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Seventh day of Jamar in the Season of Autumn, A Holy Day of Ashgarashgaran of the Third 

Kind. 

 

‘He who has not been faithful to the end, has never been faithful at all.’ 

- A saying attributed to the prophet Parvakrath 

 

A single white-shirted figure slowly climbed the hill behind the shrine. Human or otherman, man or 

woman, I could not tell. Some years ago the Duke’s timbercutters had come to the hill, before the 

winter when the Old Man died. It had been covered then mostly with fire maple, all of an age, and 

they had cut everywhere except for the steep-sided gullies. The figure could be seen clearly, moving 

up a broad strip of purpling brush between narrower stripes of dark green firs. As far above the 

white-shirted figure as it was above the shrine, a single kressail soared. The bird gave a discordant 

cry, banked steeply, and was gone within a few heartbeats. The figure toiled up the hill, its white shirt 

bright in the late afternoon sun.  

The hill behind the shrine is holy. It is true that all hills are holy, and it is true that for most men this 

hill is no more holy than any other, but for me it is the hill behind the shrine for which I am Keeper. 

The Old Man worshipped it with a fierce intensity, and though I cannot share his ardour, the shadow 

of it still rests upon me. I watched the figure until it vanished over the summit. By then it had grown 

near to dark, and the figure was becoming difficult to see against the brush. I did not watch standing 

still, like a roadside Sipheny, but cast my eyes upwards every so often as I gathered herbs for my 

supper. When last I saw the figure the Wheelstar of Darba-Ul could just be picked out directly above 

it, in the spot where I had first noticed the kressail.  I made my prayers then to the Twelve Gods of 

Death and Life– the simple prayers, which every child knows– and then I passed over to the shrine. 

It was becoming a clear, cool night, after a day that had been warm, and choked with haze from 

distant fires. I took the offerings from the stone and put them in the Old Man's basket with the herbs. 

A pair of wherrows with broken necks, a small tree snake, and a knot of stream eels tied together in 

an old handkerchief. The dried flowers offered were of a kind that is bitter, but not poison, so I put 

them also in the basket. It was a good day’s offering. I brushed the offering stone with the wing of a 

kressail found dead and unblemished, as is commanded, and went into the shrine. I swept it clean 

with a broom of human hair, three times along each plank of the floor, as is commanded. Then I 

anointed the shrine bones with black paste of Ranclemore, for it was the third sort of holy day. I did 

not know what I would do when the black paste was gone for the Old Man had gotten it in Ryneshire 

before he settled at the shrine, very many years ago. It might be that it would last until after my 

death, and the task of finding more would fall to another Vessel.  
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I made my prayers to Ashgarashgaran of the shrine– the second of the Three Great Propitiations, 

which is known only to the initiates. I shut the heavy doors of the shrine and secured the chain, then 

took up the basket again and carried it back to the vesselary. The vesselary of Mift is well set, atop a 

knob of massy stone on a bend in the stream, much finer than most priest houses of Ashgarashgaran I 

have seen in the lowlands. It was built long before the Old Man's eyes first blinked under the sun, and 

though its timbers are black with age it has never been scarred by flood, fire or wind. It lacks only 

windows, and is very dark within. The fire on the hearth had gone out, so straight away I kindled one 

anew. I put a pot over the fire to boil, and sat down before it with the offering basket. The 

handkerchief I unknotted, rinsed in a basin, and set to dry before the fire. I plucked and gutted the 

birds and the snake, and broke them into pieces with my hands. I put the wherrows in the hot water 

with some of the serivander leaves I had gathered, but the eels I crushed into a paste with salt and the 

shriveled flowers.  

My cooking pot is an old friend and knows my moods, so I scarce needed to watch the fire and could 

let my thoughts wander. By the laws by which we live, they should have wandered to 

Ashgarashgaran and to the Incarnations that are subject to Ashgarashgaran, those faces of Keth the 

Ineffable which I have been trained to propitiate. And I suppose that my thoughts did wander aright– 

by the reckoning of Karrakel, which makes all straight things twisted– for I thought of the figure that 

climbed the hill behind the shrine. It did not please me, to have a figure climbing the hill most holy to 

me, on an errand I did not know, at an hour much too late to return by sunlight. It did not please me, 

but I have been given no power by God or Duke to prevent any man going where he wills, save for 

one man who I have not seen for forty years.   

While my meat stewed I packed the wherrow feathers in salt, in case I had need of them later. The 

Old Man left me a great deal of salt, more than I will ever be able to use, in the cellar behind the 

shrine. He was a great hoarder, the Old Man, and held a great many things in plenty that are not 

easily come by in the highlands. I packed the feathers in salt, for it is not good to waste any part of an 

offering to Ashgarashgaran, and though it was now full dark I made my way down to the streamside 

and put the guts in my crab traps. I am proud of these traps, which the Old Man taught me to make, 

cages woven of cane when it is green that the crabs can crawl in, but not out. And I am fond of the 

flesh of river crabs. The Incarnation that is proper to them is Pilaxus, one that is subject to Atrus, and 

I am careful to say the prayers that are proper to Pilaxus on Her sacred days. I learned them from a 

blind Solitent of Atrus who had turned his back on the sea for repentance, and was begging at the 

Ivewick market in Whitestone.  

Anyone going up the hill behind the shrine as darkness fell would have to be very confident of 

finding his way back in the dark, or else he did not intend to come back by that road. Over the top of 

the hill was not the easiest path to go to any place beyond, so either he chose the hard road for some 

purpose which was reasonable to him, or he was to meet someone on the hill itself. I should check 

the top of the hill in the morning, I told myself, in case he had chosen it as a meeting place for 
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someone dark and great and more ancient than the stars. My knees are not bad, for a man as old as I 

am now, but still I hoped it was not so; carrying a heavy weight down the hill would leave my legs 

aching for days.  

I ate my stew slowly and let the fire burn down, until it was dim enough that I could see through the 

doorway the ten stars of the Great Wheel of Darba-Ul, lying close to the horizon in the west. I 

washed my cooking pot, raked the coals together, and took my walking stick from its usual place 

beside the door.  It was a clear, cool night, after a day that had been overwarm. The smoke on the air 

had stung my eyes and throat, and my thoughts had wandered too free. I had known Vessels who had 

lived too long alone become lost inside themselves, and I knew tonight this was not a good place to 

be alone. I would leave the shrine and its vesselary to Ashgarashgaran, and walk down to the village, 

and see what company there was among his pious worshippers at the wineshop. 

 

Redman’s wineshop is but a little walk from the shrine, the fifth part of an hour, and is held to be one 

of the oldest buildings within a day’s journey. It is of carved stone and was made many years ago in a 

time of revenges, as a strong place for travelers to spend the night. The track to the wineshop cuts off 

a bend in the stream and is over uneven ground, up and down and up again, narrow and shadowed by 

spindle-thin fir trees and knobs of massy rock. It is a pleasant walk in daylight, especially at this time 

of year, when the deep green of the firs is mixed with dashes of red and yellow from the fire maple 

and the tamarisk trees, and now and again the heavy branches of ussurian pears leaning low over the 

path. It is less pleasant in the darkness, with many loose stone and tree roots to trip the unwary. But it 

is a path I am well used to traveling at night. Redman puts a lantern above his door as long as it is 

open, which can be seen through the trees from the highest point on the track.  

The fire was built high and cheerful as I entered. It reflected off the brass images of the Incarnations 

on the high shelves at the other end of the room, giving them a seeming of life. Arrow, Turtleman, 

and Half, local men well known to me, sat at a table below the shelves. They talked in low voices 

over cups of new wine and a bowl of bean soup into which one or another would dip a fragment of 

bread from time to time. They were men of the highlands, short and broad-chested, with thick legs 

and hairy faces, like the ancient race of humen that first stirred deep beneath the earth in the morning 

of the world. At the other end of the room, talking in a more idle way on stools before the fire, were 

two young women of the village, the daughter of Summer and the daughter of Bark. They were 

likewise short and broad, with thick legs and honest faces. The daughter of Summer is shorter even 

then most Lonshirewomen, and is bold but level-headed; the daughter of Bark is neither bold nor 

level-headed, but follows the daughter of Summer in all things. Their hands were stained from fruit-

picking, and I heard them speak of the sicknesses of trees, and the idleness of their fellows. Like 

most men of the highlands, they wore little ornament, no rings on finger or ear, no etchings save 

simple votive marks of Sharm on the backs of the hands.  
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‘Joy of this night to you, Vessel,’ said Arrow, rising from his stool. All the Lonshirefolk rose, and 

murmured the same words, and bowed me their respect, following the example of their elder. ‘Joy of 

this night, and of the long night that is to come, to all of you,’ I said. I laid my stick against the 

shelves, loosened the binding-rope of my grey Vessel’s cloak, and took a stool beside Arrow, as it is 

right for a Vessel to sit with the eldest, and also as it was too warm for my liking by the fire. I called 

out to Redman– no more than a shadow in his dark robes, moving within the inner room– to bring me 

a cup. He was quick to me with a cup of the ghost of the old wine, and we wished each other joy of 

the world’s darkness before then he retreated to the shadows and the mysterious tasks of his office. 

‘Does the shrine keep well, Vessel?’ asked Arrow with respect.  

‘The shrine is well, and the Incarnation is well kept,’ I replied. ‘But there was a little thing. Someone 

going up the hill at sunset– do you know of any man of the village who said they would go that 

way?’  

‘No,’ Arrow shook his head in apology. ‘I fear I have been busy with my own tasks, Vessel, and have 

talked to few men today.’ 

‘No one I know of, Vessel,’ said Half, and Turtleman shook his head in a nervous way.  Turtleman is 

not a fool, nor a man touched in the mind by a Very Strange God, but those who do not know him 

often think him to be, for his eyebrows are continually rising and falling, whether he wills it or no, as 

though he is surprised by the world a dozen times in every minute. ‘Vessel,’ he began, and paused, 

and went again to form the words he wished to say. 

At that moment a new man came in at the door. He said no word to us, but glanced quickly around as 

if looking for someone– or the absence of someone- then seated himself near the fire and greeted the 

daughters in a hearty way, but with the manner of someone first meeting strangers. He was a fair 

haired, smooth skinned man, nearly as resplendent in the firelight as the brass Incarnations. His cloak 

was finely woven and as blue as the summer sky. It was pinned with a large brooch of gold in the 

shape of a frog with eyes of lapis lazuli, worn in the open with no effort to conceal its value.  Among 

the dull brown robes of the villagers he was like the first bird to wear its spring plumage. His high 

boots were of bronzed wolde skin, and his tunic and trews such as a Duke’s huntsman might wear. 

The new man’s face was cheerful, but with an insolence in it, as if he were a Duke's huntsman who 

would far rather give orders than receive them, but would have little talent at either. It was a face 

neither soft nor hard, and also neither old nor young, as if he were of the ancient race of humen that 

sailed to us across the black places between the stars. There was something in his face that was 

familiar to me, and that I did not like. 

I watched the stranger, but he did not notice me, for he gave but an idle glance at our table and then 

turned his attention to the daughter of Summer and the daughter of Bark. They are handsome enough, 

after the fashion of Lonshire, and doubtless seemed more congenial companions than the little knot 

of sour old men at the other side of the room. He spoke to them, and they laughed, and they spoke 
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back to him, words I could not hear over the crackling of the fire and the ashes of my twice ten 

thousand days. There seemed nothing of beast or devil in the stranger’s manner, but I am old, and my 

eyes no longer have the skill they once did. They are old eyes, and wearied easily by the glare of the 

golden fire. I eased back on my stool and closed them for a moment. I turned my will to listening, but 

could make out only a few words within the flow of the stranger's speech, words like stones in a 

stream that change the shape of its flow but do not break the surface. From these words I could make 

no sense of his tale, but I could be sure that he was telling some tale to the daughters.  

‘Have you seen that fair-faced man before?’ I asked Arrow and the others.  

‘He was here last night,’ said Arrow. ‘We do not know his name, or where he has come from.’ 

‘Or where he is staying now,’ added Half. ‘No one will own to having him as a guest.’ 

‘Last night he drank much of Redman’s wine, but made faces as if he did not like it,’ said Arrow. 

‘Ah,’ I said. I took a sip from the cup Redman had brought me, pushing the bitterness around my 

mouth with my tongue. Arrow is a fanciful man, and I could read in his face already the tales he 

would tell on the morrow of the stranger’s evil designs. ‘I will speak with him,’ I said, before he 

could begin. ‘Find out what he is saying and what he is doing here.’ 

‘Good, good, Vessel,’ Arrow agreed, and as before Turtleman and Half joined him. ‘No one can lie 

to a Vessel of the Dark One,’ offered Half. This is not true, but I did not correct his error. What is 

true, rather, is that at times Ashgarashgaran has looked with great disfavour upon those who have lied 

to his Vessels.  

I drained my cup and dragged my stool closer to the fire where I could hear the stranger, and these 

were the words he spoke: 

 ‘…as the red star rises in spring– then all I ask is that you send the third of your children to dwell 

with me and be my heir as your other children will be your heirs, for lover have I never had.’ The 

daughter of Bark laughed, but the daughter of Summer was silent. The stranger did not smile or 

laugh, and continued his tale in the same voice, a careful voice of the lowland with more music in it 

than our highland speech, and higher pitched than the voices of our highland men. He did not look 

the maidens in the eye as he told his tale. 

‘We become old, said the Lady, and we have no children at all after so many years. I do not doubt 

you, but what if I cannot bear so many as three? And the Lord and the Lady clutched at each other’s 

hands as a drowning man clutches at the hand of his saviour. I know what it is that I do, said the 

sorceress, and smiled, and this is the bargain I offer, and no other payment or promise do I ask of 

you. At that time she looked, for a crooked moment, less like an ordinary woman, and more like the 

kind of sorceress who beguiles men’s minds. You are generous, said the Lord, and you are kind said 

the Lady, and they bound their destinies with that of the sorceress with promises and oaths, and made 
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the contract which was a forbidden thing. The sorceress told them what they must do, and the 

outward seeming of this was fair, nothing so vile as is told of other sorcerors. And it was done.’ 

‘Long before the red star rose, the Lady was swollen with child, and there was happiness in their 

house and in their lands. She swelled quickly, and it was soon said that she bore not one child, but 

two.’ The stranger paused, and finished his cup of wine, putting it upside down on the floor beside 

him. He made no grimace at the taste, I saw. The mocking smile that he had when he first entered the 

wineshop had faded, and I was quite sure that in truth his face was soft and not hard, young and not 

old. I pushed out my lips and watched the light of the fire in his eyes, copper-brown eyes like his 

boots. It was warm so close to the fire, too warm for me. 

‘You know what happened, my ladies. It was not two children, but three, and they were born too 

young. Two sons first, who were half-formed and could not draw breath, and stiffened and died 

within minutes. The third was a daughter, and though small and weak was stronger, and lived. 

Though the births had been easy, for so small were the three children, the Lady bled without ceasing, 

till her face was as white as if she were made up for a masque, and within hours she also had been 

taken by the Dweller at the Dark Door.’ 

The stranger had noticed me approach, but it may be had not noted who I was until now. He looked 

at me, knowing me for a Vessel of that Incarnation, and there was insolence and even hatred in his 

face. I had half-closed my eyes so that I looked at the stranger through a grille of lashes, and set my 

face in a scowl. The daughters followed the stranger’s eye, and rose again to show  me their respect.  

‘Joy of this night and of the night that is forever to you, daughter of Summer, daughter of Bark, and 

to you,’ I said.  

The stranger did not offer his name, but smiled his half-insolent smile at me. ‘Come and sit with us, 

Vessel,’ he said. ‘The night is cold, and there is plenty of room beside the fire.’ I dragged my stool a 

few handsbreadths closer to the fire and blessed the stranger. 

‘I am telling a story to these maidens of your village, Vessel. Do not fear, it is not a tale that will 

encourage impiety. All who oppose the wills of the Gods in my tale, they will suffer and be cast 

down, and drink to the bottom the bitter cup of their foolishness.’  

When I made no reply he turned his head to one side, and made some effort to make his face more 

humble. ‘I think you have been listening to me.’  

The daughters were tense and quiet, and looked one to another, and at me. I waved to them that they 

should stay. I did not answer the stranger's question, if question it was, but looked him in the eye 

with the look that is proper to the initiate of Ashgarashgaran. ‘What are you called, and why have 

you come to this place?’ 

He forced a short laugh from his throat like the bark of a vispen. ‘You are the Vessel of 

Ashgarashgaran in this place, and I am the Arm of the Duke of Stremshire in whatever place he has 
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need of an Arm. He says what is to be done, and I do it. And there you have the answer to your two 

questions, most dedicated and sacrificed Vessel of propitiation. We are both the same kind of 

creature, having bound our wills over to a greater power.’ 

I was surprised that he would speak the name of Ashgarashgaran so free, and also that he would liken 

a Very Strange God to a mere Duke, but I suspected that such impiety might be woven into his 

marrow, and no true fault of his own.  

‘Let me fill your cup again, Vessel,’ said the stranger, and for the first time he bowed his respect. I 

said no word, so he took my unspoken word as ‘yes’- as it is written, ‘silence is agreement’- and 

beckoned Redman to fill our cups with wine. The Lonshire folk who worship at my shrine would 

treat me so, but never a stranger. Not for very many years. The Duke’s Arm spoke a last time as a 

stranger.  ‘I am called Argomon of Texelin, and I walk these days in the service of the Duke of 

Stremshire.’   

So the Duke’s Arm gave his name in the old tongue, as though he were a priest or a nobleman. He 

might very well be a child of some noble house, though not an heir, I thought. He was named for a 

kind of thorny bush, which seemed to me well suited to his nature. 

‘Now Vessel, in this tale I tell a Lord and Lady had no child, so they had made a foolish bargain with 

a sorceress, that she would make them able to have children if they were to give their third child into 

her service. As you would expect the Lady bore three children, two dead, and the third alive, and then 

died herself. Now the girl child was not named at once, but when it seemed that she would survive 

her father called her Mariba, for even when she was a wailing child she had a sweet mellow voice, 

like the sound of a wood drum. He gave his wife and sons into the keeping of your kind, Vessel, and 

devoted himself to the daughter who still lived. But she was the third child, and promised to the 

sorceress, and on the first night when the red star rose– Oculis, the eye of the Flaigar– the sorceress 

came and made claim to the girl. But the Lord was enraged, for he held the sorceress to blame for all 

that had passed, and would not keep his part of the bargain. He had the sorceress whipped and driven 

from his gates. She returned the next night and pressed her case, reminding the Lord of the promises 

he had made and the oaths he had sworn. And this was foolish, because,’ he leant forward toward the 

daughter of Summer, and bit off the words as if they were pieces of roast meat. ‘The Lord had her 

bound hand and foot and cast into the mere. But you know what happened next, Vessel.’ 

I did not reply, but nodded at the daughter of Summer when she looked at me.  

‘A curse, there is always a curse,’ she said with relish. 

‘Yes, the sorceress cursed the Lord and his daughter before she could be drowned. She cursed them 

in the names of the buried Gods across the sea that we do not name. And she said to the Lord, this 

revenge will turn to ashes in your mouth, and the remembrance of this day will be more hateful to 

you than any other day. Neither your daughter nor any child of yours shall be heir to your lands. She 

will grow to womanhood, but only so that the pain of her loss to you will be greater. Before her 
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sixteenth birthday she will stab herself upon a needle, and from that moment on she will know 

neither life nor death. And you, my Lord my betrayer, will die a broken man in psoul and in body, 

without heir as I am without heir. Then they thrust the sorceress beneath the waters of the mere, and 

she spoke never again under this sun. It was a cruel betrayal on the Lord's part, Vessel and my ladies, 

but it was his thought that the sorceress had planned his wife and sons to die from the beginning. 

Only the Gods know the truth, as the Vessel will tell you.’ 

‘That is true,’ I said. It may be the wine had loosened my tongue. ‘No human can know where justice 

lies, but there are Incarnations of Keth that know.’ 

‘Tell me this, Vessel,’ he said in a bitter way. ‘In this tale of mine, how can there be any justice in the 

fate of the girl Mariba? In what way did she oppose the will of the Gods?’ I did not like the look in 

his face, nor the sound of his voice. I wondered how Argomon could sit so near to the fire; he sat 

closer than the rest of us, but did not sweat, though I felt sweat on my own brow, and could see it on 

the face of the Daughter of Bark. I was silent a moment, and the daughters were still, awaiting my 

answer. I gave the answer the Old Man had taught me to such questions. 

‘Time is a string of moments, like beads on a necklace. We must pass from one to another in a line, 

but the Incarnations can see every one at once. So it may be possible that the fate of this girl is truly 

just, not for what she has done, but for something she may yet do. With such parents, and with 

sorceror’s work at her beginning, she will have disobedience woven into her marrow.’  

‘So this is what we may call a moral tale, then,’ Argomon said, with great bitterness. He looked at 

Summer’s daughter as he spoke, and not at me; not as a man looks at a woman, but as a skald might 

look at a kressail in the sky, or the outline of an orseman against a sunset. ‘Whatever the will of the 

Gods might be, and this we will never know, we are all bound over to oppose it because of what is 

woven into our marrow. And our punishment will be called just. This girl, Mariba, was not yet 

formed, and had no evil in her, so the curse was an evil thing, and no God’s justice.’ 

‘Only the justice of the buried Gods, who wish us ill,’ I said. ‘I did not say to you that the tale was a 

moral one, only that it may be, nor that the fate of the girl was just, only that it may be. It is true that 

the curse was evil, but as the Incarnations of Keth see time, it may be that there is justice in the fate 

of the girl.’ 

The stranger went to say something in reply, but stilled his tongue and gave a little wave of his hand, 

like someone swatting away a fly.  

‘It is only a tale, sir,’ said the daughter of Summer. ‘Why does it matter?’ 

‘You are right, my Lady,’ said Argomon. ‘It is only a tale.’ 

‘Are you hunting a man for the Duke, Arm Argomon?’ I asked, thinking of the figure on the hill 

behind the shrine, and having a loosened tongue. 
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‘I do not know how to answer your question,’ he said. Again, he went to speak, stopped himself, and 

gave a little wave. ‘It would be a long story, Vessel, and here I am already in the middle of one. I fear 

the ladies may grow bored with our chatter. Do I have your leave to go on, and tell you that story 

when I have finished? Though I have travelled far today, and it may be another time would be better.’ 

He put respect and piety into his voice as an actor would; he was insolent still, but played at being a 

man of the world willing to indulge the whims of village priests. His voice was a little too high and 

fast for this part he played.  The daughter of Bark looked at me in hope, while the daughter of 

Summer hid her mouth behind her hand. I wondered how foolish I looked, and felt hot and without 

patience. 

‘Finish your tale, Argomon.’  

‘Thank you, Vessel. Yes, well. Mariba grew to resemble her parents, for she was as strong and as 

beautiful and quick-witted as they. Her wit was not only in her tongue, but in her eyes, and in her 

hands. She excelled at everything she tried, whether scribing or riding orsen, or playing upon the 

tambril. Her eyes were pale green, and as round as the sun. Her skin had the colour and the warmth 

of Zoracon wine, and her hair was as black as the pearls which the fishmen bring out of the very 

depths of the sea. Her hands and feet were small and fine, as is fitting for a noble lady, and her arms 

and legs were long and smooth. Her teeth were small and even, like swan boats lined up at the 

beginning of a race on Hesketh’s day. Her voice was as strong as a man’s, yet melodious, and her lips 

were as the petals of the wood jasmine. She could compose songs after the fashion of Paladian, and 

use a sword and a bow, and knew the names and properties of all beasts and herbs, and the prices of 

all things sold in the market of Sallowmere. So all in all she was not merely an ornament to her 

family, but a lady who seemed certain to be a great leader among the Lords of the Sallows, and to 

contract a marriage above her station, with a Duke or other great notable.’ Argomon looked into the 

fire as he made this picture of the Lord’s daughter, and it was is if he could see her painted on the 

flames. 

‘Because of the curse of the sorceress, the Lord strove to keep all needles from his house and lands, 

and bid his daughter to ride only in places far from the dwelling places of men.  He did not marry 

again, out of sorrow for his lost Lady, but dedicated himself to the protection of Mariba and provided 

her with whatever she asked. Mariba loved her father, but had no faith in the story of the curse that 

had been placed upon her, for such things happen only in tales. And she did many things that were 

good in but a few years, and in no way acted as one upon whom the wrath of the Gods should fall, 

but was pious and respectful to her betters.’  

I sat still, and made as though I did not see the glance he made at me then.  

‘One day Mariba rode with her maidservants in a place not far from the house, where she had ridden 

many times before, and which had been made clear of all thorny plants. Her orse stumbled coming 

down a slope there, where it had passed many times before, and she leapt free so as not to be crushed. 
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She landed on her hands and knees in some bushes and seemed to be unhurt, but then gave a cry like 

a young bird, and fell insensible. When her maidservants came to her aid, they found no bruise or 

scratch upon her, but she lay unmoving, breathing as one who sleeps, and would not move to the 

sound of her name. They carried her back to the house of the Lords of Sallowmere, and laid her in the 

bed of green calrask by her most favoured window, looking out over the orchards. There they found 

but a single wound upon her, no greater than a grain of sand, where some thing like a needle had 

entered her chest and pierced her heart. The Lord of Sallowmere came to the side of his daughter and 

was told what had happened and begged his daughter to awake, but she lay still. She lay still for a 

day, and for a six-day, and for a season. Physicians and divines were sent for, of all priesthoods, and 

they were agreed that a magic needle had pierced her heart, and lay there still. Only if it were 

removed could she wake, but this could not be done while she lived.’ 

‘When two seasons had passed, the Lord despaired of physicians and divines, and placed Mariba in 

the care of the priesthood of Kiszen. The priests took her to a temple in the forest and placed her in 

an inner room, and dressed her in a robe of white cloth of Basilet. Her hair did not grow, and neither 

did the nails of her hands and feet. No one knew how the curse of the sorceress could be lifted. 

Dedicates of the Toothless Lady came to keep vigil by her, and prayed the prayers that should guide 

her back to life, and likewise dedicates of the Dweller at the Dark Door, to pray the prayers that 

should woo her to a true death. But neither prayers to Sharm nor Ashgarashgaran were of any help. 

Meantime the Lord of Sallowmere sunk deep in melancholy and neglected his duties. His fortunes 

dwindled, and his health failed, and his servants accepted bribes from his neighbours, and at last he 

died as the sorceress had foretold, a man broken in psoul and in body. All his lands fell into the hands 

of his neighbours then, and were fought over and ruined for long years.  As for the Lady Mariba, she 

did not weaken with her long sleep, and though she neither ate nor drank her flesh remained firm and 

her breath steady, and in all ways she remained as beautiful in sleep as she had been in life. She lay 

there, suspended between death and life, until the grandchildren of the grandchildren of her 

maidservants were old men and women, and the people of that land worshipped her as an Incarnation 

subject to Kiszen, and brought offerings to her temple.’  

‘How could anyone live like that, with no eating or drinking?’ asked the daughter of Summer. 

‘It is strange, I know,’ said Argomon. ‘But all things are possible for those who are chosen by the 

Gods.’ He leaned forward as he said this, closer to the daughter of Summer, and I saw the three men 

at the back of the room glower at him. I did not think they should fear, for I had looked with care at 

the daughters as Argomon spoke, and smelled them, and I did not think either of them were smitten 

with the stranger. This was well, and no surprise to me, for the folk of Mift are strong-headed and 

wise in simple things.  

‘Bring us some more of that execrable wine, tavernman,’ Argomon called to Redman. He leant back, 

and peered into the fire. It was starting to die down, and I could bear its warmth with more ease. It is 

common knowledge that most men shrink more and more from the cold as they grow older, and sit 
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huddled by the fire; but I have noticed in myself, and also in the Old Man and in others of my 

priesthood, that we are made different, and grow more and more comfortable in the chill with age, 

and less able to endure the heat.  

In a moment the Duke’s Arm took up his tale again, and spoke of a time when black-sailed craft of 

the Argandarr came from beyond the Horn Islands to the coasts of Koronad. As always happens at 

such times, craven or greedy Lords of the coastlands threw in their portion with the invaders. The 

horned men raided far inland with the aid of these allies, and among their number was the third son 

of a Duke from the coastlands there, young and little used to command.  His name was Alifer, said 

the Duke’s Arm, and he was tall and nimble and of the truest noble blood, and courage was a virtue 

he knew, but temperance little, and prudence not at all. This Lord was told by a Quorm of Karrakel 

that the dwellers in the forest worshipped an Incarnation subject to Kiszen, not recorded in the Book 

of Keth, who took the form of a human maiden and slept at a temple in the forest. 

 ‘Was this Alifer a good man, or not?’ asked the daughter of Summer.  

‘I do not know,’ Argomon smiled. ‘You will have to listen, and see if you can tell. The Gods know, 

as the Vessel would tell you.’ He nodded in my direction. Redman had brought another cup of wine 

to me when he brought one to Argomon, and I drank it. It was sweeter and less bitter than the ghost 

of the wine I usually took, and as easy to drink as stream water.  

Argomon went on to tell how Alifer came with his band to the temple of Mariba, and fought the 

priests there, and had from the Prestor the story of Mariba, and was then taken in to see her. ‘And 

when Alifer looked upon her,’ said Argomon, ‘there came to his mind memories of times not yet 

come, in which he was a different man, and might deserve the love of such as her.’ 

‘This is no Incarnation, but a human woman,’ said Alifer, after he had been shown Mariba. ‘What 

cravens are you, that you have found no way to break the curse of the sorceress in so many years? 

You are not worthy of the Incarnation you serve, Kiszen who is proper to valour and to skill at arms.’  

I drifted away into my own thoughts, and little attended to the oath Alifer swore, and to his forgetting 

of his oath, and to how Kiszen brought it back to his remembrance years later, when he had become 

the Duke through some chance. Argomon told how he went questing then, and suffered trials and saw 

wonders for a year and a day, travelling through the islands of the world to see how the curse might 

be broken. ‘He faced many dangers,’ said Argomon, ‘and spoke with kings, and with sorcerors, and 

with many kinds of othermen in curious places on the land and on the sea. He gained new scars, and 

he lost the greater part of his treasure. ‘In the end he had the same story of a divine of Calrat, and of a 

mute sorceror in a prison tower in Zoracon, and of an old fishman in Glyf, that the curse could indeed 

be broken, and the needle removed from the heart of Mariba, but only by a child of her own flesh, 

though how this child might work her salvation they could not say.’ 

The daughter of Bark laughed, and the daughter of Summer snorted. ‘That seems a simple enough 

way of breaking the curse for Duke Alifer,’ she said. 
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‘Not at all, my lady,’ said Argomon. ‘For Mariba lies guarded night and day by the Blades of Kiszen, 

with their swords and their loathing of Alifer, who has once before forced his way into their temple 

with violence. And even if it were such an easy thing, why begrudge such a cure to Duke Alifer, who 

has faced so many perils already?’ Argomon gave an idle wave of his hand. ‘I have not even told you 

of many of the desperate battles, and the storms at sea, and the nights camped beneath walls of ice, or 

at the gates of brass temples haunted by spirits of fire.’ 

‘You should not run through your tale so– you will leave out something important,’ said the daughter 

of Summer. ‘I would hear of these adventures of the Duke.’ 

Argomon smiled his mocking smile again. ‘It is not important, my Lady, what the Duke did. It is no 

different from what warriors of noble birth have done in any number of tales. He faced many perils, 

but he had no choice, for the lash of Kiszen drove him onwards day and night. And he never touched 

Mariba– at least, not at that time. There are activities proper only to the Celebrants of Kraal.’ At this 

both the daughters laughed. I did not laugh, but there came into my mind unbidden memories of 

years very long ago, years before the Rite of Shagarukh, the Rite of Lembech, and the Rite of Braak.   

‘A long time the Duke had, convincing the Prestor and her Invigilators that such was the path that 

should be followed. And every night the lash of Kiszen haunted his dreams, and his hair grew whiter 

and whiter. In the end they brought a wrinkled old divine of Autarkis from the Lower Sallow to 

confirm the Duke’s tale, but still they deliberated long before sending for the High Eribor of Kraal. 

All of Mariba’s kin were long dead, and who were they to hand her over without her consent? But in 

the end they decided that this would be done.’ 

‘Word was sent to the High Eribor of Kraal, and there came a time at last when the sleeping Mariba 

was found to be with child. In the proper time she gave birth to twins– a girl child and a boy child. 

She slept through the birth, but as the mothercake came forth her eyes flickered and opened, and she 

looked about her at the priests and the place where she lay in wonder and horror. In the flesh of the 

mothercake they found embedded a tiny needle, as red as blood and no thicker than a hair. This the 

priests of Kiszen put into a vial of glass, which Mariba wore around her neck in later days.’ 

‘From that moment when she awoke she was hammered with great strangenesses, and she was never 

again like the woman she had been before she spent long lifetimes in the dreaming worlds. It pained 

her that her father was long dead a ruined man, and that all those she had known were long dust and 

ashes, and that she had been worshipped as an Incarnation subject to Kiszen. It pained her to know 

that she had been so used and exhausted by the priesthood of Kraal, though it had saved her. But she 

was as strong of will and as quick of wit as she had been before, and recovered quickly. The boy 

child she named Sol, for the days and years she had lain unknowing, and the girl child Paneta, for the 

seasons and long years she had lain in the temple of Kiszen. When they had grown to an age when 

they were no longer at the breast, she took them and some Blades of Kiszen to seek out the Duke 

Alifer.’  
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‘There is much that must be left unsaid in the tale of how Mariba came to find Duke Alifer, and in 

the words that passed between them. They came to an agreement, that Alifer would raise the children 

as though they were his own, and in years to come they lived well enough in his house. They were 

hated by the true wife of Duke Alifer, the noble lady of Blenshire, though they had done her no 

wrong, and some time later she tried to slay them. But her plans were undone, and she was exiled.’  

‘The Lady Mariba came to dwell sometimes at the Duke’s house, though she was always wandering, 

and dwelt also among the temples of Kiszen in various places. She lived many years, and was healthy 

and did not show grief, though she sorrowed to the end of her days to find the land so changed, with 

old words cast out, and new words taken in, in the speech of her countryfolk; with fortresses cast 

down and towns built up, and with everything strange in her eyes. And there, my ladies, this story 

begins to come to pieces, and to grow into other stories, and I must make an end of it. For else it 

would go on forever.’ 

Argomon put his wine cup upside down on the floor with a clap and lifted up the shoulders of his 

cloak, so that it would not tangle with the legs of the stool. 

‘That was a fine tale, sir,’ said the daughter of Summer. ‘Thank you for the telling’ 

‘I am glad to have given you some cheer for an evening, though I am no skald,’ he said, rising to his 

feet. He bowed in low-country fashion to the daughters, and towards me.  

‘You ended it too quickly,’ said the red-faced daughter of Bark. ‘And I do not overmuch like the way 

it ended. A tale should end with a wedding, or with a burial, not trickle away little by little to 

nothing.’ The daughters had also risen, and the daughter of Bark stood a little farther from Argomon 

than the daughter of Summer, her arms folded across her chest. 

‘I beg your pardon, my lady,’ said Argomon, with such politeness as though he were truly in the 

company of noble ladies, and not village girls of Lonshire. ‘I have never been apprenticed to be 

taught the telling of tales aright, but am only the servant of a Duke. I count myself lucky tonight there 

is no true skald in the room, to grab me by the ear and beat with the flat of his sword for telling a tale 

so awry.’ The daughters both laughed, and the Arm smiled. 

‘What happened to the Duke?’ asked the daughter of Bark.   

‘Oh, the Duke.’ His hand went to check that the buckle of his pouch was securely fastened. He 

carried no sword, or any weapon that I could see, only a little leather pouch, such as the King's 

mailriders wear. ‘The Duke Alifer lives still and prospers, though he has had white hair for so many 

years. He has escaped from his oath by the going of Mariba into the priesthood of Kraal, and found 

himself a pretty young wife from oversea. So he has heirs by three women, and a pretty pot of trouble 

he may leave behind him.’ 

‘You mean two women,’ said the Daughter of Bark, with a small laugh. 
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‘Yes, of course. By two women.’ He laughed as well, but I saw that his face was not only soft and 

young, but afraid. More afraid than any man’s face had a right to be, in a quiet village, in the 

company of two girls and an old Vessel with no name for cursemongering.  ‘At any rate, he is as 

strong as a wolde, and may live another twenty years, so the heirs may have sorted all out between 

them by then. I wish a good night to you ladies, and to you, Vessel.’ 

I looked up from my stool. The golden brooch that bound the stranger’s cloak was at the level of my 

face. I was impatient with him leaving, before I could question him about his business in the village.  

Pieces of his tale sat awry in my mind, like pieces of stone in a boot.  

‘Come to the shrine tomorrow,’ I said of a sudden. ‘Anyone can tell you how to find it. I wish to 

speak to you, Argomon.’ 

‘It may be that I will, Vessel,’ he replied. ‘You may be able to help me.’ 

‘Do,’ I said. ‘Joy of this night and of the interminable night to you, Arm of Stremshire.’ 

Argomon saluted us again, each one, with low-country bows that looked out of place in Redman's 

wineshop. ‘Good night, sir.’ said the daughters. I pushed myself up from my stool. The room began 

to swirl around me, so I laid a hand on the shoulder of the daughter of Summer to steady myself.  

The Duke’s Arm turned in a whirl of blue and gold, and we all watched him stride to the door, push it 

open, and depart with a gust of chill wind. It was as though some lost bird from some warm distant 

island had finally escaped, and the wineshop was an ordinary place again.  

‘He was a strange man, Vessel,’ said the daughter of Summer. ‘I do not know if anything he said is 

true, or if he told his story in any way right, but I do not think there is any harm in him.’ 

‘This I am not so bold to say,’ I said. ‘Whether he is truthful, or whether he is harmful. I wish to 

know what the Duke of Stremshire wants here. I want to know if there is any deeper meaning in this 

tale his Arm came to tell you.’ I let go of her shoulder. ‘Do not speak overmuch of this stranger to 

anyone, daughters, until I have had time to find out these things.’ 

‘Yes, Vessel,’ said the daughter of Summer. The daughter of Bark nodded also. Her face was a little 

flushed with wine and the closeness of the fire, though the face of other girl was clear. 

‘Many blessings upon you, then,’ I said, and walked a few paces in no great haste to where the three 

old Lonshiremen still sat at the other end of the room. I turned around, thinking of one other thing. 

‘Do not speak overmuch to the stranger, either,’ I told them. They nodded, and I turned back around. 

‘My stick,’ I said, laying one hand on the table and taking my walking stick in hand with the other. 

‘Did you hear what I told the daughters, Arrow? Do not speak with this stranger, and do not speak of 

him. I have found out– you might have heard– that he is high in the service of the Duke of 

Stremshire, and comes on some errand for his Lord. This may be truth. Or it may be not. But you 

need not worry about him. He will meet me tomorrow, and I will have all the truth out of him.’ 
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‘No one can lie to a Vessel of the Dark One!’ said Half, and Turtleman nodded his head up and down 

without ceasing.  

‘Stremshire– aye, he had that sort of look about him,’ said Arrow with the air of a great sage, and the 

others nodded. It is a hard day’s ride from our village to the edge of the lowlands, and long days 

beyond that to the pastures and sea-marshes of Stremshire, with its feuding free cities and its dappled 

podigasts. If a man were to appear in our village one day with two heads, and it were to be ventured 

by way of explanation that he were a man of Stremshire, the tale would be received without surprise, 

and with knowing nods.  

‘Do not speak of him tomorrow,’ I warned them again. ‘I will find him out, I tell you. I do not want 

wild tales running to and fro over the village.’ Arrow and the others nodded their agreement, like 

three men told a great secret, and not at all like three small boys caught thieving fruit from the 

orchard. ‘Do not forget,’ I said.  

The daughter of Summer opened the door for me, and I stepped out into the night, which had become 

clearer and colder than it had been an hour or so before.  Seethkumulor, the Cloud Diamond, seemed 

to be caught in the branches of a dying fir tree at the highest point of the path back to the shrine of 

Ashgarashgaran, to be my guide for the journey. Overhead other stars looked down upon me, like the 

eyes of unimaginable sky beasts. The trip to the wineshop had done me well, I thought, planting my 

boots with care on the first step homeward. I no longer felt any danger of losing myself in my own 

thoughts, forced inward by the constant presence of the Incarnation. Unbidden, I found myself 

whistling a tune as I walked, my paces growing longer and longer and sometimes almost tripping me 

on the uneven ground. It was a tune of Texelin town, by the sea-marshes of the Western Ocean, from 

the days before the Rite of Lembech. I stopped myself when I noticed what tune I made, and walked 

the last downhill reach of the path in silence. I checked my traps in the stream– they were empty– 

and said the proper prayers for the closing of a holy day of the third kind. 

*** 

I dreamed that night, for the first time in many years. I was walking in the forest with the Old Man, 

near the end, when his eyes had begun to rot. I knew that there was something awry in this- I 

remembered seeing the psoul leave his body, remembered the body being buried- but it was only a 

little thing, in a nook of my mind, like a burr in my sock too small for the trouble of removing it. It 

was spring, and tenuous green buds had just begun to swell on the branches of the trees. Small green 

things were coiling out everywhere from the earth’s flesh, looking soft and bewildered. The Old Man 

could not be stopped from treading on these, or idly plucking them out by the roots, as he spoke. 

‘You should not eat so many river crabs,’ he said. ‘They are bad for your liver.’ 

‘I am sorry,’ I said. I bowed my head in submission, and stepped around a frushflower. It was 

unfolding a delicate red bloom, as delicate and perfect as a jewel of the ancients.’ 
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‘Your liver is not your own to ruin,’ said the Old Man. ‘You are needed to serve Ashgarashgaran for 

many years yet.’ 

‘As you wish, Vessel,’ I nodded. ‘Though I have never heard before of them doing a man any harm.’ 

‘Do not talk to me of harm,’ he snapped. He took a step back towards me, his sandal crushing the 

frushflower into a paste against a broad stone. ‘They engender growths in the liver. They make it 

release a bile that saps the will.’ He turned his milky eyes on me, sightless and disapproving. ‘I 

wonder if you will fail.’ 

‘Vessel?’ I did not know what he meant.  

‘Fail, fail, you crawling narsel. Fail to be a Vessel.’ 

‘I have already undergone the Rites,’ I said, remembering them. The dark, the silence, the knife, the 

fire. 

‘Listen!’ he said. ‘You will find it written on a black stone at the Receptacle’s Cold Shrine in 

Ranclemore. Carved into it with deep cuts, painted with blood. Words written by one of the most 

ancient of sages: ‘He who is not faithful to the end, was never faithful at all.’ He stripped a long piece 

of soft bark from a sapling as he spoke, and wound it around and around his finger. ‘If you fail at the 

end, you fragment of moist earth’s flesh, it is the same as having failed at the beginning. You will not 

be a Vessel. You will never have been a Vessel. Do you understand?’ He idly broke the sapling, 

which was a little thicker than his thumb, so that the top half of it hung limply down from a strand of 

bark. 

‘I understand, Vessel. But why do you think I should fail?’ I felt hollow, like the moulted shell of a 

river crab. I knew that my question was foolish, and that he could count the heartbeats of my days, 

and knew that something was come into his village, and now stood before his shrine, that he 

despised. I knew it to be a dream. I knew it also to be a true dream, into which the psoul of the Old 

Man had wandered. 

‘Listen!’ he said. He stomped over a patch of frail luminarish mushrooms, sending little wafts of 

spores dancing in a shaft of light that shone only there. He began to recite, in a high, singsong voice, 

a voice that was nevertheless recognizable as a mockery of the Duke’s Arm. 

‘Once there were a Lord and a Lady who desired an heir- that is how to begin a tale, is it not? But 

they were in truth nether Lord or Lady, but both knaves, and in truth they did not desire an heir, but 

desired only to rut like narsels, for their marrow was whorish, and their thoughts were base, and all 

that they did stank in the nostrils of the Gods, and brought bile to their divine throats and fierce anger 

to their sacred eyes. This pair of knaves sought to do that which was forbidden. They sought to make 

barren what should be fruitful, that they might be troubled with no mewling heirs, and go down at 

last to the temple of Ashgarashgaran debauched and childless.’  
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As he spoke, there crept slowly out from his feet a kind of vapour of death; the grass and shoots at his 

feet withered, and grew black and slimy. The leaves shrank and decayed on the branches above his 

head, then above my head, and then further away, until not one green thing could be seen. The colour 

of the sky leached away, and the sunlight faded, and the stars blazed down cold and merciless from 

the great empty blackness.  

‘You know what it was that they did. In the waste places of Koronad there dwelled at that time- and 

there always will dwell, for evil is older than the world, and will last until the skies are swept clean 

like a threshing floor- sorcerors, those who bend and twist that-which-is like a green twig, heedless of 

the wills of Keth. Now you know there are two kinds of sorceress in these fool tales. There are those 

who are beautiful and young long after they have any right to be, and beguile the eyes of men, and 

there are those who can curdle men’s shadows with a glance, who have sunken eyes and tumours on 

their lips, withered skin, and a few strands of pale hair across their skull, bald and spotted with age. 

This sorceress was neither of these– she looked like an ordinary village woman, of the kind you 

might pass a dozen times in a few minutes at any market day in Koronad.  More young than old she 

was, and with eyes as innocent as a butcher’s boy’s. They sought her out and told her what they 

wished, and bought from her the means to make themselves barren.’  

The Old Man laughed the only kind of laugh I had ever heard him laugh, the bitter laugh at another’s 

misfortune.  

‘But she was no great master of sorcery, was she? Not barren, not at all. Not just one child, but three, 

two half-formed, too small to draw a breath. Such little offerings to bring to Ashgarashgaran. The 

shame, and the pain, and the blood.’  

He broke off, of a sudden, and looked around at the dead world he had made. He stamped his feet in 

pleasure. ‘Tales,’ he said, with disapproval. He spat on the ground.  

‘Look!’ he pointed upward, straight above his head. ‘Oculis, the Eye of the Beast that tears flesh 

from bone.’ It was the red of fresh blood, and it seemed to shine brighter than a thousand suns. 
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Eighth day of Jamar in the Season of Autumn, An Ordinary Day of Ashgarashgaran 

 

‘Every wrong that you do a man makes you his slave.’ 

- A saying attributed to the prophet Parvakrath 

  

I awoke in the dimness before the dawn and washed my hands and feet, and made the prayers that are 

proper for the dimness before the dawn. The last light of the three Goers-Around could be seen in the 

northern sky, and in the west the bright world Salum, sacred to Sipheny, shone alone. The morning 

was cold, though not yet cold enough for there to be frost outside the vesselary. I made prayer to 

Sahrgarilda of the hill, and Perenthash of the stream, and Zol of the valley. Then I said the first of the 

lesser propitiations, for today was an ordinary day of Ashgarashgaran. The wine had drained my 

strength. I felt weary, and my flesh weak, for When the sun rose, its image on every leaf and stone 

along the stream was too strong for my eyes, and I peered out at the world through eyes near closed, 

and hobbled about my tasks like a crippled man. I fetched some water from the stream, and checked 

my traps, and sharpened my knife on the old black whetstone so that I might shave myself. 

After I had eaten a few dried apples with the paste of eels I had prepared the night before, I went to 

look for the figure I had seen climbing the hill. My weariness left me little by little as I climbed the 

hill holy to the Old Man and to me, looking for any trace of the figure I had seen. It had not been an 

imagined thing, or a spirit– there was a track of crushed stems and freshly broken twigs through the 

brush, as any child of the village might follow to find a lost herdbeast. This track went straight over 

the shoulder of the hill, then turned a little to the north, down into the shallower vale beyond. There 

was a stony bottom to this vale, with a thicket of stunted sycamore maples and spindly firs. The 

traces became unclear here, then continued onward, up the other side of the vale and into the wooded 

heights beyond.  

It seemed as though the figure might have tarried a little at the bottom of this vale. I tarried as well, 

and drank a little water in the shade, for the day had again become warm. When I had recovered from 

the climb I walked slowly about, looking for any traces the figure might have left behind. They were 

easily found. Here was some moss freshly broken from the south side of a stone, here a newly 

crushed fir cone; and here, on the edge of the stony bottom, some fresh earth turned up about the 

edge of a single stone.  The stone was as large as my two hands held out to cup water and was placed 

to make a straight line with the summit of the hill, and with the shrine on the other side.  There was a 

word newly scratched on the stone, as though with the point of a knife, and the word was my own 

name. 
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A man came to the shrine at about mid-day, not long after I had returned from the hill and washed 

myself in the stream. It was not the lowlander Argomon, who I had expected to arrive early, but the 

lumbering form of Sycamore, walking across the grassy place before the shrine with a heavy sack 

over his shoulder. Sycamore is a large, long-limbed man with a sparse black beard, still young but 

already respected in the village for the good sense in his words. He bowed and gave me greeting.  

‘With your leave, Keeper, I bring this dead herdbeast calf, an offering for the Everthirsting One. I 

mean to tell you– ask you, Keeper, if you might plead for my daughter before your Master, for her 

sake and the sake of all our house.’  

He took the calf from the sack and laid it in my arms.  It had been strangled the night before, so there 

was no blood. I received it with my face stern, as is proper to a Vessel, and blessed him. ‘This gift 

will be offered in the spirit it has been given, to hold back for a little while the Darkness that is 

forever,’ I intoned over his bowed head, ‘and to please the Incarnation who broods over it.’  

‘I have brought also the offering of bone, Vessel,’ said Sycamore, reaching for the breast of his coat.  

‘Not here,’ I stopped him. ‘You must lay it yourself on the offering stone, after I have prepared the 

shrine. Take it, and wait before the shrine. Say the prayers you know to Ashgarashgaran, but do not 

weep, and do not cry out. Do not be concerned with the sun, for to Ashgarashgaran all times are 

night.’ For he had looked in a doubtful way at the blue of the sky, and the cheerful cries of the ryllaks 

by the stream seemed to pain his ears. 

I left Sycamore before the shrine to say slow uncertain prayers, and entered to light the dark fires. I 

anointed the sacred bones with the black paste of Ranclemore, and also with my own blood, drawn 

from nose and palm and groin. I came forth from the shrine, and gestured that Sycamore should place 

the bone offering on the offering stone– a tiny sliver of bone and flesh that he cradled in two broad 

hands, the topmost joint of a child’s finger.  

‘Bow down before the shrine of Ashgarashgaran,’ I told him, and he bowed down. I spoke the 

propitiation for the bone sacrifice, as it is done in Ryneshire, as the Old Man taught me, and then 

kindled the dark fire upon the offering stone. It was pleasing to do the tasks I knew so well, to serve 

my Incarnation without idle thoughts, and not to be troubled by the comings and goings of strangers. 

It had been a very troubling turning of the world, and I feared the days would become much more 

troubling before peace returned to my village.  

Only when the fragment had been consumed to a grey husk did I bid Sycamore rise. I crushed the 

husk with the end of my walking stick, and took a little of it with my thumb and forefinger to smear 

upon Sycamore’s lips and hands. ‘Go now, and do not weep, and do not cry out. We have made the 

bone sacrifice, and it may be that this will please Ashgarashgaran.’ 
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Sycamore bowed low before me, and touched his forehead to the hem of my robe. ‘Joy to you, 

Keeper, and we thank you.’ I nodded, watched him leave, and then turned to clean the offering stone 

so that I could place the calf upon it. 

There are nine families truly of our village, though other may come and go. They are not named after 

the fashion of noble households, but all men know who belongs to which family. I have seen in each 

family many born and many die. Though I am not of the village by birth, I know the name and 

history of everyone who lives within it.  

Sycamore is of the family I have always thought most pious in their offerings to Ashgarashgaran, 

whose first house lies just a little way from the shrine across the stream. Their eldest man is named 

Greenstone, and they are called the family of Greenstone when there is need to call them, or 

sometimes by old men the family of the Shrine. Besides this family there are the family of the Pool, 

which lies at the downstream end of the vale, and the family of the Tower– Redman is one– who live 

everywhere in the valley; the family of Blitheshire, whose great-grandfather and great-grandmother 

came up from the lowlands long ago, and the families of the Upper Stones and the Lower Stones– 

both of which places lie upstream of the shrine, but at no great distance. These families of the Stones 

are dwindled, and much married together, but called the oldest and the most respected of the village.  

Summer and Bark are sisters, both counted in the family of the Golden Fir– this tree is no more, but 

stood near the only place where dwellings are clustered together in the village. In that place there is 

also the smithy, which is little used in these days, and the little shop that sells flour and thread and 

kettles and dried fish to the Duke’s men. Turtleman is of the family of the Smiths, but all of his kin 

who had any skill in the art have left for busier places.  Arrow is of the family which has among its 

numbers the shopkeepers. They are a large family, for Arrow’s grandmother was a most fertile and 

robust woman, and are the most widely traveled family of the village, for many of them are now to 

be found dwelling far to the south or west.  There are three other priests in the village. The priest of 

Sharm here, Cor Juega, is Mift-born of the Shop family, and the little temple-house of Sharm sits 

beside the shop. It is a new building, the old temple house having burned the second winter I was 

here. The Cor is honest and patient and solid, like all true folk of the highlands. 

Then there are two Seers of Kinmarykh, an elder and a younger, who like myself were born in the 

Lowlands. They spend their days carving and painting great wooden screens into scenes depicting the 

asking of the Forty-Four Great Riddles, and I do not much care for them, or visit their shrine, which 

is on the downstream side of the valley.  

The others who come and go are mostly employed in the service of the Duke of Lonshire, whose 

forests surround our valley on three sides– hunters, and timber cutters, and men who have been 

licensed to trap the glossy black tree snakes called dolemin by the furriers. These men have their 

camps on the Duke’s lands, and may often be seen in the wineshop, but I do not see them otherwise 

unless they are dead or near death.  
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A few more worshippers arrived early in the afternoon, but none with so psoul-heavy an offering as 

Sycamore. There was Deepwater, a cousin of Bark, the daughter of Hammertongue of the family of 

the Lesser Stones, and a young man born lame of the house of Greenstone, the son of Tamarisk.  The 

son of Tamarisk is old for his years, and has the fear of the Incarnations deep in his marrow, and 

might one day make a good priest.  They left their offerings, and I gave the blessings proper to their 

station, and busied myself mortaring the eaves of the shrine and pondering what I might say to the 

Duke’s Arm of Stremshire.  

The afternoon grew warmer and warmer, and a line of murk spread across the southern sky until the 

hills on the further side of the village grew indistinct and a harsh odour could be smelled in the air.  

Argomon did not appear until the very hottest time of the day.  His brow was still unspotted with 

sweat as he climbed toward the shrine. He wore the same clothes he had the previous night, except 

for a less showy cloak clasp, of brass and interwoven birds. He seemed fresh, as though he had spent 

the night nearby and in comfort. ‘A good day to you, Vessel,’ he called out, and I laid aside my 

trowel and gave him greeting.  

‘I thought the highlands were supposed to be cold,’ he said, waiting for me at the grassy place below 

the shrine. ‘I came expecting sleet and freezing winds, and to lose the path and fall from an icy cliff 

in the first storm of winter.’  

‘It may yet happen,’ I replied, reaching him. He cast a wary glance at the dried blood on my hands, 

where the trowelling had re-opened my recent wounds. ‘Come and sit by the vesselary, and we will 

talk there.’  

Argomon seemed relieved to move away from the shrine. He had less outward bluster here, away 

from any daughter of our village, and seemed reluctant to smile his mocking smile so close to the 

holy place of my Incarnation. I drew stools up in the half-porch at the front of the vesselary, where 

the black roof beams extend to give a little shade. The beams themselves are old, but their carven 

ends were thought of by the Old Man, and carved by him and me. ‘It is proper that there be images of 

dread beasts made on the beams of the vesselary, to frighten off spirits of waywardness and fools 

who might plague me,’ he had said. So we carved them with sparichels and wreaves and fire drosyn 

and lurkers-beneath-the-sand– as we imagined them. The Old Man had also carved an orren.  ‘An 

orren is not a dread beast,’ I had said, smiling. ‘It is but a childlike beast that may at worst steal fruit, 

or clothes hanging on a line.’ 

‘You but show how much you still have to learn,’ the Old Man had growled at me. ‘The spirits of 

waywardness do not always dread what we dread.’ 

I did not offer Argomon food or drink, for many hold it ill luck to accept such from priests of our 

kind. He took the stool I offered and sat down to speak– in a grave voice, but with the same easy 

disrespect he had shown the night before.  

 –21–



  
 
             
‘I said at the tavern that I thought you might be able to help me,’ said the man of Stremshire. ‘You 

are not as mummified as so many of the Vessels of Ashgarashgaran. You would not see them in a 

tavern, nor drinking wine- unless it were left them as the corpse of a fruit. No, I do not mean to 

offend you,’ he said, averting his eyes and raising a hand. ‘Truly you are as bitter and gloomy a grey 

nightbird as any I have seen, yet you seem to have more that is human about you, up here in the 

wilds.’ He swept with a high glance and a fillip of his hand the hills to every side, the tall dark firs, 

the broad pear tree beside the shrine where a few carrion birds clustered around the offal of the 

herdbeast calf.  Mift is not in any way the wilds, of course- no man but a townsman would speak of it 

thus. It is only that the villagers do not live clumped together, as men do in lands where there are 

wars and the rumours of wars– as men do in Stremshire– but their few score of dwellings are 

scattered about the valley, so that on most doorsteps one may look out and see no other household.   

