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PRELUDE:  The Touching Stones


 


Graifalmia held her breath as she placed the spirit box into
the shallow notch atop the stone.  The power held.  It touched.


“Master,” Lorenna said, “it is very beautiful.”


“Yes, as the forests and streams of the Pallenborne once
were.  That was the genius of Derndra — understanding that only beauty could
capture the Aevir.”  For how long had she tried to release the great elementals? 
How many months of pouring over every scrap of writing that Derndra had left
behind, how many days of ritual incantations?  She had even invoked the Unknowable
Forces themselves.


Lorenna went to her master and took her hand.  “I know you
are disappointed, but this is a great act of power, greater than your defeat of
Derndra and the breaking of his grammarie.  By using the same craft he used to
make the stones of summoning, you have made the touching stones.  You have
defeated his legacy.”


“The work is incomplete.  I still have hope of releasing the
Aevir from their prisons.  Yet I fear the very nature of magic is
weakening because of their imprisonment, and as that happens it becomes even
more difficult to free them.  Too much power has been used in these final days. 
Derndra’s sorcery has almost undone the Essa itself.”


“Final days?” 


“This war of mages we have finally ended will signal the
last days of this age.  The high age of the magician is almost gone, and you
will be the last of my students to wield power as we now know it.  Soon you
must become the teacher and take students of your own.  You, Lorenna, and those
who come after you must learn to live in the new age to come, and you must
create a way to keep the art magic alive even as the nature of the Essa
changes.  This is the burden of your generation, and it is a greater one than
any I have shouldered.”


“Will it really change so much?”


“It must.  Look how the face of the world has changed — coastlines
altered, whole islands sunk, grasslands made into deserts.  The lifeforce of
magic is connected to this world, so it too will be altered.  And I will be
thankful it was not destroyed.”


Graifalmia closed the glass doors of the inner shrine and
led Lorenna outside.  The mountain top stood bathed in sunlight; it was a mild
day.  Far below, the valley lay dusty and barren.  Nothing remained of the camp
where the craftsmen and laborers had lived.


“Master, the stone in the valley, the summoning stone, why
did you change it into a touching stone?  It would have been simpler to destroy
it.”


Graifalmia shook her head.  “I only knew that the Powers
demanded it.  That stone has been marked by the Unknowable, and many fates are
bound to that stone.  Perhaps a people will grow up around it.  Perhaps they
will touch the spirit through the stone.  Who am I to say?”


“We have planted well,” Lorenna said.  “With E’alaisenne
upon the touching stone the lifeforce of the land is returning.  I can feel
it.  This valley will be lush and fair once again, though we may not live to
see it to its fullness.”


The Essa was strong here.  Graifalmia could feel the ebb and
flow of time across the years.  “We must ensure that this and the other secret
shrines are not forgotten.  It must be passed down with all the secret
knowledge of our order.  Because Derndra had many students who were never
found, and I can promise you that they will not forget.  And they will surely
teach their students of the unlimited power they had once wielded.”











CHAPTER 1:  A Troubadour's Quest


 


The reach across the inlet was deceptively wide, and
darkness, stealing out across the waters, began to encircle the little boat. 
He never would have tried the crossing had he not seen the pinpoint light on
the other side, but now an hour had passed and he had only come to the halfway
mark, a steep rocky headland dividing the bay into two deep channels.  He had
lost sight of the tiny beacon.


The storm had started as an innocent grey smudge on the
horizon, soon becoming a black chariot rolling swiftly landward from the
Western Sea.  Yet it was only a single squall, the skies to the north still
cloudless in the early twilight, a handful of the brightest stars resting
overhead.  He had guessed that it would pass behind him and started across the
bay on a fast broad-reach.  Unexpectedly, the wind shifted toward his stern
quarter, and the course of the squall shifted with it.


The boat creaked with complaint, a fierce gust of wind
striking it abeam.  Fine mist stung the windward side of his face.


"No more," Reyin said, though no one was there to
hear him, and swung the tiller over to run straight at the headland.  The wind
rose to drive the skiff hard before it, and soon he dropped the sail, removed
the centerboard, and started rowing toward a boulder-studded shoreline. 
Massive upthrusts of bare rock stood darkly over him like the shadows of gargantuan
fingers.  And he felt the weird come upon him.


He paused and listened for the pulse of the greater world
around him.  Soon to be caught in a storm, he thought the moment would be that
of the winter dragon — the need for shelter.  When he heard the vibration of
the Essa, he knew it to be the moment of the hand, and he was surprised, and he
was not surprised.  He was in the northern lands.


He had never before travelled farther north than the
mist-enshrouded land called Drendusia, still a few hundred leagues south of the
Pallenborne.  But old Ty'kojin had told him many of the strange ways the
Unknowable Forces manifested themselves here.  Designing powers existed. One
could be touched by them, and that which was seemingly chance often turned out
to be no chance at all.


A narrow gravel beach near the point looked like the only
landing place, and as darkness at last closed with him, he jumped from the bow
and pulled the boat halfway out of the water.  The shore rose steeply and
tugging soon became futile as he lost his footing in the loose gravel.  Alone,
he could do little else but wade into the sea and push.


The coldness shocked him.  He had swum in the ocean at
Olorande a month before, on the first day of spring.  It had been cold,
bracing, not like this.  A man would freeze to death in this, he thought as he
got a solid foothold on a submerged rock and bulled the skiff onto the land.


He took all his things from the boat, placing them in a wide
hole behind an enormous boulder on the high ground.  After unstepping the mast
and securing it to the inside, he managed to turn the hull over, keel pointing
skyward.  Even in the deepest dusk he saw that this was a desolate piece of
land.  Rock.  Dirt.  Little else.  Not even driftwood for a fire.


He returned to the sheltered place, opened his store box,
and found the remainder of the morning biscuit on top of the dried apricots and
some very ripe Ravvendon cheese.  He ate in the dark, avoiding the frustration
of trying to light a lantern in turbulent airs.  At last he wrapped himself in
a wool blanket and listened to the raucous symphony played by the winds and the
waves.  And he sang softly to himself.  And he liked the sound of his singing.


It had not always been so with him, and in his youth it had
not been so with his teachers as well.  He thought of the music academy in
Tamurr, forgetting the name of the singing master who had tormented him,
remembering well the face.  He left the school; the master didn't leave him for
many years.


He laid out the spare jib for a bed and tried to doze.  He
could usually sleep anywhere when he was tired, but the wind continued to rise
and now a wall of rain slammed hard against the huge boulder, the air suddenly
icy, his blanket quickly getting damp from the backlash, the warmth seeping out
of his body.  He sat up, then sat still.


He felt for the Essa. It hid away from him, sat brooding in
silence.


Had he been a true magician it would not have turned away.  Artemes
could have seized the Essa in an instant, would have bespoke this storm to
calm.  But Artemes was a master even among true magicians.


The squall should have passed
over by then, yet the wind continued to rise and the rain fell harder, coarse
sleet falling with it.  Perhaps this storm had sought him, was part of the hand. 
He pulled his bedding close to the boulder as he could, almost underneath it,
and got out of the spray.  He found his winter coat and settled down for a
miserable night.  Blowing at half a gale, the storm bedded there with him.


Cold.  No sunrise.  Grey emerging from the black. Low
overcast sky.  A briny smell.


He awoke fully, aching with dull tiredness, and stood to
face a dark choppy sea.  And no boat.  Wait, there it was, about twenty yards
from the place he had landed.  He scrambled across the rocks to where it lay.


It had not been much damaged, nothing a shipwright couldn't
repair easily, but it was no longer useful as a boat.  Dimietri's boat.  Oh, Dimietri
had made it sound easy.  Yes, just take my little skiff, stay close to shore,
it will be like day-sailing, twelve days with fair wind, winter is long over,
it will be beautiful.  It had instead been ten days of overexposure to salt and
sun and wind.  And now not only had he wrecked Dimietri's boat, he still sat
fifty leagues from Noraggen in a land of few people and no roads.


He changed into dry clothing and considered his options. 
The tiny light he had seen across the bay could have come from a town or
homestead.  It could have been a bandit camp as well.  But it appeared to be
only a long day's walk around the inlet, and he would be going in the direction
of Noraggen as well.  The mountains on the other side lay thick with evergreen
forest.  If he found no sign of civilization there, at least he could build a
fire and cook himself a hot meal.


He sat on a stone and ate walnuts for breakfast, listening
to the sound and rhythm of the morning after the storm.  He stuffed a knapsack
with food, filled his empty wineskins, then forced himself to drink from the
water cask until it nearly made him sick.  He lashed his bedroll to the
underside of the knapsack, and his instrument cases to the topside.  He wrapped
the other things in the spare jib and laid the bundle in the dry place where he
had slept, under the boulder.  He thought about the quadrant Dimietri had
loaned him along with the boat.  He no longer needed to measure latitude, but
it was too valuable to leave behind with the elements.  He folded a
handkerchief over it and slid it into the oilskin bag with his pistol and
powder.  With waterskins across one shoulder and the leather bag across the
other, he slung the overloaded knapsack onto his back and started down the
shoreline knowing that a hard day lay ahead.


He should have returned to his father after quitting the
music academy, to the house in Kandin where his mother had died.  He had been
too ashamed — why was that?  He couldn't remember.  Had he felt like a failure
at the age of sixteen?  That had been part of it.  But if he had gone home he
would not have met Artemes, found his way to Ty'kojin and learned the ways of
the Essa.  If only Ty'kojin had lived longer, if only he had found the old
magician earlier in life.


A cliff front that had collapsed onto the shore and into the
ocean soon halted his march.  The jagged stone shards stood big as houses, the
narrow paths between them filled with sharp loose rocks and man-sized boulders.


The footing treacherous, the going hard, he wound his way
through this chance-built labyrinth for nearly two hours and found that he had
come only half a league.  He looked ahead and saw that it was a waste of time
following the shoreline, for even past the place of fallen rocks the steep
ground would make for a slow traverse, but close on his right a fallen column
of boulders curved upward to the heights of the headland. The way would be
better along the ridge.


He didn't stop to rest until he gained the top. The
northwest wind dug into his chest, forcing him to button his coat.  It was then
that the chills struck. He sat down, shaking hard, afraid at first, but it soon
passed.  He chided himself for letting his underclothes get so sweaty during
the climb, but up here the walking would go quicker, and he might even get to
the woodland before nightfall.  The days had grown considerably longer as he
travelled north, and the sun set, he reckoned, at about nine o'clock.  He drank
some water and ate two walnuts.


The way along the ridge was less obstructed and more
exposed.  The wind pushed at him relentlessly, and as the sun passed its zenith
his stride shortened, his gait slowed.  A brief rest helped little.  It wasn't
the exertion, he told himself, it was the awful night and the lack of sleep.


The afternoon found him almost stumbling with fatigue, and
he caught his eyelids falling closed even as he went.  He sat down right where
he stood, and in the most bitter of springtime winds fought the urge to go to
sleep.


His eyes flew open and he sat up
stiffly.  He was falling ill.  It was suddenly very clear that he suffered from
more than weariness.  Why did he act as if he were on a summer hike in the
Syrolian Alps, with a quaint village in every valley?


A smile on his lips


And a jump and a start,


The minstrel took skips


With a song in his heart.


Perhaps for the first time he couldn't just skip off and go
down the road, counting on his sense of charm and knowing what pleased people
to see him through his current trouble.  No one lived on this mountain of
stone.  The place lay empty except for a lone sea eagle high on a nearby
pinnacle.  If he were a true magician, he could enter the Dream of the Winged
and for a time be one with the sea eagle, seeing through its eyes, flying along
the coast as he willed, easily finding the nearest town.


He had found himself to be a natural talent at dreaming,
there in the cabin on the shoulder of Wind Peak.  Artemes had taught him much
of that craft in the months after Ty'kojin's death.  That mountain was a place
of power, one of the rare places where the Essa flowed into the mundane world
and anyone who knew a spell could perform it as if he were a magician.  Only in
such a place could a master teach the art magic.  The mark of a true magician
was that he could summon the life force of magic from the realm of power. 


He reached for the Essa.  It was not there.  Not for him. 
Then he felt something else, or the lack of it rather.  A wrong, an absence,
but he didn't know what it could be. He thought about having to survive alone
while marching five leagues a day for ten days.  Could he do it?  He had never
been much of an outdoorsman.  He could shoot well enough, but he had only vague
notions of how to hunt or how to dress freshly-killed game.  And he didn't even
have an ax, couldn't build the simplest lean-to.  Certainly this last gasp of
winter would soon quiet — only a week before he had been sailing warm waters. 
Maybe he would make it through.  But he could do it only if he didn't fall
ill.  He needed a fire.


He struggled to his feet and continued following the high
rocky way among slender pinnacles, stunted columns, and delicate arches of
stone, the spine of the ridge at times rising to allow a view of the Wolf's Teeth,
the highest peaks of the central Pallenborne, some thirty leagues to the
northeast.  Those summits stayed snow-capped the year round, and immense fields
of ice flowed westward from them towards the sea.  He would have to pass them
to get to Noraggen.


He at last came to a branching spur of the ridge, and it
sloped down to the tip of the vee-shaped inlet.  As he shuffled steadily
downhill, drowsy and tired, he saw a dark mass lying near the shore and headed
straight for it.  Little of the day remained, but he was off the tortuous
headland.


As he had hoped, the dark thing turned out to be a tangle of
driftwood.  One piece looked like it had been cut with a tool.  That was a good
sign.  He built a small fire and sat close to it.  Later, he ate boiled noodles
and onions.  The night was dry, but he spread a tarpaulin over his blankets
anyway and slipped his instrument cases under the covers.  He slept with his
arms around them.


He knew he was very sick even before he came fully awake,
and when he tried to stand he knew it was worse than he thought, his head
feeling like an old hard stump and all his bones hurting.  Then the chills
brought him to his knees.  He slid his bedding next to the kindling he had
prepared the night before and crawled under the blankets to flick sparks off a
piece of flint until one caught hold of the bundle of tender.


The fire made him feel better, and he thought for a moment
that he might be alright after all.  But this was how people died in the
outdoors — for someone alone a crippling injury was all it took.  Perhaps he
could get up and walk one league this afternoon.  Perhaps this was as bad as it
would get.  If it got a great deal worse and he was bedridden in this wilderness
for several days, then he would likely die of thirst.  Tomorrow he would be out
of water.


He boiled four potatoes, ate two, and drank the dirty soup
in which they had cooked.  After an hour of fitful rest he gave up trying to
sleep, rose and packed his things.  He still felt bad.  Fully laden, he broke
into a fierce, feverish sweat before he had gone a hundred steps, even with the
easy pace he set for himself.


The rocky and storm-torn coastline curved back to the west
to where he had seen the pinpoint of light, but he didn't think he could make
his way along the shore.  A steep ridge ran down from the peaks to the north, plunging
into the sea at nearly the vertical.  The flank of the ridge stood barren, but
the crest bristled with pines and firs, and promised fresh water on the other side. 
He eyed the distance to the top and figured he could be there by noon.


The first half-hour was the worst.  Fever and chills marched
and countermarched the length of his body like two armies in the field
maneuvering for tactical advantage.  When they met in battle he stopped to
rest, half-sitting, half-leaning on the huge stones jutting from the barren
soil like giant thumbs and knuckles.  As the day grew warmer he was able to
close his eyes and walk in the way Ty'kojin had showed him.


It had been the first thing his old master taught, telling
him very seriously that it was a magical way of walking.  Ty'kojin never had a
name for the walk, and never said right out what use it had when Reyin asked,
always giving a different one word answer such as "balance," or
"breathing."  Late in his apprenticeship Reyin had begun thinking of
it as a master's joke, particularly when he asked Dimietri during one of his
rare visits what was the purpose of the magic walk.  Dimietri shook his head
with a grimace of pain, as if the question had plagued him for years, and said
that he did not know.  Ty'kojin finally had Reyin walking the strange gait with
his eyes closed, still earnest about it giving him some kind of power.


Years later he mentioned it to Artemes with a smile and a
wink.  Artemes had risen to his great height, bear-like in his long shaggy
coat, and stared him down.  "Do not be a fool," he had said, "to
walk that gait as a master is to be unstoppable."  Reyin began to practice
the walk again after that.  Like so many ways Ty'kojin had started him upon, he
had to continue on this one alone.


The noontime sun passed him during the long climb, moving
westward before he crested the ridge.  His pocket watch read three o'clock when
he at last let his overloaded backpack slip free and threw himself down on the
ridge top.  The downhill slope before him lay carpeted with evergreens, and
beyond that a narrow valley ran down from the north in four long terraced
steps, each one over a league across.  Another forested ridge on the other side
walled out the ocean, a pinnacle of granite rising from the trees. He scanned
the patchwork of brown and yellow that followed a stream along the floor of the
valley.  They were regular enough to be fields, but through the afternoon haze
he couldn't make out anything that looked like a village.  Some of the shapes
near the edge of the bay looked too square and regular to be natural —  houses
possibly, but he couldn't be sure.


He stood there a short time, watching for movement in the
valley, but the wind drove him downhill to find cover among the pines and
firs.  An hour of rest banished very little fatigue, and he knew he was
approaching his physical limits.  When he started down, his knees began aching
dully, the dullness turning to sharp pain on the steeper parts of the descent.


Something moved ahead of him and he froze — some kind of
deer, a small one.  If he could bring it down without killing it he could use
the Heartleech to find the nearest people, or water if nothing else.  It would
have seemed a hard thing to him only a few days ago — shoot down a defenseless
creature just to draw the life force from it, just to do the simplest magic —
but now, his own life in peril, his only worry was that his gun would misfire. 
He reached into the oilskin bag and drew out the pistol.


It's a long shot, and I'll be lucky to hit it anywhere, he thought
as he slowly turned the little crank.  But the metallic click of the mechanism
spooked the deer, and it galloped off into the trees before he could finish
locking the wheel.


Artemes had come as close as he ever did to an apology when
he had given him the Heartleech.  It was Artemes' odd way of making up for what
he couldn't teach.  The magic of the Heartleech was simple.  It allowed anyone
who knew a spell to cast it, using the vitality of a living being to replace
the Essa.


"It's a foul piece of work," Artemes had said, handing
him a black lump of metallic rock.  "Its power is invoked by rubbing a
drop of blood on it.  Then you simply place it over the heart of the one you
wish to draw, um, draw the life force from.  I don't think it would take enough
from a full-grown man to kill him unless you cast a very powerful spell with
it, but obviously you would want to use it on an animal, and only if the need
was great.  Ty'kojin always thought it should be destroyed; I never could
decide.  Now I'll leave that to you."


He had never used the Heartleech, and he often cursed
Artemes for giving it to him.  Surely Artemes knew how tempting it would be.


He continued downhill and tried to keep veering left,
wanting to get the shoreline back into sight.  He nearly stepped into the tiny
stream before he saw it.  No more than one foot across, it rushed swiftly,
clear and cold, down a slope thick with ivy and evergreens.  His knees hurt now
with every step, and he didn't think he could take many more.  Here was a good
source of water.  He could camp here for days, or as long as it took for him to
recover.  He could even snipe at game with his pistol.  Not pleasant, but he
could do it.  But the weird returned then, and he knew that if he laid his bed
there he would never rise from it.  He didn't know why and it didn't matter. 
He simply knew it.


He drank as much as he could, and it was hard — the icy
water made his chest ache.  After a short rest, he filled his skins and started
down the slope, looking ahead for the shoreline.  More than that, he also
looked without looking for a place of safety, using his inner eye.  He began to
cross game trails, yet still did not pass near the safe place.  The chills
struck again and he almost laughed aloud.  Maybe he would die here anyway
because he misjudged the weather on his way to a troubadour gathering, because
he wanted to learn the songs of the Pallenborne.


He thought of Ty'kojin's death.  It hadn't been bad, he
supposed, compared to other deaths he had seen.  His teacher had lived beyond
eighty and had left behind a legacy of true magicians.  Reyin had seen the
death coming longer than anyone, had tended to Ty'kojin on days his teacher
couldn't rise from bed, had climbed the short way to the top of the mountain
with the old man that last month so they could sit in the flow of the Essa and
share its mystery.  And so he had romanticized the old magician's death.  He
had imagined his teacher would commit a final act of power as he departed the
mundane plane to become a spirit of the Essa itself.  But Ty'kojin had died in
a fever, calling out a woman’s name in the end.


That had disturbed Reyin for a long time.  Artemes and Dimietri
said that he was calling a greeting to the very essence of the universe, to the
life source to which he returned.  They had not been with him that last year.


He woke from his thoughts with a start to find himself
walking down a game trail on nearly level ground.  Although the sky still
showed brightness — if his watch read correctly it was about eight o'clock —
the sun had sunk behind the rocky headland, now far away behind a veil of fir
trees and across the inlet.  A few yards ahead his path crossed another
meandering trail, and he knew this to be a good place.  Not the place of safety
he sought, nonetheless a good place.  Throwing his bedroll down in the middle
of the crossing and himself on top of it, he took one bite of cold potato, then
drifted into a shallow sleep.


Dreaming of a song, a beautiful melody rising from the
nearby ocean, he opened his eyes.  Morning already?  No, dusk.  He had slept
only an hour.  Had he really heard something, or was it . . . there, a light. 
He peered down the narrow alley of pines into the deepening twilight, and yes,
it was there, larger than a pinpoint, disappearing if he moved his head too far
to one side.  He struggled to his feet, wavering there for a moment, and
started toward the tiny point of brightness, leaving all his things behind.  He
lost it at once then found it, pursued it through the dark like a child chasing
a firefly, never holding sight of it for long, yet getting closer with each
pulse of light.  The forest thinned ahead of him, opening onto clear ground. 
He held a steady course for what was now a bonfire surrounded by people, and
beyond that the outline of houses bathing in the last of the western
afterglow.  He heard singing, a beautiful song of many voices.  Not having the
strength for even a clumsy lope, he dragged himself toward the circle of
singers, toward the poetry he could not understand, toward the music, the
language he did speak.


Later he remembered stepping into the hole and crying out in
pain as he twisted his ankle.  And he remembered crawling.  More than anything,
he remembered the blue-eyed folk pressing in all around him, each one holding
out a gentle hand.











CHAPTER 2:  The Barren Springtime


 


The hardest part had been getting the hot soup into him
without his gagging, delirious and half-conscious as he had been.  He had only
winced and mumbled a few words in his native tongue when she wrapped his
swollen ankle.  Now he slept deeply in her grandfather's bed in the second
house, this brown-skinned man from the southern lands.  He had the blackest of
black hair cascading in large curls past his thick moustache and stubbled chin,
and looked to have passed six and twenty summers, the same age as her first
daughter.


"Mother?  Will he be alright?" came a whisper from
the doorway.  It was Jonn.


"I believe so," Syliva said, taking the candle
from the side table.  "Go and tell your father to lay a fire in here, the
stranger must be kept warm tonight.  You can go and chop some extra wood for
him."  The fireplace was of the old style, a large bowl of close-fitting
stones in the center of the room.  It used a lot of wood.


"It's not very cold out."


“I know, son, but the man has suffered the deep chill.  He
needs more warmth."


"How can you get the deep chill when the snow's all
gone?  Winter is over."


"He probably got wet somehow."


"I could keep the fire going all night," Jonn
said, "since I don't sleep much anyway."


"It's kind of you to offer, dear, but just tend it
until midnight, then bank the coals and go to bed when you feel sleepy.  That
will be enough."  She joined him at the door, and together they walked the
dozen steps to the main house.  The evening stars had climbed a little higher
in the sky; midnight couldn't be too far away.


Jonn huffed his breath so that it came out misty in the
night.  "Are you going to bed now?"


"Yes.  I've folk to see in the morning and I must go
into the forest and try to find some spindlewort for Lovisa.  She's getting big
now — well, as big as her thin little body can get."


"Will her baby be born soon?"


"It'll be a few months, should be born about
midsummer."  She turned to go.


"Mother?"


"Yes, son?"


"Is the Cycle of Ice coming again?  Will there be a
summer this year?"


Syliva looked at her son, the only one of her boys to live
more than a few days.  He was a tall, thickly-muscled man of twenty-one years,
yet in almost every way his mind lagged a decade behind his body.  His bright
green eyes and straight yellow hair, already streaked with silver, mirrored the
features of her own youth.  She thought about telling him that she didn't know,
but if he became frightened he might turn confused and distant, and speak
softly with a lazy tongue like a shy little boy.  She and her husband would
wake to find him sleeping on the cedar chest at the foot of their bed, or he
would take all the dogs and be gone before sunrise, returning after dark
wild-eyed and exhausted.  Then Aksel's face would get the squint that masked
his anguish at having such a strange son.  Why couldn't he just be happy to
have had a son that lived and walked and laughed at simple pleasures.  It
didn't matter to Syliva if Jonn never brought home a wife or never learned a
trade.  She didn't care that he didn't fit the mold of a man of the
Pallenborne.


She did care about the way everyone in the village treated
him.  She did care about his pain.  She, to whom all came for healing, she who
could cure bonebreak fever, the big pox, the bleeding waste, who had even
discovered how to cure the madness that comes with the bite of the fenwolf, she
who could take away many pains could not heal the mind of her own child.  Everyone
assumed he was simple-minded, that he wasn’t aware of his own handicap, but
Syliva knew he was smart enough to know that he was different — wrongly
different.


So she gave him what comfort she could, and he was happy
some of his days.  But she didn't always tell him the truth.


"Of course there will be a summer," she said with
a smile.  "The Cycle of Ice was hundreds of years ago and you just told me
that winter is over.  As soon as we get a good warm rain the spring flowers
will start popping up everywhere — red and yellow and blue and purple — you'll
see."


Jonn flashed her a grin. 
"I'll go tell father about the fire."


Syliva stirred the morning barley-meal, adding the cup of
goat's milk that remained from the day before.  She longed to have honey with
the breakfast porridge but was saving the last jug for the more bitter
extracts.  At times, she knew, it was best not to honey-coat her medicines. 
Some folk needed a foul-tasting cure to make them believe it was really potent.


Sunlight shot horizontally through the rear door.  The
morning sky was blue and clear, promising a warm afternoon.  Aksel came in, his
barnyard chores done, as she swung the kettle away from the open flame.  He
took off his boots in the entryway and bowed his head to the little
spirit-totem resting on a shelf in the far corner, near the pinewood table.  He
had begun to do this each time he entered the house this last week, not just on
the ceremonial days.  His face a solemn mask, he went to the table and sat in
his chair.


"Fodder's running low," he said, not looking at
her.


"How about the apple trees," Syliva said,
"the vegetable garden?"


"Same as the fields — not a sprout."


"But Jonn spent all of yesterday watering them."


"It's not the drought," he said, his eyes narrow with
the squint.  "There's something else wrong, and I don't know what it is. 
The soil smells rich and good, doesn't have pests in it; the seeds are still
there yet they just won't grow."  He wiped his hands with a wet rag. 
"I figure we have enough to last the three of us until the end of summer. 
A month longer if we butcher some of the livestock."


"Maybe they'll sprout tomorrow."


"That's what you said yesterday.  And the day before. 
And the day before that."  He shook his head.  "No, it has been warm
enough for weeks now.  The valley is blighted and we have to face it.  If we
keep pretending that there'll be a harvest this year it will only make it
worse."


"Even if it turns out that there is some kind of blight
and nothing ever grows, I think we can stretch what we have all the way to
winter solstice."


"Maybe.  Last year's harvest was so very poor.  "Remember
the winter when Jonn was born?  We had to give away food that year."


"The bees have gone," she said, filling two wooden
bowls with hot mush.


"What?"


"I spoke with Havorla the younger last night.  He says
all the bees went away, there's none left here or in Hyerkin."


"No flowers, no bees," Aksel said stoically, as if
quoting the Poem of Ancient Truths.  "But beeswax and honey are the least
of our problems.  The nanny goats are only giving enough milk to keep their
young alive.  I suppose we could slaughter one of the kids."


She brought the steaming bowls to the table.  "We can
do without fresh milk for now.  I still have a bucket of sour in the cold
room."


"What I had in mind," he said cautiously,
"was for Jonn to take all the goats to the upper end of the valley.  They
can graze on the winter barley up there."


"For how long?"


"Till the grazing is all gone."


Syliva looked at her husband.  It was a simple enough thing
to do now that the days were longer and the nights less cold.  The Svordens of
Hyerkin still owed her for the tooth-rot potion she had given the old
grandfather.  If they couldn't bring a little extra food to her son, they could
at least keep a friendly eye on him.


"You know he's not very good with the goats," she
said.  "And it's long way."


"It's only a one-day walk from here."


"Not driving goats it isn't."


"If you would stop trying to shield him from the hard
parts of life he wouldn’t be so soft.  It’s time for him to take on some
responsibility, something more that the few chores he does around here.”


"He does a lot that you don't notice," she
whispered strongly.


“Little things.  This would really help me and it could be
good for him.  And speaking of help, why did we have to be the ones to take in
the stranger?  Anyone else would have done it gladly.  Why is it always us, as
if we don't have enough work for ourselves?


Syliva set her spoon down.  "Because I'm the cure-giver
for this village, and you know it.  I don't believe that you are complaining
about helping someone in need, as if you weren't raised in Lorendal Valley.  We
have the privilege.  What has got into you today?"


Silent, he looked down at his porridge and began to eat. 
She had lived with him too long not to know him.  He was a generous man who
loved his son, but this strange season frightened him.  Never had she seen him
so afraid that he made angry noises.  Nudging his hand with her fingertips, she
said, "All will be well, my husband.  You'll see.  All will be well."


When she had cleaned and cleared away all the breakfast
crockery, and she had spoken to Jonn about the goats, Syliva tied her hair back
with a kerchief, as was the custom of married women in the Pallenborne when
going outdoors.  She took her satchel of tinctures, dried flowers, ground
roots, extracts of tree bark, salves, poultices, and teas, and walked the hard,
dry path across the neighboring fields, making her way to the village.


It had been called Lorendal for more generations than anyone
knew.  In the center of the village a roughly circular outcropping of rock
jutted out of the ground an arm's length, ending in a flat level surface, a
natural stone table with an indention somewhat like a four-pointed star carved
into the middle.  This was the touching stone.  No one knew why it bore that
name, only that it was supposed to be good luck to touch it.  In the past it
was rarely done, except perhaps by young lovers who still sat there on summer
nights as Syliva had in her own youth.  Now almost everyone touched it when they
passed.


Three fishermen from Siadal stood near the stone trading
their meager catch for what butter and flour the farmers were willing to part
with.  The fisher folk had given warning around midwinter, though no one had
taken heed, that their nets held less herring and cod with every cast.  And the
salmon had not returned with the first month of spring.  The artisans faired
less well, for now an ax-handle would not trade for one fish.


The open shed next to Lovisa's house stood empty save for
the work table and the cabinet of saws and files, sitting mute now that her
husband spent his days hunting and trapping in the woodland on the eastern
fringe of the valley.  The door of the house was open, and Lovisa sat spinning
wool in the morning light.  


"You look as if you're feeling fine today," Syliva
said.


"Yes.  I slept well, and didn't feel at all sick this
morning.  I've had a feeling of good luck about the stranger who came to us at
the singing."


"Maybe that's because the last wayfarer from the south
turned out to be so good."


Lovisa kept spinning.  "Yes.  I was lucky then."


"Is he out hunting?" Syliva asked.


"He said the man kept babbling a name, so he thought
that there could be another, perhaps injured or too weak to walk.  He was going
to try to backtrack the man's trail and see what he could find."


"Hmm.  Wish I had known.  I could have gone with
him."  She went to the chair that had belonged to Lindan, Lovisa's first
husband, who had been killed in a logging accident.


Lovisa had been widowed at the age of twenty-four.  Her five
years of marriage were childless, and as it was well known in all the valley
she was barren, she expected no suitors to come when her year of mourning
ended.  Strangely, a Southern man had wandered into the village three years
ago, half-starved and ragged, dark-skinned with long tangled hair and a matted
beard that reached almost to his waist, looking more a yeti than a man.


He called himself Farlo.  He stayed.  The people of Lorendal
had guessed how he came to be there even before he began to mine and smelt ore
found in the mountains to the north.  But they did not judge him by what he may
or may not have done elsewhere.  They gave him work, even though he was
taciturn and solitary and spoke their language rather poorly.  And he gave them
an ironworks, and shod their wooden shovels and plowshares, making them
independent from the seafaring smiths who took only the best things for their
service.  He and Lovisa had married last year on the spring equinox.  On a grey
midwinter day in a thick snow, Lovisa trotted all the way to Syliva's house,
kicking up a spray of wet, newly-fallen snowflakes, arriving red-faced from the
cold, tears welling in her eyes, saying, "I'm going to have a baby in the
summer."


Large, with a back and arms, the chair had been made in the
old way, carved from one solid piece of tree trunk.  Syliva eased herself into
it.  "Did the salve I gave you help with the pain in your back?"


"A little."


"What you need is a poultice of sea greens and
spindlewort, but there just doesn't seem to be any sprouting right now.  Maybe
soon."


"It's not too bad," the younger woman said.


"Well, it will be worse two months from now."  But
Syliva was really thinking of the birth.  It could go badly.  Lovisa was such a
frail woman, so thin and small.


"Don't worry for me," Lovisa said,  "All will
be well."


They chatted while Lovisa spun, their talk turning to the
comfort of the ordinary:  wool and weaving, cooking and the weather.  A brief
visit was all Syliva could allow herself.  Celvake the carpenter was in pain
from the hand he had broken two summers ago, and the entire Monjor family had
contracted some sort of grippe.  Aksel had told her to ask for dried meat in
payment, but she already knew that she would ask for nothing.  Celvake would bring
them cut firewood, and the Monjors would give her butter.


The Monjor's main house was the biggest of thevalley.  Old
Monjor in his day had divided the ancient family hall into two rooms, and his
son Kurnt added the three separate bedrooms, each with its own small brick
hearth in the corner.  That was when Aksel, not to be outdone, hired Celvake to
help him build the two upstairs bedrooms along with the interior stairwell.  Those
stairs were still talked about in Hyerkin, and the way Celvake told the story
of building them made a bear hunt seem tame.


Syliva discovered as she entered the Monjor house that
Kestrin had arrived before her and had busied herself in the kitchen preparing
the soup that, while it would not cure the grippe, would at least allow the
family to rise from their beds and take care of themselves.  Kestrin juggled
soup stirring, herb chopping, and root grinding, did not hear Syliva enter the
room, and started when she spoke, turning fast and breathing in audibly, her
wavy red hair swishing, a glare beneath black eyebrows softening at once.


"Do you — I'm sorry, dear, I didn't mean to frighten
you.  Do you need alderclove for the soup?"


"No," Kestrin said, turning back to finish the
grinding.  "I still had some of that you gave me last week."


Kestrin had always looked older than she was.  She moved and
spoke abruptly, with a nervous way that made some folk keep their distance from
her.  Still, she had already had suitors call on her father and could be in
courtship if she wished, but she had no eye for young men.  Her piercing grey
eyes were always on Syliva, always learning.


No particular event had marked the beginning of her
apprenticeship with Syliva, for they had been special friends since her birth. 
She had been only hours old when her mother died, and her father had let Syliva
take her home for the first month while he recovered from his grief.  Her
mother had conceived unexpectedly late in life, and so her father was old
enough to be her grandfather.  The little red-haired girl began following
Syliva on her calls in the village as soon as she could walk fast enough to
keep up, and Syliva's love for her was natural as breathing.


She watched her protégé mix the herbs into the soup and
reduce it to its best potency.  Kestrin looked at her.


"That's exactly how I would have done it," Syliva
said, tasting a drop of the broth.  "I do believe you don't even need me
here today.  Well, you keep everything they give you.  It will most likely be a
slab of butter."


"That's alright.  Father is eating nothing but
flatbread and butter anyway."


"How much flour do you have?"


"We have enough for about a dozen loaves."


"Is that all?"


"Yes," Kestrin said, unconcerned, ladling soup
into clay drinking cups.  "We still have a keg of cheese in the cellar,
though, and can trade some to the Barlsens for millet and meal.  But my father
says we'll soon have to start feeding brambles to the goats."


"Tell him to bring a nanny or two over to my house.


My son Jonn is going to take all of ours up to the high
valley to look for good grazing.  He can tend a few extra."


"I'll tell father."


"Oh, and could you do something for me when you're
finished here?  I must go to the woods this afternoon to look for spindlewort
and wild nionae.  Would you be able to go to my house and take care of the
stranger until I return?"


"I'm done here now," Kestrin said hastily, the
glint of intrigue in her eyes.  "I'll go there right away."


"No need to hurry."


Syliva left the Monjors and walked along the axis of the
village to Celvake's house, gladdened to have a reason not to bring Kestrin,
for she wanted to go to the pond.  After looking at the carpenter's hand in
bright sunlight and finding no insect bites, no lumps, no swelling, reddening,
or bruising, she gave him extract of iollaheat and said a farewell, leaving
Lorendal by the path to Hyerkin.


She soon turned away from the trail, walking north by west
across what was once and would be again a pasture of tall wild grasses, now a
dry patch of dirt and straw-colored stubble.  Above the bare poplars bordering
the field and the blue firs beyond, the Skialfanmir rose from a heavily-wooded
ridge, a seamless tower of grey and gold stone soaring two thousand feet above
the sea.  It was the highest of all the pinnacles running northward along the
coast, and the Poem of Ancient Truths made some mention that it was the home of
the spirit of the valley, the spot where the land touched the sky being an
in-between place.


The poplars looked sickly, the firs dull at the end of
winter.  She passed them, entering the woodland and following an unmarked way
through the maze of evergreens.  The twist of this pine or the lean of that fir
served as pilots, and she knew that if she missed them she would never find the
grove of willows, for she had tried many times to get to the pond by other ways
and had always got lost.  The forest is strangely hushed, she thought as she
listened to her own soft footfalls on the floor of dried pine needles. 
Something was missing.  There were no birds.


She came to a thick copse of willow trees cradling a natural
well of clear cold water.  This was her place.  She had found it on her own. 
No one in the valley knew of it, and if her own teacher had known she had never
told.  Syliva never planned to keep it forever secret, but she wasn't yet ready
to give up the one part of herself she did not share with anyone.


The water always lay still there, even when a gusty breeze
shook the tops of the willows.  It was a quiet place.


She let out a breath as she passed under the bare branches
and into the sun-splashed clearing.  Out of the earth, between the outcroppings
of lichen-covered rock, a few dry shoots of last year's foxtail peered upward
at her.  She circled the silent spring with twenty quick steps looking for
signs of sprouting spindlewort among the foxtails and the beginnings of furry
catkins on the tips of the willow branches.  She saw none.  And she finally
knew that the land had been truly blighted.  If there were any place in the
valley where things would be growing it would be here.


She sat at the edge of the pool and looked at herself in its
stillness.  She wasn't afraid.  The folk must keep faith with the spirits of
earth and sea and sky.  Winter was hard and unforgiving, but not cruel.  People
could be cruel, but not the world.  And certainly the spirits of people
couldn't be stronger than the spirits of the world.  Certainly not, she
thought, trying to look into the depths of the well.  But an old dry twig fell
from a willow branch into the spring, sending a ripple across the water.











1st INTERLUDE:  An Object of Desire


 


The compulsion to touch it was overwhelming.  He ran his
fingers lightly along its inward-curving side, his breath coming more quickly
now.  Silk.  That was what it felt like, silk, not wood.


He wondered if he should remove it from the trophy room and
place it closer to his own.


Libac looked at his other trophies.  The emerald serpent —
virtually priceless, the gold yeti-mask from Baskillia, the shaman's staff from
the Silekai Isles, the jade bowl from Tassa — a lucky find, he had bought it in
the marketplace for only thirty silver kandars.  But their monetary value was
unimportant to him.  Each piece seemed to hold something of the spirit of its
maker, something completely singular, not like Sorrow of the Angels.  Rastini's
famous masterpiece often moved him as he sat gazing at it late at night in his
library, but Rastini had produced at least eighty paintings, and every week one
of his dozen protégés loosed upon the world another work of the school of
Rastini.  No, his collection was a menagerie of uniqueness.  And it manifested
his own uniqueness.  Even among his peers, the most powerful of the local
nobility, it was proof that he was a singular man.


He thought of Conarra, the inventor from Sevdin.  When they
had first met, Libac knew at once that they were of the same ilk.  Conarra, who
first dreamed of rising above the earth on a winter's morning, suspended
beneath sails of hot air, and then did so.  


He let his hand flow along the dark seamless wood, the last of
many to touch it, perhaps thousands of hands over dozens of generations
polishing it to smoothness.  It looked somewhat like a little house, did it
not?  Convex on its top side, a pointed dome, it was slightly concave on its
five other sides, all the curves flowing together in perfect smoothness with no
hinges, joints, or openings, as if it had grown that way as a seed-case from a
monstrous tree.  It was certainly hollow, though.  One had only to rap on its
surface to know this.  And he could never have hefted it alone had it been
solid.  Yet the wood of the roof was thick enough to support a deep inlay of
ornate gold scrollery.


He had asked his furniture maker to explain the apparent
hollowness.  The reply had been that it was indeed hollow, would have been made
in two pieces and was simply the work of a master craftsman.  The seam where it
had been glued with dowel joinings was undetectable, but he must rest assured
it was there.


Libac had then borrowed his cousin Ranni's most powerful
Syrolian glass, the one he used for dissecting insects, and spent an entire
afternoon scrutinizing the artifact.  With the glass he could make out
imperfections in the wood's grain that were invisible to the naked eye:  tiny
nicks, miniature scratches, signs of weathering of course, yet nothing so
ungainly as a continuous seam, not even one perfectly fitted.


Finding it, of course, had been an unexpected delight.  The
shrine had lain austere with centuries of disuse, the only surviving statuary
being the guardians, each weighing over half a ton.  In some ways the
expedition had been extravagant.  Connara's fee for building and piloting the
new airship had alone exceeded the cost of manning and outfitting the old sloop
for a three-month voyage. And he remembered how the two men working the
propellers had struggled even in the light pre-dawn airs.  They had been lucky
indeed to successfully land on that mountaintop.  Foolish, rather.  And the
descent in the airship had been even more dangerous.  They all could have been
killed.


His hand slowed in its caress of the artifact and drifted
away.  Touching it felt good.  More than good, it felt revitalizing, gave him
some of its own radiance.  This was his best thing.  In time, he would loan the
other pieces to the Museum of the Royal Library, or even donate one in return
for a favor.  But not this.  With this he would never part.











CHAPTER 3:  The Song of Returning


 


When he woke, she was standing near the window, veiled by
smoke rising through the sunbeams.  He lay pinned under thick wool blankets on
a mattress of sheepskin over straw, his head heavy, his ankle stiff and feeling
like it was sewn with iron filings.  She saw him and smiled, coming to his side
to gently push him back down as he propped himself up on one elbow.


"Thank you," he croaked in what he hoped was
intelligible Pallenor.  "Thank you, very much."


Her eyes widened slightly, and she spoke to him with a
soprano voice in her musical northern tongue. 


"I'm sorry," he said again in her speech, "I
do not understand.  I speak only a few words of your language."  He knew
about two dozen vital phrases in Keltassian, Baskillian, and Pallenor, and when
he travelled to those lands he was always amazed at how much it helped, and at
how many other travellers from Avic-speaking lands never bothered, causing
confusion and ill-feeling simply because they could not say, "How much
does this cost?" or, "I would like your cheapest meal."


"Not a trouble," she said as if she really meant
it.  Pointing to her heart, and with a nod, or bow of her head she said,
"I am Kestrin."


"I am Reyin," he said, holding out his hand in the
custom of the Avic people.


Hesitantly, lightly, she touched it, and they looked at one
another, and he saw a light in her eyes.  She dropped his hand, looked down,
muttered something about food, and went swiftly out the door of the little
house.


