us choose, and he has already seen the
results of our choosing.”        


His thoughts racing ahead to decisions
waiting to be made, Lord Commander Forollkin hardly listened. Nor did he join
in the hymn of thanksgiving: “Lady of the Stars, you cleanse us with your
tears: Lord of Gentleness you have broken us with your love so that we may know
that we are not whole...” Forollkin did smile as his son's pure treble rose
unselfconsciously above the other singers. Perhaps he had inherited his uncle's
voice as well as his eyes. Looking into those eyes, he sometimes found it
difficult to believe that this was his son.


After the final prayer, food was brought
out to be shared, just as in a village temple. The King of Ellerinonn rejoined
them then and greeted Forollkin. They exchanged news but, as always, there was
a coolness between them. When the exiles had first arrived in Ellerinonn to
find Elmandis dead, Forollkin had asked the new King over and over again to
tell him what had happened to Kerish. “He completed his quest,” was all that
Ellandellore would ever say.  


Now the Sorcerer-King crouched down beside
Kerish-lo-Kelin to share his portion of honey-bread. After listening for a
while as his father talked about stopping at Gultim and how happy Prince
Hemcoth seemed to be with Kelinda's niece, the little boy interrupted. 


“I played Hide and Seek this morning, just
like Uncle Kerish did once.”


“How did you know that?” demanded
Forollkin.


“I told him,” answered  Ellandellore
quietly, “I thought it best that your son should know the truth about me.”


“Oh I knew about the wicked games.
Sometimes I hear the drowned people crying.” Kerish suddenly looked frightened.
“Don't let me play games like that,” he implored. “Please don't let me!”


Forollkin picked up the little boy and
hugged him tightly. “Of course not. I'll scold you soundly if you try.”


“Like the ugly man,” whispered Kerish, too
softly for his father to hear.


Ellandellore stood up. “I must get back to
Tir-Rinnon.”


Kerish twisted round in his father's arms. “When
I visit you next, will you teach me how to be a king?”


“When you're a bit older,” promised
Ellandellore unwisely.


“How much older? When I'm seven?”


The sorcerer looked helplessly at Kelinda. 


“When you are twelve,” she said firmly, and
passed a plate of bread and cheese to Forollkin.


“That's a long time, but I'll remember.
When I'm twelve, I'm going to Tir-Rinnon to learn to be a King, for a bit.”


“You like to plan your life do you?” asked
Ellandellore, “What do you think you'll be doing when you are thirteen or
fifteen or seventeen?”


“When I'm seventeen I'm going to Galkis to
look for Uncle Kerish. What is a jungle like? Is it like your orchards?”


“No,” Ellandellore's voice shook a little, “it's
much fiercer and wilder.”


“I think I shall like that.”


Ellandellore kissed the child goodbye and
walked alone to the sea shore where his black boat waited.


When Forollkin had finished his meal he
stretched and sighed.


“I suppose there are a thousand and one
tasks waiting for me?”


“The list is as long as you are tall,” said
Kelinda, “but first we are going for a walk to see Kerish's empire.”


Protesting mildly, Forollkin was marched
across the island, his sea-boots crushing spring flowers with each step.


“You are not to laugh!” hissed Kelinda, as
they reached the banks of a small stream.


“You said we had to build Galkis again, so
I have,” announced Kerish-lo-Kelin. “Come and look.”


He had dug a large and satisfyingly muddy
puddle to represent the Sea of Az. Shallow channels, filled from the stream,
stood for the four rivers: the Jenze, the Zin, the Zin-Gald and the Gal. The
mountains were made with heaps of stone and he had marked each of the Nine
Cities with a single bright pebble. Someone had lent him a gold bracelet to 
put around the stone that was supposed to be the city of Galkis. Flowers had
been jammed into the ground to make the Empreror's garden, but they were
already withering. Further south, he had planted leafy twigs and a handful of
scarlet feathers, 


Forollkin allowed himself to be led round
and patiently listened to rambling explanations of each feature. 


“I like the feathers,” he said, “they make
your jungle look dangerous.”


“I'm not sure if the feathered people are
dangerous,” whispered Kerish. “They frighten me in my dreams but I don't think
they mean to.”


“No, I expect not,” agreed Forollkin
absently. 


He was watching his wife and marveling at
the tenderness of her smile as she looked down on the pebble cities. What had
the real Galkis ever given her but pain? Yet of all the exiles, she best seemed
to know what was worth saving from their lost empire. If she had passed that
quality on to her son, perhaps there could be no exile.


“And this is the silver-white beach where
our Lady met Zeldin,” Kerish was saying. “I couldn't get it very shiny. Do you
think it matters?”


“Not if you tried,” answered Forollkin. 


He linked hands with Kelinda and Kerish and
the three of them walked back together to the new city.  


 


 


The Book of the Emperors: Prophecy


 


And Jezreen
cried out to the Emperor and to all his court, “Do you still not understand why
Imarko died for us? Do you think that the answer can be found here, in this age
of splendor? No. Blessed are they who are born in shadow for they must seek
light. Weep for Golden Galkis in the hour of her fall. Weep and then rejoice;
for she shall rise again when each man's heart will be his Emperor and each
man's soul a Golden City.”


 


The End
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