‘Why do you think I can help you?’ I asked Argomon. ‘You said you sought a man, but it was a tale 

long in the telling. Men who are sought after come to us at the end, that is true, but only when they 

have no more tales to tell.’ 

‘It may not be so very long a tale, if I keep to the essence of it,’ he said.  His eye kept being drawn 

back to the carrion birds, as if he feared it was some questioner of little prudence they feasted upon. 

‘I think I will find what I am looking for in this village, Vessel, or at any rate somewhere near. True, 

I hunt a man for the Duke, but the trail I follow is old. It may have ended here, in the burial grounds 

of your shrine.’ 

‘Or it may not have,’ the Duke’s Arm said quickly when I frowned.  

‘Tell me then of this man you look for,’ I said. 

‘I will tell you the tale you asked for last night, Vessel,’ said the Arm. ‘It might seem strange that I 

follow a trail that is so old; why would the Duke decide now, after twenty years, to find a man? It 

seems strange to me also, but I am the Arm of the Duke, and do as I am commanded. I have been 

told– though not by the Duke- that the Duke has had a dream telling him that the one I seek still lives, 

and to find her, or it will go badly by him. This may be true, or it may not; the Duke has never placed 

great trust in dreams, to my knowledge.’ He put his head to one side as he had the night before at the 

wineshop, and his voice took on the more musical tone he had used in telling his tale. 

‘Long ago, I am told, two maidservants in the Duke’s employ left his service on the sudden, sneaking 

out of the house by night and fleeing from Stremshire on stolen orsen. One was found some months 

afterward at a temple of Sharm in Blitheshire, and brought back to Duke’s house, but the other was 

never found. Now the curious tale that is told is that the maidservant had a new child with her when 

she was found, but it was not her child. The tale they had out of this maidservant was that the other, a 

girl named Piper, had given birth in the temple and left for the highlands not long after.’ 

‘Your tales have many of these births, Argomon,’ I said, meaning these awkward births that spring 

from some dishonour. 
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‘I think you will find there are no more than the deaths,’ he replied, mistaking my meaning. ‘Has 

your master not heard enough tales of death already, in which noble houses are extinguished to the 

last man and the bodies of warriors are piled up in their tens and tens of hundreds?’  

I made no answer, and he went on. ‘Her steps were followed, and it was found that she had been in 

Kethbridge, and had made some trouble there– a theft– and had again left at night. She had talked 

there of the forests of Lonshire, and the othermen there and it was suspected that she had gone that 

way. It was said, though I do not credit it, that she had some othermannish blood. And this is the very 

place where the deep forests of Lonshire come closest to Kethbridge, and there is an easy road.’ He 

waved a hand downstream. 

‘If she was running to the othermen, I do not think she would have tarried here,’ I said. I did not look 

at Argomon, but out across the stream, at the flame-red trees and the smoky sky beyond. 

‘She might not have tarried of her own will– she may have been hurt, may have traveled too soon and 

too hard before she was fit to do so. There was a hint that this might have been so, from what was 

said of her in Kethbridge. She may even be here still,’ He spread his arms wide, with a solemn face, 

to indicate the treeless burial fields lying to north and south of the shrine. I thought a while, listening 

to the chatter of the stream and fancying I could hear the ‘clack, clack’ of the river crabs, mocking at 

my traps. 

‘No,’ I said. ‘I have been here much longer than twenty years, and I remember no such woman. Nor 

did the Keeper of the Shrine before me ever mention such a one, if he attended upon her at a time 

when I was elsewhere doing tasks in his service.’ 

‘I do not distrust you, Vessel, but can you be sure of your memories after so long a time? May it be 

that you have any record of those days, Vessel, written down and preserved in the shrine?’ 

‘No,’ I said again. ‘We have the book of Keth, and the books of the Lore of Ashgarashgaran, and 

have no need of anything more. At the temple-house of Sharm registers are kept of who is born and 

dies in the village, and other happenings– you would be better occupied there.’ 

‘I have spoken already to the Cor, and looked at the register– I can read the high tongue– there was 

nothing there.’ He shook his head. 

‘Do you think we would have buried a man in secret, or doctored her without calling upon the House 

of Sharm? I can promise you, we would do no such thing.’ 

‘Let me say this, Vessel. I am no priest, and I do not wish to cause offence by my ignorance. But I 

know that the othermen care little for Sharm or for Kinmarykh, who are Incarnations of humen. The 

God you serve, though, is one of the Very Strange Gods, which they also worship, and they are 

known to worship at the same shrines. I do not know if they ever come here,’ He started, for the 

vispen beneath the pear tree had taken fright at something, and headed skywards with great flapping 

and squawking. I followed their flight with my eyes, admiring the way their wings cut the air.  
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‘Sometimes the othermen leave offerings, but that is all,’ I said. 

 ‘If it were the intention of Piper to meet with the othermen, might she not have spoken with the 

Vessel before you, who of all men here would be best expected to have proper dealings with them?’ 

‘No, I do not think so,’ I said. ‘The old Vessel was never known to deal with othermen. He disliked 

them. But it does not matter whether I think so or no, for he is dead these past three winters and 

cannot answer your questions.’ 

‘And,’ the Arm continued, ‘might it also be true that of all men now living in Mift, you would have 

the most excuse and ability to make contact with the othermen, if it were needed?’ 

I cursed myself with the little excoriation, without moving my lips, for I should have known that he 

would ask me some such thing. I do not think quickly enough anymore when it comes to the ways of 

strangers. I frowned at Argomon. ‘You wish me to ask of the othermen after this man you seek?’ 

‘The Duke of Stremshire would be in your debt thereby, Vessel.’ 

I cursed the Duke of Stremshire in silence with the great excoriation, him and all his ancestors, and 

every descendant that should come after him, down to the time when the sun is turned to a cinder.  

‘He is a wealthy Lord, and can bring rich offerings to the temples of the Everthirsting One, Vessel,’ 

said Argomon, mistaking my long silence.  

‘What need has Ashgarashgaran of rich offerings? A dead Lord or a dead beggar child, they are the 

same to him. What need have I of a golden bucket to drown offerings? The stream will do as well,’ I 

rocked forward on my chair and spat the words out of my mouth quickly, as though they had a foul 

taste. Ashgarashgaran values gold and riches only for the lives that are lost in their getting, and in 

fighting to possess them. In one of the temples of Ryneshire, the Old Man had told me, there was 

kept a great cut stone worth more than towns, an adamant thick with curses and the cause of murders 

without number, found a long age ago by the Horned Men in an icy land in the uttermost south of the 

world.  

I went on without pausing for breath. ‘Why should the othermen betray one who has sought refuge 

with them? And why should they tell the truth at all?’ 

‘I think you will hear more than they say, even if they wish to hide Piper. If they do not speak the 

truth, I think you will be able to tell.’ He had no doubt grown up hearing the same words, even if he 

would not say them aloud; ‘No one can lie to a Vessel of Ashgarashgaran.’ 

‘We do not have any trouble with the othermen here. Sometimes they come to the shrine and leave 

offerings, but we do not speak. I do not want any trouble here.’ 

‘I assure you, the Duke has no wish to cause trouble to any of his neighbours, or to spread ill will 

among the othermen.’ said the Arm. ‘I am not the outrider of a raid upon the othermen. See, I wear 

 –24–



  
 
             
no sword. The Duke is prepared to reward the othermen for any help they may give him, after the 

generous manner of his house.’ 

‘If I ask your questions for you, will you leave the village after, and not return?’ 

‘Truly, Vessel, few things would give me more pleasure than to leave you in peace, and turn my back 

on Mift forever.’ 

‘Then I will ask for you,’ I said. ‘Remember, it is Ashgarashgaran the Duke of Stremshire owes; I am 

but a Vessel, as you are but an Arm.’ 

‘So be it,’ said Argomon. ‘I thank you, in the name of the Duke.’ 

‘Write down your questions, and give them to me, so we are all in agreement about what is to be 

said. I have no writing things to spare here; you will have to find some other.’ 

‘I think the Cor will have some, or the priests of Kinmarykh,’ he nodded. ‘That is a wise thought.’ 

‘When you come back, tell me also what this woman looked like, and how she was mannered, and 

anything else that you think it would be good for me to know.’ 

‘Yes, Vessel,’ he nodded again. ‘In truth Piper was not unlike the picture I made of the lady in my 

tale, last night. Her hair was black and her skin more golden than is seen in these parts, and her eyes 

were pale green. She was handsome after the smooth-skinned fashion, and if she did not excel at all 

the arts as much as the lady Mariba, she came as near to them as any real woman might be expected 

to. She was no fool lost in the woods, but a skilled rider and woodsman, with a good eye and hand. I 

will write you this and more, so you may make it known to the othermen.’ 

‘Write it all,’ I said, and rose from my stool. ‘Do not tell me any more now.’  

The Arm also rose, and thanked me, in the low-country fashion. ‘Where do you stay, Arm 

Argomon?’ I asked. ‘In case it may be I should need to find you quickly.’ 

‘Ah,’ said Argomon, with a pause too long. ‘I am staying with the Seers of Kinmarykh.’  

I nodded, and did not scowl overmuch. ‘Then I wish you joy of this night that comes, and the night 

that is forever following it behind. I will think how best to ask this question of yours.’ It was to be 

expected that the Seers Ciervo and Soleata should take the stranger in; they gloried in all mysteries 

and riddlings such as the matter the Arm was bound on. No doubt they had kept his presence in the 

conundrumary well hidden – they were skilled in the keeping of secrets. It might be they had even 

divined that he could find some of his answers at a certain shrine of Ashgarashgaran. 

‘I thank you one more time,’ said the Arm, and departed to bother his hosts, wasting their ink and 

paper to write a note I did not need. My thoughts may move more slowly than they once did, but 

there is nothing I misremember. He seemed to be in a good spirit as he left, though still afraid 

beneath his bluster, and I wondered what he had not told me. I watched until he had crossed the 

stepping stones and was well out of sight. Then I searched the vesselary for writing things. I had not 
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written since the death of the old man, and I had some time finding ink that could still be used, and 

thinning it down with egg white.  

It took a little time again for me to write the letter, and the sun was but two handsbreadths from the 

horizon when I had finished. I wanted the words to be shaped aright in themselves, and also to move 

together with one will, like beaters for a Lord’s hunting party. I had not had to do such a thing for 

some years, and I ruined several sheets of paper before I was done.  When I had finished I sealed the 

letter and put it in the one watertight thing at hand, a brass tube thick with verdigris that had once 

brought a High Holy Day edict from the Receptacle of Ranclemore. Then I quenched the dark fires 

that still burned before the sacred bones, locked the doors of the shrine and the vesselary also, and 

took myself downstream by the western path. This is the longer way, for it does not cross the stream 

until the pool, but it does not lead anywhere near the wineshop, nor the temple house of Sharm, and 

has very few dwellings along it. A riot of late ellflower bushes, chest-high, lined much of the path, 

little blue poison fruits so dark as to be almost black.  The place I sought was the Dell of Chetwyn, a 

kind of niche in the eastern side of the valley where the Duke’s timbercutters have their camp. I had 

spoken to their firstman not long before, when one of the timbercutters’ legs had been crushed by a 

rolling log, and thought him respectful and trustworthy enough.  

The camp was quiet when I came to it, a little more than half an hour after I left the shrine. Only a 

few lame draft podigasts remained, and no men in sight. The scattering of timber buildings cast long 

shadows on the ground, and looked frail and old compared to the dwellings of the village. They are 

made of timbers shaped with axe and hatchet alone, and are meant only for the warmer times of the 

year. No trees can be cut on the slopes in winter, and the timbercutters do not tarry in the Dell of 

Chetwyn. Podigasts had eaten every green thing in the camp, so the ground was bare earth, with 

windblown leaves trodden into it by the beasts.  

Smoke rose from the chimney of the long cookhouse, and as I drew nearer to it I could smell raw 

onions and hear a human voice, a woman’s voice singing pieces of old songs joined together in no 

particular way. I do not walk quickly, so before I reached the singer I had seen, and been seen by, and 

then been overtaken by, another man. This was a new timbercutter who I did not recognise, a tall 

thick-boned man with hair and beard that had begun to grey, and one arm bandaged. ‘Good day, Holy 

One,’ he said to me, and seemed not to know what else to say, but he was also bound for the 

cookhouse, and slowed down to walk beside me, so as not to speed before me in a way that might be 

thought of as rude. ‘Joy of the coming night to you,’ I said. ‘You are not long come here?’ 

‘Yes, I come from Aricot town, a six-day ago,’ the man said, ‘My nephew has been a cutter here 

longer- Rill, he is called. I am called Swift.’ 

I thought there had been something familiar in his face. Yes, the one whose legs had been crushed. ‘I 

know him,’ I told Swift.  ‘He came close to death.’ 
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‘Yes,’ Swift nodded in a solemn way. ‘And I have come here to serve his contract, until he is well 

enough, for the Duke’s coin is needed enough in our house. Fool that I am,’ he held up his bandaged 

arm, ‘I too have done myself a hurt, and am made to do little tasks about the camp till I have healed.’ 

He held the door open for me, and I stepped into the cookhouse. A woman dressed in the manner of 

the lowlands, with a bare throat and elbows, chopped vegetables on a broad wooden bench beside the 

fireplace. She was golden-skinned, and about two-score years in age, and she looked up at me with 

surprise and left off her singing. It may well have been that no vessel of Ashgarashgaran had ever set 

foot before in the hall where the timbermen had their rowdy meals. ‘Greetings, Vessel,’ she said. 

I had seen the woman before– Restore, she was called. ‘Joy of the coming night, daughter,’ I said. ‘I 

would see the Duke’s firstman among you.’  

‘He is out, Vessel,’ she said, ‘with the crew on the western breaks. They are not expected back until 

after sunset.’ She was more ill at ease in my company than the man Swift was, and toyed with her 

chopping knife as she spoke. I stood silent a moment, watching the fragments of onion and bitter 

melon soften and brown in the air. They too were dying, like all things that live. Should I wait for the 

firstman, or leave my message with this girl? It would not do to leave it with instructions that would 

be forgotten or garbled. On the other hand, if I were absent too long from the Shrine, it might be 

noted and lead to talk in the village which would reach the ears of the Arm. Though what did that 

matter? I could pretend some other mysterious business among the timbercutters, and if all went well 

he would be gone soon enough. Swift moved over to the bench, taking up a fat earth pear and a 

chopping knife that was at hand. ‘If you wish to wait, please sit, Holy One,’ he said. 

 ‘We can bring you some soup and bread, and something to drink after your walk,’ offered Restore. 

She put her knife down and came nearer to me, and I could smell the bare skin of her neck. I was 

used to lowland garb when I was young, but now it makes me uneasy. Of a sudden, the idea of 

waiting became repugnant to me. To sit here, at a table of raw boards, and eat food brought to me by 

this strange-smelling woman of the lowlands? I wanted to be back at the shrine without delay, with 

an ardour that surprised me.  

‘No. I thank you, Restore, but I must not stay. I have a message for the Duke’s Captain in 

Velkbridge. If I could give it in your keeping, so that your firstman might send it with the next post 

rider?’ 

The face of Restore grew less nervous. ‘That is easy enough. He alone has the key to the pay chest, 

but I have a key for where the medicines are kept. I will put your message safe there until he returns.’ 

I made some gesture of assent, and she turned to the man from Aricot town. ‘Swift, you watch over 

the soup for a few minutes; it should be no trouble.’ 

Swift nodded to the woman, then bowed to me. ‘Joy of the night to you, Holy One.’ I mumbled 

something back at him- the shadow of a blessing only, with half formed words- and followed the girl 

from the cookhouse, walking as quickly as I dared. 
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‘There are always a few who will take small things and sell them, whatever they are,’ she explained, 

as we moved across the camp. ‘So we keep the medicines locked up. I,’ she touched a hand to her 

chest– ‘am one who can be trusted, so I hold the key when the firstman is out.’ She had a different 

way of walking than the village women, a lowlandish cast to her face like so many of the men who 

worked the Duke’s lands, and her very smell was different. She was fed more on bread and meat than 

the true people of our village, and had less to do with the earth.  

‘Here you are, Vessel,’ she said, stepping into one of the smaller huts. Podigasts had rubbed up 

against it, breaking boards and leaving tufts of coarse hair, and the ground about it stank of their stale 

urine. In the hut were a few rude beds and a strong iron-banded chest of Corminster make. ‘You can 

put your message in here, and I will tell the firstman about it on his return.’ She squatted down and 

fumbled at the lock with a key that hung around her neck on a bit of cord. I saw that her hands 

trembled. I wondered if the woman Argomon sought might look anything like she did now, after 

twenty years among the othermen.  

‘Thank you, Restore,’ I said, when she had opened the chest. Despite the untidiness of the huts and 

its surrounds, the chest was well kept within, vials and jars strapped into even rows with belts of 

leather. ‘Thank you, Vessel. Ah– I am called Relied, not Restore.’ I held out the brass cylinder to her, 

and she cleared a place for it in the chest with deft fingers, arranging the jars so there was space 

where there had been none before. She packed my message away and straightened. 

‘To the Duke’s captain in Velkbridge, by the next post rider?’ She looked up at me with increasing 

confidence, now that I had no more reason to remain. 

‘Yes. Very well, Relied.’ I edged away from her before I was finished speaking, and by the time she 

had closed the door of the hut there was a wide space between us. ‘Joy of this night to you, daughter, 

and joy of the long night that is to come.’ 

‘Thank you, Vessel, thank you.’ She bowed again.  I lost sight of her as I hurried off in the opposite 

direction as quickly as I dared, walking uphill toward my shrine. The sky was darkening, with fiery 

streaks of red in the west as the sun sank through the haze. There would be wherrows on the offering 

stone again tonight, for there had been sickness in the house of Hammertongue of the Lower Stones 

for a six-day, and his unwedded daughter came to pray each day with a brace of them. 

 

It was full dark when I reached the shrine, though the haze had not yet been swept away by the 

nightwinds, so much the sky was obscured. The Wheelstar looked down on me again, though, from 

above the hill behind the shrine, as a warning or a reminder. I cleaned the wherrows, which were 

lying where I expected them, and carefully made my way down to the stream with their guts to bait 

my crab traps. When I had finished, my fingers were stiff and cold. I could feel my years as I had not 

for some time. It had been long since I had done so much walking in a single day– not since last 

summer at the least, and it may be not since the Old Man had died. I ate the birds raw, for it seemed 
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too great a chore to build up a fire and roast them. I said the prayers proper for the closing of an 

ordinary day and performed the few necessary services at the shrine, but left undone the tasks that 

waited for me in the vesselary. I lay back on my bed of straw in the inner room of the vesselary and 

closed my eyes to welcome the darkness, feeling the aches in my legs and back ebb as I let myself 

sink. It seemed I could feel every one of my many-thousand days tonight, each one like a child 

pulling at its parent’s robe. It felt good to lie down, to rest my bones and flesh for a short night. I 

wondered if the long night would be like this.  

I expected to fall asleep quickly, but as sometimes happens when the flesh is very weary my mind 

was not, and unbidden thoughts came to me again and again, as frisky as podigast calves. So the 

Seers of Kinmarykh were keeping the Arm with them, playing at some childish game. They had been 

happy to conspire with him, to keep him hidden from the village until he had wanted to be revealed. 

What had he said to them, to convince them so?  What did they think to gain from him? How much 

had they divined of what he had not told them? I believed I knew the limits of their divinations, but 

they were still much further than I could reach. The unsaid things in the Arm’s tales whispered in the 

spaces between my formed thoughts. What did the Duke truly propose, in reopening the quarrel with 

his maidservant after so many years? There had been the dreams, of which the Arm had spoken of as 

rumour, and a Duke’s dreams in his tale of the night before, dark dreams of oathbreaking sent by an 

Incarnation of lust and vengeance. Would I be able to turn his Arm aside? I hoped so. I prayed so, 

with the propitiation proper to minor spirits of grievance. Writing today had brought back memories 

of many times past– the once familiar feel of pen scraping across paper, the aches beginning of 

remembered callouses. The laborious grinding of the new ink, the smell of hot sealing wax, the slow 

shaping of each letter, the struggle to wring the proper meaning out of stiff-necked and insolent 

words. I used to write letters for the Old Man when his eyes failed, as much as once a six-day for 

long years. He sent messages to Receptacles and Vessels in every shire of Koronad, and received 

them. It had been hard for him when his eyes failed and I had to read the replies to him, for it had 

ever been a great pleasure of his to read them alone, and dole out scraps of what they held to eke out 

the days until the next letter.  He may not have been a great one in the councils of Koronad, but the 

Old Man sat at the centre all the same, at the centre of a web of us grey nightbirds like a spider fat 

with venom, tugging at a strand of web here, a strand there, and somehow knowing everything that 

happened under the thousand eyes of Ashgarashgaran. I had let that fall away when he died. It was 

beyond me, as far beyond my power as to shed my cloak and fly like a true nightbird into the sky. I 

could hear their bleating now, as they fished in the stream by starlight, catching the slimy bottom-

dwelling eels that no other beast or bird will touch. The Old Man was so very fond of nightbirds. He 

had told me the story, often, of how as a young priest he had once been brought the offering of a 

nightbird, surprised by day in its burrow by a hunting dog. Ashgarashgaran had taken the offering, 

and he had said no word, but the very next day the offerer, a handsome young hunter, had been 

stricken with an infection of the eye, which did not heal but grew into a tumour and blindness. The 

Old Man had also gone blind. It may be he had told that story with too much relish. Everything 
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counted; nothing was forgotten. The Incarnations saw every moment at once– added them up, 

weighed them in the balance, juggled them like child’s baubles. They were weighing them up now. 

The ill-use the Duke had made of the girl, the way she had ridden her orse so cruelly, the abandoned 

childer, the theft in Kethbridge. What had Piper stolen there? I would ask Amorga, next time I saw 

him. But it was not Amorga, it was Argomon. Like the woman of the lowlands was not Restore, the 

woman golden-skinned and dark haired, with eyes that might once have been pale green, chopping 

onions for a mob of boorish men and women.  Working for the Duke on the Duke’s lands. And the 

girl Piper had stolen something in Kethbridge.  What could it have been? There was something 

wrong with the very name– a bridge to Keth, how could there ever be such a thing? Keth was on 

every side of every bridge. Or always on the other side, whichever side you were on. With 

Ashgarashgaran standing in the middle of the bridge, dark and terrible and more ancient than the 

stars. But still only a flake, a crust, a charred fragment of flesh and bone on the surface of Keth, so 

much more vast, more terrible, and more ancient still.  

*** 

The buildings on either side rose up and up into the darkness, bending toward one another to shut out 

the stars. Every window was shuttered and every door was barred, and the woman who slunk down 

the alley glanced neither to left or right, but only from time to time back over her shoulder. She wore 

a leather jacket and trousers, with her throat and elbows bare in the lowland fashion, and her hair tied 

back under a silken scarf. Her face was pretty, and her hands and feet were small and fine like a 

noble lady’s, though gloved and booted. But she walked as though she feared her bowels would fall 

out, and again and again she looked back over her shoulder. The alley seemed to extend forever. The 

night was cold, but the air was damp, so that smells carried far. The alley smelt of ashes, spoiled 

milk, and rot, the urine of men and beasts, and– strange– fresh dug earth.  

Her hand went to the pouch at her side, as if to reassure herself that it was still there– a trim leather 

pouch such as was carried by the King’s riders. But it held something far more valuable than a stolen 

letter– unless it were a letter that could slay a duke, or start a war, or depose an Emperor across the 

sea. She was not the first to carry it in this way, in secret and in darkness. 

She could hear nothing following her, but now when she glanced back she could see the form of one 

far behind, too tall to be human, shapeless in the darkness. She could see a glint of metal, like light 

flashing from the blade from a sword, but there should have been no light. For the first time she made 

an audible sound, a long shuddering intake of breath. Her hand went to her other hip and her own 

sword, a long, straight, wicked-looking piece of Corminster steel. Then she ran, now heedless of 

whether or not she could be heard, panting and crying out curses as her boots slapped on the 

glistening pavement. It was wet with a very fine rain that had fallen earlier, and was made of a kind 

of stone that was all tiny shells, cemented together; the corpses of tiny things that had lived and died 

uncounted years ago. For this alley was part of a very civilized place, a city built by the Horned Men 

long ago when even the pavements of alleys were made of stone, a place civilized enough that no one 
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opened a window or unbarred a door at the cries and running footsteps of the woman. She ran with a 

hobble, and once then again a great clot of dark blood feel from her to the pavement.  

The alley ended in a gate. A high gate of iron, with bars as thick as a man’s arm, and chained shut 

with a chain whose links were the size of a man’s hand, and locked with a great padlock of smoke-

blackened steel that bore the seal of the Duke. Stone walls rose above and beside it, impossibly high, 

impossibly smooth. She turned and drew her sword, standing so close to the Duke’s padlock that it 

brushed the ends of her scarf. 

The woman’s pursuer stepped close enough to be seen, silently, inexorably. It was a warrior of the 

Argandarr, the race of horned men, much taller than the tallest humen. Her skin was as black as the 

deepest depths of the sea, blacker than pitch, blacker than the dark places between the stars, and only 

her eyes glowed in the darkness, like pieces of amber lit from behind. As she neared the end of the 

alley, the smell of fresh earth became overpowering, then deepened and sickened into the stench of 

stale urine. She bore a sword, as cold as death, fully as long as the woman, but she wore no armour 

and bore no shield. 

‘Return what you have stolen,’ the black Argandarr growled, and the words crawled over one another 

like great black beetles in a piece of dung.  

‘Return it!’ I cried, pleading with the woman, but my voice made no sound. It was not worth it. Not 

for the life of a mere Duke. Blood dripped down from her, one fat drop after another, so that she 

stood now in the middle of a ragged circle of reddened pavement. Still she held herself like a true 

swordsman, and swept the air before her with her sword. I called out, over and over again, but I was 

not there, and if the woman heard my voice she did gave no sign of it.  

‘No,’ said the woman. ‘It is mine.’ 

‘Then I will eat you,’ said the warrior. She lazily threw down her great sword and grabbed the 

woman with one arm, which had become long and armoured like the leg of a river crab. The fingers 

seemed as delicate and as fine as a girl’s, but were large enough to encircle the woman’s waist.   

‘No, no,’ cried the woman. ‘Never, never.’ Ribs cracked as the gripping fingers squeezed, lifting the 

woman from the ground. The woman’s sword rang against the pavement, and she had no breath for 

screaming. Her sword arm moved in useless spasms.  The Argandarr’s two horns had grown to four, 

long, black, and curling; long spines grew from her back; and her face lengthened and coarsened into 

that of a beast. Her mouth had broadened into a gaping maw, a toothless gash in the flesh from which 

a thick yellow fluid dribbled without ceasing. Wider and wider the mouth opened. Then the girlish 

hand thrust the thief down into it, like a beggar may stuff a whole apple in his mouth, and it crushed 

shut. 

*** 
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I threw off my blanket, for it was making me much too warm. The cloak that pillowed my head was 

soaked through with sweat. My head ached, and I could still smell the Ashgarashgaran of my dream. 

It seemed darker than when I had gone to sleep– clouds must have moved in over the stars. 

‘Fool,’ I called myself, getting up and stumbling to the outer room to splash some water on my face. 

‘Old fool.’ 
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Ninth day of Jamar in the Season of Autumn, An Ordinary Day of Ashgarashgaran 

 

‘The tenth part of our suffering has not yet passed, nor the hundredth part of our joy.’ 

- A saying attributed to the prophet Parvakrath 

 

I was slow to approach the shrine on the morrow, and put it off for as long as I could, saying my 

prayers to the minor Incarnations of field and forest, fetching water and checking my crab traps.  My 

head ached, and my thoughts did not stay in their proper courses. The sky was still clouded over, so 

the morning was warmer than it had been for some days. A fine, misty rain had fallen about the time 

I awoke, too like the weather I had dreamed for my comfort. Climbing back up from the stream, I 

kindled a fire, but could not eat, and I said the third lesser propitiation stretched out on my face on 

the stone before the vesselary, which is among the proper places, and one as is suitable for a Vessel 

who may have angered Ashgarashgaran.  

The sun was already well above the horizon, though hidden by cloud, when I finished the propitiation 

and came to the shrine. Across the bare ground between the shrine and the offering stone moved tiny 

snails, no larger than a thumbnail. They all moved in the same way, like a troop of orsemen riding 

across the plain- not a Duke’s patrol, but some troop bound together by love of plunder. There were 

scores of them, with flesh nearly black and shells like paper or pearl, shot through with streaks of a 

muddy brown. They all moved away from the shrine, and towards the offering stone.  

I went the other way, and unlocked the doors of the shrine. Nothing seemed amiss inside. There were 

no trails of rat droppings across the floor, and no trapped nightbird had left the eviscerated corpses of 

fish strewn down the wooden panels where the Rites of Ashgarashgaran were carved. The basins 

where the dark fires were kindled had not been tipped over, and no drowned vespertiles floated in 

them. The reliquary against the back wall held only the shrine bones, blackened and shiny from many 

anointings, and not– as I had once heard told, of a Vessel who displeased Ashgarashgaran– a newly 

established hive of bees.  I made a further abasement before the shrine bones, said again the third 

propitiation, and left as quickly as was proper. 

Where the snails had been there were now only some dozen empty shells, and a pair of wherrows 

pecking in the dust. They were large for such birds, and they looked at me insolent and unafraid. ‘I 

may eat you tomorrow,’ I thought at them, and would have chided them for their insolence if it were 

proper for a priest to talk to wherrows. My breath came with more ease once I had passed them, and 

back in the vesselary I found I could cook and eat a little meat without feeling ill.   

 

The Duke’s Arm came to see me later that morning, looking less comfortable than he had the day 

before. It seemed that he had slipped while crossing the stream, for one of his legs was soaked 
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through up to mid-thigh, and the wet ends of his cloak dragged on the ground. He greeted me with a 

grudging bow, and I invited him to sit before the vesselary where we had spoken the day before.  

‘Here is the letter for you, Vessel,’ he said, taking a grubby packet from the front of his tunic. ‘A 

pretty time I had keeping it from being drownded, too. You are lucky it can still be read. Those 

stones are treacherous, when the rain is on them.’ He said it as an accusation, as if I were Keeper of 

the stepping stones, as well as of the shrine.  

‘They can sometimes be slippery. There was a half-witted boy, about ten years ago, who slipped 

from them in bad weather. He struck his head and was drowned.’ I reached out and took the square of 

coarse paper from his hand.  

He must indeed have slept poorly, I thought, for his manner was more discourteous than usual and 

his eyes had the dull look of dead fish. Or else he had slept well but not long enough, after a night of 

too much wine. ‘Did you rest well, Arm Argomon?’  

‘Like the plague,’ he said. ‘There was some vileness about, with the change in the weather.’ 

‘Yes, it may be. It may be this is the beginning of the cold weather you expected.’ I glanced at the 

skies, which were deepening grey, boding more rain. My own head still throbbed with a dull pain.   

‘You do not look well,’ I said. 

‘I do not credit the tales, that priests can meddle with a man’s dreams,’ he said, with a trace of 

insolence in his voice. ‘Those are just stories to frighten children.’  

‘It is the Incarnations that can meddle with a man’s dreams,’ I said. ‘Not the priests. Stories to 

frighten children, that is the proper business of Ashgarashgaran, yes.’ I unfolded the square of coarse 

paper and let my eyes wander over the words written within it, not taking in their meaning. The Arm 

had a ragged but not untutored hand, as if he had learned his letters from an idle courtier rather than a 

true scribe. His lines were not straight, and he drew both majuscule and miniscule with many 

unneeded flourishes, which made me think he had not often written at any length. 

Argomon stabbed a finger at the letter. ‘You will find it all there, Vessel. The story as I told it to you, 

and what the Duke wishes to know of the othermen. A list of the qualities by which Piper may be 

known. Promises, with amounts of coin mentioned, should the othermen tell the Duke what he wants 

to know.’  He watched me as I pretended to read the letter, taking no pains to hide his impatience. 

‘You said that she stole something from Kethbridge,’ I said.  

‘It is written, there, on the letter,’ he pointed to the place. ‘She was staying at a temple of Sipheny 

there, and she stole from another traveller and was denounced. I asked after the temple, but it is gone 

now. The Priests of Sipheny took it apart and built it anew elsewhere.’  

I nodded, and continued to study the letter. 
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‘I would beg a further boon of you, Vessel. When you go to see the othermen, would it be possible 

for me to accompany you?’ He made a little bow of submission. ‘I can walk five paces behind with 

my head downcast, and say no word. It is only for the Duke’s promises, Vessel– my word can be his 

word, in a way that yours cannot.’ 

I looked him in the face and scowled.  ‘The othermen are not interested in your Duke’s gold,’ I said, 

spitting the words.  ‘No more than Ashgarashgaran is. They have everything they need in the forest, 

and what they do not have, they can come and take.’  

Argomon’s face darkened, but he did not reply. ‘And I cannot be made to believe for all your Duke’s 

gold that you would walk five steps behind and say no word, unless you were hobbled, and with your 

tongue cut out. I believe there are Vessels who would take you with them on such conditions. But as 

you said yesterday, I have more that is human about me.’ 

He grunted something that I took for assent, and went on in a sullen voice. ‘Is it all clear? Do you 

have any questions, Vessel?’ 

‘No,’ I said. ‘It is all that is required. I will need to make preparations, but it may be I can ask these 

questions for you the day after tomorrow. I will see you then, Arm Argomon. Take care crossing the 

stream.’ I nodded at him, and went to rise. 

‘Wait, Vessel.’ He reached out to grab my arm, but remembered who I was in time and changed it to 

the first motion in a spirited leap from his stool. ‘The other night, at the wineshop.  The girl Solace 

said that you had asked about someone on the hill behind the shrine, a stranger.’  

The girl Solace? Yes, that would be the daughter of Bark. I was thinking too slowly for such talk. It 

was better not to talk at all, I supposed, if I were losing the art of it so quickly. ‘It was no important 

thing,’ I said. ‘One of the family of Hammertongue of the Lower Stones, making a penance. They 

have sickness in that house.’ 

The Arm of the Duke of Stremshire nodded very slowly. ‘I see.’ 

‘Joy of the night that comes to you, Arm Argomon, and joy of the night that is forever.’ 

‘Oh yes,’ he said, saluting me with an elaborate bow of the lowlands. ‘I wish you also much joy of it, 

Vessel.’ 

 

I was not long alone with my aching head, after Argomon had picked his way back across the stream 

without another ducking. The daughter of Hammertongue came earlier than was her custom that day, 

before noon.  A brief rainstorm was ending– one of two or three which had swept through the valley 

already that day. She did not come alone, but was followed by an older brother, the once-handsome 

Turning, and his wife Ullfish, and an elder sister, Coriander. They came upon me at the edge of the 

burial grounds, where I was weeding, and their eyes were rimmed with red from weeping. 
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‘Our father is dead, Vessel,’ said Turning, twisting his hands together. 

I nodded. ‘Yes, he is dead.’ I laid aside my digging stick. This was a lucky happening, for it would 

give me a good reason to stay in the village for a few more days, rather than seek the Arm’s 

othermen. A burial was a long business for a single priest, especially one who could claim the 

indulgences of age with as much justification as I.  

‘There is room enough for worlds in the long night. Bring the body to the shrine in good time, and I 

will take it. Hammertongue was a pious man.’ His children nodded, and his daughter– who I must 

now call Copal, for it was now proper that she be named in her own right- began to weep.  

‘He did not wake this morning,’ said Coriander. Like her brother, she had been handsome, though 

she never had his vanity. She had the most wit of that family, I thought. She had married a man of the 

Upper Stones, and their children had been sickly. ‘At first we thought he was only in a deep sleep, 

wearied by his sickness, but then he began to thrash about as though he were dreaming horrors, and 

sometimes calling out. We could not make out any sense in what he said, and neither could we wake 

him.’ She coughed, and faltered in her speech, trying not to weep. ‘The Cor came about an hour ago. 

Her physick could not help him.’  

‘You have done well,’ I said. I knew they would not wish to look upon a priest of Ashgarashgaran at 

this time, and desired to send them away quickly. ‘I will abide here. Call your family together, and 

then bring the body. I will begin the preparations.’ These preparations were things that I could do 

without thinking, a service for Ashgarashgaran that would busy my hands while leaving my mind 

free. I wondered if the apparent dreaming of Hammertongue had been a work of Ashgarashgaran. I 

was sure that mine had been a true warning of the Incarnation, though I could not tell how much of 

my own fears and impieties were mixed in it. And there were the dreams of the Arm, as well. The 

attentions of Ashgarashgaran had not been turned upon my little village so much, if all these dreams 

were truly of the Incarnation, during any of my long years here. 

The family of Hammertongue thanked me, in muffled voices, and I blessed them and watched them 

descend toward the stream. I shuddered as they moved away. It was strange for any man to be a 

Vessel of one such as Ashgarashgaran.  Those years I had served Ashgarashgaran sometimes seemed 

to be pale ghost years, in which the same few days and nights had been repeated over and over again. 

Whatever it was that had been me in my youth had been poured out, emptied, to make more room for 

the Incarnation. The Duke’s Arm was wrong; whatever had been human in me was long dead. I had 

known the man Hammertongue for forty years, yet his death meant only a chance to delay the Arm 

for a few days, and no more wherrows for my suppers. When the mourners were out of sight, I sat 

down on the earth beside my little heap of coarse grass, and rubbed my aching temples with my 

fingertips. He had been a spirited man twenty years ago, or even ten, full of little jests and always in 

a good humour. His long illness had drained him away, little by little, and being confined to his 

sickbed had soured him- Hammertongue who had once tramped through the hills for a six-day at a 
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time, collecting resin or birding- but still a little wisp of his merry nature had remained with him to 

the end.  

Twenty years ago his voice had been deep and booming, and he had a wayward eye, which brought 

him several times close to adultery, a knife at his throat, and blood feud in the village of Mift. He had 

never done anything at all, never even touched the hand of a forbidden woman, but the awful chance 

had always been close to the eyes of an initiate of Ashgarashgaran. The imagined flash of the knife, 

the bursting of blood from the throat, had been painted before my inward eye almost every time I saw 

him, twenty years ago. It was a blessing that he had endured to the end, and would no longer suffer 

from such temptation, whatever sufferings his psoul had still to endure. And there would be no more 

wherrows for my supper. 

 

The afternoon was still and long, and there were no more bursts of rain. The clouds lightened, but did 

not lift, and the day stayed cool. A few villagers came to the offering stone, but they did not approach 

me, nor did I speak to them.  I did not move out of sight of the shrine, but weeded the burial grounds 

from one end to another, moving backwards and forwards as though I followed furrows plowed in 

the ground. When I had finished I saw to the butchering of Sycamore’s calf, then cleaned the 

vesselary. When my head no longer hurt I read Argomon’ note for the othermen, fixing the 

description he gave of Piper in my mind, and noting the sum the Duke would pay to find her. I 

remembered enough of the ways of merchants to tell that it was not a Lordly sum, such as would be 

given by a Duke truly tormented by strange dreams, but only a commonplace bribe. Maybe it was the 

Duke had never spoken of payment at all, and it had been some thing thought of by his Arm. I put the 

note away, above the fire, and out of my thoughts. 

It would be right for me to speak to the Cor, I thought, as I polished the vesselary knives. 

Ashgarashgaran might have placed some message in the particulars of the death of Hammertongue, 

which it would be good for me to know.  I knew in my liver that this was truth, and taking up my 

staff I left at once for the temple house of Sharm. 

 

The temple house of Sharm is a well-favoured and well-made place. It is the largest and strongest 

made thing in all the village, save only it may be the tower now given over to Redman’s wineshop. It 

would not be imposing on the streets of a city, and it would not be impressive if the trees behind it 

were cut down, and the size of the hills rising around it were made evident. But sitting by the patch of 

dusty ground in the middle of our village, surrounded only by far meaner dwellings and a scattering 

of trees of modest size, it is an imposing seat for the healing and judgment of Holy Sharm. As the 

Cor of Sharm is the only true healer, and the only true judge, of those who dwell in Mift, it is proper 

that the temple-house be so great a place. 
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As I arrived I could smell strewing herbs simmering in a pot, and knew that the Cor was in. She has 

no Joven, nor kin living with her, and would not leave a pot cooking when she went out. The 

priesthood of Sharm is ever practical. I put the leather sack full of calf’s hindquarters down on the 

step and struck the wooden door of the temple-house- a door a full head higher than any other door of 

the village- with my walking stick. I had come here many times before, often at the side of the Old 

Man, for he had made inquiry such as I did now for almost every death in the village. The Cor had 

been awed of him, a little, but is not awed by me. She is the only one in Mift who is not, except for 

the Seers of the Green-eyed child Kinmarykh; but with them I do not speak. 

The Cor is a tall and tireless woman, with the stern face proper to her station, though built more in 

the image of Sharamis than Sharm. Her hair is grey and her skin is tough and weathered, yet she is as 

fit and strong as many grown men thirty years younger. Until last year she had all her own teeth, but 

she was kicked in the face by an orse. It was an accident that should in the ordinary way of things 

have killed her, but it only brought a great flow of blood and a great flow of curses, and left broad 

scars on her lip and cheek. The hands of the Cor are frightening in their strength and in their skill, 

marked all over with votive etchings of Sharm.  Etchings in the highland manner also coil up her 

forearms, which were bared when she came to the door, and spattered with the dark juices of herbs. 

She wore a simple robe of sky grey, as worn as my own, with a silver chain of justice about her neck.  

‘A blessed morning to you, Vessel,’ she said in a measured voice, greeting me with great courtesy. 

‘And joy of the night that follows,’ I returned the Cor’s greeting.  I rubbed my eyes with the back of 

my hand, for there is something in the vapours of one of the strewing herbs- now billowing out of the 

temple-house door- which stings them. 

‘I have brought you some calfmeat,’ I said. ‘It has been offered to Ashgarashgaran by the man 

Sycamore, and now I offer it to Sharm, for all Incarnations of Keth are to be worshipped and 

propitiated, and he seeks healing.’ I indicated the sack. 

‘I thank you, in the name of Sharm,’ she said. She stepped down and closed the door behind her, 

knowing how I was afflicted by the strewing herbs. She crossed her arms over her chest for warmth.  

‘I am told you went today to the house of Hammertongue,’ I said. 

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He died this morning. I am sorry about the kingsnettle, Vessel. Shall we walk a little 

way, and I will tell you?’ 

We took a score or so steps away from the temple-house door, to a bright patch of sunlight between 

the shop and the bit of ruined wall the villagers call the Othermen’s Hitching Posts. It is the only 

piece left of a tavern that once stood here, long before the Old Man first came to Mift. 

‘Hammertongue has long been sick, as you know well, Vessel, and he died at the second hour.’ 

I nodded. Then the sun would lie near to Sarketh in the sky, were the stars visible.  It was not the 

most propitious hour, but it was far from the most evil. ‘How was his death?’ I asked. 
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‘It was not an easy death,’ she said, in the manner of a carpenter describing a cabinet he has seen. 

‘Sometimes, just before death, a strength will come back to someone who has had a long illness, and 

they will do many things in the last few hours or days of life, as a candlewick may fall against the last 

stub of candle and begin to burn all along its width. It was that way with Proudhand, and with the 

Vessel Zarco, as you know. It was like that also for Hammertongue, but instead of waking his last 

hours were spent in the dreaming worlds. When I came, early in the morning, he had been moving in 

his sleep and crying out already since before dawn, by the word of his daughters. He had begun to 

exhaust his strength when I came, and no longer cried out so much. He trembled though, without 

ceasing- most times his whole body shook, but sometimes only an arm or a leg.  Sometimes he rolled 

from side to side, and at others he beat at his blankets with his hands and feet.  He did all this with a 

strength that few would believe who had seen him so weak, the day before. He smashed a jug that 

was lying next to his bed.’ 

‘Were there any words in his crying out?’ I asked. ‘Any meaning to his dreams, that you could read?’ 

‘There were no words,’ she said with certainty. ‘He dreamed some dread thing, but he could not let 

us know what it was. He fought for his life like a hunted animal, and the sounds he could make- they 

were also the sounds of a hunted animal.’ 

‘I am sorry to hear it.’ I thought of my own dream, and the formless noises that had come from the 

woman as the great jaws of Ashgarashgaran had crushed her. She also had fought to the end, though 

her body had failed her. 

‘He had no fever, nor any of the other illnesses that can sometimes bring such dreaming. His pulse 

was thready, but did not seem weak at first, and I dosed him with the physick proper to his ailments. 

For he had suffered long, as again you know, and had many ills of the flesh. I tried to calm him with 

herbs and the prayers proper to Sharm. I did calm him, but the calm was never a full one, and he 

spent the last of his strength in fighting the things of his dreaming. What they might have been, I do 

not wish to know. If you know, out of your lore of Ashgarashgaran, truly I do not wish to know.’ 

I nodded. ‘Thank you, Cor. If there is any message of Ashgarashgaran in the man’s death, it is 

obscure.’ I rubbed my eyes again, from the smell of kingsnettle drifting from her skin and hair. A 

sorry figure of a Vessel I, a red-eyed nightbird blinking in the daylight. 

‘It was not obscure to him.’ said the Cor. She looked at me with gentleness in her eyes. ‘Come back 

to the door, if you can bear it for a moment, and  I will give you some unguent.’ 

I accepted unguent from the Cor, to undo the harm her strewing herbs had caused me, and let her 

return to them before they could be spoiled by overcooking. I asked after sinew thread at the shop, 

but the shopman Asphodel had none, and neither had he seen any sign of the Arm.  Last before 

returning to the shrine I made a visit in secret to the house of Sycamore. I feared, lest his daughter 

gave a sign of being next to die. It would not have cheered the family of Sycamore to see me, so I 

made inquiry of some of those who dwelt closest by. Ellflower of the family of the Tower, who was 
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the kind of man who heard all things that were said, was pleased enough to speak with me. The 

daughter of Sycamore still ate nothing, she told me, and she spat black blood, but had not weakened 

since yesterday. This news cheered my psoul, and I returned to the Shrine with some hours to spare 

before dark, in good spirits and full obedience to the will of Ashgarashgaran.  

 

I made a particular prayer to Sahrgarilda of the hill behind the shrine that night, piling up little cairns 

of rocks behind me every few score paces as I climbed its lower reaches, peering down at the burial 

fields through the misty evening rain for a proper place to dig the hole. It was a blustery evening, 

with winds gusting at the shrine first from one direction, and then another. My crab traps were empty, 

and one- alas!- had been broken. It looked as though something had bitten it, near in half. A strange 

thing, since I knew of no beasts of such a size that could be splashing about in the stream. I put the 

trap aside for another day. I would be busy for some time to come.   

As the night grew nearer, so did Ashgarashgaran seem to draw closer, looming larger above my 

psoul. I had thought, under the light of the afternoon, with my head again clear and the cheering news 

that Sycamore’s daughter still lived, that I dwelled again in the favour of Ashgarashgaran. I began to 

fear again. Darkness settled over the valley and the cold rain quickened, drumming down on the roof 

of the vesselary. With great care I said the third propitiation, pronouncing every word in its proper 

place. I oiled the offering stone against the rain. I swept clean every crevice of the shrine with the 

broom proper for that purpose, and I lit and then extinguished the dark fires before the sacred bones, 

saying the very strange words of the extraordinary propitiatory prayer of Gyalmë. To Ashgarashgaran 

all times are night, I reminded myself. Ashgarashgaran was here, beyond my knowledge and very 

strange, and the purpose of Ashgarashgaran for me was hidden.  I cooked and ate every bone and 

husk of the day’s small offering before I went to bed. There were no wherrows today, of course.  

Only a few fish, and a smallish bundle of decayed herbs– fogsmute reed, good for bleeding of the 

bowel. I did not go hungry, for I could glut myself on the flesh of the calf. Even after I had given the 

half of it to the Cor, enough remained uneaten to keep me for some days. I closed my eyes, and sleep 

came quickly. 

*** 

It was raining on the marshes, and had done so without ceasing for as long as the man could 

remember. Rain fell everywhere between the mountains and the sea, he was sure, but most of all on 

the broad marshes of  Stremshire, before and behind him every step of his long journey. Dull and 

endless the rain fell as he crossed a swollen ditch on a plank bridge and came into Leolam. The lanes 

of Leolam were mere troughs of clinging muck, and the houses that lined them stood askew, as if 

they were sinking into the mud. Each house was worn, as though each had weathered many storms, 

and though the sun had already dipped below the horizon not one showed a lighted window.  
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Neither the lanes nor the houses of Leolam were of any importance. There was only one thing in 

Leolam that had any meaning for Helecho, and that was the woman who beckoned him now from the 

upper window of the widow’s house, calling to him from between the shutters. ‘Come in, come in out 

of the rain, and get warm!’ she called.  She was a light-boned woman, fair-skinned, with dark hair 

and a cruel twist to her smile, dressed in a red woollen cloak. Her hands gripped the shutters tight 

enough to whiten her knuckles.  

Helecho ran up the stairs two at a time to an upper room. It was warmed by a merry fire, and as 

comfortable as the marshes had been miserable. The woman darted at him as he entered, and kissed 

him fiercely on the lips. He shook himself away, his expression grim, and let his tattered leather pack 

slip onto the floor before the fire. He began to remove his cloak, his still numb fingers fumbling at 

the clasp. 

‘Are you-‘ she drew close to him again, her eyes solemn, and reached up so that she could look him 

in the face. ‘Do you have it?’ Her eyes were dark green, shot through with massy veins of gold. 

‘Of course I do,’ he said, with a broad grin. ‘Of course I do.’ She kicked him in the shin, with a 

furious smile, and her grabbed her hand, but she broke away and danced around the room, whirling 

her red cloak about her head and leaping into the air, descending in thunderous stomps that would 

certainly bring the widow Wheelwright up to chastise them in a moment. ‘It is ours, it is ours,’ cried 

the woman, her eyes twinkling gold as she now climbed the rooms one chair and leapt from it, 

slapping her hands upon a roof beam. ‘No more to live rough forever!’ 

‘Hey, hey, hey,’ he laughed and made to grab her. ‘Stop charging about, you will bring the widow to 

us.’ She twisted easily out of reach of his grasp, and he had to run to catch her, adding to the din. She 

laughed, darted easily aside, and stuck out her tongue at him. ‘Let her, the shrivelled old toad,’ she 

laughed. ‘We will kick her down the stairs, and buy off her kin.’ She gave the chair a cheerful kick to 

show how she would deal with the woman, and it hit the floor with a crash. 

‘No, truly,’ said Helecho, lunging forward to grab her, but getting only a double handful of her cloak. 

She wrenched it from her easily and stepped free, leaving it in Helecho’s hands.  She stood before the 

fire in a deep wine-coloured tunic and trews like a Blade of Kiszen, daring Helecho to try again.  

Keeping her eyes fixed on Helecho, she took a step sideways and prodded his pack with one nimble 

foot. ‘Where is the bauble? You would not have thrown it on the floor so casually, I think.’ 

‘If you do not stand still, I will not show it to you.’  

‘As if I need you to unwrap any bauble for me,’ she said with scorn. ‘Best to keep it wrapped until 

we reach Port Geats, anyway. You never know who might be watching.’ 

‘Watching?’ said Helecho incredulously. ‘What about people listening? Anyone close enough to see 

would have heard you shouting long ago.’  
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The fire drew a red halo around her, and cast her features into shadow. It was hard to tell what sort of 

face she wore. Helecho set the chair back on its feet and hung his wet cloak on it. It was dull grey, 

rather than the woman’s red, soaked through by the rain and spattered with mud from the road. The 

road that seemed to have gone on as long as he could remember.  He pulled off his boots, then his 

sodden socks, casting each close by the fire. One sock rolled too close, and hissed on the hot stone of 

the fireplace.   

‘I will keep it wrapped well, my flarrin,’ said Helecho. ‘Indeed, you need never see it at all, only the 

coin that will come from it.’ Helecho approached the woman with slow cautious steps, like a hunting 

cat, as though sure she would dart away again.  

‘As you might never see the coin, Helecho,’ she laughed.  

Helecho shook his head, taking another step closer. He unknotted the lacing of his tunic and tossed it 

back over the chair. His chest and belly were tightly wrapped with bandages, from his collarbone to 

his belt, but he did not move as if he had any fresh wound.  

 ‘It does seem a shame not to gaze upon it, after taking such trouble,’ she said. ‘It might be I could 

not wait until we were at Port Geats, after all.’ She toyed idly with the shadowed lacing of her own 

tunic. 

Helecho  now stood close enough to touch her with an outstretched arm, but reached instead to the 

bent pin that secured the bandage and then began to unwrap his midriff, coiling the bandage in a neat 

manner around his right forearm. 

‘I wonder when the widow will come knocking on the door,’ said the woman. She took another 

sideways step, and kicked Helecho’s sock backwards with her heel so that it lay full in the flames. It 

did not catch alight at once, being wet, but in a few minutes began to burn with a foul smoke. Neither 

Helecho nor the woman paid it any mind. 
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Tenth day of Jamar in the Season of Autumn, An Ordinary Day of Ashgarashgaran  

 

‘They say, ‘Best beloved in my sight is justice’. But I say, look to where it is written: ‘I desire mercy, 

not sacrifice.’ 

- A saying attributed to the prophet Isab 

 

The day ahead of me was clear in my thoughts. I would stay away from the stream and leave my crab 

traps unbaited, unless the skies cleared- it had been raining since sunrise, a chill, miserable rain. I 

would eat the rest of Sycamore’s calf, double handfuls of cooked flesh at each meal, and then it 

might be there would not be enough left to take to the pool, to weight to the bottom and grow like 

cheese in the dark and cold. That would be one more task for the days ahead, which were so easy to 

fill with such little things. So many little things, to fill the days, while in one day a single great thing 

may fill a life.  I would need to dig the hole for Hammertongue’s corpse to be put in, no matter how 

much it rained in the rest of the day, so it was best to save as much of my strength as possible for this 

task. I had not yet recovered from my climb of the hill and my long walk back from the 

timbercutters’ camp. When I walked, it felt as though my legs would pitch me forward on my face, 

and my joints ached. I was grown old. I thought of these things while I prayed, and washed my face 

and hands, and lit the fire to cook my morning meal. Behind and around these thoughts grew other 

thoughts, thoughts of the years lost to me, the days and nights I had lived in the service of 

Ashgarashgaran, and those lived in defiance of the Gods. My night had been unrestful, with dreams 

tumbled within it like chainéd captives. They had not been altogether horrible- I had seen no more 

men devoured alive by the Incarnation- but they had brought to my remembrance men and women 

who I had once known, and cast over my psoul a kind of sadness not proper to my station. It clung to 

me all that day, and I did not strive to cast it away. 

 

It was well past full dark when I came to Redman’s wineshop. I had not meant to go. I had meant to 

stay close by the shrine until after Hammertongue’s corpse was buried, to make propitiation after 

propitiation, prepare the dark fire, and dig the burial pit to receive the body. The man Turning had 

come early to the Shrine that morning, still much distressed, to leave a final offering to 

Ashgarashgaran for the psoul of his father. It was a magnificent woodcock, with splendid plumage of 

red and green. I gathered from the few words I spoke to him that they would bring Hammertongue’s 

body to me the next morning.  They had bundled it in blankets and laid it in the root cellar for a time, 

until Hammertongue’s brother could be fetched from Caulder to join in the burial and the 

deathdrinking. This was agreeable to me, for there was much to be done in preparing for the burial.  

Little tasks then ate away at the day, as I had foretold, and it was late before I began to dig the grave 

of Hammertongue. I had taken my digging stick of blood-anointed palisander, and my trowel of good 
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Veckshire iron, and begun to turn up handfuls of earth and potsherds from the southern end of the 

burial ground. I dug for the third part of an hour, as the shadows of the trees lengthened and grew 

darker beneath the blanket of cloud, and the shrill cries of the ashwings were replaced by the throaty 

bleating of the nightbirds. With a shudder I found that I could dig no more. I had stayed away from 

other men all day, since Turning had left, but now I felt the lack of them like a hunger. I stood alone 

beneath the hill, and the presence of the Incarnation pressed heavy upon me. Ashgarashgaran seemed 

to have turned Its dead eyes to stare full upon my tiny and forgotten corner of Koronad, tonight more 

than any night before, to level accounts with all those who were in its debt. It was more than I could 

bear. If I stayed there any longer, I would be emptied, poured out, consumed. This might be what 

would be required of me before my end, as I had always known in my gut, but tonight I could not 

bear it. Spare me a few nights more, Ashgarashgaran, I said in silence, slipping from the formulae of 

the third propitiation into the simple pleading of a child. A few nights more, a few nights more, and 

then I will let you eat me. I lay on my face in the dust 

When I had stopped my childish pleading, and made apology to the Incarnation for my foolishness, I 

found myself on the further side of the stream, moving by memory through the darkness on the path 

to the wineshop. I barked my shin once on a branch, where one had fallen since I last came. When I 

stumbled I saw that I still held my apology knife in my hand, and had the wit to wipe the blood from 

it and tuck it back into my belt before I opened the door below Redman’s lantern, between old stone 

pillars carved with the name of a forgotten Duke. 