She returned a short time later with a tray bearing a large
piece of thin crusty bread which served as a plate holding cheese and butter,
and a huge bowl of fish stew, and a cup of milk and honey in which floated some
very bitter rust-colored roots.  He ate all of it with an urgency that
surprised him.  When he finished, she unwrapped his bandaged ankle and bathed
it in a soothing greenish water.  All this time she looked at him with only a
kind of impartial compassion, as she would do for any injured creature.  Her
eyes, no longer windows, had become mirrors.


It was easy to like her from the very start.  He lay sick
and injured, and she was his rescuer, his fair maiden of mercy and comfort.  He
had been dangerously ill in the wilderness, had seen his own death, and she was
his caretaker in this warm safe haven.  And she was beautiful.  Not a soft,
girlish beauty — hers was strong and fierce, like that of a sea eagle.


Kestrin took away the dirtied tray, and Reyin dozed fitfully
through the afternoon, finally coming acutely awake, curious and bored.  At
last the door swung wide and an older woman came into the room, her face made
kind by an easy smile and soft eyes.  She had a stillness about her, like one
of pure being, like those Reyin had met who knew mystic ways:  warriors, at one
with the sword spirit, or magicians, at one with the Essa.


She sat heavily in a chair near the fire pit, smoothing her
coarse woolen skirt with one hand.  "I am Syliva.  You speak some of the
Pallenor tongue?"


"A bit.  Very little."


"Do you travel atengis?"  His lack of
comprehension must have been obvious.  She tried another tack.  "You go
alone?"


"Yes, I travel alone."


She seemed relieved.  "There is no more danger for
you," she said, trying to use simple words.  "One week, you'll feel
well; in two weeks, you will walk."


Reyin nodded.  "I understand.  May I stay here?"


"Yes," she smiled, showing him her palm, fingers
down and spread wide.


He had a good guess what that meant.  His trousers hung from
a peg on the near wall.  He got them down and slid a finger into the hidden
pocket in the waistband.  Yes, it was still there.  He took out the coin, a
silver kandar, and reached to give it to her, but surprisingly, she let out a
little gasp, withdrew her hand, and motioned it back to him, apparently in awe
of its value.  In Kandin, the largest city in the world, it would be three days
wages for a laborer; in this remote place, it might pay for three month's
lodging.


Reyin turned to find a wiry man in his mid-fifties,
white-haired with an equine face, no doubt the woman's husband, standing at the
threshold and glaring at him openly.  Syliva spoke a few quick words and
scowled at the man, who stepped back out of sight.


A thought came to Reyin suddenly.  "My things," he
said to Syliva, "my baggage?"  Let it all be looted, just keep
safe  my mandolin.


Syliva shrugged.  "Maybe Farlo.  Maybe tomorrow." 
He nodded, the need to lie down growing very strong.


For two days the welfare of his instruments didn't much
concern him, as he was tossed about on waves of fever, chills, and painful
spasms of coughing.  Syliva poured a hot pungent broth into him every few
hours, and her son Jonn, a big young man who looked strong as a lumberjack,
kept a fire burning in the central hearth all that time.  In Syrolia, where
Reyin was born, only the estates of the wealthy had outbuildings for guests.  Yet
these folk had every mark of being commoners — landowners, yes, with a well-built
house of fine timbers that he could see through the window, but commoners all
the same.  In this untamed region, he supposed, land must be free to any who
could live on it.


On the morning of the third day he woke at the first hint of
light, feeling clear-headed, his back aching from the days abed.  He would
spend this day sitting up if nothing more.  He rose and tested his ankle. 
Useless, but he could hobble a short way.  He hopped to the small window and
pushed open the shutters to look out at a grey and yellow valley patched with
dark fallow fields, and at the lower end of the valley a ribbon of blue — the
bay he had tried to cross.  The farmhouses ranged from one-room cabins to stout
two-story lodges with shingled roofs raked very steeply.  Large or small, all
of the houses had an enclosed porch with its own steep roof in front of each
door.  All the windows were small, and none lower than head high.  Reyin
imagined a winter that buried the land in snow.  To the west a sheer crag,
shaped much like the horn of a goat, stood aglow in the light of the sunrise.


He dressed then noticed that all was quiet, that no one was
outside, so he checked his pocket watch.  It was only a quarter to four. 
Perhaps he was far enough north to see the famed midnight sun come summer.


Later that morning Aksel presented him with a long crooked
stick that served as a crutch.  After breakfast he watched as Jonn, with a
bedroll and a sack of flatbread slung across his back, unpenned all the goats
and drove them up the valley, two short-legged dogs darting up and back along
the flanks of the herd barking and nipping at any nanny or kid that tried to
stray.  In the afternoon Reyin went out into the delicious sunlight to hobble
about the yard and garden.  He saw nothing but old dead grass and bare earth. 
He knew little about farming, had never planted a seed in his life, yet he felt
that it should not be, like the wrong he had felt in the wilderness.  He sat on
a large stone and gazed at the range of peaks and pinnacles that followed the
coast northward.


The other dark man came to visit him there.  Reyin felt his
coming before he saw the man pass the gate.  Syliva came out to greet him,
smiling and gossiping as they walked the length of the yard to where Reyin
waited.  The man was certainly a countryman of Reyin's. He had the hawk nose,
and even under the thick untrimmed beard Reyin could detect the jutting chin — classic
Syrolian features.


The man forced a thin smile and spoke to Syliva politely,
but his countenance was one that had always been grim.  His stride was the
stalking movement of a hunting cat.  When he stood still, he stood ready for
something to happen, and his hand never strayed far from the long knife at his
belt.


The man stopped, facing him just beyond arm's reach.  Reyin
rose, balancing himself with the crude crutch, finding that the other man stood
half a head taller, with broad shoulders and a barrel chest set in a manner
that could be thought of as military.  The man's unkempt beard, rising high
along the cheeks, grew patchy and streaked with white along the left side.  The
strip of skin between the beard and the eye was pink and grey, twisted and
wrinkled.  No doubt he had suffered a terrible burn there and wore the beard to
hide the scars.  Strangely, his hair was cropped close to the scalp, without
any thought to style, and one might think him an idiot except for his eyes.


Those eyes had seen much evil.  And they were the eyes of a
man who had killed other men.  Not anonymously, a hundred yards across a
battlefield with an arquebus volley, he had killed with his hands, close up,
his eyes seeing the last spark of life fade away in those of his enemy.  Reyin
had no need of his secret ways to know this.  It was plain.


The man spoke in native Avic.  "Syliva has told me your
name.  You can call me Farlo."


Neither man offered his hand in greeting.  "I found
your gear in the woods," Farlo said, "and brought it back to my
house.  You can leave it all there, or I can bring you what you want.  It don't
matter to me, but it'll all be safe either way."


"I thank you for that," Reyin said cautiously,
feeling those deadly eyes looking at him in judgment.  "I am, by trade, a troubadour. 
Perchance you found two cases with a mandolin and a flute in them?"


"Aye."


A seafaring dialect?  Or simply that of a provincial?


"Oh I would very much like to have those with me.  As
long as I cannot walk, I may as well practice.  And — "


"You any good at singing?" Farlo asked with
serious interest.


"I can sing well."


Farlo turned to Syliva and spoke to her briefly in fluent
Pallenor.  She smiled and nodded a happy assent.  He turned back to Reyin. 
"The whole village comes together every night around a fire to sing a
song.  We want you to join us while you're here."


Yes, the firelight had guided him, and he remembered the
tune very clearly now.


"Every night?"


"Yes.  It's sort of a custom.  In the springtime."


"Very well.  Tell Syliva that I would be honored to
join all of you in song, and it would please me to give an entertainment
afterward in an attempt to thank everyone."


"For what?"


"For saving my life.  If there had been no fire and no
singing, I would never have known this place was here."


"No, a minstrel show wouldn't be right.  Not at the
circle of the Song of Returning."  Suddenly the eyes of the inquisitor
were again on him.  "You say you didn't know this village was here?"


Reyin nodded.  "I was going to Noraggen for a
troubadour gathering.  A squall forced me ashore and wrecked my skiff in the
night, and I walked around the inlet the next day.  I couldn't have kept going
if I had not seen the firelight."


Farlo seem eased, almost satisfied with the story.  If not
very likely, at least it was plausible and could be confirmed.


"Which reminds me," Reyin said.  "I'd also
like to have the oilskin bag with the quadrant and the pistol."


"Oh, I didn't tell you.  Some critter, probably a
fenwolf, got into your kit.  Popped open your powder horn and somehow poured it
all out.  'Course we don't have any here, so your pistol 'll be useless for a
while.  They're very clever, those fenwolves.  They can get into
anything."  And with that, Farlo looked at Reyin with one eyebrow cocked,
defying him to challenge the explanation.


Odd.  The man was lying about the gunpowder.  Reyin knew
that he was lying, and he knew that Reyin knew he was lying.  But why did Farlo
feel the need to disarm him?


"What's a fenwolf?  Is it something like a timber
wolf?"


"No, a fenwolf is smaller and not really a wolf at
all.  They're shaggy little scavengers.  They ain't vicious, but they aren't
afraid of people.  And you can't even eat them — they have a bad smell and
carry some kind of disease.  If you get bit by one, you'll take sick for
certain."


"They must have quite a set of teeth to crack into a
powder horn.  And some nose, too."


"Um-hmm."


Reyin decided to let it go.  He looked around at the empty
plowed fields, the barren garden, then up at the cloudless, birdless sky. 
"Farlo, is nothing growing here?"


"Aye.  No grasses of any kind.  No buds on the trees.  Naught."


"Why is that?"


"I'm not a farmer," he said, "I guess Syliva
knows as much as anyone about growing things."  He translated the question
and the answer.  "She says that no one really knows.  There's been a
drought, but even with water from the stream our gardens won't sprout, so some
think only rainwater will help.  Some think the land has been blighted.  Others
say that the soil here is exhausted."


"You don't sound like you really believe any of that,
Farlo."


"No one is saying what
they really believe.  But you'll see.  Tonight."


The meeting place lay only a few hundred yards from the
house, but Reyin's good leg had tired and the makeshift crutch began cutting
into his armpit as they reached the crowd of villagers.  Aksel went ahead, bent
under a bundle of large sticks, and younger men ran forward to meet him and
take the kindling to the fire circle.  Syliva walked easily beside Reyin,
taking his arm the last few steps to show him an old stump where he could sit.


He had spotted Kestrin at a distance without difficulty. 
Children chased each other carelessly, laughing wildly as they ducked and
dodged and collided with adults, and she sidestepped them as she made her way
to Syliva and gave the subtle bow of the head that these people used for a
greeting.  Most of those who did not approach Syliva still made the nod of
respect, and indeed it seemed to Reyin that everyone began arranging themselves
as soon as she arrived.  He had supposed that she was simply the village
midwife.  Now she seemed to be a leader in this community.  He saw no one there
in the role of chief or mayor, no overlord or council of elders.


Kestrin seemed not to notice him, though he sat no more than
twenty feet away.  What was it about her that drew him so readily?  She was
pretty, and a little exotic, but he had met a hundred young women as beautiful
as this freckle-faced redhead.  And what did he know of her?  Nothing.  He
simply needed to speak to her and this enchantment would pass. He had learned
six new words of Pallenor in one day.  Within a fortnight he would be able to
hold a pidgin conversation.  Yet in a fortnight wouldn't his ankle be healed
and he on his way to Noraggen?


Greetings done with, everyone seemed to be waiting now, some
glancing skyward as if expecting a sign from the heavens.  The sun had sunk
well behind the western ridge.  It was almost twilight.


Then Kestrin was standing next to him.  "Good
evening," she said in Avic, unsure of her pronunciation.


"Good evening," he returned in Pallenor. 
"You know some of the Avic tongue?"


"A very little."  She smiled.  "Farlo
divias," she said as if to explain, pointing to the other Syrolian.  Farlo
now circled the small pyramid of dead wood checking its structure, making sure
it would not topple over when lit.


He thought that if he just sat there staring at her she
would become uncomfortable, so he tried to think of something he could say. 
All that leapt to mind was traveller's phases such as "I would like a
private room", or "How much for the soup?"


"Tell me, please," he ventured, "the words
for the song."


"I do not to know," she said, still trying to
speak Avic.


He smiled.  "No, no, tell me in the Pallenor
tongue."


She laughed at the misunderstanding.  She leaned close to
his ear and spoke softly.  The words had the rhythm of days following nights,
the timbre of spring showers, the silences of melting snow.


It was a simple song.  The second verse had the same meter
as the first, and the lyrics changed in the second chorus, but then it was
done.  That was it, the whole song.  Reyin figured, the words being foreign,
that he would have to hear it sung through twice before he got it down. 
Remembering other folks' songs was what he did best.


"Very pretty," he said


“The words?"


He looked at her.  "This place."


A women silenced her children with a loud shush.  Kestrin
looked up, and Reyin saw that the first star of twilight had blinked open. 
Everyone quietly formed a circle around the fire pit.


They sang a simple melody to the simple lyrics, the sound of
bright sunlight on a sea of ice.  Someone, somewhere in the circle, a woman or
a boy, sang a harmony pure as a waterfall.  He listened to them as a whole, and
it was sublime in its simplicity, its cheerful austerity, the verse echoing the
silence between the words as an eye opening in the darkness of a deep cave sees
colors.


The fire, having been built of kindling only, flared up tall
and bright for a time and burned out quickly.  Deepest dusk had fallen.  A
gentle breeze drifted down from the upper valley with the night, and people
began leaving in small groups amid the goodnights of their neighbors.  A few of
the oldest boys had brought buckets of water to quench the flickering coals,
and they stood near the fire pit, chatting, in no hurry to douse the embers and
be gone.


When Aksel and Syliva stepped aside to speak to Kestrin and
the older man that seemed to be her father, Reyin slipped away from the ring of
light, finding the stump he had sat on earlier.  The cold hard wood felt
comforting somehow, like it was the right place to sit.  The silhouette of a
man, Farlo, came at him in long strides from out of the dying light, holding
out his hand in greeting, not quite the same man he had been that day.  But
Reyin could not see his face in the darkness.  And he wanted to look into those
eyes.


"Thank you," Farlo said, shaking his hand as if
they were old friends, "thank you for coming.  I thought you might like
the song more if you knew what it meant."


Reyin thought it was not possible to love the song better
than he did right then.  He said, "Of course I would like to know what the
words mean."


"Well, if I say it word for word in Avic, it'll sound
sort of backward in some places, and some of the words I only have the gist of,
but in short it says that the returning time of the spirit of spring is here,
and we are waiting.  You see, everyone here thinks that it's a magic song.  It
calls the springtime spirit down from heaven to renew the land."


Reyin looked at him without blinking.  "A magic song?"


"A rune, as they say."  Farlo looked out into the
night.  "I suppose you don't believe in such things."


"To tell you the truth, I do."


"That's unusual."


Reyin shrugged.  "So why isn't the magic working?  You
sing the song every night and still nothing is growing."


"That's why everyone is afraid.  Winter here is very
harsh.  The snow gets so deep that you can't even hunt or trap.  The seasons
here are very different from each other, not like back in Syrolia.  In one
year, we pass through four worlds."


Reyin looked past Farlo to where Kestrin stood.  Wood smoke
clung to her as the last flames from the fire died.  She was laughing, touching
Syliva lightly on the arm.


"Did you grow up in the country, Farlo?"


"No, spent my younger days in Port Rascina."


"Do you like it here?"


"It's the best place I've ever been.  I'd have to be
mad to leave it."


"If nothing grows here, might it not be that everyone
will have to leave?"


"There's really nowhere to go."


"What about another town, another valley?"


Farlo sat down on his haunches.  "To the north there's
nothing but barren mountains and ice fields.  A strong man travelling light and
moving fast can make it across, but it's dangerous.  To the east there's the
highland forest, but the hunting is sparse these days, and no grass is growing
in the summer pastures.  And if you go past that you'll run into the mountain
nomads."


"Could you ask them for help?"


"They're not truly savage, but they are barbarians and
they don't tolerate outsiders — just going into their territory would be a
mistake.  No, no help from them.  There's no civilized place until you get
close to Noraggen.  And besides, there isn't a single pack animal in this whole
valley."


Reyin didn’t know what to say.  Farlo rose to his feet. 
"Well I'm off to find my wife, and then my home.  I'll see you tomorrow."


Reyin watched him go.  He sat alone on the old dead stump. 
The night veiled him from the others.  Then the breeze changed in a way Reyin,
over the years, had come to recognize.  He listened to the shifting of winds,
unable to shake the feeling that he had lived this moment many times.


With the hiss of water meeting red-hot coals, the fire at
last went out.  The voices of the boys seemed loud in the sudden dark.  Someone
came near, a slender shadow against the night sky full of stars.  "Good
night, Reyin," came a voice, a young woman speaking in Pallenor.


He reached down for his walking stick and began to hoist
himself up, but she was already gone. "Good night, Kestrin," he said.


Then the weird came unexpectedly, quick, jolting in its
clarity, and he saw all the folk around him as skeletal shapes amid the
flurries of the winter yet to come, people emaciated beyond recognition, the
living too weak to bury the dead.


At that moment, he wished to be just a young musician in a
smelly roadhouse again, playing for his dinner and the few pennies the drunken
patrons might toss.  He wished it very hard.











CHAPTER 4:  A Message for the Stranger


 


His discolored ankle returned to its natural hue within a
week, and the stranger called Reyin began limping to the nightly gathering
without the aid of a walking stick.  In another ten days he would be well
enough to go on his way, and Syliva was sorry for that.  She had quickly grown
rather fond of him.


Kestrin visited daily, for fabricated reasons such as
checking to see if Syliva's garden had sprouted or asking how Lovisa's
pregnancy was coming, which was funny to Syliva because Kestrin spent more time
with Lovisa and Farlo than anyone.  Lovisa had mentioned that Kestrin stopped
at her house each morning to ask Farlo how to say a new word in Avic.  And,
perhaps by like impulse, Reyin pestered Syliva with questions of the names of
things in her own language, sometimes having to perform silly pantomimes that
would make her laugh.


The first day of the week usually saw Syliva pay call on
those with continuing ailments, and she liked to see Lovisa in the morning
while they were both fresh and had a spare moment to talk.  This morning,
though, Syliva didn't like what she wanted to say.


The dirt streets of the village had grown hard as stone in
the drought, and as Syliva walked to the young woman's house, the rough ground
jabbed at the tender places on her feet.  She would have to leave her soft
shoes at home and begin wearing field boots on her rounds.  Squalls had passed,
out on the ocean, and thunderheads had risen in the distant mountains, but no
rain had fallen in Lorendal since before winter.


Thankfully, Lovisa was alone.  “How do you feel today?”
Syliva asked.


"It's beginning to feel like I'm carrying the stone
instead of a baby."


"Sickness this morning?"


"A little."


"Hmm.  You're too far along to be getting that."


"Didn't have much to throw up really.  My stomach
turned after the first few bites of supper last night."


"Oh, I know how it is.  While I was preggers with Jonn
I would get sick whenever I cooked meat.  I'd get a good whiff and have to duck
out the back door and let fly.  And when I ate, no matter what it was, the
heartburn would soon follow."


"Yes, I get that too."


Syliva pulled up a stool and opened her satchel.  "Well,"
she said, taking out a tiny wooden box, "this mixture might help.  Make a
tea from it — one big pinch is enough for a cup — and drink a little before
each meal.  It doesn't taste half bad if you hold your nose."


"Thanks."  Lovisa opened the box.  "Why so
much?  This looks like enough to last months."


Syliva busied herself with closing the satchel.  "I
didn't see Farlo outside.  Is he alright?  Aksel would always worry and get
fidgety my last few months.  I often wanted to send him away until it was time."


"He was in one of his moods this morning, still a
little worried about the stranger.  He reminded me that he does have a price on
his head.  I hate it when he talks of that.  He told me that he was going down
to Siadal to see if they would trade for nails and iron spikes, but I have a
queer feeling he's up to something else.  Yesterday he was mumbling about
wanting to know if there was really a wrecked boat on the other side of the
inlet.  I think he's going to get a fisherman to take him over there to
look."


"I wouldn’t worry about Reyin."


Syliva looked around the large one-room house, at the
assortment of iron tools hanging from the walls.  Farlo had built the huge
fireplace in one corner with a flue and chimney.  The house was never smoky.


"Your husband really is clever, in his own way."


"Sometimes, when left to himself.  I only wish that he
didn't have these strange days when he's so . . . oh, I don't know."


"A few years of happiness can't take away all the
torment he's been through, a little more time maybe.  Listen, I have a
thought.  Why don't the two of you come for a visit tonight after the singing? 
Reyin will play his strings and sing some of the Southern songs.  It might do
your man good to hear something of his old home.  I'm sure he misses it."


"He says he doesn't."


Lovisa took the little box and put it away in her cupboard. 
"What can I give you for the tea?"


"Nothing," came the absentminded reply.  Then she
smiled thinly.  "Don't you know?  We're rich now."


Lovisa cocked her head.  "Eh?"


Syliva took a yellow coin from her apron pocket.  "Reyin
gave us a solid gold ounce as thanks for his room and board — in secret of
course — hid it in my flour crock.  He didn't know that Jonn was watching him. 
You know, Jonn said that he cut it from a hidden pocket in his coat
lining."


"Farlo told me about this.  It's hard to believe, but
the Southerners don't mean this as an insult.  In the southern lands everyone
is very greedy, and you have to give money when you stay with someone."


"Yes," Syliva said.  "I understand that even
in Noraggen it is that way."


"People of the Pallenborne?"


"In the city, yes."  She turned her face away from
Lovisa.


"Farlo said that it is much like the southern —  Syliva,
what's wrong?"


She breathed out heavily, "I believe that the land is
blighted, that there will be no crops or grazing this year."


"It is true then?"  Lovisa pulled herself to the
edge of the bed and sat upright.  "What are we going to do?"


"Most of us will go on with our lives as well as we
can.  And I think you should too, but in a different place."


"What are you saying?" "I want you to
consider giving this gold piece to your husband, so he can take you
south."


Lovisa stared at her open-mouthed.


"And you should go now, in the next week or two, while
you still have food to take with you.  It'll give you time to find a place to
have your baby.  Yothan has an old rowboat.  He'll most likely give it to you
if you ask him.  It will be hard on Farlo, but I'm sure he can get you to
Drendusia."


"Why?"


"Because things might get bad here.  And I want one of
us to be alright."


"Don't worry, Syliva, all will be well."


"That may be, but it is not well now.  The land is very
ill, and I don't have a cure for it."


"Isn't that why we sing the song?"


"No, dear.  We sing the song so that we won't be
afraid."


Lovisa looked hurt. "Why do you want me to go?"


Syliva took her wrist firmly in one hand.  "Because you
and Farlo have a chance out there.  He's travelled in the wide world; he knows
its ways.  He knows how to protect you from the dangers of a city."


"City?  No, I won't do it.  I was born in this valley —
I'm not leaving.  And Farlo can't leave, north or south.  Not ever."


Syliva spoke softly now.  "Listen to me.  I don't believe
that Spirit has abandoned us.  But if there is no harvest this year, only the
fittest of us will live out the winter."


She let go of her wrist and placed her hand on Lovisa's
stomach.  "Do you understand?"


Lovisa went to the east window, opened the shutters.  She
stood there facing the morning light for a long time.


"You're very kind, Syliva,
but my husband and I will be staying for whatever comes to pass."


The night was barely cool,  but Syliva had Aksel build a
fire while she served august-root tea with a slice of dried apple, noticing
that Farlo slipped his piece of fruit into Lovisa's cup.  He sat staring at the
floor when Reyin played, a narrow smile crossing his face when a certain short
lively tune caromed off the strings.  Syliva was glad that Farlo seemed at ease
that night, that he shook Reyin's hand in their foreign way and did so
earnestly.  All that suspicion did no good.


After an hour of playing, Reyin asked, through Farlo,
"Do you have any common songs that you could sing now?  I would really
like to hear a true song of the Pallenborne, even if I don't understand
it."


Kestrin answered for them.  "We only have songs at
festival time and weddings and such.  At times like this we tell stories.  Most
everyone knows a few, but Syliva is the only one who knows them all.  All the
stories together and in proper order we call the Poem of the Great Circle,
because each story has a connection with the one before it as well as the
following one.  You see?  There is no beginning or end to the poem."


They all asked Syliva for a story then, and she told the Tale
of the Fire Giant.  That story called for rhythm and heat, unfolding into
something like a chant.  When it was done Reyin nodded solemnly, as if he had
understood every word.  His manner with her changed after that night, as if he
were suddenly less than her equal.  


The week passed quickly, the
mornings brisk, the afternoons warm and slow, a simple dinner, the evenings
graced by Reyin's mandolin while they waited for the song at twilight.  His
limp fading at length to a steady stride, the man seemed to regain his health
despite the poor diet she offered him, mostly flatbread with butter and aged
goat-cheese.  Farlo told her that in his native land the guest ate with family,
not alone in a separate house or room as is the custom in the Pallenborne, and Reyin
accepted happily when she invited him to sit at their table in the main house.


Syliva walked between Reyin and her husband in the warmth of
early evening.  Sunset is a little later every week, she thought, as they
approached the dusty circle of trampled ground.  They had come early.  Celvake
and his brother were the only ones there, laying quartered logs as a foundation
for the fire.  The two nodded a greeting and went back to their work.  Reyin
took Aksel's bundle from him and dragged the sticks to the fire pit.


"I woke up early this morning," Syliva said to her
husband, "and I couldn't stop thinking about Jonn.  It's just a strange
feeling.  Maybe you should go see if he's alright."


"That's a lot of walking for these old bones,"  Aksel
said with a smile, the playful, teasing sort of smile he had given her every
day when they were newlywed.  "You're a much better hiker than I."


"But the dogs would be happier to see you," she said
pointedly, joining in the game.  "They all like you better than me."


"Yeah.  I guess so.  Okay, I'll go tomorrow."


She took his arm and laid her head against it.  All things
seemed so simple right then.  Her husband was a simple man with a dry easy
humor.  He had a good soul and would be alright.  They would simply do what
they knew how to do.


The people of Lorendal came two and three abreast down the
footpath.  Nodded greetings, low talk — everyone waited for the first star.


Reyin stood silent, as if listening to something distant. 
More and more heads tilted skyward.  Syliva looked back toward the village. 
Someone was late.  A running man, tall and broad shouldered, dashed out between
two houses, slowed to a jog at the end of the lane, found the footpath, and
letting out a yell of distress and triumph began to sprint down the gentle
incline.  He tripped, tumbled, got to his feet again and loped on doggedly
toward the group, waving and shouting.


Syliva reached for her husband's hand.  "It's Jonn,"
she gasped.


Her son ran staggering to them, then bent forward on wobbly
legs, his lungs billowing too much for him to talk.  Aksel had run out to meet
him, and now held him up, speaking gently to him.


"Easy, easy.  It's alright son, you're here now.  Catch
your breath before you tell us."


Syliva looked at Jonn closely.  A purple knot stood high on
his forehead.  A trace of dried blood clung to his upper lip — a bloody nose,
staunched hours ago.  The elbows of his shirt were torn away, revealing skin
freshly scraped to the pink, and he looked as if he had been whipped by pine
switches from shoulder to ankle.  A large thorn lay embedded in the heel of one
hand.


Everyone perched in a half-circle around him, watching
silently.  Still breathing hard, he exhaled words.  "Do you remember . .
."


"What, son?" Syliva asked.


"The sky boat."


Aksel and Syliva looked at their son and then each other.


"Here," Aksel said, "sit down and rest a
moment, then you can tell us the whole story."


"Hey," called a woman from the back of the crowd,
"the first star is out now.  Are we going to start singing?"


Farlo had crept forward, his dark eyes fixed in a sidelong
stare at Jonn.  He slowly lowered himself to one knee beside the young man.


"Everyone give us some room," Aksel said.


"No," Syliva said to Taila Keyvern, the woman in
the back, "I think the song should wait."


Aksel waved Farlo aside and crouched directly in front of Jonn. 
"Who did this to you?  Was it someone from Hyerkin?"


Jonn looked at him in innocence.  "Who did what?"


"Who beat you?" Aksel said impatiently.  Jonn was
still stunned by what had happened, and the hubbub around him didn't help.  Aksel
spoke more evenly.  "Jonn.  You're hurt.  Who did it?"


"I did," he said.


Everyone fell quiet at this, except for a few snickering
young boys.  Syliva took note that Jonn's complexion wasn't pale, nor did his
eyes appear too large or black.  He was not in the midst of a fit.


"After the dream had gone, I got up and started to
run.  I didn't mean to; I just couldn't help it.  The sun wasn't up yet, but
all I could think of was to get here as soon as I could.  I got lost in the
dark and ended up in the east woods.  I think I ran into a tree.  Anyway, the
next I knew, I was in the woods, pretty deep I think because it took me hours
to find my way out, and by that time the sun was past noon."


Syliva pulled the thorn from his hand.  He didn't seem to
feel it.  "Tell us from the beginning."


Someone had brought Jonn a skin full of water.  He took a
long drink.  "It was about midnight last night.  It's still cold at night
in the upper valley, but I felt really hot and couldn't sleep, so I just lay
there looking up at all the stars.  I guess I fell asleep then because that's
when I dreamed about the Spirit.  She showed me her face in the sky and spoke
to me.  I couldn't hear the words, but I knew what She was saying.  She told me
that the sky boat had taken Her away.  And She said that I should come and tell
him."


He pointed to Reyin.  One of the older men turned away at
this, tapping his head with a forefinger.  The young man had never been in his
right mind.  All the others began to walk away.


"Jonn," Aksel said, "don't you think you —
"  He froze, the squint suddenly plastered across his face.  "What
did you do with the goats?"


"The goats," Jonn said blankly.


"Yes, the goats," he said, the words rising on the
heat of his growing anger.  "You know — the animals that are going to keep
us alive next winter.  Where are they?"


"I just left them there, but the dogs came with me.  They're
at home."


"You left them there."  Aksel stared at him for a
moment.  "You idiot!  You had a dream and up and ran off into the bush and
tore yourself to shreds.  Never mind your responsibility to your mother and
me."


He turned to Syliva.  "You were right.  I'm going home
to get a few things.  If I start out right away I can get to Hyerkin before
sunrise and catch a few hours sleep at the Svordens."


Syliva nodded.  She found a rag and dampened it, then began
wiping the dried blood from her son's upper lip.


"I don't know when I'll be back.  Send word if you need
me, but not by that fool we raised."  And he stomped away into the early
twilight.


Farlo moved closer, spoke quietly.  "You said that you remembered
this sky boat?"


Jonn nodded vigorously.  "I saw it last year, just
before the first snow.  I was up on the west ridge at sunrise, and I saw it fly
up from the sea."


Farlo looked at Reyin then back to Jonn.  "Where did it
go, lad?."


Jonn pointed to the Skialfanmir.  The sharp, horn-shaped
peak stood black against the red afterglow of the western sky.  "Up
there.  The highest place."


"Why is it so important for you to tell the
stranger?"


Jonn looked directly at Reyin.  "Because he knows
secret things."











2nd INTERLUDE:  The Supplicants of the
Final Grammarie


 


The man known to the society as Ephemeris told the mate to
anchor near the place they called the Sea Gate, and went to his little cabin to
pack his robes and ceremonial accoutrements.  It was considered rude to arrive
in travelling clothes, but he wasn't going to walk across the Black Tongue
wearing traditional dress.  His own heavily wrinkled eyes looked at him from
the tarnished silver mirror.  He would soon wear the white mask as one of the inner
circle if he played this correctly.


The two-masted felucca began rocking in the swells as
headway ceased and the anchor dropped.  Always gusty here, Ephemeris thought. 
He wished he could quickly perform the incantation for dismissing the wind, but
there was a rule against weather magic anywhere near the Temple of
Supplication.  Temple.  He rarely used that name when he thought of it — in his
mind it was still the Sardonyx Tower, the name he and his novice friends had called
it when he first came here.


He went back onto the deck, and looked across the lava field
to where the tower rose out of wind-carved desolation.  Not really made of sard
and onyx, still it had that appearance with its layers of white and reddish
brown.  It was rather large to have been a watch tower, large enough to house,
on three of its seven levels, a meeting hall, a library, and a set of
apartments for the inner circle.  No one knew why the builder, some
long-forgotten sea king, chose to make it from two different sets of stone, but
from far out on the ocean the tower stood perfectly camouflaged, disappearing
into the strata of the buttes and bizarre rock formations that formed the
backdrop to this volcanic coastline.


Twenty years had passed since the night he had stood on the
very top of the tower in a driving rainstorm and attained the essence of the
magician.  He remembered how lightning had struck the tops of the distant
cinder cones.  Calling the lightning — that was how he had forged his essence. 
"Any student of magic can learn to call lightning out of a storm,"
Cipher had told him.  "The real art comes in making it strike what you
want."  In an epiphany born of his impatience, in an ecstasy rising from
his desire, Ephemeris had called the lightning upon himself.


He was not killed.  And all who had the sight could see that
he was now connected to the Essa.  Before he had even recovered, the inner circle
awarded him the brown robes of the initiate, making him a true supplicant.  But
it was the lightning, being touched by the Unknowable Forces, that made him
believe that one day the final grammarie would be revealed.


The mate knuckled his forehead and said, "Your boat 's
ready, Cap'n."


They crew knew something of the truth about him, as much as
they needed.  But he had put the eye of glamour upon all nine of them,
including the cook — these types were simply unreliable without it.  And he
wanted to make sure they did their best to maintain the ruse.  When he went out
into the world he was nothing more than a trader captain from eastern Jakavia.


The jolly-boat pitched and heaved in the churning waves. 
Ephemeris climbed over the side and down into it easily, without much thought. 
He had been orphaned and sent to sea as a cabin boy at the age of ten, and
although only two years passed before he was noticed by a supplicant of the outer
circle and brought to the tower, he never lost his sea legs or the desire to
master a ship of his own.


After landing at the tiny beach just inside the sea cave,
the only place within thirty leagues a boat could get ashore, the crewmen
hauled the boat halfway out of the water, and Ephemeris stepped onto the black
sand.  The flow of the Essa was strong here, strong as it was in the tower; he
had forgotten how good it felt.


He sent the men back to the ship then found the crevasse at
the back of the cave.  A step up onto a boulder, a quick scramble up another
slab, and he was out, facing a gargantuan swath of undulating black rock.  The
pocked and pitted landscape looked like the surface of an enormous black
sponge, with every delicate flair of stone sharper than a sword.  Even the
smooth places hid tiny knife points.


There was no path across the ancient lava flow as very few
of his brothers and sisters ever arrived by the Sea Gate.  Ephemeris himself
hadn't come this way in years.  Like most of his fellows, he usually docked in
Port Toscarbi and made the three-day journey across the island, but this time
he wouldn't be staying long.  They all thought of him as more mundane, less
spiritual, for maintaining a private yacht.  They saw it as a weakness, as a
tie to the material, and not for what it really was:  an object of power.  Sure
as any enchanted ring or eldritch book or any great device made in the high age
of the magician, his ship gave him a power few others had.  The inner circle
remained defiant of this scientific age, but Ephemeris would seek power in the
unseen future as well as the forgotten past.


He came to the entrance of the tower a quarter league beyond
the edge of the Black Tongue.  A smaller, man-size door had been cut into a
huge iron-strapped gate blackened by age.  He waited there, chaffing slightly
at the affront because whoever was doorkeeper these days had certainly been
told of his coming by the novices in the watch windows.  This was his penance
for arriving in a worldly costume.


The little panel in the small door opened to reveal a
lovely, girlish face within a hood.  It was Anemone, in the white and yellow
robes of the outer circle no less.  Being of no great talent in the art, she
had climbed above the rank of initiate rather quickly, he thought.  The fanatic
types often did.


"Speak traveller," she said, demanding the ritual
from him.  If he said anything but the formal response, she had the right to
refuse him admission.  He could tell by the dancing light in her eye that she
would do it too.  Fanatic.  He would have to do something about her.


"I come as a pilgrim, to supplicate myself before the
Unknowable Forces."


"How are you known?"


"By the sign of the seventh essence," he said,
tracing the symbol on his forehead, "and by the name Ephemeris, of the outer
circle."


The panel slid shut and he heard the snap of the bolt.  The
small door swung open, Anemone standing there with the doorkeeper's staff in
one hand.  Ephemeris remembered when he had stood his year as doorkeeper.  That
staff could paralyze with one touch, and he had thrilled with its power each
time he admitted someone.  That had been ten years ago.  He had learned enough
since then to know how foolish he had been.


She looked at the glove tucked into his belt and cleared her
throat.  "Enter as a petitioner, Ephemeris."


He started to walk past her when she said, "You seem to
be in a hurry this time.  Some cause for excitement?  Important news?"


"I have no word of it, if that is what you
mean."


"I simply meant, is there anything a sister should
know?"


"No," he said, "there's nothing you should
know."


She looked hard into his eyes, trying to see the lie, and
found nothing but clear glass, no hint of camouflage.  His pursed lips formed
something like a smile, and he nodded curtly, walking past her and toward the
central staircase.


An empty cell lay next to the dormitory.  He tossed his
duffle onto the cot and quickly changed into his robes, hanging the ceremonial
bronze dagger by a silver chain from his wide silk belt.  In his younger days
he carried a fighting knife strapped to his forearm under the sleeve of the
outer vestment.  Now he openly wore the glove.  It was known as the Gauntlet of
the Ashen Hand, but it was more a glove than a piece of armor, napped grey
leather with a skeletal hand outlined in pearl studs.


He had caught wind of it in an old Drendusian jest that
mentioned a sorcerous assassin named Myrdas, who used an evil glove that killed
with one touch.  When he showed the passage to Logic, his old acquaintance said
that he didn't think a single name was enough of a clue.  But Ephemeris began
living in the outer library, and after two months of reading came across the
name of a baron that Myrdas had supposedly served.  It took him a few more
months to sail to Drendusia and find the old baron's estate, and there was
where he got lucky.  The town register recorded that a Voormin Myrdas had died
of plague there in the time of the story.  Playing a hunch, Ephemeris stole
into the estate's graveyard that night.  He could not locate a marker with the
name Myrdas on it, but he did find the tombstone of the old baron himself.  According
to the date, the baron had outlived the assassin.  He lay down on the grave and
dreamspoke right there with the dead baron, who told him that they had buried
the accursed glove along with Myrdas in a grave marked "Yeoman" in
the commoner's cemetery near the village.  Digging up Myrdas had been the hardest
part of the whole quest.


Now Ephemeris never worried about anyone laying hands on
him.  After all, what was the point in having art and sight and power if a few
hooligans could still bludgeon you senseless in a dark street?  Not that he
really feared such a thing; he knew a few tricks that would scare any ruffian
out of his mind.  But that was really not the way of the society.  If anyone
threatened him physically, he wanted to make them very sorry.  When at last the
final grammarie was revealed, he would be able to call down a rain of swords,
would have the power to level cities.  For now, he carried the glove.


After tying the elaborate collar he stepped into his sandals
and checked himself.  All that remained was the wand.  He took it out of the
travelling case, the golden headpiece of dragon's wings gleaming in contrast to
the black coral haft inscribed with the six symbols of the final grammarie. 
The wand had no enchantments upon it, but Ephemeris thought that it lent
elegance to the costume of the outer circle, and it showed everyone at a glance
that he had proved himself to be a formidable spell-caster.  Those of lesser
skill and power received the brass book.


Leaving his worldly things in the cell, he raised the hood
of his robe and made his way to the outer shrine.  At the door he paused,
slipped out of the sandals, and entered barefoot, passing an invisible barrier
that shut out all sound.


The room was six sided, and the altar, a huge dragon worked
in silver with emeralds for eyes, stood opposite the entrance, the great ribbed
wings stretching almost halfway around the room.  A parqueted floor described
the symbol of the seventh essence in gold and black woods.  Six times six
candles that never burned down threw light from alcoves in the marble walls.


Ephemeris knelt before the dragon idol, placing his wand
aside before prostrating himself fully on the floor, his arms spread wide.  It
took some time to properly enter the meditation . . . then he was there, face
down in the cavern of ice.  The frost dragon towered over him, he knew.  He
dared not look, but he could feel the creature's frozen breath.


"I beseech the Powers," Ephemeris said in the
dragon tongue, the only speech that could be used in that spirit place,
"restore the lost magic of the lost age and reveal to us the final grammarie,
that ultimate power which reigns over all others, the highest of all the
arts."


"Time is long, and time is short."  The dragon
spoke in a voice like high wind inside thunder.


"I have come to make a request.  I seek knowledge of E'alaisenne,
the sixth of the great elementals."


The dragon exhaled, covering him with a sheet of frost,
freezing the sweat to his back.


"Seek then the symmetry of things," the
creature whispered.


He gasped for breath then saw that he lay on the floor of
the outer shrine.  Chills racked his body for a moment.  The communion was
always hard, even if you kept it short, but he had been answered.  He felt
elated.  He didn't know what it meant — one seldom did when dealing with the
Unknowable Forces.  Yet it was a good answer, he felt.


In the evening, the present society met for a brief meditation
in the outer shrine, the seven faces of the inner circle hidden behind white
silk masks.  The initiates then went to the refectory and those of the higher
circles to their rooms, all to be served the evening meal by novices.  Later,
after the tower had fallen silent except for studious murmurings from the
dormitory, Ephemeris went to the private apartments and tapped at Cipher's
door.


His old teacher came to the door unmasked, his silver under-robe
a match for his silver hair.  Wisps of pungent smoke sneaked past him seeking
escape in the draft of the hallway.  Cipher waved him in with a bony hand and
closed the door quickly.


"How did you know it was me?" Ephemeris said with
a grin.  He crossed the thickly carpeted room, found a pillow and sat.


Cipher threw another pinch of incense into the brazier. 
"Your penchant for drama will see you undone.  The secretive and swashbuckling
Ephemeris, arriving by the Sea Gate as if he had recovered the final grammarie
itself.  Honestly, old son, I think the novices must soil themselves every time
you walk by."


Ephemeris fingered the headpiece of his wand.  "Yes,
that would be quite a coup, finding E'alaisenne."  He looked at his
old teacher through the scented haze.


It only took a second for Cipher to get his meaning.  His
overly-large eyes turned feral with the shock.


"What?  How could — "


"Wait," Ephemeris said, raising his gloveless
hand.  "I don't know yet; I have to go to Jakavia to be sure.  But I need
to do a little reading first."


Stunned, Cipher slowly lowered himself to his knees. 
"If this is so," he whispered, "then the lost magic of the age
of power is finally ours."


"I said that I'm not certain.  And besides, I don't
understand how the six Aevir can be bound together to unleash the old
power."


"The frost dragon has told me that it will be revealed
when they are in one place.  I've always sensed that it could happen in my
lifetime, but I never really believed until now."  He looked to where his
robe and mask hung near the door.  "If you have really found it, they'll
elevate you to the inner circle."


"Not if Serendipity gets wind of this.  One word to her
and I'll be ordered to stay here and teach until she can figure it out and go
after it herself.  Anemone is already suspicious."


"Serendipity knows that her little protégé is easily
excitable," Cipher said, already recovering from the jolt.  "She's
not going to take her too seriously."


He rubbed his long thin nose.  "So what is it that you
need from an old man who is too frail to travel — other than keeping this quiet
for a while?"


Ephemeris rose lightly to his feet and went to the brazier
to let smoke flow over his hands.


"I want to get into the inner shrine," he said,
"I want to see the other imprisoned elementals and know what it is to feel
their presence."


"That is not possible.  At least it is not worth the
risk of getting caught.  Believe me, if you find the last Aevir you will
know it as such.  But you know that already — what is it that you really need
from me?"  He leveled his gaze at Ephemeris, who could not meet it
easily.  The old man still had the power.


"To look at one of the Eddaic scrolls.  The restoration
of Graifalmia."


"The Pallenborne?  You just told me that it was in
Jakavia."


"It is.  The countryman of mine that may have it
recently returned from the Pallenborne.  I think that E'alaisenne was
summoned and formed in the Pallenborne, and it is possible that it was returned
to the place of its making by Graifalmia after she overthrew Derndra.  I find
the symmetry of this appealing."