The wineshop was busier than it had been two nights ago, and thick with the smell of new wine and 

frying eggs. The fire was low, but the outer room was warmed by the heat of many men. Most of 

those present were the Duke’s men, trappers and timbercutters, and the men who watch over the pay-

waggon from Lonbury.  Neither the firstman of the timbermen nor the girl Respite were there, but I 

saw the man Swift, already full drunken. At the centre of them all was a skald of Geatshire who I had 

met before; a loose-tongued woman who played snatches of song on an old tambril. Light, pretty 

pieces of song, few entire, of love and drink and contests of skill. Redman and his children moved 

through the crowded room like gleaning birds across a newly harvested field, picking up an empty 

cup here, and empty plate there. 

Arrow was there, and a few others of the family of the Golden Fir– solid, clear-headed men of Mift. I 

sat down with them, seeing only as we traded greetings that there was another seated at the bench, 

rising now after fetching a cup that had fallen beneath it. It was Soleata, the little Seer of Kinmarykh. 

Her eyes brightened, and her hair shone with a brassy glint like the plumage of an apostle bird. 

‘A good evening to you, my Lady Vessel,’ she said, with a twinkling smile. ‘Is this your cup? It was 

kicked from somewhere on the other side of the room, beneath everyone’s feet, so we really had no 

idea who it might belong to.’ 

 –44–



  
 
             
‘I am neither man nor woman,’ I growled, ignoring her jest, ‘but a Vessel of Ashgarashgaran, as you 

know well.’ 

‘I ask you to receive my apology,’ she said, balancing the empty cup atop another on the table. ‘This 

must not be your cup then, since you are a vessel sufficient and entire by yourself.’ 

‘Joy of this night to you, Seer,’ I said, gripping my walking stick to leave. ‘And of the night that 

follows after, the night in which all your merriment will be consumed like a hair dropped into the 

fire.’ 

‘Please stay with us, Vessel,’ said Arrow in haste, rising and making respectful bows to me and to the 

Seer. ‘With Hammertongue’s passing, the Vessel has doubtless had many heavy tasks today. And the 

light touch of the Seer has served to cheer our marrow at this time of sadness.’ 

‘Very well,’ I said, relaxing my grip.  

‘Very well,’ agreed Soleata, smiling at me in a more solemn way. Her face had filled out since I had 

last spoken to her, and her voice had begun to lose its girlish screech. She wore Seer’s robes of 

yellow of a kind I had not seen before in Mift, laced at her wrists and neck with intricate knots.  ‘You 

do look tired, Vessel, much more than the last time I spoke with you. And- you are bleeding,’ she 

said, alarmed. 

I looked at my hands. I had cut them deeper than I thought in my apology, and uncongealed blood 

still flowed from both. Nearly a foot of my walking stick was reddened.  

‘Yes,’ I said, my voice trailing off.  

‘Would you bring the Vessel a bowl of water and a cloth?’ asked Soleata. Bolt, a fair-faced younger 

cousin of Arrow, rose quickly and went to fetch these things.  

‘It must have been a troubling day indeed for you. By the Riddles, you look years older than the last 

time I spoke to you.’  

‘It has been a long time since we spoke, Seer. I am older.’ 

‘You are not so much older- not like Thread’s daughter, who has doubled in height between our 

talks. When was it, last summer? You come seldom to the wineshop, and never to our house.’  

‘Yes, that is true,’ I said. I called out to Bolt, who I could see a few table lengths away, speaking with 

one of Redman’s daughters. ‘Bring me the ghost of the wine, also.’ It might be he would hear me. 

My voice did not sound very loud to my own ears. 

‘A good idea,’ said the Seer. ‘Make it a merry night tonight, and the long years will slip away. We 

will soar to the stars on wings of song, the pelican and the nightbird and the sturdy wherrows of Mift 

together.’  
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I made a contemptuous sound, but mild enough not to cause offence. There might yet be something 

to be gained in talking to this priest of Kinmarykh. I held my hands balled into fists, balanced on the 

edge of the table, so that I would not mark it with my blood. ‘How fares your guest, Seer?’ 

‘He has been reluctant to help with the washing up, but has been in most ways an entertaining guest,’ 

replied Soleata. ‘If you came here looking to speak to him, I am afraid you are misfortuned; he rode 

to Kethbridge at dawn. He said he would return in a few days.’  

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘In truth, I did not much wish to see him.’ I wondered again what he had told the Seers, 

and what they had found out by themselves. 

The Seer nodded with feigned understanding. ‘No use weeping over missing Stremshiremen.’  

‘What stories are told about him here?’ I turned my head to look around the table at each of the 

others in turn, who had been silent out of courtesy while the Seer and I spoke. ‘Has he spoken of his 

business for the Duke?’ 

 ‘Little more than you had from him, two nights ago.’ said Arrow. ‘They say he is hunting a man, 

who has stolen something from the Duke of Stremshire,’ 

‘They say the man has hidden himself among the othermen, but has some ally here,’ added Fern, the 

wife of Bolt. 

The Seer Soleata only smiled, and drew on the table with a fingertip dipped in new wine. 

The younger daughter of Redman arrived at our table, looking weary, and set a half-full copper basin 

and a few fresh woolen rags before me. At her elbow, Bolt put down a large cup of the ghost of the 

wine. I drew my hands back, and paused, somehow unsure of what to do. 

‘You are weary,’ said Arrow in a kind way, helping me to wash my hands.  ‘You cannot help a 

strong young servant of the Duke chase some froward through the forest, dear Vessel,’ said Soleata. 

‘I would suggest that you think no more about the matter, and attend rather to the cup on your right 

hand.’ 

I nodded. ‘The weariness will pass.’ I dried my hands, and picked up the cup with my fingertips, 

sipping it with care.  

Soleata watched me drink. ‘I do not think you should worry about this man of Stremshire, Vessel. 

Truly I do not. You have been working too long alone, these past few years, and you are tired, that is 

all. Are you done with the basin?’ I set down my cup and pushed the basin of bloody water over to 

Soleata. 

The skald took up another song, a treasure hunter’s song, about three comic thieves scheming to 

betray one another while they robbed the treasure hold of an otherman king. It was a song not 

unfamiliar to me, a song I had been used to hearing in the voice of a man long dead, singing along 

while I clapped my cup against the table.  
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I followed the familiar verses in my mind, picking out each note that jarred with my memory. To my 

hearing the skald did not sing it well, but it was strange to hear it sung at all, after so many years. The 

changes were few, but they were in the same unwelcome direction- it had become more broad and 

comic with the passing years, less like a song that might have been drawn from life.   

‘I think you will find this amusing,’ said the Seer. ‘Observe.’ She had taken off one of her earrings, a 

heavy gold thing shaped like a grinning orren. She hefted it in one hand, then the other, showing us 

the weight of it, and then rubbed it between her hands with a circular motion, faster and faster. ‘You 

are not watching, Vessel,’ she chided. This was not true– my eyes did watch, though my mind was 

caught up picking the skald’s song out from the tangle of background noise.  

The Seer blew between her hands, and thrust them out over the basin with a sudden gesture. A leaf of 

gold fluttered down to fall upon the basin, where it floated. It was the same shape, a grinning orren. 

Fern and Bolt leaned closer to look upon it, with the delighted smiles of children on their faces. 

Before they could look closer, Soleata was blowing at the surface of the basin, pushing the golden 

orren hither and tither across it like a man is blown through life by the whims of the Incarnations.  

The Seer looked across at me, winked and smiled, then plunged the gold leaf under the surface of the 

basin with her forefinger. She stabbed once or twice more with vigour, splashing a very little water 

from the basin, and then reached down into it. She brought out the earring she had begun with, the 

drops falling from her hand pink with my blood. ‘A wonder of Kinmarykh,’ said Fern, her words 

roughened with her breath. I smiled. They were so fond of these conjuror’s tricks, these Seers. ‘Might 

I borrow your cloth, Vessel?’ asked Soleata, and I handed it to her. She dried her hands, and the 

earring, and slipped it back onto its hook. 

‘That was amusing, yes,’ I said, and stopped my smile. I had finished the cup of the ghost of the wine 

with more haste than was proper, and found pleasing the faces the Seer’s trick had brought forth on 

the villagers around us. ‘Where is your elder, Seer Ciervo?’ I asked. ‘Has he ridden away with Arm 

Argomon?’ 

‘No, no, a thousand times no,’ said Soleata, feigning horror. ‘He cannot abide orsen. He would die a 

thousand deaths before that. He has wearied his eyes with carving toys for the Festival of Ice, and 

had to lie down early.’ She narrowed her eyes at me, and wagged an accusing finger as though I were 

a naughty child. ‘I thought I told you to forget about the Stremshireman.’ 

There was no point in talking with these priests of Kinmarykh, the Old Man had said. He had 

despised them. I wondered if he had been right. Soleata was worse than the man Argomon, for she 

had the weight of an Incarnation behind her frivolity. ‘I find it hard to converse to no purpose, Seer,’ 

I said. 

‘Yet you are happy to sit and listen to stories in the wineshop,’ she said. ‘Or to songs.’ She had 

noticed the way the skald’s last tune had drawn my ear. She fingered her earring on its hook, for it 

was hanging awry. 
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‘That is not quite the same,’ I said. I stopped, for the rest of what I had been going to say did not 

make sense. Time seemed to stop and start anew, with a gap of some hours where I knew there had 

been no gap at all. The Seer’s face across from me grew bright and clear as though by magic, but the 

rest of the room became dim. I turned to look at the man next to her– Bolt, watching us with the 

respect due priests- and was pleased to see that he too became bright and clear. I remembered that I 

had not eaten since I glutted myself on meat this morning, since before Turning had come to the 

shrine. Somehow I had forgotten to take any food at midday, or at nightfall. 

‘Do you listen then only in case there is some impiety spoken?’ asked the Seer. ‘Say, if the wrong 

pronoun were used of a Vessel of Ashgarashgaran?’ 

Sometimes that would be true, but not in these last few days. ‘I am used to listening,’ I said, looking 

her in the eyes. They were a pale, pale grey, like the sheet of clouds that had hid the sky earlier that 

day. I spoke slowly, and the words felt like stones in my mouth. ‘The truth tonight is, Seer, that I do 

not overmuch wish to talk, but only to listen to these songs. I am the Vessel of Ashgarashgaran, but 

Ashgarashgaran has need of no Vessels; it is you, it is these, who have need of Vesssels, and it is 

good that I should sometimes sit among them.’  

‘We are honoured,’ said the Seer, and I could hear the truth in her voice.  

‘I also,’ I bowed to her. ‘I am honoured to have served so good a people. I am sorry for the death of 

the man Hammertongue. I pray that I have not brought more suffering upon him than was his proper 

portion.’ 

‘I am sure you did not, Vessel,’ said Arrow. The others of his family said much the same, a gentle 

murmur of words in which I could not pick out one from another. 

‘Let us listen to the songs then,’ said Soleata. ‘And find another cup of wine for our dear nightbird, 

and more for us. Come, let us move the table.’ She rose, and with great struggles and shufflings of 

stools, led the villagers in moving the table closer to the skald. At her direction it became a kind of 

battering ram, pushing aside the drunken knots of timbermen and furskinners. Somewhere in the 

middle Redman’s daughter came, begging my pardon for the delay, and carried away the basin of 

water and the bloodied cloth. When Soleata had finished moving us we had a fine sight of the skald, 

seated on a table rather than at a stool, with her tambril laid across her knees and her hair tied up in a 

blue and white scarf on her head. She was dressed in the lowland manner, and her cloak was of a 

curious yellow like genseric. It had outlandish embroidery around the edges, a maze of shapes that 

my eyes could not quite follow. It seemed to me a near match to the silver embroidery on the Seer’s 

tunic. The skald did not look often at the men clustered around her– some watching her with keen 

interest, others full lost in drink- but peered down at the tambril her fingers danced across. 

The song she sang was a sea song, of the Ronvenshire Nooks, where salt marsh and mud-dark sea 

tangle together in an ever-changing labyrinth- a place very dear to Kinmarykh, I would think. It was 

hard to think of a place in Koronad more distant in psoul from Mift, with its ancient hills and forests. 
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No more than one in twenty of those present had ever seen the sea. I guessed. I had not seen the 

Nooks myself, but I had once spoken to a sailor who had, who had been on a fisherboat lost for a six-

day among the winter fogs. You cannot go back, he had said, however careful you are to mark your 

way; you find the channels have changed behind you, and there is land where there was water, and 

water where there was land. The only way to go is forward, ever forward, and pray for an end. 

Everywhere the same muddy water, and the same colourless sea-grasses, and the sad barks of the 

xeric seeming to come from every direction at once.  

‘Have you seen the sea?’ I asked the Seer. My voice came out far softer than I had intended, and I 

thought she had not heard me at all. But she turned her eyes from the skald, and spoke over her 

shoulder to me. 

‘Not all of it,’ she said.  

‘It have not seen it for forty years,’ I said. 

‘You would not find it much changed,’ she said. She held her hand before her lips, and lifted a 

reproving finger. ‘Now hush, for the captain is about to find his mother’s ring on the finger of the 

mad hermit of Keth.’ 

I sat and listened to the ridiculous song, and watched the figures of men and women move about the 

room. I watched Bolt, seated across the table from me, and the sinews standing out in his neck as he 

held his head turned toward the skald. I watched the skald, with her face turned down at her tambril, 

and I watched the Seer- her back was all I could see, the back of a young girl, and her dark hair. I 

spoke in a voice too low for anyone to hear, watching the writhing chain of grasshoppers 

embroidered down the back of the Seer’s tunic. ‘I remember the boats coming up the river, and the 

salt smell blowing across the marshes, and wondering if I would ever look upon the sea.’ 

The captain solved the riddle, and saved his ship, and returned and was married to his true love, and 

then the skald was tuning her tambril anew, and there was a movement of men between her and I. 

Redman’s daughter passed by, and set before me a plate of something dark and oily– fried bread, I 

guessed. As I peered down at it the white hand of Soleata darted before me, holding a cup of the 

ghost of the wine for me to take. Her fingers looked like the limbs of some eyeless creature that 

burrowed beneath the earth, I thought. They were too long and thin to be the proper fingers of a 

village woman, and had too few wrinklings at the knuckles. Like the fingers of Mariba, in the Arm’s 

tale. Like the fingers of the girl in my dream. Like my fingers had been once, long ago. I took the 

cup, but sat it down on the table rather than drinking it, for the room was already a chaos of light and 

shade before my eyes. Fern and Bolt talked together in voices only a little softened, but I could not 

hear them at all. I felt content to sit here forever, my psoul dissolving in the ghost of the wine, and to 

move anywhere else seemed too heavy a task to think upon. I would have to go back to the shrine 

tonight, back to my proper place under the stars, and sleep under the shadow of Ashgarashgaran. I 
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did not fear it, as I had when I set out tonight, but neither did I feel the fierce enthusiasm which had 

brought me back two nights before.  

The skald seemed to be taking too long a time tuning her tambril, as if she had broken a string. 

‘Will you eat, my once-Lady Vessel?’ asked the Seer. ‘It is not as bad as it looks; it has only been 

fried once.’ 

‘I should like to see the sea again, I think,’ I said. ‘It is a pity one has to go through the lowlands to 

get there.’ I lifted the cup in one injured hand and took a swallow of the ghost of the wine. 

‘One could keep one’s eyes closed, and stump along with a stick, in the guise of a blind beggar.’ 

I nodded, as if this were wisdom. ‘I used to sit on the jetty and watch the ships come up the river, 

when I was a very little child, and wonder what place it was they came from.’ 

‘Led by a child on a bit of string, if need be,’ she nodded. 

‘All those cords, and timbers, and sails, and men scurrying about to one place and another on tasks 

that seem to have no purpose, and out of it all the whole thing fetches up on a different island from 

where it started.’ I had always watched the ships, and had never been able to follow how they were 

worked. 

‘I admit that ships are one thing that I have found no less mysterious with the passing of the year,’ 

said Soleata. ‘All of those curious wooden pieces with the outlandish names. All the furling or 

unfurling, foremasts and middlemasts, all the complicated shouting and scolding.’  

The skald took up her new tune at last, a merry dance that was wordless except for a chorus of 

nonsense; I could not tell why she had taken so long to begin it. A few of the timber-cutters knew the 

song, and leant their shouts to the meaningless chorus. It seemed to be a favourite of theirs, though 

new to me. I made a muttered reply to Fern and Bolt, who had asked my blessing for the night. They 

were making their farewells, and somehow navigated the crowded outer room of the wineshop. It 

was a daunting confusion of moving figures, and I was happy to remain seated. 

‘I have not had much to do with the sea, except as a thing to make songs about,’ continued the Seer. 

‘I grew up near to Lonbury, among peach trees and woolly gerlen, and did not see the sea until I was 

full grown.’ 

‘I suppose I am from Texelin,’ I admitted. My voice sounded gloomy and dead to my own ears.  

‘Of all the free cities in Koronad, surely the most spirited,’ said Soleata. ‘A fine place to be born in.’ 

Why, the Duke of Stremshire was born there, she might well have added. 

‘The finest priests of all Koronad,’ said Arrow with pride. ‘From all of Koronad we seek them out 

and bring them to Mift,’ he said, without truth but not without charm. ‘I lift my cup to you, Seer, 

Vessel.’ He lifted his cup to his forehead, then to each of us, and then to his lips, in a series of quick 

and bewildering gestures.  
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I should talk less, and listen more, I thought. I touched my own cup to my brow, lowered it to my lips 

and took a small sip. ‘Thank you for abiding with us tonight, Vessel, Seer. In friendship.’ With an 

overfamiliarity born of the new wine, he grasped both of our hands for a moment- a light touch to the 

back of my mangled hand, a firmer grip on the curious pale boneless thing of the Seer. He bowed a 

deep bow to me, unsteady- though the whole room was unsteady, and all things within it; it seemed 

likely at any moment to fly off in pieces in all directions, like some Kinmarykhian wind chime of 

bells and coloured glass and bright-coloured ribbons, wrenched from its mooring and whirled about 

the head of a young fool. Arrow bowed also to the Seer, I think, and there were blessings passed back 

and forth, with joys of the nights and the days to come, and then he moved off. He vanished amid the 

cheery shouting of the timbermen, who were stomping their feet in some kind of time to the skald’s 

tune.  

‘Men are so like children when they are drunken,’ said Soleata in a kind voice, looking towards 

where Arrow had gone. 

I looked down at my cup, which seemed to have been emptied. I rolled it with care across the floor 

beneath the feet of the revellers before it could be filled again.  

‘It is most important to be a child,’ she said, not stooping to treat her own cup in the same manner. 

She lifted a finger before my face in the manner of a rhaetor.  ‘The point of living at all is to be a 

child. The point of the rest of life is only to ensure that more children are summoned.’ This was the 

closest I had ever heard to a reasoned discourse by a priest of Kinmarykh, though I did not frequent 

their temples. Soleata finished her cup with one swift swallow, then made it disappear into 

nothingness with a clap of her hands. I forced back a childish desire to cheer at this trick.  

‘Yet, you have no children,’ I said. Few initiates of Kinmarykh ever did, I knew, despite their 

worship of the child-Incarnation Kinmarykh. 

‘You cannot know,’ she said in a sly voice. ‘I was full grown when I came to Mift, you remember.’ 

‘Not truly full grown,’ I growled. ‘You are hardly grown now.’ I tried to look her in the face, but she 

seemed to be dancing back and forth before my eyes, refusing to stay in one place. I closed my eyes 

then to stop her. It helped a little, though the room still dipped and rose in an alarming way in the 

darkness. 

‘If I am hardly grown, then there are many years still before me,’ she said. ‘I shall pop them out like 

Sharmday cakes, six at time, and set them to making spinning tops in the orphan house of 

Kinmarykh. They will be a splendid choir, they will paint delightful paintings, and they will pose 

beautiful riddles.’ 

‘They would die, and you would die,’ I said, a horrible vision of the Arm’s tale having come before 

my inward eye. ‘Please, not so many. I would have to dig holes for them all.’ 

‘Only one at a time then, my dear Lady Vessel,’ she said. ‘There are many years. And you?’ 
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‘And I?’ I opened my eyes to find that the music had stopped, and the face of Soleata had stopped its 

motion. A few strands of her metallic hair fell nearly straight down across it. I wondered if I had lost 

some minutes out of the night. 

‘You, you have no children?’ she asked. 

‘You should know better than to ask such questions,’ I said. I smiled a small sad smile at her, as I had 

never smiled at a priest of Kinmarykh before. I would despise them no longer, I resolved, though I 

would not seek out their dangerous company. ‘As you said of yourself, I was full grown when I came 

to this place.’  

I must not talk to the Seer overmuch in future, I thought. It would cause too much confusion to the 

villagers. They were used to the ways of the Old Man. Tonight would cause confusion mong the 

villagers enough, if it were talked about. 

 ‘They will say that you were struck hard by the death of Hammertongue, your old friend,’ said 

Soleata. ‘That is all.’ 

Had I spoken aloud? I supposed I must have. I should watch myself with far greater care, then. 

‘Yes, that is all,’ I nodded. 

 ‘Joy of this night to you, my Lady Vessel,’ said Soleata. ‘Will you return to your shrine tonight, or 

do you purpose to spend the night here?’ 

‘I must return,’ I said. ‘I do not know at what hour I will be called. Joy of this night to you, my Lady 

Seer.’ 

Soleata rose to help me to the door, and I think she laid her hand upon my shoulder to guide me 

through the crowd, and I made no protest. I cannot remember the manner of our parting. My setting 

forth from the wineshop is as confused in my memory as my leaving the vesselary. I know that in the 

pitchy darkness I made it back across the stream undrownded, and that I did not make fresh scrapes 

upon my arms or legs, or fresh rents in my robe. But I recall little that passed until I stepped onto the 

stone floor of the vesselary, when the ghost of the wine fled from me of a sudden, leaving my mind 

clear and brittle. I hurried through the propitiations as quickly as was proper, though I lingered over 

the offering stone, washing it with water and sand until my fingers were numb. The oppressive 

presence I had felt earlier in the evening had lifted, as if the attentions of Ashgarashgaran were no 

longer turned on this place. Had I been dismissed for the evening, when I found my feet upon the 

path to the wineshop, or had I ran away like an errant child? The Old Man would have known. I did 

not wish to think what the Old Man would have said to me tonight, were he still living. Still less what 

his spirit might say now, had I the art to hear it. I crept more than walked to my bed, and fell into it, 

keeping my thoughts on matters pleasing to Ashgarashgaran. I fell asleep almost at once, and 

remembered no dreaming, dark or light. 
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Eleventh day of Jamar in the Season of Autumn, An Ordinary Day of Ashgarashgaran 

 

‘Man is born to trouble as the sparks fly upward.’  

- A saying attributed to the minor prophet Ish 

 

When I awoke it was the fifth hour, the deepest hour of the night. I had not slept for more than two or 

three hours. My mind was clear, though my limbs felt very weak- my arms weaker than my legs- and 

I had a sour, twisted feeling in my gut. I had not wakened; I had been awakened, and the devouring 

presence of Ashgarashgaran had returned. I abased myself on the floor of my inner chamber, then on 

the cold stone in the outer chamber before the door of the vesselary. I washed my face and arms, 

groin and feet, and wrapped my palms in with care bands of fresh cloth so they would not bleed. I 

was full awake as I stepped out into the night, as awake as I had been for years. 

The clouds that had lain over the village for the past two days were beginning to break, and here and 

there the stars shone down through great rifts in the sky. They shone with terrible brightness to my 

eyes, as fierce as Incarnations of war. It was easy to imagine I looked down, not up, from an 

immense height upon the tumbled landscape of a world that was being torn to pieces, looking down 

through vast gulfs between sundered continents at the stars beneath. Slowly, my limbs aching and my 

eyes dazzled by the brightness of the stars, I went to the south end of the burial field, where I had 

abandoned my trowel and digging stick at the half-completed hole. I looked up toward the summit of 

the hill behind the shrine, but felt no call, nor any will driving me away. I would stay here until dawn, 

and dig out the hole for Hammertongue’s corpse to be laid in. The night birds were silent.  

I dug as though digging were for me a thing without beginning and without ending, one small, slow, 

trowel of the earth’s flesh at a time. I was careful to watch for the small burrowing things that are 

sacred to Ashgarashgaran, so as not to do them any harm. I saw none larger than beetles, the size of 

the smallest fingernail on my hand. All I heard, whenever I paused in my digging, was the sound of 

the stream’s passing, and sometime the distant flapping of a vespertile. From time to time my trowel 

would bring up a fragment of bone, or a larger potsherd with something worked upon it in black and 

white glaze, and I wondered how many priests Ashgarashgaran had made dig this ground before me. 

I dug on and on, the motions of my arms comfortable and familiar, only troubled a little by the 

vileness in my stomach.  

As I worked my wakefulness faded, and soon I worked in a twilight world that was half sleeping. 

Once the cry of some catamount in the hills stirred me into full waking, but only for a moment. When 

I had made a hole large enough, I crawled into it myself, and lay there watching the last ruined 

islands of the sky continent crumble and flee before the star-studded void. It was the seventh hour, 

and the Coneys had begun to rise in the east. It was a cold night, and getting colder, but not yet cold 
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enough for a frost, I thought. I pillowed my head on the earth and slept among the other burrowing 

creatures of Ashgarashgaran. 

*** 

Abara wore the silver chain of a Justice of Sharm, a heavy and ancient one that gleamed from 

centuries of dutiful polishing. But Abara was not a Justice of Sharm, nor any priest or functionary 

subject to the Incarnation.  She must have stolen it. It was true that her hands were marked with 

votive etchings of Sharm- but these were made in a childish way, and could not have been real. Nor 

was she dressed as a Justice of Sharm. She wore a long skirt and a tunic in the lowland style, of cloth 

no better than any tradeswoman of Texelin would wear. The skirt was ashen grey, and her tunic was 

the colour of congealed blood. She stood at the prow of the boat, one bare foot on each side. Standing 

like that she ought to have fallen over, but she kept her balance without visible effort. Our boat 

moved over a great black sheet of water which stretched endlessly to every side, stippled by the rain. 

Here and again the vastness was dotted with the crowns of drowned trees. 

‘Row faster, you crawling narsel!’ called Abara. I put my will into the rowing, careful not to let my 

oars drag in the water on the backstroke. I was unused to such work- I could not remember the last 

time I had rowed-and my back ached sore, though it seemed as if I had only been rowing a little time. 

We passed a drowned orse, floating for the most part beneath the water with but the crest of its back 

and the tips of its ears showing above the surface.  

I must have slowed a little, for Abara turned over her shoulder to look at me. ‘What is the matter? Do 

you want to stay on these waters forever? Treasure waits for us beyond the sea, remember?’ She 

grinned a wild grin at me, and turned back to watch the horizon from her perch at the prow. I grunted 

and nodded, for I had not the breath to say any word, but drew the oars again and again over and 

through the dark water. My clothes were soaked through with the rain, and I was bitterly cold. If 

Abara was cold, she gave no sign of it, though her dark hair was plastered to her back. So strong she 

looked, standing there, so fearless and unblemished. There was something I should remember. 

Something about Abara that I should remember that I could not.  

‘Come on!’ she turned fully around and squatted for a moment to look me in the face, rocking the 

boat so much that I was sure she would topple into the water. ‘Do you think we have forever?’  

I shook my head without saying a word, and rowed. It did seem very much like forever, the endless 

water under the endless dark sky. We passed one drowned village, then another. Here the wrecked 

vanes of a windmill, here a circle of leafless treetops that might once have ringed a market, here the 

top of a watchtower with a single limp banner, here the silent dome of a temple, here a taller tree with 

a noose dangling in the waters, but no hanged man. I remembered what I had forgotten.  We did have 

forever. 

‘You are dead,’ I said to Abara. ‘They put you to death.’ 
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‘Is that any reason to slack off your rowing?’ She only laughed when I told her she was dead, and did 

not turn around. She hiked up her skirt and pissed from the boat as though to give the lie to my 

words. I was cold, terribly cold, and each time I pulled the oars back it was as though there were 

sharp shards of ice pressed into the flesh of my arms.  

‘You have let that crab flesh rot your wits as well as your liver, you fragment of moist earth’s flesh,’ 

said Abara, letting her skirt drop. ‘You are the dead one. You are the one they killed, not me. You 

have misremembered.’ 

I snagged an oar on a bit of fence that lay just beneath the water, and lost hold of it. It fell, and the 

boat skewed in a tight circle. I had not the breath to curse, and I made useless grabs at the oar as it 

fell away.  Abara stepped down from the prow, and again the boat rocked wildly. ‘Look what you 

have done now,’ she chided me. ‘Must I do everything? It was I who told you of the treasure at the 

beginning.’ 

I leant out over the water, reaching for the oar with an arm stiff and numb. The oar did not float as it 

ought to do, but sank in the dark water behind us. I could make out the shapes of thorny bushes 

below, with some unripe berries still growing on their branches. I was very cold, but I was sure I was 

not dead. 

‘It was I who found out where it was hidden. It was I who found out which guard to bribe. I even 

brought the bread and pickles for us to eat while we waited, you useless sack of stale blood.’  

‘I am not dead,’ I said, but my voice sounded weak and unconvincing to my own ears. The little boat 

drifted uselessly, the oar gone. I struggled for breath to say the words. ‘You are dead. I know it. I was 

there when they took you, and cut your throat on the steps of the printers’ guildhall.’ 

‘Oh, you have become so clever then, my dear girl,’ she said in a mocking voice. ‘If you are the one 

who remembers so well, what is your own name?’ 

I went to speak, and found I did not know. The rain had soaked Abara’s red tunic, and I noticed that 

the silver seal of Sharm had become smeared with the same colour, the red of congealed blood. ‘I do 

not know-’ 

‘See? You misremember.’ She clapped her hands together with glee. ‘You are the one who is dead, 

and I live.’ 

‘I suppose you are right, I said, miserably. She was fierce and bright and magnificent, and I was only 

a broken old man, soaked through with rain. 

*** 

It was cold when I awoke, and it would remain so until the end. I could remember cold like this but 

once before, in a place beneath the earth when I was young.  The joints of my fingers ached, and so 

did the cuts in my palms, and my ears burned with the chill wind. The sky was a luminous pink, too 
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bright for me to look upon, and it had swallowed up all the stars. Only Salum, the brightest of the 

Wanderers, could be picked out, dimly in the east near to where the sun would be rising. I had not 

prophesied aright regarding the frost. Here and there on the burial field patches of icy grass glistened 

like scattered seed pearls. It was a piece of foolishness to sleep so, lying in the burial field. It may 

have been a foolishness chosen by Ashgarashgaran, but I did not know– my own will and the will of 

the Incarnation had become tangled and confused together since I returned from the wineshop.  

With difficulty I took my digging tools and stood, and hobbled back to the vesselary. I cleaned the 

palisander digging stick with care, anointed it with a thumbnail’s worth of the black paste, and placed 

it at the back of the cupboard in my inner chamber, wrapped in coarse cloth. The trowel I cleaned 

with more haste, and oiled to keep it from rusting. As for my own robes and person, there would be 

no shame and some merit in burying a man, myself covered with earth from the burial fields; but 

without willing it I found myself stumbling into the stream. It is nowhere very deep, this far upstream 

of the pool, and I cast myself face downwards in the deepest part of the channel in order to wet my 

robes through. The cold pierced me to my very marrow, cutting my flesh like knives. Another piece 

of foolishness.  Whether mine or Ashgarashgaran’s, I could not tell.  

‘Let me remember that life is as a single spark from the fire of that is Keth,’ I prayed, dripping in the 

cold, as the sun first appeared above the eastern hills. ‘Let me remember that it rises up into the 

darkness that is also Keth.’ The words were those I would say later, over the corpse of 

Hammertongue, but this morning they rose unbidden to my lips. I felt alive, alive as the sky above 

was clear, the all-consuming cold but a sign that I was still afire, still a spark of will drifting across 

the face of the great inane.  

‘Father of the Fire, Mother of the Darkness, Uncreated and Ungendered, Uncreating and Unknowable 

Keth. Let me remember that man is born to trouble, as the sparks fly upward. Let me remember that 

this is our proper fate, to burn brightly for a moment and then pass into the dark forever.’ 

 

I built the fire up in the vesselary, a long task for the stiffness of my hands and their shaking. I 

trembled all over with the chill of the stream, much as Hammertongue must have shook in the hours 

before his death, so much that it was a struggle to crawl free of my robes. I dried myself in front of 

the fire, my tremors slowly easing. My hip was deeply bruised, with a deep wine-coloured swelling 

as large as my hand. I could not remember how I had done this. How my body would have horrified 

the young woman I had once been, so many years ago. But it was most proper for a Vessel of 

Ashgarashgaran. My withered skin, scraped and scarred, was stretched over my bones like the skin of 

a corpse already a six-day dead. The old puckered scar on my thigh stood out red and swollen against 

my skin, like it was but a few months old.  When I no longer trembled, I wrung out my robes and 

hung them as close to the fire as I dared. I pulled up a stool, wrapped a blanket about me, and waited 

for my clothes to dry, thinking of many things. 
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When I could dress myself I opened the shrine, lit the dark fire, and made the propitiations proper to 

an ordinary day of Ashgarashgaran and to a day of burial. It was the second hour of the day. I took no 

food or drink that morning, for the sake of the body that was to come, but went to sit before the 

shrine in the still-chill morning.   

As I sat in silence I rolled balls of earth on my palms, and built them into a tiny cairn beside me, as 

though to mark a trail for men the size of grasshoppers. The wind and the rain of the past few days 

had done much to strip the valley maples of their leaves, I saw. The forest was no longer caparisoned 

in red and yellow, and well on its way to the shabbier garb of winter.  There were many bare 

branches among the dark green firs, and on the heights across the valley a silvery patch of ghost resin 

trees, hidden a six-day ago by the brighter colours of the fire maples.  No drifts of leaves had come 

up against the shrine itself– it is built so that the winds will move around it- but they lay brown and 

sodden in a thick mass against the back wall of the vesselary, which I could see when I turned my 

head. I wondered what had sent Argomon back to Kethbridge, and how quickly he would return to 

Mift. It was easiest to suppose he had heard some rumour of his quarry. But it was strange to think 

that any new tale of Piper could come first to Kethbridge, so many leagues distant from the forest. It 

might be I would go to the othermen, after all. There was no pressing need for me to stay away from 

them, only the long habit of disturbing them seldom, and the need seemed great. I wondered if I 

ought to speak to the othermen this very day, after the burial was done. If Ashgarashgaran willed, I 

would. I had learned- what a long lesson, and what a hard one- that the will of Ashgarashgaran is not 

to be resisted.  

 

The sky was a very pale blue by the third hour, like an aelbird’s egg, and empty of cloud. It was as 

clear as I had ever seen it. The days of rain had washed utterly away the haze from the lowlands, and 

new air lay over the valley, cold, empty, new air from the illimitable vastnesses of the southern 

ocean. A lone vispen pecked through the tumbled leaves that lay scattered about the ground around 

the offering stone. The sun shone down through the clear sky, giving much light and little heat. It was 

too light for me, when I looked away from the shadows, and I watched for the approach of the 

mourners with half-closed eyes.  

The family of Hammertongue arrived with a gust of wind and a startled flock of wherrows bursting 

from the thickets along the stream. There were near two score of them.  All of the family of the 

Lower Stones were there save one or two women with child or suckling infants, and there were also 

several of the family of the Upper Stones. Turning and the brother from Caulder carried the body 

between them, hanging in an old woolen blanket embroidered with kressails in faded green. The 

older men banged on flat drums, while the younger children danced around the feet of their elders, 

striking sticks together or giving little cries of ‘hey, hey.’ Though many of the older men were in 

some way drunken, none staggered. The corpsebearers set the blanket down on the earth a little way 

before the offering stone and arranged the corners so that it lay flat, with the wrapped body of 
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Hammertongue in the middle. The mourners gathered around behind, most keeping their eyes away 

both from the remnant and from me. Instead they watched the skeletal orren carved at the corners of 

the shrine, or the line of the firs against the sky, or the children running about.  

‘O Keeper of the shrine,’ said Turning, speaking for the family. His voice was strong and slow, and 

he attained dignity in this temporary office. He stood straight, like a soldier. His arms were still by 

his side, and he looked ahead without turning to left or right, his eyes fixed at a point a little way 

behind me. ‘Here we bring the body of Hammertongue our father, our brother, our uncle, our cousin, 

and our grandfather. We bring it as an offering to the Keeper of the Dark Door, as it is right to do.’ 

He took a half step back, and in a moment was himself again, the vain and intemperate man who had 

earned little respect in the village in his forty years of life. 

‘Ashgarashgaran stands at the dark door, the door of the night that lasts forever,’ I said, standing at 

the door of the shrine. ‘The psoul of Hammertongue has gone into the long night, and behind is left 

this thing fashioned out of the earth’s flesh, which you now offer to Ashgarashgaran.’ I opened my 

eyes wider as I spoke, and they smarted in the glare, as they had with the Cor’s strewing herbs. Copal 

alone of the mourners wept unceasing, her greying hair falling around her face like bushy lichen on a 

twig, but most of the others were dry-eyed. The children banged their sticks together, and one hurled 

fir cones at the vispen– who still pecked hopefully among the leaves nearby- until stopped by an 

aunt.  

‘The purpose of life is unknown to us. It is known only to the Incarnations of Keth. The purpose of 

death is to make room in the world, for the world is not forever. Only Keth is forever, and the 

Darkness that is forever. Bow down now before Ashgarashgaran, you people of Hammertongue, and 

pray that it will make room for Hammertongue’s psoul in the darkness that is forever.’ I said the 

prayer of the last offering over the body of Hammertongue, rolling the ancient words black and bell-

like on my tongue. The mourners bowed down, except for the very young. I looked at the shape that 

was the body of Hammertongue as I said the last words, and I knew that he had been taken that night 

in my own place. It was right that I do him honour, as though he were a Vessel that was broken. I lay 

outstretched on the ground before the shrine, pressing my brow to the earth, and then did the same 

before the body where it lay. The mourners grew very still, even the ones who were about three years 

old.  

I stood. ‘Do any among you wish to walk with the body of Hammertongue, from the offering stone to 

the pit where it will be lain?’ This was not a thing done in the lowlands, where it is the custom that 

only priests of Ashgarashgaran may touch a body after it has been offered. It was always the way of 

the Old Man, and the folk of Mift are used to it, so I have kept on in the same way.  

‘Ashgarashgaran will not be well served by a priest with a broken back,’ the Old Man had growled, 

when I first came to him. ‘Neither you nor me. If It wants to break my back, It will. Until then, let the 

living bury their own dead.’ He had most times stood and watched, while I and some man of the 
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village bore the remnant. It was understood by all who had grown up knowing the Old Man’s ways 

that only one could join the Vessel at this task. Now, when I alone could only move a body of any 

size by dragging it along the ground- a tiresome and unpleasant task for one that was overlarge, or 

bulging with the vapours of decay- I was always glad when a mourner stepped forward.  

‘I will come,’ said the brother from Caulder. Awl was his name, and he was very like to 

Hammertongue in stature, though broader in the head, with too large eyes, like a half-erlen. He was 

more drunken than most. I had known him little, but had heard him to be a merry man, like his 

brother. He had a quicker wit, but the same wayward eye, and had fought much with his patient wife. 

It had been said that he had been found once enfolded in the girl apprentice of a wandering skald, but 

that was a tale of long ago, and I thought it an idle tale then.  

‘Is this man meet with all the kin of Hammertongue?’ I asked. None spoke. I gestured that Awl 

should take hold of one end of the wrapped corpse, and I the other, and we placed it upon the offering 

stone. Turning stepped forward and folded the blanket in eight parts, placed it at the foot of the 

offering stone, and brushed the dust from it with the back of his hand. Then he began to weep, his 

mouth opening and closing without sound. 

‘The offering is made,’ I said. ‘It is made, and it is taken by Ashgarashgaran. Go now, kin of 

Hammertongue, and remember that the dark door waits also for you. Joy to you of the night that 

comes, and of the long night that comes and is forever.’ 

The kin of Hammertongue moved away slowly, the old men drumming, the children skipping stones 

into piles of wet leaves and pulling each other’s hair. Awl stayed with me. I gripped his shoulder 

tight with one bandaged hand, holding him close enough so that I could hear his ragged breathing and 

smell the ghost of the wine on his breath. He would not last long, I knew- one more winter, or two, 

but the Incarnation that had claimed his brother would soon claim him. ‘Strength,’ I said, low enough 

so that none but he could hear. ‘Joy, and may Ashgarashgaran banish the ghost of the wine. We have 

work.’ When the last of the aged cousins of Hammertongue had picked their way across the stepping 

stones, I let free of Awl. I went alone into the shrine and took a little of the dark fire in a bronze cup- 

made for that purpose alone- and splashed it on the wrapped body of Hammertongue, so that it 

flamed for a moment, smouldered, and went out. Then I said the prayer that I had said earlier that 

day, the little prayer Ish of the fire. 

‘Take hold,’ I said. The man had been silent since he came forward, and I wondered if it had truly 

been he who spoke, or an Incarnation speaking through his lips. He nodded, swallowed, and grabbed 

the shoulders of the body through the cloth, while I grabbed the feet. I let him bear most of the 

weight as we walked to the far end of the burial ground, with small steps and many rests. His breath 

was loud and rasping, and his eyes were red with wine.  

‘I will be next,’ he said when we reached the hole, after he had caught his breath. His voice was flat 

and already dead, like the voice I remembered of the Old Man.  
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‘Yes,’ I said. ‘You knew it was coming in your psoul, man, since you first came forth as a moist 

wriggling thing.’ He did not start back at the venom in my words- venom unexpected to me, as well- 

but only stared down at the wrapped body of his brother.  

‘Go!’ I said. ‘This is no place for living men. Go and find yourself another tight-lipped skald’s girl. 

You will be dirt soon enough.’  

I spat at him. I do not know why, I still do not know why. I was filled with a hatred that was not my 

own. He started then, and fled, running away from the burial field with reeling uneven steps. He did 

not dare go back the way he had come, past the shrine, but straight down through the thicket to the 

stream at a place that is a much worse ford. 

It may be I am going mad, I thought. These moods of the past few days, the dreams, the Arm, the 

carved stone- they were all sent by Ashgarashgaran to try me, to stretch me like a child might stretch 

a slug until it bursts. It was the proper end for a Vessel, after all, to be filled to overflowing and then 

to be broken on the ground. I took the apology knife from my belt and cut the cloths from the body of 

Hammertongue, which was swollen and blackening around the belly. I struck it four blows. A killing 

blow to the bridge of the nose, another to the groin, and cuts in both palms to the bone. My aim was 

true, and the smell of decay not strong enough to overwhelm me, with the wind blowing along the 

hillside. A few clots of dark bloody matter came from the head wound. When I had made this 

apology upon the offering, I rolled it into the hole, and then covered it over with earth. As is proper, I 

took off my boots, and tamped the earth’s flesh down with my bare feet and hands. When I had 

returned all the earth’s flesh that I had dug out in the night. I stamped it smooth. At the last I brought 

the basins of dark fire from the shrine to the burial place, one at a time, and tipped them out upon it. 

I decided that I would seek out the othermen, as I walked back to the shrine with the emptied second 

basin. Ashgarashgaran had shown me that morning that I could sleep under the trees well enough, if 

by chance I did not find them today. 

 

I still felt alive with whatever had poured down into me from that clear sky at dawn, aware only of 

joy in the pulsing pain in my hip and the creaking of my knees. Even the thought of my madness did 

not trouble me, and the fears I did not name I brushed aside. I took what was left of Sycamore’s calf 

and wrapped it in a spare cloak, tying the corners together, and put the bundle in a satchel the Old 

Man had once brought from Ranclemore. It was a well-made sailor’s satchel, a thing of sea-leather 

that I had not before dared to use. I took my stick, and my apology knife, and another thing, which I 

placed in my pouch. My hand was on the door when I remembered yet one more thing which might 

be needful, a bird carved from a piece of bone that had once been left by the daughter of Summer. 

This also I placed in my pouch. I had not dared to make such a journey before. Before the Old Man 

had died, I had been forbidden to stay away from the shrine overnight, and the habit had remained. 

But there was no reason for me not to– if Ashgarashgaran willed, always if Ashgarashgaran willed.   
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I climbed the first part of the hill, aiming for the saddle to its west where it lay up against a lower, 

more wooded height. It was a steep path, but thickly overgrown. The knee-high brush lashed at my 

legs, and cracked beneath my feet, but felt better beneath my boots than stones or earth. I had trodden 

this ground many times, surely, in forty years, but so many times less than the trampled earth around 

the shrine, which I had trodden and retrodden every morning for so very many years. The stretching 

of my legs with each step was joy and pain, as was the taking of each breath. As the brush crushed 

under my tread, it let forth a clean, sharp odour, a far thing from the stench of Hammertongue’s body.  

A great mass of cloud moved overhead like an army with many banners. Not as soldiers charging 

into battle, but on some procession before their Lord, about to leave their city for a distant war. The 

clouds were dappled in light and dark, with no fingersbreadth of pure sky showing between them, 

and they moved furiously and inexorably over the earth. The tune of an old song came into my heads 

and I mouthed it into nonsense words, a little above my breath. The wind blew over my shaven scalp 

and chilled it, and whisked my nonsense words far away, off to other hills above other shrines. I 

realized that the part of my will that was my own had found the burying of Hammertongue’s body an 

unpleasant duty, and exulted because it was complete; and the part of my will that was 

Ashgarashgaran’s had gloried in the most great offering, and exulted still because of it.  It would take 

me but a little time to reach the next stream beyond the hills, where I was sure to find some sign of 

the othermen’s passing. I glanced up to the saddle, and then back down- I felt as though I ought to be 

halfway there already, though I knew I would fall well short when I looked. 

I looked, and then I stopped mouthing nonsense, and I cursed. The little excoriation, upon all Seers 

and Portents of Kinmarykh, and then the great excoriation, upon Seer Soleata of Orchard-by-

Lonbury. For there was no mistaking the figure that moved with quick childlike steps towards the 

vesselary along the southern road. I turned my back on the bare-topped hill, on the forest, on the 

dancing wind, and on the smell of crushed heather, and set my steps toward the vesselary and the 

Seer. 

‘A good day to you, Vessel,’ she said, with a smile and an outflung hand. She was clad in a heavy 

coat and trews of brilliant yellow, with a woolen cloak tossed over her shoulder and a belt of twisted 

cords around her waist- the last in many colours, and put there no doubt in honour of some minor 

holy day of Kinmarykh. She carried a packet of coarse cloth in one hand, a little bigger than her 

palm.  

‘Going for a walk?’ she asked with smiling eyes. 

‘Joy of the night that is coming, Seer.’ I said, leaning on my stick and breathing with an effort. I had 

hurried overmuch down the hill, and I no longer had the joy of my planned journey to transfigure my 

pains. It was a cruel thing I had done to my hip, however I had done it.  

‘And joy to you, Vessel.’ She lifted the packet in her hand a little as she spoke, as if to draw my eye 

to it.  
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‘Do you have an offering?’ I asked, following her lead. 

‘Only a little thing, to cheer your psoul. When I convinced all others that you were struck down with 

sorrow for the death of Hammertongue, last night– and by Keth’s own Bucket, he was a merry man 

with a jest, a time and a time ago- I convinced myself as well, and thought I should bring you a 

consolation.’ 

 I looked at her with the stony eyes proper to an initiate of Ashgarashgaran, and said no word. We 

had met a few steps from the door of the vesselary, and she hovered with an eagerness for me to open 

the door, so that she might get out of the wind. But I did not move to the door. 

‘Now, your life is grim enough, Vessel. And given enough, to the Dark Doorkeeper. I promise I will 

tell no-one if you smile in my company; on my own psoul I swear it.’ She laid a hand on her left ear 

in a mock-solemn gesture. ‘And you, in trust, will tell no-one if I sometimes curse the stars at 

midnight, and lash myself with briars?’ 

The words were only froth, yet I could see easily enough in my inner eye wicked thorns biting into 

the pale skin of the Seer, tearing jagged little pocks in flesh as yet unscarred.  ‘I thank you for your 

gift, Seer,’ I said. ‘But there is no wisdom in such a thing. Your life is given, as my own. I need no 

consolation.’ 

She craned her neck at the grotesque beasts carved on the beam-ends of the vesselary, and gave no 

sign of having heard me. 

‘That is fine carving,’ she said. ‘I suppose you Vessels are skilled in cutting things with knives.’ 

‘Truly,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘I need no consolation. There is much in this world that gives me 

joy, Seer, and sometimes, I will smile, yes.’ I smiled at her then, the smile with the cruel twist that I 

have had from the beginning. 

‘Here- it is yours.’ She thrust the packet into my hand. ‘May I come in out of the cold for a few 

moments?’ 

‘As you will,’ I said, and made her hold the packet again, turning to unlock the door. I had thought, 

returning to the shrine last night, that it had been the will of Ashgarashgaran that I go out to the 

wineshop. In such case it would have been the will of Ashgarashgaran that I speak to the Seer then, 

and thus the will of Ashgarashgaran that I speak to her now. 

‘That is a very simple key you have, Vessel,’ she said. ‘Not worked into spines and briars and talons, 

as I imagined the key to a vesselary.’  

‘It is less simple than it looks,’ I said, opening the door. I had much to do with keys, at a time. I went 

into the vesselary and dropped the Old Man’s pack to the floor by the fire, leaving the door open 

behind me. I stabbed at the remains of the fire with my walking stick. No ember glowed; I had put it 

out well when I left before. I looked up at the old brass clock above the fireplace, and noted how few 
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hours remained before the night. ‘If you want to sit, sit. What is it that you want, Seer?’ I sat down on 

the stool closest to the hearth, where I had dried my robe that morning. 

She did not sit, but closed the door, and moved to stand close to the fireplace where she could peer at 

the figures of beasts and men worked on the clock. ‘First, the offering.’ She held the packet out to 

me, and I took it a second time, setting it down on my lap. I was weary now that I was not walking, 

and beginning to thirst, and my hip pained me. 

‘Are you not going to open it?’ she asked, moving her weight from one foot to another and leaning 

forward. 

‘Very well,’ I said, and I did. Within the packet was a carved thing of dark wood– palisander wood, 

the same as my digging stick. It is found only on the northern coasts, where it comes as driftwood 

sometimes from unknown lands beyond the great ocean; it is very hard, and does not spoil in salt 

water. This piece had been carved into a curious maze, a maze that went not just to left and right, and 

forward and backward, but also up and down, so that while I could hold it in my hand the most of it 

was a mystery, windings in darkness, branchings in secret, and too many to be counted.  

‘That is made by the priests of Kinmarykh at the old orphanage at Guardian Bay,’ said Soleata. 

‘Ciervo got it as a model once, thinking he could learn to carve the same. He could not, as one might 

expect- they say it takes a lifetime to learn- but I have only just persuaded him to give it away, and 

start teaching lemu birds human speech instead.’ 

‘Do they have the skill for it?’ I asked. The little balls of black and yellow down seemed the creature 

least likely to learn such a feat. 

‘No, not at all. Here, look,’ she took the maze out of my hands a third time. ‘And listen,’ she held it 

to my ear. She shook the maze, and I could hear a small something rattle within it. Two small 

somethings rather, I thought, of similar size and timbre. She went to put it before my eye, but first 

held it to her own, and spent a time turning it this way and that. ‘There,’ she said, when she had it 

turned aright, ‘you see?’ I peered at the place she showed, where a deep well went into the heart of 

the maze. At the bottom, through a smaller hole in the side, I could see a little glint of silver. ‘There 

are two balls within, a silver and a gold, and the trick is to move the maze about until you can make 

them meet, and then you will get your wish.’ 

I smiled again. ‘Thank you, Seer.’  

‘Second-‘ she held up a finger, and conjured a needle from the air. ‘But first, we need light.’ 

 I let her light a lamp, though my eyes like the dimness, and also to rebuild the fire, though I do not 

much suffer from the cold. I got up from my seat only once while she did this, to fetch myself a jug 

of water to drink. When the Seer had the fire burning, higher and brisker than I would have built it, 

she found herself a stool and sat down across from me. 
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‘Second, there is another thing. This matter of the boy Argomon. It is a riddle to me, and a riddle to 

Seer Ciervo, something for our minds to chew over on these grey autumn days, and like so much in 

life it brings us mirth. But it is not pleasant for the boy Argomon, not at all! He stomps about with a 

sour face, or else a brittle haughtiness as though he were the very youngest son of a great Lord.’ She 

paused, and made the needle appear and disappear again. ‘Which he may well be, for all that I know. 

He rides in. He stomps about. He rides off to Kethbridge. He rides back- I mean, he will be riding 

back, any hour now.’ For she had seen me give a little involuntary start at her words. ‘No, this 

business is not a pleasing riddle for the man who calls himself the Duke’s Arm of Stremshire. Not 

pleasing at all. And, if you will pardon my impertinence, Vessel, neither it is a pleasing riddle for 

you. Tell me if I am wrong.’ 

I gripped the water jug tighter. I wanted to touch the pouch at my side, to reassure myself that it still 

held all that it should, but I could not do that with her watching. What was the will of 

Ashgarashgaran? What was my will? They were no longer confused together, but absent. I tried to 

call up a prayer to set my thoughts aright, but could draw no words out of my mind. 

‘No, Vessel- you are distracted, and you do not act as you always have. You drink more than you 

have been known to. You speak to a Seer of Kinmarykh, which the Vessel before you would never 

have permitted. You pack a bag for a long trip, and do not speak of it when I come to you unawares.  

I think there is something in this matter of the boy Argomon which disturbs you very much. It may 

be there is something in what the Duke of Stremshire purposes that may break you both. How are 

you bound together, you and the Duke’s Arm?’ 

‘Now, the Seer Ciervo has set a paper kite afire over the conundrumary, as he was taught to do by the 

Piebald Seer, and from the pattern of the ashes he has prophesied both you and the boy Argomon 

dead. This may be a prophesy of a thousand years hence, in which case it is no great inconvenience 

to anyone. But it may be a prophesy of tonight, or tomorrow, or the next day. So we have taken it 

upon ourselves to help you- if such a thing is possible- and end this matter in a way that may keep 

you both alive. Is such a thing possible? The boy Argomon will have to tell us more than he has told 

of it- or we will have to find it out by the ways of Kinmarykh, which have not yet been of great 

success- and you, also, my dear Vessel, will have to tell us more. Will you do so? Can you do so?’ 

I rocked back on my stool, and I smiled, the same smile with the cruel twist that I had since I was a 

little girl. I blinked, and tried to clear my head, and when that failed I tried to fill it with darkness. My 

heart beat quickly and faintly in my chest, like the heartbeat of a bird held in the hand. 

‘Very well,’ I said. I sighed, and drank a long draught of water. ‘I have tried to get rid of him. I sent a 

letter to the Duke’s Captain in Whitestone, to say that a man of the Duke of Stremshire was 

wandering about Mift on some ill errand, and that he should be sent away from Lonshire. Only sent 

away. I do not want him hurt, not by the Duke of Stremshire, not by any greater or lesser power.’ 
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I sighed again, and tried to say another thing. ‘I was going, when you saw me on the hill, to talk to 

the othermen, but not to ask them what he wanted me to ask them.’  

‘Will you tell us the whole of it in riddles?’ asked the Seer. ‘That would be wonderful.’ 

I found my strength, and scowled, and took on the voice of master to apprentice. ‘How are we bound 

together, the Duke’s Arm and I? We are bound together in a very simple way. He hunts the one I 

helped to hide, twenty years ago. It may be the Duke wishes to make amends, as the Duke’s Arm 

hints. It may be the fear of Ashgarashgaran has softened his psoul. Or it may be that the Incarnations 

he was always used to serve, Karrakel and Kraal, have gotten some plan of a new vengeance on his 

senile mind. I would not do anything to let the Duke nearer to his quarry, unless he were to swear to 

his good will before me, and before an Eye of Kinmarykh or Ear of Shurka who could tell if he spoke 

untruth.’ 

The Seer nodded. ‘I cannot know the Duke’s will,’ she said, ‘But it seems the hunt for this man does 

not bring the Arm any joy, as if he feared the Duke’s will were other than good.’ 

‘Still, he hunts,’ I said. ‘He may hate what he does, yet still he does it. He made a similitude between 

the two of us- I the Vessel, he the Arm, both subject to a greater will. An arm does what it is 

commanded, or it does nothing; and a vessel is filled with what you have mind to fill it, unless it is 

broken.’ I took another swallow of water from the jug.  

The Seer leaned a little toward me, and mimed the fingering of a pipe with one hand. ‘I have heard 

the story of the man the Duke seeks from Argomon,’ she said, ‘But not from you, Vessel, with your 

part in it. I know you are eager to go walking into these winds of winter, and not to tarry with me.’ 

The winds gusted as she spoke of them, and it seemed I could feel them even through the closed door 

of the vesselary. ‘What you say puts me in mind to help you- but still, there may be many reasons for 

which the Everthirsting One may wish a man helped, which may not be of one purpose with the 

designs of the Green-eyed Child. Will you relate the tale to me, with appropriate ornament and 

flourishes? The telling of tales is beloved of Kinmarykh.’ 

I looked about me at the walls of the vesselary, dark from so many years of use, and it seemed as 

though the psoul of the old man had sunk into the wood along with the smells of smoke and onions 

and roasting meat. I bade joy to the psoul of the Old Man, and laid aside my jug of water, and I told 

the Seer my tale of Piper. 

 

‘I have no skill at telling tales to children or to old men,’ I said. ‘I will tell it without ornament. It is 

true what the Duke’s Arm has said of Piper. If he told you the same tale he told me. She had wit in 

her eyes, and in her hands, and in her tongue, and she was good to look upon, and skilled in 

woodcraft. She was not the daughter of any Lord or Lady, but a maidservant, of no family, 

indentured to the service of the Duke of Stremshire. I know it to be true what was told as rumour by 
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the Duke’s Arm, that she had some of the blood of the othermen in her. Her father had been one of 

the half-erlen, and so her skin was smooth and her eyes were large. But when she was a maidservant 

this was spoken of only as a slur upon her, and not believed.’  

‘I will tell you the tale I had from her, when she came to this village. It is not the same as the tale the 

Duke’s Arm told me, but I have seen too many years to tell you myself where the truth lies. The 

Duke of Stremshire was a man who was honest after the manner of Karrakel, and temperate after the 

manner of Kraal, and he served these Incarnations every moment of his life, sleeping and waking. He 

had a wife- who he has since put away, and taken another- who suffered through these debaucheries 

of his. She had a credulousness about her, which went some way toward making her life with the 

Duke bearable. I am told she was handsome, and a Blenshirewoman, of good character and family.’ 

‘Among those the Duke lusted after was Piper, and ever and again he schemed to bring her to his 

bed. She was wise enough not to treat the Duke as a woman might a man of base birth who plagued 

her in such a fashion, but not yet clever enough to turn him aside. She did not seek to escape to 

another master, for she did not suffer more than she could bear from the Duke, and thought that he 

could be put off forever. There have been many men more wicked than the Duke of Stremshire, and 

worse masters she could have, this she knew. But his ways were vile enough,’ 

‘One day Piper was riding attendance upon the Duchess- not very near to Texelin, but in meadows 

some distance from it. It happened through no fault of any man that she was thrown from her horse 

and knocked insensible. There was little outward sign of hurt on her, and she had no broken bones, 

but she had struck her head upon the ground and suffered swelling of the brain. Some of the other 

servants carried her to a small house of Kiszen that stood near at hand. The priests there said it would 

not be wise to carry her all the way back to Texelin before she regained her wits. They promised the 

Duchess that they would see to the care of Piper, and laid her in a hospice room of her own, for 

respect is due to the servants of a Duke. They washed her and dressed her in a white shift, and fed her 

water and gruel, rubbing her throat so that she could swallow. All this she did not know, but she had 

it of the Blades of Kiszen who had tended her, and of her good companion the maidservant Escabel, 

who visited her often during this time.’  

‘Now one of the Blades of Kiszen told Piper further that one day the Duke himself had come riding 

out to see her, with three or four of his boon companions in the ways of Kraal. He had, whether real 

or pretended, a fear that she might die without regaining her wits, and wanted- in his words- to see 

how she was cared for, and how far she might be toward recovery. In this guise as a kindly master he 

was let in alone with Piper, and two of his boon companions guarded the door while another 

distracted the Blades with some tale of pirates and mad Solitents. I do not know whether it was 

something thought of in cool blood by the Duke, or whether he was struck suddenly by some 

drunkenness of the psoul. But when he left with his boon companions, Piper could be smelled upon 

him by the keener-sensed of the priests of Kiszen, and when those who attended went into her room, 

he could be smelled upon her, and it was clear enough what he had done. One might say that the 
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Blades of Kiszen, so known for their prowess at arms, should have challenged him then; but it is 

always a dread thing to take up arms against a Duke when he holds the lease on your lands, and has 

many of his soldiery close at hand. The Prestor indeed barred him from returning again to the sacred 

house, but did not denounce him, and indeed made all the priests promise to hide what had happened 

even from the girl Piper, out of some calculation more proper to Karrakel than Kiszen. When Piper 

regained her wits at length, some six-days later, the Prestor allowed the Duke’s men to take her back 

to his palace, and she would have known nothing of what had happened had not that one Blade of 

Kiszen not told her in secret.’ 

‘Or- she would have known, soon enough. It had not taken a lifetime for the world to change while 

she lay still, only the least part of one. For Piper was blessed by Sharamis. Though she had smooth 

skin, and eyes like twin suns, you should remember that she was not truly of the blood of the sky-

erlen, but of true-erlen blood mixed with that of the othermen. She had been knocked insensible a 

maid, and awoken a mother. When she knew this she told Escabel, and a few other of her close 

companions, but her will was frozen, and she knew not what to do. And soon enough word of the 

work of Sharamis upon her came to the Duke. When he that Piper was with child he kept her watched 

always, and would not let her return to her duties or speak further to anyone. He gave her fine gifts, 

and paid her visits in which he was courteous and repentant. She says she was told even that the 

Duke was planning to put away his lawful Blenshirewoman and take her to wife forever. But she 

hated the Duke now with a great hatred, and scorned him when he visited, and longed to escape him. 

This was a hard thing, for the constant watch he kept upon her. Not until she began to swell with 

child, and at the same time made pretence to be warming to the Duke’s designs, was she allowed to 

receive visitors. She met then with Escabel, and plotted an escape, and Escabel plotted all things 

necessary for it with some other of Piper’s friends among the maidservants.’ 

‘Now, when the Duke thought Piper would not try to break away, he allowed her also to walk in the 

walled garden of the palace. And on these walks in the garden Piper was only guarded by two or 

three soldiers of the Duke, who would stand at some distance and talk among themselves. It was 

arranged so that all the maidservants who accompanied her one evening were conspirators. She 

feigned illness and went behind some bushes to be sick, with a few servants to aid her. Behind the 

bushes she swapped garments with another maidservant whose height and colouring were like to 

hers, whose true name was Deodar. The true Piper- looking like another- and Escabel broke away on 

some pretext while the others fussed around Deodar, milling about so they were hard to count, and 

bore her off to her chambers. In the meantime Piper and Escabel snuck through the wooded parts of 

the garden, and climbed over the wall at a place where a horn-oak branch came close to it.’ 

‘That sounds like a plan from the tale of a Krymshire skald, more than anything that could happen in 

life,’ said the Seer, of a sudden. She had been listening in a dreamy fashion, pillowing her head 

against a shoulder, but now lifted her head and smiled at me with twinkling eyes. 
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‘I know, it is not a plan which ought to have worked,’ I said to Soleata, my face still. ‘But you have 

not seen the garb that ladies of the court were used to wear. They are lowland dresses, so they show 

more of the arms and throat than is proper, but they are belted very high and bulge outward, so that 

all women who wear them appear to be with child. And they drape down far enough so that it is easy 

to wear trews beneath them, fit for climbing trees.’ 

The Seer only nodded, but I saw in her eyes she thought it a delightful thing, that a plan a skald might 

scorn as too foolish for a tale might have worked in truth, in the garden of the Duke of Stremshire. 

She looked very like a child listening to a tale, ready enough to trust the word of a village Vessel 

regarding the habits of Duke’s court. 

‘The ruse was not even discovered for almost the whole of the night, for the false Piper feigned a 

great weariness, and said her illness was a trifling one that needed no physic, and so was left 

undisturbed until the Duke himself came to court her. When he discovered the ruse he was wroth 

with all the maidservants, and had them whipped. Deodar fled to the Duchess and begged her 

protection, and the Duchess flew into a rage against the Duke. She would have maimed him with a 

knife, at first, so that he would get no more bastards, but at length she accepted his lies. I was told she 

herself transferred Deodar’s indenture to a Lord of the Horn Islands, calling her truth a lie, and 

sending her away to an unknown fate.’ 

‘Before any of these happenings- which are anyway only hearsay- Piper and Escabel had cruelly used 

the Duke’s orsen, riding hard for Blitheshire. There are of course three roads out of Stremshire from 

Texelin, to Kerglinshire, to Lonshire, and to Blitheshire, with the Blitheshire road the longest. They 

chose that road for Piper had sometimes had word of her father by way of a man living in Creelwick, 

upwater of Blitheford. Her father had also been hunted by certain parties, at a time, and was 

rumoured to dwell among the othermen in the forests of Lonshire or the Geats. Though he had not 

seen his daughter since she was very small, they were not wholly strangers. They had passed 

messages back and forth between them, and he had sent her presents in most years- little carved and 

painted things, the work of his hands. He had never told Piper where it was he lived, for he was still 

hunted, and his messenger had come but seldom. It may be thought that Piper could have lived a free 

man anywhere in Koronad, had she but denounced the Duke and sought a patron to protect her from 

his revenges, but her first thought was of her father. I suppose that marrow calls to marrow, and there 

are few men in Koronad who would not seek out a father they had long been sundered from, unless 

they or their fathers were wholly monstrous.’ 

‘Being so swollen with child, and having taken so grievous a hurt but a little way before, Piper had a 

hard time of it upon the road, and her children were born too soon. They were two. I think it is 

something from the mingling of human and otherman marrow, that twins come more often. They 

were very small, and born almost in the lane outside the Temple of Sharamis in Blitheford, but they 

were sturdy, and fought for life. They were two, a boy and a girl, and she gave them no names at 

first. Though the birth had been quick, it had not been easy for Piper. She bled much and was very 
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weak, and so she was sealed up as an invalid in a temple a second time, this time that of the 

Incarnation who had blessed her.’ 

‘In the meanwhile Escabel rode off on the Duke’s stolen orse that yet lived to seek the man who had 

known Piper’s father. She found him living in a wayside house in Creelwick, bitter and old for his 

years, but willing to help her in a little way. He told her that the easiest way to find Piper’s father was 

by way of the village of Mift, where there dwelt a priest of Ashgarashgaran who might help her. This 

was for the reasons which the Arm has said. The othermen among whom this man lived came to the 

shrine to make sacrifice, on their holy days of Ashgarashgaran, while no other dwellers in the village 

knew them to speak to or held their respect. Now the fine orse of Escabel had made eyes look twice 

along the road, and so did its poor condition. A man who came to its aid when he saw it near to 

failing saw the Duke of Stremshire’s mark upon the harness, and made report of it that came finally 

to the Duke, and allowed him to trace Escabel back to the Temple of Sharamis in Blitheford.’  

It may be if they had ridden their mounts less cruelly the girls might have stayed free. The 

Incarnations of Keth see all things and weigh all things, in their scales which are truer and crueller 

than the stars. The weights they use are not the weights of man, and may be heavy where the weights 

of men are light. 

‘The Duke sent a company of men to bring Piper back, and so profaned another temple, pushing 

aside the Daughters of Sharamis and removing Escabel and the son of Piper by force. Piper herself 

escaped, for the temple was not easy to surround, and her daughter was hidden by one of the priests. 

The word was put about that there had been only one child. Piper could not tell me what happened to 

Escabel, but I suspect it was done to her as was done to Deodar, and she was sold to some Lord who 

would ill-use her.’  

‘Piper fled Blitheford and rode toward Mift, causing herself yet more hurt. The boy Argomon said 

that she went by way of Kethbridge. He says she stayed at a temple of Sipheny that no longer stands 

there, and was seen to look ill and heard to speak of othermen. This I can believe, but he said also 

that Piper stole something there from a fellow traveler. I never had this tale from her, so I do not 

know if it is true or not, or what that something may have been. I know she brought no fine orse or 

fat pouch of coin when she came to the vesselary.’ 

‘She arrived near sunset, while I was just coming back from the Shrine.’ She had been talking to the 

Old Man at the door, not three paces from where the Seer now sat, and I knew at once who she was. I 

had crept forward like a narsel watching a frog, and had listened to their talk without being seen. ‘She 

was pale and weak, and her hands trembled, but her voice was strong. The Vessel who was master 

over me sent her away, bidding her find healing from the Cor, or come back when she was nearer to 

death. I saw how ill she was, and heard what it was she wished, so I slipped away from the vesselary 

that night with some provision and healing stuff. She had not gone to the Temple-house of Sharm- 

the house of justice as well as healing- so it may be she had been a thief. Instead she was camped by 
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the pool. It was a warm night in spring, not like tonight.’ The Seer seemed chill despite the fire, and 

sat now with her knees tucked up, and her arms cradled close to her chest for warmth.  

‘Piper was making ready to go into the forest on her own to seek out her father, cutting herself a 

walking stick when I found her. The smell of blood was upon her, and she would have been prey for 

catamount or gimblebeast before she chanced upon the othermen. I do not say she would have been 

killed, for she was already a swordsman of some worth, and a woodsman, but it would have gone 

hard on her so ill. I cut the stick for her,’ my hand remembered, and without my willing it made the 

motions of cutting down a sapling with a knife. It seemed to me when I noticed it but a weak 

mockery of the more expansive gestures of the Seer, and I made my hand still.  

‘I told Piper how much I had heard at the door, when she spoke to the elder Vessel. I said to her also 

that I would bring her to the othermen and make a good report of her to them, and she thanked me. I 

fed her and physicked her by the Pool, and by the Pool she told me the story I have told you. When 

she had eaten and rested, I lifted on my back the little she had brought with her and led her into the 

hills. I made her known to the othermen that same night, about an hour before dawn, and I did not 

return to the vesselary until late the next day. That was the only night in these forty years I have spent 

away from this shrine, except at the command of the Vessel who was my master. The othermen 

accepted Piper on sufferance, and on my word rather than that of her father, as a propitiation of the 

Vessel rather than as a cousin. The othermen think not so much more of the half-erlen then humen 

do, even if they are kin. I promised them that they would not be troubled on account of the woman 

Piper, and would guard the secret well that she dwelled with them. Her father welcomed her as long 

as he lived.’ 

I paused a moment and looked up to where I could have seen the hill behind the shrine, were there no 

wall to block my view. The smoke of the fire the Seer had built too high stung my eyes, making them 

water. ‘She- she has traveled a little, these past years, but she still dwells there, a little apart from the 

true othermen. She brought her daughter to dwell with her when she could, but I do not think she 

knows what became of her son. Piper and her daughter are hunters more than any other thing, but 

they sometimes go out among the humen on errands for their protectors. They go more often beyond 

the forest on the Geatshire side, rather than on ours. They leave me messages, sometimes, but they do 

not come here. I- the Vessel who was here before me- he chastised me for helping them, and would 

not suffer them to come near while he lived. But they do not dwell very far away. A day’s walk for a 

sturdy woman like yourself, Seer Soleata. I had thought to go to them this day, with a warning, when 

you came.’ The wind rattled the shuttles like a caller trying to wake a sleeping man. ‘I do not like 

leaving the shrine- it is like leaving my robes- but I still think I shall. Have I told you anything of use, 

scavenger of secrets?’ 

‘Very useful things,’ said the Seer, nodding in a more solemn way than she had before. ‘But,’ she 

leaned forward toward me, so that she no longer sat upon the stool. ‘If you helped this woman to 

hide, twenty years ago, why need it trouble you so much now? She is full grown and strong, not near 
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death as she was. She has a grown daughter to aid her, and perhaps other kin of her father’s. She has 

had much time to prove herself to the othermen, and runs errands for them, so may no longer be so 

unwanted a guest. Of course you need not help the Arm, Vessel, and it may be you should send her 

warning, but you need not tremble so at the thought of one unarmed man pursuing her.’  

I looked at the Seer with the stare proper to an initiate of Ashgarashgaran. ‘My jug is empty,’ I said.  

The Seer had built the fire so that it gave too much smoke. I rubbed my eyes with my sleeve. ‘I must 

get some more water.’ 

‘No, my dear Vessel,’ she said. ‘Let me, let me,’ she darted about the room like a hunting fish, 

building up the fire yet higher and fetching me my water jug renewed. ‘Tell me,’ I said, watching her. 

‘Have you any word of the daughter of Sycamore?’ 

‘Nay,’ she said. ‘Of the daughter of Sycamore, no words that have meaning, beyond baa-baa and 

noo-noo.’ I frowned. She went on, grinning like an orren. ‘The words that are spoken of the Daughter 

of Sycamore- which are not words of hers, as you know- are that she is very little changed in her 

illness, and seems today the same as yesterday, and the day before. A vessel for you, Vessel.’ She 

bowed and handed the jug to me, and I took it and drank a deep draught. 

The Seer sat again and watched the dancing motes above the fire, and teased an opilionid that she had 

found among the firewood. ‘She is in a grave illness, but not yet so grave that she might truly be 

called at the feet of your Master, Vessel. She will weaken if she stays this way, that is truth; and if 

she weakens, in the end she will die.’ She trailed off and was more solemn again, more solemn that 

she had been before I complained of my empty jug. I saw then that the Seer had a joint missing from 

the end of the little finger on her left hand, and knew that she had meant for me to see it missing.  

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘I will pray for her, to the Twelve Gods, each in the proper fashion.’ I watched the fire, 

and the opilionid crawling over the Seer’s shortened finger. 

‘You are being as a player in a play,’ she said, after we had sat like this for a few minutes. ‘You have 

something to say which your onlookers- which is only I- wish to hear, and instead of saying it 

straightaway, you put off telling it so that we must wait to hear it with tighter and tighter throats, and 

you can tell it in a way that is most grand and sonorous.’ 

‘Do you think so?’ I said. She had left off watching the motes to watch me, so I followed them for 

her. ‘No, Seer, I think it is that some things have been too hard even to form into thoughts, for so 

many years. And to form the thoughts into words, that is very much too hard.’ 

‘And the words?’ Soleata leaned forward again. I had seen Abara so excited, I remembered, when 

she was listening to some great rumour of treasure.  

‘She is my daughter,’ I said.  

I watched the motes rising from the fire gleam briefly against the darkness. ‘And- and it is a poor 

time for the Duke’s Arm to come seeking her, a much worse time than it could have been.’  
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‘Why do you not tell it from the beginning?’ asked the Seer, her eyes afire. 

‘Tell it from the beginning?’ I snapped. ‘Why should there ever have been a beginning?’ 

‘Does not everything that comes from Keth have a beginning?’ she asked in pretended surprise.  

‘Keth is without beginning, so all the Incarnations of Keth are without beginning.’ I looked her in the 

eye, my face set hard. ‘Have I told you enough, now, for you to discourage the Arm?’ 

‘Yes.’ She would not be dismayed by my grimness, and winked at me. ‘Perhaps I have robbed you of 

enough of your secrets today, Vessel. I will try to turn him aside, and I will try to tease his tale out of 

him with fingers of wit.’ 

‘I need to go to them,’ I said. ‘If not today, then very soon. I cannot have Argomon follow me- the 

othermen have long memories. They would not let Piper or her daughter remain among them if they 

thought I had broken my oath- which I have, in speaking to you.’ The words crawled slowly out of 

me. ‘So it must be your oath now, also.’ 

‘Cannot my yes be yes, and my no, most certainly not?’ she sighed. 

‘Swear an oath by your Four and Forty Riddles,’ I said, ‘Swear that you will keep the secret until 

they have all been answered.’ 

‘That is a fine oath,’ said the Seer. ‘Very strong, and very fine. I wish no evil to your daughter and 

granddaughter- the blessings of Kinmarykh be upon them, and upon their children’s children, to the 

end of that which is,’ she stopped, as if an Incarnation had whispered something in her ear of a 

sudden. ‘I hope you did not give the little girl drowned kittens to play with, or the skulls of rats 

strung on a cord.’ 

‘Swear the oath, and get back to your own place,’ I growled, furious with the jests of the Seer.  

She nodded, and laid her hand upon my shoulder in a solemn manner. ‘I make an oath here Vessel, 

upon the Bucket of Keth, and the Ladle of Keth, and by the Incarnations of Keth to which we two are 

sacrificed, that I will keep your secret to the othermen as if it were my own secret, not speaking of it 

to Seer Ciervo, nor to my uncle the cobbler, nor to any other thinking being beneath the stars. I call 

upon the Dweller at the Dark Door, as men call Ashgarashgaran,’ her voice quavered a little at the 

dread name, ‘and the Green-Eyed child, as men call Kinmarykh,’ she looked hard into my own green 

eyes, ‘as witnesses to this oath, which I make also upon the Four and Forty unsolved Riddles.’ 

‘That will do,’ I said, and I sent her into the wind with a spare exchange of farewells. I hoped I would 

not see her again. 

It was a strange thing I had done, but children are the proper charges of Kinmarykh, as we were first 

taught to pray. It might be He would aid them still, because of what they were to me. I had been 

punished for taking Piper to the othermen, and punished further whenever the Old Man suspected I 

had word of her. My fingers went to one of the old scars. ‘You have no daughter,’ the Old Man 
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would say, with venomous cold cruelty. ‘You are not woman or man, but a Vessel of 

Ashgarashgaran. You are not a breeding beast, but the dedicated and sacrificed initiate of a great 

Incarnation of Keth. You are made over to serve the One who drinks forever but is never filled, the 

one who watches over the door to the night that is forever, lest worse things come.’ He would bid me 

cut myself then, as he directed. And he would mark me with fire, and send me to the offering stone to 

abase myself until my hands and feet were numb.  

When I had seen the Seer disappear behind the trees, her sash and hair flapping behind her in the 

wind as she went half-doubled over, I made myself some bean gruel, for I felt I could go on no longer 

without food. I banked the fire, and then took up my staff and the Old Man’s pack and went out 

again. I made a final visit to the offering stone, to see if any worshipper had come out in the chill 

wind to make a sacrifice. There was only a little basket of water beetles. I wondered who had made 

the effort to gather them on so cold a day. They were not husks or rotted, so could not have lain dead 

long; but they were withered. I decided they must have died in a company with last night’s change of 

weather, and been washed up somewhere on the side of the stream. If they lay in either a number or a 

pattern to foretell ill luck, their finder would have brought them here to ward it off. It was probably 

one of the family of Greenstone who had brought them. I put the basket into the Old man’s satchel, 

then swept the offering stone clean. I had not the proper kressail’s wing, so I used the other object 

that is permitted, my own hand drawn across it with enough roughness to cause pain. Then I checked 

that the chain on the door of the shrine was secured. It was in my mind that I had locked it when I set 

out before, yet it was undone. Maybe the hammer blows of so many sunsets had were beginning to 

scatter my wits. Maybe I would be eaten, little by little, from this time onward.  

 

I left my walking stick at the door, and the Old Man’s satchel. I entered the shrine for one last time 

before I went to see the flesh of my flesh. Despite the wind, all seemed calm and dark within, and the 

smell of the dark fire and the black paste was strong. It was not smoke from any fire that made my 

eyes water, it was not the cold of the wind that had lashed my face. It was sorrow, sorrow for a life 

sacrificed and dedicated. Every thing we choose cuts us off from an endless number of other things. 

And the things we did not choose, the things that choose us, they cut us off from many more.  

Full of pity for the Keeper of this shrine, I looked at its carved panels through a wet haze. I did not 

need to see them, for I knew each image by memory. It is rare for a simple shrine to have such 

carvings as ours. They are more suited to a temple made of stone, such as may be found in the great 

towns of Ryneshire, with many Vessels and long halls beneath the ground where the bodies of the 

dead lie and it is not permitted that light may come. They were not brought from such a place, but it 

may be that they were made in memory of stones carved at such a place, a temple of Ashgarashgaran 

that once was and now is not. They are old carvings, older than the rest of the shrine. The Old Man 

and I took them down every year and oiled them with the dark oil of the gula bean, at the time in 

spring when the day first becomes longer than the night. They were very dark now, almost black, and 
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sometimes when the light was poor the images upon them could not be seen at all. You had to wait 

until your eyes could bear the darkness, and if they could not, then for a Vessel it was permitted to 

put your hands over the carvings, and feel what Ashgarashgaran was.  

There are as many Incarnations of Keth as there are beetles in all the woods of Lonshire, and they are 

as varied in their ways. It is written in the Book of Keth- and all must hold it to be truth, or else be 

mad- that the Incarnations that are truest to that which is Keth are the ones which are called the Very 

Strange Gods. No child in Koronad will say this is not true. The othermen know more of them than 

we do, being other, and thus closer in psoul to the very strange. I had often thought that our carvings 

may have been copied from a temple of the othermen in their years of greatness, for they show the 

Very Strange Gods as they are pictured by the lomen, rather than by humen.  

Ashgarashgaran is on all the panels, as is proper. It is shown without horns, and with the legs of a 

bird. In one panel It stands upon the neck of an old man, a man whose limbs are twisted and 

misshapen. Behind them there is nothing but a mass of salamanders coiled one upon the other, cut 

less deeply into the wood. Many of them are ill-formed, with extra limbs or tails, and their heads are 

far larger than the heads of the true salamanders I have seen in stream and marsh. In another panel 

Ashgarashgaran holds a woman off the ground with one hand. Her limbs are smooth and flawless, 

her breasts are swollen with milk, and her mouth is open in a soundless scream. Behind her and her 

captor are images of the bright world- markets full of goods, and trees heavy with fruit, children 

playing, and men and women dancing or embracing. In the third panel, Ashgarashgaran receives 

worshippers from atop a throne built of skulls and hip bones, set before a gate. It is flanked by minor 

Incarnations subject to it, bony Peng and sinuous Geandor, who take the offerings from the 

worshippers and hand them to the Dark One to be devoured. That is the panel that stand behind the 

reliquary. In the fourth carving, Ashgarashgaran peels a fruit with Its delicate hands, Its hands the 

hands of a noble lady, on its arms like the limbs of a beetle. The fat legs of infants dangle from its 

mouth, and on every side stand the cadaverous dead, their eyes still unsunken and turned beseeching 

to the Everthirsting One. This is the God I have been dedicated to, the Incarnation that keeps from us 

the yet more dreadful things that dwell in the night that is forever.  

The fifth panel is the smallest, and the most worn, and shows Ashgarashgaran in the company of the 

other three Very Strange Gods, looking down upon a basin which holds the world. Shurka is shown 

as two winged bemmel sharing one hindquarters; Her faces are sweet and girlish, but much worn. 

Karrakel is a gimblebeast with bulging eyes and a long penis, which coils around the legs of Shurka 

like a tree snake. Ibrumasilim is a thing like a crab, but with a human head. It looks as though its eyes 

have been gouged out since the panel was first made, for they are but rough pits in the wood. When I 

first came to Mift there were puppets in these shapes of the Incarnations kept below the temple house 

of Sharm, each the size of a five-year-old child, which were brought out and used in some festivals. 

They were consumed when the temple house burned down, and no new ones were made.  
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I closed the door on all of these things, and latched it, and turned my back on the shrine. Again I 

followed the rough path up the side of Sahrgarilda’s hill toward the deep forest. After a few moments 

I stopped, and fetched from my pouch a pendant on a chain, sister to one I had worn an age of the 

world ago, and placed it around my neck. Little wisps of dark cloud showed in the eastern sky, over 

the high hills of Lonshire. The trees on the sacred hill tossed their branches as if they were the limbs 

of wreaves.  Several times I had been as far as Whitestone on errands for the Old Man, years before, 

but I had only ever spent one night in the forest, the night when I had first brought Piper to the 

lomen. Then the hill had been wooded, and so had the downward slope that I followed beyond the 

saddle. Now along the slope there was only a long line of smallish fir trees, following the stony bed 

of a gully downward. It was not steep, and the trees served well to break the wind, but the ground 

was uneven and it took much time to walk a little way. There were no beasts that I could see, and few 

birds- one time a kressail, who glory in fierce winds. Since the land had been cleared, the stony hives 

of myrmices had sprung up in the lee of each little hillock, now knee-high and painted in streaks of 

red and brown, but I could see none of their tiny builders crawling in the chill air. Dead leaves sailed 

through the air or were pushed along the ground in creeping drifts. I let the great winds from the 

empty sea blow me from the vesselary, as though I too were the sere brown remnant of a green thing. 

I walked along the path of the stream upon stones more rounded than broken. Fir needles and dry 

broad leaves piled between them to cover holes where an ankle might be twisted, or strewn across 

them to make old legs slide, and fall, and break. I once would have run along this path- I did, after 

leaving Piper with the lomen. But now I leaned on my stick, and placed each step with care. The 

world sometimes feels a bitter place. When you are as old as I, and when you have failed. But still, 

my will was entangled with the will of Ashgarashgaran, and so I gloried in my own bitterness. Soon 

the sun would set, and it may be then the wind would cease; but certainly it would grow colder.  

Here was the big ghost resin tree, with the carved mark of Ibrumasilim in its side, a few 

handsbreadths above my outstretched arm. It was an old tree, and an old scar, dark and broad and 

swollen with time. Beyond this tree lay the true forest of Lonshire. The Duke’s timbercutters would 

not go far beyond such a mark, on such a tree- it would be different if it were a young tree, or a 

freshly oozing sign. Trappers went further than this, and herb gatherers, and hunters, but never in 

great number, and they were careful to ward the signs. They knew the places to stay away from, the 

proper respect to pay, and stayed at peace with the othermen.  We had not had timbercutters found 

dead near to Mift, not since the Old Man was a young Vessel. The Duke had need to send no raiding 

parties against the othermen hidden in the forest of Lonshire.  

There were four paths that met here, though faint, and mine was the only one that led downhill, 

between dark columns of fire and sycamore maple. I followed the signs carved on their trunks, faint 

in the gathering murk. Here and there beneath the maple trees were patches of garden no larger than 

the room of the shrine, now dried to sticks. Each had its own particular offering stone, I knew, and 

garlands of consecrated nuts to ward off vermin. There were but few of these plots before I forded 
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the stream, and after it grew too dark to see them readily. The first stream beyond the hill is broader 

than the stream at Mift, with a bed of round stones. Through the broad swathe it cuts in the forest I 

could see the sky turning from blue to the orange of flame, the outlines of the fir-covered hills dark 

against it. The wind tore little flecks of foam from the ripples where the stream clattered over the 

stones. In most parts it was no more than ankle deep, but in one place I slipped, and soaked my robes 

to the knee. This put me in mind of the similar thing that had happened to the Duke’s Arm, and I 

wondered again what his business was in Kethbridge, and whether he had finished.  

Beyond the stream the path was wider and clearer, and I could follow it well enough in the failing 

light. I knew it to be a way much frequented by othermen. It followed the stream uphill, far enough 

from it to be above even the greatest spring floods, and in many steep places it was worked into 

broad steps, rather than gullying. My path led to the narrow way between the Hill of Golse and the 

Hill of Gulen. Both of these are shaped rather like upturned soup bowls, with steep sides and rounded 

summits. I said the proper prayer to each of these Incarnations as I felt my way forward.  

My limbs were heavy, my chest felt tight, and my joints ached, yet I felt no wish to stop. I could feel 

the presence of the other Incarnations around me, as I never had when passing this way as a young 

vessel. There were other strange Gods here, Gods which had little to do with humen. Their names 

and natures and tales were too thick and entangled for any man to know. Gulen and Golse were 

described in the Book of Keth to be Incarnations of the spring, rather than the autumn, but they 

would always abide in some fashion in places dedicated to them. Mortise of the family of the Upper 

Stones had seen Golse once, she said, walking upon Its hill in Its season. The God was taller than a 

man and walked with slow and shambling steps on four squat legs, like a grandmother of the 

podigasts. It had four arms also, which waved in slow aimless arcs through the air, but no head. She 

said it was as the tales say, that the God was covered with lush green grass, and that the grass was 

dotted with tiny flowers in blue, red, and yellow, no two the same.  

Sometimes I stumbled as I walked. When I was young, walking would always return the blood to my 

feet after a dousing in the stream, but tonight my blood seemed thick and slow in my veins, and my 

feet remained cold. After a time I could not feel my toes, and several times struck them hard on 

stones or roots in the darkness, though I walked slowly and with care up the path. I did not pay this 

much mind, for what are such blows to a Vessel of Ashgarashgaran?  

A little further on I struck my head. I did not strike the branch hard, but it had a jagged end, and cut 

my forehead near the hairline. I sat down on the fir needles by the side of the path and pressed my 

hand to the wound, to stop the flow of blood.  When the blood had ceased to flow it was fully dark, 

and I thought that I might do myself harm by going on unseeing. I made myself a kind of a nest 

among the fir needles, wrapped my cloak about me, and made the prayers it was proper for me to 

make. I did not feel the cold, and fell asleep in the forest without fear of gimblebeast or catamount.   

*** 
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My outstretched fingers could just brush the underside of the table. It was an impossibly high table, 

cut from some dense wood good for savages to make clubs to break heads with, and seemed to me 

the same colour as raw liver. So like did it seem that I was surprised that it did not have the same evil 

smell, but a bittersweet smell like some of the spices I had smelled in Lord Cock-a-Hoop’s kitchen. 

The legs of the table were as thick around as my thigh, at their narrowest point, and the flat part of it 

was so thick, and so wide, and so heavy, that I never dared to go beneath it. My bones would 

certainly have been crushed to jelly, were I beneath it when some magic turned the legs to mist. Not 

that I thought there was any sorceror who held such a hatred of me; but I did not go beneath the table, 

though there were balls of dust beneath it that it was my duty to clear away. If I stood with my back 

rubbing the paneled wall of Lady Cock-a-Hoop’s dressing room, as far back from the table as I could 

go, I could see something shining on top of it.  Something that gleamed with all the lights of summer 

on this winter day. Something that was as yellow as butter and as smooth as cat’s fur, and of just the 

right size to fit in my hand. I did not know what it was, but I wanted to hold it in my hand, as Heroes 

in tales want to be married to each other, or Kings in histories want to break down the walls of some 

enemy city. I sent my eyes hunting in the room, and they found me a stool. It was a heavy-looking 

thing, made of the same liverwood, upholstered on top with green cloth of Kratie, embroidered with 

ibises and ivy and spiked wheels. I pushed it closer to the table. This proved as great a feat of 

strength and endurance as any I could remember. Either the liverwood was very heavy indeed, or the 

stool was solid within rather than hollow, or it had some heavy things boxed inside it. Or any two of 

these things, I supposed.  

I did not stop to savour my triumph when I had pushed the stool near enough, for hunger to possess 

the bauble pushed me on. I climbed onto the stool, my woolen socks slipping against the patterned 

cloth. I thought for a moment I would topple from the dizzy height, and end up sprawled far below. It 

was easier to make out the pattern of the carpet from here, a tangle of spiked wheels and ibises and 

ivy on a far grander scale, in shades of green and a horrible glossy black that sucked up lint like the 

very God of Lint, if there was any such Incarnation.  

I found to my satisfaction that my hands could reach with ease the edge of the table, which was now 

level with my forehead. With a very little effort I might even be able to balance upon the tips of my 

toes, and see what there was in the undiscovered centre of the table. What wonders it might contain, I 

could not even imagine. Victory! No lover or King in a skald’s tale was ever prouder than I. I could 

reach out and take the bauble at any moment. I gripped the edges of the table, and tensed my feet. 

‘Hie! Scat!’  

The voice was the voice of a Lord, or a God, and I leapt from the stool like a gimblebeast pouncing 

on its prey. I landed on all fours, scrambled wildly across the carpet, and out the door. 
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Twelfth day of Jamar in the Season of Autumn, An Ordinary Day of Ashgarashgaran 

 
‘And he will not judge after the seeing of his eyes, nor rebuke after the hearing of his ears.’ 

- A saying attributed to the minor prophet Ish 

 

There was a blanket over me. It was thick and woolen, and its smell was pleasing. I could feel the 

scratch of it against my face, each hair sharp and distinct from its fellows, as though it were a thorn. I 

could feel my feet. They throbbed with a dull but fierce pain, as though I had burned them in the fire. 

My hands and face stung a little, but no worse than I had felt many times before after walking in the 

wind. I blinked my eyes open, and saw a pale grey glow through the blanket- the sun had risen, and 

shone upon me. I was still nested among the fir needles; I could smell them also, and feel them 

against my skin, and an old fir cone I had not noticed last night was pressed into the small of my 

back. I wriggled off of it, and found new bruises, and scratches, and deep aches in my bones and 

flesh. I could hear sounds beyond the blanket- soft-booted feet on fir needles, a stick of wood being 

broken, a moist cough, then some rustling of garments and other noises that did not resolve 

themselves, but were without doubt the sounds of a man and not a beast. After a moment, I pulled the 

blanket down to my mouth and blinked at the branches above me. They shone like brass of Muutkorr 

in the morning sunlight, like they were made of massy gold. The morning air felt like a caress on my 

forehead, though it was cold. It seemed to have more savour in it than any air I had breathed for forty 

years. It smelled of the fir trees, and the winter morning, and other things that made me feel like a 

live thing. At that moment I felt pleased with our world beneath the stars, and pleased with myself in 

it. 

‘Would you like to take some water, avia?’  

It was a voice very like my own mother’s had been, when I was a girl, and it had the same concern 

and the same chiding in it, when I had been found doing something foolish. I turned my head. About 

two man-lengths away from me a smooth-faced girl of twenty years or so sat cross-legged on the 

ground. She held a horn of water in one hand-from which she had just taken a drink, by the glistening 

of water on her lips- and between her and I there lay some bits of kindling. The woolen cap on her 

head was a lomenish one, with curious knitted patterns on it in green and black and flaps to cover the 

ears, but her much-patched trews and dark woolen coat were much as any Duke’s timbercutter would 

wear.  She did not seem happy, like the man Argomon had not looked happy, and I.  

The girl held the horn of water out to me. To make the fire she had taken off her gloves, and I could 

see her hands clearly.  They were familiar hands, with long thin fingers and a narrow palm- thief’s 

hands, but roughened with much honest work. 
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‘Thank you,’ I said, and my voice sounded like a toad’s croak in my own ears. The girl reached out 

farther, scrambling forward a little on hands and knees, and gave me the horn of water. It felt solid 

and real in my hands, though it shook like a trapped thing.  

‘I thought that you were dead, when I saw you lying so still there,’ said the girl. ‘Verily it was folly, 

to leave yourself to lie here in the forest. You might have been devoured, or your blood made gelid 

by the cold.’ 

I agreed to her words with a small nod, but did not speak. Her manner was respectful, and she 

guarded her words, but not as the folk of Mift would in my presence. She was not afraid to rebuke a 

Vessel. I stilled the horn with an effort and had some water out of it, and a splendid drink it was, as 

fine as the air.  It did not taste the same as the water of our village, though the place was such a little 

distance removed. It had more of stone and fire in it, and less of earth and air. My granddaughter 

waited while I drank, with the patience of an otherman.  

I struggled to my elbows. The bruise on my hip, which I had ignored with ease last night, ached with 

a new strength, making it hard for me to move my leg.  

‘Your satchel was taken by some creature,’ she said, nodding toward a scrap of black leather lying 

near her knee. ‘I am sorry.’  

I had dropped the satchel behind me last night, without paying it enough mind, and now it was no 

longer there. I sniffed, and could smell the faint spoor of a gimblebeast on the ground. ‘I will miss it,’ 

I said in my toad’s croak. ‘But I rejoice that it was taken, and not I. There was little in it.’ I thought of 

the little bird which the daughter of Summer had carved and cast my eyes about to see if it was lying 

near at hand, but could not see it. The frosted pine needles made shadowed hollows everywhere 

beneath the trees of a size to hide it, and my eyes were still clouded. ‘Only,’ I said, and shook my 

head. It was not important. She was not after all a child, to be amused by such a toy. ‘You are Drawn, 

the daughter of Piper?’  

‘Verily, avia,’ she said. ‘Arastra, in the older speech. I will make you a fire, and then some victual, 

and you will feel better. Have you taken any injury from the congealing night?’ 

I nodded, and tried to sit. ‘I think my feet,’ I said. ‘I do not know if I will be able to walk.’ 

‘I shall make the fire. Then you may discalce yourself, and warm them, and I will see if they have 

taken any lasting hurt.’ She began again to break sticks, and arranging dry bits of moss on the clear 

patch she had made between us, a scar of dark needles turning to earth.  

‘It gives me joy to see you after so long a time,’ I said, and looked upon her with gentle wonder. It 

was the truth I spoke. 

‘And I also, avia,’ Drawn said. Her hair was fair, and her eyes golden-brown like brass of Muutkorr. 

She had a fine healthy smell to her, this granddaughter of mine, and I found I could recognize our 

kinship by it. In her colour and in the shape of her face she was very different from Piper, and I 
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guessed that she took after her father the Duke in these accidents. She seemed a sturdier woman than 

Piper had been at the same age. Though in truth I had only seen Piper then when she was bled dry, 

and weary almost to death.  

‘My mother is not far away,’ she said. 

‘Ah,’ I said. 

‘And my grandfather, also,’ she said.  

I bowed my head. ‘There is room for us all in the night that is forever,’ I said. ‘I pray that 

Ashgarashgaran will deal with him kindly.’ She nodded quickly, and I saw the tiny gleam of tears 

beginning in the corners of her eyes. My arms trembled. I could not speak, for if I spoke I too would 

weep. In my mind I looked at the living Helecho across a wide gulf of empty years, like we stood on 

each bank of a river. He had been swift in the mind, able to get the essence of something in a 

moment- I always marvelled at how quickly he could learn a new tongue, a new conjuring trick, the 

names of all the lads in a travelling company of players. But it was rare that he could go on to truly 

master anything. His times of quickness took turn with times when he seemed barely awake, in which 

he could not keep his mind fixed upon one thing for more than a few seconds at a time, as though he 

were overwhelmed by the variousness of the world. He was very like the summer lizards- the ones no 

longer than a finger, with bodies like shoestrings- which either lie unmoving, or dart from one place 

to another almost too quickly to see.  

‘I would have come before, if word had reached me,’ I said, believing it to be true. My hand touched 

my tunic, where the pendant of red stone lay upon my breastbone. ‘I am sorry to be so long delayed 

in coming for his body.’ 

Drawn’s eyes snapped up to mine as a branch broke in her hand. She spoke slowly. ‘Avia,’ she said, 

as my mother might have said it, firm and gentle. ‘I have not come to you because he is dead, but 

because he still lives.’  

Blood hammered in my head as though I had run a mile under the summer sun. The world turned 

yellow at its edges, and it was suddenly a warm place, full of a thick silence that filled my ears. 

Drawn’s voice came to me as though through a closed door. ‘Are you well, avia?’ 

I had thought- I had not guessed otherwise, when his necklace was left for me, but that he was dead, 

and that I was needed at the end to complete that which we had begun together. I was not sure that I 

had spoken the truth before. I nodded, and swallowed, and muttered something meaning that 

Drawn’s words were welcome news to me. 

‘I apologise to you, avia,’ said Drawn. ‘My grandfather is ill, ill enough to be in the vicinity of death, 

and he desires to see you. I apologise that we have not come before.’ 

I muttered something again, meaning that it was not important, and tried not to tremble. Drawn 

pulled my boots and socks from my feet, placing them to dry near the little fire she had built. I sat in 
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silence and breathed slowly, and the colours of the world returned. I had lied. I did not want Helecho 

to see me, so shriveled and wilted by age and the Darkness. Better that he have died before I came, I 

thought. For him, and also for me. 

My feet were swollen and dark, red turning almost to black, and in places the skin upon them was 

broken. ‘In truth it was folly,’ said Drawn under her breath, then said it yet again. She went through 

her own pack, a tattered thing of grey leather, and brought out a little vial of unguent. It had a strong 

smell of tallow, and as she rubbed it into my feet it felt as though she were tearing the flesh from my 

bones. I bit my lip. A Vessel of Ashgarashgaran should not fear pain. Drawn was patient with me, 

and gave me a little to eat and drink when she had bound my feet, then helped me to stand and walk 

along the path after a fashion. I was not made so well to sleep out of doors as I had thought. Truly it 

was folly, as Drawn had told me, to leave myself as an offering in the forest for whatever wild beast 

or Incarnation subject to Ashgarashgaran might pass.  

‘I thank you,’ I said. ‘You have spared me from drinking the cup of my foolishness to the dregs.  

How far is it to your mother?’ 

‘I would have said an easy hour of walking, avia. I fear it will be longer, with your feet so hurt. And 

please, you need not thank us, avia; how could we not help you? I am sorry only that we have not 

helped you better. The culpability is ours.’ She pressed her tongue against her upper teeth in a display 

of remorse. 

We hobbled together deeper into the forest, a thick maze of near-leafless branches closing in over us. 

The forest floor was thick with leaves, stuck together in gleaming masses by the frost. I felt pain, and 

joy, and sadness, frozen together in the same way. I had almost forgotten, but now it came to me. 

‘I must warn your mother. The Duke’s- the Duke of Stremshire has sent a man to hunt her, and she 

should be wary.’ 

‘We will warn her,’ Drawn nodded, but she made a noise to show that she cared little for my 

warning. Only a small noise, but clear enough to my ears.  

‘To be hunted by one lone man in all the forest of Lon may not be such a fearful thing,’ I said. ‘But 

more may come.’ 

‘The lomen will not show charity toward such incursions,’ she said, not without some pride. ‘They 

will expel the invaders.’  

‘Then there will be blood shed in these woods, which have known only peace these last generations. 

And it will be my fault, I who brought the Duke’s soldiers here.’ It was not like me to say such 

words, but for the first time in so many years I was not only a Vessel, but one man who stood in a 

particular relation to another, and had need to say words that were mine, and not the words of my 

office. The words that came, without my willing it, were such words of self-pity. 
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‘It will not be your fault, avia,’ said Drawn. ‘It will be the Duke who has the culpability, and he 

alone. You will not have carried his soldiers here on your back, or led them along by leather thongs 

tied about their necks. You cannot blame the coney for the coming of the hounds, nor the gourd vines 

for the coming of the snails. The culpability will be theirs.’ 

‘And the suffering will be ours,’ I muttered. 

‘It is the truth you speak, avia.’ Drawn made a gesture again to show that this did not matter. Here 

voice changed, as if she recited a prayer. ‘Yet it may not come to pass. And if it does, it may not last 

so long or be so terrible as we suppose. And if it is, we will not suffer alone, but in company with 

many others. There is always suffering beneath the bright sun, from world’s end to world’s 

beginning.’ 

These were proper things for a Vessel of Ashgarashgaran to agree to, so I muttered some words of 

agreement. There were other words that came to my mind, but I did not speak them. They seemed too 

light, or too raw-edged and ill-formed. For the first time in twenty years I was other than a Vessel, 

and I felt like I had left not just my robes, but my skin, and my very bones, behind me when I left the 

shrine. A shapeless worm of an old woman, shriveled in the wind, I clung to my granddaughter as we 

picked out a path on higher ground, between fir trees and great round stones. 

‘I will tell my mother that she is again hunted by the Duke of Stremshire,’ said Drawn. ‘But I do not 

think it will concern her overmuch.’  

Our breath still showed in the morning air when it was still. I was glad of the slowness of our 

journey, for I feared to meet Piper, and I feared more to see again Helecho. I did not know what I 

would say, at either meeting. The world I knew was changing, slipping out of my hands with fearful 

swiftness. I did not know who I would be, when I met them again. 

 

A little way to this side of the crack between the hills Gulen and Golse another trail had began, one 

which first led steeply upward, and we followed this slowly to the head of a narrow valley. Beyond 

was a broader, rolling valley, cut with many small rills, its edges hidden by walls of forest. The fire 

maples here had kept most of their leaves, and they shook above our heads like the banners a crowd 

might wave along a triumphal avenue. The morning’s frost had gone, except in the most shadowed 

places off the path, but I kept my bare hands burrowed in the sleeves of my robes, for the air was 

cold.  

There were many plantings along the trail, and once or twice I thought I saw the lines of a house 

through the trees, but the lomen of Lonshire are a people with long memories, and do not build things 

that are easy to find, nor easy to cast down. At one place a gang of lomen children ran past us. They 

looked at me and waved their hands in some sign of respect or fear, but did not pause or speak to us 

in their career. They chattered to one another in voices that were soon swallowed by the forest, 
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speaking what sounded to me like the ancient tongue as it is spoken by joven who have not yet learnt 

it in full, like a soup of words jumbled together. I could not tell whether they were girl-children or 

boy-children, or mingled.  Later we passed a lomen tilling his garden plot, a dour old fellow. Drawn 

and he exchanged hand signs, but no spoken word, and he looked away to avoid seeing my face. I 

thought, in the instant that I saw them, that he had the most beautiful eyes I had ever seen. 

All through the Great Island humen and lomen live in such a fashion, the lomen dispersed in little 

clots amid the humen, in the waste places and on any height that can easily be held against an army. 

For many ages we have shared this land. In some places, like the highlands of Krymshire, or the 

Paladine lands, they share markets with the humen, and festivals; in Spireshire they dwell all mingled 

together, so that the half-erlen are not the freakish things they are elsewhere. But Geatishmen, and 

Molkshiremen, and folk of Lonshire- we may dwell close by the lomen and worship at the same 

shrines, but we remember that they are truly othermen. Though ‘we’ is not a word I should use for 

the men of Lonshire, if I am to speak truth. I am of Stremshire, which is closer to Spireshire in its 

customs, though with so many more humen than lomen that the othermen are like a single drop of 

tincture in a bottle of the ghost of the wine. 

This was at last the kind of adventure that I had wished for, when I was young; with a little drifting of 

my imagination I could believe that I was walking along some trail in the wilds of far Calrat or 

Kabalac, some place no humen had seen before, on the trail of treasure buried long ages of the world 

before. I might be able to speak with my guide only in handsign, and beyond those hills might lie not 

my quiet village of Mift, but a wilderness of wonders yet undescribed. The tangled masses of brown 

fern alongside the path, the congealing sky- this was no different from my home. Yet the shapes of 

the hills were strange, and the trunks of the trees were broader, and the tiny shrines by the garden 

plots were made in a different fashion, and the men we saw spoke a strange tongue. It was truly a 

foreign land, even as Calrat or Kabalac, and who could tell me what adventures would befall me 

there? Much of the day I spent in these childish imaginings, so I would not think of what was to 

come. 

The greater part of the day passed in this manner.  We stopped often, for my feet continued to pain 

me, and we talked little, except as Drawn warned me of uneven places in the path, or told me the 

name of some stream or hillock that I might not know. At one place she left me by the side of the 

path on a mossy bank, and returned in a few minutes with some fresh dry sweetbread and ussurian 

pears.  

‘It will not do to walk all day on water alone, though it be water of Ibrumasilim,’ she said. ‘The men 

who live here have a profound understanding of the pear trees, avia. You will not have tasted these in 

the village.’ 

How cramped and dull the word village seemed, when Drawn said it. ‘The pears are fine,’ I agreed, 

though I have little taste for such things. ‘They seem fresh for so late in the year.’  
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‘There are none that keep so well the flavour of the flower, avia,’ said Drawn. There is but a little 

grove of them, narrow enough to throw a rock across, in a sheltered dell. The water is sweet and the 

stone beneath has some preserving power, it is said.’  She looked me in the face, and for the first time 

I thought she smiled a little. ‘It is not so far to my mother now. Less than two hours, with the pace we 

have been keeping.’ 

‘Yes,’ I said, and ate and drank. I was slow rising to walk again when we had finished. I was weary, 

but it would do no good to stop overlong and freeze in the forest. If my limbs were strong enough, I 

would have wanted this small journey to continue forever, to follow my granddaughter on an endless 

quest through strange lands. I feared to meet Helecho, and the man I would be when I met him. 

It had been dark since midday, for the clouds had thickened, and now moved near above our heads. It 

felt to my skin as though snow would soon begin to fall. It was not long before sunset that Drawn left 

the path again, this time leading me with her. For a few more minutes we walked slowly through the 

dimness beneath the trees, and then we came to Piper’s house.  

The walls of the house were of mossy stone, and it sat alone in a little clearing on high ground sixty 

paces or so from the path. It had no windows on the ground floor, and was little ornamented, with no 

carved or painted images of Gods or men.  Otherwise it was built much as any stone-built house of 

the highlands, like the houses of the townsmen in Whitestone. 

Drawn called out as we approached, and by the time we had came near to the door two men had left 

the house and approached us. One was a loman, who looked to be the same age as Drawn, and the 

other was my daughter.  

The wind blew fierce and cold, but only within my own head. Drawn held me up. She bowed her 

head to her mother, and held out one hand to the lomen, fingers spread wide and pointing downward. 

The loman did the same back to her, and to me. He was a hand taller than Drawn, and his skin was 

pale like new cream, and his hair curled on her head in greyish brown ringlets. His face was a true 

lomenish face, flat, with thin lips and round black eyes, too large for one such as I who had become 

unused to such folk. He did not smile, but neither did he scowl, and he looked once at Drawn, and 

then at me without blinking. There was no human marrow mixed with his, I was sure, unlike so many 

of the lomen I had seen when I was young; he was of the pure race of the Illuminated Ones, who had 

come to the world with the starborn humen. He wore no cap, and patched trews like to Drawn’s, and 

a long coat of dark wool. He bore a baby to his breast, but all that I could see of it was a scrap of 

black-haired scalp about the size of a copper coin, for it was wrapped in a blanket of the same coarse 

wool.   

Piper stood beside the loman, and looked at me with a smile that was proud, and a little fearful, but 

not at all uncertain. She was a hand shorter than her daughter, much of the same height as me, and we 

could look straight into each other’s eyes, though only for fitful instants. Her eyes were straw green, 

round, though less large than a loman’s, and they looked the eyes of an old woman. The skin of her 
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face was still supple, and the colour of pale honey, and seemed the skin of a girl too young to marry. 

She wore a woolen cap in the lomen style, as Dawn did, with her still-dark hair long and tied behind 

it.  At the same time she looked both older and younger than the woman Restore. With younger flesh 

and an older psoul, if such a thing may be 

‘Here is my mother,’ said Drawn. I did not know what words to shape. Piper bowed her head to me 

in respect, a little slower than the loman’s greeting, and held out her hands. Her hands were smooth, 

but less smooth than they had been, and the bones had come nearer to the flesh. If they had not 

worked for forty years, then they might still have been the hands of a noble lady, as the Duke’s Arm 

had said. They gripped mine like the paws of an orren that had once seized me in the market to beg 

me for food, when I had been a child of six or seven years.   

‘I knew you would come,’ she said, and her voice was as I remembered it from twenty years before.  

‘I could not do otherwise,’ I said. ‘I must come for Helecho- for Mergus. When I found the message 

left for me, I could not do otherwise.’ 

‘He left it for you,’ said Piper with a guilty eye. ‘We would have gone on his behalf, but he is willful 

in spite of his infirmity, and took himself away.’ 

I hungered to know more of Helecho’s doings, but I only nodded, and said the words I had come to 

say. ‘And I must warn you- Arastra will say- but you are hunted again.’ 

 ‘It is but one man, mader,’ said Drawn. ‘Sent by the Foul Man of Stremshire to plague us.’ 

‘This is true,’ I said. ‘But he may bring others after him, or have skills that I do not know of. You 

should think what you will do, if the Duke begins to seek you in earnest.’ 

‘He did not dare to enter the forest in search of me before, though he must have guessed I might go 

here,’ said Piper.  ‘I think my daughter is right, and we have nothing great to fear. The Duke must 

grow old, and his strength cannot be great so far from the bounds of Stremshire.’ 

‘He may have grown yet more dark of psoul, and withered in his moods, as he grows older,’ I said. 

Piper nodded, but did not meet my eye. ‘Do you have any news of his health?’ she asked. ‘It may be 

that it is failing.’ 

‘It was not spoken of,’ I said. There was one other thing. ‘And I must sit down.’  

‘If you will, come inside,’ she said, and she did not quite finish the words she was speaking, as 

though she felt she should call me by some name of respect, but did not know which to use.  

We went together into the house. Within there was a room much like my own vesselary, dark and 

with little ornament. Sacks and baskets hung from pegs on the walls, and a few small stools sat 

before the fireplace. There was only a small fire, built of branches that sparked and snapped, but did 

not seem to smoke at all. Above it there was a pot that smelled to me more like the Cor’s strewing 

herbs than like any soup I might have made; though not in truth very like to either. Drawn swept the 
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stools to one side and pulled out four large mats from a corner, stitched things of heavy felt. There 

were patterns worked upon them in stitching, but I could not tell what they were. Drawn helped me to 

sit down on the red one, nearest to the fire, and knelt before me to undo my boots. I found the bruise 

on my hip again, and joyed at the ache of it, for it drew my thoughts away from the pain in my feet.  

‘I will find you a more efficacious salve, avia,’ said Drawn, and left for an upper room.  

Piper sat on another mat beside the fire, and the loman with the child also. ‘Mergus is asleep,’ said 

Piper. ‘He is not strong, and must rest.’ She knelt down across from me, on the green mat, and her 

voice was calm beyond sadness. ‘It will bring him joy to see you again. In the last year he has talked 

often of seeing you, as his illness has grown. But the fear of Ashgarashgaran has pressed great upon 

him, and he would not go near the shrine.’ 

Piper spoke the true name of my master without hesitation, a custom she must have gained among the 

lomen.  I made a gesture to show I understood. It was the justice of Ashgarashgaran, to bind us both 

to our proper prisons with chains of fear, until we had paid in full the price of our impiety. I knew 

that Helecho could not have walked to the shrine, any more than he could have dived to the deepest 

hollow of the sea. It was already too warm for me near the fire, and I shrugged off my cloak.  