Cipher motioned to the pillow in front of him.  "Show
me what you have."


Ephemeris brought a sheet of linen paper from under his
robe.  "Here is a copy of the celebrated passage from the Chronicles of
Derndra.  It has always been translated as, 'Into a valley of men in the
lands to the north came Derndra seeking the Stone of Deepness.  There he
summoned the great elemental through the Stone, taking with him the life of the
land.'  But look here.  This line can be translated 'Into a valley in
the lands of the northmen came Derndra' — do you see?"


"Hmm.  I suppose you could interpret it that way, but
it is a bit of a stretch."  He looked at his former student.  "I'll
get the scroll for you if you want, but I can tell you now that it will confirm
your feeling of symmetry."


"I knew it," Ephemeris said, crushing the paper
against his chest.  "What does it say?"


"Only that Graifalmia returned the captured spirit to
the lifeless valley, hiding it well."


"Then that is it.  I'll leave tomorrow at first
light."


"I hope this isn't another false trail," Cipher said. 
"Who is this Jakavian and what do you know of him?"


"His name is Airen Libac — I've told you about him. 
He's the treasure hunter who lives in Mira-Delvin, a rich aristocrat with
influence and an estate and such.  It makes things harder."


"Mira-Delvin.  That's where you spent your early childhood
is it not?"


"Yes.  I lived as a water-front urchin before I went to
sea, and still know the city and its ways quite well.  I should be able to move
quickly."


"Listen to me.  Do not attempt any kind of foolish act
such as a room-to-room search in the middle of the night.  There's always a
chance of something going wrong in a situation like that no matter how good you
are.  You must proceed slowly and work your way into his trust.  Then strike
when everything is certain."


Ephemeris nodded.  "As you say."











CHAPTER 5:  The Magician's Passage


 


The stones lining the dry wash lay covered with blue and
green lichen.  It had never been a stream, except perhaps for a few weeks in
the early spring when it served as a drainage channel for the runoff of melting
snow.  The going was steep, yet the footing was sure, and to Reyin it seemed
the best path to take, a straight course running from the base of the heavily
wooded ridge to the very foot of the Skialfanmir.  From the valley floor, the
pinnacle appeared to be unscalable.  In the remembered history of Lorendal no
one had ever tried to climb it.  That was what Farlo had said.


Reyin hadn't known what Jonn had said until Farlo
translated, but he had known what touched him.  The Unknowable Forces had
clearly marked that pitiable young man.


He halted at a level spot where morning light bled through
the pines.  Sitting down on a flat stone, he let go a quiet snort that served
as ironic laughter.  This was, after all, what he had been seeking was it not? 
What Artemes had told him to search for, a chance meeting that was not chance,
one in which he would feel the very breath of the Essa in the air.  He had
dreamed of this, dreamed that he could breathe in the Essa to intertwine with
his own spirit and become one with it. That was the way it had happened for all
of them: Ty'kojin, Artemes, Dimietri, all who had become true magicians, but
Reyin did not feel anything like that happening to him.  He only felt the hand.


He ate a small portion of the flatbread Kestrin had given
him for this day's journey, and the scent of her hair came to him unbidden.  He
pushed it from his mind.  He was too old for these schoolboy thoughts.  Perhaps
his thoughts ran to this woman to hide from himself.  He wanted to pretend that
he knew nothing, that he could walk away from the unseen realm, that trying to
forget the secret ways of power posed no danger.


He rose and continued his climb up the ravine.  The hillside
lay thick with evergreens and silence, broken only by the sound of his
footfalls and the crackling of dry branches strained by the breeze.  Becoming
aware of a dull soreness in his ankle, Reyin slowed his pace.  The natural
trail grew even more steep, approaching the vertical in places, and he now had
to climb in earnest, picking his footing carefully.  Through a part in the
trees he saw the crest of the Skialfanmir looking down on him from a thousand
feet above.


As he neared the top of the wash he couldn't help but think
of his old master.  For years they had climbed the winding trail from
Ty'kojin's log house, high on a shoulder of Wind Peak, to the top of the
mountain almost every day.  How many times had they climbed it?  Perhaps a
thousand?  And every time, his teacher had said the same words as they labored
up the final length of trail to the summit.  "Look Reyin, look how the
path is deeply rutted.  Many have walked this path countless times.  They are
all great and powerful magicians now.  They were all like you, once.  Think
upon this as you go."


Reyin broke though the tree line, and in a dozen long
strides reached the open ground at the base of the crag.  His heart beat fast. 
He had no need to reach for the Essa — it was there, flowing up from the earth
and falling down from the sky to complete its circle by touching at the center
of his being.  And so too had it been on Wind Peak.  Ty'kojin had said that
many such places existed, some at the tops of mountains, others where springs
welled up from the depths of the earth, and far out on the Western Sea whole
islands stood in the flow of power, as did unmarked places in desert lands.


It had been a long time since he last stood on magic ground,
and he wished for a reason to use the art magic.  But he wasn't a novice
yearning to say his first spell; he had been to this place many hundreds of
times.  He sat down and brought out the remainder of the flatbread, eating it
slowly, patiently scanning the cracks and crevasses and angles and faces of the
Skialfanmir.  There was no way up.


He had been certain that the sheer, seamless look of the
pinnacle was an illusion of distance, and that one of the spurs would offer a
route to the summit.  Close now, he saw overhangs that would turn back the most
nimble climber.  The first hundred feet of the near face stood rough and
rounded and looked easy to climb.  He popped the last bit of crust into his
mouth and began picking his way up the first boulder that belonged to the
mountain proper.  He stopped.


The Essa was stronger here, so strong that he feared to take
another step — even on Wind Peak it was not so high.  He felt as if he could
perform magic simply by thinking of it, but that was impossible.  Not even
Artemes could cast a spell without sound or movement.


He climbed over rough-hewn granite until he reached the
vertical wall that formed the east face of the pinnacle.  What stood before him
was more than obvious, and he wondered why he hadn't seen it from below.


It was a door, smeared with crumbling plaster the same color
as the surrounding stone, perhaps hundreds of years, or even hundreds of cycles
old.  At one time, no doubt, it had been perfectly camouflaged.


Reyin looked at it in the way a magician can look at things
if he so chooses.  The doorway had set upon it an elaborate guard of fasten, a
ward against weakening, and possibly other unseen spells were bound there too.


He tried a few simple words of the Essian Tongue.  "Open. 
Let pass."  Nothing happened.  No, it would not be so easy as that.  He
looked more closely.  The fastening was too complex for him to ever unravel
it.  Maybe it had a weak link.


He spoke again in the speech of power, this time the words
circling and building in strength at the center of his being — "Thou art
broken and severed, split asunder!" — at last letting them burst forth as
he kicked the door three times to fix the spell. 


He stood there for a moment sweating freely, slightly
winded.


A soft grinding — the door swung open and a dank, damp odor
drifted past.  A stair-stepped tunnel curved up and away into the heart of the
crag.  Just inside, held by wall brackets, a pair of torches burned brightly as
if newly lit.


He lifted a torch from its holder and started up the passage
with a cautious gait.  Not that he thought anyone was there.  He figured,
rather, that the torch had been left there for anyone who could open the door.  A
flame that never burned out was well within the power of the old grammaries.


The passage twisted upward and he soon lost all sense of
direction.  The stepped tunnel, carved into solid granite, was void of shoring
timbers and cross beams, void of any feature, even scars left by cutting
tools.  It must have taken an entire cycle of thirty-six years to build.  He
could imagine even an army of miners taking thousands of days to finish it.  He
frowned, puzzled.  Never had any kind of empire, any people with enough
resources to undertake such a project lived in this land.  Only the elder
grammarie of the age of magic could have made such a passage.


He paused at the entrance to a wide, level gallery.  Demonic
shapes carved into the walls looked out at him, their faces scarred with runes
of fear.  His breath coming out frosty in the deepening cold of the mine, Reyin
started down the passage.  Then the ghosts came.


They came out of the dark on jagged, torn wings, their
silvery translucent bodies twisted and shrunken, their fanged mouths open in
silent agony.  But with his magesight Reyin knew them for what they were.


"You are mere illusion," he told them, "less
than the weakest ghost.  By my sight you are dismissed and banished, now
and forever."


Ty'kojin had said that in the lost age, illusions were a
simple trick that any magician could perform, but now there was no modern
grammarie that allowed for that kind of art.  The nature of the Essa itself
could no longer embrace the sheer power of that time.


Reyin stood still for a moment.  There was a pattern to this
way, a test that only a magician could pass.  The door had been a test of
power.  The gallery a test of sight.  There would be one more, a test of art.  And
it came at once.


The far end of the gallery opened into a darkness the
torchlight could not penetrate.  He inched his way into the blackness, his feet
sliding searchingly along the stone floor, his hand reaching for walls and not
finding them.  The torch was swallowed by the dark.  He could feel its heat,
but no light escaped, and his skin revolted against the inky touch of the
darkness.


The solution to this test was obvious — a spell of light
would illuminate this magical dark.  Another simple thing for the magicians of
old.  That power, too, had been lost in the Cycle of Ice.  He continued sliding
forward and pondered the price of failure.


Although he half expected it, when his leading foot found
the drop-off he lost his balance and nearly fell.  He lowered himself and lay
on his stomach and reached downward then out, trying to find a step or the
other side if this was indeed a crevasse.  Nothing was there.


He had come too far to turn back now.  Maybe there was some
other way through.  He crawled along the edge of the drop till it ended in a
side wall, then he felt his way back to the gallery opening looking for a door
or even a hole, then repeated that with the opposite side wall, finding the
drop-off again and returning to about where he started.  He listened — for the
sound of running water, air whistling through a shaft, a sign, anything.


Maybe the crevasse was only a few inches deeper than the
length of his arm.  He called down into it, and the echoes sounded far and
deep.  No, he would have to cross over if he wanted to see this way to its end.


He called again.  "Hello."


No echo to the front.  A wall stood opposite him, not far away. 
He was sure of it.


He sang a clear high note.  He sidled along the edge of the
crevasse until he got there and sang the note again.  Yes, this was it.  An
echo nearby, straight across.  He summoned every secret way of knowing he had
ever learned.  No more than five or six feet away lay an opening, big enough,
with a safe place to land.  But this wasn't some exercise with Artemes,
standing on a log just a foot off the ground with a cheesecloth blindfold.  If
he was wrong he would fall to his death.


Against all logic he knew he was right, knew that he could
do it.  He closed his eyes against the awful dark and found the edge of the
crevasse.  He took one deep breath, then leaped into the blackness.


The landing came sudden, shocking as he fell sprawled on
hard rock.


He had dropped the torch.  On hands and knees he felt for
it, then stopped.  A strange shape lay carved in the stone beneath him.  He
traced it with one finger — the rune of darkness, that which powered the
enchantment on this place.


He found a loose stone and scratched through the old rune. 
The unnatural dark gave way to the shifting light of the torch.  He sat in the
opening of a tunnel that had been bored into a sheer wall.  Reyin picked up the
torch and looked into the crevasse.  There was no bottom.


He turned and went deeper into the mountain, the tunnel
inclining sharply upward again with stair steps.  Each step was now a labor. 
He stopped several times to rest, but it was a long climb.  He pushed himself
forward and up, forward and up.  The stairwell rounded tightly about, then
straightened into a steep grade, the rise of the steps becoming taller.  Then
there were no more steps, only the sound of rushing wind.  He stood in a low
stone hut with a narrow archway that opened onto the mountaintop.


He went out and was surprised by the girth of the summit. 
From below it had looked sharp as the tip of a rapier.  Flat, and roughly oval,
it likely measured two hundred paces across.


In the center stood a dome of bronze.


Black and green and silent with age, it shone dully metallic
in the afternoon sun.  It must have been struck with lightning a thousand times
since its construction.  The dome was supported by concentric rings of white
marble columns triple the height of man, offset and so closely spaced that they
screened the interior from direct sight.


Reyin slowly circled the structure.  He discovered that one
pillar was deliberately missing, and he took this to be the entrance.  He went
in.  The ancient marble floor peeked through a blanket of dust in places where
a recent visitor had left scuffs and footprints.  He followed them to the space
at the center.  Beneath the dome, smaller than the poorest peasant's hut, sat a
one-room house of translucent glass.  A huge copper statue stood to each side
of the low double doors of the house like a pair of palace guards.  They were
dragons, the creature that embodied the Unknowable Forces themselves.


He looked up at them, and for a moment imagined that they
would suddenly come to life and spring at him.  Ty'kojin had never spoken of
power like that, but Reyin knew that almost anything had been possible to the
ancient mages.


Standing between the guardians, he gently released the
silver latch holding the doors.  They slowly swung outward.


The floor of the inner chamber was simply the raw, rocky
surface of the crag itself.  A waist-high upthrust of stone, the very tip of
the pinnacle, rested inside that fragile place.  It looked familiar.  Yes, a
stone much like it sat in the center of the village, with the same flat top and
the same four-point star etched into its surface.


In this place, he felt, he could initiate oneness with the
Unknowable.  But the shrine had been violated, entered by one who had not
passed the tests of the sorcerous passage.  It would have to be purified.  


He rummaged in his knapsack and found the tiny purse he kept
full of salt.  Regents were not really necessary in places where the Essa ran
high, but Reyin thought it would lend elegance to his incantation.


He cast the salt to the four directions, speaking as he
turned in place.


"Iurna astyzaq.  Begone foul spirits and vanish
airs of ill.  Xedkaidfa msufak.  Banish the nameless.  Deny the
unclean.  Come forth unseen flames.  Milluvian Gan!  Make pure with your
light this place where I stand."  And he threw the last of the handful of
salt down at his feet.


Now he sat on the floor before the guardian statues and
began the meditation that would open him to the presence of the Unknowable
Forces.  There was no time; there was only eternity.  There was no space,
only infinity.


His view of the statues became distorted, the world blurring
as if he saw a double image of the same object.  Then the two images moved one
into the other and his vision came into focus.  The dragon stood before him,
bright in its silver mail.  Its eyes, burning sapphires lined with heavy
platinum lids, shone with an alien light.  Reyin could smell the exotic scent
of its breath, feeling heat and power and danger.


The creature held out to him in its taloned claw a perfect
sphere of crystal, and trembling, the apex of power there threatening to tear
away his identity, Reyin took the orb.


The dragon no longer stood there, but he still saw it
reflected in the crystal ball.


"The star beneath the sea," the dragon
hissed in the Essian Tongue.


"That which has been lost," Reyin answered.


The dragon returned to take back the orb and the reflection
of itself, and Reyin suddenly found himself returned.  Blinking sweat from his
eyes, he sat still for a moment and let the heat of the dragon bleed away.


He went to close the ancient glass doors.  He looked at the
jutting rock and thought for a moment. What did they call the one in the
village, the touching stone?  He touched it and felt thick layers of
enchantment. The touching stone.  The stone on which something is touched?  The
stone which allows one energy to touch another?  He ran his hands across the
star-shaped indentation.  Then the history he had learned of the age of magic
came flooding forth and he blinked in disbelief.


The Aevir.  It had to be.  This was a place created
by Graifalmia to hide one of the Aevir.


He reached for the Essa, and it was there.  Closing his
eyes, speaking in the Essian Tongue, he said, "I summon now before me
presentments and visions of that which was here and now is lost."


Reyin stood in a waking dream and saw it, a shining wooden
chest of unusual shape, a shape that would fit the pattern of the four-point
star.  He floated above it, around it.  He looked at the other objects in the
room, a menagerie of valuable antiquities, then let himself float upward.  He
hung motionless above an enormous house with an overhanging roof of yellow clay
tiles.  It was but one part of a small estate, the kind that is found within,
or on the edge of a city.  He saw a stable and a yard, an ostler brushing a
horse, a wall and a gate, armed men wearing colored livery standing in a tower
above the gate, a man unloading fruit from a cart in the street outside.  Reyin
let himself float higher.  The street was part of a city.  Higher.  A great
city with a palace and a prison and a coliseum, and buildings of state
surrounding a diamond-shaped square, a city on the ocean, a port choked with
wharfs and warehouses, boats and skiffs and sloops and merchantmen and
warships, guarded by an island fortress in the harbor.  Float higher.  The
ruins of another city, much smaller, an ancient fallen city bordering the
living one.


Reyin snapped out of the trance, his face damp and cold.


He had never been to that city, but he knew it from drawings
and maps he had seen.  It was Mira-Delvin, one of the oldest cities in world,
in the Kingdom of Jakavia a thousand leagues to the south.


He closed the doors and walked away, stopping to turn and
bow to the inner shrine in the manner of the Pallenborne before passing through
the labyrinth of columns and into the open air.


Farlo sat in front of the stone hut, lazily tossing pebbles
off the side of the mountain.  Reyin went to sit next to him.  Farlo nodded a
greeting.


"You followed me," Reyin said.


"It seems that I did."


"Why didn't you come inside?"  


Farlo tossed another pebble.  "I wasn't invited.  Besides,
places such as that, they aren't for the likes of me.  Who would have thought
it was here, though?"


“Apparently someone did.”


“The one who took the spirit away according to Jonn.”


"Tell me," Reyin said, "what do you think of Jonn's
story about the sky boat?"


"I think you have a strong idea what that is."


"There's a man in Sevdin named Conarra, an inventor of
sorts, calls himself a scientist.  He has discovered that filling a huge cloth
sack with hot air enables it to rise to great height for a short time.  He
built a flying ship powered by these bags of heated air and went aloft himself
early one morning over Sevdin harbor.  No one talked about anything else for
weeks.  I was there.  I saw it."


"And you think he came here?" Farlo said, the
burned side of his face wrinkling.


"Maybe him.  Perhaps someone else.  I'm fairly sure
that it was a rich nobleman from Mira-Delvin."


"The city in Jakavia?  What makes you think that?“ 


"As Jonn implied, I have ways of knowing things.” 


“Are you telling me you’re some kind of seer?”


“I suppose I am.”


Farlo scratched at the grey half of his beard.  “Look, I’ve
seen enough island juju men in my time to know the weird look, and if anyone
around here has got it, it would be our young Jonn.  I don’t think he’s
feeble-minded.  I think he does hear outside voices, so if he says you know
secret things then I believe it.  But all the sorcerers died in the Cycle of
Ice, and all their magic died with them.  Everyone knows that.  And besides,
you don‘t much act like a mystic.”


“No, I act like a troubadour because that is what I am.  That’s
sort of the point when you belong to a secret society.  And it’s not that magic
is dead — the lifeforce of magic itself was changed — it is more subtle and
indirect now.  Don’t mistake me, magic is still powerful, it simply passes
unseen by those who don’t know how to look.  In fact, there is no spell a true
magician can cast that cannot be explained away by the new science, by
so-called natural means.”


“And there’s a whole society of magicians?”


“I belong to one of several small circles.  Most of us live
to learn, and learn to teach so that the art is preserved through these lesser
times.  There is one circle I know of who practice magic only for personal
power.  The rest of us shun them.”


Farlo eyed him for a moment.  “What else do you know?”


I think someone came to this mountain top and took an
artifact that belongs to this ancient place.  I believe that the sanctuary is
old as the cycles, from back before the age of the enlightened princes, from
the age of eldest magic."


"An artifact.  Not a spirit?"


"A spirit box, if you will.  There is a story that a
teacher of mine held to be true, but I don't remember all the details."  Artemes
told me so many things in such a short time.


"In the time before the Cycle of Ice, a sorcerer named
Derndra summoned and bound together the six great elementals that inhabit this
world:  the Aevir, in the speech of power.  Essential spirits you could
call them.  In the most obscene act of the lost age, he enslaved and used them
to create the most powerful grammarie that has ever been known.  Derndra could
raise volcanoes from level plains, or control the minds of emperors from the
deep caves where he lived.


"Derndra’s power was broken by Graifalmia, the greatest
mage of the times.  It was said that his defeat drove him to madness, and that
he fled to the underworld to die by the hand of one of his own sorcerous
creations.  The secret of summoning the Aevir died with Derndra, and Graifalmia
didn't know how to return them to their natural state, so she hid them in the
places where they had been captured, hoping one day to learn the secret of
releasing them."


"And you think this is one of the hiding places, that
the spirit of this place is being held by this missing artifact?"


"Yes, I do.  And I think that returning it here is the
only way to put the land aright."


Farlo was deep in thought.  "A captured spirit."


"This is the place where the great elemental was
summoned from the earth, and the summoning tore away the life energy of this
valley.  But I think Graifalmia enchanted the stone where the device of
imprisonment sat, and the Aevir, in this place of power, was able to
touch, if not return, to its home."


Farlo nodded, plucking at the discolored place on his
beard.  "I see it clearly now.  And I see that the privilege has been
given to you."


"Privilege?"


"Yes.  That's something I've learned from Syliva these
past three years.  The folk of the Pallenborne believe that helping is not a
duty; they think of it as a privilege that most of us are not granted, maybe
because we're unworthy, maybe because we're unlucky.  I don't know."


Reyin sat silent.  "Privilege," he mumbled,
shaking his head.  "I'd call it the hand."


Suddenly the mountain winds seemed to cut him to the bone. 
He stood, pulling his coat closer against the chill, walked to the western
precipice, and looked down to where the escarpment ended in a sandy shingle
next to the ocean.  There was room enough to launch Conarra's airship.


"So you'll go and find the captured spirit?" Farlo
called to him.


"It seems that certain Powers have chosen me to do so. 
But I don't know why."


"So do you believe in yourself or no?  Tell me, is Jonn
right about you?  Do you see things?"


"I see things," Reyin said quietly, looking at his
feet.  "But only in places like this that have a weird power."


Farlo stood.  "Listen, I'm not asking you to do this
alone.  The two of us can go together.  Just think — a short sea voyage to the
south, and we'll accomplish the greatest thing that we will ever have the
chance to do."


"The voyage will take months, and it will be very
expensive.  You have a wife who is with child.  And in the end — " 
Reyin's voice dropped.  " — it might not even make a difference."


"How much money do you have?"


"About one kandar."


"If you plan to travel half the length of the world
with an empty purse, you'll need someone to go with you."


"I thank you for your offer, but I can travel better
alone."


"Look, do you think I would just up and leave my pregnant
wife in the middle of a drought, if I didn't feel like this was something
vital."  He paused and thought for a moment.  "Reyin, you and I are
bound together somehow, both of us coming here like we did."


Farlo picked a rounded rock from the ground and turned it
over in his hands.  "I didn't trust you at first, and you didn't trust me,
and that's right for us, growing up like we did along the Paved Road.  But the
folks here aren't like that.  They trust from the start.  And it's very easy,
just staying with them a short while, to forget what the world of hard men is
like.  We both know that out there, only them that's got money get
protection."


"I don't need a bodyguard."


"I think you do," Farlo said with a momentary
sparkle to his eyes, "but there's a simple way to find out."  He rose
to his full height, his fists clenched into knots of oak, a murderous look
coming over him, and Reyin felt his gut twist with the unexpected threat.


"If you want to keep me from going, you're going to
have to beat me in a fight.  Do you think you can?"


Reyin felt the Essa coursing through his body.  With one
word he could stun the man long enough to pick up a rock and hit him with it. 
"I see the point you're trying to make."  He watched Farlo carefully
for a moment.  "But right now, in this place, you cannot harm me."


Farlo responded with an ugly grin.  "You can't spend
the rest of your life up here.”











CHAPTER 6:  Partners


 


The afternoon passed slowly, fair and light as the clouds
drifting in from the ocean.  Syliva sat on the dunes above the beach at Siadal
with Kestrin and Lovisa, working and watching the men work.


Lovisa said, "They're so, oh, relentless when they get
the idea to do something — "


"Amuck," Kestrin said.


" — like the waterwheel at the mill, always pushed round
and round by the stream."


“More like they're caught up in the stream," Syliva
said, fetching a long sea-green from the pile where dozens dried in the sun,
"carried along by a flood."  She began crushing it into a huge
basket, turning her face away from the sudden sharp odor.


Reyin had certainly been impassioned by her son's words
three nights before.  He had returned the next evening from the Skialfanmir,
weary and in a kind of fever, saying he had climbed to the top.  None in the
village knew what to think.  That the stranger had made it up the unscalable
peak was as fabulous as Jonn's story of the sky boat.


The morning after, Farlo had rapped on the door early, and
the two of them sat at the table for an hour, arguing, agreeing, speaking low
and fast in their native tongue, a conspiracy in the making, then off together
as to a hunt.  Last night, secretly, Reyin had told her in broken Pallenor the
he was going off to get something that would put the land to rights.  Maybe he
had meant something else, but that was what she thought he said.


"I can't believe," Kestrin said, "that they
went across the bay, repaired Reyin's boat, and brought it back all in one
day."


"They simply patched it enough to bring it here without
sinking," Syliva said, "and they couldn't have done that without
Yothan's help."


Kestrin looked to where Reyin and Farlo sat unraveling old
thick ropes into countless single strands.  "Look at them down there. 
Tight as brothers, like they've known each other for years.   What do they keep
talking about?"  She turned to Lovisa.  "Why is your husband working
so hard at this?  Is he that anxious for Reyin to be gone?"


Lovisa smiled back at her.  "I know someone who is not
so happy that he's going."


"He said he will come back."  Kestrin blurted it
out with so much conviction that it made Lovisa laugh.


Syliva laid her hand on Kestrin's arm.  "Oh Sweetness,
don't let your heart go too far that way.  The man earns his bread by
travelling; his life is one long voyage.  Would you really want a husband who
was only home a few weeks each year?"


"Maybe Kestrin doesn't want to go through all the
trouble of a wedding."


While Lovisa giggled, Kestrin threw wet strands of sea
greens at her.  "I've hardly even spoken to him."


"The man is leaving," Syliva said.  "I don't
think he has romance on his mind."


"Well," Lovisa said, "if I wasn't married,
I'd surely be doing my best to find out."


They all laughed again.


"When is he going?" Lovisa asked Syliva.


"Soon as his boat is seaworthy.  Three or four
days."


"Do you think he'll really come back?"


"I think he will try.  I've no idea of the difficulties
of life beyond this valley.  Simply living here, being a farmer's wife, I find
that there are many streams to cross.  It's so easy to get caught and swept
away."


They fell silent then, and for a short time each worked
alone with her own thoughts.


"I wonder," Kestrin said, "what is it like,
out there in other lands?"


Lovisa reached for another long leaf.  "Farlo says that
the big port cities are as wide as the valley, that they are awful, dirty and
smelly, and no one knows your name.  And even if they did, they still wouldn't
help you if you were sick or hurt or hungry.  He says that everyone is out to
cheat or steal from each other because they're all poor except for the lords
and ladies who have all the riches."


"What about the land outside the cities?"


"The wealthy overlords own all the land and keep it for
themselves.  They'll let you live there, but you have to pay them for it every
year, and if you don't pay they have men with swords who will come and take it
from you."


"That sounds terrible.  Syliva, do you think it's
true?"


"There's probably truth in it, but if that's all there
was out there, how could you find people with good hearts like those two men
there?  One summer when I was a little girl, my father went all the way to
Noraggen.  He said it was big and busy and full of wonderful things."


Lovisa turned to Kestrin.  "Would you go with him, if
he asked you?"


"Reyin?  Of course not,
don't be silly," she snapped, her cream-colored cheek flushing to rose. 
"Why would he do a thing like that anyway?"  She stood and shook out
her apron.  "I need to go see about my father," she said, her voice
suddenly dry.  "He forgets to eat sometimes."  She turned swiftly,
her red hair flashing in the sunlight, walking away, then trotting, then
breaking into a full run.


The morning light came stealthily, through a thick grey
overcast.  Syliva thought that at last a spring shower would fall, but the
clouds did nothing more than shut out the sun.  Perhaps rain fell in the upper
valley where her husband kept watch over their livestock.  She wondered what he
was eating this morning, if he had slept out on the ground.  He was too old to
be living like a shepherd boy.  The season grew more strange, and some folk had
begun showing an odd temper.  He should be here.  Not that she felt lonely;
they had been apart many times before.  The Svordens always sent for her when
one of them fell ill, and she would at times stay with them for a week or more. 
He should simply be here, that's all.  


Reyin had spent the night with his boat in Siadal, so Syliva
went early to see Lovisa, thinking that Farlo may have stayed in the fishing
village as well.  As she approached her friend's door, she heard a clatter,
then Lovisa speaking heatedly in a high pitch, anger through tears.  Syliva
knocked loudly.  Farlo threw wide the door.


"Oh," Syliva said, "I thought — "


"It's alright," Farlo barked, "I was just
leaving."


He snatched a knapsack from a hook, pushed past her and was
gone.


Lovisa sank to the floor, her face in her hands.


Syliva knelt beside her.  "Shh.  Don't cry.  Don't
cry.  Tell me what's wrong."


"He's leaving," she wailed through her hands.  "He's
going with him on the b-boat.  He'll not be here for me.  He'll not be here for
our child."


"He will come back.  He will."


"No!  They'll catch him and kill him.  Or they'll cut
his foot off so he can't run away again.  Tell him not to go, Syliva.  Everyone
listens to you.  Even the men listen to you."


"I don't think they will this time," she
whispered.  She held Lovisa, there on the floor matting, until the fit passed.


Lovisa pulled herself up to a chair.  "I'm alright
now."


"You know that he wouldn't go, wouldn't risk his life
with you, unless he thought it was very important."


"I know.  But he's wrong."  She went to the water
basin and found a damp rag.  "He's so full of himself.  He thinks no one
is capable as he — that if he doesn't go, Reyin will fail to come back with
'that which will make the land aright' as he puts it.  What is it anyway?"


"He didn't tell me, but I had the feeling that it is
some kind of charm or rune.  Farlo thinks Reyin to be a rune-singer.  Did you
know that?"


"No.  And that's another point; they are so skulking
secretive.  Like we wouldn't understand.  Oh, I hate it."


"In their home lands they would be laughed at behind
their backs.  Many folk there don't even believe in the spirits."


"Now everyone is going to think Farlo is running away
because times are hard." "Lovisa, no one will think that.  And even
if they did, would you really care?"


"No.  I just want him here."


"So do I," Syliva
said.  "I want him here too."


Syliva took Reyin's hand and placed the gold coin in it. 
"Good luck to you.  Keep safe."


Reyin nodded as if he understood.  He looked over his
shoulder.  Farlo stood in the boat, helping Jonn lash down the water keg.


"Syliva," Reyin said, searching for the Pallenor
words, then, with a sheepish smile, he shrugged, unable to find them. 
"Syliva . . . my friend."  He hugged her gently, then, turning to
Kestrin and Lovisa, he bowed solemnly as he would taking his leave of noble
ladies.  Without a word he trudged across the sandy beach to where the rising
tide lapped against the keel of the little skiff.  He shook Jonn's hand in the
Southern style, climbed aboard, and tugged against the mast to see that it was
securely stepped.


After taking a last look at the main halyard, Farlo vaulted
the gunwale one-handed, running back to Lovisa to say his good-bye.  They were
both past terse words or tears.  Syliva touched Kestrin's arm and they stood
aside, not watching, giving the couple this moment alone.  Even over the growl
of breaking waves, Syliva could hear the violence of their embrace, the passion
in their whispers.


"Take care of my daughter until I come back,"
Farlo said, lightly caressing Lovisa's belly.


"Your son will miss you while you're away."


He started down the sloping sand, but Lovisa stopped him
with a call.  "Hey!  You forgot this."  She held up a lumpy sack,
three days worth of hard flatbread for their short run to Noraggen.  Syliva had
tried to give them dried apple, cheese, and jerked meat, but they would take
none of it.


Farlo came trotting back, flashed the three women a grin and
a wink, and carried the sack down to the boat.  Reyin climbed out, and the
three men pushed the skiff into the surf until the keel floated free on the
water.  Then Reyin and Farlo leaped aboard, taking their places at the tiller
and the halyard.  Jonn leaned his thick shoulders into his task, took two long
strides, and gave the little boat a tremendous shove, sending it out past the
breakers.  He stood waist-deep in the cold water, waving and laughing.


Farlo raised and trimmed the yellowed sail, and Reyin slid
the centerboard into place then set the boat on a starboard tack.  Reyin
glanced behind for a moment, and Farlo gave Jonn a quick salute.


On the beach, Syliva, Kestrin, and Lovisa watched the sailboat
pushing into the wind, closing with the blue and grey horizon.  They stood
motionless, saying nothing to each other, watching the skiff sail and tack,
sail and tack.  Nearly an hour passed before the tiny craft made a last turn at
the mouth of the bay and slipped out of sight.  Only then did they turn toward
their homes.











CHAPTER 7:  Sailors


 


The breeze blew the waves into a light chop the first day,
and Reyin fell seasick before noon. He lay in the bottom of the skiff with his
bedding, instrument cases, the spare rope, oars, and other odd items of ocean
travel.  Farlo easily manned the tiller and the sail at the same time. He spoke
loudly, made large movements, had no stillness in him, so animated with the
beginning of the adventure was he.  But he turned pensive the next day as a
squall passed far out to sea, saying little as they watched the towering
pinnacles of the coastal range glide by on their right.  On the third day, as
the sun rose into a fair, springtime sky, he slipped into a brooding that
became darker and darker as they began to pass fishing villages and coastal
towns sitting among fields of fresh green grass and orchards studded with new
blossoms. When, at the end of the afternoon, they sighted the tall masts of
ships that lay in the roads of Noraggen, Reyin's spirit soared.  They had made
good time — over fifty leagues in three days.


"Let's heave-to and spend one more night outside,"
Farlo said.  "It looks like we can beach her up ahead.” 


"But we have plenty of light," Reyin protested.  "In
two hours we could be sitting down to a hot meal."


Farlo gave him a hard look, his eyes staring through a
dangerous glaze.  Reyin saw in him the man Farlo had been when they first met. 
He turned the tiller over to make for shore.


Reyin did not sleep well.  Farlo's mood showed no sign of
betterment, and Reyin tossed with misgivings about his shipmate.  He awoke
stiff and tired, his bedding wet with dew.  Farlo sat near a pot of dirty
water, packing away his shaving brush and a cut-throat razor.  He had shaved
his head; it looked raw and unweathered, like the pate of a novice monk.  His
beard remained long and untrimmed.  Reyin gave him a questioning glance, but
Farlo stayed within himself.


They ran before a mild wind, reaching the quays of Noraggen
by midmorning.  A smoky haze lay over the city, and the mountains to the north
stood half-obscured, like shadow guardians.  Although it lacked the fanciful
look of the great Southern ports, Reyin admired the city's unembellished
structures of grey stone and rough-cut timbers, a sense of strength, the
ability to survive in a harsh land, not the power of opulent wealth.  Farlo
looked at it as one might look upon a prison.


Reyin found the city folk to be unaffected and
straightforward, even the watchmen on the docks seemed unsuspicious, almost
friendly, not looking for ways to lever a bribe from the foreigners as they
often did in the Southern ports.  The street merchants hawked wares to them in
broken Avic, sure that they knew no Pallenor, and Farlo was happy to feign
ignorance.  


"We must first sell the boat," Reyin said as they
strolled the harbor-side road in search of cheap lodging.  He had resolved
himself to that before they even sailed.  Storing the skiff here for months
would cost too much.  Indeed, they rather needed the money from its sale for
passage to Jakavia.  Dimietri wouldn't really mind once Reyin explained why. 
The fellow would merely order another built.  But Reyin hated to take advantage
of his friend simply because the man was wealthy.  It wasn't Dimietri's fault
that he had inherited a fortune.  Artemes held him in high regard because he
had found the way of the true magician in spite of his riches.  He said that he
knew of no other who had done so.  But Artemes, like everyone in the circle of
Ty'kojin's students, always took for granted the support of Dimietri's wealth. 
Reyin had told himself that he would never do so.


"Agreed," Farlo said.  "You find us a room
and take care of that.  I'll find a ship bound for the south.  See you back
here at sunset."  And off he went, glancing from side to side as he
walked, as if an ambush could lie at any corner.


Reyin elected to take a room at an old-style inn, the sort
built around a courtyard with no outside windows.  It cost them extra, but the
place was full of odd travellers from other lands, and even Farlo wouldn't seem
too eccentric.  Perhaps he would be more comfortable in a private chamber than
in the common room where others asked about who you were, where you had been,
where you were going.


Finding a buyer for the boat proved more difficult than
Reyin expected.  He spent the afternoon tramping the waterfront from the
fishermen's docks to the harbor master's tower and back again, making inquiries
at every pier.  At the end of the day he had spoken to only one person willing
to look at the skiff, a tax-collector who was weary of hiking to the nearby
coastal villages.  They would meet the next morning.


He looked for Farlo at their rendezvous.  His companion was
late.  He descended a narrow set of stone steps and sat atop the seawall
watching the wavelets of the harbor turn to ink.  In the early twilight,
chiming bells from distant ships at anchor punctuated the rattle of street
traffic, and Reyin wondered if in Lorendal they were singing the Song of
Returning underneath those same first stars he now gazed at overhead.  Without
hearing his approach, he suddenly discovered Farlo standing next to him.


"I found an Orianan barque that'll take us all the way
to Ava.  It sails in three days and we can go aboard a day early if we
want."


"How much will it cost?"


"Twelve silver-pieces each for common pass
passage."


"You mean living on the exposed deck the whole
way?"


"Right.  But listen, they're short-handed, and we can
stay in the fo'c's'le and eat ship's food if we work.  All you'd have to do is
help the cook."


"What about you, Farlo?"


"I'd serve as a topman.  I've done it before."


"It would still cost us twenty-four kandars?  That's
more than a gold ounce."


"Of course, but weren't you listening?  We'd get hammocks
below deck and hot meals and grog.  The only other choice is a cabin on a
galleon, and that would be more than triple the price and we'd still have to
bring our own food and water."


Reyin stood.  "Alright.  Let me show you where we're
sleeping tonight — I think you'll like it."


The aroma steaming through the kitchen door made them
light-headed as they passed.  After entering the common room where supper was
being served, they fell to a table and called for food like pirates.  While
they gulped raw oysters, Farlo ordered roast capon and corn pone.  Reyin wanted
the venison stew.  Both drank heartily of the local beer, which, they
discovered too late, proved to be strong as wine.  After they finished the pot
of stout, they ate cheese and fish cakes, and called for more drink, topping
that with gingerbread and sweetnut pie.  For a short time, they told each other
tales, and laughed, and lived only that moment, at last stumbling off to their
beds and to black sleep.


The next morning they looked at each other with dark faces,
as if they had committed a crime.


"We'll not eat like that again while on this
journey," Farlo said, turning away.  "I'll not allow it as long as my
wife and neighbors have barely enough.  We should take meals, to keep up our
strength, but not like last night."


"I don't know what came over me," Reyin said.


"We got a little drunk.  We forgot ourselves.  From now
forward we won't drink, not even watery grog."


Reyin searched for his breeches, trying to ignore Farlo's
commanding tone.  "I think we should forgive ourselves and not do it
again.  In any case, our finances will keep us away from gluttony, no matter
how much money I get for the boat.  Right now, I'm going down to see if I can
get a hot bath — might be our last chance to do so for a month — then I'm off
to meet the tax . . . what is that, are you hurt?"  A place on Farlo's
right forearm, halfway between the wrist and elbow, was securely tied with a
cloth.


"It, ah, is an old sprain," Farlo muttered. 
"I always keep the arm wrapped; you've just never seen me with my shirt
off."


Reyin finished dressing.  "Well then, off I go."


A bath cost a penny, two for clean water, another to have it
heated, another if you wanted soap.  He spent the four pennies, but had no time
to soak in steamy comfort.  He had to meet the perspective buyer.


The tax-collector liked the little skiff.  When he found
that Reyin didn't have a bill of sale or any other proof of ownership, he
feigned concern and dickered about the price, saying that he would have to pay a
lawyer to assure the legality of the transaction.  Reyin considered the trouble
of finding another buyer.  In the end, he accepted two gold crowns for Dimietri's
boat, more than enough for the passage to Ava, yet less than half the value of
the skiff.


The next day they lugged their gear to the ship, Tarradid,
that would take them south.  The square-rigged vessel, three-masted and wide
abeam, rode low in the water.  The galley would not be serving until they set
sail, so Reyin and Farlo went in search of simple foodstuffs for their day at
anchor.


Farlo seemed better, almost cheerful, as they paid a fair
price for steamed clams at a quay-side market.  A large merchantman flying the
colors of Sevdin, the sister city-state of Kandin, had docked that morning.  Now,
as the two travellers made their way back to Tarradid, a line of filthy men in
rags and shackles, dark men from the south, stretched from the merchant ship
along the pier to a place where thick-limbed men waited among benches, barrels
of water, and a huge iron tub filled with red-hot coals.  Other men armed with
swords and pikes stood nearby.


An officer of some sort, sitting at a little table with a
book and quill, called out, and a man with a billy club in his fist sent the
first prisoner forward.  He was sat on a bench and his head held by one of the
men while a skinny old fellow tattooed something on his face below the left
eye.  The thin old man did this quickly, without a care, as if he had done it
hundreds and hundreds of times.  The second prisoner was brought forward while
the first was moved to another bench to have his right arm tied down there.  A
short fat man wearing heavy work-gloves yanked a glowing iron from the hot
coals and branded the retch on his forearm with a marked lack of precision. 
The branded man tried to hold back his scream.  The noise he made through his
clenched teeth was an inhuman sound.


Reyin stopped.  "Who are they?"


"The condemned," Farlo answered.


"Criminals?"


"Mostly.  All have been sentenced to life in the mines
of the Pallenborne."


"The iron mines?"


"Yes.  That's why they tattoo 'em on the face as well. 
There's accidents all the time; an arm can get taken off easy down there.  Few
prisoners live more than a year or two."


Reyin looked at the scarred tissue beneath Farlo's left eye,
glanced at his right forearm.  "I suppose a man would do anything to get
out of a place like that."


"I would think so," Farlo said, his face carved of
wood.  He turned and walked on.


Reyin took quick steps to stay with him.  "I have heard
of ruthless governors who send their enemies there."


"That happens to some political prisoners," Farlo
said in an expressionless tone.  "But a lot of them that's in the mines
deserve it.  I suppose that a few of them aren't guilty, that they're just
fools caught in the blind workings of the state."  Their boot heels
drummed out a few staccato measures before he spoke again.  "Yes.  Some go
mad down there.  You would likely do anything to get out.  Even if you were
falsely accused, you might go as far as kill another man.  A funny choice: 
innocent and imprisoned, or guilty and free." 


That evening, as they stood at the rail watching the play of
lamplight on the pier below, Reyin said, "I can make this voyage alone,
Farlo.  I'm on familiar roads now.  You should buy a mule and some grain, and
go back home to Lovisa.  You could go right now — take my pistol if you
like."


"No, I've decided."


"I do not need your help.  You're taking a risk for no
good reason."


Farlo stared out at the shadow city beyond the lights of the
harbor road.  "I have reason."


The full crew had come aboard by then.  As Reyin and Farlo
entered the forecastle they found a maze of sea chests and small barrels
cramped with wiry men unpacking duffels, slinging hammocks, cursing, laughing,
washing, wagering at cards, sleeping, and mending old clothing with needle and
thread.  Most went barefoot, their toes gnarled as tree bark, the bottoms of
their feet like old pieces of worn hide.  All of them looked burned by years on
the ocean.  In the middle of the fracas stood a large, long-armed man in his
late twenties called Tolan, who told them where to stow their gear and where to
sleep.  He stood taller than Farlo and looked stronger.  Although he had the
dark features of a Syrolian, his hair was a tangle of yellow curls, and while
he spoke Avic as a native, his voice distantly echoed a Baskillian tongue as he
told them a few rules of the forecastle.


"So you must be the boatswain's mate then," Farlo
said to him.


"No," Tolan answered slowly, taking a step toward
Farlo, "just a common seaman.  The lower deck always elects me to speak
for them.  I'm speaking for them now."