‘Now it may be,’ Piper said slowly. ‘That he knows that Ashgarashgaran draws near to him, whether 

he comes to It or not, and his fear begins to be swallowed in greater fears.’ 

‘Ashgarashgaran has granted me this gift, that I may come to you,’ I said.  ‘I pray this is a sign that it 

will look kindly upon Mergus.’ 

‘Thank you,’ said Piper. ‘Praying is the thing you can do for him better than we,’ and again her 

words hung unclosed, for she could not make herself call me Vessel, yet no other name was proper. 

I closed my eyes a minute to stop the rushing of the world past me, still so yellow and formless. I 

found that I had reached out again to clutch Helecho’s pendant, as though my hand were some willful 

shy creature I kept by me instead of a part of my own flesh. 

 ‘Mader?’ said a strange voice, which I thought must be the voice of the loman. ‘May I speak?’ 

I took a deep breath, then another at its proper time, and another. I opened my eyes, and found that I 

looked into the deep round eyes of the loman, who was also seated before the fire. 

‘I offer you greeting, Vessel, and the respect due to a priest and to an elder, and to one of the same 

blood. I ask that you bless me and my child, and my wife your daughter’s daughter. My name is 

Calathus.’  

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘My blessing as an elder, of the same blood and marrow, this you have.’ I looked at the 

shape of the half-erlen child, the bridge that would briefly span two worlds. The infant suckled, 

oblivious. ‘I wish him a long life, and that you will all dwell untroubled,’ I said. ‘Grow strong and 

wise, little one, so that one day all men passing will say, ‘this one is much better than his parents.’’  
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‘We two are grateful,’ said Calathus. ‘And when he is grown to fullness, so will the child.’  I felt the 

touch of Drawn’s hand on my shoulders, returning with more salve for my feet.   

There was something Calathus had not said. ‘What have you called the child?’ I asked.  

Calathus looked at Drawn, and then spoke. ‘We had thought to name him Helecho, if such a name 

were acceptable to you, eldest of Arastra’s blood.’ 

I made a gesture of assent. ‘That is- acceptable.’  

‘Thank you, avia,’ said Drawn, dropping to her knees and kissing my hand. Her eyes sparkled for the 

first time since I had met her that morning, and I saw that there was nothing cruel or deceitful in her 

smile. Calathus also murmured his thanks. Piper nodded approval, and I thought she spoke, but she 

spoke in a low voice I could not hear.  

‘The child is finished,’ said Calathus, pulling his mouth from his teat and dabbing at the trickle of 

milk that flowed with a corner of his blanket. ‘He sleeps. Do you wish to hold him, avia?’ 

I could not, for fear of some contagion of the psoul passing from me to him. Better that I look upon 

the second Helecho, and nothing more. It was satisfying just to look upon his satisfaction, so sated he 

was with simple things. I shook my head, and then spoke, lest my gesture be thought ill of. ‘I have 

not the skill of handling children; I will wake him with my clumsiness, if I take him now.’  I had no 

skill of handling living children, I thought, correcting myself. I had buried enough of the little ones, 

these last forty years. Sometimes there were no more than one a season, but in the more bitter winters 

they returned to the darkness not by one or two, but in packs, like those water bugs I had put in the 

Old Man’s satchel. I hoped whatever beast had taken the satchel had made good use of them. 

‘He is truly a slothful child,’ said Drawn, taking the little Helecho from her husband with wonderful 

grace. ‘He sleeps far more than is good for him.’ I watched her with the child. He had a face like any 

other infant, swollen and froglike. Boy-child or girl-child, human or otherman, it was impossible to 

tell. Keseline, they were called by the lomen of Cat, the half-erlen and all of their marrow; and here 

were a little tribe of them, that Helecho and I had made by mischance.  Quan and Quarestri wished as 

much as Sharamis and Sharm to keep separate those things which we had mingled. But I had not 

called the blessing of Sharamis upon myself. That had been Her own doing.   

The child seemed fat and healthy, and I wondered how long I would wait before he opened his eyes. 

It was an easier thought to hold in my mind than the others. Piper sent Calathus from the room to 

fetch some tea, and Drawn and the little Helecho followed her. Drawn smiled at me as she departed. 

‘I will salve your feet when I return, avia.’ 

‘I am sorry that you had such a poor journey of it,’ said Piper to me, indicating my feet. ‘The cold has 

come upon us quickly this year.’  

‘They will heal, I think,’ I said. ‘I know already how great is my folly.’ I sat a while thinking of what 

next I should say. 
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‘You have a fine daughter,’ I said, hearing Drawn say something merry to her child. ‘And the other, 

also. Have they been wedded long?’ 

‘Not a very long time,’ said Piper. ‘Less than two years.’ She gave a rueful smile, as one fallen 

between two stools. ‘It may not be wise, but they are happy.’ She held out her hands to show that it 

did not matter. ‘Arastra would not be fitted to life with a human man, either.’ 

I nodded. No words came to my throat but those proper to a Vessel of Ashgarashgaran, ones it would 

not be meet to say. I held my tongue and watched the fire until Calathus returned with a bowl of tea. I 

took it, thanking him, and sipped a little of the tea. It was more bitter than I was used to, and more 

sweet, and it was as clear as water and nearly so pale, with none of the cloudiness of human tea. 

‘How ill is he?’ I asked. 

‘He has lived long,’ said Piper. ‘Far longer than is usual for his kind. And he has never been this 

weak before. His head pains him sometimes, and often his bowels, and he passes black water. Most 

of all he is simply too weary to move. Each night he is a little weaker than the night before. I fear this 

is his final sickness.’ 

‘Yet he walked almost to the shrine, not long ago,’ I said. ‘Can he be so very weak?’ 

‘I would not have said he could have done it,’ said Piper. ‘He seemed already too weak then.  But he 

can still be very cunning. We would not have let him go, but he snuck away before dawn.’ She shook 

her head. ‘How could we have stopped him? You do not stop the last wishes of your father.’ Again 

she shook her head, looking at her knees. ‘I fear it is the last surge of strength, that sometimes comes 

before death. For two days now he has not been able to stand. He can take some food, and drink, but 

he spends more and more time sleeping, and he hardly speaks at all.’ 

Drawn came back then, and knelt before me to rub new salve into my feet, which did not look so 

poorly as before. Helecho must be ill indeed, if speech came to him as a burden. ‘I pray that he will 

be well, and I hope soon to hear his voice.’ 

Piper nodded, not able to speak, and blinked away tears. Jealousy crashed down on me like a wave 

over a man drowning in the sea, pulling me down. How could she love Helecho so much more than 

me? He had not been tortured and broken on her account. But it passed like a cry carried by the wind, 

leaving me trembling, and again facing a rushing yellow world.  

‘I will not say, Piper, that it were folly that kept me away from here these past years, since the Vessel 

who was master over me died, for I believe my coming is only now willed of Ashgarashgaran. But I 

do sorrow that the chance was not given to me earlier. A Very Strange God has sundered us, and this 

is no fault of yours.’ I could not truly say that it was no fault of mine. It was not an easy thing, to talk 

to Piper. She nodded again, and we fell into silence for a little while. 

When Drawn had finished putting the salve on my feet, she plastered them with pickled leaves from 

another jar she had brought, then wrapped them with care in fine cloth, like that used to drain 
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puddings. ‘You may stay with us so long as you wish,’ said Piper. ‘This you already know. We will 

feed you and heal your hurts. Now, if you wish to hear it, I will tell you how my days have been 

spent, and the days of Helecho that I know of, and of my daughter.’ This she did, in the manner of a 

chronicler, and indeed their lives in the forest of Lon had been filled with victories and defeats, 

comings and goings of friends and foes, and changes of one kind and another kind, all through the 

years I had served Ashgarashgaran.  

It grew darker outside. Very dark, for the clouds were thick. There were no other houses nearby, to 

cast a firelight through the darkness.  It was as though the world had been put in a pot and buried 

under the ground. A slow falling of snow began, Calathus said, for he had gone outside on some 

errand of the kitchen. Drawn and Calathus made us something to eat while their child slept: stewed 

fruit, and a heavy bread with beans and nuggets of flesh baked into it, and pickled leaves that seemed 

very like the ones Drawn had put on my feet. Last came a soup from the previous night, of the kind 

that is more common in the last days of winter, but which is eaten all over Koronad. It was made of 

earth apples and salted meat, and onions, boiled until they are all as soft as butter. We had more tea 

to drink, and a very little of the ghost of the wine, which tastes alike whether it is made by priests of 

Kraal or stone-hermits of Karak. When the meal was nearly finished the little Helecho awoke, and as 

I feared, I had no skill in handling him. Even when I spoke to him from a distance he would wail, for 

I appeared to him a frightening thing. It seemed to me that his eyes, too, were green, but I could not 

be certain in the dimness. 

‘He will grow used to you quickly enough, if you do not visit too seldom,’ said Drawn, with another 

proud smile to me.  

‘If I am given leave to do so, ‘ I said. ‘I will take more care, so as not to cripple myself.’ 

‘Peace, peace, little one,’ she said to the child, swinging from side to side the shoulder on which he 

lay. ‘Pader and mader, and avia and abavia, and many kind Gods, all watch over you. Is he not 

beautiful?’ I agreed, over his cries, that he was indeed beautiful. His hair was dark, and his skin was 

smooth, and he did not look so much like a frog as I had first thought. 

‘There was a sound from above,’ said Piper. ‘I think there was. Calathus, will you go and see if 

Helecho is awake?’ 

‘With joy and celerity, mader,’ said the loman, and at once went up the stairs, as silent and swift as a 

nightbird. In a moment he had come back. ‘He is awake. He seems a little less weak. And he wishes 

some soup.’ He looked at me, staring more than a human would, as she had when first we met. ‘He 

asked if you had come, avia.’  

I had faced greater terrors in my life. ‘Give me help to climb the stairs,’ I asked. ‘You can bring first 

me, and then the soup; he will not be able to talk with his mouth full of soup.’ 

‘He may try,’ said Piper. ‘It is a certainty, he will try.’ 
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The upstairs room where Helecho lay was little lighter than the downstairs room, and it had the stink 

of Ashgarashgaran’s outriders in it. There were other smells as well- amber balm I recognised, and 

sweet grass of Harth, to put a fair seeming over the foulness. A single lamp on a stool gave light to it, 

showing some few robes hanging on pegs from the wall, a set of shelves piled high with manuscripts 

bound in cloth or wood, a single large chest carved intricately in a curious style, and the bed where 

Helecho lay, propped up on some more of those stitched mats of felted stuff. He wore a woolen cap, 

a red one worked with little birds. The red heightened the pallor of his face, drained both of blood 

and of fat. His eyes were sunken deep into it. As we entered they followed me about the room, at first 

listless and uncertain.  Then a spark of the Helecho of old came into their depths, and his eyes 

followed me as if I were a catamount come into his chamber.  

‘You are not grown so ugly as I had imagined,’ he said, and his voice did not waver. It was soft, and 

it did not sound like he had sounded as a young man, but I could hear the ghost of his old voice in it.  

‘There is no time for pleasant, meaningless words, when you are grown as old as we,’ I said. ‘But 

still you give a cruel greeting. Joy of this night to you, Helecho, and it is joy for me to find you still 

living, and to speak with you after so many years.’ 

‘I tried to see you, flarrin mine,’ he said, his voice gaining strength. ‘But I could not get over my fear 

of your master, the Dweller at the Dark Door. Silly man.’ He shook his head. ‘Now you must see me 

like this, unable hardly to piss in a bucket. Will you get our daughter to bring me a bucket, with the 

soup? He gave a toothless smile at me, his eyes singing. The sweet smell that rose from him was the 

smell of death, with nothing of the old odour of Helecho remaining in it. How he could have walked 

the path I had walked that day, so little as a six-day past, I could not imagine. 

 ‘Calathus has already left us,’ I murmured. 

‘Do not be afraid, my flarrin,’ he said, and his voice was almost as it once was. ‘I will not touch you. 

It would kill me, if it were to pass between us as passed between us before.’ I smiled back at him 

then, and went to kneel beside him at the head of the bed. 

‘It was like we passed fire from one to another, when you touched my hand,’ he said. ‘It would burn 

me. You were so beautiful and solemn, my flarrin. You are beautiful and solemn like some 

Incarnation now. All the calf-fat is burned away. There was something I had wished to say to you-‘ 

He broke off. He had seemed to grow in strength and brightness more and more with each word, like 

a fire was consuming his marrow. ‘Do you remember that song we used to sing, when we were alone 

in Texelin? Dum-du-du-diddy-dum-dum-’ 

‘My love has gone to the water,’ I sang. ‘My love has gone to the sea.’ I shook my head. ‘I will not 

cry tonight, Helecho.’ 
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‘Who said anything of crying, Silon? I have long since forgotten how. My love has gone to another, 

my love will never love me,’ His voice went very soft just for a moment, as he sang.  

‘Do you remember the book we never finished reading, because we were drawn away by Abara’s 

story? We had left it until last because the words were so strange and old and laid upon one another. 

There was a picture of a winged Bemmel printed on a page near the end, with great breasts larger 

than her head. I never found out what she was there for. I can see her clear in my memory now, 

though, clearer than anything in this room but you.’ 

‘I do not remember the picture,’ I said.  ‘I remember the book.’ It had been a tangle of words like the 

thorny weeds that can cover a hill to waist height, written by some man who was prisoner to his own 

cleverness. It was what my tutors had called a sanguinary book, with constant spilling of blood and 

marrow.  

‘There had been much slaying in it, I remember, and much futtering,’ said Helecho, seeing in his 

memory the heavy-breasted she-bemmel. ‘Maybe it is best, after all, that we never read it to the end.’  

‘I have seen the years do enough slaying to sate any wish to read of it,’ I said. 

‘And the other?’ He looked at me with the keen eyes of the old Helecho. 

‘I am a Vessel of Ashgarashgaran,’ I rebuked him. ‘I have no instrument for such things, Helecho.’ 

‘Time has left me nothing, either,’ he laughed, a cracked and tuneless bark wholly unlike his old 

laugh, and his body shook in the bed like a moored boat in a storm. ‘I am shriveled and dry like a 

straw set in a bowl of dust, flarrin mine.’ 

‘I think that is Calathus, on the stair with the soup.’ 

‘Your ears lead you astray, I think. Mine are so unreliable that I no longer pay them any heed at all.’ 

‘No, truly it is he.’ 

‘He is delaying, that is what my ears tell me. He knows I wish to talk to you. He can hear our voices, 

if not our words, clear enough.’ 

‘I pray that he cannot,’ I said. I forgot myself, and reached out to take Helecho’s hand, his hand with 

the long thief’s fingers, the hand now spotted and shrunken and fleshless as my own. I found that I 

was not breathing, and had to force myself to take a breath. No shock passed between us, no invisible 

magic fire as there might once have been. He did not die, and I did not die either. They were nothing 

but the hands of two old men, coming together. 

‘Do you remember, Silon, how we used to walk the long way around home from Suspiro’s wineshop- 

before he would have me there no longer? We would watch the ships coming in across the marshes, 

and try to guess which ones they were in the dark, from as far off as we could.’ 
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I nodded. ‘There were rules we made to that game, but I cannot recall them. We used to love the 

thought of the sea.’ From the long road there had been a clear view across the marshes, but the river 

was hidden by the tall reeds, so it looked as though the ships moved over the land like foolishly vast 

siege machines. The marshes were broad and impossible to pass except by water, so I had been well-

grown before I ever laid eyes on the open sea.  

‘Yes, the sea. We would have seen wonders together, if the shipsmasters had shown a little more 

courage for us. Truly, truly Silon, you are not decayed so much as I had thought.’ 

I smiled, and laughed. ‘You are blind, Helecho, that is all, and you cannot see the scars. You said 

yourself you could hardly see the outlines of the room.’  

‘It may be,’ he said. ‘It may be,’ and his eyes dimmed a moment, and then flared up again.  

‘Do you remember the night we were escaping through the gardens of that Lord who had made his 

fortune in dried persimmons? You hid his ring of Valour on your person in a cunning way, and dared 

me to find it-’ 

‘That was not me,’ I said, dropping his hand. ‘I waited for the two of you an hour at the appointed 

meeting place, and thought you had been captured. 

‘Ah,’ said Helecho. ‘It must have been Abara then.’ 

‘I know,’ I said. 

‘She was always whorish in her ways.’ He looked into my eyes with an effort, like someone 

swimming towards me from far across the water. ‘I am sorry,’ he said. ‘My ways were also whorish.’ 

I made a gesture to show that I held his sins of no account. ‘I have not been a woman for forty years. 

I know, and still I loved you, then.’ Again I made my gesture to show that it meant nothing to me. 

But I spoke otherwise.  

‘I was true, Helecho. I have lain only ever with you, and with the fire, and with the knife.’ 

‘My poor flarrin,’ he said, and his vague eyes filled with tears. 

‘I will not cry,’ I said. ‘Look, here is your grandson, with your soup.’ Calathus bowed to us as he 

came in. Helecho went to take the bowl of soup from him, but his hands were shaking, and he could 

not.  

‘You will have to feed me, glowworm,’ he said to the loman. Tears ran down his cheeks, and 

Calathus sat down beside him on the bed, on the opposite side from me. 

‘Do you remember the soup we had in Melhaven, with the green onions in it? That was a soup made 

by a master, Silon. I have never tasted anything like it. It was like being taken up by Gods and carried 

to a distant green country. It had the taste of the sea. It tasted of the sea so that you could believe 

there were drowned cities of the fishmen in it, and sunken treasures, and monsters.’ 
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‘Monsters and cities do not sound good to eat, grandfather. Will you have some of our soup?’ 

Calathus lifted the spoon, and held it above the bowl. 

‘I cannot taste anything any more,’ he said in a bitter childish voice, still weeping a little, ignoring 

the loman. ‘Nothing more, Silon. Not the whole of the sea would taste salt in my mouth.’ 

‘Do you wish your soup now, or shall I come back later?’ asked Calathus in a gentle voice. 

‘Yes, it is good to eat soup. The great priests and prophets of old all ate soup. You are a good 

grandson. Or granddaughter, rather, as you are now. Sit down beside me, Silon; you will break your 

kneecaps down there. Keep me company. I will try not to slurp or dribble overmuch.’ 

‘I like to hear you talk,’ I said, ‘But truly, there is a time also for soup.’ I dabbed the tears away from 

his face. 

‘Yes,’ said Helecho. ‘The Gods know a man cannot keep talking forever without ceasing. They put a 

stop to such things, each in their own way. Shurka by burning his tongue with hot tea, and Atrus by 

blowing a bug into his mouth, Kinmarykh by making him piss himself with laughter. Sharm by 

commanding his head to be lopped off, Kiszen by lopping it, Sharamis by shoving in her own sacred 

teat,’ Then Helecho had to stop speaking himself, for Calathus had put a spoon of the soup in his 

mouth. 

‘I do not mind the Abara of long ago,’ I told him, paying no mind to his blasphemous babble. ‘She 

was a friend of mine, and we were all fools. There is no wisdom in regretting anything.’ I patted his 

hand again. ‘I have thought many times, if Ashgarashgaran had not put a stop to us, some other 

mischance would, for we were very great fools in those years.’ 

‘Mmph,’ said Helecho.  

‘We are all the same, Helecho, every one of us who walks or crawls over this world. What we can be 

does not reach anywhere near what we desire to be, for we are only imperfect things of the flesh. We 

are no worse off than any other men.’ 

‘I am not, by any count,’ said Helecho, through a mouthful of soup. 

‘Do no spit so, grandfather,’ Calathus reproached him, and wiped his chin. 

‘Sorry, boy. My little flarrin,’ he sighed. ‘I think you have been used more ill than me. I will make 

entreaty for you soon, on the other side of the Dark Door.’ 

‘Eat your soup,’ I said to Helecho. 

‘Ah, you sound so like my father,’ said Helecho. ‘My soup can wait a little while longer, as can the 

great soup bowl beyond where your master wishes to put me, to boil all flesh and marrow from my 

psoul. I will make entreaty, but I do not think I will be listened to. You suffer here so you will be a 

king in the darkness beyond, Silon, a terrible and a beautiful judge, and everything will be done as 

you say. That will be justice, for what you have suffered at the hands of the priests.’ 
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‘No man rules or judges in the darkness that is forever,’ I said. ‘Only the Gods. I am content with 

what has happened.’ 

Helecho shook his head, and waved away a spoon of soup. ‘I am sorry. My ways were foolish ways, 

and I dragged you and Abara alike into destruction. You were very sweet.’ 

‘Eat your soup, you fool,’ I said, not angry with him, but not wishing to hear such things. ‘You only 

want to hear me say again- what is the truth, as Keth knows- that we were fools already, and set our 

path by an evil star. We pulled you to destruction, as much as you us.’ 

Again he shook his head. ‘I was given another chance, and you were not. I have had most exceeding 

good fortune for a half-erlen, I know, living on long after you should have put my bones in a hole. I 

have had good fortune in length of life, and in my kindred. It may be I was more foolish in the 

company I kept, and in my trade.’ He coughed. ‘I am sorry for you and for Abara. You were such 

very pretty girls.’ He allowed himself to be fed soup then, and I did not try to absolve him any more. 

His eyes faded back into dullness as he wandered off inside his own mind, and after a while he 

seemed no longer to notice that I was there. I sat by him while he ate, and made water, and then 

drank a little new wine.  

‘It is good for his stomach,’ said Calathus of the wine, offering some also to me. 

‘Abara does not like new wine,’ said Helecho, in a weak voice.  

It did not matter. After so many years Abara and I were sometimes confused together in my mind as 

well, and there were half-remembered things that I could not be sure which of us had done. Helecho 

drank a little more of the wine, his eyes closed, and smacked his lips. He lay silent a long moment 

while Calathus quietly gathered the bowls to take downstairs.  

‘Tell me a story in the morning, Silon,’ he asked, bright and clear again for a moment. ‘Come and tell 

me a story from the old books.’ His voice was the voice of an old man, yet he sounded very like my 

own brother had once sounded, a lifetime ago. 

‘I will, Helecho,’ I said, and kissed his hand. He smiled, but did not open his eyes, and in a moment 

he was asleep. His breaths came quick and rasping, and keeping no proper time. Calathus secured the 

shutters against the wind and helped me back down the stairs.  

 

My daughter and granddaughter had made a bed of matting for me in front of the fire. The younger 

Helecho was again awake, and warmed it for me, tracing complicated figures in the air with his 

hands and feet. He did not cry when I drew near this time, and did not try to watch me. I sat down 

beside him, my heart beating quickly, my own breath disordered.  
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As Calathus went back upstairs to tidy the room, Piper came in to the kitchen, her hands hidden with 

a cloth, her face in sorrow. ‘How do you find him?’ she asked. ‘He sounded more afire than I have 

heard him in a long while, from the echoes that came down the stair.’  

‘He seems well to speak with,’ I said. ‘He remembered much of what was long before, though 

sometimes his thoughts wandered.’ 

‘You can see that he will not live long,’ said Piper quietly. 

‘Yes,’ I said. The smell upon him was not the smell of a living man, I knew. Yet the fear of 

Ashgarashgaran did not press down on him so much I had supposed it would, from what I had known 

of him before. ‘I think that Ashgarashgaran will be kind to him.’ 

Piper nodded, and a little cheer came into her eyes. There was much of Helecho in her face, and in 

her manner, much more than there was of me.  ‘I am sorry that we did not call your earlier,’ she said. 

‘I am not a good daughter to you, and I have not brought up my daughter to be a good granddaughter 

to you. It has always been easier to think of you as a Vessel, and no more.’ 

‘I am not only a Vessel here, it may be,’ I said slowly, ‘But only because Ashgarashgaran has given 

me leave for a time to be.’ Piper shook her head, and came to sit before the fire, on the other side of 

the child. 

‘It has never been easy. I was used to thinking of my mother as dead, when I was young. Father 

never told me otherwise. And you were frightening when I met you. I know that you helped me, you 

saved me, and forever we are all grateful. But I was frightened. I was weak then, and the words you 

said were too much for me, and I could not truly feel that we were of the same marrow. I did not 

think to visit you after so many years, even when we had word that your old tormentor was dead. I 

did not even think to visit you now, when father fell ill. It was he who went to find you, but he could 

still not bring himself to approach the shrine.’ She looked down at her knees, ashamed. 

‘I am here,’ I said. ‘You owe me nothing, daughter.’ The word felt strange in my mouth. ‘It is true 

that I am claimed by the darkest of the Very Strange Gods, and anything I am other than the Vessel 

of Its will is Its gift.’ I smiled, and brushed my hand across my eyes, which had begun to weep. ‘I do 

not know what this other is. I do not know how to be it. You have a daughter, but no mother. I am 

dead.’ 

Piper blinked her own tears away. ‘No, mother. You are not dead now. You have come here.’ 

Drawn and Calathus came and went with tea and wine and the child, and Piper and I drew back from 

the stream’s edge, and talked for a while of things of no consequence. Drawn brought me some of the 

ghost of the wine in a fine jug with an amethyst glaze, the kind of treasure I would have lusted after 

as a very young girl. It held about six cups full, and I drank more from it than was wise. After a time 

I slipped half into a waking dream, and found Piper waiting for answer to some question I had not 

heard. 
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 ‘You look weary, mother,’ said Piper. ‘I think we will leave you to rest. Is there anything more you 

need?’ 

‘I think I will have a little more of the ghost of the wine, and- if you have it- some different clothes.’ 

‘I will get them, avia,’ said Drawn.  

‘No, it is my place to do it,’ said Piper to her daughter, rising to her feet. ‘Stay with the little one,’ 

She left Drawn and me with the sleeping child, and was back again between two blinks of my eyes. 

She put a bundle of clothes into my arms. ‘There may be something you can wear in these, if the 

Gods will it. If there is nothing that pleases you, tell me and I will see if there is anything more.’  

‘Thank you, daughter,’ I said. ‘I will see you in the morning, if the Gods will it.’  

Then my daughter and granddaughter bade me joy of the night, and I did the same, and joy of the 

long night that is to come, for I am forever a Vessel and cannot lay aside my habits. I washed my 

hands and face in the basin by the fire, and drank more of the ghost of the wine. Then I banked the 

fire and quenched the lamp and said the simple prayers, the prayers that every child knows. I made 

also a prayer of apology for leaving the shrine alone, one of the lesser propitiations, but only ran my 

knife across my skin without drawing blood.  

The clothes Piper had brought were more ornamented than those I was used to seeing in Mift, and 

there were no plain sleeping trews or dresses. I found a long tunic of stiff pale green stuff and put it 

on, leaving my Vessel’s robes folded atop a stool, the highest place of honour I could find in that 

room. I set aside for the morrow some shapeless grey hunting trews of soft leather and a woolen coat 

that was the least over bright, though fringed with red and gold tassels and worked all over with 

images of briars and winged fish.  

 

The ghost of the wine boiled in my belly in a merry way, and lights danced behind my closed eyelids. 

Should I have given the necklace back to Helecho? I did not feel as though I could easily be parted 

from it. I closed my eyes, and for a moment felt that the weariness of age was no more than a cloak I 

had put on. It was a heavy cloak, true, and the clasp that held it was too much for my fingers, but 

within it was doubtless still a girl of fifteen, who would wake in the morning and walk to the temple 

school with green-eyed Abara.  

 ‘Are the clothes well, mother?’ asked Piper, standing at the inner doorway. Her voice sounded like 

the voice of an honest woman, but with my marrow and Helecho’s mingled in her she could be no 

other than a thief.  

‘The Duke’s Arm said that you stole a thing from Kethbridge,’ I said, with the heartiness that comes 

from wine.  
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‘I asked if you found the clothes well,’ she said, and there was good cheer in her voice, as if my 

question amused her.  

‘I have found some things to cover me,’ I said. ‘They do not tear at my flesh, or squeeze it beyond 

endurance.  Tell me, daughter of thieves, did you steal a thing from Kethbridge?’ I did not open my 

eyes, or turn to face her, but lay still on my back in the darkness. 

‘What manner of thing?’ 

I paused, and mumbled. ‘He did not tell me.’  

‘That is because his wit was not quick enough to decide, mother. He could not think of the right thing 

to put in his tale.’ Her voice sounded patient and wise to my ears, as though she were my mother 

rather than my daughter. 

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘Very good. But tell me, did you steal a thing from Kethbridge?’ 

She laughed at me then, and bade me joy of the night once more, and left me. She laughed at her 

aged mother, who had suffered so many pains and indignities on her account and had buried so many 

good children. I supposed that was no great matter, and let her go. 

*** 

It was a cold day, but the sky was clear and long shafts of warmthless sunlight lit the teaching room. 

The girls joked that the ink in the inkwells was beginning to freeze, and was thicker each time they 

dipped their pens in it. They were all dressed like young vispenlings, in black robes with grey hoods, 

and they copied the forms of the verb ‘to be’ in the ancient tongue. It was their first proper meeting 

with this venerable and distinguished verb, which would be for some a lifetime companion. For 

others, though, it would only be as a face once glimpsed in a crowd on market day; and these 

vispenlings could not treat this white-bearded relic of ages past with the reverence demanded by their 

tutor.  

‘There is a festival today,’ wrote the girl with honey-coloured skin in the margin of her page, and 

nudged the paler girl next to her with an elbow so that she would glance at it. She looked and 

corrected the is to be, which the darker girl corrected back. No words were spoken, for Scholar 

Coaxar would have no words spoken, except words that he called for.  

In front of me sat a tall girl from a wealthy family, whose name was Tirama. She shivered with the 

cold, and drew her robes about her, but I felt warm enough. She did look uncommonly like a 

vispenling in those robes, with long fleshless limbs and a beak of a nose. I was sure Abara was right, 

and that it was ‘is’, but I was used to being in the wrong, and did not let it worry me for a moment. I 

dared not whisper to her, but scribed ‘what festival’ on the margin of my own exercises, which I 

copied out with such slow and painful care.  Abara had finished hers already, and her neat rows of 

dark letters seemed poised to march onto my more disorderly page and take its inhabitants captive.  I 
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had not heard of today being any kind of sacred day, and thought I knew all the festivals prescribed 

by the priesthoods.   

‘Ormigax,’ she wrote, in ornate majuscule. ‘The Incarnation of antmen.’ Why had Abara only 

remembered the festival now, and not told me before? Or why was it so important that she could not 

tell me later? I nodded to her, and struggled through my exercises until Scholar Coaxar let us go. 

We were on the street of the Old Kilns, outside the silver shop with the crested bird above the door, 

watching the procession go by. First there came a dozen men and women dressed as antmen, with 

extra legs and arms of jointed cane, wings of cane and oiled paper, and pointed heads of paper. They 

wore gauzy scarves about their chests and loins, either in green, blue, or yellow, and these were 

spangled with gems of cut glass. Their skin was painted in the same colour as their scarves, with a 

thick, pasty paint that smelled of wolde fat. 

These twelve men and women danced along the street with a curious gait, swaying from side to side 

and making great loops with the nose of their pointed heads.  About their wrists and ankles they wore 

bangles of glass and silver, which made musical sounds as they danced, and around their waists belts 

of tiny bells, made of gilded brass.  Because it was cold, the dancers were flanked by men and boys 

in coats embroidered with gold, who swung braziers full of coals on long chains. These swung 

sometimes within a hairsbreadth of the dancers, but never seemed to touch them.  

There seemed to be only a few of the men of Texelin watching the procession. Strange, for so 

splendid a display. ‘I have never heard of this Incarnation Ormigax before,’ I said to Abara, as we 

stood close together for warmth beneath the sign of the crested bird. ‘It is very well known to those 

who read the bronze pages in the Book of Keth,’ she said. This made sense to me, though I knew 

there were no bronze pages in the book of Keth. ‘It is held only once every thirty years, on a day told 

by the motions of the stars.’ I nodded. ‘It is the incarnation of antmen, of which there are none in 

Koronad, so it need only awake once every thirty years to see if any have come here.’ 

‘How cold those costumes look,’ I said. ‘They have picked a bitter time for this festival.’  

Abara shrugged. ‘I suppose the fat on them warms them, like divers.’  

I laughed. ‘They will stink of it for weeks,’ I said in Abara’s ear. She said that she had heard they had 

sworn an oath not to bathe after the festival, until the end of the season. Then she also laughed, and I 

knew not to believe her. 

Behind the costumed dancers came nine musicians, all old men, clad in full golden robes patterned 

with gems of cut glass in swirls and didjaresques. There was a man playing the tambril, and one the 

ixvander, and another the trefoil flute; one with chimes of Cat, one with a bass ruggour and one with 

a treble ruggour, and three others with instruments I did not recognize, two of black wood and silver, 

and one of gold with spines like a seromas. The music they played was strange, for they played three 
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tunes at once, which seemed at first not to fit with one another at all. From time to time the player of 

one instrument would leave off playing one of these three tunes, and take up one of the others.  

Next came the priest of Ormigax, dressed also as an antman, but with real topazes and emeralds upon 

her costume, and bangles of gold upon her ankles and wrists. She was coloured a bright, bright green, 

and wore a strong perfume I had never smelled before, that washed over us in a wave and made me 

cough. It put me in mind of sweet pickled fish.  

A cart came next, hung with branches of evergreen and with such flowers as grow in the winter in 

Stremshire. It was drawn by twelve more costumed figures, boys and girls of our age. On the cart 

stood a tall cone covered with figures of antmen, hundreds and hundreds of them, which seemed to 

made out of nut clay. At the very top of the cone stood the image of the God. As we watched one of 

the drawers handed his tether to another and scampered up the side of the cart, to grab a few handfuls 

of the nut meat antmen and throw them to the lookers on. I thought there was something familiar in 

his manner, but I could not see his face. He threw one straight to me and Abara, with a wave of his 

other hand.   

‘Catch!’ called Abara. I could not reach it, but she caught it regardless. All but its head, which broke 

off and rolled beneath our feet. It was a plump, jolly-looking thing, quite unlike the dancers or the 

images of antmen I had seen. ‘Who is that?’ I asked her, smiling up at the back of the boy as he threw 

nut meat antmen to the other side of the street. 

‘That is,’ Abara said in my ear, but I did not catch the name, for at that moment there was great 

clashing of cymbals from behind the cart, and a shouting from all the processing worshippers, and the 

sounds of the twelve instruments raised to a great discord. There were four cymbalists behind the 

cart, who had at that moment to clash their instruments. They were costumed as antmen, but covered 

wholly in blue robes. It may be it is true that one may dance well enough, or draw a cart well enough, 

with only a smear of fat against the cold; but to clang cymbals at the proper time must require one to 

be warmer. 

I looked back at the cart, but the boy had taken up his tether again, and was out of sight. The God 

Ormigax took the form of an antman, no larger than a cat atop its perch. Its limbs were blackened by 

time and fewer in number than they should have been. Its eye was of clear blue glass, and it looked 

back toward me, and watched me as it passed. ‘It is watching me,’ I said to Abara. ‘Silly,’ she said. 

‘They all do that, it is how they are made.’ 

As the clashing and shouting died down the clouds parted in the west, and a shaft of pale sunlight 

shone through the gap between the almshouse and the Duke’s smithy. It fell full upon the cart, and 

cast its shadow back along the street, reaching back as far as me and Abara. My arms and legs went 

to gooseflesh as the shadow of the God’s image touched my belly. I felt a rush of blood to my face, 

and within me. Then there was a sudden tightness in my belly, as happens some days before the 

blood comes with those of us blessed by Sharamis.  
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‘Is it not a fine spectacle?’ said Abara. ‘I had not heard of this god before today, but today it is 

written of in the book of Keth. We shall have to remember to come again in thirty years, when we are 

venerable scholars ourselves.’ 

‘Oh,’ I said. There must have been something strange in my voice or in my face, for Abara instantly 

grew more solemn in her manner, and turned to look me properly in the eye. ‘Are you ill, Silon?’ 

‘I feel a little strange,’ I said. ‘But it is passing.’ And in truth it was fading swiftly, leaving only a 

little ache. 

‘Let us share this sweet then, and you will feel better. You have probably not eaten since the 

morning. Careless Silon.’ 

She took me by the hand and led me to a bench in a side lane, where we sat down and listened to the 

sounds of the procession fading away in the distance. ‘Here are four limbs for you, and four for me, 

and half of the middle bit of it for each of us. They are probably left over from thirty years before, 

and not very nice. But there are no weevils yet, which is a good sign. Now if there is any bit not stale 

it will be in the swollen rump of the thing, which I will break apart. Here you are.’ 

The nut clay of the sweet was dry and crumbly on the outside, though pleasant to taste, and in the 

middle it was sweet and soft, and not stale at all. I rolled mine into little greyish balls and ate them, 

while Abara took precise bites from hers, like a butcher dismembering a beast. 

‘I had a strange fancy, for a moment,’ I told Abara, making it a joke to ease the ridiculous fear that 

had come over me. ‘The shadow of the God fell upon my belly as it passed, and I fancied that the 

God had gotten me with child.’  

‘Oh!’ she said. ‘Silly girl, it was not a statue of Kraal. He has not quite so many legs.’ Abara laughed, 

and I laughed, and when I did I felt that my bladder was bursting, and had to clutch my legs together. 

I noticed then pain around my waist, and found that the cord of my undertrews cut cruelly into my 

flesh, and when I put my hand to my belly it was as tight as the skin on a drumhead.  

‘I must go,’ I said, aghast, in a voice that sounded shrill and panicked to my own ears. ‘It is true, it is 

true,’ 

‘Do not be foolish,’ chided Abara. ‘Folk will think you are mad, and I do not wish to be seen about 

with a madman.’ 

My bladder was worse when I stood up. ‘Hide me,’ I gasped. ‘I must piss.’ 

‘I do not know you,’ said Abara. ‘Will you keep your voice down? There is no need to shout it down 

the alley. All right, all right,’ and she shuffled me along a few feet to a dark space between two 

shops, and stood to hide me. ‘You get such strange fancies in your head, Silon. I should have taken 

Tirama here, and left you with your verbs.’  
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I squatted in the alley, and I could not pull my undertrews on again, and had to leave them behind. I 

walked slowly from the alley, willing myself to be unseen, with the taste of bile and nut clay at the 

back of my mouth. We were not halfway home, and I had needed to stop twice more, when Abara 

drew me aside before a candleshop. ‘It is no use,’ she said. ‘You are grown too large. We will not 

make it back to the school in time.’ Her tone was not unkind, and she seemed to fear for me. 

‘See, you believe me now?’ I said, fighting tears. She shrugged, and helped me up the step into the 

shop, and the smells of beeswax and pear blossom covered us. ‘You are blessed of Sharamis, after 

all,’ she said. ‘Such a thing was bound to happen to you, if it could happen at all.’ 

About us on every side stood a horde of candles in all sizes, like a parliament of all the beasts. The 

ceiling of the shop was high beyond reason, lost in a cavernous blackness. ‘Wherry!’ called Abara. 

‘My friend has been gotten with child by a strange god, and needs to lie down.’  

‘She can use the Duke’s bed,’ said Wherry, who was a finely formed boy of about fourteen, with the 

same colouring as Abara. He gave me a merry wink as he scampered ahead and held the door open to 

an inner room. Somehow he and Abara helped me into an enormous bed as tall as a man, and as 

broad as a Duke’s high table. It was made of some wood as dark and heavy as jet, with faces of Gods 

carved upon it that seemed to mock me. A vast coverlet of silk and down lay upon the bed, and it 

seemed to suck at my limbs as I lay down, as though I were a manikin being pressed into dough. 

Thousands more candles were lit about me here, on every side and in every colour that can be 

thought of under heaven.  

‘This is awful,’ I cried. My robes had fallen open, and the great dome of my swollen belly rose 

before me, white and luminous. ‘I need to piss again.’ 

‘Wet the Duke’s bed, then,’ said Wherry. ‘He will deserve it.’ But he leapt up into the bed with a pot 

for me, nonetheless. Abara climbed after, and sat by my head. ‘I should have taken Tirama to the 

procession, Silon,’ she said. ‘I truly am sorry. I did not think anything like this would happen. What 

is your favourite form of the verb to be, Silon? Is, are, was?’ 

‘It will be,’ I said, gasping. I tried to make water in the pot Wherry held, but I could not let go. The 

pressure was terrible, and I strained to relieve it. ‘The child is coming,’ said Wherry. ‘It will all be 

over soon,’ and he patted my knee cheerfully.  

‘Are you in great pain?’ asked Abara. I shook my head. I knew I should be in very great pain, for my 

belly was tightening and loosening in turns, and I strained with all my strength to push out whatever 

was in me. I knew it was strange that I felt no pain.  ‘Oh, you are brave, Silon. I hope I will be as 

brave, if ever I am gotten with child by a strange god.’ 

‘I can see the head,’ called Wherry. He reached down and there was a sucking sound at my loins, and 

something golden flashed in the air, and I saw that he had tossed the golden head of an antman to 

 –101–



  
 
             
Abara. ‘Really, this is a splendid thing, Silon,’ said Abara, showing me the otherman head, sticky 

with my blood. ‘It is almost enough to make me wish I was blessed of Sharamis as well.’ 

I pushed, and Wherry pulled another golden object from me, this one as large as a proper infant. ‘It 

looks like the head fits there,’ said Wherry helpfully, and Abara fit the two pieces together. ‘Well 

indeed!’ she said, wiping it clean with a corner of the Duke’s pillowcase.  

‘This cannot be,’ I gasped, and felt myself stretch and stretch, and Wherry wrestled with a golden 

piece of flesh or brass the size of a five-year old child, and rolled it over the bedclothes to Abara. 

‘Only the limbs to go now!’ he said.  

‘That is if there is only the one,’ said Abara brightly. ‘It is a handsome thing that you have borne, 

Silon- look, look.’ 

‘I do not want to look,’ I said. I closed my eyes, and listened to the sounds of strange arms and legs 

slipping from my loins. I wanted to pray a prayer to Sharamis, but I could not remember the words, 

and found I only prayed over and over again that She would bless the nets of the fishing boats, and 

make them fruitful. 

‘There!’ said Abara in triumph. ‘There was only one, after all, and it is a handsome thing indeed. Its 

eye has opened. Run a bath for Silon, Wherry. Come, look at it, Silon.’ 

I shook my head like a surly child. 

‘Come on, come on, Silon,’ she said. ‘Open your eyes and see the god-child.’ 

‘Won’t,’ I said.  

She cajoled me further, and at length I opened my eyes and looked. The antman was golden-skinned, 

and moved like a child, and it looked at me with an eye of grass-green crystal. It smelled fresh and 

new, like wood jasmine, and at once I loved it. ‘Oh!’ I said. ‘It is beautiful.’ Abara let go of the god-

child and I held it to my chest, kissing its strange brow. Its skin was soft, not hard as I had expected, 

and pleasantly warm. It made soft, keening noises, like a nightbird chick. ‘What a fine thing you are, 

my little antman.’ 

My body had changed while my eyes had closed, but it did not cause me any distress. It was now the 

body of Sharamis, as She is described in the Book of Keth. My hips were broad, and my breasts long 

and full, larger than my head. They dripped a clear fluid that smelled of honey, which I knew to be 

the milk of antmen. ‘Come and eat, little one,’ I said, and teased a nipple into the mouth of the 

keening god-child. It chewed on it hungrily, but I felt no pain. We floated together on the calm water, 

and all about us was golden sunlight, shining on the water and dazzling my eyes. It was not a small 

thing to be blessed by a Goddess, and by a strange God. Joy washed over me, complete and all-

devouring, and I melted into it. 
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Thirteenth day of Jamar in the Season of Autumn, A Holy Day of Ashgarashgaran of the 
Second Kind 

 

‘The beginning of love is pain; its end is death.’ 

- A saying from the writings of the prophet Bakhalab 

 

I woke some time before dawn and dressed slowly in the darkness. I had lain awake long before I 

slept, from the heat of the fire. Later my bowels were disordered from the strange food, and kept me 

from sleeping despite my weariness. I felt enfeebled, dwelling here with Piper instead of in my own 

place, and I still wondered why I had come. I had delivered my warning, which had caused no 

concern, and I had come seeking to take the body of Helecho so that it might be dealt with in the 

proper way, but he lived. There was pleasure in seeing him alive, but also many kinds of pain. There 

were things that I might say to Helecho, that it may be should be said before he died, but that I could 

not say until he truly sat at the Dark Door. And I could not tarry here waiting for that time. The 

hunger of Ashgarashgaran still encompassed my psoul, for me to think on should I ever purpose to 

forsake my priesthood. 

I washed myself outside the house, from a bucket of water which had a fingernail’s thickness of ice, 

and dressed in Piper’s grey hunting trews and cloak with tassels. I prayed a little, to the Twelve Gods 

and to the lesser Incarnations of this place, and then I went inside to eat soup and pickled greens with 

Piper.  Drawn and Calathus were busied with the child, who had awoken in a foul temper. Piper and I 

spoke of unimportant things while we ate. It seemed to me that she yet feared me as a Vessel, and did 

not know me as a mother, a thing that I was ill-suited to being. The gentleness I had heard in her 

voice at the end of the night before had left her. I thought even that it might have been only a trick of 

the wine to my ear, and not a thing of Piper at all. So we spoke for an hour of Helecho’s medicines, 

and of the prospects for a mild winter, and the way Drawn had been when she was very young.  

‘You know the lomen seem fixed and settled, even when they are children, and they have few 

children,’ Piper said. ‘Arastra was not like that. Everyone was curious about her, more than they were 

about me, and when I got her back is when we first began to have dealings with the lomen. She came 

into the forest like a company of players, all music and colour and briskness. She was like that from 

the first, from before she could walk. She drew people to her, and she quickened them, and made 

them merry. I suppose she seems settled herself now, but she has just grown to take on the manners 

of our neighbours. The restlessness is still there within her, and the brightness.’  

While Piper spoke she looked ever and again toward the stair, to where her sick father lay, and rarely 

looked at me. ‘She was a good child, which was my good fortune. I do not know how I would have 

lived with a child like theirs, with his ill-temper. Father and I did not have much skill with children.’  
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‘The child is not so ill-tempered as many I have known,’ I said, for though he did not seem overfond 

of me, I found I shared Drawn’s conviction that he was the best of children. 

‘Yes, I am sure there are a great many worse,’ said Piper. ‘But I am grateful still that Arastra was so 

kind and easy in her manner, when I was but a young woman with no skill in child-minding.’ 

Calathus came in then and told us that Helecho had woken and eaten a little, and now asked after me. 

He helped me to climb the stair, and left me before the threshold of the sickroom, with a bow and a 

blessing murmured in the ancient tongue. 

 

‘You do not have to tell me a story, if you do not wish it,’ Helecho began as I came into the room, in 

a voice like the croak of a vispen. The windows had stood open a while to dispel the smell of death, 

but it still lingered, and the room was still overwarm to me. In the pale winter daylight I could better 

see Helecho’s trembling, and the veins standing out in the pale of his face. But I did not think he was 

truly weaker than he had been the night before.  

‘No, I wish to tell you a story,’ I said, sitting down beside him. Helecho reached over and placed his 

hand on mine.  

‘Are you pleased with us?’ he asked, blinking his vague eyes at me. 

‘I have rested well, and been well victualled, and in all ways Piper and her kin have been kind to me, 

Helecho,’ I said.  

‘And how do you feel this morning?’ I asked, moving my fingers a little beneath his. 

‘I am most well, for a man who cannot stand, and who pisses black,’ he said. ‘I thank you for your 

kindness, my flarrin, but I do not wish to think of my own tattered flesh.’ 

‘I will tell you your story then, Helecho,’ I said.  ‘And speak no more of the present.  I cannot well 

recall the tales in the books we had. There is one that I recall that I am sure contains no grain of truth, 

whether it was in those books or not, and I will tell it to you.’ And this is the story I told him. 

 

This is a tale of a time long ago, Helecho, when the Gods did not meddle in the world as they do 

today, but left space for heroes to do mighty deeds. It begins far from any city of men or othermen, 

and far from any wilderness filled with peril, on a treeless hill in the highlands where nothing could 

be grown but eggfruit vines and pignuts. On that hill there lived three brothers. The brothers were 

poor, but of good character, and good sons to their father, who was older than we. He was healthy 

and strong, but one day he fell from the back of the one podigast they owned, and was killed. The 

brothers mourned him, and called together all their kin from the other hills near and far, so that they 

might drink and feast in their father’s memory. Their little house was filled for a little time with 

cousins, and wives or husbands and children of cousins, and nieces and nephews, and they drank 

more wine and ate more flesh than they could afford, and sent off their father into the long night in 

as grand a manner as any Duke.  

 –104–



  
 
             
When the three brothers had made farewell to the last of these visitors, they found that they were 

missing one thing. It was a clock that their grandmother had brought with her many years before, 

when she first came to the farm from a town of the lowlands, carrying their father in her belly. The 

clock had never worked, not since the old man had been a little boy, and its brass wheels lay beneath 

a dome of green glass like some treasure sunken beneath the sea. The brothers thought when last 

they had seen this clock, and none could recall for certain, but each was sure it had been at its place 

on the mantelpiece when the burial feast began. None of their kind would have stolen the clock, of 

that they were certain, but each recalled having seen a woman at the feast who they did not 

recognize.  

‘I took her for a sister of the husband of such a cousin,’ said the eldest of the brothers. ‘I took her to 

be the daughter of such-a-one, who we had not seen for so long,’ said the youngest of the brothers. ‘I 

guessed her to be the new wife of this other cousin, of whom we have heard little,’ said the third 

brother. They found that they had all meant to talk to her, and find out who she was, but among the 

great number of kinfolk they had somehow never made it to her side. She had left early, of that they 

were certain, before they had all walked to the temple. They were also all certain that she had been 

finely formed, and that she had skin the colour of cream, but they were of various minds as to the 

colour of her hair, and the garments she wore. The eldest brother said that she was dressed in wine 

purple, with dark hair, while the youngest brother said that she was dressed in green, with hair of a 

nut brown, and the middle brother said her dress was light blue, and she had hair like flax. They 

agreed then that she must be a sorceress.  If a sorceress, they agreed that she must be a thief. If a 

thief, they agreed that they must recover the clock of their grandmother, even from such a one. 

So the three brothers took all they needed for a long journey on the back of their one podigast, and 

drew it after them by a cord on the road to the rest of the world. First they went to the town that was 

a long day’s walk distant, where they were used to take their eggfruit to market. There they found no 

word of the one they sought. Then they traveled further, to the lowlands, where a six-day’s walk 

brought them to a town where lived a Scholar who was called the Finger of Autarkis. He was given 

this name because he had been given by Autarkis a gift, in that if you described to him any place, 

person, or object, he could straight away point in the direction where they lay. The three brothers 

stayed at the Temple for the fourth part of a season, until they had paid the fee the priests required, 

and then this Finger of Autarkis pointed out for them the direction in which their grandmother’s 

clock was to be found. 

In that direction they traveled more days than the eldest brother could count, across rivers and 

streams, plains and hills, kingdoms and freelands. And on their journey they met ferrymen and 

skalds, innkeepers and mad priests, clocksellers and old beggarmen. From everyone they met they 

asked word of the sorceress they followed, and the clock they sought, but none could give them any 

word of either. Whenever any man tried to cheat them- for they were but poor farming men, from the 

highlands- they could not be cheated, for they were blessed by Sharm of justice on this quest. 

They continued even to a country where the antmen dwelled, and opened their mouths wide before 

many marvels. One day they found in that country an old quarry which had filled with water, deep 

and dark and clear, and at its edge they saw one of the antmen, taking off all of its garments and 

jewelleries. It became less ornamented as they drew closer to it, and when it was naked it leapt into 

the water, where they saw it sink out of sight as though it were made of brass. The brothers were of 

good character, and could not stand by to watch such a thing, so without a moment’s thought they 

dived into the pool.  With great difficulty they dragged the antman from the pool, for it was limp and 
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heavy like a sack of clay. Neither did it rejoice to be saved, but when it was laid on the bank began to 

wail with a miserable keening, as though to be a living man were worse than to be a drowned one. 

‘Why do you wail so?’ asked the oldest brother. 

‘Did you purpose to slay yourself, contrary to the will of the Gods?’ asked the youngest brother. 

‘If you are set upon such an action, then I warrant you will have no more use for these golden 

ornaments?’ asked the middle brother. 

‘My disgrace is grown too great for me to live,’ the antman told the three brothers. ‘I have failed my 

master, and my trade, and my family, and am now fit only to feed the eels.’ 

‘How have you failed?’ asked the eldest brother. 

‘What is your trade?’ asked the youngest brother. 

‘Join us, and earn honour enough to balance out your shame, little man,’ said the middle brother. 

‘I am an artificer,’ said the antman, ‘and have risen in my trade to have care of one of the most 

esteemed artifacts of our city, a clockwork antman of gilded silversteel. It is my job to keep its 

clockwork oiled, and its surfaces polished, and make it go as it is made to go at the appropriate 

places and times. The night before yesterday a human came to our workshop and asked if he might 

see this artifact. Ninety times nine-hundred woes! I could see no harm in this, and with great pride I 

showed the human the antman of gilded silversteel, both within and without, and explained to him 

all the details of its working.  The human thanked me and left, and I thought only of how well I had 

explained my artifact to him. But the next day I found that the artifact would no longer go as it is 

made to go; and looking more closely I saw eleven of its pieces had been removed. A search found 

them not to lie anywhere within our city, and it was proved that this human had taken them, without 

doubt by some sorcery or sleight of hand while I showed him the workings of the artifact. Then I was 

punished, and cast out of my trade, and now have no hope of marrying or regaining honour in my 

city. Neither have I any hope of recovering what I have lost. So I have resolved to remove myself from 

the lists of the living.’ 

The brothers asked the antman to tell them what the human looked like, but he could tell human 

from loman only with difficulty, and one human from another barely at all. They figured from his 

words at the end that the human had been a woman, with skin paler than theirs. They had guessed 

from the beginning that it was the sorceress they sought, going about the skin of the world and 

thieving clockwork. 

‘Come with us, for we also seek something stolen by this same man,’ said the eldest brother. ‘Where 

one will fail, four may succeed.’ 

‘Yes, join us,’ said the youngest brother, ‘For we have also lost an artifact to this sorceress, and your 

knowledge of artifacts will doubtless aid us greatly.’ 

‘With your golden ornaments we will be able to stay in wayside houses, rather than in stables or 

beneath the stars,’ said the middle brother. 

The antman chose then to join with the three brothers, and see if he might help in finding the thief, 

and the four of them went on together in the direction in which the Finger of Autarkis had pointed 

the brothers. But the middle brother was disappointed, for in choosing to live, the antman chose also 

to adorn himself as he was adorned before, and would not suffer any of his ornaments to be sold.  
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They traveled on for more days than the youngest brother could count, and opened their jaws wide 

before many marvels, and then they came to a great wall of icy mountains across their path. They 

were tall and cold and terrible, like giants from before the time the stars were kindled. There was but 

one way forward, a door set into the side of the mountain, twice the height of a man and made of star 

iron. It was guarded by a monstrous Bemmel, as tall as the temple of Sharm in Texelin, with black 

skin and eyes like burning coals. Its legs were as thick as trees, and its hooves like barrels that can 

hold a thousand pints. 

‘It is all very well to put foes such as this one into stories,’ said Helecho with a croak, tugging on my 

arm like my brother once had, so that I would stop speaking. ‘There always is a God somewhere 

making sure luck goes the way of the hero. But the ways they are defeated in stories never seem to 

work so well in the true world.’ 

I could not gainsay Helecho. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘In the true world, we are not the heroes that are found in 

stories.’ Helecho would have spoken then about other things, but I bade him be quiet and listen; and 

like my brother, he did so after but a little grumbling.   

 

The brothers approached the otherman and greeted him with courtesy.  

‘May we pass this door?’ asked the eldest brother.  

‘What lies beyond these mountains?’ asked the youngest brother.  

The middle brother said nothing, but thought their grandmother’s clock might not after all be such a 

thing as he should risk death to find. Neither did the antman say a word, but stood quietly and held 

the halter of the podigast. 

 

‘Wise, for you never can tell what men will take offence at,’ said Helecho. ‘Tell me Silon, was this 

Bemmel a he-Bemmel or a she-Bemmel?’ 

‘It was a he-Bemmel,’ I said.  

 

It spoke then, saying ‘You may pass the door if you are willing to pay the price. From each one of you, 

a pint of your blood, and gold enough to fill one of your boots.’ Then it answered the second question. 

‘There are three thousand steps beyond this door to the other side of the mountains, and the land 

beyond the mountains is a country of the lomen, where the air is chill and without savour, and they 

have no love for any other kind of men.’ 

‘Is there no other price we can pay to pass?’ asked the eldest brother. ‘For we can spare neither blood 

nor gold.’ 

‘Who has last passed this way?’ asked the youngest brother. And the middle brother held his tongue 

still. 

The Bemmel opened his mouth and roared, and the blast of his breath withered all the flowering 

vines that grew about that place, so that they were shriveled to dry stalks in an instant. ‘The one who 

 –107–



  
 
             
passed through her last did not pay the price!’ said the Bemmel, and the sting of his breath brought 

tears to the eyes of the three brothers. ‘He hid his face and did not speak, and when I named the 

price to him he made a sign with his hand, and vanished from my sight.  Then I heard the door open 

and shut, which I am too large to pass beyond, and saw that my key had been taken.’ 

‘That sounds like it may be the one we follow,’ said the eldest brother. 

‘Does it?’ asked the Bemmel, with a shrewd glint in his eye.  

‘When did he pass?’ asked the youngest brother. 

‘A six day gone,’ said the Bemmel.  

Then the third brother asked, ‘Might we bring you word of how to find this one who cheated you, in 

return for our own passage?’ 

‘Word will not suffice,’ said the Bemmel. ‘You may bring me back four pints of his blood, to pay for 

you all, and also his kidneys and his liver, for thieves’ kidneys are as dear to me as silver, and 

thieves’ livers dearer than gold.’ 

The three brothers bowed low before the monstrous Bemmel and gave it thanks, and promised that 

they would pay the price it asked, and it took out a great key and opened the iron door. 

‘Wait,’ it said. ‘One of you must remain behind as surety, so that you will not think of shunning this 

road should you find the task I have set you too difficult.’ 

The three brothers misliked this, and huddled together to speak among themselves. ‘I will stay,’ said 

the antman, ‘for my limbs are weak, and I will be slow to climb such a great stair in the darkness. 

And I will be worth more to the Bemmel for the value of the ornaments I wear, as you have said.’ 

But this was not acceptable to the guardian of the door. So the three brothers drew lots, and it fell to 

the youngest brother to stay at the side of the monstrous Bemmel, to cheer it with stories and fetch it 

bowls of tea throughout the winter. The brothers embraced, and promised they would meet one 

another again. 

The two brothers that remained, and the antman their follower, climbed the three-thousand steps 

through the dark roots of the mountains to the land beyond. They lit their way with a single lamp 

which the antman had, and their skin writhed with cold and with fear in the darkness. Beyond the 

mountains they found it as the guardian had said, a land of stranger-hating lomen, and they were 

forced to eat the rotten fruit that had fallen from the trees, and what fowl and crawling beasts that 

they could catch, for no one would speak to them to sell them food. Still they went on in the direction 

which the Finger of Autarkis had pointed, and had cause to gape before many marvels wonderful and 

terrible.  

After more days than the middle brother had kept count of, they came to a bridge, as long and thin 

as though it were spun from spider silk, crossing a great gorge; and beyond it there were mountains 

far in the distance, as green as jade. And standing before this bridge was a monstrous Argandarr, as 

tall as the castle tower in Anminster, with skin as white as snow and eyes like great waves tossing 

ships upon the sea. Its legs were like siege towers, and its horns were like engines of war. It was a 

she-Argandarr. The brothers approached this otherman and bowed before it in a courteous manner. 

‘May we pass this bridge?’ asked the eldest brother. 
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‘What lies beyond this bridge?’ asked the antman. ‘Pray, tell us that the road ahead does not climb 

nearer to the stars.’ 

The Argandarr answered the first question, saying: ‘All men may pass who can pay the price; and the 

price is a pound of flesh from each of you, and jade enough to fill one of your boots.’ And the 

Argandarr answered the second question, saying: ‘The road that lies ahead climbs ever higher and 

nearer to the stars, and the land where it goes is a country of the thudun, who carve their houses out 

of stone and hold their husbands and wives in common, and they hunt all other kinds of men with 

fleet hunting beasts, whose teeth are like knives and which can run for a day and a night without 

ceasing.’ 

‘Is there no other price we can pay to pass?’ asked the eldest brother. ‘For we can spare neither flesh 

nor jade.’ 

And the antman asked, ‘Has a hooded human passed this way, and it may be, cast some 

enchantment?’ 

The Argandarr shouted at the heavens, and at the sound the bridge shook like a piece of straw, and 

he grabbed the antman by its waist and lifted it in the air, and went to tear off its horns, but found it 

had none. ‘How do you come to know such things, child of dung?’ he asked. ‘The one who came here 

last did not pay the price. He hid his face, and did not reply to my greeting, but waved a wand of gold 

at me, so I fell into sleep.’ 

‘That is the one we follow,’ said the eldest brother. And the middle brother added in the same breath, 

‘Not as friends, but as foes.’ 

‘Is it, now?’ said the monstrous Argandarr, placing the antman back on the ground. ‘Then you may 

bring me in place of the price I asked three pounds of the flesh of this human, to pay for you all, and 

also its golden wand and its robes of sorcery, for I would cast my foes into a stupor with such ease.’ 

The two brothers and the antman bowed low before the Argandarr and gave it thanks, and promised 

that they would bring this fee, and it let them pass onto the bridge. 

‘Wait,’ it said. ‘One of you will remain behind, to ensure that you will return by this road, and not 

find another road back to your own land, should you not find this sorceror we both hold in spite.’ 

‘I will stay,’ said the antman, ‘for I will not live much longer in these lands where the air has no 

savour, if I am to walk day after day without ceasing, and on scant provision; and I bear more 

ornaments and raiment of price than do these humen.’ But this was not acceptable to the guardian 

of the bridge. So the two brothers drew lots, and it fell to the eldest brother to remain with the 

monstrous Argandarr, to rub unguent into the vast knots of its shoulders and bring it cups of wine 

through the winter. The brothers embraced, and promised they would meet one another again. 

Then the middle brother and the antman crossed the long bridge over the gorge, which took half a 

day. A mile beneath the bridge flowed a vast torrent, tumbling along trees like blades of grass and 

great boulders like grains of sand. Beyond the bridge they found it as the guardian had said. The 

road climbed ever upward toward the stars, through a land of tall firs and rushing streams. They had 

to travel at night in secret and mask their tracks with anise balm which the antman had brought, for 

all who dwelt there would have slain them on sight. Still, they went on in the direction in which the 

Finger of Autarkis had pointed, and night by night approached ever nearer to the mountains as green 

as jade.  
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Beyond the land of the thudun the road passed through a forest where they saw no man or beast for 

a six-day, and then they came to the temple of a strange God, standing on a green hill above a pool of 

clear water. And behind it stood the mountains as green as jade, as tall as the walls of the world, and 

seeming close enough that a man could reach out and touch their peaks. 

Then the antman said to the last of the brothers, ‘let us stop by this place, even if they slay us, for I 

am weary unto death from this traveling where the air has no savour, and each breath cuts me like a 

knife.’  

And the human said, ‘If we had not left my brothers in the keeping of those monsters, I would turn 

around now and set my steps homewards, and give over to the void between the stars our clock and 

your artifact alike, Keth unmake the fires that forged them.’ But he agreed to see if the temple was a 

hospitable place, and they turned aside towards it.  

On the path but a little way farther they found a girl sitting in the dust, playing with some marbles. 

Her skin was as the petals of spring roses, and her eyes like sapphires. She wore a shift of white, and 

her feet were bare though the air was chill, and she laughed to see the two of them walking together, 

the antman and the human. The middle brother bowed before her, saying, ‘Know you if we may seek 

lodging with the temple which lies beyond, fair lady?’ And the antman spoke also, saying ‘What God 

is worshipped in that temple?’ 

The girl said, ‘This is the temple of Arcol, who is a Very Strange God subject to Shurka, who knows 

all the secret arts that men have devised in all ages. We worship Arcol always in the form of a 

beautiful youth, with the tongue of a lizard, and wings of a dragonfly. The priests who serve Arcol are 

wise, and full of valour, and hold ancient secrets like so many pieces of straw clutched in their 

gnarled old hands.  They are hospitable to true travellers, but not to any coarse wanderers who do 

not respect the will of Arcol, so they have set me here to guard the way. They require but a little 

offering of all who seek lodging with them, and all who make that offering may pass.’ Then she 

winked at the middle brother, and smiled, and at the sight of her smile his blood raced through his 

veins as though he had an ague, and he could not speak. 

‘Has a sorceror perhaps come this way?’ asked the antman, ‘Who hides his face, and has the power 

to cast men into a stupor, or hide himself from their sight by sorcery?’ 

Then the girl pulled at her hair, and stamped her feet, and said, ‘the one you speak of came by this 

morning, and would not pay my price; she seeks entrance to the temple, to do some wickedness 

there. The priests have barred the gates against her, but she still abides somewhere nearby, planning 

some evil.’ And she smiled a smile full of rue at the middle brother. 

‘We seek this sorceress, and will not turn away until we have captured her,’ said the middle brother, 

‘for she has stolen that which belongs to us, and is the key to free my brothers from their bondage.’ 

‘Then I will show you to the place where last she was seen, that you may find her and bind her and 

bring her to account for her misdeeds,’ said the girl. 

‘This we will do with glad hearts,’ said the middle brother. 

The girl thanked them and led them to a place nearby where, she said, it was thought the sorceress 

had hidden herself to plot her capture of the temple. This was a stone door, scorched and blackened, 

set into the side of a hill. ‘Somewhere in the deeps of this delving of the ancients,’ she said, ‘the 

sorceress broods over her evil plans, like a venomous beast over its young.’ 
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And the middle brother and the antman laid their hands on the great stone door and pulled it open, 

and made to pass into the darkness beyond. 

‘Wait,’ said the girl. ‘I beg that one of you will remain by my side, should the sorceress come out by a 

secret way, and seek to punish me for leading you here. For I have no skill in the arts of battle.’ 

‘I will stay with you,’ said the antman. ‘For I cannot move with swiftness nor with stealth, and I am 

not used to these delvings built by the mannish races.’ But the girl wished the middle brother to stay 

by her side, and bid the antman go before them to scout the way. 

The antman walked through the stone door, and beyond it until he came to a bronze door, which was 

locked and sealed. He was skilled in the arts of such things, and picked the lock, and the piercing 

spines that came out slid off the bone of his hand and did him no harm. ‘This is cunning of the 

sorceress, to hide herself behind these locks and traps of the ancients,’ thought the antman. ‘I 

wonder by what magic she passed this door, to hide herself within.’ For it seemed to him that the 

lock had lain untouched for long ages. 

Next the antman came to a door of black iron, which was likewise locked. Again he picked the lock, 

and this time dodged aside from the pit that opened at his feet, and from the spears of iron that flew 

down from above to pierce him. 

Third the antman came to a door of polished silversteel, in which it seemed his double stood. He 

could tell that this was locked and trapped in a more terrible way than either of the doors which had 

gone before, and he paused a long time before it. He wondered again by what means the sorceress 

could have passed this door, for it like the others seemed never to have been opened for ages of the 

world. He thought of the danger of it; but then he thought: ‘Would I not long be dead, if it were not 

for these three humen? What does it matter if I die in this place instead?’ So he took apart the lock of 

the door with great care.  

There was a rushing noise and a sheet of flame, and the antman ran forward into the beyond he 

could not see, and tumbled through a gulf of space onto a hard floor. ‘What manner of hiding place is 

this?’ he thought, as the place shuddered and rumbled about him. ‘This is like no place I have ever 

seen,’ he thought. For on every side were artifacts of gleaming clockwork, in brass and iron and 

silversteel and other metals which we have no names for, more wondrous than any he had ever seen 

before. There were those as large as a temple, and those as small as his hand, in forms as varied as 

the colours of spring. He knew that he had come to one of the places of the ancients, where they had 

left their artifacts to wait for the day of their return.  

The antman saw then the girl and the middle brother, climbing down into the vault the way he had 

fallen down. ‘Where is the sorceress?’ he asked. For he had looked about him to every side, but could 

see no sign of any sorceress, only the vast vault spread out to distant walls of sky-blue stone, with 

artifacts in it as might have lain there for ninety times ninety years. Then the girl drew herself up to 

her full height, and shook her hair free, and said, ‘I am she.’  

The antman saw that the girl bore a golden wand, and that the middle brother walked a little behind 

her and carried a clockwork device, in which he could see pieces from the artifact he had watched 

over in his own lands. It seemed to him that the sorceress had sent him out to face perils she did not 

wish to face, and to have the human alone to work her sorceries on. If such were the custom of the 

antmen, he would then have cried out and torn his garments. Instead he bowed down before her, and 

begged her mercy to live and to serve her, for he was an antman, and had not the pride of a loman or 
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a human. He had read where it is written that evil always contains within it the seeds of its own 

destruction, and knew this to be true. 

‘You have served well thus far,’ said the sorceress. ‘Follow then, for you may yet be useful again.’ 

She led them to a great ship of white iron and silversteel, as large as a Paladine merchantman, with 

wings of crystal as long as it was tall, like the wings of a dragonfly. ‘This is the Ship of Arcol,’ she 

said. ‘Stand there,’ she said to the antman, and ‘place the device there,’ she said to the human, and 

then she did something to the device that made it cast a dancing blue flame all about, that shone but 

did not burn. Then she climbed onto the ship, and had the middle brother carry the device after her. 

She commanded the antman then to fix it to the deck of the vessel in a certain place, and link it to 

the clockwork that was already there. 

‘What do you purpose to do?’ asked the antman. 

‘I purpose to sail this vessel to the Black Fortress beyond the edge of the world, and to fill it there 

with starmetal and glassy jade, for the love of wealth that fills my psoul so that no other love may 

enter it, and I desire to buy lands and men to work them, palaces and treasures to ornament them, 

armies and armaments, artifacts and artificers, so that I will want for nothing that I can imagine. 

 

Helecho’s eyes were closed, and his face grey. His breathing was shallow and quick, and he did not 

move his fingers as he had when I had began telling the story. He made a sound, which may have 

been my name. 

‘Are you well enough, Helecho?’ I asked, taking his hand. ‘Do you wish me to go on?’ 

‘I am very tired,’ he said, after a long minute. ‘I think I remember the end of this tale. It ends well, 

does it not?’ 

‘It ends well,’ I said. ‘I wish to tell you a tale that ends well.’ 

‘There are dangers,’ he said, his eyes still closed. ‘‘The brothers steal the vessel from the sorceress, 

and would leave her hanging among the stars like Little Riscovado, but she is struck with remorse 

and abjures her evils, for it is hard to kill one so beautiful, even in a tale.’  

‘Shall I tell it, Helecho?’ 

‘No,’ he said, very slowly. ‘No, I will be content with so much as I can remember. It was good to 

hear it in your voice.’ 

‘You are very tired,’ I said, and took his hand to kiss it. 

‘I am not so tired that I do not want to live,’ he said, and opened his eyes. He looked at me for 

another long moment and then closed them again. They were paler than they had been the night 

before, nearly as pale as the white of an egg.  

‘The riddle I do not remember, but the rest I remember. Thank you for telling me the story, flarrin 

mine,’ he said. ‘They come away with some treasures, and back to the place where the tale began. 

But- it is not the place where the tale began, for they have changed. The sorceress weds the middle 
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bother, and they have children, who pass on into other stories and are lost.’ Last night his voice had 

become stronger and louder as he spoke, but this morning it faded as he went on, so I had to bend 

nearer to him to hear it. I wondered how he had come to hear a riddle in the tale, when I had not 

asked one. ‘Yes,’ I said.  

‘Then I am satisfied,’ said Helecho. ‘It is good to think that some men have tales where they live to 

enjoy the treasures they have found.’ 

After a pause he spoke again, and I could hear death in his voice. ‘The antman dies.’ 

‘Yes,’ I said, and kissed his hand.  

‘Why does the antman die?’ he asked me, and his voice was the plaintive voice of a child in the first 

hour of the night, who wishes to know where the sun has gone.  

‘He could not forget his duty, though the humen could. When he knew he would never be able to 

return that which he had lost, he found another pool.’ My voice had fallen as Helecho’s had, and I 

spoke hardly above a whisper. 

‘The tale ends cruelly for him, then,’ said Helecho. ‘I have lost many things, and most things I can 

never return. I am lucky duty does not bind me with such a grip.’ He managed then a little smile, and 

to squeeze my hand. 

‘Helecho,’ I said.  ‘You know that it is even now my duty as a Vessel to bring you back,’ I said, and I 

made my voice as gentle as I could.  

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You have a duty also. But- you are human. That is what you have just told me.’ 

‘I will not bring you back unless you chose it, lover mine. I will not slay you. I promise you this by 

the God I serve and by the Gods I do not serve, and by the girl I once was, as she is remembered now 

by Keth.’ 

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I remember her also.’ 

‘And I. But she is gone.’ 

Helecho was silent a moment, and thought on this. ‘I thought I would sweep the world before me, 

like a hero in a tale, when first I came to Blitheford,’ said Helecho.  

‘You have swept a little piece of it before you for a time,’ I said. ‘No sage or emperor can do more, 

when all is counted.’ Again I kissed his hand, and it was dry and cold and like bone beneath my lips. 

‘I must go after today, Helecho, for I am needed at the shrine. But there are some things I must tell 

you before I go, that you must believe. Do not think you brought Abara and I to destruction; we 

brought ourselves. I do not hate you for your part in it, and neither would she. You escaped her fate, 

and mine, but you have suffered a fate as well. And all fates are more cruel than the ones we would 

chose for ourselves. I do not hate you for whoring after Abara. You were both older than I, and 

smoother-skinned, and well set in your ways. You could not know that I would be drawn to you like 
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a water drakeling, and love you as though I had sworn an oath. I do not hate you for getting me with 

child, as once I might. How could I do that, in this house? You cared for Piper better than I.  You 

need feel no shame for that.’ 

Helecho’s eyes were closed, and I did not know if he truly listened to me, or if his thoughts wandered 

in places I could not go. But when I stopped he spoke, and his voice was a little more like it had been 

the night before, though slow. ‘No other has recalled me, after so many years.  I have been whorish, 

Silon. You shame me. I would swear an oath now, my flarrin, to love no other than you until my 

death.’ He began to laugh at this, not cruelly, but with joy, but then he began to choke, and it was 

some time before he was settled again. 

‘I am a Vessel,’ I told him. ‘You are being foolish, Helecho, making jests at a time when you should 

be thinking of the Gods, and of the night which is forever.’ 

‘Drake’s piss,’ said Helecho. ‘This would be my oath only, flarrin mine. You have sworn an oath 

before, but I have not. 

‘You have my leave to make such an oath,’ I said. 

‘I may,’ he said. Again he fell into silence and stillness, and I began to stand myself up with care, so 

as to leave him to rest.  

‘Does it really drive one mad, being with child?’ he asked. He had been barren, I remembered; the 

lomen are less blessed by Quan than we humen of Sharamis, and half-erlen shunned by both.  

‘More often it only dulls the mind, like new wine taken in the afternoon.’ I said. ‘But it can give vile 

distempers, or stranger disorders of the mind, that are like to true madness. I felt it a little, when I was 

with child- a fear with no name, but not true madness.’ 

‘Strange,’ he said. ‘We are callously and fitfully put together, we men. It is a wonder we are so 

numerous upon the earth. Nine Gods, Silon, I am so tired. Talking comes so hard to me today. Could 

anyone believe it?’ 

‘Anyone, my friend,’ I said, and ran my fingers across his forehead, which was dry and cold as the 

last leaves of autumn. ‘Rest a while. We will talk again. Beloved Helecho.’ 

My half-erlen made a small gesture of assent and said something too soft for me to hear, and then I 

touched my fingers to his lips, and left.  

I felt I had not talked so much in years as I had these last few days, in telling so many tales. First to 

the Seer, and then to Helecho. I was not used to speech. Prayers remembered and recited cannot be 

counted as speech, nor the words that come to me without thought to greet or chastise the folk of 

Mift. I hoped that Helecho would make the oath he jested of, before he left me. 
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I walked down the stair by myself, for my feet could bear my weight after a night wrapped in 

Drawn’s unguent. Only Piper was in the downstairs room, and she made a gate of herself, standing 

by the open door to the outside world. ‘I am looking for Arastra’s return,’ she said to me, moving 

aside so that I too might see out. ‘I do not like it when they keep the child out in the cold.’ It was 

overcast outside, and a blanket of snow lay on the ground like gauze, to the depth of a Quorm’s oath. 

‘It is certain they will have dressed him warm,’ I said. Piper made a quick nod, and moved to close 

the door. ‘It is certain,’ she said. ‘How do you think my father is, this morning? 

‘He is less well this morning than the last time I saw him,’ I said. ‘He wants nothing now but sleep. It 

is a wonder of the Gods that one so ill as Mergus could have made such a journey, so little as a six-

day ago.’  I walked over to one of the felted mats as I spoke, and it seemed a longer journey to me 

than it should have.  

‘I marvel also that you made it so far, with the harm done to your feet,’ said Piper. 

‘Which is but another way of calling me a fool,’ I said, sitting. ‘My feet are healing well, thanks to 

the unguent Arastra has given me, and I promise not to injure them so again in such a foolish 

manner.’ 

For the rest of the morning I sang and told tales to the young Helecho, after he returned with his 

parents. He was not in so foul a mood as he had begun the day, but was still less easy to please than 

the elder Helecho, and soon exhausted my meager store of songs. While I sang and told my tales of 

talking birds and fishman treasures, the days to follow turned in my mind like the ghosts of creatures 

yet unborn. It was still strong in my mind that I had been given leave to come here that I might take 

Helecho’s body back to the shrine. I could wait here until Helecho died, however long it took. To 

wait so long for such a cause would make me a Vessel in the minds of these kin of mine, the only 

living men to whom I was still something other than a Vessel. Nor did I know what the villagers of 

Mift would do were I long absent from the shrine; nor the Seers. If the Duke’s Arm returned and 

proved his tongue to be more nimble than mine, then it may be they would come into the forest 

looking for me. There were many reasons to return to the Shrine quickly, and not to wait, but I did 

not know what was the will of Ashgarashgaran, nor what was my will.  Then there were the answers 

I still wished to know- for I was in truth still like the flarrin Helecho had always called me, wanting 

to know all things and foolishly putting my hands in the holes where the scorpions were lying. What 

had Piper taken in Kethbridge? For I was sure that she had taken something.   

Drawn changed the wrappings on my feet and pronounced them much improved, as I had thought. I 

might yet lose a few toenails, but would suffer no more lasting hurt.  

We had more nutcake at midday, with pickled vegetables and tea and a little sour cheese. My 

stomach was still weak from the food I had eaten the night before, so I took only a little of the 

nutcake. Piper seemed ill at ease about me, as though I were in truth one returned from the dead, and 

I felt myself to be a stranger more than I had yesterday. There had been so many things I needed to 
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speak of then, making me a messenger, and my weariness and injury had made me an invalid to be 

cared for, but now I could not be treated as either of those kinds of men, which Piper was doubtless 

more used to. Drawn spoke to me more than Piper, and her husband more than she did, and we spoke 

mostly of the forest, of herb-lore and bird-lore and the habits of river crabs. 

Helecho did not wake again that day, except to take a few mouthfuls of thin gruel. Drawn went up to 

sing to him as the shadows lengthened. I came with her, and sat by the sickroom window to listen. It 

was more chill there, more welcome to my warmth-shy flesh, and I fancied that it smelt less of death 

here, and less of the vile herbs burned to keep the smell of death at bay. I did not hear any word from 

Helecho. In truth it seemed a matter of little consequence whether he ever woke again. It was enough 

to sit there in the dark corner and hear the sound of my mother’s voice, singing songs I half 

remembered. There was only one Drawn sang that was clear in my memory, and it was the same I 

had found unbidden on my lips as I left the shrine, only two days before. 

Helecho seemed also to be calmed by the singing of his granddaughter, and he fell into a deeper 

sleep, his breathing slower and more ordered. Drawn left the bed, then, to sit near me at the window.  

‘I hope that his sleep will bring him refreshment, avia,’ she said. ‘He has always been a good 

grandfather to me, and this has been a difficult time.’ She had a lomenish way of holding her face, to 

show no feeling. It seemed a hard face, and rude, when Piper looked in such a fashion, but it was a 

natural thing for Drawn, who had lived all her life among the lomen. 

‘Joy to you, nepta,’ I said. ‘Joy also to Mergus this night, I pray.’ 

‘And joy to you, avia.’ She was silent for a moment. ‘Tell me if you will, avia. What was he like 

when he was young?’ she asked. I could see the quickness of her then, and hear it in her voice, the 

brightness that Piper had said she wore under the dun cloak of a dweller among the Lonja. 

‘He was like many things.’ I sighed, and felt anew the strangeness of being in other than my own 

place. I tried in one way to answer what she asked, speaking in the manner of the tales I had been 

telling the young Helecho. ‘He was like a coloured bird in a tree full of dull birds, or a silver bead 

among beads of glass.  At first I thought him only rude and foolish.’ I smiled at Drawn to show I 

meant no disrespect to her grandfather.  ‘Later I thought he was the most cunning man I had ever 

known, but by then I loved him.  Now I do not know, only that he is a man. We all fall through this 

life like pieces of starmetal from the sky, and all our trails are bright against the long darkness,’  

I broke off. ‘He was a marvel when he was young, Drawn, and I am still glad that I knew him then. 

That does not answer your question, it may be.’ I looked at the closed window as though I could see 

through it, and stopped my fingers- they had begun to play with the embroidered fringe of my foolish 

robe, like the idle fingers of a joven. 

‘It was a foolish question,’ Drawn said. ‘It may be, like a net thrown to catch one of those stars.’ 
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‘Ah, you may be right,’ I looked at my granddaughter and admired the ease of her manner, the 

freedom and strength of her youth. She had not yet been ruined, as I had, and Helecho, and her 

mother. ‘You are set upon the right path,’ I said to her. ‘Love your child and your husband, and do 

not let yourself be drawn into quarrels, but only into virtue. Stay away from those thought great in the 

world, and do not steal- but I do not think that evil is on your psoul.’ I looked into her eyes. I could 

not see any lust for wealth in her, or any strong hatreds. 

‘Thank you for your blessing, avia,’ she said. 

Was it a blessing I had made? I did not know. ‘I fear for you, on the account of the Duke,’ I said. ‘He 

may live for many years yet, and seek to do harm to your mother.’ 

‘I know you are worried, avia,’ she said. ‘But it will not be so ill as you think, I am sure.  The Duke 

of a distant land can do but little evil to us here.’ She smiled, and assured me with a hand upon my 

forehead. In truth it was only my mouth that spoke, and my psoul was in truth unworried by anything 

so mere as a Duke. I made a gesture of assent. 

‘Forget the Foul Man of Stremshire, avia. I have a boon to ask of you.’ She paused, and bowed her 

head to me. ‘I would hear more of your life, avia, and of my grandfather when he was young. I do 

not ask that you fix what he was like in a few words like a poem, like tying the wind to a tree. That 

was a foolish question that I asked before. Would you tell us your story, before you go, avia?’ 

I could not tell my story to Piper, but I thought that to Drawn I could. It was right for her to know, 

and might give her reason to guard her steps if she were ever to walk paths like I had walked. Slowly 

I nodded my head. ‘It may be I would not, were all of the house gathered around me; for I am not a 

storyteller. But I will tell you, nepta. You can compare it to the tale you doubtless have of Helecho, 

and decide for yourself which of us has had his wits more withered by the long years.’ 

‘That would please me greatly, avia.’ She bowed her head and lay her hands in her lap like stacked 

plates, as one who awaits a Cor’s blessing. I began to tell Drawn my own story, and I found that I 

could talk without pain, and knew what words to say without having to think, and could speak on and 

on.  

 

‘It is proper to begin with my true name, granddaughter,’ I said. ‘My mother gave me the name Silon, 

which was very like the name of my elder sister Salna, and would be very like the name of my 

younger brother Sill. I was not born in Lonshire, but in Stremshire, where your mother dwelt. In the 

highlands,’ I waved at the unseen hills around us- ‘Texelin is thought of as a town of soldiers and 

palaces, full of rich men, and treasure-ships from every port in Damarcus. It is known as the town of 

the Three Towers, and the Golden Hall of Sharm, and the Palace of Ten-Thousand Columns, the 

things travellers tell of. It is all those things, in truth. But it is also streets of ill-made houses 
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straggling off into the marshes, where the roofs leak, and salt water seeps under the floors when the 

tides are right.’  

There are no fruiting trees there, I thought, thinking of what it would be like to be a child here in the 

forest of Lonshire. Only sharp-edged marsh grass, and the winds blowing from the sea with nothing 

to break them, and mounds of podigast dung in the lanes for children to play in.  

‘That is where my mother lived, and the three of us children with her. We were left alone much of the 

time, for my mother worked in one of the very least of the great houses, sweeping and polishing 

things the Lords had no real need of. My father had gone off.  Our house was small and mean, but I 

knew nothing else, and from the first I can remember working, set by my sister to gleaning in the 

streets, or else minding the little one. When I was about six years of age I first went with my mother 

to the house of Lord Cock-a-Hoop. I do not recall his true name, but that is what my sister and I 

called him. I held the dustpan and fetched rags for my mother, and crawled in to clean places that 

were hard for my elders to reach. There I had a new shift to wear for the first time, rather than one 

that my sister had worn out. My sister had gone often with my mother before, but after I started she 

stayed more often to mind the house, for she willed it so. I had more of a stomach for work than her, 

even then. So I started out being raised to be a serving maid. At first I thought that the fine things I 

saw in that house were made in honour of some God, and when I was told that the Lord and Lady 

were humen, like myself, I did not at believe it at first. When I did, I made my first oath, which was 

that one day I would live in the same manner. I tried my best to keep it, for a time, but there are 

stronger wills in the world than mine.’  

Ah, the baubles they had, those petty noblemen of Texelin! I think no treasure I have seen in my life 

has ever matched my first sight of the Lady Cock-a-Hoop’s dressing chamber, with its mother-of-

pearl armbands and robes embroidered in gold. I glanced at Helecho shadowed on his bed, and 

remembered the way he had laughed when I had told him this. 

‘I was not an honest child, nepta. From the moment I made that oath I was truly a thief, no matter 

what other task I turned my hands to. I learned which things were too small to be missed, and 

flarrined them away, until aunt Harr caught me and beat me. This Harr was not truly my aunt, but the 

eldest of the half dozen men who cleaned the Lord’s chambers, and she was a stern old thing with 

arms like young trees. She told me how I would be the ruin of my mother, and starve my little 

brother, and end up with my throat cut by some Lord’s guardsman, and she came near to breaking my 

back with her blows, I believe. I never stole from Lord Cock-a-Hoop after that,’ Except once, I 

thought.  

‘After Lord Cock-a-Hoop my mother worked for Lord Bocart, and then for Lord Nacar. She married 

again when I was about nine, to a post rider who could both read and write. It was a good turn for the 

household, and we moved to a finer home, on the top floor of a wayside house on the Anminster 

road, at the very edge of Texelin. My stepfather was dour, but fair, and decent to my mother, and did 
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her the kindness of getting no more children upon her tired womb. He did not take any more notice of 

us children than he had to, but was not unkind- we were merely another kind of beast, that he did not 

understand, and had no great interest in. When my mother married I had less need to go out with my 

mother, and my mother thought ill of Lord Nacre anyway, so I spent more time around the wayside 

house. I went out and gleaned the streets on my own account, and cut straw in autumn. I ran little 

errands for guests at the house sometimes, and I fought the other children for the right to rake the 

stables. I had a scar for a long time,’ I rolled up my sleeve, and tried to find it to show Drawn, ‘but 

now it is grown over with other scars- where one of them bit me; a boy named Redince. He was as 

greedy as I for the little brass coins that riders would toss to us, when they saw us standing by their 

stall doors with our rakes.’  

‘I was near kicked to death a few times, by stranger’s orsen, but soon learned the tricks of moving 

about under their feet without being killed. My stepfather came home one day, weary after a long 

postride to Kerglinshire, and found me spitting and clawing at Redince- rolling about in the mud and 

dung, beating each others heads against the water trough. I cannot remember what it was about. 

Some matter of stable-raking. But my stepfather dragged us apart, and I was sent next day away from 

the wayside house, to a school of the House of Autarkis. They gave me a neat black robe to go about 

in, like a vispenling, and a wax tablet with a stylus which I should be fined for if I lost. I never lost a 

stylus, not in four years.’ 

‘The school was in a part of Texelin far from the great guildhalls and palaces. It was a narrow little 

school at the back of a shabby library, at one end of a lane where there must have been a half-dozen 

bone renderer’s shops. It was a good place, I think. I found there that there were greater treasures 

than those to be found on Lords’ dressing tables, and better ways to get them than simple theft. I 

learned my letters, though my hand was never good, and how to reckon numbers, and the proper 

prayers for each Incarnation of Keth. I was first taught mostly by Scholar Coaxar of the Librum, and 

he always seemed to be to be the very image of Autarkis. Whenever I think of Autarkis, even today, 

it is him I see. A gaunt, tall man, with piercing eyes, who could grab or strike as swift as an orren. He 

had dark skin under his eyes, and a great dark birthmark on his forehead, half hidden by his hair like 

dead marsh grass.’  

‘At the school I met Abara. She was a girl a year younger than me in age, but a few years ahead of 

me in all kinds of learning. She was short, and plump, and had a quick wit.  She talked little, and did 

not like ever to be made to look a fool, which meant that the other children spent much time trying to 

make her look one. We were both the same in having green eyes, but besides we were different to 

look at. Her skin was like honey, and she looked as truly of the blood of the men of Zaminder as any 

noble I have ever seen. I am much the other way; my father was a hairy man, and he passed on the 

curse to his daughter. Abara came of a better family than mine, and went to the narrow school out of 

her parents’ miserliness, as I went out of my stepfather’s willingness to spend much for honour.’ 
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‘Abara became my good friend. At that time she could never hide what she thought or felt behind 

words- which it may be was why she spoke so little- and she needed someone who would fight for 

her. She had me teach her how to fight. With patience she took beating after beating for years, until 

finally she beat me, and from that day she lost but seldom. For my part, I needed someone who could 

help guide me through the forest of books where I had been left of a sudden by my stepfather. She 

taught me of the things that were hidden in books that the priests did not tell us, tales of treasures and 

tricks to win them. We both grew to have quick tongues- though hers was ever quicker than mine- 

and told jokes and tales one to another, and went always out together on the festival days.’  

‘Abara was as mastered by greed as I, but our greeds never devoured each other. We both hungered 

for the great treasures held by Dukes and merchant princes, and we were wise enough to know that 

such things were seldom won by one man working alone. We did not go in for childish japes or 

thefts, even from the first, but sought chances that could set us on the path to far greater wealth. We 

were clever fools, but we were very young.’ 

‘Even after I began at the school I would still sometimes run errands for those who passed through 

the wayside house, and sometimes they were curious errands, such as to bring the dead hand of an 

orren to a certain place at a certain time. I learned all the names of the great houses, and the great 

thieves, of Texelin, and how they were ordered, through these errands, and shared them with Abara.  

She could seldom go out  with me except on festival days, for she was called back to work to fetch 

and carry at the chandlery of her parents, but she remembered all I told her. I always liked the 

chandlery. It was a single vast room of an old timber building, crossed with a forest of great beams at 

more than twice a man’s height, and it had a fine smell of wax candles. But Abara found it a hateful 

place to labour.’ 

‘While I went to the school my sister Salna seemed drawn to the hearth, and to the making of 

children. She married young, like my mother had, to a boy she had known since she was a mewling 

thing.  She may live still on one of those dull lanes of Texelin, but I do not know. I never spoke to 

her, after-‘ I stopped, and considered a moment. ‘After I left Texelin.  My brother was of a more 

adventurous kind, and sought to go out with Abara and I on festival days. We often took him along, 

until his nose was broken when some of Abara’s enemies set upon us, and from then on we were 

forbidden. He started at the narrow school, when he was old enough, and he was clever and hard-

working there. Poor Sill. He died of a fever, when I was fourteen years old. It was one of those fevers 

that sometimes come from over the sea. We all had it, though not so many died.’ 

‘I was some years at the narrow school, and grew taller and more learned.  Abara grew tall and 

beautiful as well as clever. Before we were fully womanish in shape, I was already the hairy one, and 

she the smooth one, in my mind, and so we remained forever after. I was blessed by Sharamis, as 

they say, and she free of such a curse. It may seem, that I had cause to envy Abara, for I hated my 

blessing with a great hatred; but I never did envy her, as far as I can remember. Our dreams were far 

enough beyond her gifts, as beyond mine, that we seemed as alike as any two fir cones lying at the 
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edge of an ashpit. We had not the lineage nor the temperament to marry into a great house, and knew 

that only wit and good fortune, shackled close together, would bring us what we desired. We had no 

horror of thieving, for we saw that the Dukes and merchant princes were but glorified thieves, but we 

had a great horror of being caught and punished. That is why we were eager to learn the arts that 

could keep us free, arts that were not taught in the narrow school. Late at night we would climb 

across the roof beams of the chandlery, seeing which of us could do it most quickly and silently. We 

practiced the trick of leaping down from them to the floor and moving straightaway into a run. We 

practiced scaling with ropes, and swordfighting- though only with sticks, as yet- and we toyed with 

any lock that came our way, until we had found the trick of opening it. I do not know how much 

these enterprises were my thought, and how much Abara’s. At the time, we had grown to think and 

speak much alike, and our wills were tangled together.’  

‘We played at being thieves for a long time, and we kept our ears always open for traveller’s tales of 

buried treasure. Ever and again we talked of rumours we had heard- how carbuncles had been found 

in such-a-place, lying in drifts in the stream beds; or a ruined city of the fishmen risen elsewhere, 

with priceless artifacts; or gold found in the roots of such a distant mountain. We made a score of 

plans to run away, to follow one of these or another, but in the end there was always something 

lacking. The chance was not sure enough, or the rumour was proved false, or our wills failed.’ 

‘The year of the fever came, and then my time to leave the narrow school. When I finished my 

stepfather needed no longer to pay the Scholars, and my mother had no longer to go drudging at the 

house of Lord Cerram. I thought of how long and hard they had both worked, and knew that I wished 

to find a smoother path. For the time being, though, I was apprenticed to the King’s post, to follow 

my stepfather’s trade. I did all needful things in caring for the orsen, which tasks I could do well for 

all my years at the wayside house, Sometimes I helped the farrier, or ran errands about the town. 

Those who gave me orders were kind, and used to apprentices lazier than I, so I had an easy time of it 

there. Abara had shown much piety since womanhood had come upon her, and I had thought that she 

would enter the priesthood of Autarkis, from how we spoke together. When the time came she chose- 

or rather was persuaded, by what means she never said- to become instead a clerk and dun in her 

parents’ chandlery.’ 

‘Though I am now a priest, I never gave much thought to the Gods in all those years- a prayer to 

Sipheny for travel, to Ibrumasilim for good fortune, to Autarkis over my lessons, or Sharm for good 

health- all only the simple prayers, that every child knows. I never thought then of how the world we 

see is but the fair seeming on the surface of the illimitable wonders and terrors of Keth, like a pattern 

of light and shade on the surface of a pool. Best of all the places of the Gods I had liked the temple of 

Ibrumasilim, the Blue One, with its spires of silver stones and coloured glass. The patterns they 

formed seemed to change from day to day, and every time I went I could find a new image hidden. If 

I ever had thought about becoming a priest, it would have been a Mirrorman of Ibrumasilim, with 

their brightly coloured gauze and bangles.’ 
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‘From the time we left the narrow school Abara and I grew apart, and our wills were never so greatly 

entangled. Abara was quickly weaned away from any thoughts of priestcraft by the new company she 

kept. She talked with the sailors who frequented the chandlery, and learned tales from them, and had 

one of them who often came by teach her proper swording. He was a handsome fellow, named 

Bellbright, and he taught her many things. She only came out seldom of a night with me, and on 

festivals was more often seen with some young man, or a company of girls of her own station, than 

with me. Abara had etchings of flowers and fruits made on her arms then, as was the custom among 

young women of Stremshire in those years, but I scorned to do so, not wanting to give myself any 

more marks that could be remembered with ease. We both wore rings of mountain jasper carved with 

rune of good fortune, though, that we had bought together from a trader of Calrat who said they 

would bring us riches.’ 

‘I worked through the day, polishing bits of harness or taking letters to guildsmen, and in the night I 

ran errands, at first for many of the wayfarers and later mostly for a man named Suspiro.  He was a 

true man of Swindlers’ Isle, as straight as a priest of Karrakel, and he had business with all who were 

great in Texelin’s shadow places. Though she bore such a smooth-skinned name, Suspiro was a 

woman blessed of Sharamis as I was, and trustworthy with me if with few others. I took care to learn 

what he could teach me, without becoming enmired in her own plans, and kept my own name as 

clean as I could. Only once did I come close to misfortune, when I had been doing Suspiro’s work for 

about a year. He had two of us who used to run such errands, and for some reason I could not do one 

at the proper time, so I had the other, a boy Longpliers, run it for me. It was a threat, and the guards 

of the man it threatened took him and turned him over to the Justices, and he was whipped in the 

court of the temple of Sharm.’ 

‘Abara and I would meet sometimes at a wineshop close by the chandlery, and talk of rumours we 

had heard and chances for treasure as we had at school. Abara would curse her family, and I would 

exhort her to leave them. She had talked of running off with Bellbright, but though he could take her 

sword blows, and was happy enough to take her to his bed, he was not strong enough to take her 

honest tongue. After he left her for the sea she would spend long parts of a season in sullen obedience 

to her parents, then go out of a night to drink and carouse with the sailor folk. It was no virtue of 

mine that I did not join her on these nights, for her skin was smooth, but mine was hairy. You have 

been raised among lomen, nepta, and not seduced into such carousing, I am certain. But among the 

young humen of Texelin it was rare to find one so true.’ 

I sat in silence for a moment, thinking of the wickedness of those times, and Drawn waited patiently 

beside me. She had listened to my tale with her lomen face, for the most part, which told me nothing 

of what she was thinking. 

‘Abara and I may have drifted further apart, outward or downward, or whatever may be, but for 

Helecho- for Mergus, as he is named among you and in truth. I was introduced to him by Suspiro, 
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who said that he was a priest of Autarkis who had sometimes been of help to him. He seemed as 

different as a Scholar could be from Scholar Coaxar.’  

 

I paused again, and swallowed thick spit. ‘Will you get me something to drink, nepta? My tongue is 

dried up like an old stick.’ 

‘With joy, avia,’ said Drawn, and rose to leave me. ‘I will bring you a jug of water.’ 

I sat there by the window, and grew drowsy, and thought about times that had long passed. When 

Drawn returned, it was with a jug of water, and also with an apology. ‘I am needed downstairs, with 

the child,’ she smiled at me. ‘I should not shirk my duties. I ask you, avia, to tell me the rest of your 

tale at another time.’ 

I nodded my head, and yawned when I tried to speak.  

‘Do you wish to rest, avia?’ Drawn asked.  

‘You go down-‘ I said. ‘I wish to stay here a little longer. If I grow too tired, I will make my way 

downstairs. My feet are steady enough now.’ 

‘I will see you then, avia,’ she said, and kissed my hand, and left me by the window. I drank a long 

drink from the jug of water, and thought of Helecho. He was calm and still now, and breathed almost 

like a well man. I had not seen him rest so well before while I had been here; our granddaughter’s 

singing must have given some joy to his psoul. Blankets were piled thick upon him, and I judged a 

little of the cold air outside would not harm him. It would be better, to rid the room of the death 

stench and the smell equally vile to me of the herbs burned to hide it.  The shutters stuck at first, but I 

had them open after a little time, and stood looking out the window, breathing hard from my effort. 

The cold washed over me as though I had been thrust down into the stream. It opened my eyes and 

made them water, and brought the blood to my face.  

‘I am a Vessel,’ I said, in words so soft that I could not tell whether I heard them with my ears, or 

only in my thoughts. ‘I have made my promise to Helecho, upon the name of the God I serve.’ Cold 

air filled the room, and the smell of death congealed and shrank into the corners. I looked up at the 

sky for a long moment, wishing the stars could be seen, as Helecho and I had seen them in a winter 

forty years before. But a ceiling of cloud covered the stars. Then I closed the shutters, and went to sit 

by Helecho’s head. The cold had not made him stir, nor brought any colour to his face.  

‘I will leave in the morning, Helecho,’ I said. ‘I do not know when I will come back. It will be 

Ashgarashgaran that decides.’ I stroked his hair with my withered hand. ‘I know, I keep saying the 

same things again and again; but it may be that is the way it must be, my Helecho. If you were 

awake, I would ask you about our daughter, and what sort of a man she has been these forty years, 

that you have known her and I have not.’  I sat a while longer, and thought of the seasons I had spent 
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with Helecho, and the years without him. The first night I had met him still seemed very clear to me, 

though so many of my memories of time since were but dim fragmentary tales.  

I had met Helecho in a tavern that was connected with Suspiro in some way, a place where there was 

wine in plenty and diverse entertainments. It was crowded that night with all the sorts of men that 

were to be found in Texelin. Honest men and dishonest, men and women, sailors in plenty of many 

shires and islands. On any night there might be seen Zoracon skalds in leathern cloaks, 

Ryneshiremen smelling of rancid cheese, Celebrants of Kraal in orange robes, and even one or two 

othermen- keselines of Cat, or sturdy bald thudun of Karak.  

Helecho was not so tall like Scholar Coaxar, and not gaunt- more plump than otherwise. He had a 

softness to his face and to his skin, and a vagueness in his eyes, as though he were always thinking of 

many things at once. Nor was he ancient, but seemed close to my own age. His hands were long and 

nimble, true, like those of Scholar Coaxar, but he had no mark anywhere upon his skin, and his hair 

was thick and shiny. 

‘This is Scholar Helecho,’ Suspiro had said, her face shining like that of some God of merriment, her 

voice bright and clear above the clamour of her tavern. ‘He has come from Anminster to do some 

researches at the Librum of Mauraven, and some other places, which may be of benefit to our 

enterprise. There may be work for you, in connexion with his studies. That is, if Autarkis allows him 

the odd drop from the great sea of wisdom.’ She grinned and laughed, showing her teeth, and 

Helecho grinned and laughed with her, in a way I thought overfamiliar.  

‘I wish you much profit of it, sir,’ I said, making a deep bow and raising my right hand to my 

forehead. Helecho only mumbled in reply and looked sideways at someone passing rather than at me, 

in a way I thought rude, and I thought he had not noticed me at all.  

But as I left the tavern, some minutes later, I felt a touch on my arm. It was Helecho. If he had not 

touched my arm, I am sure the whole course of my life would have been different; for there was 

nothing in what he said or in his manner of saying it to incline me toward him. But there was 

something invisible and magical that passed from him to me with that touch, and from me to him, 

that placed me in his power. ‘Wait,’ he said, and his voice was strong and melodious, but as though 

he had not reached his full growth, and I guessed he might have been even younger than I supposed. 

‘I will walk with you, if you do not mind. There are just one or two things I must do,’ and he smiled 

at me, an uncertain smile, and looked past me in a vague way, and darted off across the room 

between drunkens and dice players and the birdlike young men who poured cups of wine. If he had 

not touched my arm, I would not have waited. I had no reason to wait, except- though it only came 

clear to me later- that I wished him to touch my arm again.  

Helecho came back to me at length, holding a cloth-wrapped bundle that might have been a flat box 

of jewellery, or a book, or a painted wooden panel.  
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‘Why walk with me? You do not even know where I am going,’ I said, as we came down the steps 

from the tavern into a warm spring evening. It was close to sunset, and the sky was hazy and dark. 

Helecho shook his head. ‘Thank you for walking with me, Silon. I know you have no task to do for 

Suspiro tonight, so I guessed that you were going home. But there is something I wanted to tell you, 

before we parted.’ 

We walked on for a time in silence.  The street was a broad one, leading from the harbour to the 

Duchesses’s Market, but it had many carts parked along it, or parked in the midst of it, or even at that 

hour trying to make their way along it. It made a tangle of barrels and bales, men and beasts and 

creaking wooden wheels, and the noise gave excuse for any man who wished his words to be heard. 

But Helecho made no use of the lulls to speak either, nor the broad quiet stretches of the street, and 

something in his manner made me impatient. 

‘Why do you not tell me what you want to tell me,’ I snapped, ‘if it is so important, and stop playing 

at mysteries?’ 

‘Why,’ he looked startled, and vague, and bobbed his head in apology. ‘I wanted to know where you 

lived.’ 

‘Well, tell me what it is you wish to tell me, and go,’ I said. ‘If you are lucky, you will get another 

chance to ask Suspiro where I live. But if you follow me tonight I will only throw myself in the 

river.’ 

‘That would be bad,’ he said, alarmed. ‘I cannot swim.’ 

‘Good,’ I said.   

He looked stricken. He swallowed hard and spoke at last, the words tumbling out over one another 

like beggar children scrabbling for pieces of money in the street. ‘I have heard,’ he said, ‘that you are 

one whose psoul has a hunger for marvels- gold, yes, but gold and adventure bundled together. You 

are not to be satisfied with wealth alone and an easy life. Therefore I would like you to join me,’ he 

blinked, and fumbled with the packet in his hands, ‘on a quest, that is right. Job is not the right word, 

it sounds all wrong. Suspiro told me of your character, and I think she was right. But to start with it is 

very easy. Take this,’ he held out the parcel. ‘And keep it safe. Put it under your bedclothes, if you 

will. I do not trust it not to be found in my own rooms- the Master of Rectitude will find it for certain. 

And giving it to Suspiro, or any of the others known to me here, without the hunger that you and I 

share, would be to invite failure. No, worse. It would be to send my servants to the house of Disaster, 

and promise that fair Goddess rich gifts and sacrifices, if She were to come away with me and be 

mine forever.’  

He wandered off inside his own head as he spoke, doubtless making this ridiculous picture of the 

Goddess Disaster. ‘I do not mean to offend you, Silon, if you are particularly devoted to this 

Goddess,’ he said, with all appearance of sincerity. 
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‘What is it?’ I asked, tapping the parcel.  

He opened his eyes wide, then narrowed them again, sly as in orren. ‘A book,’ he said. ‘From the 

librum of Mauraven,’ He dropped his voice, and went on in a hoarse whisper. ‘Stolen.’ I went to 

speak then, but he pressed his hand against my lips- a great silence filled my ears and the one word 

‘joy’ pulsed in my chest- and then pressed the book into my hands, and whether by accident or 

design our hands brushed.  

‘Do keep it safe for me,’ he said, and smiled a ridiculous smile. ‘I am placing a great deal of trust in 

you, Silon. But I feel that you are made of trustworthy stuff.’ 

‘You will not get the better of me,’ I called after him as he weaved through the traffic, stepping 

almost beneath a cart laden high with earth pears. But I held on to the book, and hid it beneath my 

bedclothes in my cheerless room. I did peer at its pages, but there were no images within, and I could 

not read what was written. It was either in cipher or a tongue unknown to me, closely written in a 

crabbed hand on sheets of fine paper of the sea-people. As I lay waiting for sleep that night, I touched 

my own hand to the lips Helecho had touched with a strange awe, and wondered what manner of 

dreadful creature I had fallen in love with. 

 

The next time I saw Helecho, it was by chance in the market, a six-day or so later. He wore the guise 

of a true and pious scholar, so much so that I distrusted my own memory of our first meeting. He was 

picking out pens from the pen-seller, examining each with care, then putting it back, in the manner of 

a fastidious servant of Autarkis.  

‘Good fortune to you today, Helecho,’ I said. I was bearing a message for the post, and wore the 

King’s livery of forest green, with red and white drosyn blazoned on my cap. Helecho blinked, and 

bowed to me, and quickly bought the next pen that came to his hand. 

‘I have been minding your book,’ I said, as we moved off through the market, past the jugglers and 

the sellers of pickled eggfruit and locusts in honey. ‘I have kept it under my bed, as you thought wise. 

What other plans do you have for it?’ 

‘For your bed?’ said Helecho, pretending fear and dismay. ‘Or for the book?’ 

I looked at him with scorn- or rather, I tried, for on the one hand I found it hard not to laugh, and on 

the other he was moving quickly through the crowd, and did not look me in the eye.  

‘What is your quest?’ I said, without patience, skipping a few paces to keep up with him.  

‘This is a good place to talk,’ he said, nodding as he stepped past a legless beggar. ‘There are so 

many people, and so many words flying through the air, that no one could catch more than a 

thousandth part of them. But still, it might be useful to have recourse to the book itself.’ He did turn 

to look me in the eye then, and gave an uncertain smile. In doing so he walked in front of the thick-
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legged orsen of a Lord, and I had to dash forward and pull him from calamity, grabbing a fistful of 

his black robe. 

‘Thank you,’ he said, and grabbed the rescuing hand, pressing it between his two. ‘You have saved 

me.’ 

‘Is there room for another pair of hands on this quest of yours?’ I asked. ‘I have a good friend, who 

has the same sort of psoul as me. I can bring the book to the place where he dwells tonight, and you 

can come there also.’ He did not let go of my hand, holding it tight with one of his and patting it with 

the other. The tumult and stench of the market moved about us and he looked me in the eye, not 

seeming vague at all. ‘That is agreeable,’ he said. ‘But I would like to speak on the matter with you 

now, if you have a mind to let me.’  

My heart beat more quickly, and I found that I had said yes, yes, follow me, and before I knew it I 

was kneeling beside my bed, pulling out the dark-leaved volume. ‘This uncommon writing is 

lomenish,’ said Helecho, kneeling down beside me. ‘The script is that they use on Cat, where the 

Undisputed Ones eat bitter bilenuts and go mad. This is the Book of the True Tales of the Wise. 

There is only one copy in all of Koronad, so far as I have been able to learn, and there are those,’ he 

dropped his voice, and leaned his mouth close to my ear so that I could feel the warmth of his breath, 

‘who will pay much for it. But I think there is yet more than that.’ He laid a hand upon my shoulder, 

as if to steady himself, as he pressed his lips nearer to my ear. ‘I know there is something they want 

to find of great value, something whose hiding place can be found by careful study of this book. So I 

intend to cipher it out myself. I have been studying, like a true scholar.’ 

‘It sounds rather like a sailor’s tale,’ I said, my voice also falling. 

‘Or a skald’s, or a sorceror’s,’ he agreed in a cheerful voice. ‘But I do not know if I can cipher out 

the whole of the Book of True Tales of the Wise, before I hand it over to those who want it. They 

may not be so patient. But there is time to make a copy. You have a fair hand.’ He said this last in a 

louder voice, as he moved away from me, but at the same time he picked up my hand in his own, the 

same that he had held as his rescuer earlier. When he had held it in the market, it had seemed that our 

hands were grown together into one flesh, and we were joined together like the two-headed Shurka of 

the othermen. But now he held it with the lightest of touches, and the lightness of his touch was an 

unbearable thing. I felt a rush of blood within me. ‘I will copy it if you wish,’ I said. My hand 

writhed for an instant within his, then gripped it tight. Thoughts half formed into words in my head, 

then turned to vapours and vanished. There was no way I could say anything more. 

‘Are you resolved, then, to embark with me on this quest?’ he asked, and in his voice there was still 

vagueness, and something of the scholar he pretended to be, but also a longing which was not vague 

and not proper to scholar at all, a hopeless kind of longing such as belongs in an old song. My other 

hand found his other hand. I nodded. 
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‘You do not know what I am,’ he said, in a sad voice. I laughed. He looked hurt, but I found some 

words. ‘It may be I will find out before the quest is complete.’ I pulled him to his feet, or it may be he 

pulled me to my feet, and then he pulled me to him, or I him to me. We embraced in a confused way, 

something between comrades and lovers. He whispered again into my ear, and his breath was warm 

and moist, and his voice clear and bright. ‘It is best that you find your own writing things. Let us pray 

for the success of our quest. I will come back to see how you are getting on as often as I can. But 

now I should go.’ 

‘Yes,’ I said, and smiled when no more words would come. 

‘I will come tonight and meet your friend,’ he said, in his vaguer voice. He sounded surprised to find 

me in his arms.  

‘Shall we meet in the market, where we met today?’ I asked, for it would not do for a priest of 

Autarkis to be seen going into the rooms of young laymen at such an hour.  I took a step back from 

him, feeling hardly able to walk, and his hand did not fall away from my side, but traced a course 

across and down the front of my tunic, so that the tips of his outstretched fingers rested against my 

navel. He did not seem to do this with any thought at all, or pay it any mind, but looked me in the 

face with eyes sad and strange. ‘Yes, yes,’ he said, suddenly hearty. ‘Let it be so, let it be so.’ He 

bowed before me, and smiled, and bowed again, and then dipped away, and was running down the 

stairs for the lane. I stood there and wavered back and forth like a young tree in the wind, and smiled 

at him as though he were still there. 

 

That night we met in the market by the shuttered stall of the penmaker and walked the little way to 

Abara’s chandlery without talking. He whistled a tune as he went along, without much skill. It was a 

meaningless ditty of love and death that was popular among the poorer folk that season, not at all 

proper to a scholar of Autarkis. I had gone to see Abara that afternoon, and told her that I had a new 

rumourmonger for her to meet, with a tale to turn her head. It did not sound real to me as I said it. 

Something strange was happening between me and Helecho, but I did not know how fair his 

prospects for finding ancient treasure were. He did not seem to have a very deep cunning, from his 

manner. Though he had stolen a book from a librum of Autarkis, a book he claimed was worth a 

fortune to the right men, and had hidden it for a six-day. I had hidden it for a six-day, rather, beneath 

my bedclothes. 