Tolan and Farlo stood too close for Reyin to be
comfortable.  Those nearby had fallen silent.


"As you say," Farlo muttered, turning to the niche
Tolan had showed them.  But later, when no one watched, Farlo stared at him
with glossy eyes and a faint smile.


 











CHAPTER 8:  Shepherd


 


Aksel counted heads once again as the upper valley fell
completely into shadow.  Yes, one missing — that confounded beast with the
white stippling and one black horn — must have slipped away when he was
chatting with the Svorden lad.  He scanned the far hillside.  The cloud cover
had broken to the east and a gibbous moon had risen late in the afternoon, but
that would not replace the sunlight he was losing.  He scanned the lower end of
the pasture.  There was the accursed goat, wandering into a wooded saddle
between two hills.


He should have brought the dogs.  He had been angry at Jonn,
though his son could not help being what he was, and he had been angry at the
dogs for not staying with the herd.  He had been angry with himself and only
wanted to be alone with his goats.  And now he was peeved with himself again. 
If he had brought just one dog he wouldn't have to keep chasing the strays.


He thought about the way Syliva had looked at him when he
had spoken harshly to Jonn.  He should have told her that he didn't want to say
things like that to his son, that the drought conjured devils out of him.  He
felt like a mountain pressed down on him, like a giant held his head, its grip
getting tighter each day.  Think and think as he did, he found no answers
within himself.  Syliva could not, or would not see past the next few months. 
She couldn't look to the next winter when they would have no fodder for the
animals, when they would have to slaughter the entire flock for food, and then,
even if the rains came the following spring, they might be too weak or sick to
work.  They would die before any harvest could come.


As he approached the first hillock, the stray goat jumped
and darted into the trees, then another movement:  the shadow of a beast
following swiftly.


Aksel broke into a sprint.  Stopping at the edge of the
woods, he heard terrified bleating above a thrashing sound, then a muffled
animal scream.  He charged into the dusky thicket, holding his staff like a
spear.  The goat was trapped in a dense tangle of barbed vines, a shaggy beast
lunging and snapping at its neck with a fang-lined muzzle.


Aksel slid to a stop.  It was no kind of wild dog.  It was a
fenwolf, a big one, nearly eight stone.  The fenwolf lunged again, but it
seemed to be only a clever feint designed to drive the panicked goat deeper
into the bramble.  It wanted its prey to become fully ensnared, easy to kill.


Shouting, "Hayah-hah," Aksel struck the ground in
front of him with his staff, thinking the scavenger would turn and flee. 
Instead the fenwolf charged, its yellow eyes ablaze, and when Aksel thrust at
it the creature dodged past the tip of his walking staff and closed its jaws
around his ankle.  Surprised, Aksel twisted, swinging the staff hard into the
fenwolf's flank.  The fenwolf yelped, releasing its grip, springing away as Aksel
wildly swung again and lost his balance, falling back into the tangle of vines
where the bleating goat still struggled.


He jumped to his feet, sharp thorns raking his knees and
forearms and face.  The fenwolf was gone.


Best not to wait around here bleeding though, those
things usually hunt in mated pairs.  He quickly picked his way out of the
barbed vines, soothed the trapped goat, and cut it out of the bramble with his
skinning knife.  The animal was unhurt, not a nick on it.  That was good.  He
lead it back to the herd.


Later, by the light of his campfire, Aksel found tooth marks
on his boots, but none that had punctured the inner lining.  He carefully
examined his ankle — a few tiny bruises, but no broken skin except for a long
deep scratch on his lower calf, just above the boot top. It had to be from a
thorn.  He rinsed his lower leg in fresh water anyway.  You couldn't be too
thorough after a brush with a fenwolf, the filthy, disease-ridden beasts.  One
bite caused a fever that brought madness and death.











3rd INTERLUDE:  Solicitations


 


Ephemeris adjusted his hat and bent the absurdly long
peacock feather so that it drooped over his left shoulder.  Ridiculous
costume — brocaded jacket, shirt of pleated taffeta, silk leggings — and hot,
too, on a summer evening.  He looked again out the window of the carriage
and saw that the front of the large, columned building stood quiet now.  Most
of the guests had already arrived.


He called up to the driver, "I am ready now."


The driver clucked and the polished two-horse carriage
rolled down the cobbled street and into the driveway of the Royal Library.  The
footman opened the door and Ephemeris stepped out, trying to affect a look of
boredom.  As he approached the entrance a pair of uniformed men bowed and
opened the wide double doors. He went past them thinking how easy it was if you
just looked the part, when a well-dressed young man intercepted him in the
foyer.


"The reception for the Royal Historical Society?"
he asked.


“Yes," Ephemeris said with a patient smile.


"The grand hall, right through there, sir."


"Thank you, ah, what is your name?"


"Joffa, sir, assistant librarian."


"Have you lived here in Mira-Delvin a long time, Mr.
Joffa?"


"Yes sir, all my life."


"And are you personally acquainted with Airen
Libac?"


"Why yes I am.  I've helped him in his research a
number of times."


Ephemeris looked around casually.  No one was there.  They
were standing still.  Perhaps he could touch this fellow's mind with the Eye. 
Not that he truly needed young Joffa; he could surely just walk up to Libac and
introduce himself.  But an introduction from an esteemed librarian would look
very good, and getting Libac alone would be difficult without it. Besides,
Joffa might prove to be a valuable informant in the days to come.


"You have?  Then I would very much like your opinion
about a small artifact I found in the city of Xanxin."  He took out a
small piece of glass quartz and held it up in front of the young man's eyes. 
Sharply angular, with many facets, it threw fragments of light onto his face. 
Ephemeris had spent a month of long nights in the Sardonyx Tower cutting it
just so and imbuing it with glamour.


"If you look deeply into this, you can see three
ancient hieroglyphs in the center."


The young man stared at the crystal, and Ephemeris looked
through it and into his eyes.  He could feel Joffa sliding into a kaleidoscope
that washed away certain fears and painted the blank space there with new
feelings.  A brightness.  A kind of faith.


Now he had him.  It only remained to close the trap.


"The glyphs represent three ancient words," he
said softly, for here was the fix of the rune, "Yaskarr, Omfinir,
and — "


"There you are, Joffa," came a high, piercing
voice.


Joffa looked up at once, breaking the spell.  A very tall
man, almost emaciated in his thinness, stood in a doorway at the far end of the
foyer.


"I need you right away, if you please."


Joffa looked at Ephemeris, uncertain about what he had been
saying.  "Excuse me, sir," he said with a polite nod, "I must
take my leave."


Ephemeris watched him go.  He had only needed another
second.  No matter, he thought.  No matter at all.


Inside the grand hall the Royal Historical Society had just
finished making some sort of presentation, and now the lords and ladies mingled
in their finery, accepting goblets of wine from waiters in powdered wigs.  Ephemeris
asked a young woman to point out Mr. Libac, and at last he got a look at the
renowned treasure hunter.  Like Ephemeris himself, the man had a rather plain
appearance:  a little pudgy with a receding hairline.  Put him in commoner's
clothing and you would never pick him out of a crowd.


As Libac bowed away from his present conversation, Ephemeris
began to move toward him, side-stepping through the social melee.  He lost
sight of the man for a moment, then saw him again as Libac stepped out a side
door.  Walking as fast as he dared, Ephemeris got to a window in time to see
him disappear into a small outbuilding.


Had to go to the privy, eh?  Ephemeris smiled as he
hurried to the same side door.  Maybe he would get more from this than simply
meeting the man.  He stepped outside and ran the rest of the way to the low
stone building thinking that if anyone noticed, at least it wouldn't seem
suspicious.


He slipped inside silently.  A plush entry provided coat
racks and basins of water with towels, but no attendant.  Excellent.  He
listened at the curtain, sensing no one there besides Libac.  He looked back
outside and found that no one was coming.  He waited.


When Airen Libac stepped out from behind the curtain,
Ephemeris closed the door behind him, like he had just come in.  "Good
evening, sir," he said, bowing curtly.  He started to slide past into the
privy when he let his eyes widen with recognition.  "You are Mr. Libac,
are you not?"


"Yes I am."


"How fortuitous to run into you.  We've never met, but
I know you by reputation, sir.  My name is Orez."


"I'm pleased to meet you Mr. Orez."


"I have a favor to entreat
of you, sir,"  he said, holding up the small piece of fine quartz. 
"I found this in a ruin near the city of Xanxin.  If you look deeply into
its center, you can see three ancient glyphs."


The moon had set just after twilight, and Ephemeris walked
the docks in the full black of night.  After the reception, he had told the
carriage driver to drop him at a seaside hotel.  He wanted no one, not even a
hired driver, to connect him to a felucca from the east.  He peered ahead at
his ship, seeing it dimly, carved from darkness by the light of a single lamp
that hung from the rigging.


The mate stood waiting for him at the top of the gangplank.


"There's somebody here," he said softly, nodding
toward a bearded man in a green coat sitting beneath the awning.  "A
customs official.  Tryin' to squeeze a little juice from us.  I would've paid
him off and sent him on his way already, but he wants half a crown.  I thought
I'd better wait for you, Captain."


Ephemeris shook his head wearily.  "I must begin some
important work very early tomorrow.  I'm going to my cabin, just pay the
swine."  He took one step then froze, his face stiffening.


"No, wait." he said icily.  "Bring him in to
see me.  You and Malor."


He marched to his cabin, a little hut built onto the deck
just in front of the tiller.  He hurled the peacock-feathered hat aside with a
snarl, sat behind his small writing desk and waited.  A moment later they
brought the man in, his smile wide between thick black whiskers and a bulbous
nose.


"Ah, there you are.  If you will allow, I am Ferra
Petrasco, customs inspector," he said, extending his hand.  "It is
pleasant to meet you, Captain . . . er, ah."


Ephemeris sat motionless, staring at him.  Sensing their
Captain's mood, the two sailors flanking the customs man kept very still, and
Petrasco quickly became uneasy that they had not been dismissed.  The mate was
not of slight build, and Malor, a huge man with arms that could crush a
hogshead, stood so tall that the ceiling forced him to stoop.


"I go to bed early, so I will skip the
pleasantries," Ephemeris said, snipping off the end of each word. 
"You want what, something like ten ducats from me?  That is, ah, too much
tax."


"Well sir, like I was telling your first mate here,
you've failed to report your cargo to the customs house."


"This is a private ship.  We carry no cargo."


"I think that would be difficult to prove, Captain.  I
mean, this ain't exactly the kind of ship anyone would use for a yacht.  With
your low freeboard and shallow draft this ship has to be a nightmare in a
storm.  And only this tiny cabin for yourself?  I've seen more luxuries on a
slave galley.  No, this is a sailor's vessel and a rough one at that.  And
something else caught my eye.  You're riding too low in the water to have an
empty hold."


"I told him," the mate said, looking at the
customs man, "that we carried over a ton of foodstuffs as well as five
hundred gallons of fresh water."


"This is absurd," Ephemeris said, "one of
your agents already inspected the hold, before we ever touched shore."


"That's so," Petrasco crooned, "but I could
come back in the morning with a boarding party for another look.  And I'm ever
so certain that I would find some heinous little thing, such as — "


"Shut up!" Ephemeris said savagely, coming to his
feet.  "There will be no more out of you, you filthy pig."


The stunned customs man, his face screwed up in indignation,
opened his mouth but Ephemeris cut him off, saying to the two sailors,
"Hold him."  Before he could move, they had his arms pinned behind
his back.


Ephemeris came around the desk, and the customs man actually
barked out a short laugh.


"Oh, now you've done it.  Now you have made a real
mistake.  This one will cost you more like a hundred crowns, if you ever get
your ship back."  A troubling thought crossed his mind, but he voiced it
defiantly.  "Unless you mean to murder me."


"No," Ephemeris said, drawing from under his
jacket a curved dagger, its handle made of human bone.  "I mean to do much
worse than that."


Petrasco looked at him and saw the truth of it in his eyes. 
"Help!" he screamed, struggling wildly so that even Malor strained to
hold him still.  "Murder!  Help me!"


Ephemeris reached out and touched the man's throat lightly
with the tip of the knife.


"Thrathnog Aut Lurellen," he commanded.


Petrasco's voice broke.  He gasped and tried to scream again
but no words would come, only muffled gibberish, the sounds a raving fool might
make.  His unreasoning eyes widened, and panic turned into uncontrollable
terror.  His head flailing from side to side in mad attempts to bite, he
twisted and bucked, his legs thrashing as if he could climb the very air and
escape.


Ephemeris nodded to Malor, "Could you quiet him down a
bit?"


Still pinning Petrasco's arm with his left hand, Malor let
go with his right, swung back, and drove it hard into the man's belly.  He bent
at the waist a little, but continued struggling.  Malor punched him twice in
the face and twice more in the guts, the customs man doubling over and falling
still.


"Good," Ephemeris said, "now hold out his
hands."


He passed the dagger over Petrasco's trembling hands,
tapping each one with the flat of the blade, whispering a chant the sailors did
not wish to hear.


"Now you will not be able to tell your story, or even
write it down," Ephemeris said, looking hard into the eyes of the customs
man.  He went out onto the deck then came back in immediately with a coil of
rope.


"Go ahead and tie him," he said to the sailors,
"can't have you holding him all night."


The two seamen did as they were told, Malor glancing
nervously at the mate, who looked only to his task.


"Hate me do you?" Ephemeris said to Petrasco, 
standing close, the knife hovering near the bound man's ear.


The customs man worked his jaw desperately, trying to
speak.  "Whuh.  Wh — "


"Why?" Ephemeris offered, taking a handful of
Petrasco's hair and cutting it off at the scalp, careless of any incidental
wound it might cause.  "Because you think that you have power, the full
backing of a kingdom.  Now you've seen what true power is, and how, when faced
with it, you are truly alone."


Ephemeris looked at the mate.  "Hold his head and I'll
get him ready."


He cut another handful of hair from the top, another from
the front, and another from the other side.  Then he began randomly sawing off
portions of the man's beard.


"Finest Kazhirradian steel," he said quietly, to
no one in particular.


With a long shallow slash, he cut through Petrasco's vest
and into his flesh, the customs man making a gargling sound as he twisted and
squirmed.


"This would be easier if you did not move,"
Ephemeris said, cutting him again and again on the chest and stomach and arms. 
"These are very light cuts.  You will hardly even bleed.  I just want to
make it look like you've been doing harm to yourself."


He stood back and looked at his work.  When he told the two
sailors the street where they were to take him, the customs man made one last
panic-stricken attempt to break free.  Malor beat him into submission.


"What if the night watch stops us?" the mate
asked.


"Simply say that you just found this man on the docks and
turn him over to them.  They will likely take him there for you."


"I don't get it Cap'n.  What is this place we're taking
him anyway?"


Ephemeris sighed, the storm that drove his thoughts finally
abating.  "That would be the insane asylum."











CHAPTER 9:  In the Forecastle


 


Reyin woke in his hammock to the flickering light of a
whale-oil lantern and the murmur of sleepy sailors, as he had done the last six
mornings.  It was four o'clock, time for the first watch.  The men of the
midnight watch padded past him to climb into their hammocks and fall almost instantly
asleep.  Two feet above Reyin, Farlo swung lightly, snoring to the rhythm of
the gently-pitching ship.


They had already more than retraced their journey in the
skiff, having passed the pinnacles near Lorendal valley a few days before. 
They had stood at the larboard rail looking eastward across grey-green water
that day, but the ship ran too far out from the land, and clouds of mist
alighted too thick on the ocean to see even the tallest crags.


Reyin slipped into his boots, out the door, and across the
waist to the galley entrance.  His kitchen duties didn't start until five, but
Lomney, the cook, a stubby man with a long drooping moustache, was always there
at four, building a fire in the big iron stove.  The Captain had his own sack
of coffee beans, and Lomney was required to roast some each morning and have a
pot ready at half past four.  If Reyin got there early and helped, Lomney would
give him a small cup when it was done brewing.


Reyin and Farlo as paying passengers worked only six hours a
day — Reyin the first watch and the second dogwatch, Farlo the morning watch
and the first dogwatch.  Reyin had fallen seasick as soon as Tarradid
tacked out of Noraggen harbor and spread full canvass.  This had brought belly
laughs and the usual jibes about hearty meals of undercooked pork.  The illness
lasted only a day, and on the second night at sea when he took out his mandolin
and played just for himself,  the whole forecastle listened, those with good
voices singing along, and afterward they treated him fairly.  Farlo stood aloof
of any merriment, as did Tolan.


Captain Eltas came for his coffee himself that morning. 
"I've heard you are something of a musician,” he said. 


Reyin smiled.  “I manage to pass as a troubadour from time
to time."


"Well, you see, today is Mister Isherwid's birthday,
and if you could come to the officer's mess tonight and play a few songs, we
would all be very pleased.  Of course we'll pass you a few coppers for your
trouble."


This man has me earning passage that I've already paid for,
thought Reyin, and now he asks for nearly free entertainment.  Little wonder
that he's barely over thirty and is already a shipmaster.


"No trouble at all, Captain.  I welcome the opportunity
to play."


"Good.  Very good.  Come to the wardroom after the evening
watch begins."


The day passed in rain but the night fell fair, and an hour
past sunset the western sky still glowed faintly.  Reyin dug through his
clothing to find the yellow vest with the red stitching and the green feathered
cap.  At parties, folks always tipped better when he dressed in bright colors.


When he entered the wardroom, the four officers spat
laughter as Isherwid finished telling a lewd story.  On the table, along with
the ruins of a baked turkey (which Reyin had plucked with his own hands the
night before), rested an empty bottle of wine and an open bottle of brandy.  He
knew what to do.  He played quiet, unobtrusively merry tunes and did not sing
while they listened and talked and drank.  When he began seeing a little
nose-paint, he broke into his best tavern pleasers.  By the end of the evening
they were serving him cordials and singing along with the most bawdy numbers. 
At last the two juniors coughed up a few pennies each and went off to bed. 
Isherwid fell asleep were he sat.  Reyin and Captain Eltas stayed at the table
until midnight, trading tales of their far travels.  When Reyin discovered that
Eltas had once lived in Kandin, they spoke of things commonly remembered.


"Do you know," Reyin asked, "the jeweler’s
shop on Juniper Square?  On the corner, near the perfumery?"


Eltas put his fingers to his lips, nodding weightily, and a
little drunkenly, as he considered the question.  "I do not."


"Oh.  It's just, uh, my father's shop, where I spent my
boyhood."


"Do you have an older brother who will take up the
family business?"


"No.  And I was never interested in the craft of the
lapidary myself.  I wasn't really fond of music either, but my father claimed
that I had a talent for it at an early age.  I don't remember that."  He
waved away the bottle that Eltas held out.  "He spent a good amount of
money to send me to a music school."


"Ah.  That is why you play and sing so well; you were
trained by a maestro.  I should have known.  You are far more skilled than any
street minstrel."


"I don't know.  I've played many a street."


Captain Eltas chuckled.  "Well, I'm afraid I didn't
recognized that you were an educated man.  I would feel responsible if anything
happened to those virtuoso hands of yours.  Let us say that you have fulfilled
the requirements of your working passage."


"I beg your pardon?"


"No more work for you."  Eltas grinned and shot
Reyin a knowing wink.  "That is an order, sir."


"I really don't mind helping Lomney."


"Come now my dear fellow, we are both learned men of
high profession.  I can't have you slaving in the ship's galley.  It just isn't
done."  Eltas stretched his arms behind his head and fought off a yawn.  "Besides,
you are under shipboard law here.  You must obey."


“There must be something suitable for me to do.”


Eltas stood to go.  "Come breakfast with me and we'll
discuss it then, for now I must find sleep.  Goodnight."


The next morning, at the end of first watch, Eltas summoned
Reyin to his cabin and served black bread with cream cheese, cold turkey, and
coffee.  The captain talked of little other than Jakavian art and Baskillian
tea, and Reyin thought that the matter of his shipboard work had been dropped,
but when the second dogwatch came and he reported to the galley, Lomney said
that he was no longer a working passenger, and called him "sir" and
treated him more like an officer than a fellow sailor.


The men of the lower deck stopped greeting him with a nod. 
No one except Farlo spoke to him in the evenings while they idled at the
leeward rail.  Everyone glanced at him when he entered the forecastle, not
hostile stares, but looks that pushed him out of their circle.  When he played
the mandolin, no one sang along or even seemed to listen.  Tolan glared at him.


The quarterdeck was now open to him, though, and the junior
officers were always amiable.  Isherwid owned a deck of cards, and on the odd
evenings invited Reyin to the wardroom for a few hands of ball-and-chain.  The
third mate, a barely-grown man named Haffi, sat in on those games, and in a
manner unbefitting the dignity of a ship's officer, he unashamedly begged Reyin
to go get his strings or fipple and play for them.  Haffi was young and in love
with music and words and people and work and sky and sea, so Reyin was happy to
do it.  Yet when he went to the forecastle to fetch an instrument the sailors
there marked him in silence, nodding to themselves, and Reyin felt he knew
their thoughts.  There he goes to entertain his officer friends — thinks he's
too good to work like the rest of us.


The tenth morning out of Noraggen, as they crossed the bay
of Oriana, catching sight of smoke from Evinna, the ship passed into the
tropical current.  The new airs from the south came thick and moist, and the
ship began tacking ponderously into that heat-spawned wind, a zigzag course
toward warm waters of brilliant blue.  Jackets went into sea chests.  The
dogwatch went shirtless.  Afternoon in the forecastle became oppressive, so
Reyin relaxed on deck and watched Farlo, easily distinguished because he kept
his shirt, at work high in the rigging with the other topmen.  They climbed
quickly from spar to line to yard, sure as spider monkeys in that distant world
where a slip could be fatal.


"Ever been aloft then, mate?"  A half-friendly, half-sarcastic
tone — it was Tolan.


"Not on any ship near this size.  Not while under
sail"


"Oh, so you can climb.  Say, I've got to go up to the
crow's perch for a stint, so how's about tagging along with me?  It ain't easy,
but it's no trouble for a grown man."


Wind and wave seemed not too rough.  The climb to the top of
the mainmast looked terrifying but not difficult.  Reyin wanted to decline.  He
wanted to see this as a childish game, follow-the-leader with the toughest kid
in town.  Tolan probably thought he was doing Reyin a favor, giving him a
chance to prove himself more worthy than a toad.  He had nothing to prove; he
had the respect of his own self.  Refusal would be the level-headed choice, but
then he suddenly found that he was accepting.


"Why not?" he said to Tolan.  "I'd bet you
can see the mainland from up there."


"Oh aye," Tolan said, grinning fiercely.


They crossed the deck to the rail where the shrouds were
secured.  Tolan swung himself up with the ease of a circus acrobat, and in a
flurry of arms and legs raced up the tar-covered rope ladder.  At the halfway
mark he stopped and looked back.  "The airs are fine up here.  Are you
coming?"


Reyin took hold, climbed atop the rail, stepped up onto the
ratlines, and at once the ship seemed to heel and heave severely.  He looked up
along the mast to its very top.  It appeared to sway and whip about in the
upper breeze.  Fixing his gaze to the ropes in front of him, he began to climb.


"Whoa there, what are you doing?"


Isherwid came trotting toward him, calling out.  "It is
absolutely forbidden for passengers to go aloft in the rigging.  Please come
down at once, sir."


Tolan looked down on the two of them.


"Can you make an exception this once?" Reyin
asked.


"Certainly not.  The shrouds are far more dangerous to
climb than they might look."  He pointed at Tolan.  "And you should
know better than to let him do it, seaman Tolan.  I'll have you standing extra
watches for this.  Off with you now."  Isherwid turned back to Reyin. 
"Come down, sir.  I command you."


Reyin obeyed.


The sky was moonless that night.  Long after sunset, Reyin
went to the forecastle and discovered the strap on his mandolin case
unbuckled.  He opened it.  Lifting up the mandolin gently, as if it were a
frightened puppy, he groaned aloud.


Farlo leaned over his shoulder.  "The strings are all
broken?"


Reyin fingered the remaining strands.  "I'd say they've
been cut."


They both turned slowly and raised their eyes to the men of
the lower deck.  The forecastle fell silent, the creaking of timbers and
rigging suddenly loud.


No one looked at them except Tolan, who reclined on a large
canvas sack full of netting.  "Must be the change in weather," he
said smugly, swinging a big bare foot up on an empty keg.  "Too bad. 
Can't play for the Captain now.  Think he'll put you back to work in the
galley?"


Reyin said nothing.  True magicians did not suffer the
indignities of vandalism and bullying.


Quietly, Farlo said, "Were those your only
strings?"


"No, I have an entire spare set.  But what would be the
point?  He could simply do it again at his leisure, and replacements are hard
to get and not too cheap."


This never would have happened to Artemes.  He would have
placed ethereal fastenings on his baggage.  If he wanted, Artemes could summon
an eldritch spirit to keep invisible watch on his goods.  Reyin had practiced
all these magicks with Ty'kojin on Wind Peak.  But here on the common ocean he
was like a ship becalmed, sails fully rigged and no breeze to fill them.  He
was not a true magician, for they carry their own wind.


Farlo walked over to Tolan, who stood to face him.


"Since you told me you speak for the crew," Farlo
said with frightening calmness, "I want you to tell me the name of the man
that done that."


"Must of been the sudden heat today," Tolan
growled back at him.


"Leave it, Farlo," Reyin called out, "it
really doesn't matter."


Farlo continued to stare at Tolan.  "I will tell you,
Mr. Tolan, that it was you who spoilt my friend's lute, and everyone here knows
it.  You should have to run a gauntlet for that, but I'll make it easier."


"Farlo," Reyin said.  "Stop."


"You're not fit to be a shipmate," Farlo continued
without pause.  "You are a coward and a damned liar."


Tolan balled his hand into a fist and raised it.  Fast as a
cat, Farlo stepped in close, jabbed a finger into Tolan's shoulder, and
suddenly Tolan froze, his arm twitching uselessly as Farlo grabbed him by the
hair and tripped him.  He fell hard on the deck, and Farlo kneeling swiftly
pinned his head there using only a thumb pressed hard between his jaw and ear. 
Tolan grunted in agony, thrashing like a wounded shark caught in a net.  Farlo
let it go on for half a minute, until Tolan's struggles turned to
pain-inflicted spasms and his groans to cries, till it seemed almost like
torture.


"Surprising, isn't it?" Farlo said to him softly.  "Not
the pain — though that's quite a shock too — no, I mean finding out you're not
the biggest fish in your very small pond."


Farlo stood and went back to the place he shared with Reyin,
swinging himself up into his hammock as if he had not a care in the world. 
Tolan, at last, rose on shaky legs.  He looked pale.


"He used some sort of dirty trick, not fair
fighting," Tolan announced.  No one seemed to listen.


"It was fair," said one of the topmen.  And that
was it; Tolan became just another sailor.  He shuffled outside and did not
return for hours.


"Should have done that the first day out," Farlo
whispered to Reyin.


"I wish you hadn't."


"He'll give us no more trouble now."


True, Tolan kept his distance from them, issued no
challenges, did nothing vengeful, only tried to regain his old status with the
more surly of the crew by working harder than any other crewman.  Yet to Reyin
it seemed that Tolan never stopped spying on them.  Although he never looked
them in the eyes, Reyin often spotted him keeping a surreptitious watch on
Farlo.


Each afternoon lingered longer and hotter than the last as
the ship stayed on a long southern tack.  As Tarradid crossed into
Syrolian waters, the wind fell and the sails wavered on the lightest of airs,
the ship nearly becalmed.  The word around the scuttlebutt was that Captain
Eltas would make an unscheduled stop at Kandin.


That night, even with the door and ports open, the
forecastle was hot and stuffy, and Reyin couldn't sleep.  He walked the deck in
search of a breeze, and at length settled down in a coil of rope near the jib
boom.  He was awakened there by the midnight watch and sent back to his own
hammock.


Farlo tossed as Reyin approached their niche.  By the
lantern that provided a dim light for the changing watches, Reyin saw him
clearly.  In the throes of heated sleep, Farlo had stripped off his shirt.


Reyin suddenly felt hollow.  The sweat-stained cloth Farlo
used to wrap his forearm had slipped down a little, revealing half of what
Reyin already knew to be there — the mark of the brandsman.


"Farlo," he hissed, "Farlo, wake up."


"What is it?"


Reyin pointed.  "Your arm."


Farlo quickly found a fresh handkerchief and replaced the
binding.  "Did anyone see?"


"I don't know, but half the midnight watch had to pass
you to get out on deck."


"What time is it now?"


Reyin fished for his pocket watch.  "A quarter to
one."


"If anyone had seen it, I'd be under arrest by now.  All
is well; go back to bed."


Reyin slept by fits.  When he dreamed, it was of being
chained below in the darkness of the hold.


The next day did nothing to relieve his apprehension.  A
light wind rose from the southwest, and the ship began a long, slow reach
toward the roads of Kandin, with all the topmen going aloft to set the royals
and trim the topgallants.  Tolan appeared to be in a jovial, almost playful
humor.  When he met Reyin's eyes, his gleamed as if he were savoring a fine
meal, with something satisfyingly left unsaid.  With an ill feeling, Reyin went
to Haffi, who had been officer of the midnight watch, and asked if Tolan had
stood that watch.  He had.  And Tolan's hammock hung in the most forward niche,
where the air was best.  He would have passed Farlo on his way out.  But if he
had seen, why would he not tell?


That night, Reyin dreamed black cacophony, hearing the
vibration of jackboots on stone, the syncopation of lashing cat-o'-nine-tails,
the clanging percussion of chains and locks.  


In the forecastle, Tolan smirked as Farlo came and went. 
Did Tolan know, and mean to torment Farlo with blackmail?  Perhaps Tolan didn't
trust the captain of an Orianan vessel, who had no obligation to Syrolian law,
and meant to report Farlo to the constables of Kandin.  Reyin had no doubt that
Eltas would surely arrest any escaped convict aboard Tarradid.  Maybe it was
something else.  Maybe Tolan planned to push Farlo overboard on the next stormy
night.  In any case, Tolan should be spied upon.


Now, what should he tell Farlo?  Nothing.  Farlo might do
anything.  Most likely he would walk up to Tolan, goad him into a knife fight,
and kill him.  Or get killed.  No, Reyin had to handle this himself.


So, for two days Reyin pretended to walk, to play the flute,
to read one of the Captain's books, while all the time he watched Tolan.  He
saw nothing damaging, only Tolan's knowing smile to Farlo each time they
passed.  Farlo noticed it, but passed it off as cowardly arrogance.  On the
second evening they sighted the lights of Kandin and jibbed toward them, the
order to drop anchor coming just before midnight.  At daybreak the captain
would send the longboat in to fetch a pilot.


The men of the lower deck, anticipating some hours ashore
the next day, did not so much sleep as lounge in the rhythmic sway of shadows
cast by the single lantern, trading talk of the pleasures of the Kandin
waterfront.  Tolan lay strangely silent about what he would do with his free
time in port.  Reyin took a bulging wineskin from his sea chest and went
forward.


"Excuse me, Mr. Tolan.  I wanted to say that I'm sorry
for how Farlo behaved last week.  He and I have made a pact not to drink on
this voyage, so we've saved our grog rations in this."  He held up the
skin.  "I'd like to give it to you, as a peace offering."


Tolan looked him up and down, like a captain inspecting a
midshipman, one lip slightly curled in distaste.  Then he laughed, reaching for
the wineskin.


"Sure buffo, I'll drink your old grog."  He opened
it, sniffed, and took a sip.  "There, that's it then," he said
merrily.  "All's forgotten."


"Thanks.  That's big of you."


Tolan said nothing, but simply looked inquiringly at him
with a blank grin.


"Well, um, I guess I'll let you get some shut-eye, busy
day tomorrow, huh?


Nodding, Tolan showed him his teeth.


"Goodnight," Reyin said as he backed away. 
"Enjoy the drink."


Tolan mimicked a salute with the skin of grog and took a
long pull at it.


Reyin passed his hammock and headed for the forecastle
door.  As Farlo had said, Tolan was indeed a liar.  Outside, the deck lay
empty, the sea quiet, the stars shining in a flawless night sky.  He climbed to
the deck that roofed the forecastle, following the rail until he stood above
the most forward porthole on the starboard side.  Tolan swung in his hammock
directly below.  Reyin, through his feet, could feel the vibrations of a basso
profundo voice — that would be Reime, one of Tolan's cronies.


Looking around for watchmen, and feeling a little childish,
he lay face down on the deck, inched forward between the rail supports, and let
his head hang over the side.  He could hear Tolan and Reime through the open
porthole.


They talked, more loudly as they drank, about places to game
in Kandin, about women they had met there, and argued over who was getting the
best share of the grog.


"It doesn't matter now," Tolan said, "there's
only one good snort left and I'm taking it."


"Go ahead, you bastard," Reime said in his booming
voice.  "It was good while it lasted.  Say, why is the buffo trying to get
on your good side all of a sudden?"


"I dunno, but he sure needs to, his friend the topman
leaving tomorrow and all."


"The topman is getting off the ship?  How do you
know?"


"You'll see."


Reyin needed to hear no more.  He eased himself back and
stood upright.  So he had been right about Tolan.  Now what?  He silently
cursed Farlo.  His skewed sense of justice had caused all this.


Reyin began pacing the circumference of the ship.  The wind
was calm, the night warm, and Tarradid rode its anchor with stillness.  Farlo
could jump ship as soon as they docked the next morning, and Reyin could meet
him later with all their goods, providing Farlo hadn't been caught, for Tolan
would surely inform the constabulary in any case.  If Farlo was caught while
they were together, Reyin might be charged with aiding an escaped criminal. 
And even if Farlo managed to avoid capture in the city, getting out under the
eye of the port authority would be very risky.  He needed to shut Tolan's
mouth.  He knew what Artemes would do — he would touch the sailor's mind and cloud
his thoughts so that he wouldn't remember his own name for days.


Reyin removed his left boot and
pried open the well-worn heel.  From a hollow place there, he took out the
Heartleech.


The bosun's forehead shone with sweat as he stood on the
steps to the quarterdeck addressing the crew.  Reyin looked out on the familiar
waterfront streets, the outlines of the palaces of state rising in the
distance.  


"Seein' how we did such a fine and sprightly job of
taking water aboard this mornin'," the bosun bellowed, "the Captain
is allowing a four-hour liberty this afternoon.  That don't mean you can take
five hours.  And there ain't no excuses 'cause of that great big clock tower
you can see from anywhere on the waterfront.  Any man returning late will be fined
two kandars.  Now mark this well:  we sail on the evening tide.  Any man not
aboard by then will be left behind, and he will forfeit all shares and wages
for the entire voyage.  Understand?"  The crew grumbled and nodded. 
"One last thing.  Everyone is on the evening watch tonight, so don't
forget the penalty for being drunk on duty.  Now go wash your ugly faces and
get some shoes on — liberty commences in ten minutes!"


A short whooping sound, then the crew swarmed the forecastle
in a flurry of hands and feet, shirts being thrown on, combs getting stuck in
thickly-matted hair, cries of, "Where's my stockings?" or, "Can
you loan me a few coppers?"  Farlo stayed out on deck, with no intention
of going ashore.  Reyin took a position near the forecastle door, a place where
anyone leaving would have to brush past him.  No one saw him prick his finger
with a sewing needle.


Tolan was one of the first.  He elbowed his way through the
crowded quarters.  When he ducked under the door jam, Reyin stopped him with a touch
on the arm.  Tolan turned, as if to throw a back-handed slap, stopping,
suddenly frozen as he locked eyes with Reyin.


With his other hand, Reyin pressed the Heartleech against
his own chest.


For a brief moment, he held Tolan with his gaze.


"It's easy to get lost in the city," he said
quietly.  He said it in the Essian Tongue, but Tolan understood.  The tall
seaman drifted away from Reyin, toward the gangplank where a few men were
already waiting.  He seemed to take no notice of anyone, not answering those
who spoke to him.  The ship's bell rang the start of liberty, and then they
were gone.


Reyin staggered to his hammock, sweating freely from every
pore.  His heart beat too fast; his head was on fire.  He struggled to breath. 
He climbed into his hammock, crying aloud from a pain that seared his inner
being, as if part of his life was being torn away.  Shaking uncontrollably, he
curled into a ball, wishing for sleep or death.  Neither would come.  Later, he
became vaguely aware of darkness and motion as the ship sailed out of Kandin
harbor.


The alley ended in a stone wall.  Tolan turned around and
went the way he had come.  Someone was speaking to him and pointing.  He pushed
on.  He had to get to . . . a place.  The alley spilled out onto a cobbled thoroughfare. 
Should he go left or right?  The sun had slipped out of sight behind the
rooftops.  He should go in the direction he last saw it.  Which way was that? 
Keep going left.  If you get lost, just keep going left — someone had told him
that.  Would that get him to . . . a place?


He saw a man in uniform.  He ought to talk to that man.  He
had something to tell him about . . . a person?  He felt hungry.  Was that
important?  No.  What was important?  Left — that was vital — keep going that
way.


So Tolan walked on as night fell upon the city.  He did not
remember the name of that city, but he remembered to always turn left.











CHAPTER 10:  The Yeggman


 


It was Shali, the black and white female, that came
scrambling over the low stone wall and into the barnyard to tell Syliva that Aksel
and the goats had returned.  The small shepherd ran in circles, raising dust
off the dry, hardened yard, darting to Syliva, sniffing at her hands, darting
away yelping and barking.


A few weeks before, Aksel had talked the Svorden boy into
looking after the goats for a day so he could walk home to fetch the dogs.  He
had stayed the night, going back to the upper valley the next morning, saying
he would be gone for a month.


Syliva went to the gate, glad that he was home early because
tomorrow was a festival day.  He wore the broadest smile she had seen on him
since Jonn was born, and the sight of fallow fields and the bare, empty garden
plot didn't sour his mood.  He kissed her over the gate, a kiss that promised
passion of the youthful sort.


"You look a little thin," she said.


"So do you."


"Its only noontime.  Start out before dawn?"


"Yes, I missed you," Aksel said.


"You must be tired."  She smiled playfully. 
"Are you in need of a lie-down?"


"A bath first."


"Shall I heat some water?"


"Don't bother.  I'll just go down to the stream."


"Oh my, you must be in a hurry."


She giggled and he laughed with her.  Later, as they lay
quiet in a tangle of bedding, she saw the purple welt on his leg.


"Oh, look at you.  I knew you wouldn't take care of
yourself up there.  How did you get that?"


"It's nothing."


"It looks unclean.  Has it been festering?"


"No, but I'm sure you will want to massage ointments
into it, bind it with poultices, force me to inhale foul-smelling tinctures —
"


"You're making fun of me."


" — and pour medicinal teas down my throat for days. 
Do what you will, my wife, my cure-giver, for I am all yours."


She tried to pout, but that only made her laugh aloud. 
"You should go away more often, it seems to agree with you."


He brushed away the hair from her forehead.  "Yes.  I
feel more like fifteen than fifty-two.  Roughing it, sleeping under the stars,
it invigorates a man, turns him into an animal.  Grrr!"


"So I've seen," she murmured, snuggling close to
him.


"Say, where is Jonn?"


"He's helping Lovisa today.  Why?"


"No reason.  I need to make it up with him, thought I'd
take him to the lake on the other side of the east ridge and try to catch some
fish.  Is Lovisa alright?


"She's terribly big."


"When is she due?  About a month?"


"A month and a half."


He let out a long breath.  "Do you think Farlo will
really come back to her?"


Syliva lay quiet for a time.  "Yes," she said. 
"If she lives."


"You mean he."


"Yes, that's what I
meant."


The Summer Soon festival lasted from noon until past
midnight, but it was a minor holiday, nothing like the Solstice Day festival at
midsummer.  Summer Soon was more of a long picnic, with lots of games and
singing and the young folks' dance after dark.


Aksel competed with the older men at pebble tossing and
played unusually well, remaining undefeated until the final throw against
Celvake, the reigning champion, where he almost upset the old carpenter.  Jonn
easily won the stone-lifting game, and everyone was happy for him.  Even Farlo
would have been hard-pressed to lift the boulder that Jonn raised triumphantly
over his head.  This made up for his poor showing at all the other games.  He
could have won the stick wrestling, Syliva thought, but he was trying not to
hurt anyone and couldn't understand why the other men used painful holds on
him.


As it had been for many years now, Syliva was asked to be
the judge of the games.  She remembered that in her youth she had liked being
in the girls' upside-down race.  Grandpa Jofin had been the judge back then. 
He hadn't been her blood relation; all the young people had called him
Grandpa.  Everyone had gone to him with their problems, from business arguments
to questions about spiritual matters, and he had tried to give them the best
answers he could.  Good answers, most of them were.  After so many years of
living, he seemed to know things without trying.  Syliva knew that many of the
folk wanted her to be like that, be mayor and priestess to the village, to lead
them out of this crisis, but she knew nothing of how to organize the resources
of an entire valley, and of the spiritual, all she knew was that it seemed far
away, elusive and untouchable, but a few rare people were somehow connected to
it.


Twilight came just two hours before midnight on Summer Soon
Day.  When it was time for the evening song, everyone gathered at the fire
pit.  They stood in the same circle as always, rocking uneasily, looking at one
another.


Someone called out, "What song shall we sing?"


"Brother Sun — that's the song for Summer Soon,"
said Ulrika Monjor, who had seen three generations of festivals.


All of them looked at Syliva.


"Yes, that is the song, and we should sing it."  Everyone
waited, still listening.  They needed her to say something about what was
happening, but she didn't know the right thing to say.


"The birthing months of spring have ended, and so has
the time for singing the Song of Returning," she said hesitantly. 
"But I will still sing it in my heart.  And I believe that at this time
next year we will all be here to sing it again."


A deep voice called out, "We will have no harvest in
the fall.  Shouldn't we do something about that?"


"Yes.  We should band together, help one another, do
what needs to be done.  But we must also go ahead with our lives.  Summer is
long and no one knows what is to be."


"What of those of us who aren't farmers?" Celvake
asked.  "We don't have a harvest to last us the whole year.  Already our
larders are empty, and the things we make for our livelihood are nearly
worthless now."


"Why you're my friend, Celvake.  You can come sup at my
house any night you wish — every night, if you wish."


"And what about Vessin the stonecutter, or Plinna the
glassblower?"


"Have they no friends?"  She had not said it in
jest, but it drew a laugh from some of the onlookers.


"We should take all the food that we have,"
Celvake said loudly, "gather it in one place, and divide it equally."


"Who shall decide what is equal?" Syliva asked.


"It's not fair," Kurnt Monjor said.  Last year,
the Monjors had celebrated the best harvest in the valley.  "We who worked
harder to have more food should not be forced to give it away."


Her face aflush with sudden anger, Syliva spoke quickly. 
"How can you possibly know who has worked harder than who?  You have been
blessed with healthy children and fertile goats and you take this as proof that
you are smarter and better and more deserving than anyone else.  It only proves
that you're lucky."  She turned to the circle of villagers.  "It
shames me that we are speaking like this.  We are valley folk.  We were born to
be better than this."


Many of them looked away, plainly shamed.  "And on a
festival day, of all days," Ulrika added.


"Yes," Aksel said, coming to Syliva's side,
"this is not the proper time for debate."  His voice had a strange
edge to it.  She knew that speaking to a crowd was difficult for him.


"Each one of us," he said, "will do what he
must to make it through this hard time."  An unusually large grin spread
across his face.  "We should think of the young folk here, and not spoil
their dance night.  Come, let's have the song now."


Without another word they sang Brother Sun, many of the
voices subdued or unsure.  Aksel sang loudly, almost lustily, a great deal of
relief evident in his tone, as if the nearness of summer had changed
everything.  After the singing, one person after another engaged Syliva in talk
about ailments, or the festival, or old times — they just seemed to want to be
near her for a moment, to look at her and touch her on the hand and know that
all was well.