The chandlery was well-lit, with a good half-dozen lanterns hanging on long chains from the roof 

beams. Abara sat cross-legged on the floor before a low table cluttered with paper, weights, and little 

piles of copper coins. She made elegant letters with a pen far more worn and more practical than the 

one Helecho had bought, and finished the line she was writing before rising to greet us. She gave a 

quick look at me, with eyebrow raised, and then looked at Helecho with more care. ‘You are a 

scholar of Autarkis? You wear your robes like a Midsummer’s Day clown.’ She looked fierce, but I 
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knew her moods, and knew her to be nervous of the stranger. She was clad in a tunic and billowy 

trews of a dull reddish brown, such as scribes wore in those years. 

‘I am honoured to meet you also,’ said Helecho, bowing low. ‘I am assured by Silon that you have an 

adventurous psoul, which seeks more from life than wealth and ease.’ 

‘You are right,’ said Abara, glaring at Helecho, who stayed half-bowed and did not meet her eyes. 

‘That is why you will find me here. Besides wealth and ease, I want also bare boards to rest my 

haunches on, and long nights peering at columns of figures by lanternlight. That is adventure enough 

for me- Oh, you look ridiculous! Sit down!’ And she made us sit, and gave Helecho more none-too-

gentle words and advice on the proper wearing of his robe. Abara had made more of a study of the 

Priests of Autarkis and their vestments during our schooldays, having come close to being one 

herself. After she had done this she cleaned away her work from the table, and fetched us bowls of 

tea and cups of the very new wine, the wine which you can drink in panfuls and be sick, but not 

drunken.  

Abara then put out all the lanterns but one. How very like conspirators we felt then, sitting in that 

pool of light in the dark vastness of the chandlery.  Helecho told us the tale of his quest, first in 

halting tones, and then with every flourish a tale could bear, as brisk and vivid as a Tongue of 

Sipheny, making strange similitudes that quickened the blood and tracing pictures in the air with his 

hands. The ones who sought the book were priests of the Shards of Keth, those strange children of 

the Inexplicable, who are one hairsbreadth from sorcerors. One of the True Tales of the Wise 

described the thing they sought, an ancient thing that had been found and placed in a secure place, 

and the secrets of the snares and illusions that surrounded it. For some spite the House of Autarkis 

would not let them have this; or the secret of unciphering the secret meaning of the True Tales had 

been found only in recent days; or both of these. I cannot now remember.   

At the end of the evening the three of us were all friends, and would remain so until the end. We put 

our hands together, and made an oath upon Aphulax, the Incarnation of inkwells, to embark upon this 

great quest, and not to cheat one another, lest we be blackened from head to toe and remain in such a 

state forever. Though my hand was fair, it was decided that Abara’s was fairer still, and that the two 

of us working together would serve better to copy out the book. So we left it in the chandlery, and 

Abara showed us the hiding place she had for it, a false-bottomed chest that had been used to hide 

contraband in her grandmother’s time. We talked a good way through the night, until the Cloud 

Diamond rose bright above the rooftops, and Helecho and I left together. 

‘I am expected to return to the librum,’ said Helecho with a great apology as we walked along, a 

good man-length between us. ‘I cannot risk another chastisement,’ he said with rue in his voice. ‘I 

have a poor enough name among the scholars already.’ 

‘Yes, go there,’ I said. 
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‘I am quite satisfied with your friend Abara,’ he continued, though in a lower voice, moving from 

one thing to another like a bird flying from tree to tree. ‘She seems perfect for our enterprise.’ 

‘She is a good friend of mine,’ I said, ‘and she has great skill in many arts.’  

He nodded, and we walked on in silence for a time beside the sleeping harbour. It was full dark, the 

deepest part of the night, and the spring stars Aliana and Tebestia shone down upon us through clear 

skies from deep heaven.  

‘Abara also seems to he pleased with you,’ I said. 

‘It is you I like better, though,’ Helecho said in a tender voice. ‘You should not fear.’  

‘I did not fear,’ I said, trying to look offended, thought I laughed inside. He shook his head slowly 

from side to side like an orse that has tasted something vile. ‘You need not pretend on my account, 

Silon. I will be dearer than a brother to you, I promise.’ He leaned over and kissed the fleshy part of 

my ear. And again he darted off of a sudden, and I did not want to shout after him in the night. 

 

A six-day or so later Abara and I sat together, long after the proper business of the chandlery was 

finished, and copied out pages of meaningless scribble from the Book of True Tales. Both Abara and 

I desired a copy, so we made four at once,  each writing the same page of the original twice over 

through the long dark hours after the work of our days. It felt as though we had been cursed, like girls 

in a tale who must weave an endless tapestry, or empty a lake a honey spoon at a time. We had 

learned the shapes of the letters with which the tales were put together, and from Helecho the 

meaning of some of the words, and could now copy the text quickly. Abara was faster than I, and had 

minutes to wait at each page, while I caught up. At this time she had wandered off, while I rubbed 

out a tangle I had made of a particular passage, and came back with two bowls of tea to find me still 

at work.  She set a bowl down beside me and sipped at her own, watching me scribe. I began at once 

to make more mistakes under her gaze, as is the way of things.  

‘You are smitten with this Helecho,’ she said.  

‘I am fond of him,’ I said, lifting my eyes from my scribing and feeling the blood rush to my face. 

‘He has a pleasant manner.’ 

‘No, he does not,’ said Abara. ‘He does not have a pleasant manner at all. He is most rude.’ I could 

not gainsay her, for I knew what she said to be true. ‘He has a kind of quality which draws people to 

him, and he drew you. He drew me as well, but I am more used to the ways of men than you. I see 

you, Silon- he sets the blood coursing through your veins faster.’ She mimed the rapid beating of a 

heart with her right hand.  She sat back and unfolded one leg, and struck her fists lightly against her 

outstretched leg.  
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‘Silon, have I not always passed on to you knowledge from books, that you had not the wit or the will 

to glean yourself?’ 

I shoved her leg sideways with my own and pointed my chin at her. ‘Yes, O great scholar,’ I laughed, 

to try and make a jest of all she said. ‘What wisdom do you have for me now?’ 

‘Only that Helecho is not a human,’ she said. ‘He has an othermannish look to him. Look at his eyes. 

Look at the smoothness of his face. You should feel his chest. He keeps it well strapped, but he has 

fleshy breasts like you and I.’ 

‘What, you have done so?’ I said. I put my pen down. 

‘I am fond of him too, as you say.’ She smiled at me like an orren planning some mischief. ‘He is a 

half-erlen. Or a half-loman, if that name is more favoured by you. So he cannot shift from man to 

woman like a true loman with the passing of time, but is fixed at something in between.’ 

‘I know the tales of half-erlen,’ I snapped. 

‘You may know them better yet, the way you are going.’  

I felt my face redden and took a drink of tea to save myself speaking, and then I spluttered, for by 

mischance I had put my pen in my teabowl instead of the inkwell. Abara laughed and laughed and 

would not stop, and I threw blotting-cloths at her, as she rolled about on the floor and shook with 

laughter.  

‘I have no plan to- to-‘ I said, furious and shamed. 

‘To put your hand down his trews, front and back, to see if I speak truth?’ She stood up quickly to 

avoid me, and backed towards the wall, waving her pen like a sword. clutching it by the nib so that 

ink ran all over her hand. ‘I told you all about Bellbright, did I not? I expect you to be a true friend, 

Silon, and tell me all, after you have taken Helecho to your bed.’ I pounced at her, and she was 

nimble, but could not quite get away, and I twisted her arm until she called for mercy, and then we 

both fell laughing into a pile of coiled rope. 

‘I am sorry, Silon,’ she said at last. ‘I will tease you no more. You are not like Rochar, but are chaste 

in your ways, as the law commands, and it is unkind of me to mock you. It is just that you blush in 

such a merry way.’  

‘It is all rot, what you said,’ I said, and my face did not tell her that this was a lie. My hands were 

still, and my voice was calm, but within me storms were raging, and bore my psoul across endless 

grey seas over waves like mountains. Where they bore it, I did not know.  

Othermen were not mysteries to us in Texelin. We did not make signs against the Very Strange when 

one passed by, like simple folk do in the highlands. On most days there would be a ship of Calrat at 

anchor in the river, with a crew of strange-tongued thudun, short, flat-chested, bald and pale-skinned. 

Often there would also be a sleek merchantman of Cat with a disorderly complement of humen and 
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horned-men, ratmen, half-erlen, and even etched lomen of Deep Cat, all clad in black and only 

speaking to swear vile oaths. Sometimes there were vessels of Kratie, with tall beweaponed lomen 

who spoke in courteous and ancient poetry. Though only a few among the sailor folk would drink 

with any of these othermen, or speak with them as friends, we would all speak with them in the 

markets. Among the folk we dealt with- whether in the shadow-town, the king’s service, or at the 

chandlery- there were few who held othermen in contempt or fear. There were some tales told of 

humen laying with othermen, but few that could be believed. In most tales it was the otherman who 

seduced the human by some sorcery, so that the man who lay with them could be held blameless. 

These tales I did not believe.  I only met one girl whose tale I believed, the Rochar of whom Abara 

spoke, who said she had lain with a sailor of Calrat after a night of chewing grishk sticks. She was 

smooth-skinned and her ways were whorish, and she was crushed to death the year I left Texelin, 

returning drunken from a ship and falling between it and the wharf.  

 

About a six-day after this talk with Abara I heard a soft tapping at my shutters sometime before 

dawn. I looked through them and found I was looking into the eyes of Helecho, now not vague at all, 

but alert and burning with the reflected light of tumultuous stars.  

‘O Silon,’ he said. ‘May I come in?’ There was tolsty on his breath, but only a little. I judged him to 

be safe, I who was young and knew nothing.  

‘Are you in trouble?’ I asked, opening the shutter a little further so that both my eyes could see out of 

it at once. I saw that he was not wearing the robes of Autarkis, but a loose tunic of some white stuff, 

like a tailor, and ill-fitting trews of beaded wine-coloured cloth that flapped about his legs. ‘Did you 

rob a mad tailor?’ 

‘No, no,’ Helecho said, reaching out to open the shutter yet further. ‘Well, yes, it may be. The 

trouble, not the tailor.’  

He had a bundle under his other arm- the arm that did not grasp the shutter- that was two or three 

times larger than the first bundle I had seen him carry, in breadth, height, and thickness. I stood back 

and let him climb through the window from the landing. He snagged his odd trews as he did so, 

ripping a ragged tear as long as my hand below the knee. He cursed with vigour, in words not proper 

to a scholar of Autarkis- or it may be they were proper, for many of them were in some tongue 

unknown to me. I wrapped a woolen cloak about my shoulders while Helecho stomped about, for it 

was a warm night and I had been wearing only a loose sleeping shirt and trews of white Sarnshire 

stuff. I lit a candle, and then closed the shutters.  

‘They cast me out, Silon. My days as a Scholar are over.’ He put his parcel down on the floor beside 

my bed, then took a deep breath through his nose. ‘You smell good,’ he said. 
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‘Are you drunken?’ I said, folding my arms across my chest and peering into his eyes. He blinked at 

the candle light, and held up a hand to shield them.  

‘No, I am just free of being a Scholar,’ he said. ‘Only drunken on freedom. No more grovelling 

before the masters of librums, no more pretending to knowledges I do not- quite- have.’ He smiled a 

broad smile as he spoke, and sat down on my bed, lifting one finger to mark the word ‘quite’. ‘The 

way they carry on about things that are of no account. Well. It ended of a sudden, when it ended. But 

I have- we have- not made too small a profit from my time there. There are things here,’ he patted the 

parcel as though it were a favourite cat, ‘which some will pay much for, and other things that will 

open wonders before us. Might I be able to stay here awhile?  

‘Awhile,’ I said. ‘As you can see, there is not much room.’ 

‘I am accustomed to very little, when needs must,’ he said. ‘I have been sleeping in a kind of 

cupboard, with three or four strange-smelling scholars, all bones and sour unwashed hair.’ He took a 

deep breath again and looked at me, his eyes sparkling. ‘They put us on shelves about this high.’ He 

indicated the height with his hands.  

‘You can find yourself something better tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Tonight, you can sleep on the floor. 

There are not very many crawling things here, to eat you or to eat the books. Are these books all the 

things you have?’ 

‘I will have to find some more clothes,’ he said, twisting around to peer at the tear in his trews. ‘Yes, 

I am carrying little, but I have enough coin,’ he paused a moment, ‘to last me for some time.’ 

He rummaged in the front of his tunic for a longish time, then produced with something like triumph 

a small pouch.  He squeezed it open to show me the glint of silver inside. 

‘Thank you, O Silon,’ he said, reaching up and taking my hand. Like the first time he touched me, it 

was as if some fierce magic passed between us in an instant, joining us like two links in a chain. The 

link had been forged in an instant, but I could not break it with any effort of will. I reached down, and 

took his other hand, smiling my smile with the cruel twist. Words that I could say came and went, but 

none were the words I wanted. I knelt down before Helecho and kissed his hand- long, nimble thief’s 

fingers. They smelt of tolsty, and of writing-desk, and of Helecho. He kissed my hand. As before, my 

heart beat like a trapped bird.  

‘You do not know what I am,’ he said, as he had said the first time he had come to my room, but with 

less rue, with more of a hunger in his voice. I made a gesture of indifference with my arms, and 

kissed his wrist. He kissed mine, and then let go of that hand and shuffled himself sideways on the 

bed so that I might sit beside him. ‘Your knees will ache if you stay there.’ 

‘A moment, a moment,’ I said, and stood up. I blew out the candle, cast off my cloak, and returned to 

my bed.  He was sitting where I had left him, and I sat down beside him, leg to leg, and whispered in 

his ear. ‘Tell me.’  
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He put one arm around my back, so that his hand curved around to rest just below my breast, and 

with his other hand turned my head so that he might whisper in my ear.  I had never been a fool of a 

woman, ensorcelled by the words of men, but that night I think Helecho might have told me anything 

at all, and I would not have turned him out.  

‘I am an otherman,’ Helecho said into my ear, and sat still.  

‘That is what Abara thought,’ I said. I turned my head and kissed him on the lips. I was not fond of 

such kisses, but it seemed that was what Kiszen bid me do. ‘All men are other to me,’ and again it 

seemed like a thing I was bid to say, and fitting, though it sounded foolish to my ears. He kissed me 

on the lips, and the traces of tolsty on his mouth tasted sweeter than Zoracon wine. His hand dropped 

down, to the place where my shirt hung free over my trews, and then came up beneath it a little way 

to rest on the bare skin of my back. Strange are the ways of Kiszen. I had not truly believed what 

Abara had said, and I had believed myself, when I said I would not make love to an otherman. Now 

there was nothing I desired more than the smell and the touch of Helecho, whatever he was.  

He tugged me to him, though in a gentle way, and I came to him. It was tangled and awkward in the 

dark, but in the end we lay side by side, facing one another in my narrow bed. Somehow Helecho had 

taken off his boots, and he let me caress his arms and face, which were alike smooth and hairless, but 

gently distracted me from reaching further. Beneath my loose garments he kneaded me with his 

thief’s hands, like a potter might knead a piece of clay, firm and gentle. From neck to knee, he 

rubbed my skin with equal tenderness, lingering longest over my shoulders and my belly. I could say 

no words. He pulled off my sleeping trews with hands and feet, making muffled apologies for his 

clumsiness. ‘You smell very sweet indeed,’ he said, burying his face in my neck, and running his 

hand over my buttock. ‘But I can smell that you are not safe for me to go into.’  

I may have said something, but I do not know what it was, and I reached out one inkstained hand to 

touch his chest. He snared it on the way and guided it, rubbing it first over his smooth belly, and then 

up to his chest. which was. It was soft and full beneath my hand, and tightly banded in a woolen 

garment. ‘I am half-erlen,’ he said. 

‘Ah,’ I murmured. ‘Abara told me you would be’. I pulled my hand out of his grasp and down to the 

drawstring of his torn and ridiculous trousers.  

‘Lay still,’ he said, in a voice full of the hunger I had heard before, and a note of command that I had 

not. I lay still except for one hand, which burrowed under the top band of his trousers and remained 

there, my fingertips brushing the only hair I had yet found on his body. 

‘The Blessings of Kiszen upon you, my lover,’ he said. He pushed my legs apart and set his thief’s 

fingers to exploring my secret places. It was very sweet, and quick. In a few minutes he did not 

protest when my hand crept a little downward.  
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I had thought back on that night many times since, at first not understanding how it had happened. In 

most of my ways I had never been rash, and there had been other men who would have been more 

suitable for me to love. I think above my lust for wealth I also wished to be adventurous, and to be 

thought adventurous, and Helecho was an adventure who was near at hand.  It may be that wished to 

prove that I truly had the same adventure-thirsty psoul, but I think there was only a little of this.  I am 

certain I was not ensorcelled. It was not like the tales in any way, where othermen seduce human 

maids. 

 

The candle had gone out, while I sat dreaming.  My lips were dry, and my bladder ached. I prayed the 

simple prayers over Helecho, the prayers I had known from my earliest childhood, and I pressed my 

lips to his brow. ‘I am cursed to love you,’ I said, which were words I had only ever said before in 

dreams. ‘I am glad that I had my portion in life, and you had the better portion.’ I touched my thigh, 

where the puckered scar was under the cloth of my otherlandish robe, and also my chest where the 

flarrin pendant of milky red stone hung. ‘If we had lived our lives together in peace and wealth 

together, but if by this day I did not love you, then that would be a worse portion. I love you, 

Helecho, praise be to Ashgarashgaran. I promise you, it will look kindly upon you, and devour you 

well.’ 

I told myself that I would come again to see Helecho if he asked for me, but that I would leave before 

dawn, and not go in to see him in sleep or in delirium. ‘Joy of this night to you, my lover,’ I said, 

kissing his closed eyes. ‘Of this night, and of the night that comes swiftly and is forever.’ There was 

nothing more for me to say to Helecho, to whom I had given my maidenhead so many years ago. I 

left him, and talked of little matters with my granddaughter and her husband, and lay down once 

more on the floor before the fire. 

Who was I? Was I anything more than a collection of remembered tales? Some things I had truly 

seen and done, some things only told me, now tangled together in my mind and half-hidden in the 

darkness of age. There were habits of will that pushed me forward from moment to moment, but they 

did not seem any more truly I than my green eyes, than the sourness in my belly, than the ache in my 

feet. They were only accidents, adhering somehow to this store of memories. I could not think that 

there was anything more to me than this sum of what I could remember, and the qualities that it wore. 

I had a psoul, I knew, but I did not truly know what a psoul was. Whatever I was, I lay on my back in 

the darkness, too warm to sleep until the heat of the fire would fade. I feared that the Duke’s Arm 

would come here, with a new fear that had begun to grow on me. I did not fear, not truly, any evil the 

Duke could do. I feared that I had been called here for some reason hidden in the will of 

Ashgarashgaran, that some greater price yet would be required of me, some more terrible pouring out 

of myself, some new and dreadful use to which a Vessel might be put. I had not been the man I had 

become used to being, these last few days. A gift had been forced upon me by the One I served, to 
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make me something other than the hollow Vessel of Ashgarashgaran who Kept the shrine in Mift. 

Now I would have to die again. 

With an effort I turned my thoughts to other things. I would put myself between my people and the 

ire of the Dweller at the Dark Door. That was the proper use of a Vessel. It was not as Helecho had 

said the night before. No king in the darkness, not I. But it might be I would be sufficient. My dark 

mood left me at last, and I slept. 
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Fourteenth day of Jamar in the Season of Autumn, An Ordinary Day of 
Ashgarashgaran  

 
‘Do not think that your deeds have been hidden from my sight. In the name of Aljemul! All your 

doings I have engraved with open letters upon tablets of chrysolite.’ 

- A saying from the writings of the prophet Bakhalab 

 

The ghost of the love I had held for Helecho had visited me as I lay sleeping, after I named it, and 

had torn through my dreams like a fierce wind. I had seen him faithless and faithful, young and old, 

and had loved him and hated him in my dreaming life, so that my psoul howled and trembled within 

me. I awoke in the grim coldness some hours before dawn, and prayed long before my psoul was still 

again. 

Piper sat with Helecho when I next climbed the stairs to his room, a little before dawn. ‘I have given 

him a little water just before,’ she said. ‘He has not woken during the night, only grown more and 

more deep in sleep.’ She looked at her father, with tender eyes, dark and tired. ‘It has all been so 

quick. A matter of a few six-days, that is all.’  

No words came into my mind to say. I stood by the bed and watched the rising and falling of 

Helecho’s chest beneath the blankets. I thought of the time Piper herself had lain unknowing, tended 

by others as she now tended Helecho. It might be he only lay as Piper had lain, and would come back 

to life and strength. The smell of the room told me otherwise. Piper had lit more herbs, and they 

smouldered by the window. The bittersweet stink of them wrinkled my nostrils and made my eyes 

water. 

‘I should return to the shrine today,’ I said. 

‘Yes,’ she said, not looking at me. ‘It may be that would be the best thing.’ 

‘I will come back,’ I said. ‘But it is the shrine that calls to me, and the Incarnation.’  

‘Yes, yes,’ she said, and she sounded as tired as I. I knew that my presence here was pain to her. The 

least thing I could do was some small tasks, now that my feet had healed. I made a little oath to 

myself that I would not tarry, to cause her to suffer further.   

‘Is there anything he needs? Or that you need, daughter?’ 

‘Nothing,’ she said, and thought a little, keeping her eyes on the worn face of Helecho. ‘Arastra 

should be making a broth. You can see if it is ready, mother.’ I did this, and then walked outside a 

little to pray, and Ashgarashgaran consumed another hour of my life. 
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At the time of the morning meal there was a sound outside the house, so faint that I thought it was 

only some distant sound of the forest.  Calathus thought otherwise and went to the door, and was 

gone for a little while.  When he came back to the table we had finished the radishes and gruel, and 

Drawn was serving out the nut cake once again.  ‘The Duke’s man has tried to enter the forest,’ 

Calathus said as he returned. ‘Carus says he was halted at the ford just beyond the new scour, and 

made to turn around.’ 

‘He must have been following my path, as I feared,’ I said.  

‘Carus said also that he looked like he had been sore done by, with one eye so swollen he could not 

see out of it, and walked with a limp. He made rash promises of money for passage to this house, but 

Carus and his sisters said they knew no-one called Piper, and forbade him to come further.’ 

‘Did he bear a weapon?’ asked Drawn.   

‘Carus did not say. He would have said if he drew one, I am sure. He showed humility, or else 

wisdom, and only turned around, when he saw that words would not help him. They followed him a 

way, to see if he would leave the path and double around. But he did not.’  

‘I wonder how he came by his hurts,’ said Piper, and I thought she looked at me with a shrewd eye 

for a moment. ‘There are few enough dangers in Lonshire that would black the eye of a Duke’s 

highservant.’ 

‘That, also, Carus did not say, mader.’ Calathus made a respectful half-bow to my daughter. ‘I doubt 

the Duke’s man was eager to tell how he came by his injuries.’ 

‘Well, it may be that we hear of him no more,’ said Piper, ‘or it may not. I dislike the thought of him 

so near. But the Gods will preserve us. If they will.’ She rose from the table and gestured that the 

younger ones should take the empty bowls back to the kitchen. 

‘I will come with you back to the shrine today, avia,’ said Drawn, as she and Calathus cleared the 

table things. ‘I must still leave the offering I was to bring before, when first I met you. It will be good 

for you to have company, since this man may yet be lurking in the margins of the wood, and plotting 

some malice.’ 

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I do not think that is his nature, but he is the Duke’s man, and does as he is 

commanded.’ In truth, it pained me, to think of the boy Argomon bruised and beaten. He had seemed 

to be so young, and to have a true psoul still beneath the garb of his office, unpleasant though his 

manner was. The most likely cause of his ill fortune was clear to me. 

‘You see, you need not have concerned about us,’ said Drawn, in a voice that held some little pride. 

‘We are as secure as in any Duke’s castle, in the forest of Lonshire, where none but the Lonja may 

pass at will.’ I nodded at this, and marveled anew how like her voice was to my mother’s.  
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‘Peace,’ said my daughter, and her voice sounded the voice of an old woman. ‘The Gods will 

preserve us, if they will.’ 

‘I had best ready myself to leave,’ I said, and rose slowly from the table, like some timber tower 

raised by many ropes and men and orsen. Drawn joined me, and we packed satchels to carry, while 

Calathus cleaned away the things from the morning meal. When we were ready to leave she went 

upstairs to bid farewell to her grandfather, until she should return. 

Drawn and I made ready to leave, but we did not leave, for she came back down to say that Helecho 

had began to move in his sleep, great flailings of his arms and legs as though he were a doll whose 

limbs were flicked from side to side by a child. I went to see him, and when I looked upon him I did 

not think he dreamed, but I could not tell for certain. The remembrance of Hammertongue’s death 

came to me, and I prayed that Helecho would not die with the same horrors, after all my prayers that 

Ashgarashgaran would lead him gently through the Dark Door.  Helecho vomited a clear black bile, 

and passed black urine, but he did not wake. Drawn and Calathus took it in turns to watch over him, 

while Piper- whose weariness was great- sat by the window in Helecho’s room for most of the day 

and drifted in and out of sleep.  I sat downstairs by the fire in her fringed traveling cloak and brought 

things needful when the others spoke, and gave the child bits of rag to play with, and fetched its 

mother or father for him when he hungered.  I did not want to sit in the room where Helecho was, if 

he was now dying. Whatever garb I wore, I would still be a grey nightbird waiting to pick over his 

bones. And the smell of the room made me ill.  

When I talked with the others, it was to pass brief words about food, or washing, or the needs of the 

young Helecho. We spoke but little of Mergus. ‘He will not take any drink,’ Drawn said once, and 

Piper said at another time, ‘I think he called out in speech, but with no words I could tell.’ I prayed 

that he did not dream.  

It was a day that seemed prolonged by sorcery, empty moments stretching like years. After the first 

part of the morning, when the child had been in a foul temper, there was nothing for me to do, and 

no-one to speak with. Calathus made gruel and took it to us early in the afternoon, but we had not 

other meal that day. The old scar on my thigh itched fiercely, and without noticing I scratched it until 

I drew blood.  

When there was no work for me to do I walked outside, keeping within sight of the house. The forest 

around Piper’s dwelling had been greatly changed in the night, for snow had fallen. It seemed to be 

another land from the one where Drawn and I had first walked. Snow hid the litter of dry leaves and 

withered shrubs beneath the trees, and dusted their branches like salt on a Ryneshire pudding.  The 

air was cold, but the sky had become clear and bright- the sun gave light without heat, as it had in my 

dream of Ormigax. There was a break in the trees where the hills Gulen and Golse came into view, 

and they now looked harsh and distant, like hills of Calrat rather than of Koronad.  Though the day 
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had not been over cold for the season, it bid fair to be the coldest night yet, one of those nights where 

the darkness bows down from the empty places between the stars, and kisses the face of the earth.  

I had never had before this thing which is often seen in men who wait, this need to move without 

ceasing, but that morning I could do nothing else, as one who has drunk too much dark tea.  I could 

not bear to stand still. I could not abide in my daughter’s house for too great a length of time, and 

needed to clean my psoul of its sounds and smells. I felt Ashgarashgaran pulling me back to the 

Shrine as if by an invisible cord, but at the same time willing that I not return alone, that I bring for 

offering the body of Helecho. I did not wish to think upon such things. My thoughts began to wander 

in places long ago and far distant. 

 

I never told Abara what had happened between me and Helecho that night he came to my rooms, or 

of what happened after. Without speaking, and without meaning to, I somehow still let her know that 

she had been right in all that she had said about ser.  He was half-erlen, and I was drawn to him, and 

she had spoken truth. 

It came about in a very little time that we were bound together, in a true company, and did not think 

of making plans that did not include the others. I was bound to Abara, as I was of old. Helecho and I 

were bound each to another, by a strange new bond of the flesh that I did not understand. And it 

seemed to me that Abara and Helecho were somehow bound together in a strange new bond of the 

mind, which again I did not understand.  

We sold the book Helecho had stolen when our copies were made, handing it over to a white-haired 

priest of Keth in the cellar of an empty house. It was a moment to savour, the first fruits of our 

ventures, when the old woman let the coins fall into Helecho’s hand, whispering a hoarse blessing. It 

was a comfortable amount, enough to tie us together, though not to make us Lords. The thing the 

Shards of Keth sought was more hidden than Helecho had supposed, he decided, after much studying 

of our copies. We made plans to quest for it- poring over maps, and spending much of the Shards’ 

coin on new boots, and almanacs, and fresh steel- but our plans came to pieces before we ever had a 

chance to leave Texelin, through no true fault of our own. That is a tale not worth the telling, and 

now dim and confused in my memory. 

For the next year we were a company of thieves. We kept our ears out for quests, but what we did 

were for the most part mere jobs, as Helecho called them. Those that were successful were successful 

enough that we were richer than we had ever been, and those that failed did not fail in so complete a 

way as to make us known and hunted. I had much to do with the undoing of locks, and the scaling of 

walls, and the pawning of valuable things, and learned many other things that were to be of no value 

to me in my life to come. The men I met then would also help me not at all, once I became a Vessel. 

I left my duties with the King’s post, and had little to do with my family, except to bring gifts of a 

sudden once or twice in a season. Abara, with much shouting and excoriations of wayward daughters, 
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left the chandlery forever. The three of us moved together into larger rooms and devoted ourselves to 

our enterprises. They were rooms on the top floor of an old stone house one street back from the 

river. It had carved stone beasts on the cornices, like guards on the corners of a fortress, and a good 

view of all the ships in their moorings. It had been built for the Lady of some Lord, and bore some 

proud name like ‘The Jasmine Finch’. There were six rooms on our floor. One high-ceilinged one ran 

the length of the house, with one long wall of shutters that could be opened in summer, and the other 

long wall taken up with a weathered mural of men and women and brightly coloured Prinjari birds. 

The chambers were simple to escape from, down a ladder from the window of a back room, and the 

streets around the house on every side were broad, with few hiding places for spies or ambushes.  

At this time Abara put away her clerk’s garb, and we began to dress as we thought adventurers ought, 

in coloured garments with bare arms and trews that fit tightly around the shins. We had new boots of 

wolde-leather, and brilliant cloaks or blue or red, with gilt brass clasps to hold them. Sometimes we 

danced, Helecho and I, in the taverns where there was music, and sometimes we sang the foolish 

songs of that time, and often we would all sit around a table until strange stars rose, drinking new 

wine and talking and playing at dice. Abara and Helecho did most of the talking, duelling one 

another with words, becoming tangled in complicated arguments in which they each ended up in the 

place where the other had started. I envied the way they spoke together then, I who had never envied 

Abara her beauty or her skill, or her greater wealth. I could never speak with Helecho so, not until 

seasons had passed, without drifting into the meaningless chatter that two strangers might make in 

the marketplace. Only in each other’s beds could we talk, it seemed. He was always less vague then, 

less a prisoner of his wit, and I found it less difficult to speak. Simple words, and foolish words, but I 

could speak them. 

Helecho and I bought ornaments for each other, the only ornament I ever wore beside my ring of 

mountain jasper. We bought each other necklaces of silver, with finely worked links of Paladine 

chain, and each had a carved pendant like an orren clutching a stolen fruit, no larger than the last 

joint of my thumb but worked in wonderful detail. There were symbols in an unknown script carved 

on the back- the name of the God it was meant to honour, the seller assured us, a God of good cheer 

and good fortune. The pendants were made of a milky red stone that seemed to grow clearer and 

darker in firelight, and we each wore them between our breasts. I wore mine until it was taken from 

me, and Helecho wore his until he left it for me in the hollow at the edge of the forest. His name was 

not of course Helecho; that was the priest-name he had taken for himself when he had first began to 

masquerade as a scholar of Autarkis. His true name was Mergus, and sometimes I would call him 

that, but somehow the habit of calling him Helecho stuck with me, and it is still the name I give him 

in my thoughts after so many years. 

He confessed to me after a time that he could not truly smell if I was fertile, but had thought it better 

to pretend when we first lay together in my narrow bed. I feared the blessing of Sharamis too greatly 

to take him into my secret places, and he seemed content to go on as we had begun that first night. It 
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was a strange time. Helecho was never vague when he was alone with me, but burned with life. ‘We 

are not made to live so long as you, we half-erlen,’ he told me once, as we lay together. ‘We must get 

our living done with more quickly.’ I think that is what we did in that year, a whole lifetime of living.   

 

Abara- who somehow seemed to know all, to hear all- took me aside one night in the last part of 

summer and told me of a confection she had read of. It was a thing that would keep the blessing of 

Sharamis from me, she said. In truth I had heard rumour of such things before, but they were not 

spoken of in the open even in Texelin, and I knew of no one who had dared to oppose the will of 

Sharamis is such a way. I know I blushed when Abara told me what she had read, and I protested in a 

little way, like a dog barking before a thunderstorm. 

‘Is that not blasphemy?’ I said, ‘to baulk the will of the Gods?’ 

 ‘Simple folk might say so,’ said Abara, ‘but it is not written so in the Book of Keth. If something is 

not forbidden, then it is permitted; such has always been the teaching of the sages.  Some sages and 

judges now say it is forbidden; but some are silent.  Kraal smiles on such arts, and doubtless Kiszen 

also. Of course it is always foolishness, if one baulks the will of a god. But Silon, who can truly do 

such a thing? If Sharamis willed you to be with child, then you would be, like some prophetess of the 

rat-men in a tale. You must learn, Silon, that life is a game of putting your own will upon a world that 

has no care for you.’  

All these arguments tumbled out of Abara in a rush. Her lips were flushed, and her eyes shone with a 

light that was not reflected from the fire. I knew that she wanted me to lie with Helecho for some 

reason of her own flesh, and not to please me. I saw that she wanted Helecho as well, and sought in 

this way to have him. She had not spoken truth when she said her knowledge of men kept her from 

being drawn to Helecho, or if she had, long exposure to Helecho had turned her resolve to ashes, like 

sea-air may turn iron to rust. If she gave me this confection, it would be as if she were there, when I 

took Helecho into me.  

‘I would like to, but,’ I said, and paused, trying to frame my next words in the right way. 

 ‘Good,’ she said, running her hand over my bare forearm. ‘We will yet make a starwoman out of 

you, Silon. I will go at once and prepare the confection.’  

I allowed myself to be persuaded, for I was used to following Abara, and knew that she had more 

learning than I, and I wished to lay with Helecho and not be gotten with child. The confection she 

made was bitter but not unpleasant, sweetened with honey. It soured my stomach the first six-day, 

but I soon grew used to it, though I always felt more dull in the head and more short of temper while 

I took it. The outward signs of my blessing stopped, and Helecho, who had never pressed me, neither 

resisted me when I drew him in. Abara had the tale out of me, she who could always have the tale out 
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of me, and admitted that she had listened at the door to us. We fought over that, and then we laughed, 

but in my liver I began to hate my friend.  

 

We robbed Burel, who was a money-lender who had much business with the Duke, and we robbed 

Lord Nacre, who my mother had once served, and I ran my fingers through the silks and calrasks that 

had clothed his daughter, and sat by Helecho as he pawned his jade chessmen. We went once to 

Melhaven, to chase a rumour of sorceror’s gold, and ended up drunken in a cellar beneath the old 

baths. We robbed a merchantman of the fierce Kratie folk, who would have spitted us without a 

moment’s thought, and we robbed a fat traveller from the Sallows, who chased us down White 

Wherrows lane, his bare feet slapping on the pavement, and then sat down and cried. We spent a few 

six-days boating on the bay, trying to find a fishman to gamble with. I went once alone with Helecho 

as far as Anminster, to sell a pouch of fake pearls; and I stood watch until dawn waiting for Helecho 

and Abara to return from the house of the Lord who made his fortune in dried persimmons, sinking 

into a grey despair as I grew more and more certain that they had been captured. 

It was early in spring, the spring after I had met Helecho, and life had not yet begun to stir on the 

grey marshes. A chill fog had squatted over Texelin for a six-day, dulling the psoul and making the 

blood sluggish. Helecho had become more vague in his manner, and Abara and I were both short of 

patience with him. My temper had been poor for some days, and at times I walked alone and wept, 

for no reason that I could form into words. Our thieving had not been futile since we had sold the 

false pearls, but neither had it given great profit. In the wineshops and markets, we could hear not 

tales to quicken the blood, and we had talked in a vague way of leaving Texelin for some great place, 

to Blitheford or the King’s city.  Helecho and I were taking a little soup and talking of things of no 

moment, an hour or so after sunset. Abara had left the morning before without giving any word of 

where she had gone, but from time to time she would do this, and we were not yet worried about her. 

She had a lover in the town, she told me, who she kept apart from us, for he was an honest man. 

It was one of those times when I was sad for no reason, and Helecho had spoken to me in a way that 

was strange and not cheering. I was pleased to see Abara when she came in at the door, bright-eyed 

and full of good spirits. Her clothes were grimed, and the smell of her was strong, and after she spoke 

a few words of greeting to us she hastened to an inner room to wash and change. I could see that she 

had found something worth finding, and my sadness lifted from me a little, and also the vagueness 

that had settled on Helecho. He took my wrist in one hand, and kissed me, as Abara splashed in a 

basin, and promised not to speak harsh words to me again. 

When Abara came back she had sweet oil in her hair and grishk perfume on her breath.  She wore a 

grey skirt I had not seen before, a shimmering slave-worked thing from the Horn Islands, and a red 

tunic in the Krymshire style with nothing beneath it to still the movement of her breasts. She 

embraced us both in proper greeting and made apology for spending so long away without leaving 
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any word. She did not take the soup we offered, or sit down at the table, but paced around it like a 

catamount around a hunter in a tree. She was in high spirits as she danced around us, unable to 

contain the words that spilled from her mouth. She had found a quest for us, she said, something that 

would satisfy our thirsty psouls. Helecho and I chewed grishk sticks and drank tea, around our little 

table in those rooms above the river, and this is the story Abara told. 

‘There was a pirate. Yes, I know, there is always a pirate. These sailor’s tales swarm with them like 

maggots on an uncured ham; but so did the seas of Damarcus in those days. This pirate was not a 

Horned Man, but a human man, though as tall and as strong as a Horned Man. His hair was black and 

hung to his waist, and he wore always armour of black leather, marked with sacred scenes of Kiszen 

by master craftsmen of Muutkorr. So he was called Gardak the Black, rather than simply Gardak. He 

was a Stremshireman, if there had been a Stremshire then, and when he had retired from his piracy he 

returned to his native place. And a pirate who has succeeded does not have his eyes put out, but is 

considered fit company for Dukes and Princes. At least so it was in those times. Gardak kept one 

great gem that had never yet been turned into coin, a great adamant stone from the warm seas. This 

gem had been taken from some temple or other, as such gems are, and in the deepest of darkness it 

glowed with its own light, and the shape its own light made within it was the shape of a ghost like an 

ant man, golden and no larger than a true ant. And this we can tell for ourselves, my friends, when we 

have it in our hands,’ She passed by me then, in her ceaseless motion around the table, and squeezed 

my hand in hers.  

‘Now this pirate Gardak, who had shown so little fear of man or gods as a pirate, lived in continual 

fear of one thing, that someone might steal from him this adamant stone. It had got a hold of his 

psoul, and seemed more precious to him than life. He kept it first in various strongboxes, but feared 

they might be broken when he could not watch over them. He kept it then around his neck, in a 

reliquary of silversteel, but he feared lest the chain be broken. Finally, he resolved to hold it like a 

mother does her child, and carry it within his own flesh. He had a surgeon of Calrat slice open his 

thigh, here,’ she pulled her skirt up higher than was needful, to stab at the place with her index finger, 

‘and place the stone within, and sew it there. So he was never parted from it thereafter.’ 

‘But he could never gaze upon it,’ said Helecho, his eyes following Abara about the table.  

‘But he was never parted from it,’ said Abara, and sat herself on the stool beside me, drawing her feet 

up to its cross-piece. ‘He had it within him always, and could feel its hardness.’  

‘Stop it,’ I said, slapping Abara with the back of my hand.  

‘What?’ she said, in pretended surprise. My eyes began to tear, and I crushed them with my hands. 

‘It will be alright, my dear flarrin,’ said Helecho, reaching across the table to brush my hair with his 

hand. ‘You are tired.’ 

‘I am not tired,’ I snarled, not knowing why I felt such sudden sadness. ‘Abara is- is-’ 
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Helecho turned to her, but she addressed me, bending near me to brush her fingers over my arm 

again. ‘Do not take offence at my tongue, Silon. I am eager to tell you these things, and mayhap my 

marrow heats my blood too much.’ 

I nodded, but I did not know whether I believed her. I did not like her wit tonight, and less the 

whorish way she had displayed her nakedness before Helecho. I waved her to go on. 

‘As is the way of all things that live, Gardak the Black at last died, and his body was buried in his 

own town of Pargaraz, which is Seabell, in the labyrinth of the Everthirsting One. No one would take 

the adamant stone from his dead flesh, not while the nightbirds watched over him.’ 

‘Would not the priests have cut the stone out of him, when they cut the body?’ Helecho asked. I was 

still silent, blinking away my tears. 

‘No,’ said Abara, sliding from the stool like a fishman sliding from a breakwater. ‘The priests of the 

Dark One cut a body here,’ she drew a line across her face at the bridge of her nose, ‘and here,’ she 

did likewise across the front of her skirt, a handsbreadth below her waist- ‘and here, and here,’ she 

traced a line across the palm of each hand with the little finger of the other. ‘I have read of it.’  

She began to circle the table again, clapping Helecho on the crown of the head as she passed him by. 

I had first seen these moods of hers long before, when she first grew to womanhood, but they now 

came more and more often, and were more often touched off by wine.  

‘Now Seabell is but a little place, but at that time it was a port of substance, before Texelin or 

Anminster or Melhaven were thought of. Now the marshes are greater and the sea is less, and Seabell 

lies too far from the sea to be any port at all, and is only a little village of forty souls with more than 

the usual number of old stone walls scattered about its edges. So now the one-time temple of the 

Dark One is a temple no longer, but only a couple of walls in a field.  The field belongs to a petty 

lord, Lord Agriaz, and is not overguarded, by all reports I have heard. I am sure it is the right 

labyrinth, and there is no tale that it was destroyed, or robbed, so Gardak ought still to lie there.’ 

I rubbed my face with my sleeve and I thought- I am sure I did- is this not blasphemy, to rob the 

places of the Everthirsting One? But I said nothing. Helecho nodded in his vague way, and said that 

he had passed by Seabell on his way to and from Blitheshire, and had heard some tales of its former 

splendour, but none that had promised any great treasure. He had learned also as a pretended scholar 

that the powers of the Gods were present in no one place, but in the persons of their priests, so that 

when a sacred place was left long unused all odour of the God faded from it.  

‘So this old labyrinth should be no more ill-favoured than any other place,’ Helecho told Abara, and 

it seemed to me that he looked at her in a way that was not at all vague. ‘From where do you have 

this tale?’ 

‘The pith of it is from one of your books, the black-backed one with the palsied scribe. The rest is my 

own hunting, among some young lads from Seabell way.’ 
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‘Bring us the book,’ he told Abara. ‘I think it is in the small cupboard.’  

Abara gave a bow before him, and danced away into the back room. 

Helecho looked at me, and saw the tears on my face. ‘Why, what is the matter, my dear Silon?’ He 

took my hands. 

‘I do not know,’ I said. It seemed to me that everything that was solid in the world was flowing like 

water, and there did not seem to be anything beneath the stars that I could trust. I did not understand 

why I wept so often, or was so quick to be moved to rage. I did not understand what Abara was 

doing. And Helecho, I did not understand at all. 

‘It will be alright, my dear flarrin,’ he said. ‘It will be alright.’ Liar. He patted my hands, and kissed 

my lips.  

‘I only have to turn my back upon you for a moment,’ chided Abara, appearing with one of the larger 

and better-preserved volumes Helecho had stolen from the librum. It was one we had looked at often, 

for though it was written in a shaky and erratic hand it was filled with many carefully executed 

drawings, depicting sieges and seductions or duels at midnight.  

‘Ah, the Book of Valour,’ said Helecho, opening it to a page, and running his fingers over it as if he 

could divine its contents thereby. He did not seem to look at the page, but both Abara and I did, and 

saw the slaves shackled, and the Horned Man raising his goad to beat them. She patted my arm again, 

and spoke sweet words to me, but I did not look her in the eye. 

We agreed that this adamant stone of Gardak’s was a chance worth the trying, and to my memory I 

raised no voice of protest, and we took ourselves to Seabell within a six-day. We took rooms at a 

wayside house of Sipheny. It was not in the village itself, but atop a long hill, like a cresting wave, 

about six hundred paces distant along the Melhaven road. The priests fed us soup, and showed us to 

rooms decorated with very many golden masks of the winged Goddess. I still remember as though it 

was this morning one joven, some years younger than I, who served us our soup. Her smile was the 

smile of one who had never known pain. In her voice and manner she caught and reflected the joy we 

felt, like the mirrors in tales that show those who gaze in them the visage they wish to see. It was a 

bright, clear, warm day when we arrived, and it gladdened our psouls. 

Abara went alone into the village to see how Lord Agriaz’ affairs were arranged. She had begun to 

learn tact in the last few years, and we thought she could be entrusted with such a task. Helecho and I 

were both weary from the road, Helecho for he had become unused to riding and I for no reason that 

I could tell.  Abara returned by nightfall in a fine mood and told us what she had found. The ruin was 

truly there, though few had seen it, for it lay behinds the high walls of Lord Agriaz’ grounds. Most 

thought it an ill-favoured place ‘but they would,’ scoffed Abara. ‘They are but herdbeasts in their 

psouls here, to be frightened by a bit of cloth caught in a bush.’ The Lord placed but a single guard 

on his summer cottage at times when he was not there, for there was little in it to thieve. Three guards 
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took it in turn to watch the walls, and two of them were solid men of the village, brothers, both 

married and of a family long in the service of one or another of the local nobles. The third was from a 

village a little way closer to Lonshire, and was not married. He was known to have a greed for 

wealth, said Abara, and was well known for weaving plans to make much wealth with little effort, 

plans woven only out of dreams and vapours. The likeness to ourselves in this was something we did 

not think of, shying away from such a comparison like orsen from a flapping ribbon. This guard 

would be able to be bribed, Abara thought, to let us in to dig about the ruin without disturbance.  

The next day Abara met this guard, and it all came about as she said, that for what seemed a little 

bribe we could enter the grounds of Lords Agriaz, and dig there where the temple had been. It was 

not much of a temple to gaze upon. Only a few stone walls, most now no higher than my chest, the 

remains of three sides of an inner room. They were built of blocks of some dark stone, not of 

Stremshire, two handsbreadths on a side, and not carved with any kind of image. There was also a 

stone as long as a man which lay nearby, marked with the black stains of old blood. Abara pointed 

these out to Helecho, but he said they were doubtless just the traces of some beast caught by a 

kressail. We could often see them gyring overhead, below the gathering clouds. I had not seen them 

so large or so many before.  

‘There are no garlands of bone, no dead things strung up,’ Helecho said. ‘This was once a temple of 

the Dark One, but now it is just stones.’  Helecho and Abara argued without rancour about the ways 

such temples were built, to direct where we should dig, and then we all dug where they decided. 

There was but a little earth, and much wiry grass and roots, and then we came to flags of stone, more 

overgrown than buried. They were as long as a forearm on a side, and scored and pitted as if they had 

been burned by some fire that could eat stone. We worked quickly, but my hands soon ached, for 

they were unused to such tasks.  As quickly as we worked the weather became less bright and merry, 

more appropriate to our task. We found a stone that looked as though it served as a door, and with the 

three of us we lifted it.  It seemed as though our luck held, for there was a shaft beneath. It was 

flagged with more of the same black stone, with steps of dreadful steepness leading down. It smelled 

not like any place of death, but like a place that had never lived. It had more the smell of hot stone or 

metal than a butcher’s pit, though it was not warm, but fiercely cold. I felt no fear or foreboding, only 

a wild joy that the place Abara had thought of truly was. We thought ourselves as treasure-hunters 

out of the old tales, never thinking of what the fates of such treasure-hunters were, by the end of the 

old tales. We did not embrace or give cries of triumph, or celebrate this small victory in any way, but 

I could see in the eyes of my companions that they felt the same joy.  

‘Now let us see if the next part is true,’ said Helecho. We had little time left before the guard upon 

the Lord’s field would be changed, and we would have to hide again the digging we had done. We 

went down into the dark with fire, and sword, and spade, and hearts cheered a little with the ghost of 

the wine. I carried the lantern, Abara the sword, and Helecho both the spade and some pages of the 

tale of Gardak the Black, rolled up in a leather case. We wore thick woolen cloaks, and leather gloves 
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for digging, but the cold of that place seemed to seep into the marrow of our bones. We breathed it 

in, and could not breathe it out again. The dark, too, seemed to attack the light, to press it closer to 

the lantern than it ought to be, to draw all life from it and leave it drained of colour and will. This 

darkness closed over us quicker than I could believe, as though thunderclouds had blown in he 

moment we lost sight of the sky.  

Outside the grass was damp, but in the old delvings it was dry, dry like a place that lay buried 

beneath a sere brown plain rather than the verdant lands of Stremshire. The stairs were sound beneath 

our feet, and so did the walls and roof seem to be. There were but few carvings upon the walls, and 

those indistinct, but when I could see them, they made my belly tighten. It did not seem like a place 

from which Ashgarashgaran had departed, not at all. In some parts there were niches cut in the wall, 

with shadowy bundles laid within, and sometimes there were tall pots standing against the wall. They 

were made of some dark clay that seemed to drink the light; they stood waist high, and into them we 

did not look. Everywhere there was a litter on the floor, of smashed pots, and shards of white bone, 

and twisted pieces of blackened something like burned leather which crunched beneath our boots. 

The passages were tall enough to walk erect, but only wide enough for us to go in a single line, and 

often only sideways, when there were pots against the walls. Abara shared around again the flask of 

the ghost of the wine, and we tried to jest, but it was not easy to do. 

It seemed that the greatest difficulty of our enterprise, in such a place, would be to find the one 

corpse we sought, but we found it not difficult at all, by some jest of the Dweller at the Dark Door. 

We were agreed that the corpse of Gardak would be marked and kept in a niche, as that of a notable 

man and donor to the temple, and would be somewhere near the centre. The labyrinth was laid out 

according to a plan, but not one that was easy to discern, and Helecho and Abara argued as we went 

whether what we passed was in accordance with one or the other account of the labyrinths of 

Ashgarashgaran, made by one who claimed to have such forbidden knowledge. We had made plans 

for searching the labyrinth, based on each of these tales, and desired to know which to carry out, and 

the vastness of the task- in the cold, and the darkness- began to unman us. We all thought the same 

words, I think, before we had been down a full minute, but none of us spoke them. ‘Let us go, this is 

no place for living men, we have stayed here long enough.’ It seemed there was no savour in the air, 

and though it was cold, bitter cold, I could feel sweat beading on my forehead.  

Helecho carried the spade, and had soon taken to dragging it through each niche as we passed, to spill 

its contents on the floor. So deep had the darkness and the cold seeped into me that this did not seem 

in any way impious then, but rather a laudable way to cut short our time beneath the earth. ‘An 

adamant stone may shatter,’ said Abara, angry. ‘A fine jest it would be if we came within a heartbeat 

of Gardak’s treasure, and smashed it.’  

‘What is the chance of that?’ said Helecho. ‘Keep your eyes searching for carved names, and find us 

the centre. This is only dross.’ 
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Abara swore a vile curse at Helecho under her breath, but did not argue further. I felt too cold to 

speak. Before we had gone another ten paces, Helecho’s spade caught upon something, and instead 

of a mess of bone and rags, a heavy black bundle the size of a man was dragged out and crashed on 

the floor, breaking into pieces. It was a suit of leather armour, and it had once contained a man. It 

was made well, to have lasted so well after unnumbered years. It had been worked with intricate 

scenes, though these were now hard to make any sense of. The helmet was of silvered brass and 

could still have been worn, with no more than a little cleaning. It rolled away, and Abara almost put 

her foot upon it.  

‘You clot of muck!’ called Abara to Helecho. ‘Make some use of that gruel between your ears!’ I had 

stumbled at the noise, and the lantern swung back and forth, casting distorted shadows into the 

darkness. 

 Helecho was not listening. He had let go of the handle of the spade and was breaking open the thigh 

plates of the armour, like a man may separate the front and back plates of a water beetle to get at the 

flesh. The smell was ancient and dark, but not foul. ‘You do not think-’ I began, and Abara said, 

‘there is no trace of an inscription here, and this is the armour of a short man’. But Helecho paid us 

no heed. He reached his hand between the broken plates and pulled out a stone, the size of the last 

joint of a man’s thumb, cut so that it reflected the light of the lantern with a hundred pale and hungry 

eyes.  

‘It is the one,’ I said, awed. Abara gave a cry of joy. Helecho rubbed the dust from the stone on his 

undertunic and passed it to her. ‘It might have been shattered,’ she said in a reproving voice, but 

without anger, holding the gem between her eye and the light like it was some small animal she was 

fond of. I gave the lamp to Abara and embraced Helecho, kissing him on the lips, and he muttered 

some vague cheerfulness. ‘Now we are rich men,’ I whispered in his ear, and kissed it, and he moved 

in a way that might have been a nod. Then Abara handed me the stone and embraced him as well. 

The stone felt warm in my hand, though it was only a tiny bit less chill than all else that lay in the 

labyrinth. 

‘Let us see if the story is true, of the image that can be seen in the darkness,’ said Abara. She snuffed 

the lantern, and the unending night of the depths flooded in on us.   

‘It will be a job to light that again in the dark,’ I muttered. My eyes could see lights in the labyrinth, 

streaks of dark purple and red through the blackness, but in truth there was no light. My lungs filled 

with dark. I could feel the shapes of my friends around me in the darkness, and I unclenched my 

hand. I heard an uptake of breath from Helecho, and an instant later a muffled ‘Keth in a bucket,’ 

from Abara. A tiny golden tracery of light hung in the air, too faint to show my hand below it. The 

remains of Gardak crushed beneath our feet, and our shoulders and arms touched, and we all bent 

close over my hand.  
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It was the stone we sought, a beautiful and terrible thing, and the shape of a golden ant man sat in the 

centre. It did not sit still, but seemed to dance from side to side, and turn its tiny head to look first at 

one of us, then another. ‘It looks so because of the countless faces of the stone,’ said Helecho.  

‘No, it is a sorceror’s thing,’ said Abara. ‘It is the way of it.’ She plucked it out of my hand and 

clenched it in her own, and laughed. ‘It is beautiful, whatever it is,’ I said. I could hear only a little 

tremor in my voice.  

‘I hope it has the price it deserves,’ said Abara. ‘This is far easier than a lifetime’s labour, in truth, in 

truth.’ She laughed again. A tiny glint could be seen where her hand would be, from between her 

fingers. Or it may be that was only my eyes seeing unlights in the darkness.  

‘Here, I am putting it in my belt pouch,’ Abara said. ‘Lend me your hand, Helecho, to prove I do not 

cheat.’  

I knelt down in the dark, and felt for the lantern, but before my fingers brushed it I heard a crash, 

loud and vile to my ears in that close place, and I knew that one or the other of my companions had 

knocked it over. I touched broken glass, then the slick unwet wetness of spilled oil.  

Abara laughed. ‘Well, we do not need it anymore. We have what we came for, and it is an easy walk 

back to the stair’. It was a brittle laugh.  

If I had thought the darkness pressed in on me before, it did so ninety times more as we felt our way 

out. After a moment, with no words spoken, we reached out and took hold of each other’s hands, I to 

Helecho, Helecho to Abara.  We moved along slowly. There were few turnings, Abara reminded us, 

and no true chance of getting lost, but going back seemed very much longer than going forward. The 

builders had made this place well, and I was thankful that we had seen no yawning holes at our feet, 

or fallen bits of roof to dash our heads against, on our inward journey.  

Had we missed a turning, and become turned about in the darkness? If we had, we could wander 

forever, or till we died of cold and thirst. Or what was close enough, until we went mad. Abara said 

we had not missed a turning, and Helecho said that it may have been we had not, and Abara said this 

is the very last one, it is not far now. ‘Soon my foot will fall upon the first of the upward steps 

leading to the light,’ she said. I heard the sound of a bell, somewhere far above. That had been the 

warning Abara had agreed upon with the guard, to let us know his time had run short and soon he 

would hand over to the next watcher. We hurried, and still the step did not come. The cold filled us, 

slowed us, made our very thoughts solid and permanent. 

‘The second turning,’ said Helecho. ‘We must go back to the second turning.’ ‘No, no,’ said Abara. 

‘We are almost there, we are almost there,’ and we walked another minute in the frozen darkness, 

and suddenly our footsteps echoed. There were no walls around us to left or right, and our boots 

slapped on bare stone. We had come into a chamber, and we had never been in a chamber before.  
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‘The second turning,’ said Helecho again, in the same calm voice. ‘O, Ashgarashgaran take you!’ 

cursed Abara. It sounded like a command in the darkness, like the words of an incantation. ‘Fuck 

your second turning!’ I felt Helecho’s fingers tighten about my hand as though he had been stabbed.  