That night the young men jigged, slapping their
freshly-oiled boots in time with the drums and the clapping of the children and
the elders.  The young women laughed as they swung on the arms of their
partners, using a free hand to wave their bright skirts.  Harps sounded a long
chorus as a promenade began, a few young dancers taking rest on the sides
shouting encouragement to the others.  Light flickered across the faces of
toddlers, sleeping soundly in spite of the din.  Syliva wandered through the
crowd, stopping to pet Celvake's dog, smiling when little Sipi Barlsen waved at
her.


"Have you seen my husband," she asked Kestrin. 


"I did a little while ago," she answered, looking
into the deep shadows cast by the nearest trees.


"Are you not dancing tonight?"


"I had the first dance with Kevas, just for old times
sake, but he took it to mean something, so I decided to sit the evening
out."


"That's foolish," Syliva said, "have some fun
and dance while you can.  Trust me."


Kestrin looked at her father.  "Are you alright?"


"I want to go home," he croaked.  "I'm
tired."


"Did you remember to eat this afternoon when the games
were over?"


He shook his head.  "I felt too queasy."


"No wonder you're tired."  She smiled and ruffled
his hair.  "Okay," she said, taking his arm, "I'm going to take
you home and put some food into you."  Turning to Syliva she said,
"I'll be back soon.  After all, I don't want to miss all the
dancing."


"Take a lantern.  There's no moon tonight."


She watched them walk away into the darkness, then she edged
along the circle of light to the other side of dancing ground.  Aksel found her
there.


"Where have you been?" he said, laughing between
heavy breaths.


"Talking to everyone in the valley — are you winded? 
Don't tell me you've been dancing with the youngsters."


"Just by myself in the shadows."


"Well, if you have so much vigor, why don't you take
your old wife for a swing.  Look how tuckered the children are.  Let's show 'em
how the old folk dance."


"You pick the ground, old woman, and I'll take the
lead."


Kurnt and Elge Monjor had already joined the thinning ranks
of teenagers on the hard-pounded dance ground.  This was the way it usually
went on Summer Soon night.  After the fast jigs had been played out, the
rhythms slowed and everyone joined in, the couples with children sometimes
bringing their young into the bright light to teach them their first steps. 
All seem seemed to have forgotten the evening argument.


Aksel perspired freely in the heat of the bonfire, and swung
her a little too hard, smiling nervously as way of an apology.  Very much like
our first dance on this same festival night over thirty years ago, Syliva
thought.  She remembered how he could never look long into her eyes when they
met and spoke at the song fires, or in the village on market days.  It wasn't
until he stole his first kiss from her in the freezing dark of Winter's Eve,
behind a great fir tree, that he could meet her gaze evenly.  She could see it
clearly, as if it had just happened, and her heart winced briefly for the time
that had passed in the blink of an eye.


"Syliva!"  The scream came from the shadows behind
her, in the direction of the village.


"Syliva!"  It was Kestrin, breaking through the
circle of onlookers, some still clapping time to the dying music.  She paused
at the edge of the firelight, then came quickly forward, her arms shaking with
anger.


"What is it, child?"


Kestrin wiped an errant tear from her cheek and cried no
more, but her voice quavered as she spoke.  "It's gone.  A yeggman came
and took it away while we were here at the dance.  Gone — all of it. 
Stolen."


"Stolen?  What are you talking about?"


"A thief in the night.  Our cheese barrel is gone.  So
is our barley meal, and the last of our flatbread."  Her voice rose to a
fierce shriek.  "All our food has been taken!"


The fire popped and crackled in the following silence.


"That can't be," Syliva said.  "There hasn't
been robbers in this valley since the Cycle of Ice."


"Then it is one of us," Kestrin shouted, turning
full circle to glare at each face in turn.  The weight of her own words struck
her, and she stopped, her voice dropping to a whisper.  "Then it is one of
us."











CHAPTER 11:  The Far Kingdom


 


Reyin lay ill for three days.  It seemed that each time he
opened his eyes, Farlo stood at his side.  On the fourth night, when the
nightmare of pain was finally played out, he found himself able to speak.


"On the ship?" he asked weakly.


Farlo nodded.  He looked like he hadn't slept in a week. 
"A few days from the port of Ava, if you believe the sailing master.”


"Not chained below, then?"


"No, of course not.  Chained down in the hold?  You've
been having delirium dreams is what."


That morning, when Reyin walked shakily out to lean on the
starboard rail, he clutched the Heartleech in his fist.  After a minute of
watching the foam on the water, he dropped it into the ocean.


At noon, a green and yellow haze came into sight.  This was
the Isle of Aessia, huge, over two hundred leagues across.  Somewhere ahead on
its southwest shore stood the city of Ava, birthplace of the Avic language, the
center from which spread the art and philosophy of an entire hemisphere.  The
Cycle of Ice had reduced the beauty of that ancient civilization to mere
legend, but for anyone born of the Avic culture, for all of those whose first
words were in its lyrical tongue, Ava mirrored their very being.


Tarradid wore interminably to the south in shifting
winds that afternoon.  But the crew's spirit was good, and someone started a
chantey, with everyone joining in as the dog watches changed.  Even Reime
stopped speaking of Tolan's disappearance, saying, "What's it matter?  He
was a horse's arse, anyway."  Two mornings later, as the last crescent
moon of spring set beyond the Western Sea, the Captain announced that they
would make their destination before noon.


By midmorning the hills above Ava came into view, and
everyone stayed on deck watching them edge closer as the minutes passed.  When
he could see the ivory towers of the old palace, standing tiny as toothpicks on
the tallest hill inside the city, Reyin went below to fetch Farlo.


He sat alone on an overturned bucket, stropping his razor,
soap and brush in a cup beside him.  He ran his hand along the dark bristle of
his newly-grown hair.


"No," Reyin said, suddenly furious.  "No, you
are not going to do that."


Farlo, struck dumb with surprise, said nothing at first. 
Then he said, "You don't understand — "


Reyin cut him off savagely.  "Yes I do.  I understand
that you have been worse than useless on this voyage, that you nearly got us
thrown in prison just because you had to prove you could lick that Tolan
fellow.  And I'm paying your way with money that I'll need later."


Farlo started to rise, the dark look coming fast, but Reyin,
too angry to stop and think, took one long stride toward him, throwing out his
left hand.


"Listen!" he commanded, unconsciously speaking the
Essian tongue.  Farlo did not move, and Reyin hardly paused.


"Now.  What you are going to do is:  let you hair grow,
trim your beard, stop picking fights, stop eyeing people with suspicion, stop
attracting attention to yourself, and try to act like everyone else or I'll
dump you like dirty bath-water.  You have no idea what I did for you, what that
did to me.  I should have slipped away without you in the first place.  I
should have left you back in — "


Then the vision of the fate of Lorendal came to him
unbidden, Syliva looking gaunt and afraid, Kestrin lying near death, and his
rage was undone.  He took a breath and shuffled out into the bright sunlight,
leaving Farlo in silence.


Tarradid entered the harbor under a dying breeze, and
in the end they had to warp the ship up to the quays.  Reyin and Farlo stepped
off the gangplank in the heat of midday, glad to have seen the last of that
ship.


It was Fireday.  The market fair would be in full bustle
down on the green across from The Peacock's Tale.  Reyin guided Farlo through
an archway close by on Herrafort Street, climbing two short flights of stairs
to an unmarked door.  The old man did not remember him, but he got the usual
price for the room anyway.


Reyin threw on his minstrel colors and told Farlo, "I'm
going out to make some coin.  Stay put and someone will bring you dinner in a
little while."


As he expected, The Peacock's Tale couldn't hold half the
fair-goers seeking refreshment there, and most of them overflowed onto the
front street.  Reyin looked out across the green.  In the open spaces between
clusters of tents and stalls, the local singers, acrobats, and fakirs (dressed
in mysterious garb) worked the crowd from one end to the other.  Playing on the
fairground among the afternoon strollers would be more pleasant, but the coin
was with the drinkers.  Rougher work, sure — drunks could get really ugly — you
just needed quickness afoot and the will to keep smiling.  He clicked his heels,
pasted some merriment onto his face, and plunged right into the nose painters
with a "hey nonny no."


His performance felt stilted.  He had done it too many times
and it was dry.  No old time thrill at being the flashing showman, shiny
pennies arcing through sunlight as they fell towards his hat.  He didn't even
feel nostalgia for the trusty old tunes that were simple to play and guaranteed
to please.  A long-term weariness began to settle upon him; he was travel-worn
and wanted to go home.  Where would that be?  Ty'kojin's cabin on the shoulder
of Wind Peak, he supposed.  Certainly not Kandin.


The old discipline held him up, so he found himself making
that same bawdy jest to the gentleman or blowing that practiced not-so-chaste
kiss to the lady.  When a pair of constables arrived with green feathers in
their caps and wooden staves in their hands, Reyin, without thinking, used the
same line he had said to hundreds of policemen at dozens of fairs: 
"Sorry, I've already sung all the filthy songs I know, but if you want
I'll do a chorus of The Old Knottin' Trail."  And of course the laugh
stopped the performance as it had always done, and of course the constables
smiled good-naturedly, slightly self-conscious because they had interrupted
everyone's good time, and of course as there was no trouble here they drifted
away without causing any themselves.


The sunset lingered, and in the lull of twilight come at
last, Reyin bowed away from the street in front of The Peacock's Tale to find a
quiet place on the green to count his hatful of pennies.  The light failing,
the coins dirty, his best guess was that he had nearly four kandar's worth.  He
had done really well.  That was as much as he ever made in one day.


The light in the western sky
dimmed to a shimmering blue glow, and the merchants who wished to stay and hawk
a few more wares to the trickle of late-comers produced lanterns and hung them
from tent poles.  Those artisans who had had enough bartering for the day
rolled up their awnings and packed goods into lock-boxes.  Quiet fell in waves
across the green, and Reyin found himself looking up.  The palace of the
ancient kings of Ava stood on a hill only a few blocks away.  A light appeared,
fading quickly to darkness, in a lower window of one of the ivory towers, then
surged to life in the next window up, then dark, then light again one level
higher.  Someone climbing the tower, thought Reyin.  The palace was old and
weather-worn, even dilapidated and crumbling in a few places.  Certainly no one
but a caretaker lived there.  Artemes had told him that a great library lay in
vaults deep beneath the towers of the old kings, that it contained the lore of
the origins of civilization and the history of the time before the Cycle of
Ice.  It was there, he had said, for anyone who knew how to read, but only a
few old scholars had ever done so.  As he stood there in deepening silence,
Reyin felt his own breast grow heavy, and he took up his strings and sang The
Lament of the Knights of the Flame.  Low and slow, he sang it only for himself.


When they entered their stateroom on the galleon, Reyin
tossed his duffle into the corner and slid himself into the lower bunk,
propping his head up with the pillows.


"Feather mattress," he said smugly.


Farlo simply stared at the oak paneling, the brass fittings
on the porthole, the leather-bound sea chest, the porcelain hand-bowl, and the
solid bunk beds with fine down comforters.


"I'd rather have a hammock," Farlo mumbled,
"and you'll wish for the same if we hit heavy seas."


Farlo had done as Reyin demanded, saying little and staying
out of sight.  He had even achieved a style of sorts with his beard, and had
taken to wearing a workman's cap when he had to go out.  But Reyin refused to
consider another working passage.  Taking the galleon was a lavish expense,
leaving them little for Mira-Delvin, but this way Farlo could keep to himself
and they would hopefully have an uneventful crossing to the port of Javian.


The day of their departure from Ava proved hot and breezy,
the night mild and moonlit.  Reyin sat on the upper bunk plucking at his
mandolin, picking out the melody of the Song of Returning.  Farlo came in from
an hour on deck.


"There," Reyin said, "I've finished it."


Farlo rolled into the lower bed.  "It's about time.  You've
been playing that thing all day."


"I found that I was a little out of practice back there
in Ava, but no, that's not what I meant.  I've finished translating the Song of
Returning into Avic.  I was thinking of making it into a ballad."


"You mean to play on the street for money?"


"Certainly not.  I'd sing it only at special times for
those who might understand."


After a long silence Farlo said, "Go ahead then, sing
it for me."


Reyin strummed gently, a rhythm
with the voice of the nightly fire where they had gathered, then came the
whisper of the wind in the mountains.  He sang:


The day of her return is nigh.


Though unseen by mortal sight,


A hand turns the spinning wheel


of the starry night sky.


For she who heals old winter's scars,


We await, We await.


For she who gives us life anew,


We await on the wheel of life.


The springtime comes on cloud-swept wings.


We rest like seeds deep in the earth.


The Spirit now flows forth again


with light, with warmth, with birth.


For she who lives in land and sea,


We await, We await.


For she who gives us life anew,


We await on the stone of time.


Farlo cleared his throat quietly.  "Not bad," he
said.  "I want you to understand something.  I'm not the best judge of
music on the ocean, but I think you're a first rate minstrel — 'bout the best I
ever seen just out on the street.  And I could be wrong about all this so there
you are, and I have to say . . . that was a real nice tune with poetic words
and all, but you should leave that song to itself.  It should be sung just how
you learned it."


"I only wanted to share it with my friends," Reyin
said.  "I want them to understand it without having to learn
Pallenor."


"And that's my point.  Your words aren't even half
right because many of the Pallenor words can't be translated into Avic or any
other language.  It doesn't matter if they understand the words or not.  The
song is not for thinking.  It's for feeling."


"I didn't think my song was that bad."


"It's not.  Share it.  Do what you will.  Like I said,
I could be wrong."


On the eighth day of the southern crossing, they sighted the
city of Javian at the far side of a wide inlet.  Beyond the turrets of in-town
villas and the peaked domes of temples, the palace of the Jakavian royal family
rose out of a haze made by ten thousand cooking fires.  The harbor was deep. 
The largest galleon could be brought right alongside the huge masonry quay
which ran with the harbor street for a quarter of a league.


The capital city of Jakavia was by no means the oldest. 
Though their civilization was near as old as the Aessians, the Jakavian people
had suffered an interregnum of constant warfare while the northern states
endured the Cycle of Ice.  When it ended, the ancient capital of Mira-Delvin
lay crumbling on the southern coast, and the new royal city had begun rising on
the north shore.


Reyin and Farlo stayed their first night in a cheap
waterfront hostel, where five pennies apiece bought a bowl of soupy rice and a
straw mat in room full of smelly strangers.  They were rewarded the next
morning with painful diarrhea.


"We'll have to take the overland," Reyin said when
there was nothing left inside him but cramps, and he could walk down the
street.  "It will get us to Mira-Delvin in five days."


"Five days stuck in a crowded coach with the fat
well-to-do."


"Don't worry, they'll make you ride on top
anyway."


"How we gonna eat?  The overland will cost all the
monies we have."


"More than that, actually," Reyin said with a sour
look.  "I'm going to sell my pistol."


Farlo‘s mouth fell open.  "You can't mean that.  We'll certainly
need it."


"I'm not planning to commit robbery."


"Well that is just what we might have to do — have you
thought of that?  You think someone sails a thousand leagues to find a treasure
and gives it up?  What are you planning on doing, just asking for it
back?"  Farlo almost shouted now, and Reyin led him into the shade of a
narrow alley.  "What are you thinking?  Tell me.  What are you going to do
when we find it?"


"I don't know."


"Oh that's well done, that is." 


"I told you before we started," Reyin said evenly,
"that it might not be possible to retrieve this Elemental Spirit.  I told
you that I may not even be able to find it.  But whatever we do, we will do it
without firearms and without harming anyone.  Right now, I'm going to sell this
damned pistol and buy two tickets for tomorrow's coach.  That's what I'm going
to do right now."


As Reyin had predicted, Farlo was politely told that he must
ride atop the coach.  Only a shortage of gentle passengers and his minstrel
colors saved Reyin from the same fate.  Perhaps the driver thought he would entertain
the richly-attired matron and her nineteen-year-old son who sweated profusely
in his new ensign's uniform and could hardly wear a dress sword without causing
injury to himself, or perhaps the footman thought that if Reyin was spared
daily exposure to sun and dust he could play for them at the inns where they
stopped for the night.  He did neither.  Glad to be out of Farlo's sight for
hours on end, he sat back, determined to watch the countryside drift by and
have his mind sit easy for a few days.  But the dry interior of Jakavia sent
his thoughts across the sea to the dry valley of Lorendal, and he sank quickly
into despair.  Farlo's sharp words had reminded Reyin that he didn't know what
he was doing, that this was sheer folly.


At the end of the fourth day they climbed a low pass in a
range of hills.  To Reyin's surprise, the summer breeze grew chilled soon after
dusk, and he did not mind so much sharing a bed with Farlo that night.  The
next morning was a winding, laborious descent to sea level.  Shortly after noon
they turned out over the last low ridge and, leagues in the distance, a
gargantuan cluster of square and linear forms squatted on a desert coastline. 
East of the modern city, the ruins of the ancient capital lay on a sandy plain
that ran down to a wide beach.  The coach passed the north gate of Mira-Delvin
an hour later, but they found the way to the central stables narrow and thick
with ox-carts, and the sun westered before the overland journey was finally
done.


The inn across from the stables catered to the well-to-do
traveller, so they took to scouring the back streets for cheap lodging. 
Darkness came full upon them before they found an open chamber.  The matron of
the house, an enormous woman (Reyin figured she could push Farlo to the ground
in a shoving match), eyed them suspiciously as she took their money.


"You're too late for supper," she told them,
"so you'll have to go out and find your own.  The door gets locked at half
past nine and that's it.  Don't come knocking later than that — I'll set the
dogs on you if you do."


After she left them alone in the room, Farlo said, "If
I snore too loud, do you think she'll call the watch on us?"


"No doubt, but we got a good price."


Late that night when the street outside fell quiet, Farlo
discovered to his misery that his bed was directly above the matron's, and that
she snored louder than any sailor he had ever known.


They found the estate with the yellow tiled roof the next
day.  "It's worse than I feared," Farlo moaned.  "This
blackguard is unbelievably rich."


"And all that goes with it," Reyin said.


The street where they stood, not far from the ruins of the
old city, cut a lane past several fairy-tale town houses, all with granite
towers vying for dominance over exotic gardens where a trellis would be trimmed
in gold.


"Look, he even has liveried guards in a gatehouse.  Are
you sure this is the place that you, uh, saw?"


"Yes.  This is it."


"I'll bet he's the sort who has bull mastiffs running
the grounds at night."


"Perhaps.  We really do not know.  We don't even know
the name of this man whom we deem an enemy."


"By the gods of the deep, Reyin, it's been over a month
since we stood on the Skialfanmir.  How do you know that it is still
here?"  Farlo clutched Reyin's arm, his fingertips digging painfully into
the flesh.  "It could be anywhere."


"Go easy," Reyin said, "we will answer these
questions soon enough."  He gnawed at his lower lip.  "Let's not hold
conference here on the street, though.  Already folk are looking at us."


They turned back toward the center of the city and walked in
silence for a time.  The afternoon sun, which earlier in the day had beat upon
them hotly, now slipped behind one of the big clouds that had drifted in from
over the ocean.  They came to a place where five streets ran together,
connected by a road encircling a large group of palm trees.  Then Farlo said,
"Do you need to be alone now, some quiet place?"


Reyin's puzzlement crossed his face as a silly grin. 
"Whatever do you mean?"


Farlo didn't look at him.  "Aren't you going to —
"  He searched for the words.  "You told me yourself you have ways of
knowing things."


Reyin laughed in a flat tone, the joyless spasm coming
harder and harder, the laugh becoming more and more sarcastic and twisted with
anger as it rose.


"What," he spewed between gasps for air, "did
you have in mind?  That I should take myself to yon grove of palms and cast a
ritual seeking?  I've a better idea.  I'll bring forth my wand of power from
under my cloak, stride to the gatehouse, and with a simple tap split the gate
asunder.  Then, the light of the Essa shining like an aura all around me, I
will walk past the frightened and cowering guards, right up to the master of
the house, and by eldritch threat bring him sobbing to his knees, begging me to
do whatever I desire if only I would lift the power of my hand from o'er his
house."  Huge drops of sweat ran from his forehead to meld with tears of
anger.  "I could do one as easily as the other, which is to say not at
all.  I have no power of my own."


His forearms were knotted by the strain of clinching fists,
and his fingernails cut into his palms.


"Don't you see?" he said desperately.  "This
is not the high land of the Pallenborne, and I'm not a magician.  There are
less than a hundred in the entire world and when they are gone no more will
come.  That age passed before you or I were ever born.  They have been undone
by the merchants and scientists who will now take their place, and not even the
kings and princes of this world have long to rule.  Even — "  A new
thought shocked him into stillness, and he spoke softly once again.  "Even
the firebirds beyond the Western Sea will pass away."


He sat on the hard ground and wept quietly, not for himself.


Farlo didn't understand all of what Reyin had said, but he
knew what to do.  He led his friend over to the grove of palms and sat him in
the shade, next to an old well.  The bottom of the well lay deep in darkness,
but when Farlo drew the water it was clear and cool.  They each took long
draughts, then sat for a time, not really watching when the dark-eyed folk of
the south came to fill their earthen jugs.











CHAPTER 12:  Hidden Measures


 


"It's alright," Syliva said to the old man,
"I've already had mine."  Never a good liar, she looked down at the
table.  Older than she, it had at one time been rough of surface and
sharp-edged, now rounded and smoothed by many generations of hands and bowls. 
A large dark stain near the center had been scrubbed deeply into the wood by
Kestrin's mother one summer day, Syliva remembered, after making a pot of black
currant jam.  She began to rise, saying, "I'll just leave you two in
peace."


"Don't be foolish," the old man said.  "Sit
back down."


"If we can eat your soup," Kestrin said, "I
think we can have you sit with us while we do it."


Syliva looked at her protégé.  Kestrin was coming into
womanhood in ways Syliva had never foreseen.  Syliva could teach her only the
herbal craft; where Kestrin learned to sense the feelings of others and how she
got her fearless nature, Syliva did not know.


"Mmm, sure smells good," Kestrin said
deliberately, looking at her father.  She made a show of eating, drinking her
soup loudly and saying, "Ahhh," while her father sipped cautiously
from his oversized wooden spoon.


The house was small and dark.  A few thin planks tacked at
the floor and at a crossbeam formed the one interior wall in the place,
dividing the house into two rooms.  Great webs hung thick in the corners, but
in this season of drought no spiders haunted them.  They were only cobwebs.


The old man's face wrinkled in pain.  This man has had his
food stolen, thought Syliva.  How would she feel in his place, angry and
shamed?  She couldn't imagine it.  And she could not think that one of her
neighbors did the inhuman deed.


Everyone at the dance had rushed to Kestrin and said that it
could not be true.  It could not be one of us.  It must have been some rogue
travellers, they had argued.  Celvake and Aksel and some of the others had
looked for footprints or animal tracks leading into the woods, but said they
could find none due to the hard ground.  Groups of men with hunting bows roamed
up and down the valley for the next few days finding no sign of a camp or that
anyone had passed.  Kevas and Haron Monjor even took a three-day trek past
Eldera Gorge.  They didn't see any bandits, but they managed to bag a handful
of rabbits.  Kevas gave most of them to Kestrin in a quiet, almost apologetic
way.


"Is it your stomach again?" Kestrin said to her
father.


He dropped his spoon, soup half-eaten.  His grimace cut deep
furrows across his already lined face as he nodded to his daughter.


"He's started getting this pain when he tries to eat. 
Last night some of it came back up.  I've been giving him sagemint tea each
morning," Kestrin offered.  "For nearly a week now."


"Hmm.  Not just a tummy ache, eh?"  Syliva lighted
a candle and held it close to his face.  She looked hard at the whites of his
eyes, checked the color of his tongue, then pushed and prodded and listened to
the man's stomach.


"Does it only hurt when you eat?"


"Mostly."


"But sometimes for no reason?"


The old man nodded.


"Keep up the sagemint tea," she said quietly,
almost absentmindedly, as she glanced over his hands.  "Better still, give
him a second cup in the evening as well.  Maybe a little starseed in it
too."  She looked again at his eyes, then stepped back and smiled big.


"We'll see if that helps," she said brightly.  She
turned to Kestrin and tried not to look puzzled.  "I'll come back
tomorrow."


The sky was still bright as Syliva made her way home.  A
gathering mass of people milled at the center of the village, and as Syliva
approached them she heard heated voices.  Two fishermen stood in front of the touching
stone.


"Just start over again," Celvake was saying to
them.  "Everyone needs to hear this right from your mouth."


The grey-whiskered fisherman nodded, and turning to the villagers
took off his cap, holding it awkwardly in both hands.  "The matter
is," he said, pausing to clear his throat, "the smokehouse, where we
dry our fish, was near emptied last night."


"And they think we did it," Taila Keyvern called
out before he could speak further.


The other fisherman and half the villagers all started
talking at once.  Syliva stepped up beside the older man.


"For goodness sake," she said, "let him have
his ay.  He's our neighbor."  She touched him on the arm.  "How are
you feeling today Yothan?"


"I'm well.  Thank you, Syliva."


"I'm sorry you were interrupted.  What were you
saying?"


"That we're not pointing a finger at anyone, or even
all of you.  But when we discovered the fish gone, we figured that someone from
outside did it because, well, it's a community smokehouse.  Everyone had their
catch in there."


Taila Keyvern pushed her way to the front.  "That
proves nothing.  One of your own fisher families could have taken it."


An entire family.  Syliva had not thought of that.  They would
all have to be in on it, even the children would figure the truth about any
extra food.  Then she had another thought.


"Yothan, you said the smokehouse was near
emptied?"


"Well, about half-emptied is closer to right.  The
thieves took only the fish that were fully cured."


“And a ten-stone basket to carry it all," the other
fisherman added.  "We think it was two men; loading the basket to the top
would be about as much as they could carry and still walk quickly and
quietly."


"You still haven't said why you think it was us,"
Taila said.  Syliva thought that Taila must tie back her hair too tightly, for
her face was always taut and strained.


Yothan cleared his throat once again and looked at his feet
before he spoke.  "We found a few cod on the trail leading here."


Celvake nearly jumped blurting out, "A clever thief
would do that to throw others off the real trail."


Yothan turned to Syliva.  "Like I said, we don't figure
anyone here did it.  We were just wondering if anyone saw anything here last
night."


"Well," Syliva said, scanning the faces in what
was now a crowd, "did anybody see someone toting a basket after
dark?"


Almost everyone shook their heads or shrugged.  Taila,
looking as if it were really the most innocent question asked, "What about
your son Jonn?"


"What about him?"


"Everyone knows he often gets up hours before morning,
or is still up from the day before, I suppose.  He goes roaming the woods at
night, doesn't he?  Was he out last night?"


Syliva didn't like her tone.  "If he had seen anybody he
would have told me."


"He might have forgotten.  We all know how he is."
 Taila smiled at everyone, looking for agreement.  "I'll bet he goes out
all the time and you don't even know it,Syliva."


Syliva stepped close to her so that neither of them need talk
loudly.  The conversation had quickly begun to smell of Taila's trademark — a
bit of truth, a bit of poison — but Syliva wasn't going to let this become a
village affair.  "I know when he's been out all night.  Better than you,
Taila."


"Of course," Taila said in the lightest manner she
could affect.  She looked only at Syliva now, as if they were having a private
little talk, but she still spoke loud enough for all to hear.  "Of course
you do.  I'm not accusing Jonn of being a sneak thief.  Why he's the nicest
young man in the valley, respectful and quiet, quiet as a mouse, you hardly
notice when he's around.  Now that's rare for a fellow who can lift ten stone
with one hand."


Everyone fell silent as Syliva's eyes narrowed, her face
reddening.


"I'll tell you," the younger fisherman said,
"if it was him he should be tied and beaten.  I know how you folk say that
he has a sick mind, but he still knows right from wrong."


"He didn't do it," Syliva said. 


"Of course not," Taila said.  "As you told
us, you would know if he did.  The man is just saying that no one can be so
sick that they don't know right from wrong.  I think everyone can agree on
that."


"It's late, we have to go, Syliva," Yothan said,
giving her a chance to turn away from Taila.  "Stop at my house next time
you're down that way."


Walking with him a few strides, moving out of earshot of the
others, she asked quietly, "What do you really think, Yothan?"


"I'm still hoping it were boys playing a bad prank, or
even some wild nomads from out of the mountains."


"Me too."


"And if it isn't?"


"Everyone is very angry.  I don't know if I could
protect . . . I'm afraid someone could be badly hurt."


"Syliva, if one of us is stealing food, why would you
want to protect them?"


"There's never been a killing in this valley.  Never."


Yothan's eyes went wide.  "Who said — "


"Fights, yes.  Even a bad one I remember, but never a
killing.  I won't let it happen, Yothan.  Whatever comes, I will not let it
happen."


It was late by the time the crowd disbursed in the village
and she walked the lane to her house.  The shadows grew long as she crossed the
yard to her kitchen door.  She missed the evening song terribly.  It had
brought everyone together in spirit, talking, touching, seeing each other's
faces.  Her friends seemed far away.


Steamy air rolled out of the doorway.  Aksel was there in an
apron of all things, the baker's paddle in one hand, a dripping spoon in the
other.  "Just in time," he said.  Jonn sat at the table grinning
broadly.  Before him lay cheese and dried apple, and a roasted hen with peas
and cranberries.  Syliva stood staring with her mouth open.  The iron pot over
the fire smelled strongly of the lentil soup she had made earlier, intending to
serve it alone for their supper.


"Let's eat," Aksel laughed, dashing across the
yard to the kiln, returning with an enormous loaf of flatbread that drooped
over the edge of the paddle.


"Yeah," Jonn shouted from inside, still grinning,
I'm hungry."


"A roast hen?"  Syliva tried not to sound
dismayed.


Aksel shrugged lightly.  "Sure.  Why not?"


"I know we talked about it, taking one to give the
others a better chance . . . but all this at once."  She went to the
table.  "What's this?  Where did you get white cheese?"


"Tossed pebbles with Kurnt Monjor over it."  Aksel
turned back to the kettle, but not before a sly grin passed his lips.


She stiffened slightly.  "That's not right, not over
food."  Especially with Kurnt being weak when it came to gambling.


"Oh, come on, where's your sense of adventure?" 
He reached into the pantry.  "And I'm going to slaughter another kid in
the morning, too.  Just as soon as I sharpen the hatchet and the butchering
knives," he said with a mischievous tone, pulling out the last jug of
honey.


"Honey!"  Jonn yelled triumphantly.


"Not the — " Syliva started to say, " — oh,
all right, just a little."  She wasn't going to argue now.  Now they would
have a family dinner, father and son happy together, and hope they had no
visitors.


The sun stood two hands over the horizon when Syliva awoke
the next morning to find her husband already up and gone.  They didn't own a
clock (those things cost as much as a horse), but it couldn't be later than
five.  In her kitchen she discovered a gallon of porridge simmering over hot
coals and evidence of a few breakfast trimmings.  The water crock sat full, the
woodbin fully stocked.  Looking out from the back door, she didn't see him in
any of the yards.  Perhaps he was behind the tool shed sharpening his knives.


She walked across the dead grass of the back yard, onto the
dry, hardened earth of the barnyard, slowing as she came around the shed to
where the grinding stone sat.  Aksel wasn't there, but he had been.  All the
butchering knives were laid out meticulously, freshly and thoroughly
sharpened.  A new cutting edge shone on the hatchet and the ax, as well as the
shears, a saw blade, the garden hoe, and the shod of the plow.  Odd, she
thought, he's even sharpened the tips of the hay fork.


The chopping block was clean, but she smelled a fire in the
smokehouse.  Then something far away caught her eye, beyond the village.


Smoke.  A thick column drifting upward at a lazy slant in
the light morning airs.  Not a cooking fire.


Syliva ran toward the house.  A fire in the east wood could
spread to the village.  The land was so dry. It could burn down the forest, and
they needed the forest now more than ever.


"Jonn," she screamed.  Why wasn't someone in the
village — now she heard it — someone finally blew the great horn.


"Jonn," she yelled again as she threw herself
against the door, "there's a fire in the woods; we have to go put it
out."  But he wasn't there.


She found him with the firefighters.  She had grabbed a
shovel, a bucket, and her medicine kit and ran all the way across the village
to where the wildfire raged.  Luckily, the wind had died, and the scores of
men, women, and boys digging trenches and hauling buckets of earth to douse the
flames had managed to contain the blaze.  Soon it became only a big smoldering
patch of blackened forest.  Some of the teenagers fetched water from the stream
and hunted down every last spark.


Aside from a few minor burns, no one was hurt.  When the
excitement died down, Syliva asked after her husband but no one had seen him.


"It must have been a wild spark from a chimney,"
Kurnt said to Celvake.  "Not much chance of it happening again."


Celvake shook his head.  "I wouldn't be too sure about
that.  I'm surprised it hasn't happened before."


Syliva stepped into the conversation.  "Celvake is
right.  We need to take precautions against this happening again.  If the wind
had been up, we might have lost our homes, or even our lives."


"Everyone keeps a bucket of dirt or water at their
house just for fire," Kurnt said.


"They should all be kept in one place, in the center of
the village.  That way, if anyone can't come we will still have his bucket. 
I'll have my son Jonn make sure they stay full.  And we should make some
extras.  Celvake, do you still have those seasoned staves?  Could you make more
buckets?"


"Those are barrel staves.  I would have to . . .
hmm," he cocked his head.  "Okay, I think I can do it, but I'll need
the help of one of the boat builders.  Yothan would be my first choice." 
Then he suddenly smiled big, as he always did when saying something only half
in jest.  "Can I come eat at your house tonight, Syliva?"


Syliva thought about Aksel's cooking spree the night before,
took note of how gaunt Celvake had become, and tried to return the smile. 
"Why sure.  What would you like?  Lentil soup, or soup with lentils in
it?"


Kurnt looked at both of them.  "I'll take care of you,
Cel.  Yothan too.  No need to give Syliva extra work."


"Thank you, Kurnt," she said, trying not to sound
too surprised.  "That's very generous.  Oh, and one more item.  We'll have
to keep a fire watch.  The roof of the meeting lodge seems the best place.  And
I think this would be a good job for the youngsters, the ones old enough not to
fall off.  As long as we give them short watches, say an hour each, they should
have fun doing it and do very well.  Maybe Haron would like to be in charge of
this."


Kurnt nodded.  "I think that's a good idea,
Syliva."


As the men turned away, Celvake lecturing Kurnt on the
intricacies of bucket making, Syliva called to her son, who was telling the
story of the fire to some late-coming girls.  "Jonn, I'm going home
now."


He grinned.  "Okay, I'm staying here."


The scent of wood smoke, mixed with the coppery odor of
blood, crossed the farmyard as Syliva opened the gate.  Not the smoke of the
wildfire.  She hung the shovel on its hook in the tool shed and saw that the
newly-sharpened tools had all been returned to their proper places.  The
chopping block glistened from a fresh washing, the dirt around it freshly raked
over.


He had been here, butchering a goat while they fought the fire. 
How could he have not heard the great horn?


She wanted to know which one Aksel had slaughtered, and
looked for the hide, but it wasn't hanging in the usual place or anyplace she
could see.  Maybe it wasn't a goat.  Maybe it was just a couple of rabbits. 
She walked over to the smokehouse and tugged on the door.  It didn't budge. 
She pulled hard, but it was solid as a stone wall.  Then she saw.


He had nailed it shut.  Not with just one or two nails — he
had used dozens, along the top and bottom as well as the side.  She knew what
he was trying to do; he wanted to keep the yeggmen out.  But it seemed, like
everything else he did these days, to be too much.  It would take half an hour
of nail-pulling just to check the meat.


Not finding her husband in the house, Syliva went to the
barn and called for him.  He didn't answer.  She wandered past the empty pens,
patting ol' Nels, their ox, on the head as she paused to listen.  Something
creaked in the loft.  Probably the cat, she thought as she climbed the ladder,
and so she started in surprise seeing Aksel there, hunkered down by the loft
doors, bow and arrow in hand.


"Didn't you hear — what are doing up here with your
hunting bow?"


His eyes took up the squint.  "Watching for them."


"The thieves?"


"Anyone who would deny us.  And I'm going to take other
measures as well."


"They're not going to strike in broad daylight while
we're here," she said slowly, trying to look past the hardness of his
face.  "Are you feeling well?"


"I'm not going to starve, Syliva.  I know what it's
like to be hungry.  Once when I was young, my father wouldn't let me eat for
three days just because I pinched some apples from the neighbors."  His
voice rasped with fury, as if he lived the punishment again.  "I got so
hungry.  All that food was there, and I was hungry!"  She went to him and
laid her hand on his shoulder.  His breathing slowed, and he came back to the
present, but his eyes remained steely.


"No one is going to deny us," he said.  "I
heard what Taila Keyvern said about Jonn.  They can't force us to give up food,
or drive us away from our home.  If anyone tries," he brushed past her,
unable to meet her stare, "I'll kill them."


She followed him out into the yard, but he just kept going
and didn't look back, vanishing into the forest at the foot of the mountain.


The next day was her visiting day.  Lovisa looked glum.  The
young woman had apparently not bathed in a fortnight as well.  Jasperwort tea
would help that a little, but what she most obviously needed was Farlo's
return.  And she would not leave her house, even when Syliva pleaded with her,
refusing to come live under Syliva's care for even one night.


As she crossed the center of the village, Syliva waved at
Krissa Barlsen, who sat rigidly atop the meeting lodge in her brother's
trousers, keeping a studious watch on the surrounding forest.  Krissa would be
seventeen on the day after Midsummer.  Not so far away — she had better start
making gifts for the grandchildren.  What kind of festival would that be?  It
was supposed to be the greatest of the year.  How could she keep it from
turning into a disaster?


She found Kestrin waiting for her outside her house. 
Kestrin's dad had suffered stomach pain all the day before.  An extra dose of
starseed hadn't really helped, so she told Kestrin not to give it to him
anymore.


Kestrin walked a short way with her as she went.  "I'm
going cook up some essence of alseflower for him," Syliva said, not as
pleasantly as she would have liked.


"That will ease the pain, and he should be able to eat."


Kestrin looked directly into her eyes.  "Do you know
what it is?"


Meeting her gaze levelly, Syliva answered, "No.  But I
am getting good ideas about what it is not.  Eliminate the common causes first —
"


"Then work on the more rare possibilities,"
Kestrin said with mock tiredness, quoting an old lesson.  "Speaking of
rare possibilities, here comes Kevas.  He's with his dad."


The two men strode up the path.  Kurnt touched the brim of
his straw hat and said, "Good morning."  His son stood behind him,
holding a heavy staff like a hiking stick.  Syliva saw that his business was
serious.


"What is it, Kurnt?"


"Oh, nothing really, just lost a goat in all the
excitement over that fire yesterday.  I don't know how it could have got out,
but one did."


Kestrin turned to Kevas.  "What is that you're
carrying?"


He shrugged.  "It’s only a walking stick."


"No it isn't; it's too thick — and look it's
iron-shod.  What were you going to do if you found your goat here?  Knock me on
the head with it?"


"Don't be stupid."


"Your the one who's stupid, carrying something like
that."


"Oh yeah?  Well there are yeggmen about, and
they're clever.  You should know that better than most folk.  And that goat was
penned.  You know what I think?  I think the fire was started by whoever stole
our goat and old Plinna's turnips."


"That's enough of that," Kurnt said to his son.


Syliva looked at him; Plinna was his neighbor.  "Plinna
had turnips stolen?"


"Two sacks full.  While he was away at the fire."


She stared at him in silence.


"You've got a fairly big flock, Syliva.  Would you do
me a favor and take a head count, see if the stray jumped in with yours
somehow?  He's a black with white legs."  She nodded.  "Sorry to
bother you, Miss Kestrin," he said, touching his hat again.


They watched the two men until they were out of sight, then
Kestrin muttered, "I should have broken that stick over his head."


The sun floated in a clear sky, as directly overhead as it
ever did in the Pallenborne, by the time Syliva got back to her house.  Jonn
tended goats in the far yard, the one with young firs and leafless scrub brush,
and he was letting them gnaw the lower branches off the firs.


"Why are you letting them eat my fir trees?" she
called out.


"Dad says to let them eat everything in this
yard."


"He does?  Well, Dad didn't ask me if they could eat my
young trees, and it looks like they've had enough for now.  Why don't you move
them to the south yard."


Jonn shrugged.  "Okay."


"Wait a minute."  She counted the flock, not
seeing a black one with white legs.  "They're all here, aren't they?  Did
dad slaughter a goat yesterday?"


"Not one of ours," Jonn said.  "They're all
here."


"Well what's in the smokehouse then?"


"I don't know, but it smells like goat meat to me.  Maybe
dad found a stray one."


"A stray one. . . .  He better not have," she
mumbled to herself.  "Jonn, where is he right now?"


"Still inside, I think.  I've heard hammering from
inside the house all morning."


"Hammering?"  Syliva shook her head.  "Just take
the flock to the south yard," she said to Jonn.  Then low, to herself as
she turned toward the house, "I need to find out what's what."


Inside, the house was dark and hot.  "Aksel," she
called, but only quiet, punctuated by the creak of the floorboards answered
her.


All the shutters stood closed and barred.  When she tried to
open one, she found the bar wedged tight.  No, nailed.  He had nailed the
shutter down, with dozens of nails, more than the smokehouse door.  She went to
the next window — nailed tight.  And so was the next window.  And the next. 
And every shutter on the ground floor.


She went down the stone steps to the cellar door.  It, too,
had been spiked shut.  An enormous iron nail had been driven so deep into the
solid oak that the head lay buried.


Her pulse quickened with her racing thoughts, and she felt
her stomach tightening.  She heard a near silent footfall on the step directly
behind her.


"Mother?"


Syliva whirled with a gasp.  "Oh Jonn, you scared
me."


"Are you okay?"


"Yes.  Fine.  Say, would you go and get something to
pry this door open."


Jonn nodded.  "I know what."  He ran up the steps
and returned a minute later with an iron file.  He slipped it between the door
and the frame and heaved.  The spike came out like a thorn from flesh.


Syliva opened the door slowly, suddenly afraid, suddenly
sure of what she would find behind it.


And it was all there.


Kegs of cheese, barrel of flour, basket of dried fish, sacks
of turnips.


She whispered to herself, "How could you?  How could
you?" then blinked away tears and turned to her son.  He looked at her
plainly; he hadn't yet figured it out.


"Jonn, would you go see if your father is anywhere
upstairs.  I need to talk to him."


He jogged up the steps, and she turned back to the looted
foodstuffs.  The turnips.  The spirit-damned turnips!  Did he set the fire
in the forest?  Shivering in the slight cool of the underground room, she
could no longer hold back the tears.  This wasn't right.  This was a bad dream.


She heard Jonn padding back down the steps in his quiet
way.  What was she going to tell him, that his father is worse than a thief? 
But when she turned, Aksel stood there.


He wore only a pair of leather walking-shorts, with a large
butchering knife thrust through the belt, and he carried a two-pound hammer
gripped in one hand.  His chest looked terribly sallow.


Then she saw his eyes and knew, all mysteries vanishing
quick as fog struck by hurricane winds.  


The whites of his eyes had turned yellow.  Fenwolf fever in
its last stage.  How could she have been such a fool?  Had she been so worried
about everyone else that she missed it in her own husband?  That didn't matter
anyway; Aksel was mad now.  Yes, she had to make herself think it — he was
insane and had been for weeks.


"My own wife," he said with a grim smile, giving
her a nod before swaggering down the last steps.


That smile was a monstrous thing, terrible to behold.  Her
stomach turned over as she backed away, deeper into the stone-lined cellar.  He
advanced, pausing in the doorway to look at the place where the spike had been.


Syliva braced herself to speak calmly and soothingly, but as
the first words formed, her tears began to run fast, and she could not keep the
cry out of her voice.


"I want you to listen to me, Aksel — "  She
thought it important for him to hear his name.  " — and think about what I
say.  You are very sick, and the sickness is making you believe things that are
not true."


He leaped into the room, striking the near wall full force
with the hammer.  The sudden violence of it made her jump.  Fragments of stone
whizzed through the air like musket balls, one imbedding itself in a flour
barrel, another in Aksel's face.  He didn't seem to feel it.


"So now I don't even think right, do I?"  Blood
trickled down the side of his face.


"It's the disease.  It has hold of your mind."


"Do you want me to take some more medicine?" he
said, suddenly calm.


She was getting through to his real self.  "I have to
cook it.  It will take a little — "


"You witch!" he screamed, stepping forward to
smash in the lid of a barrel with a single blow from the hammer.  "I know
what you've been doing.  You've been poisoning me with those teas of yours.  Oh
yes, I noticed it the first time."


His mouth grew small, his face twisted with secret
amusement.  "I poured them out the window when you turned your back.  So I
know, you see.  But no more.  No more for you, and no more for me."  He
raised the heavy hammer, looking at it then at her.


He took three quick steps before she could move, the hammer
whistling past her ear, grazing her shoulder as she dodged away, somehow
putting an empty barrel between the two of them.  As he recovered from the
missed blow and tried to turn his momentum toward her, she pushed the barrel
over and rolled it at him.  But he easily hurdled it, raising the hammer once
more.


"Dad?"  Jonn stood inside the cellar door,
blinking in confusion.


"Jonn, your father is sick," Syliva said
desperately.  "He doesn't know us — he thinks we're bad people.  Run.  Go
get help at the — "


But Aksel had already crossed the room, the hammer falling
in an arc aimed at Jonn’s forehead.  Instinctively Jonn threw up his arms, the
heavy wooden handle smacking into the fleshy part of his hand.  Aksel gave him
no time to recover, swinging again and again, Jonn now blocking with his
forearms, blurting out short low cries, almost moans, more from dismay than his
bruised wrists.


"Grab the hammer, Jonn," Syliva yelled, "take
it away from him."  But he only cringed.  He stood a full head taller than
Aksel and had twice the bulk, but the man was his father, and, faced with that,
he could only back away defending himself.


Syliva quickly looked around.  Only an old broom — no good. 
Wait, the shattered barrel-top.  She tore half of it loose.  At the sound of
splintering wood, Aksel paused to glance at her.


"You'll not blind side me, old woman," he snarled,
turning on her.


The broken piece of wood, now in both of her hands, came up,
seemingly on its own, as the hammer came down.  The makeshift shield cracked as
the impact drove her down and away, onto her backside.  Her hands went numb.


He stood over her, his eyes unreasoning.  Then Jonn was
behind him, his hand shooting out to take hold of the hammer.


Syliva crawled away on her back.  "That's it, son.  Get
it."


A quick scuffle, then Jonn had the hammer to himself. 
"You idiot," Aksel said, backhanding him across the face.


Jonn slid back, tears welling in his eyes, and tossed the
hammer aside as if it had bit him.  Syliva found herself on her feet, dashing
for the steps.  Jonn could not fight his father; they had to get away.


"Run," she called to Jonn, as Aksel went after the
hammer.  "Hurry, son!"


Throw the door closed behind them, up the stone steps, a
right through the front room then out.  No, the front door held fast — nailed
shut.  The back door would be open.  That was the way she had come in.


She heard Aksel at the top of the cellar steps.  Now they
would have to get past him to get out.  She cursed herself silently for not going
out the kitchen when they had the chance.


"Upstairs," she gasped at Jonn, "to your
room."  She doubted that Aksel had nailed shut the upstairs windows.  Jonn
took the steps two at a time, dragging her along with him.  She heard the
wooden steps groaning behind her as they pushed into Jonn's small bedroom.  She
slammed the door closed, but had no way to lock it.  They had no bolts on the
interior doors.


"Push your bed up against it, hurry, Jonn."  He
did it with one shove.  "Good.  Now hold it," she said, going to the
window.  The shutters stood drawn, and she had a sick feeling.


She saw the nail heads in the wooden bar that lay across the
window sill.  Not too many.  She pushed hard but they held tight.  She and Jonn
were trapped.


A sharp crack of thunder from the bedroom door froze them in
place.  Loud as a gunshot came the second blow, the dark iron of the hammer
breaking through the thin sheet of white pine.  Jonn covered his ears,
forgetting to keep his weight against the bed.  The hammerhead fully pierced
the door on the third blow, throwing splinters into the little room, forcing
the door open a few inches.  It seemed that Aksel tried to withdraw the hammer,
but it was stuck.  Then the door wedged open a foot, pushing back the bed, and Aksel
slipped through quickly, drawing the butchering knife.


Jonn stood there crying, unable to move, but Syliva no
longer had tears.  She was too frightened.


"Jonn," she said, her voice too high, "you
have to hurt him.  To help him you have to hurt him."


Aksel knew the boy in a man's body would do nothing.  He
took a step toward Syliva.


"You have to do it," she pleaded.  "You have
to do it now, Jonn."  Fear took her.  She screamed.  "Now!"


Jonn screamed with her, and leaping forward, grasped his
father's knife arm with both hands, twisting the wrist backward with all his
strength.  Aksel yelled in pain, but punched Jonn in the ribs left-handed.  The
knife fell to the floor.  Aksel jabbed into his son's rib cage again, hard, and
a sudden fury seized the young man.  He grabbed Aksel in a huge bear hug,
lifting him off his feet, swinging him sideways into the wall, driving him into
the corner, still swinging him side to side, Aksel's head whipping into one
wall then the other.  Then, feeling him go limp in his arms, Jonn let him slide
to the floor.


Still weeping, Jonn looked at his father's thin body lying
crumpled on the floor.  "I killed him.  I killed him.  Oh, I killed
him."


Syliva knelt next to him and lifted her husband's head,
pulling back an eyelid and running her hands across the scalp.  "It's not
broken — you didn't hurt him badly.  I can heal him now, son.  I can heal him
now."











4th INTERLUDE:  The Retainer


 


He kept a quarter step behind Libac, as he always did, never
meeting the nobleman's gaze directly while they traversed the length of the
west hall.  The highly-polished marble floor reflected blurred images of the
statuary lining the passage, standing in niches like guardsmen.  Ephemeris was
always careful to maintain propriety in front of the other servants.  He smiled
inwardly.  If only those fools knew who was the master and who the servant, he
would get more than hateful looks from old attendants, more than simple
jealousy for being elevated to a position of prime retainer after but a few
weeks of service.  Only when he was sure they were alone would Ephemeris speak
to him familiarly, calling him by his first name, patting him on the shoulder
in a brotherly way.


Still, he had to be careful even then.  The eye of glamour
tied delicate bonds to those it was cast upon.  He must not do anything that
would allow Libac to question the rapport or loyalty of his best retainer.


They reached the door to the trophy room, and Libac turned
to him as he fished the key from his waistcoat pocket.  "Are you sure you
don't mind, Orez?"


"Of course not, sir.  It was I, in fact, who suggested
it if you recall."


"Yes, I know,"  Libac said, opening the door,
"but it is such menial work for a retainer of your breeding and
education."


"As you said yourself, sir, my unique education makes
me the most qualified to clean your antiquities room.  After all, if your
scholarly guests at the garden party are to view your collection, it must be
pristine."


"Yes, I cannot believe I was lucky enough to find an
educated man who shares my interest in ancient artifacts, much less one who
worked with the great Dorien Ryne.  You seem tailor-made to my needs,
Orez."


"It suits me as well, sir."  Lucky, yes.  Lucky
that I caught you alone in the privy long enough to use the eye to charm you.


Libac opened the door and they entered the room.  "Airen,"
Ephemeris said softly, "once again it enraptures me."  With the sweep
of his arm he included the entire room, but his eye stayed fixed on the
star-shaped wooden object.


He watched with disgust as Libac went to it and stroked it
with his stubby hands.  The artifact exuded a spirit so strong that even an
uninitiated fool like Airen Libac could feel something.


"I wish I had time to watch you do this, my friend — no
doubt I would learn a great deal, but the preparations for this affair consume
me.  I will leave you to your art."


Libac closed the door behind him as he went.


Art.  Yes, exactly.  Ephemeris seized the Essa, and
power flowed through him.  He touched the tarnished brass handle of the door
and said a quiet word in the Essian tongue, no need of an elaborate incantation
for a simple Fastening, not for a magician of his experience.  A second word,
and it was done.  Now, not even Libac could walk in on him, and anyone who
tried would find the door quite stuck.  A door sometimes gets stuck.  It had
been wet the last few weeks, and everyone knows that this kind of annoyance
often comes with a change in the weather.


He turned to the spirit box.  Now, after weeks of tedious
service as a gentleman's gentleman, after weeks of only being able to look at
it, he could at last touch it.  Opening himself to the weird, he placed his
hands on the domed top of the artifact, feeling at once the ancient energies
locked within.  Beads of sweat formed on his temples, breaking free to run down
his long sideburns.  Running his hands along the curved sides of the object, he
felt instead of its waxen smoothness the waters of a healing spring.  Yes,
Cipher had been right.  As soon as he touched it, Ephemeris knew it for what it
was:  E'alaisenne, the sixth great elemental, the most gentle of all the
essential spirits.  And he would be the one to bring it to the Temple of
Supplication where they would bind it to the other five Aevir.


The first great elemental, Ivestris, an ethereal
creature of sea and sky and mystery, had been brought to the abandoned tower by
the founders of the society, the first inner circle.  That had been in the last
days of the Cycle of Ice, over three hundred years before.  The legendary
Insessor had delivered Vaz'thokkar, a being of fire and wind and power,
in the first Cycle of the new age.  The Supplicants of the Final Grammarie
still hailed him as the greatest magician the society has ever known, but his
life passed before another of the Aevir could be found.  In time,
though, the others revealed themselves:  Salaniyus, made of stars and
silence and wisdom, Aleramykrae, of sand and light and craft, and Jasbevrien,
the elements of the moon and flowers and harmony.  And now Ephemeris would
complete the circle and seize the final power.  Insessor would be forgotten.


Late that afternoon, Ephemeris drove away from the Libac
town-house in a one-horse buggy and travelled the three and a half leagues to
the waterfront of Mira-Delvin.  As he boarded his ship, he saw that only the
mate, the cook, and two sailors were there.


"Where is everyone?" he called to the mate, who
had just emerged from the sail locker.


"I gave them liberty, sir.  The ship is all squared
away, and well . . . we've been sitting here for weeks, Captain.  It would be
strange not to."


Ephemeris thought for a moment.  "Alright.  As long as
they do not take strong drink."


"Oh, no sir.  None of us would break your rule against
drinking.  I don't even remember what it was like."


The cook approached, knuckling his forehead.  "Will you
be taking supper aboard ship tonight, Captain?"


"No, I must return to my work tonight," Ephemeris
said, walking away from them and going to his cabin.  He stopped in the
doorway, turning back to the mate.


"Has anyone come looking for our poor sick friend, the customs
man?"


"No sir," the mate said, looking away with a
slight shudder.


Inside his cabin, Ephemeris dismissed the invisible fastening
laid upon his iron-bound sea chest, retrieving from within a weathered
almanac.  He flipped the pages, looking for the night of the garden party . . .
yes, the tide would be high enough at half past midnight and the moon nearly
full.  That settled it.  The timing was almost perfect for the plan he had been
devising.


As the last of the guests were leaving — at about ten o'clock,
he figured — he would tell Libac that the door of his treasure room was open
and the spirit box missing.  Perhaps he could throw suspicion on one of the
guests who had already gone and offer to go off in pursuit.  In any case, the Aevir
would be waiting in the alley with Malor, who Ephemeris, as major-domo of the
Libac estate, had seemingly hired to haul away the garbage.  They would have to
rent, or better still, buy a mule and wagon.  And he should have Malor draw a
blunderbuss from the arms locker.  The remainder of the crew would be at the
ship with all in readiness, and they could sail as soon as he arrived. 
Midnight would find a fair wind for sailing on the rise, but an hour later it
would turn into a local storm.  Ephemeris would make sure of that.  Yes, Libac
and the authorities would figure it all out the next day, but by then he would
be far out on the ocean, and woe be to any ship that tried to overtake him.


Ephemeris of course knew the problem with plans — they often
go wrong.  The shock of seeing his beloved artifact gone might allow Libac to
shake off the glamouring.  But not that, nor the liveried guards could stop
him, even if they all walked in on him in the act of theft.  If he had to blind
everyone who saw him, he would do it.  If he had to put on the glove and leave
a trail of dead men behind him, he would do that too.











CHAPTER 13:  The Poorest Quarters


 


"We don't even know his name," Farlo said between
bites of black bread.  "Hey," he called to the huge matron, "got
any jam to go with this?"


She stuck her head into the front room where they
breakfasted.  "That costs extra, another half-penny."


Reyin downed the last of his coffee and wished for more —
commoners in Jakavia drank better coffee than the lords of the north — but that
cost extra too.  "We will find out his name, and everything anyone knows
about him."


"And then?"


"Then we'll make a plan."


The matron came in with a tiny saucer of orange marmalade. 
"Will you two be staying again tonight?  I'm going to the market today, so
I'll need to know."


Farlo cast a desperate beam at Reyin.  He had not slept well
for a second night.


"No," Reyin said, "thanks.  We're sure to
find our friends today.”


She had been full of questions when they returned for dinner
the day before, Reyin still shaken, Farlo tight-lipped.  Who were they?  What
was their business in Mira-Delvin?  After all, if they were staying in her
house she had a right to know.


Farlo had answered her with a snappy, "None of your
business," and Reyin then had to spend the entire meal allaying her
suspicions.  They were minstrels, looking for other musicians they were to meet
here.  He explained that troubadours sometimes held meetings just for
themselves, to trade songs.  Farlo?  Yes, I know he doesn't speak well, but
he's the best flute player west of Tamurr.  Later, when they had gone to their
room, Farlo asked, "Why are you acting like we're on the run?  We ain't
done anything.  Even if I showed my little mark, what could she do besides
throw us out of her house?  There's no law against being a Syrolian outlaw in
Jakavia."


"Keep your voice down," Reyin whispered. 
"She may be listening outside the door."  He tiptoed over to the door
and peeked through the keyhole.  "Don't you know that there are
thief-takers who would haul you all the way back to Kandin and be happy to
split the bounty with the one that spotted you?


"You must remember that we're foreigners here.  If all
she did was report us to the watch as suspicious persons, we might be taken to
the jail and questioned.  At the very least they would discover we haven't any
money and put us outside the city walls.  Jakavia seems to be a country where .
. ."


"Where you had best be about your business?"


"Yes, exactly."


Reyin watched Farlo spoon marmalade onto his buttered
bread.  So now they had to search out a new place to stay.  The cost of a hotel
was out of the question, and Reyin didn't think they could find a cheaper
room.  Maybe they would find a landlady who was less suspicious.  After saying
good-bye to the matron, Farlo carrying Reyin's flute case for show, they walked
the streets aimlessly for a time.


"Have you noticed," Reyin said as they walked,
"something missing here?  No street hucksters, no beggars.  The usual gang
of street toughs, and urchins, sure, but they look like they live here.  No one
destitute."


"They'd all be down at the harbor."


"How do you know?"


"Because waterfronts are all the same, everywhere you
go.  And that's where the miserably poor live.  You say we're short on coin and
need to be anonymous?  That would be the place to stay."


"I may never have been a sailor like you, Farlo, but
I've seen my share of waterfronts.  Yes, they are somewhat alike, I suppose. 
Not all are run down, though, and none that I have seen compare with, say, the
thieves quarter in Elatylos."


Farlo made a sound in his throat.  "You don't know
where to look."


Farlo led him down a wide boulevard jammed with mule teams
pulling heavy wagons.  As they neared the harbor he began looking down the
alleys and side streets muttering, "Not close enough yet."


He stopped where a narrow street, just wide enough for a
dogcart, snaked off to the southwest between a four-story block of flats and an
ancient stone warehouse.  He nodded, waving at Reyin to come along as he turned
off the boulevard.  Past the warehouse the street zigzagged sharply down a
steep incline.  A sidewalk cafe lay at the bottom of the hill, its white
plaster front broken by a thousand cracks and crevasses running together in a
chaotic pattern.  An old man wearing a linen headwrap sat outside at a wobbly
table drinking a clear liquor.  He didn't look at them.


"There," Farlo said, pointing.  A narrow paved
alley sliced alongside the cafe, descending steeply in a series of stonework
steps and landings.  They went down, stepping carefully among the large shards
of broken bottles laying everywhere.  The grade became very steep, all steps
now, as they entered the shadow of the buildings, and still the alley continued
downward, seeming to cut into the very bedrock supporting the city.  A sagging
wood-framed house behind the cafe loomed over them from five stories up.  The
paving ended at the bottom of the steps, the alley running off into a tall
tunnel roofed by a concrete bridge.


The dirt floor of the passage was damp and smelled of
urine.  In the low places, the tips of small animal bones broke through the
mud.


"Let's keep going," Farlo said, entering the
grotto.


Reyin had to close his eyes for a moment to speed adjustment
to the dark, but the tunnel was short enough for each end to spread dim light
along its length.  After twenty paces he suddenly became aware of human shapes
squatting or lying to each side.  In many places long low niches had been
carved into the walls, a few handfuls of flattened straw scattered in each.


"What is this," Reyin whispered, "a tomb for
those not yet dead?"


"Shut up," Farlo hissed.  "We're in these
people's home."


A lone figure, a shirtless man wearing a stocking cap,
entered the tunnel from the opposite end.  When they passed him he waved
casually and said hello as if it were simply a village lane they walked.  And a
village of sorts it seemed to be when they came out into the light of an oblong
plaza.


It had been built in the vertical.  Around a longtime dry
and broken fountain rose tenements, tiny shops, market stalls, open platforms,
rain cisterns, animal pens, and even a gazebo of sorts, all under a sea of
faded awnings stretching upward for seven stories, catwalks and ladders
criss-crossing the great circling facade.  Reyin felt a touch of vertigo as he
looked up and turned around.  The odor of humanity hung heavy there, not quite
masking that of fish and brine.


In a clear space between two huts on the south side of the
plaza, sat a fat man next to a contraption something like a ship's capstan.  A
small donkey stood hitched to it.  On the other side of the man lay an enormous
basket harnessed to a rope thick as a man's leg.  The cable ran upward eighty
feet from the gondola to pass through a block at the end of a beam, then back
down to the animal-driven winch.  Two elderly women approached, each giving the
fat man a fresh peach for fare, and climbed into the basket.  The fellow
touched his donkey with a light switch and the basket with the women swung into
the air, inching slowly up as the donkey made turn after turn.


"Is there a cheap place to stay around here?"
Reyin said to the man as he and Farlo walked over to him.


Rubbing the two days of growth bristling on his neck, the
fat man said, "You must be new to The Barrel."


"The barrel?"


"What we call this place."  He halted the donkey,
waving at the old ladies as they stepped out onto a platform halfway up.  He
turned back to Reyin.  "Only place to rent a room is the Topmast
Inn."  He pointed to a mud-brick building on the highest level.  It leaned
discernibly to one side.


A shawled woman, carrying a baby and wearing patched drapery
for a dress, appeared at the highest platform.  She whistled down at them and
called, "Hey Bodoval!  All the way, okay?"


Waving to the woman, Bodoval turned to Reyin.  "I don't
get many willing to pay for a trip down."


Bodoval tapped the donkey, sending the basket to the top. 
The woman waited while he removed the push arm of the capstan from the hub and
brought the animal off to the side.  He signaled the woman with one hand, and
when she stepped into the basket he eased back on a braking lever and began
bringing her down slowly.


"Come on," she called, "I don't have all
day."


Bodoval opened the brake a little more and the gondola
dropped quickly, almost falling.  At the last moment he casually threw closed
the lever and the basket came to a stop a foot off the ground.


The woman vaulted over the side, the baby in one arm.  She
reached inside the baby's blanket and produced a tiny coin, a silver penny,
tossing it to Bodoval.


"Hoa," he said, "you've done well today
Letia."


She smiled.  "I have, but I want half of that
back."


Bodoval took a pair of crude iron scissors out of his pocket
and snipped the coin in neatly in two, returning one portion to Letia.  She
took it, gave Reyin an interested look, and slid past him as she went on her
way.


"Best cutpurse in the whole city, Letia is.  Smart
too.  Pretends to be a beggar, but the baby isn't even hers.  She rents them
from those who have too many."


Reyin's eyes went wide as his hand lunged for his purse
strings.


Bodoval laughed.  "Don't worry.  No one is fair game in
The Barrel; everyone here is dirt poor.  The watch don't even come here, 'cept
maybe once a year, but we have our own way of dealin' with stealing.  Remember
that."


Reyin wanted to climb the seven rickety ladders to the
Topmast Inn, it seeming less risky than Bodoval's device.  But Farlo thought it
safe enough when Bodoval told them the first lift was free, and up they went.  The
Topmast Inn had a front room enclosed by thick mud walls, surprisingly cool in
the midday heat, with planks across sawhorses for the only dining table and old
crates of various sizes for all other furnishings.  Two ladders at the back led
each to a small wooden shack, crudely pegged together, sitting on the roof of
the older mud-brick structure.  These were the inn's two rooms.


"This is safe," Farlo said, "only the lowest
cutthroat would stay here."


The innkeeper was short and muscular, with the tip of a
harpoon where his left hand should have been.  "Fiddlers and the like pay
the same as everyone," he said when he saw them.  "You can play for
the crowd at night if you want, but they'll most likely throw knives as
coins."  He let go a laugh that sounded like gravel in his throat.


Farlo took the flute case and pushed it at Reyin. 
"This is his."


One room was vacant, and they took it for three pennies a
night.  Reyin threw his gear onto the only bed, a torn length of canvas
stretched across a wood frame.  Farlo found enough netting in one corner to rig
a hammock for himself.


From their window, a large hole covered with a flapping
piece of oilcloth, they could see over the topmost structures of The Barrel. 
They could also see the other way out.  A narrow passage, barely wide enough
for a man, ran from the top platform of Bodoval's lift through a maze of
warehouses to empty into a trash dump.


Reyin slumped on his cot, wiping the sweat from his brow. 
Compared to the coolness of the room below, the rooftop cabin was like an oven.


"No one in this hole would know anything about the
fellow we seek,” Reyin said.  I guess I could ask around in taverns, or maybe
toady my way into a low-end club with a drunk sportsman."


"Don't be stupid.  You'd come off sounding like a thief
who's new in town, and likely catch it from the real thieves if not from the
authorities.  There's too many informants lurking in taverns."  He rubbed
the brand on his arm through his long sleeve.  "We need a friend, someone
who lives here and knows the place."


"Have anyone in mind?"


Farlo looked at the ladder to the common room below. 
"I'd bet that the guy who runs this place worked whalers most of his life,
at least he has the look of it.  I worked a whaler once.  I'm sure we speak the
same language."


"What would a one-handed sailor know?"


"Everything that happens wharf-side.  Sailors talk.  Think
about it.  If this nobleman sailed all the way up to the Pallenborne with a
flying boat like you say, it must have been a large and costly venture needin'
a big ship.  It would have been the talk of the docks for months.  I'm
surprised they're not still talking about it all over the city.  Let me chat
this brother up.  I'll get us a name if nothing else."


"Okay.  What should I do?"


"Same as me.  Find one of
your own kind.  You know where minstrels waste their time when they ain't
playin' don't you?"


Reyin stopped in front of broken stone steps leading to a
red door and inhaled a breath thick with sea salt and stale perfume, calling
from his spirit the sense of place, feeling the house carefully, probing it
with invisible tendrils.  He had always been very strong in the knowing of
places.  It was something he could do naturally since childhood, and Artemes
even claimed that Reyin was a match for him in that talent.  At first, he had
not even been aware that it was an important thing to know, this sense of
place.


Someone inside the bordello picked out an old ballad on an
out-of-tune harpsichord — crudely done, not a musician.  Still, this was the
place where he could find what he wanted to know.  He entered the house with no
doubt of that.  This was the place.


The door opened into a large room set up much like a tavern,
except for a large red divan in the center.  A cloud of incense and tobacco
smoke hung close to the ceiling.  Two men sat at a long table, both managing to
drink from their tankards despite the attention of a giggling girl on each
arm.  Three unoccupied women, wearing little more than frilly underwear, lunged
at Reyin as soon as he entered, but he waved them off saying that he was
meeting a friend.


Examining the room with his inner sense, he came to feel
that any chair was as good as another.  He found a small table next to the wall
and took a seat as a waiter who looked no older than fifteen shuffled over to
ask him if he wanted wine or rum.


"Rum," he answered.  They would throw him out if
he didn't buy anything at all.


He settled in for a wait and silently said the name Farlo
had got for him.  Airen Libac.  Farlo had been right about that, the
notoriety of the Libac expedition, the ease with which he and the one-handed
sailor had chatted about it.  Reyin picked up the mug of rum and let the fumes
sting his nose.  He decided not to drink.


The fellow came an hour later, walking in backward through
the door to the kitchen with a half-empty bottle of wine in one hand.  And
Reyin knew him to be the one.


"Yes, we will."  He said to someone in the
adjoining room.  His tenor voice rang loudly in the small space.  "And you
must come call on me in my studio.  Bring some cheese — a roasted hen would be better
— and I'll open that cask of port."  A muffled voice answered him, too low
for Reyin to make out the words.  "Very well, my friend," he called,
raising his bottle in mock salute, "good night."


He spun quickly on his heel, and Reyin wondered all in an
instant what he should do if the man went straight to the door.  But he went to
the now unattended harpsichord, where he then took a long swig from his bottle,
sat down, and hammered out a fast waltz, increasing the tempo until it doubled,
then tripled, making it a furious tune that ended with a strange chromatic run
across four octaves.


It was done drunkenly, but had taken more than a little skill;
the man must have studied for years.  Reyin now knew how to approach him.  He
had always felt uneasy about striking up conversation with strangers, but now
was the time.  Before he could rise, however, the man took up his wine and spun
again, his attention falling on Reyin.


"Greetings to you, sir," he said, striding right
up to Reyin's table.


He was older than Reyin, a little thin for his height.  His
hair fell long and loose behind the ears, somewhat stringy, and did nothing to
cover a hairline that had receded beyond the crest of his forehead.  Three days
of growth clung to his face."


Jasso Correnan," the man said, offering his hand across
the table.  "Are you from Ava?"


"Kandin."


"Thought so," Jasso said with a smile.  "I
was born in Ava, but I've been living here since I was twelve.  This isn't your
first time to visit our city, strange and full of wonder."


Is it me or the city he speaks of, thought Reyin.  "Yes,
it is," he answered.


"Then your luck is beauteous, my friend.  This is no
sailor's brothel.  You have come to a meeting place for the perfumers of the gods."


"Who?"


"Us.  We.  Those whom you see about you."  He made
a sweeping gesture with his arm, but only the two men with the four giggling
girls were there.  "Poets, musicians . . . my friend Galilo, the cook
here, is a philosopher without equal; he over there," he waved at a square-headed
man who returned a toast, "is a great painter yet undiscovered.  This is
our place to meet and cavort."


Reyin looked at him, nodding as if interested.  When he was
young, Reyin had gone to a meeting of an artists' society which, without much
ado, had turned into an ether frolic.  Even they had looked more sober than
these fellows.


But the trick with the harpsichord had been good.


Jasso looked at him.  "I know what you're
thinking," he said sharply.  "That this is just drunk talk.  You're
thinking that because Galilo has no patron, he could not be much of a
philosopher.  But I'll tell you — he is a political philosopher and he's
writing his master work, a dialogue on the proper conduct of the ruling class.  Therefore
he can accept no patronage that would influence his work."  Jasso's face
glistened with beads of fresh perspiration, and he plunged on excitedly.  "For
that matter I have no patron myself, but I play as much as I want.  And I play
what I want.  Those with sponsorship don't come here.  They live in villas.”  


Reyin saw an opening here.  "You make patronage sound
like a bad thing, Jasso."


"Oh no, not at all," he answered passionately.
"I just don't think it is the measure of us."


They stopped and sipped their drinks in silence for a
moment.  Reyin decided to just come right out with it.


"True enough, my friend.  But still, could you turn
down support from a man like, oh say, Airen Libac?"


"Of course not."  Jasso gave off a short laugh.  "I've
played for him before, you know.  He is as strange as they say, but not at all
the dashing treasure-hunter you might think him, with all his travels and
airship flights and such.  In fact, he has a big stomach and wears spectacles. 
But he's a polite man, that one.  Always comes over and talks to me when I play
for him, and genuinely interested in music."


"What about these treasures?" Reyin ventured.


"I don't know anything about them.  He doesn't show
them to the likes of me.  But they say each one is fit for royalty."


"Is that how he got his wealth, treasure hunting?"


"Oh gods no.  He was born to it, like the rest of the
stinking nobility.  He's an academian.  He digs all those things up just to
study them."


"Not an easy man to see, I suppose."


Jasso's eyes suddenly turned hard.  "Now I see what
you're up to."  He nodded with certainty, his smile turning grim.


In the space of a heartbeat a panicked thought struck
Reyin.  He thinks I'm a thief casing the Libac place, which is really what I
am, and now he's going call the night watch or his friends to administer some
local justice.


"I'm not up to anything," Reyin said, slipping
into that relaxed-yet-confident tone and open expression he had practiced with
the crowds for years.


"I see things, and I know what I'm seeing now.  You‘re
a lute player.  Not a callous on your hands except for your left fingertips. 
You already knew about the Perfumers."  Jasso's eyes were fixed in
conviction.  "You've heard about Libac's garden party, haven't you?"


Without pausing to think, Reyin made the decision to play
along.  "Yes.”


"And you're looking for a clue about how to get hired
on.  You should have just told me; I'm friends with Turo Porane, the top
director in the city.  Most everyone uses him when they throw one of these
bashes.  He likes me for dining music.  I just improvise, and nobody notices as
long as I keep it soft and flowing.  Unfortunately, I'm the only musician he's
hiring for this one unless the acrobats need somebody, but I think they have
their own.  The party is what, only three days from now?  But I'm meeting Shara
Littosi and some of her friends this evening — she's Turo's favorite singer.  She'll
know if you can still get in.  Why don't you come along?  Shara might even take
us to Zulitan's.  Great fun, you'll see."


So they went, Jasso leading the way down a cobbled way,
lecturing Reyin about Mira-Delvin's music society and giving a brief history of
each local landmark they passed.  Every third man on the streets seemed to be
Jasso's friend, at least he called them by name and waved a greeting.  Shara
and her friends, an actress named Olla, a perfect face within endless waves of
brown hair, and a wiry, nervous fellow called Girmo, waited for them at an
outdoor table at a night cafe.  Traffic moved slowly in the warm midweek
evening.  Most of the tables sat empty.


Jasso called for a bottle of wine and everyone ordered food
except Reyin, who pleaded that he had forgotten the Jakavian custom of late
supping and had eaten a huge meal at sundown like the foreigner he was.  His
dinner in The Barrel had been a fish cake smaller than the palm of his hand. 
When the waiter set down bowls of cold tomato soup along with steaming platters
of clams and mussels, his stomach nearly turned over.


Shara explained that the card was full for the garden party,
but if he was any good with his lute they would find work for him of the indoor
sort.  Jasso's friends were less strange and less inebriated, and Reyin was
soon comfortable with them, finding himself laughing hard and suddenly thinking
that he had not done so in a long time.


No one had enough money for Zulitan's, so they ended the
evening back at Jasso's fourth-floor studio, which held little more than an old
spinet, a rusted stove, a wardrobe, and a bed behind an ornate wooden screen. 
Jasso fetched the cask of port he had promised to his friend the
cook-philosopher.  Everyone refused at first, but Jasso, very drunk now and
almost reeling, insisted so strongly that they agreed to one last toast.


"To song," he intoned somberly, "the sound of
life."


They drank in silence, each one listening to what music he
played in his breast.


Soon Shara made excuses for her and Olla and Girmo to
leave.  Reyin tried to go with them, but Jasso took his arm and asked him to
stay.


Weird came the feeling of the moment, a shifting of winds,
concentration of time.  At this exact moment, many things touched at one
point.  Saying a farewell to the others, Reyin found a chair and sat down.  Jasso
closed the door on them, then floated across the room on a sea of wine.


"Juss one thing," he said, rummaging behind the
screen.  "I want to give you something."


He came out with a folded piece of paper and pressed it into
Reyin's hand.


"What's this?" Reyin asked.


Jasso turned up the lamp.  "Can you read?"


Reyin nodded, reading it.  "This is your work-pass to
get into Libac's garden party."  "Yes, they have guards at the gate
and such, so Turo sees that we get passes.  Just tell him that I sent you in my
place.  He'll understand."


Reyin stared him.  "Are you certain?"


"Yes, yes, I don't need the work right now.  You're
just getting started here.  Yes, you take it, my friend."


Reyin looked into his glazed eyes.  This was indeed drunk
talk, and Jasso would awake tomorrow and remember, or not remember, what he had
done and come looking for him.  And the man's studio barely out-classed the
Topmast Inn.  He clearly needed money.


Jasso drifted to the bed and sat down.  "Oh yes, a
small detail, you must dress nicely — no minstrel costumes.  It's something
Turo insists upon."


Reyin slipped the paper into his pocket.  "I don't know
how to thank you," he said, feeling that, for one of the few times in his
life, he had spoken a pure truth.  Jasso would not remember that as well.


Jasso let himself fall back to lay sideways on his bed, his
eyes fluttering closed, his arms stretched out like broken wings.  "Tis
nothing," he murmured.  "Tis .  .  ."


Reyin blew out the lamp and
left him like that.


"Well done!" Farlo shouted the next morning when
Reyin told him of Jasso and the gate pass.  "You find out where it is and
how to get to it, then later when everyone's asleep we go back in and lift
it."


"No."


Farlo stood thoughtful for a moment.  "Oh I see, yes,
good thinking.  You want to go in alone so I can be waiting out back — "


"No," Reyin said firmly.  "I am not a
thief."


"Neither am I!" Farlo roared.  "But you don't
seem have a better idea."


He threw open the window flap and held the burned side of
his face to the sea breeze.  "Listen.  The lives of the people we love are
at stake here; it ain't like we're cutting purses for boozin' money.  This
Libac doesn't have any respect for the folk of Lorendal, taking what is ours
just because he wants to own a rare old treasure.  We have the right to steal
it back."


"Let us say, for the moment, that I have no moral
problem with that.  But perhaps you noticed that the place is thick with
private guards.  Maybe I'm afraid of getting caught and spending ten years in
the local prison.  Maybe I simply don't have the stomach for breaking into a
man's house in the dead of night.  Did you ever think of that?"


Farlo looked at him in disbelief, then dismissed it with a
shake of his head.  "Doesn't matter.  Just find out where his treasure
room is and I'll do the rest."


He was sure that Farlo didn't understand.  Why didn't the
man believe him when he said he was afraid?


"We have three days to decide that," Reyin told
him.  "Right now we must go straight to a tailor's shop."


"Why?"


Reyin showed him the grimmest of smiles.  "To find out
how much of our goods we must sell."


And, in the end, it was almost everything.  The tailor
wanted the equivalent of ten kandars for the rush job.  Farlo didn't say a word
when Reyin told him why he needed a gentleman's suit; he simply handed over his
bedroll containing his spare clothes and all else he owned except his knife. 
They had no time to find a proper market and spend the day hawking their goods,
so they found a pawnbroker and got a fourth of what their things were worth. 
Farlo's clothing was worthless, and the broker offered only pennies for the
thickly-woven goat hair blankets of the Pallenborne.  They did better with
Reyin's minstrel outfit, and of course his watch fetched a good price, but they
still stood three kandars short of the tailor's fee when they had nothing left
but Farlo's toilet articles and Reyin's instruments.  So Reyin committed the
hated act.  He showed the broker his fipple flute.  The whole business was done
by midday, and they stepped out of the tailor's shop with exactly two pennies
and no purse to hold them.


"We can't even go back to the Topmast Inn," Farlo
said.


"Ever sleep under a hedge?"


"Not inside a city."


"It's no trick in a warm dry place like this — we
should have been doing it all along.  And we can get old bread at the end of
the day for a penny a loaf, so at least we'll have something to eat
tonight."


"Lovely," Farlo said.  "Lead on."


They spent the afternoon wandering the crowded market
streets near the waterfront.  Reyin played on the street for an hour and made
one more penny.  When the bakeries started to close they went in and bought the
old bread.


"Find us a place to sleep now," Farlo said, taking
a bite of stale bread as they walked.


"I was thinking about the palm grove.  We can get water
there for free, too.  Let's go take a look."


When they arrived there, Reyin thought it looked good. 
Plenty of low brush lay between the palms to shield them from anyone who passed
with a lantern.  He worried for a moment that the well would attract other
indigent people, but no, they would be at the entrance to The Barrel.


They sat by the street until long after dark, the thick air
clinging hotly to them in the windless night.  They said little, and Reyin
mostly looked skyward, first watching the moon set, then seeing the familiar
constellations of the southern summer sky grow to full brilliance.  When all
the lights in the surrounding houses had been put out, and a distant watchman
called the ten o'clock hour, they crept into the grove of palms, feeling their
way in the blackness.  The place where Reyin lay proved hard and uneven.  He
crawled around on his back and finally found a crease that fit his bones.  He
was tired but not sleepy, and he felt that his destiny was to lie awake half
the night, but when he closed his eyes he fell asleep in three breaths.


He opened them to the painful glare of a lantern only inches
from his face.  It seemed that no time had passed, only a few seconds, and now
a big fellow with a handlebar moustache stood over him, an iron-shod quarterstaff
in one hand.  Another man with a heavy baton in his belt held the lamp.  They
both wore red sashes over their shoulders — the night watch.


"If yer going to sleep in public, you ought to teach
your friend not to snore," moustachio said.


The one with the lantern stepped back, and Reyin saw Farlo
standing between a third and fourth watchman.  One shouldered a very short
pike.  The other wore a short sword scabbarded at his belt.


Reyin climbed slowly to his feet.  "Did we break some
sort of local custom?" he said, trying to sound foreign and ignorant.


"We allow no vagrants in Mira-Delvin," said the
one with the lantern, apparently the head watchman.  "If you don't have a
place to stay, you'll have to come with us."


"But we do have a place to stay.  The Topmast Inn.  We
were just too tired to walk all the way back."


"Nice try, but I know every inn and hotel in the city.  There's
no such place.  Come along now."


"To jail?"


"What happens," Farlo said quickly, "in the
morning."


"You'll be sent somewhere to work off your fine,"
the lead watchman said as he pushed Reyin closer to Farlo and the others took
position to escort them.


"How long do we have to work?" Farlo said, looking
directly at Reyin.


"It's not up to me," the watchman said, raising
his lantern for a last look around.


At the same time, the swordsman took Farlo's upper arm to
guide him along, saying, "Don't worry.  It's usually not more than three
days.  You get fed and the work's not hard."


Farlo nodded in acquiescence, apparently put at ease, and
shifted his body as if to go along quietly.  Reyin had a sick premonition just
as it happened.


Farlo spun with stunning quickness, his elbow slamming hard
into the back of the swordsman's head.  The man fell forward, limply, without a
sound.


By the time the unconscious man hit the ground, Farlo had
taken two steps toward the watchman holding the spear, meeting him as the man
brought the weapon down into both hands.  All in one motion, Farlo twisted the
spear away and threw the man to the ground.  He hit hard, on his face, and did
not get up quickly.


Seeing that he faced a skilled fighter, the big fellow with
the moustache advanced deliberately, his quarterstaff held en garde.  The lead
watchman, who had been looking elsewhere when Farlo made his move, now recovered
his wits and drew his baton, coming at Reyin quickly.


Reyin raised his hands but the man kept coming, his face
clinched in anger, the baton raised to strike.  He was going to make sure Reyin
stayed out of the action by beating the fight out of him.


Reyin instinctively began to step back, but suddenly came up
against the low adobe wall guarding the open well.  In his panic, he spoke a
command of halt in the Essian tongue.


"Evald!"


The word stood sharply between them.  The watchman froze.


Reyin had no time to call up memories of what Artemes had
told him years before, but it rose from his depths unbidden when he spoke the
word of power.  Artemes had said that commands used to invoke the Powers at
times worked on those in the grip of some kind of passion, but it had to be
something that could be done quickly, without thinking.  A risky move when in
danger, but it had already worked once with this watchman — one more try.


Less than a second passed before Reyin spoke again.


"Ano!" the command for obedience. 
"Throw me the lantern."  He held out his hand, and to his amazement
the watchman did as he commanded.


The toss came a little high, (the sharp bark of wood
striking wood — Farlo and the quarterstaff man), and Reyin saw that he would
not even have to catch it (a strangled cry of pain, the dull thud of someone
landing hard in the dirt).  He simply stepped aside and watched the lamp sail
over the retaining wall and into the open well.  A hissing splash, then they
all stood blind in the darkness.


But for one schooled the in the secret ways of power, the
black of night veiled only the eyes.  Reyin knew where Farlo stood.  He knew
the trees and stones which lay in his path.  He sprinted to Farlo's side while
the watchmen groped and stumbled and called out to one another.


"Let's go," he whispered into Farlo's ear, pulling
him toward the street.


"I can't even see my hands."


"I will guide you."


Once they made it to the open street, they began to run, the
watchmen behind them cursing and calling for help.  Farlo ran slowly,
hesitantly, afraid of falling.  Feeling more free than he ever had, Reyin
closed his eyes and let his spirit carry them down the empty streets.











CHAPTER 14:  A Brief Darkness at Midnight


 


Syliva walked through the village thinking that she should
have told them yesterday, as soon as she had been able to leave Aksel alone
with Jonn, but her trembling and faintness hadn't stopped until today.  If she
had gone ahead and told them, then this idiotic meeting would not have been
called.  Then again, perhaps this was best, to tell everyone at once and have
no one hearing rumors thrice told.  Certainly no one would blame Aksel as a
criminal.  Everyone knew about the madness that came with fenwolf fever, but
there hadn't been a case like this since the year she got married.  Half of the
adults in the village were not even old enough to remember it.  She wondered if
they would really believe her.  She could also see Taila Keyvern smiling
triumphantly, and she remembered what Taila and that fisherman had planted in
everyone's minds:  there was no one so ill that he did not know right from
wrong.  Yet if the truth did not make it obvious, Syliva didn't know what
would.


Of course they would never treat Aksel the same.  Oh, folk
would talk to him politely in public, but he would never again be invited to
toss pebbles with the Monjors.  It wasn't fair.  The whole mess was her fault,
her responsibility.  At least Farlo would be his friend.  Farlo would
understand, if he came back.  If they didn't all die next winter.


No!  Mustn't think that way.  They would find a way
to live.  She was just tired; she had slept only a couple of hours in the last
two nights.


She turned the corner at the Barlsen house, coming to the
clear area around the touching stone, and stopped and saw and felt her inner
light go dim.  Most of the villagers stood in front of the meeting hall staring
at what had been roughly carved into the stained pinewood in letters a foot
tall:  KILL THE THIEF.


Standing at the touching stone, his head bowed in deep
thought, Kurnt Monjor looked up as she passed then moved to join her.


"No one knows who did it," he said, "probably
a hot-headed kid."  He saw the look on her face and tried to make a joke. 
"I'm pretty sure that it wasn't the one who is stealing."


They walked a few steps in silence, then Syliva suddenly
found herself saying, "Oh, Kurnt, I discovered what happened to your
missing goat.  It seems that my husband found him scavenging deer-moss on the
west ridge."


She felt like she had a silly look on her face.  Certainly
it would be clear to Kurnt that something was wrong with her.  "This is a
little embarrassing, but Aksel hadn't heard about him being missing and thought
he was wild.  The short of it is that he butchered the little thing before talking
to me and we owe you a goat.  Come by anytime and take one."  The lie had
come so easily that it was like someone else had said it.


Kurnt broke into a grin of amazement.  "You mean he
wasn't stolen?  He just got loose and wandered off?  Thank the Spirit for
that.  My mind has been so full of suspicion that I could hardly reason.  Well
that teaches me a lesson."


She couldn't believe it.  One word from her carried the
weight of an ancient truth.  There was not the slightest doubt in Kurnt's
voice, and guilt rose up in her with a blackness.


"At least you didn't go around accusing honest
folk," she said, smiling weakly.


"Now don't let Taila get you down.  Everyone knows how
she is."


"Well, I have a feeling that we're going to discover
the truth of that here tonight.  This was her idea, wasn't it, calling a
village meeting?  It's after suppertime, and I should be home with my
husband."


"How is Aksel, anyway?" he asked.  "I heard
that he has taken ill."


"Yes.  A sudden fever."


"Maybe I should come by tomorrow and try to cheer him
up a — "


"No, Kurnt," she said quickly.  "It's a bad
one."


That at least was true.  Although Jonn had done Aksel no
serious injury, the fever and insanity had risen so high by that night that
Syliva had feared her husband would die there tied to his own bed.  The extract
of sestarian root that she was giving him seemed to be lowering the fever, and
his eyes looked clear now.  But he still raved quietly at times and had to
remain strapped down.


"Syliva," he said softly, touching her shoulder,
"I'm sorry.  I didn't know it was serious.  If you need anything, just ask. 
I'll send one of my boys over there tomorrow morning to help with the yard
chores."


"Thanks Kurnt, but there's really very little to do. 
Unless you want to send him out to collect birch branches."


"For your livestock?"


"Yes, we've been mixing it with deer moss.  The goats
seem to like it."


"Hmm.  I'll have to try that when I run out of the
aspen leaves we gathered last summer."


"Kurnt," she said, stopping just out of earshot of
the wood-timbered hall where everyone now shuffled inside.  "I do need
your help, in there when the meeting starts.  I think most everyone has already
decided that one of their neighbors is a thief, and I think that Taila is ready
to turn their anger into something ugly, something we might regret for the rest
of our lives.  I think, Kurnt," she said, pointing to the scrawl,
"that my heart is near to breaking.  If we turn against ourselves, if
someone gets hurt, I think something inside me will simply die."


Kurnt swallowed hard.  "Syliva, I've never seen you
like this."


"I want you to stand with me Kurnt.  Help me remind
these folk who we all are.  They are suffering enough, and we can't let the
evil that is about to take place in there happen."


She felt her face go hot.  "Listen to me.  If you never
do again, listen to me now and believe me.  No one here is a thief.  No one
here is stealing from his friends.  There is some other reason for the missing
food.  Don't ask me how I know, but I know.  I know it, Kurnt."


She sensed that she had crossed a line now, and there was no
turning back.  She told herself that if deception could repair the damage her
insane husband had done to the spirit of these people, then she could stand the
loss of self-respect.  But the truth, the truth that lurks in the darkness
after all other truths have passed whispered softly to her that it knew what
she did not.  For the first time in her life, she was afraid.


"You're sure?" he asked in the smallest of voices.
 When she nodded, he took in a new breath.  "Of course I'll stand with you
Syliva.  If I can admit to being a fool, maybe others will too."


The great hall of Lorendal was little more than a large
one-room house with a dirt floor.  Its stone-hard timbers were older than any
house in the valley.  Almost everyone in the village was there.  Old farmers,
with stiff backs and stern faces set in resolve, perched on long benches in the
middle.  Young mothers with sleeping infants sat on the back row while the
teenagers lounged along the side walls.  Some of the middle-aged children
stayed outside playing hide-and-seek.


The hushed babble of more than fifty voices fell into
silence and nervous coughs as Syliva and Kurnt made their way to the place
Lovisa had saved for them on the front bench next to Kurnt's wife.  Almost
everyone looked a little thinner, a bit more gaunt.  Although none of the
families had come close to exhausting their stores, like Syliva they had been
going a little hungry now so that they could eat a few weeks longer in the
winter.


Taila went and stood on the wide, flat stone at the end of
the room.  "We all know why we are here," she said.  "Uh, why
don't we have all the children go outside."


Kurnt leaped to his feet.  "Why don't we let them stay
and see what kind of folk their parents are."


Taila looked at him as if he had just betrayed her.  "Are
you sure you want your kids to hear what we have to say tonight?"


Kurnt returned her glare.  "I insist on it."


"Very well," Taila said, "we have a thief,
and everyone knows that."


"No we don't," Syliva said quietly, not looking at
anyone.


"I stand on the speaking stone.  That gives me the
right to talk without interruption," Taila said.  "As I was saying,
we have a thief.  He could be from another village, but I suspect that it is
someone here.  I say to whoever is stealing our food that this is your last
chance to come forward and return it.  And if you think, Mr. Yeggman, that you
are very clever and you try to steal again, I invite you to read what is on the
wall outside."  Many of the adults and most of the children looked at each
other.  "Your punishment will be lighter if you admit it to us now before
we catch you.  And we will catch you."  She waited, scanning the
stony faces of her neighbors.  For a moment the hall lay quiet.


"Very well," she said, as if she had expected the
lack of response, "in that case I say that we pick a group of men to arm
themselves and search every house in the village starting tomorrow morning. 
And they can start with my house because I have nothing to hide.  There, that
is my say.  And if no one else wishes to speak, I think we should decide
now."


Kurnt quickly stood and crossed to the stone in three long
strides.  Taila went back to her bench and sat down.


"You all know that I'm not very good at speeches.  I
just wanted to tell you that the goat I thought was stolen turned out to be a
runaway, and I can't believe I thought one of you might have taken it.  And I'm
sorry.  Now if I can make a mistake, any one of you can — "  He stopped,
suddenly aware of what he had just said.  A ripple of laughs ran through his
audience.  "Wait a minute, I didn't mean it that way."


"Yes you did, Kurnt," Celvake called out, and all
the men roared.


Oh thank the Spirit, Syliva thought.  Maybe Kurnt would
disarm their anger and carry the day for her.  Her whole body ached and fatigue
had numbed her mind.  She felt spent, and sore of heart.  All she wanted to do
was go home.


"Anyway," Kurnt said after the chuckling quieted,
"I'm ready to believe that fenwolves took the food.  Why not?  Does anyone
remember about twenty years ago there was this fenwolf we called The Daylight
Robber?  Remember how he went into all the houses to steal honey?"


"Fenwolves don't eat turnips," old Plinna said in
his high thin voice.


"And what about the fish?" Celvake echoed.  "Fenwolves
wouldn't have picked only the cured ones, and they sure wouldn't have carried
them away in a basket."


"I'm not saying that fenwolves took the fish, Cel.  I'm
just saying that it could be something like that.  We shouldn't be suspicious,
that's all.  And by the way, Plinna, fenwolves might not eat turnips, but
they'll steal anything that has a smell just to tear it up.  If you search the
bushes, you might find what's left of the sack."  He looked around and
shrugged, then returned to his seat.  Syliva patted him on the knee.


Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that they were all
looking at her.  They still haven't decided.  She had to say something. 
How could she say anything meaningful when she was so empty?  She pulled
herself to her feet, remaining in place, declining to stand on the stone.


"Do you know what Taila and a few of you others here
are doing?  You are creating a them.  Right now, we are still us, but if
you do what Taila wants, this village and this valley will forever be divided
into us and them — a them that does not even exist.  And you will still
not have your thief.  What you will have instead is fear.  Fear of the neighbor
that might steal from you, and fear of the neighbor who comes armed to look for
thieves.  And never again will we join hands to sing the song of the season.  I
know you all.  I've been in each of your homes, shared your tables, tended your
babies.  I know that everyone here deserves each other's trust.  No one here is
stealing.  Most of you, like my friend Celvake, are a little too honest." 
She saw a few smiles, but could not tell what they thought.  "Please, have
the courage to trust one another.  That way, at least, we can go home and get
some sleep."


More smiles broke out now, and one of the men who had been
ready to go along with Taila suddenly couldn't look at anyone.  Celvake stood
and began edging toward the door.


"Good idea," he said loudly.  "I'm not voting
for this sort of thing.  And if anyone wants to come over to my house in the
morning, I'll be there.  With my dog."


Then all the Monjors were up, and suddenly everyone was on
their feet crowding the aisles, some heading straight for the door, others
pausing to say goodnight.  Taila stared in disbelief, as if they were doing the
stupidest thing she had ever seen.


Syliva slumped to the bench and let out a long breath.  She
had been able to turn them aside only because they trusted her.  Strange, she
thought, because now she had proved untrustworthy, the most dishonest person in
the valley.  Taila Keyvern was a vindictive troublemaker trying to be a big
wheel in a small village, but even she was more honest.


Syliva watched the faces of
those who remained for a few quiet words with their friends.  She had diverted
only their anger, not their suspicion.  Taila and those who had been with her
would not let this rest until they had their thief.  Syliva thought about the
words carved into the wall.  If starting this deception was wrong, then she
would make it fully wrong in order to satisfy them all.  Yes.  She would give
them a death.


Another day had passed and Syliva stood at her bedroom
window, watching the houses fade to dim silhouettes of deep grey.  Everyone
should be in bed now, but the older teenagers kept odd hours in the summer. 
She would wait till it was fully dark.


Aksel lay sleeping unrestrained on their bed, the fever of
madness having broke that morning.  He had no memory of trying to kill her, and
if she could remind Jonn not to speak of it maybe he never would.  He did
remember stealing the food.  In his weakened and confused state, he had been
willing to believe that it was feverish dreams he remembered.  He would, in
time, come to know it as the truth, but for now she wanted him to rest
untroubled.


She went downstairs and found Jonn.


"You can start bringing those things I showed you up
from the cellar now."  When he had assembled all the stolen foodstuffs in
the kitchen, she divided them into two groups.


"There," she told her son, "I think we can
carry it all in two trips.  You must remember that this is a special secret,
the same as the one about how sick your father was."


He nodded solemnly.


"We have a lot of secrets now between the two of us,
don't we?" she said softly.  "I'm sorry, Jonn."


"It's alright, mother.  I don't mind."


Jonn had been a wonder for the last few days.  Once he had
been assured that he hadn't hurt his father and she had explained that Aksel
was ill and not in his right mind, Jonn began doing everything she needed done
without her saying a word.  He had attended his father that first night when
Syliva, completely exhausted, had to throw herself down for one hour of
chill-wracked sleep.  She had awakened at first light to find him dripping
water into Aksel's mouth with his little finger and talking to him quietly, and
for all she knew, she couldn't be sure that he did not save his father's life.


It seemed to her that he had lived all these years in the
wilderness, and now having come out, had no need to tell of what he had seen
there.


"I know that you know about secrets.  I'll bet you have
secrets you haven't told anyone, even me."  A little worry passed across
his forehead.  Did he wonder if he had hurt her feelings?  "That's okay, Jonn.
 You're not keeping something from me — you're merely keeping it for yourself
and there is a difference.  Everyone should keep something just for
themselves."


When full darkness came she lit a lantern then shuttered
it.  "We have to keep this closed until we get to the woods," she
told him.  "I'll carry the sack of turnips and the lantern.  You take the
flour and the cheese."  Jonn lifted the barrel to one shoulder then
scooped up the smaller keg to hold it under the other arm.  "Can you carry
them all the way?"


"Sure I can." 


"Good.  We have to go quickly now because the sun will
be up again in only a few hours."


She blew out the candle on the table, and they went out into
the moonless night, their footfalls heavy under the load they bore.


The gate leading to the narrow lane between the farms
creaked louder than it ever had, and their neighbor's dogs, which had never
once barked at Syliva, growled and yipped at them as they passed.  Then, at the
same time that Jonn said, "I have to get a new grip on this barrel,"
and set it down to do so, Syliva saw a thin figure in the lane walking straight
at them.


They had been seen already and now there was nothing for
it.  Her lying and her ruses had caught up with her, and now it would be so
much worse.  No one would ever again believe anything she said or take any kind
of cure from her.  The truth would look like a clever lie to cover their
crimes, and Taila and her cronies could now do what they wanted — punish Jonn
and Aksel and even Syliva herself with a public whipping, or burn down their
house and banish them from the valley, or worse.  Kurnt and all the others
would feel so betrayed that they would let them do it.  And then, because it
had been her — one they had trusted with their very lives — they would lock
their doors and turn against one another anyway, and when winter came there
would be thefts and killings.  All because she thought she could restore trust
with a white lie.


"Syliva?"  A woman's voice.


She threw open one of the shutters on her lantern and saw
who stood before her.


"Kestrin!  What are you doing here?"


"My father can't sleep.  He's having a little pain and
I've run out of . . . what have you got there?  Hey, that's our cheese barrel
under Jonn's arm."


Syliva snapped shut the lantern cover.  "Shhh,
quiet," she whispered.  "Here, take this sack and come with us.  I'll
explain on the way."


"Are these Plinna's turnips?  What does this
mean?"


"It means that everyone who had food stolen is getting
it back.  Now hurry along.  You'll see when we get to the campsite."


They walked in darkness toward a thick part of the west
woods.  When Syliva told her about Aksel and the fenwolf fever, Kestrin said,
"It's just like you always described it to me; it hides itself well until
the last.  Good thing you caught it before he turned violent."  Syliva
looked at Jonn and said nothing about the raving and the attack.  The disease
had already taken too much of her husband's dignity.


And when they reached the campsite and Syliva opened the
lantern fully to show Kestrin the ruse, she said to her young protégé, "Do
not blame me too much for this.  I regret starting this deception, but now I
must go through with it to avoid making it worse."


Kestrin looked at her wide-eyed.  "Blame you?  If you
had told me sooner, I would have helped."


"What you must think about me when I am the one who
stood at that meeting yesterday and called for us all to trust.  You see, I
lied to everyone because I did not trust them."


"You lied to everyone because you did not trust a few, the
few who were not behaving like valley folk,"


Syliva breathed out heavily.  "I still feel like I owed
them the truth."


Kestrin's eyebrows came closer together as she
straightened.  "You don't owe these folk anything, Syliva.  Most of them
are good and deserving, but it is they that owe you."


Syliva smiled and patted her on the shoulder.  Kestrin meant
well with her words, born from the fire and ignorance of her youth as well as
love and pride for her teacher.  But Syliva could not let herself think that
way.


"Hopefully, in the
morning," she said, "all debts will be paid."


It was almost noon, actually, before Kestrin and Syliva
could assemble Kurnt, Taila, Celvake, Plinna, and Yothan, and lead them deep
into a thick woods of pine and aspen northwest of the village.  When they got
to the campsite they simply stared for a long minute.


"I told you there was a thief," Taila said.


Kurnt looked at the mound of earth, then to Syliva and
Kestrin.  "The two of you buried him all by yourselves?"


Syliva calmly looked into his eyes.  "We would have
cremated him on the spot if the forest wasn't so dry, since he had died with
all the signs of a bad fenwolf fever.  He couldn't have been dead for more than
a day, but I didn't want to risk his filth getting into the air around
here."  They all nodded in approval.  "So we did what we had to
do."


"You should have come and got me to do it," Kurnt
said.


"Well, when Kestrin and I came across him, I figured we
had already been exposed to the fever and there was no sense in anyone else
being here until we got him under the ground."


Yothan squatted at the fire pit in the middle of the camp. 
"From the amount of ash in here, I'd say he's been here two or three
weeks."


Celvake crawled into the crude lean-to.  "I wonder why
he built this out of old dead sticks instead pine branches?"


Because you would notice that they were freshly cut, thought
Syliva.


"He forgot to steal a hatchet," Kurnt said.


"Who knows?" Kestrin added.  "No doubt he was
crazy with fenwolf fever."


"Crazy enough to steal our food and live at ease in our
forest," Taila said.  "It was lucky for him that he died.  What did
he look like?  A Southerner I'll bet."


"That's right," Syliva said.  "I think
they're all Southerners in those mines up north.  He must have come from there. 
His hair and beard were long and tangled, and his shoes had holes in the
bottoms."


Plinna pointed to the far side of the clearing.  "What's
under all those rocks?"


"I don't know," Syliva said.


Looking like they expected to find something grim
underneath, Kurnt and Yothan cleared the stones away.


“There's some thick, fairly straight tree branches,"
Kurnt said.


"They're covering a pit," Yothan said.  "Now
I see.  It's almost a little cellar.  Hey, all the stolen fish, and a lot of
other things too.  I think all the stolen food is in here."


They all crowed around the pit and hauled up the kegs and
sacks and baskets.


"I think you're right," Kurnt said. 
"Everything seems to be here.  Could it all be full of fenwolf
fever?"


"It looks untouched to me," Syliva said. 
"And the fever doesn't spread like that anyway.  I wonder why he didn't
eat any of it."


"He was probably too sick," Kestrin said.


Celvake shook his head.  "Poor bastard."


"What do you mean?" Taila said.  "Don't you
think he deserved what he got?  He could have been a murderer as well as a
thief."


"Maybe so," Celvake said.  "Poor
bastard."


They then gathered up what belonged to them, and each one
returned to his home, and family cares, and worries about famine, and laughter
with friends.  And the yeggman stayed buried in the forest.











CHAPTER 15:  The Sound of the Depths


 


Reyin lay in soft sand when he awoke, the morning already
bright and warm.  He took a swig from his waterskin, stood, and saw the full
breadth of the place where they had at last slept.  In front of him lay a wide
beach of fine white sand, and all around him towered the ruins of a once-great
ancient city.  Massive obelisks covered with indecipherable glyphs rose from the
center of collapsed pavilions.  Strange elephant gods looked down from their
altars in abandoned temples.  Roofless halls, marked only by their surrounding
stone columns, lined avenues long buried by shifting sands.  Huge archways
stood crumbling at the entrances of the silent rubble-littered squares.  And
above them all loomed the gigantic pyramids, their jagged sides cut with steps
twice the height of a man.  He tried to think of what could have destroyed such
a place.


Farlo sat up and blinked.  "I don't remember seeing any
of this last night.  How did you come to lead us here?"


"I'm not really sure.  I guess I just knew that there
were no city walls facing the ruins.  I wonder if the watch comes out this
far?"


"Naw.  Everything valuable has already been looted. 
Got anything for breakfast?"


Reyin shook his head.  "We could dig for clams along
the beach."


Farlo emptied the sand from his shoes then jumped up and
patted his belly.  "No fruits of the sea for this old salt.  I need a
heavy gut-sticking meal after yesterday."  He thought for a moment, then
said most innocently, "I think I'll go fill the waterskins.  There must be
a well on this side of town."


"What about the watch?  Don't you think they'll be
looking for us?"


"Not really.  But the one with the lantern got a good
look at you, so we'd better not take a chance.  You stay here."


When Farlo had gone, Reyin began quietly wandering through
the ruined city, picking his way around hills of rubble that had once been
houses, baths, or monasteries.  The weird came upon him then.  Something nearby
. . . just . . . a feeling.  He followed the sensation through a maze of square
columns, and it led him to a half-ruined mosaic floor in the center of a circle
of dunes.  He could see enough of what was inlaid there to recognize it.  The
symbol of the dragon, the sign of the Unknowable Forces.


He swept the floor clean with his hand and sat in the middle
to begin the meditation.  There was no time; there was only eternity.  There
was no space, only infinity.


Then he stood on a rocky mass surrounded by a dark, raging
ocean.  The dragon looked down on him, its scales shining like thousands of
silver mirrors, its sapphire eyes burning with a cold and inhuman fire.


"I seek insight," Reyin said.


The dragon lifted its wings.  "Time is long, and
time is short."


"What must I do to gain the return of the great elemental?"


The dragon was silent.  Far away, lightning struck the
spirit sea.


I know that my will matters not to the Unknowable, Reyin
thought, but it is my time to be answered.  Weary to the point of anger, he
held back nothing as he spoke the Essian Tongue with all his art.


"Now shall be revealed to me by sight and word all
knowledge of the imprisoned Aevir."


The dragon belched fire then held forth the crystal orb, and
Reyin saw reflected therein a large round chamber lined in white masonry.  The
windowless room lay barren except for six tall altars standing in a circle. 
Atop each of five altars sat a strangely-shaped object, one carved of gemstone,
another made of bronze, another of clay, each one singular, each an artisan's
masterwork.  The empty pedestal of the sixth altar was inscribed with a
four-point star.


Yes, Reyin thought, they were all still imprisoned.  Why did
the dragon show him this?  He must have mistakenly used a form that called for
a vision of them all.


"What place is that?" he asked.


"The shine inmost of those who would  forge a new
Essa."


Reyin nodded.  "Those who call themselves The
Supplicants of the Final Grammarie."  Then it struck him.  "They have
found five of the six elementals?  They hold them now in that tower of theirs? 
All but the one I seek?"


The dragon breathed smoke from its nostrils, and Reyin felt
heat and power wash over him.


"Why do you not show me the last Aevir?"


The dragon showed him its fangs.  "E'alaisenne, it
is named.  And a true magician shall find it."


"A true magician — that is what I seek to be.  But what
is the way to the Essa.  How can I atone with it?"


The dragon leaped into the sky
and thundered away.  "Listen to the deepness," it called in a
voice that echoed fire.


Farlo returned to find him standing at the edge of the water,
staring at the breaking waves.


"It makes a sound," Reyin said, still looking out
over the water.


Farlo nodded cautiously.  "Sure.  It makes a sound
alright."


"It says a word."


"It does?  What word is that?"


"The ocean speaks the sound, Essa, the word we give to
the life force of magic itself."


"Look at this," Farlo said with a nervous smile,
"I've brought some food."


Reyin turned and noticed for the first time that his
companion held a small crate.  Farlo threw back the dirty piece of covering
cloth.  A large brown pie, enough for five hungry sailors, lay in the bottom
next to a pair of roasted chickens.


"I hope you didn't steal it all in one place."


Farlo tore off a chicken leg.  "Not from anyone who'll
go hungry for it," he said, taking half the leg in one bite.  He pointed
at the pastry, saying while he chewed, "Potato pie, a Jakavian specialty. 
Really good — ever have it before?  No?  Just wait till you bite into
this."


"No.  I'll not be eating for the next few days."


"Because I nicked a pie?"


"No."


"Look, even the folk we left behind in the valley have
something to eat, at least for now.  And we agreed to keep our strength
up."


"Farlo," Reyin said, looking directly at him. 
"I know what I'm doing and I'll not speak of it again."  And before
Farlo could answer him, he turned and sat cross-legged in the sand, facing the
sea.


He sat there all that day.  He still sat there when the
fierce winds that arose at night drove Farlo to find shelter in the ruins, and
he still sat there when another day dawned.


In the heat of noon, Farlo took him some water and told him,
"If you don't put on a hat, your head will bake like a ham in this
climate."


He drank the water and declined the hat.


On the third day Farlo went out to him and said quietly,
"What are you doing?"


"Listening."


Reyin had not looked at him.


"Do you know what day it is?"


"Today is Fireday."


"Tonight is the night, my friend, and you are sun and
wind burned, and weak from hunger.  Are you really going to be fit to do
this."


"More than I have ever been."


Farlo sighed.  "Well it's about time to go and pick up
your new clothes.  All the shops close at noon on Fireday."


Reyin finally looked at him.  "You go and get them.  I
will stay here."


"But what if it doesn't fit right?  There won't be
enough time to go back for a last minute re-fit."


"If it is, then it will be," Reyin said, turning
back to the ocean swells.


Farlo didn't return to the ruins until early afternoon. 
Reyin still sat at the edge of the sea.


"I'm back," Farlo said coming up behind him. 
"The tailor was quite put out that you hadn't come to try the suit.  I
think he changed color when I told him to tie it into a bundle.  Do you want to
see it?"


"Not yet."


Farlo tossed the bundle down.  "Well there it is
whenever you want it.  And by the way, do you even know when this social affair
starts?  Maybe you should get up and go now in case it begins early."


Reyin sat silent for the length of three long heartbeats,
and when he spoke it was at a distance.  "I will know the moment."


Mumbling something unintelligible, Farlo stomped back across
the beach to sit on a granite block in the shade of a fallen monument.  He took
out his knife and whetstone and began sharpening — those two things he had not
offered to the pawnbroker.  He worked slowly and meticulously, honing the blade
to a razor edge and stropping it.  Reyin at last rose to his feet.


The ocean was at low tide, revealing a wet shingle littered
with bright seashells and kelp.  Tiny crabs skittered out of his way as Reyin
walked down to the water.  There he removed his clothes and waded into the
breaking surf, stopping when he was knee-deep to scoop up handfuls of sand.  He
scrubbed himself with the fine white sand in a ritual way, then went out into
the deeper water to let the dying waves rinse him clean.


Farlo stood waiting for him when he came up from the sea,
his new clothing laid out on a glyph-covered slab of obsidian.  He sat and let
Farlo help him with the padded and embroidered hose, then the light woolen
leggings.  They hadn't had enough money for new boots, so Reyin stepped into
his old worn pair and stood.  They would have to do.  Farlo handed him the
white linen shirt and tied the cuffs for him.  The sleeveless doublet of
wine-colored velvet came last, Reyin fastening the silver buttons while Farlo
laced it to his hose with silk ribbons.


"I want you to stay here," Reyin said.  "I'm
only going for a look, so there's no point in you waiting outside the estate. 
And if the night watch came across you, you know what that would mean."


Farlo nodded thoughtfully.  "I agree."


"What, no argument?  I'm surprised."


"No.  You're right this time."


"Alright," Reyin
said, picking up his mandolin case, "it might be midnight before I
return.  I'm not going to try anything tonight, so just lay low till then and
don't worry."


A lone guard stood at the garden gate of Airen Libac's town
house, a garland of flowers around his neck.  The signs were clear to one who
knew the secret ways of looking and listening that this place at this moment
was crossed with many lines of destiny.  Reyin approached hesitantly, expecting
Jasso Correnan to leap out and tell him that it was all a mistake and to go
away.  But he saw no one other than household servants darting busily from
house to garden arranging the last details of the gala event.  When Reyin
showed him the pass, the guard let him in without a word.


The garden was large for a town house and not at all what
Reyin had expected.  Instead of the usual statues and fountains connected by
wide cobbled walkways leading past flower beds, the Libac garden was truly a
garden.  There was an open area next to the house where a long table set for
dining rested under a red and white canopy, but beyond that lay a maze of
exotic plants, tropical flowers, and unfamiliar trees bearing strange fruits. 
Behind a low hedge carved into the shape of a castle, a wooden platform
provided a stage for two jugglers.


Libac's guests began drifting out of the main house to
wander in the garden, and Reyin hurried to introduce himself to a thin man with
a high forehead, apparently the director, who was telling some acrobats where
to place their equipment.  Turo turned red in the face when Reyin explained
that Jasso had asked him to play in his stead.


"I suppose you're here now," the director said,
"and you are properly dressed.  What are you going to play?"


"Twilight on the Sea of Heaven."


"And after that?"


"That's all I will play."


Turo frowned.  "You'd better know a dozen
variations."


"I think I can play for an hour without repeating myself."


"Very well," Turo said, seeing that the acrobats
stood ready, "Sit here until they serve dinner, then stand . . .
hmm."


A plain-looking fellow in a dark suit walked past them.


"Oh Mr. Orez," Turo called, "where would you
like the lute player to stand?"


Orez, who seemed to be the head butler in charge of this
affair, stopped short.  "Far enough back to be out of the way," he
said with controlled impatience.  "But close enough to heard.  You decide,
Mr. Porane.  That's why I hired you."  Then he walked away.


Turo straightened his jacket.  "Stand over there when
you play.  I will signal when you are to stop."


Reyin watched for a long time while the guests drank
sparkling wine and played lawn games.  It soon became apparent which one was
Airen Libac, and Reyin found it difficult to believe that this same man had
sailed to the top of the Skialfanmir in an airship.  Reyin looked at him with
the sight and saw an aura of lines and angles in precise alignment.  Ty'kojin
had called it the aura of the scientist.  They would be the magicians of the
new world to come.


The evening shadows grew longer.  A platoon of servants in
white jackets came and stood at attention near the table, and Airen Libac
called his guests to dinner.  Turo signaled the mimes who were now onstage to
stop, so Reyin brought out his mandolin and quickly checked the tune.  A moment
later, as a servant began to open bottles of wine, he went and took his place
opposite the waiters.  The dinner commenced with Libac offering a toast to his
friends, and Reyin began to play.


He played softly, trying to listen to the conversation at
the table, particularly to what Libac had to say.  But he only heard half of
what was said, and none of it proved useful.  He played as they ate soup, and
fish, and had a new bottle of red wine opened for the roast beef.  His
variations of Twilight on the Sea of Heaven had become quite complex by the
time pudding was finished and servants had come to light the lawn torches.


He was running out of music, and the feeling pressed down on
him that when he came to the end he would have no more time as well.  A
whirlwind bore down on his thoughts and they found no shelter.  The thundering
powers he had heard coming closer for the last three days were almost upon him
now.  A greater moment had come.


He played the final note, but hardly anyone noticed. 
Overhead, in a lavender sky, the first star of the evening blinked open, and he
knew what to do.  He laid his mandolin on the grass, then straightened and
closed his eyes, feeling himself once again within the circle.


And he started singing.


He sang the Song of Returning as he had first heard it.  He
sang it full yet soft, and he sang it for the people of Lorendal.  He sang it
with his being, and he sang with power, as if it were the very spell of Making.


From out of the realm of power, a waterfall of rarefied
ether fell down on him as he sang, and he took it into his being and sent it
onward with his voice to meld with the life force of magic.  And it returned to
him a hundredfold.  He felt himself buffeted by a torrential river of power,
the Essa itself, and he sang the river.


Then he was done.  No one moved or spoke, and everyone was
looking at him.


Reyin had sung the essence of the magician into his being,
and he knew the truth of what he had done.  He could touch the Essa.  He was a
true magician.


The head butler was staring at him as well, but not with the
same look the others gave.  This man's eyes were full of the weird.  Airen
Libac said something to him, but Reyin wasn't listening.


"I'm sorry, sir," he said to Libac.  When he
glanced up again the butler was gone.


"Where," Libac said hoarsely, "where did you
learn that song?"


"You seemed to understand it, sir.  Do you speak the
language of the Pallenborne?"


"Yes, well enough to know the words you sang.  It was
beautiful.  Is it a folk song?"


"It is the springtime song of Lorendal valley.  The
whole village sings it together, standing in a great circle."


Libac rose and went to him.  "Will you walk with me in
my garden, sir?  I wish to discuss this."


Reyin bowed, and side by side they walked into the labyrinth
of sculpted foliage, the scent of exotic flowers hanging heavy in the dusk.


"I've been there," Libac said, "to the
Lorendal valley.  At least, I've been above it."


"It's unfortunate that you did not stay even one night
with the villagers, who are the most generous folk I have ever met.  They treat
strangers as I would my closest friend."


A shadow crossed Libac's brow.  "How did you know that
I never saw the inhabitants."


"They would have remembered you and told me.  You see,
I have just come from there.  Would you like to hear more about the song?  On
the eve before the first day of spring they gather and sing it.  They sing it
at the end of each day until the first new blade of grass sprouts.  But this
year nothing grows.  Their land has been blighted and is slowly dying.  They
face starvation instead of a harvest, and still they sing the song in hope that
nature has not forsaken them."


Reyin stopped and faced him.  "Tell me, do you think it
is possible for an object to be so exquisite that it can capture a
spirit?"


"Yes," Libac said, looking away.  "I know it
to be so."


"I'm not discussing art."


Libac turned to him.  "No."  Their eyes met and
each knew that they both spoke of the same thing.


"I have felt it," Libac said.  "My wife
thought I had been dreaming when I told her, but I have often thought that it
is a living entity."


"The relic you found at the top of the
Skialfanmir?"


 "Yes."


"Perhaps it contains the life of the valley, and was
placed in that mountaintop shrine for safekeeping."


Tilting his head in puzzlement, Libac said, "How can
that be?"


Reyin instantly thought of Ty'kojin, now seeing the great
difficulty of the task he had put upon himself in teaching.  What does one say
to another who has suddenly discovered the hidden realm?


"There is a way, but I don't really know it."


He silently called to the shadows cast by the rising moon,
summoning them to gather close around him, and then the two men stood alone in
darkness, the torch throwing light on their faces.  Nothing else was there.  Out
of the dark Reyin conjured the cries of starving children and the moaning of
old people dying in the night.


"All I do know," he said, "is that a people
will die."


And then the darkness and the voices were gone.


Libac started, looking over his shoulder and back to Reyin. 
"What?  How?  Did you do that?  Did it truly happen?"  He calmed
himself quickly and looked at Reyin with an uncertain eye.  "I find that I
am fearful of you now, sir."


"I did not mean to frighten you.  I only want you to
believe in what you already know to be true.  This object that you had thought a
forgotten relic you know now to be a much greater thing, something of the
unseen world made corporeal, and something that is, and has always been,
connected to the folk of Lorendal as a life is to a life."


"I take it, sir," Libac said warily, "that
you want me to hand over the artifact to you?"


"It must be taken back if we are to have any hope of
ending their suffering.  I have no desire to possess it.  Return it yourself if
you wish.  But know this for truth," he said passionately in the
Essian Tongue.  "You hold the very life of their land.  And you had no
right to take it."


Libac's head bowed beneath the weight of the truthsay. 
"Come with me," he said quietly.


He led Reyin into the house, smiling politely and nodding to
his bemused friends.  They went down a wide hallway with tapestries hanging on
granite walls and passed through a sitting room into a hall with many statues. 
As they approached a door at the end of the hall, Libac broke into a trot.  The
door stood partially open.


"Orez!" Libac shouted as threw himself at the
opening.


He stumbled, then stood still before an empty pedestal of
white marble.  "It's gone," he said in a strangely casual tone. 
"Nothing else is missing."


He turned back to the open door.  "Orez!" he
yelled furiously, threatening to burst a vein at his temple.  "I need Orez
sent to me at once!"  Then he returned to speaking evenly as he examined
the door.  "The lock isn't broken; it is simply unlocked.  But that's not
possible.  I locked it myself this morning and I have the only key."


Libac paced the room and Reyin looked at the treasures he
had seen in his vision on the Skialfanmir.  The captured elemental had been
here only minutes before.  He went to the pedestal and laid his hands on the
place the relic had sat.  At once, he began whispering the incantation that
would call to it.  An impulse, an echo, came back to him.


Libac strode into the hall and stamped his foot.  "Where
is Orez?" he called to the heavens.


A dark-suited butler, walking quickly, approached him and
bowed.  "Your prime retainer is nowhere to be found, sir.”


"Have you checked the wine cellar?"


"Yes sir, the stables too.  He is not anywhere on the estate."


Wrinkles grew on Libac's face.  "Why would he go
somewhere at a time like this?  He's supposed to be overseeing this entire
affair."


The butler glanced at Reyin and lowered his voice.  "I
wouldn't know that, sir, not knowing his habits.  After all, he has been with
us for less than a month, sir."


"But still," Libac said, thick in his ruminations,
“he knows how important it is to be here."


Reyin stepped quickly to his side, grabbing him by the arm
and whirling him about.


"By the Spirit, man.  Don't you hear what he's telling
you?  One of your treasures has been stolen, and your chief of staff has gone
missing at the same time.  Use that mind of yours, Libac, and bridge the two
events.  What's wrong with you?"


Then he saw.  The man had been touched by glamour.


"How long have you known this man, this Orez?"  Reyin
demanded, still clutching Libac's sleeve.  "Less than a month?"


Libac nodded slowly, his shocked look changing to one of
resignation as the truth washed away the bright illusion of glamour.


Reyin, too, crossed a bridge.  The man he had thought of as
the head butler had used the sight on him.  The man had been a magician and had
carefully engineered this theft.  He must be one of the Supplicants of the
Final Grammarie.  Why else would the Unknowable have shown him the vision of
their inner shine?  And now they had the last Aevir.


"I'll have to send for the Chief Constable," Libac
said.


"He will be of no use.  Nor will a squadron of private
guards, nor the best thief-catcher money can buy.  None of these will ever get
close to this man you call Orez."  Reyin placed a hand on Libac's
shoulder.  "And I think you know this as well."


Libac dismissed his servant.  "What's to be done,
then?" 


"I am going now.  I will find him and take it from him,
and I will return it to the Pallenborne.  It is lost to you."


Reyin left Libac standing in his treasure room and went outside
into the street.  He stopped under the lamp at the small side-door and hissed
into the shadows.


"Farlo!  Farlo, are you there?"


Silence.


He peeked around the corner.  "Farlo!"


He saw and heard nothing,  He didn't know why he expected
his companion to be there, but following and spying on him was just the sort of
thing Farlo would do, and now Reyin needed it to be so.


"Farlo?"  No, no one was there.  Farlo still
waited in the ruined city.  Why did he choose this night to be sensible and
do as I asked him?


He looked up.  A full moon had climbed high into the night
sky.  He had no more time for calling into an empty street.  Inside, at the
pedestal, he had felt an impulse, and now he chased it down the lane, deeper
into the city.


Artemes had told him that the supplicants travelled the
world in search of talismans, grimoires, and other relics from the lost age of
the magician, but he had not explained the nature of their final grammarie. 
Did Artemes not know of their attempt to reunite the Aevir, to resurrect
the most obscenely powerful form of magic that had ever been?


And now they could do it.  His steps came faster and faster
as he reasoned, and with the last thought, he began running.











CHAPTER 16:  The Wellspring


 


The sun had shone white and hot that week, as if it pressed
closer, and Syliva perspired freely as she crossed the stream, heading home
after her morning rounds.  When she walked into her house, she found Aksel and Jonn
at the dining table, Aksel gripping the shaft of a hunting arrow tightly with
both hands while Jonn finished lashing the arrowhead with fine catgut. 


"That's the way, son," her husband said. 
"That's good.  Take another loop.  Now another loop — no, inside the first
one.  Yes, that's the way.  Now pull it tight and cut it.  Good.  Now go get
the hot tar from the fire and finish it."


"So you're teaching him everything about bows and
arrows," Syliva asked, "not just how to shoot?"


Aksel had not looked at her much of late, and when he did,
she hadn't liked what she saw.  It didn't matter how many times she told him
that anyone in world would have been powerless against fenwolf fever, he still
blamed himself, as if he could have resisted the disease had his will been
stronger.


"It's something a man of the Pallenborne should
know."  Then he saw her face.  "What's wrong?"


"He's going to die."


"Kestrin's father?"


"Yes."


"I thought we were feeding them.  If there's something
he needs that he's not getting we can trade meat — a whole goat if need
be."


"It's not that.  He has the wasting sickness that no
one can cure.  If it had been a wet springtime I could find a fungus that would
at least help him with the pain, but I can't find any now, even at the . . .
"


"Are you sure?  Is there nothing you can do."


She shook her head.


"How long?"


"You never really know, but he looked much worse
today.  Soon, I think."


"I'm sorry, dear heart," he said, the squint
coming to his temples.  "I truly am.  Poor man."


He stood to take her hand, but then Jonn came in with the
bucket of hot tar.


"Hold it, son," Aksel said.  "I think we'd
better do that outside."  He looked at Syliva.


"Go ahead, I'll be alright."


But after they went she sat and stared at the wall.


Tired from the inside out, she laid her head on her arms. 
She should be elated at the way this strange part of her life had turned out.  Aksel
had recovered from the fenwolf fever, and he and Jonn were closer than they had
ever been.  No one talked about armed committees any longer.  But she felt no
peace.  Only emptiness.


She had planned to get away after suppertime, but long-term
fatigue caught up with her then and forced her to rest.  Everyone in the valley
now suffered from occasional fits of weakness as they further cut their daily
rations, half of them now faring on an ersatz bread made from flour mixed with
dried ground ice-moss.  Lovisa and the other pregnant women never lacked for a
good meal though.  The Monjors and the Barlsens and the others who had enough
always saved their best for them.


She felt better that evening as Aksel said his goodnights
and shuffled sleepily to their bed, and she put on her field boots.  She went
out into the last warm light of the day and struck out northward.  Past bedtime
and it's still warm, thought Syliva, pushing up her sleeves.  She skirted
around the village, and after entering the deep shadows of the forest she felt
like the blanket of heat had been thrown off her.  The pines smelled strongly
of sap, but their needles, brittle and dry, fell away as she brushed past them.


As she approached the pond, with twilight settling over the
valley, the air changed.  She could taste moisture in it, more and more as she
went.  Each breath was like a cool drink.  Up ahead, the willows surrounding
the pond stood motionless while a silver mist rose among them.  Vague shapes
formed from the mist, breaking away to twirl and then reunite with the fog. 
Shining with its own light, the mist moved on ghostly currents and split into
dozens of shapes that outlined elfish figures trailing silver flames.  The
elf-flames danced in a circle around the spring, twisting and leaping as they
went.  Some of the figures reached skyward when they jumped, as if they tried
to grasp the moonlight.  Some of them took a partner, spinning small circles
inside the larger one.  Syliva watched the dance, the world suspended between
day and night.  Then the light of the full moon pierced the fog, flooding the
clearing, and with a cold gust from the mountains the mist elves wavered and
vanished.


The bare branches of the willows gleamed starkly against the
blackening sky as Syliva crept forward into the clearing around the spring. 
The elf dance.  She had seen the elf dance.  No one now living in the valley
had ever seen it.  To be honored by the forest spirits like this — it was
something from the Poem.


And she knew all at once that the wellspring didn't belong
to her.  But now she had something that was better than a secret place, and it
would be hers and hers alone forever.  She had seen the elf dance.


She knelt by the pool and saw
her reflection by moonlight.  Then, in the depths of the well, she saw the
valley, green and lush and thick with ripe harvest.  Cupping her hand, she
raised the cool water to her lips and drank.


"I don't lack respect for the tradition, Syliva,"
Kurnt said.  "You know me, Midsummer Day is my favorite holiday."


"But to not have the festival?"  Syliva couldn't
hide her disappointment.


“It wouldn't be much of a festival.  We would be thinking
about all the food we usually have at Midsummer's.  Most of us want to observe
the noontime rites, but after that I think it would be best for everybody to
return to their homes for a quiet evening with family and close friends." 
He mopped his face with a handkerchief.  "I figure the whole village will
be at your house, mine, and the Barlsen's."


"Alright, if that's what everyone wants," Syliva
said, shouldering her waterskin.  "In this terrible heat, it might be for
the best."


She said good-bye to Kurnt and started toward the village
with the water she had fetched for Lovisa.  When she discovered Lovisa's house
empty, she took the wooded trail that led to the bluff overlooking the bay.  Syliva
found her friend sitting there with her legs dangling over the edge.


"So here you are.  Did you walk all the way out here to
spite me because I wouldn't let you haul your own water?"


Lovisa made a face at her.  "It's not very far.  And I
didn't carry anything but this."  She patted her bulging stomach.


Syliva sat next to her.  "Should be any day now."


"I hope he's born on Midsummer's.  That's supposed be
the best of luck."


Lovisa cast her gaze back out to the ocean.  The sea lay
calm.  "Do you think it's possible for them to find a rune that can cure
the blight?  There hasn't been any rune-singers in the Pallenborne since the
time of the sagas, and the Southerners don't believe in such things."


"Your husband believed."


Lovisa's smile was crossed with pain.  "I've always
thought that if anything happened to him I would know, that somehow I would
feel it in my heart.  But it's not true."


Out on the waters of the bay, two fishermen hauled in their
nets.  They had caught nothing.


"Kestrin didn't know," Lovisa said.  "She
came over to see if I needed anything and her father died while I talked with
her.  She didn't feel it.  She didn't know.  And I'll never know unless he
returns."


Syliva slid back behind Lovisa and began rubbing her neck
and shoulders.  "Do you remember what you've always told me when I felt
troubled?"


Lovisa nodded.  Wistfully, she
said, "All will be well."


The children bounced with anticipation while Syliva paused
dramatically, as if they had not heard the story a dozen times.


"The winter traveller awoke to find that he had not
frozen to death in the snowstorm after all.  Someone had found him and saved
him.  He lay in a warm bed of soft, dry furs, but it was not in his rescuer's
house.  He was in a cave — a cave like no other, for it was furnished with a
huge table and chair roughly carved from granite blocks.  And his lost reindeer
and sled were there too.  From the back of the cave came heat and light and a
sound like massive bellows pumping furiously.  Then a deep voice rumbled with
laughter."


"The fire giant!" squealed Ceryn, her youngest
granddaughter.


"Yes," Syliva said.  "But it's getting late,
and that is another story."


The sun had slipped low, barely skimming the mountains to
the north, but that was as far as it would go the entire night.  It was the one
day of the year when the sun did not set.


"No!  Tell it!" the children shouted.


Syliva looked at the faces surrounding her in the open yard
behind her house.  Women with babies in their arms leaned their heads on the
shoulders of their husbands.  Aksel sat close to Celvake, and Jonn lounged on
the ground with his two nieces.  It had not been the usual Midsummer's
festival, with its day-long feast and boisterous dances.  It had been quiet and
good, though.


Kestrin thrust her head out the window of the guest house. 
"Syliva.  I think it's time."


Since her father's passing, Kestrin had buried herself in
work, carrying water for anyone who felt weak, cooking, trying to help all who
suffered even the slightest ill, and hardly ever sleeping.


Syliva stood and addressed the circle of villagers.  "Well
friends, it seems that I must help with the new life that is coming into the
valley — "


"It's about time," Celvake said, "she's been
in there since before noon."


" — so I will say goodnight now."  She recalled
the words that had been spoken at the end of this festival since the Cycle of
Ice.


"By the winds of the west and the light of the sun,
Midsummer has come and now it is gone.  The days grow shorter, and we shall
meet again soon.  To sing and to dance with the old harvest moon."


As everyone turned to go home, Syliva rushed to the old
house.  Ulrika Monjor, who had been there all day tending Lovisa with Kestrin,
met her at the door.


"The baby is coming too fast."


As she stepped inside, she saw Lovisa fall back to lie limp
in wet sheets, her eyes unfocused.


Syliva went to her and knelt.  "She's already in the
temper?"


Kestrin nodded.  "She just now went into it."


They sat with Lovisa for a time, Kestrin holding her hand,
Ulrika mopping her forehead with a damp cloth, the labor getting heavier and
heavier as the midnight hour dragged by.  The oddly hushed world outside made
every sound in the little house loud and jarring.


Syliva spoke gently to her.  "We're almost there, honey
girl.  I think I can see something."


Lovisa's eyes widened as pain seized her, and with a sharp
cry she almost sat up.


"Come on," Syliva coaxed, "let it happen
now.  No, wait, he's coming out backward.  Don't push."


"I can't help it," Lovisa said with alarm.


"No, no, you must not.  I have to turn him
around."


"Syliva!  It hurts!"


"Hold on.  He's being stubborn."


Ulrika leaned in close to Lovisa.  "Do you want
something to bite on?"  Lovisa shook her head.


I can't turn him," Syliva said.  "Try not to
push."


She turned to Kestrin.  "Reach in my bag and get the
razor I keep there.  You know the one."


"What are you going to do?" Lovisa cried.


"I'm going to take the baby.  And you will both be
well."


She turned to Kestrin.  “Hurry,” she whispered, "before
it's too late."











CHAPTER 17:  Night Storm


 


Reyin stood in the shadow of a deserted cooperage, waiting
for his breath to calm and studying the ships along the old wooden dock.  The
weird that he followed had led him past the great stonework quays lined with
magnificent galleons, and now told him that what he sought lay close, very
close.


He had dismissed the two-masted felucca as soon as he had
seen it, thinking that his quarry would be on a passenger ship, but his focus
kept drifting back to it.  The crew had put a jolly-boat over the side near the
bow of the ship and were now lowering the anchor into it with a cable.  It took
four men to lower the massive iron spade and four men to receive it in the
boat.  They lowered it straight over the side, allowing it to swing freely, and
it bumped the hull of the ship, sending hollow echoes across the water.


A man came out of a little deck-house at the stern and
called for quiet.  The ship's lantern hung from the forestay, where the crew
now worked, and Reyin couldn't see his face clearly.  But he knew the voice. 
He had heard it earlier at the Libac estate.


The crewmen settled the anchor into the bottom of the small
boat, and two of the men at the rail passed oars to those in the jolly-boat
while one climbed down to seat himself at the tiller.  The oars were fitted to
the locks, the sailors pulled, and slowly they glided across the calm waters of
the harbor, two men at the rail of the felucca paying out the long heavy cable.


Reyin had travelled by sea many times and knew exactly what
they were doing.  They were preparing to warp the ship away from the dock.  The
men in the jolly-boat would row a hundred yards out, drop the anchor, then come
back to the ship and haul away on the cable.  They would pull the ship all the
way out to where they had anchored, and if there was any wind at all they could
then raise sail and be gone within minutes.


With the crew of the felucca absorbed in warping, Reyin
crept forward, crossing the harbor road, all too aware of the brightness of the
full moon.  From behind a heavy wooden pile at the foot of the dock he saw that
the gangplank had been raised, but the gap remained narrow enough for him to
easily leap across and haul himself aboard.  He looked carefully for a guard or
watchman, very much expecting to see one.  Nobody was there; all were occupied
with getting underway.


As if to prompt him, a thick cloud passed across the face of
the moon, the entire harbor falling under its shadow.  He crouched low and
stole from pile to pile, keeping the hull of the ship between himself and the
men working at the opposite rail.  The middle of the ship looked like the best
boarding place — less water to jump and the freeboard was lower there.  He
heard the men in bow talking now.  Without hesitation he made the leap, slipped
over the rail, and listened.  They were still talking.  Good.  Their own voices
would muffle any slight sound he made.


Walking on the balls of his feet, his heart racing, Reyin
went aft to the deck cabin.  The tiny window on the starboard side looked
rusted shut, the filthy glass letting only blurred images pass through.  He
heard a low droning from the back side and tiptoed to the corner.  Slowly, he
leaned his head out and discovered two small aft-facing windows open to the
warm night air.


The intonations of a ritual chant sounded from the windows,
and Reyin decided to take a quick look, confident that the magician inside
would be completely focused on his spell.  The man Libac had called Orez, now
wearing an embroidered scholar's robe, was on his hands and knees inside a
circle inscribed with charcoal.  The cardinal points of the black circle were
marked by a glass orb, a burning brazier, a bowl of water, and a jagged
crystal, and in the center lay a steel dagger.


A canvass duffle peeked out from underneath a narrow bed.


Reyin knew the invocation.  It would summon a storm.  Even
with a precise ritual, storm-bringing often proved chancy — a dangerous way to
cover an escape.  Along the circumference of the circle the magician wrote the
names of the winds to be invoked, maintaining the peculiar rhythm of the chant.


Reyin waited.  It was in the canvass bag.  He could feel it
from where he stood.  Would the supplicant be so entranced by his summoning
that he would not sense the relic being taken away?  He glanced out to where
the jolly-boat had stopped.  They were shipping oars and changing positions in
an effort to get rid of the anchor without upsetting the boat.  He returned to
watching through the window.


The sorcerer now took up the knife and nicked the palm of
his left hand just enough to let the blood run, his voice taking on an ululant
quality, the chant getting louder and wilder.  He lay face down in the circle,
placing his bleeding palm over a point between north and east on the eldritch
compass-rose, and the chant became a wail, the howling of a typhoon.  If the
men at the bow heard that terrible sound, they chose not to acknowledge it.


This was the apex of the spell, what Reyin had been waiting
for.  He quickly went around to the door of the cabin.  As he reached for the
handle, he felt a knot of fear tighten in his stomach, nearly paralyzing him.  There
was nothing for it now.  Gingerly, he eased the door open a little way and
slipped through.


He stood less than three feet from the supplicant's leg,
only two steps away from the canvass bag.  He didn't dare breathe, didn't dare
think, but the spell was at its loudest now and would be over in a few
seconds.  He took the two steps, slid the sack holding the artifact out from
under the bed, tucked it under his arm, spun on his toe, and was out the door
before he knew what he did.


Then he froze.  The outline of a huge sailor with something
long in his hands now stood at the docked side of the ship, cutting off his
escape.  The man turned slightly and Reyin saw that he faced away, toward the
harbor road.  It occurred to him that he could run and jump past the man onto
the dock, and then it would be a foot race that the bulky sailor was sure to
lose.  He braced himself, then noticed the flared end of the object in the
crewman's hand.  It was a blunderbuss, probably loaded with a handful of pistol
balls.  No, he would have to go over the far side, into the open water, and if
anyone spotted him he would just have to swim for it.


He went quietly to the portside rail.  The crew of the
jolly-boat were still out there, but the two men attending the cable were
gone.  Then the moon tore free from the cloud that had imprisoned it, flooding
the ship with bright moonlight.  And they were there, standing only ten feet away
from him, one holding a long dirk, the other pointing a horse pistol directly
at Reyin's chest.


"If you move, even a finger," the mate said,
sighting along the barrel of the enormous handgun, "or if you just say a
word, I'll kill you."


But as he said that, a black figure slid silently down a
loose rope, grabbing the hair of the two seamen from behind with each hand. 
Powerful arms drove the two heads together, the impact of their skulls making
the sound of a keg being tapped.  They sank to the deck like boneless sacks of
flesh.


The horse pistol slipped from the mate's limp hand, the
wheel lock releasing the instant it struck the deck.  Sparks flew from the
mechanism, and the weapon fired with an ear-splitting report.  At once the big
sailor turned and fired from the hip in his panic.  Lead balls whizzed past
Reyin's ear.


"Boarders!" the sailor bellowed, throwing down his
spent firearm and reaching for the cutlass at his hip.


Farlo rushed to Reyin's side.  "Is that it?" he
asked, pointing to the bundle under Reyin's arm.


Reyin blinked.  "Yes.  It is."  His voice seemed
loud in the ringing silence and sudden light.


At the doorway of the cabin stood the sorcerer holding an
antique lamp that spit out a foot-long tongue of flame.  His eyes shined
blackly.  He raised his left hand, as if to touch the flame or draw it to him,
and now Reyin saw the large ruby ring on his middle finger, and saw the jewel
glow more brightly as the lamp flame diminished and went out, its fire pulsing
hotly within the gem.


"Run," Reyin said to Farlo, backing toward the bow
of the ship.


The supplicant cast his hand toward them, and Reyin, as he
turned, felt sharp heat plough a burning furrow up the side of his leg.  A
stream of fire ran from his knee to his hip, now continuing up the side of his
doublet, branching across his chest and spreading into a wave.  Stunned by pain
and shock, Reyin could do nothing.


Then he felt himself lifted, a broad shoulder in his gut
driving him up and back.  Falling, upside down.  Enveloped in water.  Holding
it close with both arms.  Farlo dragging him deeper.


Farlo towed him by what remained of his doublet, and Reyin
hugged the device containing E'alaisenne tight against his body.  Reyin
felt himself lifted by it.  It was buoyant, and Farlo struggled furiously to
take them deeper.  They were passing underneath a great black shape — the hull
of the felucca.  He was taking them under the ship.  Farlo quickly tired of
fighting to swim deeper, changing to a level stroke, and Reyin had no choice
but to be hauled along, the encrusted hull and sharp keel jabbing and scraping
and cutting him.


They surfaced gasping for air in a shadowed place, a bizarre
ceiling close to their heads.  Farlo had brought them up under the dock.


They rested there, clinging to the piles, only long enough
to take a few deep breaths.  Farlo waved for him to follow and Reyin nodded. 
As they worked their way toward shore along the underside of the dock, Reyin
heard muffled voices from the felucca.


" . . . seen them come up."


"Break out some pistols . . . lantern."


Then a shout, "Get back to the ship!  Row quickly,
boys!"


They were more than halfway to shore when they heard,
"Malor, they're under the pier.  Get the plank down.  Ahoy boat!  Make
straight for the dock!"


"They've figured it out," Farlo hissed.


"Worse than that.  He knows.  Let's get out of
here."


Farlo swam like a madman, reaching the last timbers within
seconds.  He scrambled up the shoring before he noticed that his friend lagged
far behind.


Reyin stayed for a moment.  Reaching up and gently brushing
the planks and timbers with the tips of his fingers, he whispered, "Nikte
Mok Helardre, Ishdeveulen Alazz."


He found Farlo crouching in a moon shadow below the edge of
the pier.


"Take a look," Farlo said.


Reyin lifted his head a little.  The huge sailor, a pistol
in each hand, walked alongside the sorcerer, who had rekindled his ancient
lamp.  The sailor scanned the water on both sides of the dock.  The other man
seemed to see nothing, as if he were sleepwalking.


"What do you think?" Farlo said urgently.  "I
say we make a dash for it."


The jolly-boat swung into sight around the stern of the
ship, heading for the far end of the pier.  After a few final pulls, they upped
oars and made ready to dock.


"Wait," Reyin whispered.


The other magician suddenly stiffened and pointed straight
at their hiding place.  "Malor, they are over there." 


At the same time, the jolly-boat scrapped against the wharf
and the crew poured over the side.


"Hurry boys!  This way," Malor yelled.  The
sorcerer tapped him on the arm, and they started down the pier, not waiting for
the other men.


Gripped by the fear of magic, Farlo tugged at Reyin's
sleeve.  Even after all that Reyin had told him, he had not been prepared for a
man who could throw fire.


"They'll be on us in moments — let's run while we still
can."


"Wait.  Just a few more steps."


Malor was half a stride ahead of his master when the planks
under his feet gave way.  The break rippled across their path like rifled
cards, leaving a ten-foot gap beneath them.  They clawed the air as they
plunged into the dark water, Malor losing his pistols, the lamp hissing out.


"Now," Reyin said, scrambling up the embankment
and onto the harbor road.  He crossed the street at a dead run, Farlo at his
elbow, heading for the deep darkness that lay in an alley between two
warehouses.


From behind he heard someone shout, "There they
go!"


They ran down the alley, slipping on garbage and stumbling
over debris.  Soon the way branched left and right in the face of another
warehouse, and they stopped and stood panting.  The moon looked down along the
cross-alley, lighting it well.  They could see, to the left, that it ran into a
wide street where one-horse buggies and pedestrians passed.


"Shall we?" Farlo said between breaths, holding out
his arm to usher Reyin toward the street.


"You go ahead," Reyin said, looking back at the
way they had come.  "But let me borrow your knife first."


"What are you going to do?"


"Leave them something to look at.  Wait for me halfway
down, and whatever you do, don't look back.  Not even a glance."


A minute later Reyin joined him.  "They're coming up
the alley."


They ran once again, but when they turned the corner Reyin
stopped and threw his back against the wall, hugging the canvass sack to his
chest.


"Farlo," he said, his eyes tight against the pain
that now claimed its full due.  "I'm exhausted.  My mind has gone numb and
my leg feels like it's still on fire.  We need a place to hide-out and rest for
a few hours."


"The Barrel — The Topmast Inn.  Remember the night
watch?  They had never even heard of the place.  No one will ever find us
there."


Reyin eyes half opened. 
"Oh, he'll find us alright.  Or it is this, rather," he patted the
device within the canvass sack, "that he will certainly find, given enough
time.  But The Barrel isn't far from here, and I'm too tired to do anything
else.  Let's go."


When Ephemeris, still wet, and icy with anger, reached the
end of the alley, he was not looking for an arcane symbol carved into the
warehouse wall facing the way he came, and he and his men reached the narrow
intersection before he saw it.  He threw up his arms.


"Everyone look down," he commanded.  "Cover
your eyes at once!"


He strode forward, taking out his ceremonial dagger, and
began cutting a line through the mystic rune.  It took much of his will to
finish, and he had to call upon the strong mental discipline taught in the
Sardonyx Tower in order to do it.  He turned around.


The men all stared at him, wide-eyed in the moonlight, like
they were idiots.


This amateur had become more than troublesome.  I should
have killed him in Libac's garden, thought Ephemeris.  Now he would have to
take the men back to the ship and perform a ceremony of mind-clearing before
they would be of any use to him.  He could go on alone.  Something about the
large, barrel-chested man bothered him though.  He had a deadly aura about him.


In any case, Ephemeris knew that he would have to break the
spell on his crew before they could sail, so he decided to do it now and use
his men to make sure the quarry did not slip away when he caught up with them
again.  It had been a long time, but he still knew every back street and hiding
hole in the city.  Let them spend themselves running, he thought.  Then when
they were resting unaware, he would take them.  And for the affront of the
dunking he had given Ephemeris, the amateur would suffer death by the Ashen
Hand, even if he surrendered and begged for mercy.


Beyond the rooftops, from out
of the highlands to the north, lightning flashed across the sky.  The wind
shifted and the breeze blew harder.


Reyin could smell a damp freshness to the air as he and
Farlo squeezed through the end of the narrow passage and stood at the top of
Bodoval's lift.  All lay quiet in The Barrel.  Bodoval and his donkey had gone
to wherever they made their nightly rest, and the peddlers' booths stood dark
and empty.  Open windows flickered with candlelight on all seven levels of The
Barrel, but a few folk still sat on the catwalks in front of their homes and
shops, the bright awnings rolled away in favor of the stars, now becoming
obscured by low clouds scudding in from the northeast.


"Wait a moment," Reyin told Farlo, turning back to
the opening between the warehouses.


He made wide passes with his arms while muttering in low
tones, as if he held conversation with an invisible being, then finished by
drawing a line across the alley with his finger.


"He will give me warning if our enemy comes this
way," Reyin said as he rejoined Farlo.


"Who will?"


"Never mind.  Let's go."


They followed a walkway to their right past some
mud-and-wattle huts, going a quarter turn along the rim of The Barrel before
finding the open door of the Topmast Inn.  A large platform stood there where
the rickety sidewalk cut sharply away.


The one-handed innkeeper sat at a large crate, dicing with a
thin and weathered old man beneath a wooden rack that held bottles of wine and
rum.  Two sailors ate sausages at the long board, using long knives as
utensils.  None of them looked twice at Reyin in his fine suit of half
burned-away clothes, as if they were too bored to care, or saw it every day.


Farlo plucked two silver buttons off the shards of doublet
hanging from Reyin's shoulders and slapped them down in front of the
ex-harpooner.


"Will this get us a room for a couple hours?"


The innkeeper scooped up the buttons and examined them front
and back.  "More than enough.  It'll cover the price of dinner as well, if
you want some."


"You bet we do," Reyin said.  "But first, can
you tell me which door is Mr. Bodoval's?"


The one-handed man told him and went to fetch their supper.


"What do you want with him?" Farlo asked.


Reyin tore the rest of the buttons from his ruined jacket
and threw the remains to the floor.  "Just need to do a little business. 
I'll be right back."


He placed the canvass bag into Farlo's hands and looked him
hard in the eye.


Five minutes later the deal was done and he went back to the
top in Bodoval's lift.  A bowl of mussel stew lay waiting for him on a large
crate where Farlo sat.  The only condiment was a bowl of sea salt.  Reyin took
a handful of the salt and poured it into his small leather purse.


"What's that for?" said Farlo.


Reyin shrugged.  "For luck."


As he took his first bite he looked at Farlo.  "You did
follow me.  I'd thought so."


"I was afraid that footpads would get you in that fancy
suit.  I waited around the back, then I saw that . . . that man sneak out with
a sack of swag and climb into a wagon.  The driver was the big pirate with the
blunderbuss."


"So you figured they had it and trailed them?"


"I didn't so much think about it.  I just sort of knew
they had what we came for."


Reyin blinked in surprise.  "Not bad, Farlo.  Not
bad."


As soon as the meal was over, they climbed the ladder to the
room where they had stayed before.  Reyin fell down onto the cot, immediately
pushing himself into a sitting position against the wall.  He was afraid to
sleep and too weary to trust himself.  He lighted the lamp.


They listened to the wind rise.  Thunder rolled across the
city like the echo of a great cannonade, and they heard the first splatter of
rain on the thin roof of their rooftop cabin.


"So soon," Reyin murmured.  "He must be very
powerful."


Staring at his hands he said,  "I — I didn't think it
would be this hard.  He effortlessly throws fire and calls for a storm, while I
spend myself with a few simple tricks."


He stood and went to the porthole window, searching the
rain-slashed night for any sign of pursuit.


"I'm so scared, Farlo.  I've studied these arts since I
was a boy, but up against this magician I'm still that boy.  I have no skill to
compare with his."


He turned back to his friend.  "He's going to kill me,
Farlo.  If he can call a storm then he can call down lightning as well.  He's
going to kill me and I don't know how to stop him."


"Shut your ugly mouth before you make me angry,"
Farlo snapped.  Reyin could see that he wasn't joking.


They sat in silence for a time, the rain drumming harder and
harder.  Then Farlo opened the canvass duffle and let it fall, seeing for the
first time the strangely-carved device they had voyaged a thousand leagues to
find.  He reached to touch it then stopped.


"This is the captured spirit?"


"That is only the device of imprisonment.  E'alaisenne
is trapped within."


"Is that its name?"


"Yes.  It means something like
earth-rain-healing."


"Why does every third man seem to want it all of a
sudden?"


Reyin smiled grimly.  "Libac thought it was an old
relic.  A pretty box.  This magician is a member of a secret society that
believes it will give them powers that make throwing fire seem like child's
play.  And I think they are right."


He stared at the device for a moment before he spoke again. 
"I have to tell you something.  This is important.  If we can't stop him
from taking it back, we must destroy it."


"What?  Are you mad?"


"We're now involved in something that is bigger than
just one village.  We're now playing with the lives of whole nations.  With the
new power they seek, the Supplicants of the Final Grammarie could ruin the
world, and what they themselves don‘t realize is that they could destroy the
Essa itself."


"If I can't stop him from taking it back, I'll be dead
and the world and your magic go to blazes," Farlo said savagely.  “It
can't become more important than it already is to me!  And it should be the
same for you.  Think of Kestrin."


"What do you mean?"


"You don't even know why you're doing this, do you?  No
one does anything this dangerous, this miserable, for themselves or even for
the whole world.  I'm doing it for my wife.  And you‘re doing this for Kestrin,
whether you know it or not."


Reyin fell silent then and Farlo carefully retied the
canvass bag.  After three days of fasting, the mussel stew was dragging Reyin
into an unwanted sleep.  Lightning sparked behind the cloth-covered window,
thunder following closely, and the little room trembled.


"Farlo.  I need to lie down and rest.  If I fall
asleep, wake me when you think a half-hour has passed."


"No more than that?"


"It's all we can allow."


"And then what?"


"We keep moving.  If we can stay ahead of him and get
far enough away then I can do something to help mask us."


"Is that our only hope?"


"Yes," Reyin said.  "I'm afraid it is."


And with the storm crashing all
around him he lay down with his head on his arms.


Reyin's eyes flew open.  He sat up.


The lamp was out, but room stood awash in dim light coming
up through the open hatchway to the room below.  Farlo knelt there, the
reversed shadows on his face making him look unfamiliar.


"He's here."


"How?" Reyin wondered aloud.  "The watcher
should have — "


What a fool he had been.  After the first two surprises, the
other magician had been on guard, looking for more traps with his witch sight
at every turn.  He had seen the watcher and, apparently, had dismissed him with
ease.


Reyin threw himself down beside Farlo, finding an angle
where he could remain in the dark and still see most of the common room.  The
innkeeper stood face to face with the sorcerer, who now wore a broad hat and a
dripping cloak that glinted with an oily sheen.  The ruby ring still perched on
his left hand while his right was covered by a grey glove.  On the back side of
the glove, white pearls traced the bones of his hand.  Five grim sailors armed
with cutlasses and storm lanterns gathered behind him.


"Who," the innkeeper demanded, "are you
to be giving orders in my place?"


One of the sailors opened his coat and drew a pistol.


The ex-harpooner laughed.  "You don't expect me to
believe you have a dry pan after being out in this rainstorm?"


"Let's find out," the sailor sneered.


In an instant, the innkeeper had the point of his prosthesis
up against the magician's throat.  "Now tell your boys to get out of here,
while you still have a voice to tell them."


"There's no need for threats," the man called Orez
said, pretending fear.  He cautiously reached under his cloak with the gloved
hand and took out a Jakavian gold sovereign.  The innkeeper probably didn't
make that much in a fortnight.


"Just take this for your trouble and allow us to leave
quietly."


The fellow opened his one good hand.  The sorcerer made to
place the coin there in his palm, but touched him with the glove instead.


The innkeeper froze, his mouth going wide.  He tried to
move, tried to speak, but his mouth only opened in silent agony.  His dark
skin, the color of tarnished bronze, shriveled and dried as he watched, turning
quickly to an ashen grey.  The doomed man trembled for a moment, his hair now
completely white, then his eyes dissolved into a fine powder as he fell dead to
the floor.  His empty sockets stared up at Reyin.


The old man with the dice sat paralyzed in disbelief, and
the two seamen at the board now sidled toward the doorway, their hands empty
and raised.


Orez ignored them.  "It is here," he said to his
men.  "Search all the rooms."


Reyin fought to keep his gorge from rising.  An eldritch
glove with the power to kill — he had not thought such a thing was possible.


He put his mouth close to Farlo's ear.  "Get ready to
run."


"Where?"


"Just be ready.  Here goes."


The sailor with the pistol still gripped it in his fist. 
The priming powder in the pan might be wet, but it was likely that the load had
stayed dry.  Reyin had seen his rival throw fire and knew something of how it
worked, though Ty'kojin had never let him try.  Voiding his mind of all reason,
indeed of the very foundations of logic, he opened his spirit to the primordial
elements.  All he needed was a spark, just a spark.  A candle on the long table
dimmed a little.


The explosion was deafening in the enclosed space as the
pistol discharged, spewing a cloud of thick black smoke.


Reyin didn't wait to see if anyone had been hit.  With
shouts of confusion echoing the shot in the room below, he leapt to his feet
and grabbed the canvass sack with one hand.  He passed the other hand across
one wall of the little room.


The nails holding the boards in place popped free, and Reyin
kicked the loose planks away, the tempest outside howling in the breech.  He
pushed Farlo through the gap and plunged after him.  As they picked their way
across the top of the mud-brick structure, barely able to see its boundaries,
Farlo pointed to the taller roof of a tavern that was built against the back of
the Topmast Inn.


“Give me a leg up to that rooftop, then I can reach down and
haul you up with me."


Reyin shook his head.  "No.  We must avoid the high
places or we will die by lightning.  We have to stay low."


"How low?"


"Once we get down in The Barrel we'll be safe.  No
magician alive is skilled enough to call lightning into so deep a place."


"Then let's go.  I assume you have an escape arranged
with Bodoval?"


"Yes."  If the storm hasn't driven him indoors.


The only safe place to dismount the roof lay right in front
of the entrance to the inn.  They hit the catwalk running, Reyin slipping on
the smooth, water-soaked platform.  Then they were sliding along the hand rail,
approaching the top of the lift.  Behind them, the door of the inn burst open,
a black silhouette framed there.  In front of them lightning crackled across
the sky, the blue-white flash revealing a massive man who stood blocking their
way, a fire ax in his huge hands.


Reyin hesitated as Malor raised the ax, but Farlo suddenly
doubled his gait, sprinting directly into the path of the hewing stroke, a
knife somehow appearing in his hand.  The ax came down with killing force. 
Farlo threw himself into it.


Lightning flashed again.  Malor lay thrashing at Farlo's
feet, blood spurting from his chest to be lost in the falling rain.


"Keep going," Reyin said, pushing Farlo ahead of
him.


They skirted past the dying sailor and broke for the top
platform of the lift where the giant basket hung in apparent readiness.  Farlo
held his left arm tight against his side.


"The son of a pig got me," he said as they ran.


Reyin looked over his shoulder.  The other magician stepped
from the sheltering doorway into the fury of the storm, pausing a moment to
attune himself with its energies.


"Bodoval," Reyin cried as he and Farlo fell into
the basket, "Now!  Quickly!"


The seven-story depression was a well of blackness.  Reyin
couldn't tell if Bodoval still waited at the bottom.


The sorcerer reached skyward.


"Bodoval!  Now!"


"Schingzhe Zhiz!" Orez screeched in an
unearthly voice, swinging his arm down in a sword stroke.


The gondola bearing Reyin and Farlo fell away with no
warning, plunging rapidly into the rain-swept darkness below.  Then they were
blinded by a scintillating flash that filled their vision, the explosion
smashing them down into the bottom of the basket.


Blackness.  Rain.


Through the ringing in his ears, Reyin heard from high
above, "Get down there and see if they're still alive.  If they are . . .
well, they've slain Malor — exact your vengeance as you see fit.  Just bring me
the treasure box."


Someone was dragging him out of the gondola.


"Find them, boys!" came a shout over breaking
thunder.  "They're hiding down there somewhere."


Farlo's voice:  "Did it hit us?"


"It was damn close," Bodoval answered.  "It
looked like the bolt struck the beam right above you.  Lucky it didn't crack
and bring the whole thing down."


Suddenly Reyin could see their faces and knew where he was.


"Try to get up," Bodoval said.  "The ones
chasing you are stuck on the third level.  They've split up to look for a way
down and they'll find it soon."


They sat sprawled a dozen paces from the singed basket,
beneath an overhang where a small lantern swung from a hook.  Reyin still held
the spirit box under one arm.  Bodoval had ripped away Farlo's left sleeve and
Reyin watched as dark red blood welled out of a deep, smiling wound across his
triceps.  Working quickly, Bodoval wrapped the bloody sleeve twice across the
cut and tied it off tightly.


"That won't do for very long," he said.


Reyin staggered to his feet.  "You had best go home
now."


"If you're going out the tunnel you'll want to take
this."  He handed Reyin the lamp.


"And you take our thanks."


Bodoval shook his hand then slipped away.


Reyin looked over his shoulder.  The pursuing sailors, well
lit by their storm-lanterns, gathered at the third level where a long ladder
reached all the way to the bottom.  He quickly led Farlo into the grotto.


Surprisingly, the floor of the tunnel ran with less than an
inch of water.  It must drain into the sewers somewhere, thought Reyin.


The lamp Bodoval had given them cast a circle of dim orange
light that was but a few steps wide.  They couldn't see the side walls or the
people who rested there, but they heard a low moan ahead, then the sound of
strained breathing.  A tall, skeletal man suddenly crossed into their light
right in front of them.  He was naked save for a scrap of cloth hanging from
his hips, and his hairless skin shone ghostly pale.  The man's eyes flashed red
in the lamplight and then he was gone.


They went on, picking their way carefully now as the footing
turned slippery and treacherous.  With a flash of lightning they saw the end of
the passage not far ahead.  Another flash, and a cloaked figure stood there.


"It's him," Reyin whispered.  "We must go
back."


But the sailors had already entered the tunnel, holding
their lanterns and cutlasses before them.  They went slowly, searching.


Farlo's jaw tightened.  "I don't think I can take more
than two of them with this bad arm."


Reyin shuttered his lamp, but the wet walls of the grotto
now cast an aurora that left no shadowed place.  Dozens of vacant eyes stared
out at them from shallow niches.


The sorcerer advanced toward them with deliberate steps, the
ashen glove held poised.


"I will suffer no more indignities at your hands, amateur,"
he said calmly.  "But I am curious about you.  I will have to dreamspeak
you after I have taken your life.  We all know that while the living can lie,
the dead must tell the truth.  I am particularly interested in who taught you
and where they are now.  .  And I want to know other things.  Do you even know
what you have there?"


Sudden anger drove away all of Reyin's fear, and he spat out
the words contemptuously.  "How could the Unknowable Forces permit someone
tainted as you to wield power?"


"They do not judge."


"No," Farlo said, death in his voice, "but I
do."  He strode out to meet the sorcerer, knife in hand.


Reyin screamed, "Farlo!  No!"


The sorcerer stepped back, making an arcane gesture with his
ungloved hand, and Farlo's legs collapsed under him.  Wincing in pain, he
dropped the knife to clutch at his knee.


"Your friend is far too dangerous to allow within arm's
reach," the supplicant said with a crooked smile, focusing on the grey
glove.  "You, on the other hand . . . "


Reyin set the spirit box and the little lantern down in the
mud, then reached into his purse and took out a fistful of salt.


If this be nothing more than desperate defiance, then let
it be.


"Iurna Astyzaq," he intoned, throwing a
pinch of sea salt into the air.


The gloved magician cocked his head as he walked leisurely
toward him.  "What are you doing?"


"Begone foul spirits and vanish airs of ill.  Banish
the nameless.  Deny the unclean will."


"A ritual purification?  I suppose it is fitting,
considering that this place will be your tomb."  He was only a few steps
away now.


"Come forth unseen flames.  Milluvian Gan!  Make
pure with your light this place and this man!"  And with the last word
Reyin flung the handful of salt full upon his enemy.


Outside, lightning rained down from the heavens.


The supplicant shrieked, his back arching as he sank to his
knees, his face fixed in unbearable anguish, as if the salt clinging to his wet
clothes burned into his flesh and his spirit.  He screamed again, then fell
over and was still.


"I didn't know," Reyin said weakly, almost
apologetically.  "I wasn't sure. . . . "


Abruptly released from his pain, Farlo flexed his knee to
find that it worked perfectly.  His eyes widened suddenly and he scrambled for
his knife.


Reyin, aware now that he stood bathed in yellow light,
turned to face the group of sailors.  They stopped and looked at him, their
weapons held low.


"The charm he held over you is broken," Reyin
said.  "You are free to do as you will, but he will not be coming with
you."


The sailors looked at one another as if they all woke from
the same dream.


"I'm going back to the ship," muttered one of
them.  Without any more words the sailors put away their weapons and started
back the way they had come.


Reyin watched as they trudged away through the puddles and
mud, the grotto growing dim.  At last they left the tunnel to be swallowed by
the gale raging outside.


"He's alive," Farlo called.  He knelt over the
form of the fallen sorcerer.  "He weeps."


Reyin went to them.  By the orange glow of his lamp, he saw
the flowing tears.  But the feeble sound he heard was that of laughter twisted
around a cry.


"Ne'er for hadnedith bine.  Caaless dormir hed bowth
to noolun."


Farlo gripped his knife tightly.  "What is that?  Some
kind of magical tongue."


"It's no language that I know," Reyin said,
puzzling over his enemy.  The man had made no effort to rise out of the mud. 
"I think it's only gibberish."


"Are you sure that he isn't casting some evil at
us."


Reyin looked at the babbling man.  "Yes.  He can no
longer harm anyone by sorcerous means.  His magical essence is now fled."


"What happened."


"I don't really know.  The ritual of purification is a
spell which designs on the spirit plane.  I thought that if I could purify
something of his spirit he would forget revenge and not murder me."


Farlo nodded as if he understood.  "A poisoned soul,
suddenly cleansed, could not live in the same body with a poisoned mind."


Reyin shrugged.  "It is seldom that simple, but maybe
so."


He peeled the grey glove from the man's hand and used his
lantern to set it aflame.  Blackened pearls fell to be lost in the mud.  When
nothing was left but a tangle of burned strings, he dropped it and ground it
beneath the heel of his boot.


"Foul, disgusting thing — your power, too, is broken."


Farlo plucked the fire ruby from the other hand.  "Is
this cursed as well?"


Reyin took it for a moment.  "No more than any other
weapon that can kill.  Why?"


"Then we'll use it to buy our passage back to the
Pallenborne."


The man who was no longer a magician sat up slowly now,
looking at Reyin and Farlo with blank yet seeing eyes.  He rose to his feet,
starting one way, then another.


"What's your name?" Reyin asked him.


He stood still, as if he had heard the question, but only
blinked at them.


"He doesn't know his own name," Farlo said.


Reyin nodded.  "I wonder if there's anyone in the world
who does?"


The nameless man shuffled away to sit on a large stone
against the side wall.


"What are we going to do with him?" Farlo asked.


Reyin shook his head.  "Leave him here.  I think, now,
that this is the only home he will ever find."











CHAPTER 18:  The Return


 


The open boat pushed across the open sea, gracefully topping
the mild swells.  Reyin and Farlo sat beneath a faded blue awning in the stern
of the boat, their lips dry and cracked and encrusted with salt, their
wind-burned faces solemn, their eyes fixed on the horizon.  They had not spoken
aloud all that day.  Each did what was necessary, Reyin working the tiller,
Farlo trimming the broad yellow lateen.  An old canvass duffle lay between
them.


The ocean had been friendly and forgiving during the
month-long voyage from Mira-Delvin, and whenever the summer squalls came
dangerously close Reyin spoke to them soothingly.  But it was also a journey
that had weathered them.


A horn-shaped peak rose out of the haze that lay ahead where
thin clouds began to gather.  Farlo looked to Reyin and held his eye. 
Hoarsely, he said, "Land ho."


Reyin could only return his look.


They sailed on in silence for a time, watching as the sun
overhead cast a glory on the mists surrounding the Skialfanmir.


"Farlo," Reyin said at last.  "I was wrong
about you.  And I am sorry."


Farlo continued to face the brown and grey land that had
replaced the line where sea met sky.  He cleared his throat.  "No, you
were mostly right.  But thanks for saying it."


The sea turned a deeper color. 
The breeze freshened, and Farlo brought the sheet in tighter as they sailed
closer to the wind.  More clouds crept over the mountains as they went, and the
heavens grew dark as they tacked into the bay where Reyin had landed a season
before.


All the villagers of Lorendal stood in a circle around the touching
stone, where newborn children were publicly named on the first full moon after
their birth.  Syliva smiled as she held the tiny infant in the crook of her
arm.  With her free hand, she held a miniature silver cup to the baby's lips
and let a single drop of water fall.


"And so she is named," Syliva pronounced to the
circle.  They all clapped hands, the men slapping one another on the back as if
each one were an uncle or godfather.  A dozen young women rushed forward to
surround the child, and Syliva allowed one of them to take her.


The company broke into small groups of friends, and they
stood in idle chatter, watching the charcoal-colored sky form roiling clouds
above their heads.


"Do you think it will happen this time?" Kurnt
said.


Aksel and Celvake both shrugged.  Syliva took her husband's
arm.  "It sure looks like rain," she said, "but this isn't the
first time.  I'm afraid of hoping too much."


They heard galloping footfalls.  "There you are,"
Syliva called.  "Where have you been?"


"They're back!" Jonn shouted, sliding to a halt in
the center of the village, throwing up a curtain of dust.  "They're here! 
Farlo and the stranger.  They came sailing in a boat, but not the same
one."


Aksel went to his son.  "Where are they?"


"Coming up the path.  Right now.  Everyone from Siadal
is with them."


Kestrin turned to Syliva, wonder and relief and fear at war
within her.


"Oh Spirit," she said, her voice breaking.  "Syliva
. . . "


"Just wait."


Thunder spoke softly in the sky as Reyin and Farlo broke out
of the desiccated forest with the folk of the seaside hamlet close behind.  The
canvass sack having been discarded, Reyin held out the gleaming star-shaped
vessel for all to see.  Farlo walked next to him, his head held high, his eyes
fierce, one arm swinging less freely than the other.


Farlo pointed to the west.  "The trail to the
Skialfanmir is that way."


Reyin shook his head.


"Don't you mean to return it to the mountaintop?"


"No."


Then, her baby tight against her breast, Lovisa stepped out
of the crowd, and Farlo ran to them.  Lovisa blinked away her tears and simply
smiled at him as he took her in his arms.


He pulled back a little to see his child.  "Is it a
girl?"


"Yes," Lovisa laughed, "this is your
daughter.  We just finished naming her."


"What did you . . . "


"I've named her Farla."


"What?  That's a foul name for a little girl."


"No.  It's a very good one."


He took his daughter then and held her high on his chest. 
Tiny hands reached and plucked at his long beard.


Reyin walked steadily toward the villagers, stopping at last
behind the touching stone.  He raised the spirit box, and lowering it slowly,
placed it on the stone where it perfectly fit the star-shaped groove.


Gently, quietly, a fine rain began to fall.


He fixed his eyes upon Syliva.  She looked back at him, not
understanding.


Ever so lightly, he touched the ancient vessel and whispered
a word.  The face of the imprisoning device fell away into dust, and everyone
saw what lay within.


It was a mirror.


The mirror shimmered in its blackness, and in the depths of
it they saw an amorphous light that pulsed now into the shape of a face, and
now into the form of a teardrop.


Syliva looked back to Reyin.


"I can do no more," he told her in her own
language.  "It is for you to complete this act of power."


She stared back at him helplessly.  "I don't know what
to do."


His answer was stern, almost angry.  "You are the only
one who does know.  If it is to be done, you must do it."


The valley stood in silence for a long time.  Rain ran in
channels down Syliva's face.


She stepped forward and knelt before the stone.  With one
hand, with one finger, she reached out and touched the mirror.  The spirit
trapped within caugh the edge of her finger and stayed there as she withdrew
it.  It danced on her fingertip for a moment like a tiny star, then floated
free, rising, spreading, disappearing into the clouds and returning on drops of
rain to at last and again unite with the land.


A single point of light refused to leave Syliva's hand for a
moment, and then it faded away.


Reyin looked at her with magesight.  On the spirit plane the
point of light had not disappeared; it grew and engulfed her, bathing her with
its aura, merging with her own spirit, combining and forming a pure essence of
being, the essence of the healer.  More rare than magic was such a one.


The people of Lorendal all gathered around Syliva, speaking
excitedly, wanting to know what had happened and if the land would now yield
crops and grass and fruit.  Reyin backed away.  Farlo and Lovisa still stood to
the side, discovering only now that they were getting wet.  Slowly, Reyin
turned full circle, taking in the glistening sheen that overlaid the valley.


Suddenly he knew that she was standing near him.  He turned
back, and the slender young woman with hair the color of fire smiled nervously.


"Hello Reyin," she said.  "Do you remember
me?"


He stepped closer and took her hand.  Then he began
laughing.  He threw back his head and sang his laughter to the sky.  Kestrin
was taken aback, not sure of what it meant, but she didn't let go of his hand.


"Yes," he said to her, "I remember you."











CODA:  Harvest Eve


 


The flames of the huge bonfire leaped high into the night
sky, higher than the young men who danced the goatstep, but no one feared an
errant spark.  All the newly-dried fodder had been safely stored in the barns
or covered by tar-cloth for days, and the land lay moist from the showers of
autumn.  The harpers strummed and plucked.  The big girls watched their
brothers step and step-jump, while the little girls sat with their mothers
weaving dolls from straw.  The boys too young to dance took futile turns at
blowing the great ram's horn that had been used to signal the start of Harvest
Eve, giggling and pushing as they qued for another try.


The older men and women sat in a circle at the edge of the
firelight.  As the bonfire burned down, their breaths came out frosty for the
first time of the new season.  Syliva wrapped her shawl tighter and leaned
against her husband for warmth.  "I wonder where they are now?"


"They're likely still sailing," Yothan said,
"probably out of Pallenborne waters by now."


"Didn't he say they were going to a place called Wind
Peak?" Celvake asked.  He stood and called out, "Hey Farlo!  Is it
really a custom in Syrolia to travel with a woman before you're
betrothed?"


Farlo laughed and turned back to his wife.


"Well I thought that it was very rude," Taila
sniffed, "the way they went off just when we needed every hand to get the
harvest in."


"We didn’t need extra hands," Kurnt said.  “It was
the smallest harvest we’ve ever had.”


“In some ways it was the best,” Syliva said.


“Good enough,” said Celvake.


"There's still that field of wild barley that no one has
done anything about,” continued Taila.  “And anyway, what's poor Syliva to do
now for a helper?  Who will be cure-giver when our grandchildren are
grown?"


Aksel made a flustered sound.  "They're coming back. 
Kestrin only wanted to see the southern lands, not live there."


Syliva rose from the yew log where she sat.  "I'm going
to talk to my son," she said.


The dancing had stopped, and Jonn crouched near the fire
studying the play of the flames.  Syliva gently stroked his hair.


She had known even before Reyin told her, that when her
spirit was ready, she could heal in her son what could be healed.


"What are you thinking about, Jonn?"


He watched an ember rise on the heated air.  "I forgot
to ask you something.  What did it feel like, when . . . when you were holding
it?" 


She looked into his open eyes.  One day, he'll tell us
what he saw in his secret wilderness.


"It felt like this."  And she touched his hand.


 


 


THE END
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