We shuffled back to the second turning in the darkness. I made wordless prayers that we would not 

miss another turning, and come out at last into the living day of Stremshire. I had never been so cold 

in my life, had never thought so slowly, had never before been pushed down into such a numbing 

eternity of blackness. All I knew was Helecho’s hand, and all else was nothingness. This is what it is 

like to be dead, I thought. To think and move slower and slower, to be consumed with cold, to see 

nothing and feel nothing for age of the world upon age of the world. 

 

The sun was low when we came out, and the sky was dark with rain-heavy cloud, but it seemed like a 

paradise of light to us. We took great breaths of the air, the warm, living air, and trembled as the cold 

fell away from us. There have been few times when mere breathing has been such a joy to me.  

‘Let us go,’ said Abara, her hand on her belt pouch. She sounded short of breath, and she looked pale 

and sick to me. I am sure I looked the same. Helecho looked slowly around us, like a statue of some 

wise God, untouched by the labyrinth.  

‘We are not alone,’ he said. It was a shock to be pulled so quickly from the joy of warm air and light. 

‘Oh?’ Abara drew her sword, and I took my dagger from my boot. Helecho stared at the chest-high 

wall of the ruined temple, as calm as though he watched the motion of some bird that had built its 

nest there. He  fluttered his right hand, fingers downward, as though beckoning someone to come 

closer. Someone did. 

It was an old man, and he held a curved knife before him in one hand, and wore the grey robes of a 

Vessel of Ashgarashgaran. His face was as yellow-white as ivory, shot through with darker veins of 

blue.  I lowered my dagger, but Abara kept her sword raised.  

‘Blasphemers!’ he spat, hobbling toward us on legs twisted and bowed with age. ‘What have you 

done? Do you not know that all flesh is food for the Dark One?’ 

He sawed his knife back and forth with wild strokes, as though he were hacking his way through the 

air between us. He did not flinch when it brushed against his robe. ‘Stand back, priest,’ said Helecho. 

‘We do not mean you any harm.’ 

‘You have brought light into the sacred darkness,’ said the priest, with a venomous glare at me. ‘You 

have brought life into the abode of death. ‘Your lives are forfeit to Ashgarashgaran.’ He swung his 

knife back and forth, point downwards and outwards, his sleeve swishing against his robe.  

‘Get away,’ said Abara. ‘Your master will get us in the end. Be patient.’  
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The old man paid her no mind. ‘Come,’ he said. ‘Which of you will be first to make apology to the 

Dweller at the Dark Door?’ He held up his knife, and beckoned to me with one hand, looking now 

full in my face. I saw that his eyes were red from weeping, and his face lined with many scars, and 

without willing it I took a step forward.  

‘Stupid woman,’ cursed Abara, lunging between me and the priest. Before he could move, she had 

punched him full in the face with the hilt of her sword. It made a loud, wet, crack, like a hatchet 

swung down on a melon, and the priest sprawled onto the ground.  

‘Go!’ Abara said, and I sprang away toward the wall of Lord Agriaz’ field. She loped after me, and 

Helecho followed slowly after us.  

‘You useless sack of blood,’ Abara cursed me as we reached the wall. ‘What did you do that for, you 

hairy whore?’ 

‘I did not curse you, when you broke the lamp,’ I said.  I did not know why I had stepped toward the 

priest. 

‘He would have cut your throat, you fool,’ Abara said.  

‘He was slow, and old,’ I said. I laid my hands atop the wall, and scrabbled up it.  

‘Twelve gods, Silon! He was a madman, not some harmless hermit of Keth!’ Abara glared up at me. 

She was trying hard to be angry, but her hands shook with fear. 

‘I do not know why I stepped forward.’ I glanced behind me as I straddled the wall, but the grey 

shape on the ground was not distinct in the fading light, and I could not tell if it moved or not. 

‘You are weak before all kinds of magic, I think,’ she said, and slapped me on the thigh as if to tell 

me she meant no ill by all her cursings. She looked back to Helecho, who had not covered half our 

distance. ‘Ay!’ she called, ‘Hurry along!’  

Helecho moved a little faster. ‘He will not find us,’ he said.  

‘Is he dead?’ called Abara, before I could say the same words.  

‘Not yet,’ said Helecho, ‘but he had the look of one whose eyes see only shadows. He will not have 

seen us well enough to tell our faces. The world is large, and we will not come this way again.’  

I dropped down to the further side of the wall, and I could not hear what next they said. We collected 

our few things from the wayside house of Sipheny and rode away that night.  

 

We made for Melhaven rather than Texelin, in case we had been pursued, and rode our horses 

cruelly. We stopped some hours before dawn at another house of Sipheny, the one that stands by 

Birlen’s Mire, near Melhaven. In the little room we shared we passed the stone from hand to hand, 

and marveled at it, and marvelled at ourselves for finding it, and talked of how best to sell it. The fear 
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that had come upon us in the dark below Seabell, and again in the presence of the Vessel, had turned 

to vapours and fled, and our new wealth filled our psouls and our bodies with fat joy.  Not one of us 

dared to speak of what we might have done: blasphemed a temple of Ashgarashgaran, attacked one 

of Its Vessels, even killed him. I thought I had seen blood, streaming free around the priest’s head, 

when I had last looked upon him from the top of the wall. But that may have been a trick of the light. 

We had a hot bath prepared that morning- generous are the priests of Sipheny- and took turns to steep 

ourselves in the steaming water, to wash the darkness from us. When we awoke, close to mid-day, 

we ate well, on roast bird and roast fish and twice-buried wine of Zoracon. The flesh was joy to eat, 

but I could not bear the taste of the wine, after the first glass. Zoracon wine I have never been able to 

drink since.  We came back to Texelin by a roundabout road, taking a few days on the journey. 

The first night we spent in Texelin after our return was the last night I ever took the confection Abara 

had prepared for me. I had time that night to be alone with myself, and could tell that my smell had 

begun to change. My breasts were swollen and aching, and my stomach roiled at the thought of new 

wine. I had been a fool. Fool to trust Abara’s sophistry, and fool to hope that I could baulk the will of 

Sharamis, the heavy-breasted Goddess. I did not tell Helecho, while I pondered what it was that I 

should do, but I cursed my friend Abara with many excoriations.  

We lived well for a little time in Texelin, no more than a few six-days. Almost as much as once a day 

we would take the stone out from its hiding place- one or the other of us carried it around always- 

and gaze on it together in an inner room, for it had begun to take hold of our imaginings, as it had 

once taken hold of the will of Gardak. It was never dark enough, even in the depths of the night, to 

see the antman dancing at the centre of the stone, as it had been in the labyrinth, but still it seemed 

sometimes to shine with its own light. It was a marvelous thing, and I still hunger even now 

sometimes to look upon it again.  

We should not have gone back to Texelin at all, I see now; we should have taken the stone at once 

and begun again in some other part of the world. The world is large, as Helecho said, and it may be 

that not even the Gods can see to the ends of it.  It was the desire to be thought great, to show our 

success to those who we had once known, who had once seemed greater than us; and it was also just 

the habit of home. For me, I know, it was that Texelin was the place which I had grown to fit from 

birth, which fitted around me like a comfortable boot, and to which I had ever returned after my little 

sorties into the wider world.   

I could feel with my fingers when I pressed the bottom of my belly something that seemed as hard as 

adamant, and with me always, and imagined that it grew more and more each day.  I found I could no 

longer stand to feel the skin of Helecho next to mine. The very smell of him made me ill. The 

consolations of my bed, and the alert and mirthful Helecho who seemed to live only there, had been 

denied me. I became a dour woman, despite the fine new things we bought, and our feasts and 

boasting.  
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Helecho had word, in the ways he had word, of a buyer for the stone in Blitheford, and there we 

went, to the little island in the Blithe where the men of Calrat come in their grey ships, which look 

almost like stones upon the water. Helecho arranged to sell the stone for a twelfth part of its value, 

which was enough to keep us well fed and well housed until death. Abara and I stayed hidden with 

the stone while Helecho went to the island, in case some treachery was planned, but the merchant of 

Akbar was in no mood for thieving from thieves on that day, and agreed to pay us as soon as he could 

convert into gold a shipful of woolens. Oaths were sworn, and a secret contract made, and Helecho 

returned to us silent, but whooping and hollering within as much as any schoolchild who has 

triumphed at a game of Kollokh-stones. 

We were drunken that night on the thought of our new riches. Not even the swelling in my belly 

could put me in an evil mood, and I kissed Helecho on the lips for the first time in many days. I was 

boldened to speak, and cheered, and told him what had happened. He folded his arms around me and 

pillowed my head on his breasts. ‘It will be alright, my dear flarrin,’ Helecho whispered in my ear. ‘It 

will be alright. Do not worry, my Silon’ he said, and kissed my forehead. ‘All will be well.’ Liar. Yet 

I was satisfied, despite the knowledge of my marrow, with the vague reassuring sounds Helecho 

made. 

I told Helecho that I was with child on the road from Blitheford to Texelin, at the same wayside 

house at Birlen’s Pool where we had stopped to bathe and carouse a little time before. That night was 

the last good time, steaming myself again in the great copper basin, with a plate of sweet portyguls 

and fried eel balanced across me. The next morning there came a messenger from the merchant of 

Akbar to say that he could not after all buy the stone; he gave no reason, and his messenger brought 

us four hundred pieces of silver, as payment for breaking his oath. 

When we returned to Texelin it was to find our rooms had been emptied, and- when we tried to go 

elsewhere- that there had been a watch posted upon us. It is all shapeless and murky in my memory. 

Everything was vague then. I could think no better than a herdbeast can think, when it is led to the 

slaying pit. We knew we must take flight at once from Texelin, and return to it never. It was to be a 

sea journey, to Cat, where Helecho knew many secrets were to be uncovered, but the Duke’s men 

watched the harbour, and the story was there before us wherever we went. The story of the three 

thieves sought by the priests of the Dweller at the Dark Door, the enemies of the One who is the 

victor in every contest and will stand alone as eternal night falls at last on the world.  

We were named to be blasphemers, but not accused of violence upon a Vessel of Ashgarashgaran, 

and I never learned how our tale came to be known. The Vessel Abara struck I never saw again; it 

may be we did kill him, and his death was not held of great account. Or his hurt seemed more 

grievous than it was and, he was only stunned for a moment. I never learned his name, though many 

of the Vessels and Receptacles I later knew must have known who I was. If he was dead, he might 
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have seen more than he had while alive, and the truth of our names and faces been had by 

necromancy. For there are those among the Slaves of Ashgarashgaran who have this art, even in 

Stremshire.  I know this to be truth, now. 

 

How could we allow ourselves to be driven into a trap, Abara and I, in a town we had known since 

childhood, and traveled the backways of in every season and in every hour? I do not know. It might 

have been her wits were as fogged as mine, by some illness or excess rather than through being with 

child, and we both followed Helecho, who knew not so well as we. We were pursued by a six or so of 

the Duke’s men to the end of a lane which was built up on every side, a poorish lane in the part of the 

town which has never been burnt, seawards of the Temple of Sharm. Helecho was the fleetest of foot, 

and clambered up the roofs at the end of the lane before the Duke’s men came to us. Abara was 

slower, and he pulled her up after him, but I was slower yet, and before I could take Abara’s hand 

and set my foot upon the first sill of the upwards road, the hand of a Duke’s man had come down on 

my shoulder.  

It was in some way a joy as they closed around me, to put faces and shapes to our hunters, who had 

been just rumours whispered in our ears and sounds behind us for a full day of pursuit. I delayed 

them for a few seconds, no more, while Abara and Helecho made off with a great clatter across the 

rooftops. Then my dagger was knocked from my hand, and my feet were struck from beneath me. 

The flat of a sword had hit my hand, tearing skin, breaking bone, and setting my whole arm ringing. 

Two or three of the Duke’s men held me down, stripped off my boots and cloak, and tied my arms 

with leather cord. Helecho and Abara got away over the rooftops, to live a while longer as hunted 

beasts. 

I did not see what happened to Abara, but I was told it, and I pictured in my mind so many times that 

I now remember it as though I were there- I can hear the sea-xerics calling, and see the noonlight 

glinting from her hair, and smell the warm blood splashing onto the pavement stone. Everything was 

done with the justice of Ashgarashgaran. Abara had borne a sword through the sacred place, and 

drawn as sword on a Vessel, and so she was pierced through with metal. They said she had been 

called upon to surrender, but she fought, and her throat was cut by chance in the affray. But my 

inward eyes still see some Vessel slowly coming forward with a gleaming knife of apology.  The 

Duke’s guard in my imagining have seized Abara already, and hold her arms behind her, and pull her 

head back, so that the Vessel can slit her throat like an animal. She was so clever, and so beautiful, 

and so full of blood.  

Helecho fled to the forests of Lonshire, and hid there among his father’s kind, far from any Duke or 

Priest of Koronad. He had borne a spade through the dark places, and he was buried away in the 

forests he had fled with such gladness, far from the city where he had sought to live his life so bright 
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and swift. I did not know until long afterward that he was alive, and I am sure that he made some 

secret pact with Ashgarashgaran in dreams, so that he might be pursued no longer.  

But I was chosen by the Incarnation to become Its Vessel, to keep safe the darkness I had once 

despoiled, to keep sacred the dead places I had once polluted with life. I was kept in a room of the 

Duke’s palace, no worse than the ones in which his servants dwelt, save that it had no key. I 

remember the dull grey marks of water on the plastered walls, and the grin of the midwife who 

attended me, a woman who looked more of the race of rat-men than any human ought. I remember 

the Duke’s son, who is now the Duke, coming once to see me out of some curiosity. He was a hard-

faced boy of seventeen or eighteen, with guards at his side, and full lips like a girl. He watched me 

for a long time from the door, and then called me forward and bade me be still while he laid his hand 

upon my belly. He did this as though he were a thief in a tale himself, reaching out to seize some 

great treasure. ‘You are brave,’ he said to me, with some admiration in his voice. ‘But foolish, to set 

yourself against the whole world and the gods.’  I do not remember what else he said.  

My own family did not come to see me, and I had no word of them. My only visitors were my 

watchers, and now and again some grey nightbird, who would talk to me in gentle words that gave 

me nightmares. 

I was a prisoner in the palace a full season, through the warm days of summer. It should have been 

longer, but the children came early. There was greater pain that I had ever felt before, and they were 

too small to believe, small enough to hold in the palm of a hand. I thought that they were all dead, all 

offerings to Ashgarashgaran, but one lived. Two tiny dead boys there were, and one living girl. And 

how do you think that came into Argomon’s tale? I do not know. My daughter they took away almost 

before her eyes were opened, and gave her to a servant woman to nurse. 

A few days after my daughter was taken I was taken to the temple of Ashgarashgaran, and made into 

something different. My daughter they took away. I was taught to live on offerings, and to obey, and 

I underwent the Rite of Shagarukh, the Rite of Lembech and the Rite of Braak. I was marked with 

iron and fire, and that which was human in me was burned out or cut away, and I was brought before 

the Receptacle and made a Vessel. It is Ashgarashgaran who chooses. We are made to serve as 

Vessels of Ashgarashgaran, and that is all that is needed to be known about us, from that time 

onward.  

I was sent off in the company of a wandering priest of Xormath, the Pestilence, to this place, and 

given to the Old Man to be his prentice and to watch the shrine. Forty years now I have watched the 

shrine. The Old Man was very old already when I came here, with no flesh on his bones except in his 

face, swelling about his eyes and mouth. He had been chosen young, at about the same age I was 

when I had first entered the school of Autarkis. 

They took from me the ring that was sister to Abara’s, and told me the tale of her dying. They took 

from me the stone flarrin that was sister to Helecho’s, and told me the tale of his living. They took 
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my daughter from me, and they took from me also the secret place where she had been knitted 

together, and they told me that she lived, but told me no more. What else did they take from me, and 

what else did they give me, the servants of Ashgarashgaran? They took only things that never were 

and might never have been, from a young fool who would have ruined her life in some other way. 

They gave only some shape to a shapeless life, and a part to play in this dance we do for the 

Incarnations. And that is all there is to the tale of my life.  

 

Drawn came out just before dusk and walked with me for a little while. We paced together in silence, 

our breath making long streams of fog in the air. I thought of how much of my tale I should tell 

Drawn, at some more favoured time. It would be a cautionary tale for her, and for her child, and 

those who come after. What is the use of experience, if it dies with the one who gained it? Our lives 

on the skin of the world are too short to learn all that is needful, too short. Still I do not know if I will 

ever tell it. 

I thought also as we walked along of the two Helechos, older and younger.  It was said that the anger 

of the Gods was upon such men. I knew from my time with Helecho that this was not just words 

spoken by simple men and by the Cors who meted them justice. It was a truth that could be seen in 

their shortened lives, and their failure to breed true. Was it not then unjust and wicked to breed 

human to loman? I was glad I had been spared such worries before. It seemed from my age but a 

small injustice, when there were so many greater wickednesses in the world, and would continue to 

be for many thousands of years to come.  Would Helecho ever have said to his parents, ‘I would 

rather I was not born?’ No more than I would have. Surely the younger Helecho would not, either.  

Did it matter how short a life was? All were as instants beside the dark forever. And it might be that 

the child would take after his great-grandfather, and live long.  

‘I pray that all will go well with you and Calathus and Helecho,’ I said to Drawn. ‘Your loman seems 

a fine man.’ 

‘He is, avia,’ Drawn said. ‘He is very wise and patient, and I am fortunate to have him to befriend 

me. It was a lonely life, with my mother and grandfather, until he came to dwell near. You must 

know that he is an outsider too, as we are. He is not of the Lonja, but of the Agujar, of Spireshire. He 

is a distant relation of my father’s people.’ 

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘Have you ever journeyed to Spireshire?’ 

‘I have been to many shires of Koronad, though I still find the human lands strange,’ she said. ‘But I 

have not yet made visit to Spireshire. Though I think from the tales I have heard that is where I most 

desire to go, in the realm of Koronad. It is said that the Agujar are less harsh than other lomen, and 

the Spireshiremen less harsh than other humen. It would be a good place to live as one with the blood 

I have, living the life I live. I am told tales of the wickedness of Spireshire also, and the squabbles of 

its families, by Mergus, but Calathus says they are not so bad in these ways now as they were in 
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previous times.’ She looked across at the bare top of Gulen, and her eyes looked far, and I did not 

know what she saw, or what she thought. ‘I suppose there is no perfect place in the world, avia.’ 

‘I pray the years to come bring you all much joy,’ I said, for prayer is the proper business of any kind 

of priest. 

‘Thank you, avia,’ she said. Her face was flushed with the cold, and her eyes had begun to water with 

it. ‘Nine Gods in a drum, this night coming is cold! Let us go inside.’ She turned to me, and her voice 

softened. ‘If you so wish, avia.’ 

‘Yes, granddaughter,’ I said. 

I did not stay inside for very long, for I could not abide to be there, or to be still. It was near to full 

dark when I went out again. The ferns that tumbled over the cliff behind the house were encrusted 

with ice, in the form of great feathers and tentacles, and in the gloom they looked like no thing ever 

made or grown on the world, but like something that might come out of the empty places between the 

stars.  

I prayed by the woodpile, where the muddy pools I had seen on my arrival were now frozen over, 

and solid to the ground. I said the prayers proper to the day, and to the place, and to the occasion of 

Helecho’s death. Again I made propitiation and apology to Ashgarashgaran for staying away from 

the shrine, and again I asked that my master deal kindly with the half-erlen Mergus. Thus it was I did 

not hear the lomen come until I had finished my prayer, and they spoke to me.  

‘I am called Carus,’ said the taller of the two, in the ancient speech. ‘You are the priest of 

Ashgarangarash, who visits the outsiders?’  

‘Yes,’ I said. The lomen were dressed in long robes of fur, garments proper for this most bitter cold, 

and woolen caps with twisting patterns that showed red and green in their lanternlight. Carus, the one 

who had spoken, had strange patterns of light and dark in the colouring of his face, which was 

otherwise handsome. The shorter one was flushed from the cold, and had deep blue eyes like 

bdellium stone. It was hard for me to tell, but they looked like very old eyes, older than any human 

eyes I had seen. Neither man showed any cheer, any sadness, or anger in their faces, but wore the 

same lomenish expression I had seen on Drawn the night before. 

‘Felicitations of the evening, and the dawn when it comes, and until the dawn that will never come in 

the eternal tenebrous,’ I said in the old tongue, forming the words with some difficulty. I made no 

effort to imitate the curious accent of the lomen, though I knew they often mocked at the manner of 

speaking of human scholars. 

‘Felicitations upon you, Priest,’ said the shorter lomen, in a quiet, shrill voice, and Carus made a 

gesture with one hand as of a bird flying away, which I knew to be a shortened way of making many 

greetings, to be used when there was little time. 

‘What is it you desire?’ I asked. 
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‘Come with us,’ said Carus. 

‘I must remain in this place,’ I said. ‘I watch over my friend from antiquity, the keseline Mergus, who 

awaits the advent of mortality.’ 

‘Soon enough you will return to your watching,’ said Carus, switching to the tongue of the humen of 

Koronad. He stood there in the snow like a stone Autarkis, fierce and ancient. ‘We have found a 

human who has followed you into the forest. Who has been once turned away, but has come again. 

He seeks to know of the human Piper, but we did not give him to know. We wish you to discourse 

with him, and take him in your charge, for you have led him to here. We wish no trouble with any 

Dukes or Anchor-lords beneath the sun, here in the forests of the Lonja.’  

‘It is the Duke’s man then, of that I made warning?’ I said, staying in the old tongue of Damahan.  

‘Verily,’ said Carus. ‘We know he is that minion you described, though he denies it.’ 

‘I will discourse with him,’ I said. It was the right thing for me to do, to speak again to the Duke’s 

Arm, and look upon his face and his hurts. ‘I think there is in him no great harm. Not in him alone. I 

would that he had not come here, but had demonstrated the respect a Duke owes to the King’s lomen. 

I apologise that he followed me here.’  

Carus accepted my words with a nod, and another gesture like the flight of a bird, and turned to go.  

‘I must tell the, the- I must tell those who dwell in Piper’s house.’ I said.  

‘Do what you desire,’ said Carus. ‘We will abide here a time.’  

 

It seemed too warm inside the house, where Calathus stirred a pot of water before the fire. The air 

seemed to smother me. ‘Two men have come with more news of the Duke’s Arm,’ I told him. ‘Carus 

who you named before is one, and I do not know the other. They have stopped him again, and now 

they wish me to speak with him.’ 

Calathus nodded. ‘Carus is a friend, but it is good to do what he says. I will let the others know, avia. 

Can you walk well enough to go with them?’ 

‘I think so,’ I said. ‘Worry only if I am not returned by dawn, Calathus, and watch over your 

grandfather for me. Tell Piper I rue that the Duke’s man has come to trouble us, on this of all nights.’ 

Calathus promised that he would do this, and I stepped outside again, with a stick to walk with, 

feeling my age in my flesh. Carus and the un-named blue-eyed loman stood where I had left them, 

their thick coats of podigast fur dusted with new snow. They said no word, but led me off into the 

forest, walking at first faster than it was possible for me to follow. The snow on the path had been 

trodden into muck during the day, and had now turned slick and icy, so I had to choose my steps with 

care.  
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I walked for no more than the fifth part of an hour, but it seemed a very long time in the dark, and the 

cold. I followed the vague shapes of the lomen and their dim lantern down an unknown path.  My 

eyes are old, and my guides drifted at the edge of my sight, unclear splotches of lesser darkness in the 

great darkness.  The cold was thick and seemed to drag at my psoul, pulling me down to sleep.  

At last we came to another house in the wood, built in the same way as Piper’s. A little firelight 

shone through chinks in the shutters, though less than might have spilt from a human house. There 

was a pleasant smell of roasting earth pears. The lomen led me past the house to a fowl shed behind 

it. The door was wedged shut, and not latched, and was opened as we came to it. Inside some dozen 

fowl were warmed by a pan of coals and lit by a small lantern of the kind used by messengers of the 

King. Two younger lomen were there, clad in the same long coats that Carus and his companion 

wore; they stood, and Argomon sat between two cages of hens, one leg stretched out before him, and 

gnawed at a piece of something that looked like the sole of a shoe. At a sign from Carus the two 

younger lomen left, the last of them looking at me with open curiosity.  

‘Joy to you, Vessel,’ said the Duke’s Arm, rising to his feet, and I was surprised to hear that there 

was in truth joy in his voice. He stood in an awkward way, and I could see that his leg pained him. 

‘Joy to you, Arm of the Duke of Stremshire,’ I said, standing as straight and speaking in as fierce a 

voice as I could. ‘Of this night, and of the long night that comes after.’ As word had come to us this 

morning, one of Argomon’s eyes was swollen almost shut, and he looked as though he had been 

given a sound beating. Despite these hurts, and his captivity, he seemed a far happier man than when 

I had last spoken with him. 

‘You have come,’ he said, with something like glee in his voice. He smiled a broad smile, despite the 

cut on his lip, and tucked the uneaten portion of his food into his belt pouch. ‘Dried cuttlefish,’ he 

said, noting where my eye went. ‘I thank the Gods that I have no loosened teeth. There is more than I 

can eat, if you are hungry, Vessel, but I fear I have no wine.’ 

The two old lomen waited for us to finish speaking, as patient as carved images of men. A few of the 

fowl, small dun-coloured things, watched from their cages, but most huddled sleeping. I wished there 

was some place for me to sit which was not befouled with their dung. While I could walk now well 

enough on my injured feet, I found standing still wearisome. 

‘I hear you deny that you are the Duke’s Arm to these man.’ I said to Argomon. ‘Have you lost your 

employ, or are you now in these lands on your own account, rather than as the servant of your 

master?’ 

‘Ah, Vessel,’ he said, and made a grimace of pain, for he had stretched his injured lip too far in 

speaking. ‘A live man may suffer a mischance, and have an arm that is dead, but a dead man cannot 

have a living arm. So I am the Arm of the Duke no longer.’ 
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My joy stopped my breath, and made my heart race as though I had drunk too much dark tea. I 

wondered if Argomon spoke truth, or whether this was some ruse of his. I nodded slowly. ‘That is a 

sorrow for Stremshire. I will pray that Ashgarashgaran deals kindly with your master, in the night 

that is forever.’ 

He smiled. ‘For myself, I will pray to withered Sharm that the next Duke, the young Clave, does not 

rule ill.’ 

‘When did you come by word of this?’ I asked. 

‘A letter followed me from Kethbridge,’ he said. ‘The Seer Soleata- Sharamis bless the womb that 

bore her- brought it to me today, knowing where I hid.’ 

‘And it is a true letter? No, how could it not be, if the Seers have seen it.’ I spoke to myself as much 

as to Argomon. He made a gesture of assent. ‘I can show it to you. It bears the seal of the Duke’s 

Seneschal, and I know the hand of the clerk who wrote it. It is truth, Vessel.’ 

‘Show me,’ I said, and I read over the paper Argomon gave me. I had held in my hands letters from 

Dukes’ Seneschals, long years before, and this seemed to be a true specimen of the type. It was 

written in an admirable hand, and in terse words commanded the Duke’s Arm to return to Texelin, 

saying that on the 9th of Jamar he had fallen down in a fit after his morning meal, and died of a 

sudden.  

I handed the letter back to Argomon. ‘Why do you joy then, if your master is dead, and your employ 

uncertain?’ 

‘I need no longer fear what he will command me to do, Vessel,’ he said. ‘That is a reward greater 

than much coin, as you must know.’ 

‘I am glad to hear it,’ I said. ‘And for what reason then have you come to this place, from which you 

were bid not to enter this morning by the lawful keepers of the forest?’  

Argomon bowed his head, and folded his hands like stacked plates before him. ‘I have come again to 

see the woman Piper, and speak with her. I have words that she will wish to hear, beyond these words 

of the Duke’s death.’ 

Carus looked at me, and the other loman looked at me, with his vast unsettling eyes. ‘Will you take 

charge of this human?’ asked Carus in the old tongue.  

‘I will take charge of him if he abides by my direction,’ I said. ‘Argomon, will you be bound by my 

words, if these men set you free to me?’ 

‘I swear it,’ he said. ‘On that which is One, and that which is Many, and by the long darkness, and 

the dawn, when it comes.’ 

‘That will do,’ I said. ‘I will take charge of this man,’ I said to Carus.  
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He and the other lomen made gestures of affirmation. ‘Thank you, Priest. Take this man where you 

wish to take him, but know that his transgressions will be numbered as your transgressions. Leave 

the warming pan behind you when you leave, for the fowl’s blood must not become gelid in these 

sunless hours.’ Then they made signs of proper reverence to me as a priest, though I was the priest of 

a misnamed God, and left me and Argomon in the fowl house.  

‘It is but a little walk to where Piper dwells,’ I said. ‘The fifth part of an hour, more or less.’ 

Argomon nodded, and said no word. I looked at his face, so like the face of the Duke of Stremshire, 

and at his copper-brown eyes. 

‘It pains me that you followed me here, against my will. Let us talk here in this warmth a while. Why 

would you not wait for my return? What is your true message for Piper? Tell me.’ I gestured that he 

should sit down again, and cast my eyes about for a place less besmeared than another where I might 

do the same.   

‘I would have stayed in Mift until you came back, or until I had word that you would not come back. 

That is the truth, Vessel. But when I came back to Mift I could only tarry a little time, before I was 

commanded to leave.’ He looked at me with the eye of a man who scolds a tiny child for doing a 

foolish thing, a man who wants to laugh and must force himself to hold his face in a stern way. ‘I 

would have stayed, but when I was driven from Mift I thought it best not to waste my journeys, and 

follow you, rather than go back all the way to the borders of Lonshire.’ he sighed. ‘I have too little 

patience to be a good servant; I am afraid it is an employment I am well rid of. I had no patience with 

the men of the Duke of Lonshire who came to me in the wineshop, and so had to fight them, six on 

one.’  

The birds near where I sat grew more wakeful in my presence, until most were peering at me. They 

began to make soft chirping noises, different from fowl in human villages, making it hard for me to 

think.  

‘What of your message to Piper?’ 

‘Know then,’ he raised a finger, in imitation of a Scholar beginning a discourse. ‘That I came to Mift 

the first time as two men, and with two purposes. First, to find for the Duke the man he once used so 

ill, if tales are to be believed. I do not know what put the thought of it into his head, or what he truly 

purposed to do when he had found her. But he is dead now, so that is of no account. Second, I had 

asked after Piper when first the Duke commanded me to find her, and learned her tale from some 

women of Texelin who had known her. When I had learned it I knew she was not a woman I could 

let into the Duke’s power again. They gave me news that I knew Piper would wish to hear, and more 

than any other thing, that the son she left behind with Escabel is still alive. That is what I have to tell, 

and if you will it- Vessel- might we go to tell her, rather than sitting on the floor among the hens?’ 

He smiled across at me like a conspirator in a masque. 

 –162–



  
 
             
‘That is good news,’ I said. What strangeness the world has in it! I wondered how Piper would find 

it, having a mother and a son appear within a few days. Here was proof again that our lives were not 

ours to direct, but were ordered by Keth. The Ineffable One might let them splay out from one 

another like strands of yarn cast upon the floor, but gathered them up again as and how It willed. 

Ashgarashgaran had brought us together, I was sure, for some reason of Its own, and in my mind I 

gave away any effort to stop the ingathering that was willed.  

‘You are dressed in a most curious manner for a Vessel,’ Argomon said, with some trace of his old 

insolence, after I had been silent a time. 

‘These are Piper’s clothes,’ I said. ‘I am not truly a Vessel in Piper’s house. I am sorry I did not 

speak the truth before,’ I said, ‘I wished to spare her the Duke’s attentions, and- well, it has got you a 

beating for no good purpose, it would seem. I make apology to you, Argomon.’ 

‘And I to you, Vessel, for the trouble I have put you to,’ he said, with the appearance of sincerity. 

I gave a quick nod. ‘And what of Kethbridge?’ I asked him. ‘You were there, on some errand.’  

‘I met a man there, who I had heard of when I passed through before, and persuaded him to give me a 

token for Piper, a thing which had intrigued me since I had heard of it.’ 

‘It was the man who Piper sought, when first she fled the Duke. Do I have that right?’ 

‘Yes, Vessel. An old man of Spireshire, well known to Piper’s father, who was crippled when a wall 

fell upon his legs.’ 

I nodded again, and turned his words over in my mind. ‘I do not know how Piper will take your 

news,’ I said. ‘Her father is dying this night, and she is sore troubled.’ 

Argomon’s face fell. ‘I am sorrowed to hear it, Vessel.’ He looked at me again, as though he divined 

my purpose in Piper’s house. ‘Sorrowed in truth.’ 

I sighed. ‘It seems that Keth wills all things to happen at once for her, these few days and nights. But 

I will take you to her.’ I stood up, and he stood up, with equal hardship despite the difference in our 

ages. 

‘I thank you, Vessel,’ said Argomon. We stepped out into the marrow-stilling cold, and left the 

cheeping of the fowls behind. 

‘We will need one of Carus’ people to lead us there,’ I said.  ‘My eyes are old, and I am unsure of the 

path.’ 

‘What do you mean, that you are not a Vessel in Piper’s house?’ said Argomon, as he followed me 

around to the front of the little house. ‘I had not heard that she had any kin living.’ 

‘Ah,’ I said. Carus, or one of his family, peered through a hairsbreadth opening of the shutters at us. 

‘I need a guide to the house of Piper, for I am a stranger here,’ I said, in the starfarers’ tongue.  
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‘They will hear, they are watching,’ I said aside to Argomon, for he did not watch the house, and it 

must have seemed to him as though I were speaking to myself. Argomon nodded, and clasped his 

arms about himself in the cold. ‘Is Piper some kin to you, Vessel?’ 

The door of the house opened, and one of the young lomen we had seen outside came out, with the 

smells of roasted food and sweet sauces. His face had a cheerful, open look, though he did not smile, 

and I recognised him as the one who had turned to look at me as he left the fowl house.  

‘I am a Vessel of Ashgarangarash, the Keeper of the Shrine of the human commune of Mift,’ I said to 

him in the old tongue. ‘This is Argomon, of late in the service of the Duke of Stremshire, and now my 

charge. If it pleases you, lead us to the house of Piper with proper celerity, for this night is cold 

enough to make gelid the marrow of this young man.’  

The loman made a sign of respect to me, called to his elders to let them know he was going, and 

closed the door behind him. At once he set off at a fair pace, talking as he went. ‘I am Caseus, child 

of Carus, and I feel the cold as well. You need not presume that I will lack celerity, I am eager to 

return to my fireside.’ He did not walk so far ahead of us as his elders had done, but stayed only far 

enough so that we could not see his face as we walked. ‘I am sorry to hear that Mergus is dying, 

Vessel. I remember he used to tell us stories, when first he came here.’ 

‘I wish that I could have heard them,’ I said. ‘I am glad that you welcomed him here, in this place not 

his own.’ 

‘There are bonds of blood that are stronger than the sunderings of clan and nation,’ said Caseus.  

‘Verily,’ I said, with a little bitterness. 

‘It is a sorrow to tell, but in the whole, we of the Lonja have not been overamicable to Mergus. But 

his stories were admirable ones, of distant places and of heroes.’ 

‘I think it is probable I have heard them, long years ago,’ I said then, again with some bitterness. 

‘They are admirable stories, yes.’ 

It was slow and heavy talking in the tongue of Damahan, and Argomon shivered in uncomprehending 

patience beside me, so I told him the name of our guide, and what he had said regarding Piper’s 

father. 

‘It is a cold time,’ said Caseus to us in the language of Koronad, with a thick accent, and we made 

halting talk for a while about such things of no account. The cold put a stop to our talk in the end, for 

in breathing it was easy to bring too much cold into the lungs, and after Argomon and I had each 

coughed a few times we were silent.  Caseus brought us to within sight of the house of Piper, and 

turned back.  

As we stepped across the threshold I stopped Argomon and warned him. ‘Do not be insolent now,’ I 

said. Argomon made a gesture of assent, and took deep breaths of the warm air. It did not seem as 
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though he could speak. Drawn only was in the downstairs room by the fire, wringing out some wet 

cloths, and looked up at us. ‘So this is the Arm of the Foul Man of Stremshire,’ she said, looking at 

Argomon with an unfriendly eye. ‘It is not so bloody a thing as I imagined.’  

I looked from one young man to another, and saw how like their faces were to each other, and 

thought that they had begun to see the same. It was as though the ghost of the young Duke had come 

into the room, and I could hear the palimpsest of his voice across the years.  

‘This is Arastra, the daughter of Piper,’ I said. ‘This is Argomon, who is the Duke’s Arm no longer. 

He will tell us his tale soon, I think. How is Mergus?’ 

‘He is very little changed, avia,’ said my granddaughter.  

Argomon coughed, as the cold seized his chest of a sudden. He had said that he could read the tongue 

of Damahan, and though he had not seemed to understand it spoken before it might be that he did 

know some few words.  

‘My mother is with him, and Calathus is with the child,’ said Drawn. She stood up, and greeted 

Argomon with grim courtesy. ‘I wish you good fortune for tonight and always,’ said Argomon, and 

took her hand, and bowed his forehead to it in the low-country fashion. ‘May all the Gods bless your 

coming and your going.’ 

‘Your tale had best explain many things,’ Drawn said, with poor grace. 

‘Will you see if Piper can come downstairs a moment?’ I asked Drawn. ‘I wish the tale to be told 

quickly, and he also should hear it.’  

Drawn nodded and left, casting a look behind her at the battered figure of Argomon, who leaned 

against a wall and coughed three or four more times from the cold.  

‘It will be hard on Piper,’ I said to him. ‘I am old, and have already heard so many secrets. It will not 

break me. But you must be gentle with Piper. She is strained near to breaking already.’ 

Argomon nodded again. ‘Have I not been courteous?’ He looked at me with wide eyes like a loman. 

‘I offer you the respect you are due, and know now that the tale of my family is far stranger than the 

strange tale I had thought.’ He bowed his head to my hand and kissed it. ‘I will not bring shame upon 

you, grandmother.’ 

‘You cannot,’ I said. ‘I am a Vessel outside of this place, and nothing else.’ 

Drawn brought Piper down the stair, and if she had looked weary in the morning she looked nine 

times more weary by that evening. Argomon made a deep bow before her and greeted her with the 

respect due to a Duke or a venerable Prestor of Kiszen. ‘This is Argomon,’ I said to Piper. ‘Lately in 

the service of the Duke of Stremshire, but no longer.’ I went to say something in her ear, but she 

waved me away.  
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‘I see,’ she said. ‘Well, a thing, a thing, a thing.’ She sat down, of a sudden, and bid the rest of us sit 

down also. I lowered myself slowly to a red mat in the corner of the room. ‘You look like Arastra. 

And also very like the Duke.’ said Piper, with wonder in her voice. ‘So you are his Arm. And you 

serve him no longer.’ 

‘He is dead, my lady,’ said Argomon, who had sat down in a place near to her. 

‘Bring out the wine,’ said Piper, and clapped her hands together as though she were a very small girl. 

‘There is some old wine of Krymshire still, behind the bin of peas, which may not yet have turned to 

vinegar. Is that not so, Arastra? A glory and a wonder it is to see you, Argomon, stranger of my 

flesh.’ Her eyes shone bright above the dark patches on her face, and the weariness seemed to have 

lifted from her psoul, like a lid taken from a boiling pot. ‘You have come at a bad time. No doubt you 

have been told. My father is dying.’ 

I pitied Argomon, dropped into such a mill-storm.  There was nothing left for me to do now but 

watch, as I had done before Carus and the blue-eyed loman had come to me. I wondered if I had done 

aright.  

‘This is your grandmother, my mother,’ said Piper. ‘And your sister Arastra. That is your sister’s 

husband Calathus at the top of the stair, now, and your sister’s child lies sleeping. Let us go upstairs, 

and I will show you your grandfather, and then you can tell me how it is you happen to be alive, and 

what path has brought you here.’ 

I stayed on my red mat far from the fire, while Piper and her children clomped up the stair to see the 

failing body of my Helecho. In a little time they came down the stair, and sat down again in silence, 

and Calathus poured out sour wine for us.  It had lain too long behind the peas in the pantry, I 

thought. I drank it in silence, and listened to the tale of my grandson who had been Arm to the Duke 

of Stremshire. 

‘I pray health for my grandfather, or a quick and kindly death, as the Gods will,’ said Argomon, 

beginning his tale. His face was grey with what he had seen, and he seemed to be growing older as 

each moment passed. ‘I thank you, grandmother, for leading me here.’ He made a gesture of respect 

to me, more true than any he had yet made. 

‘This is my tale, grandmother, mother, sister, brother. I was raised as an orphan to be the servant of 

the Duke, in the Duke’s household, and the Duke was always kind to me, after his manner. I was 

taught that I was the son of a maidservant of the Duke’s who had died in giving me birth; and when I 

was older I was told that I was the Duke’s unlawful son. I was told I must never tell this to anyone, 

for the enmity of the Duke’s wife, and for the good of Stremshire. I was told also that my mother had 

not died, but had been sent away by the Duke. Her name was Escabel, they said, and she had been 

sent away to the Horn Islands, to serve some lord there. I did not hate the Duke for treating her so, 

but rather his wife only. It is true that the Duke’s wife has always been very bitter to me, and done 

small cruelties to me. I tried always for many years only to serve my father well, and excel at all the 
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tasks set before me. It is very short in the telling, but many years in the living, and I learned to listen 

to all tales, but place trust in none. I did not think of my mother overmuch, nor of what other kin I 

might have.’ 

‘As the Duke grew to dotage and I to manhood, he was pleased to appoint me as one of his Arms, to 

do his will wheresoever one man could do his will aright. I did some good in his service, and other 

things that were ill. The harsh things that I was called to do were always for reasons of state, and 

always I could sleep through the night after. Since I was small I had heard whispers from the servants 

of the Duke’s iniquities, but closed my ears against them, and discounted them as the rumours of his 

enemies. But there were some things that grew very ill in my mind when I thought upon them, and 

some men I saw punished without due cause, and the harsh things I was called to do began to grow 

hateful to me. Yet I cannot say it was ever a great burden to me; I am not so good a man, that I could 

not have gone on serving him at the same tasks forever.’  

‘One day a little while ago- the fourth part of a season, though it seems like the third part of an age of 

the world- well, I do not know why, but the Duke called me into his chambers and spoke to me under 

a seal of privacy. He told me a tale of my birth which was for the most part true, though in which he 

was not made to sound vile, which tale he had never told me before. He told me it was in his mind to 

find again my true mother, and make amends for the wrongs he had done here, and gift her with gifts 

such a great lady deserved. He gave me the reports that had been made by his spies, long before, 

which followed the girl Piper to Kethbridge, and gave me coin and letters of power to help me.’ 

‘I questioned the servants, and those who had been servants twenty years before, and I followed the 

skein of their tales to a priest of Kiszen who was old and brave, and told me all that had happened to 

Piper in a different fashion that the Duke had told me. She told me the tale that I am sure you know, 

and though I did not believe it at first, in the end she convinced me.’  

‘From a onetime maidservant who had known you, my mother, I heard of the man Hule. This was the 

man who was used to pass on messages from your father when you were young, and to whom you 

had gone when first you fled the Duke, together with Escabel who I had thought my mother.  I asked 

after him, and found he might still be living in Blitheshire.’ 

‘I met Hule in Creelwick and convinced him to aid me; he is a true friend to your father, and all the 

Duke’s coin was of no use in loosening his tongue. Only when I knelt before him, and wept, would 

he tell me anything. He said where you might be found, not far from the village of Mift, and that it 

might be profitable to inquire at the Shrine of Ashgarashgaran there. He promised to give me a token, 

which he did not have with him, but which I might have if I met him in Kethbridge on a certain day. 

That is why I went to Kethbridge. When I came he gave me this.’ 

Argomon reached then into the front of his coat and pulled forth a little parcel of fishskin leather, old 

but tied shut with a new red string. It was about the size of my thumb. ‘This is the token he would 

have me bring you,’ he said, and handed it across to Piper. She undid the string and unwrapped the 
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leather, and within it was a cut stone the size of the last joint of my little finger. It had one uneven 

side, which was broken rather than cut, and seemed to be but a fragment of a larger stone. It was 

clear like glass, but looked heavier in Piper’s hand, and reflected the light yellowed and ennobled. I 

could not take my eyes away from it, and my heart beat the faster the more I looked on it. 

‘This was meant to be passed on to your father, many years ago. There is a letter with it.’ Piper held 

the stone up to the firelight, and then looked at me, and then set it down with care on the upturned 

wine bowl before her. She rose. ‘Wait a little,’ she said to us. ‘I will be but a moment.’ 

And in a moment she brought out from some hidden place another stone, which might have been the 

twin of the first, likewise a broken piece of some greater cut stone. She held the pieces together, and 

they fit, though there was room for at least one more.  

‘What is this?’ asked Calathus. 

‘It is a thing my father broke, many years ago,’ said Piper, looking at me. ‘It was the last of the 

treasures he had found as a thief, before he had to flee the lands of humen. There were three pieces, 

he said when he gave it to me, and each of the three thieves of his company took one when it was 

sundered. This is the piece that is his,’ she said of the one she had brought.  

‘This tale I had of Hule,’ said Argomon. ‘The letter says that the stone I have brought was held by a 

woman of Cat, and that it was sent to Hule on her death, according to her wish.’ 

‘He would have tarried because of his quarrel with my father,’ said Piper. ‘My father has always 

been a secret-keeping man, but I know they quarreled. I know Hule, and there was a time when he 

would visit us, many years ago.’ She was nervous, and could not keep from moving. ‘It may be there 

is a purpose in the stone’s return at this time.  

‘What do you think of this?’ Piper said to me. ‘Might it be a sign of something to heal my father?’ 

‘I do not know,’ I said, thinking that there was very little chance of such a sending, and hungry to 

know more about the woman of Cat.  ‘The Gods will what they will, and send signs to confuse the 

wills of men as often as to fulfil them. Will you hand me the letter, Argomon? I will think while I 

read it. ’ 

‘Shall we leave you to think in stillness, mother?’ said Piper, and I made a vague gesture that it did 

not matter. ‘Come and see my grandchild, Argomon,’ she said. ‘He is stirring again.’  

 

The letter was inked on a piece of the same fine fishskin leather that had held the stone, and to my 

eye looked to be about ten years old, a little younger if it had spent much time in the sea air. I wished 

to ask Argomon more about how he came by it, but knew I should wait for a night that 

Ashgarashgaran had not narrowed down to a point, sharper than the tip of my apology knife. 

 –168–



  
 
             
‘May this letter find you in obedience to the dictates of Gods and men, in felicity abundant, and suffering from 

no ill that cannot be endured with such fortitude as is granted to all men. I am Lorgel de Esperanza of 

Mirhaven, son of the Lord Esperanza forenamed Rubin and Lady Esperanza forenamed Abara, may the 

Dweller at the Dark Gate deal with them in kindness and forbearance.’  

I sucked in my breath. I had been placed within a pool of silence these past forty years, surrounded 

by wall of seeming death. Was my chastisement the only true one, and the punishments of the others 

only tales to mock me? Helecho seemed to have lived well enough, dwelling with his daughter and 

granddaughter in this comfortable house. The letter shook a little in my hands. 

‘It is sure and certain that I am not known to you, good Lord Hule; for I have never had need to deal with any 

man of Koronad who had not himself made the sea journey to Cat. However, It may be- and my fervent wish is 

that it is so- that the name of my mother is known to you. She was taken from the bright world a season ago, in 

a calamity upon the sea. Long may her memory be blessed among all those who knew her, and all those of 

generations yet unborn who may learn of her virtues. I have enclosed with this letter, according to the wishes 

my mother recorded against her death, a thing which is entrusted to you to pass on to a Lord named Mergus of 

Spireshire; or if he is dead, to his heirs or assigns; or if he has left no heirs, to dispose of as you will. It is my 

fervent wish also that the name of this Lord, Mergus of Spireshire, is known to you, so that my mother’s wish 

might be fulfilled.’  

The letter was stamped at the bottom with one of the curious seals used on Cat, that are as holy-

things of Karrakel, and make a tangle of fine lines and curious shapes like leaves and beetles upon 

the paper. And in miniscule beneath it was written, in the old tongue, in the script of Cat: ‘This letter 

was recorded by Trowel of Anglewall, for the Lord Esperanza.’ 

Now Lord may be a title used with more freedom on Cat than in other places; but the fate of Abara 

was much fairer than the butchering I had supposed. So Abara had not been slit open on the steps of 

the printers’guildhall, and my weeping had been for nothing. I let the letter drop to my lap. 

My thoughts moved slowly in my head, going again and again over the same path like an orse on a 

ranging cord. They would not build upon one another, they would not lead one another along a 

proper road, and they moved so very slow, not at all like the thoughts of my youth. Then they had in 

truth been like flarrins, leaping from branch to branch, and suddenly darting away in a direction 

unexpected. I was old and a Vessel, and Helecho had grown old a free man in this forest, with his 

lovers and his daughters, and Abara had not died, but had become some Lordling across the sea. The 

justice of the Gods is a strange thing. I hated them, Mergus and Abara, with a fierce cruel hate 

acceptable in a Vessel of Ashgarashgaran. Only for a moment I hated, and then the hate shrank back 

to the dark place from which it had come. I could feel Ashgarashgaran there within me, awful and 

ancient.  
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Only Drawn had stayed in the room with me, and had sat in shadow while I read the letter.  ‘What 

have you thought about my mother’s words, that the stones may cure my grandfather?’ asked Drawn, 

seeing the letter lying limp in my hand for so long a time. ‘Were there any guiding words upon the 

letter, avia?’  

‘I think-’ I said. ‘I think it is the will of the Gods that something be done with the stones. Whether it 

will do any good for Mergus, I am less certain’.  I looked about us. ‘She has taken them with her- no, 

she has left them on the wine cup. Will you boil me some water, nepta, and bring me a whetstone and 

some cloths? As many as you have.  And a fairer light- that lantern of Argomon’s will do.’ 

‘What do you propose, avia?’ asked Drawn, fearful.  

‘If the stone is to do anything, the three parts must be united. The third part is required, from the third 

thief, and that thief is I.’ From upstairs came cries without meaning from Helecho, like the bleatings 

of a podigast calf when it is dragged to the butcher’s knife. ‘I must cut it out of my flesh, if I am to 

join it with the others.’ 

 ‘If it must be so, avia,’ said Drawn, looking at me in alarm. ‘Must it be so?’ 

‘It is the will of the God,’ I said. ‘I am certain.’ Yes, I was certain.  

I went to the little room where food was kept and tried to find the best place to set the traveller’s 

lamp, while Drawn fetched the other things I had asked for. I could hear one of the others coming 

into the room by the fire, and Drawn explaining in whispers what it was I was doing.  I sharpened my 

apology knife until I thought it could be no sharper, and put the blade in the pan of boiling water. I 

prayed the fourth propitiation, the one that is saved for times of great need, when the dark limbs of 

Ashgarashgaran and no others might reach out to save. It seemed strange that I did this thing here 

among the strings of onions and the hard loaves of nut bread, rather than at the shrine. But it did not 

seem strange at all that I would do such a thing. 

‘I am going to cut the piece out of the flesh of my thigh, where it has lain for many years,’ I said to 

Drawn. ‘Will you sit by me with the cloths, and blot away the blood, first and last?’  

Drawn nodded, and made respect to me as a Vessel. I took off my trews and sat down on the chill 

wooden floor, stretching one leg before me upon a pile of the cloths Drawn had brought me. She sat 

beside me with the rest of the cloths, with the knife in its bowl of scalding water, and with needle and 

thread. Pain was no enemy to a Vessel of Ashgarashgaran, I told myself, and made one more brief 

prayer to the One I served. I squeezed the flesh of my thigh where the puckered scar was, until I had 

found the hard lump that could only be the stone. 

The first cut I made I did not press hard enough, and cut a shallow line not far from the old scar. I 

pressed down harder next, and bit my lip against the pain. Dark blood welled up to fill the wound, so 

I could not see where my knife went. I did not see what I most feared, a sudden rush of bright blood 

that might spill my life. Drawn blotted at the blood, and I cut at my own flesh with the knife of 
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apology, and then I heard the scrape of knife on stone. The fragment of adamant stone stuck sure to 

my flesh like the pit of an apricot, rather than coming out smoothly like the pips of a lime may, and 

as I had imagined it might. Drawn rubbed the bloody lump dry, and it came to look much like the 

other two, though its surface was dark and cloudy. The wound did not burn when I had finished 

cutting, but ached with a deep ache, as if there was only now some evil thing embedded in it. 

‘The thread is boiling,’ Drawn said, with wonder in her voice.  

‘Keep the others away,’ I asked. ‘Until it is finished. I ask this of you.’ I was surprised at how weak 

my voice was, and how it pleaded. I felt giddy, and did not think I could stitch the wound myself, as I 

had imagined, as the Old Man would have done.  

‘Hold this cloth to the wound,’ said Drawn. Already there was a mess of bloodied cloths about my 

leg. She went to speak to the others while I pressed my hands to the hole in my thigh. How 

wearisome and slow goes the stitching of wounds! It seemed I was no more patient than I was as a 

child of six, when I had cut my head at the corner of a table. Young Helecho wailed, and was 

comforted by his father, at least three times. I could hear Piper and Argomon talking of Mergus’ 

illness, and of things from the many years that sundered them.  Drawn apologised for the slips of her 

fingers with the needle; I did not answer. I drank a cup of hot water, and the room grew a little less 

yellow to my eyes. When at last the stitching was done Drawn helped me to dress in my Vessel’s 

robes. They were the only thing I was used to wearing over fresh wounds, and the only thing I would 

gladly stain with my blood, and the proper garb for this night. I limped out to the others, leaning upon 

my granddaughter as little as I could. 

They looked at me as though I would address them, each one with some awe in their eyes. Argomon, 

who had been sitting, rose to his feet on stiff limbs and made a sign of respect to me. I looked about 

the room and blinked, for it was yellowing, and gyred, and above the fire there seemed to be a mist of 

crystal bees. I steadied myself against Drawn’s shoulder. 

‘I do not know how well it may aid Mergus,’ I said. ‘But, there is some will of the Gods, I am 

certain, in bringing to one place for the first time since it was sundered all parts of the stone of 

Gardak. It is in my mind to take the pieces of the stone, and bind them together in some way, and 

bring them to Helecho. I do not know what must be done with the stone, but I pray that the Gods will 

show me. Do any of you, who are kin to him, and know who I am, wish me not to do such a thing?’ 

‘If it will heal him,’ said Piper, ‘Or if it will slay him quickly, both would be better than for him to 

stay in the way he is. And if it does nothing, then it has done no harm.’  

Drawn nodded, and I saw a long streak of my blood along her sleeve. I did not see what Argomon 

did, but he did not speak. He seemed aged many years this one night, wearied by the changes he had 

seen, and there were marks of weeping on his face.  
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‘Let it be done, then,’ I said.  ‘We have been united, and the stone has been united, and though soon 

it may be we will all be scattered again, this night will stay forever in that which alone is forever, in 

the knowledge of Keth.’ I paused a moment while the room darkened. ‘I will need help to climb the 

stair.  All of you should come also. Even the child,’ I could hear that he woke again, and gave cry for 

his father.  

‘I will help you, mother,’ said Piper. 

‘But first I must join the pieces of the stone. You should sit, Argomon; you have an ill look to you.’ I 

did not know what would be best, in so far as joining the fragments of the stone. It might be there 

was no need to join them, and that I could put them jumbled together on Helecho’s chest, or wave 

them over his brow in a little sack. Neither such a thing, nor sticking the fragments together with egg 

white seemed proper. It could not be a matter of much importance, surely. Ashgarashgaran would 

look with most favour upon some joining with blood, I knew, but I did not wish to spill any more. I 

could not think. I clung to Drawn, supporting myself on her strong shoulder. 

‘I must sit down,’ I said. My leg felt swollen to a dreadful size, and in a strange way so did my eyes. 

My thoughts moved like chunks of vegetable in a thick soup. Drawn helped me to a seat on the red 

mat, pulled to the part of the room furthest from the fire.  

‘What am I to do with the stones?’ asked Piper. 

‘Glue them together,’ I said. ‘There should be blood in the binding. There is blood enough of mine in 

the next room still, soaked into cloths. Put it with flour and water, or the white of eggs, or whatever 

you think will work. I have no skill, in fixing stones.’ I had seen something like it done, once, to 

forge a broken sapphire into a thing that fools would pay more than its value for, but that was long 

ago and in the shop of a master. ‘If you will- make the glue, and bring it here. I think it is proper that 

I fix the stone, if it is in my power.’ 

‘I will go and see to grandfather,’ said Drawn. ‘If you will be well here, avia. It pains me to see him 

left alone in his trouble, even for a little time.’ I closed my eyes and waited a little while for the room 

to still and brighten. It did these things, and when Piper had made the glue I fit the stones together. It 

was good to find some nimbleness still in my withered hands. I thought that the pieces would stay 

together, after a fashion. With my grandson and daughter before and behind me, I climbed the stairs 

like a cripple, and came in to see Helecho for the last time. 

Helecho had changed little, save that he moved less, and his skin was drier. His lips trembled, and 

every now and again his eyelids would raise into dimpled moorlands of flesh, or his arm would 

twitch from one place to another- as I thought before, as though it were the limb of a doll flicked 

aside by a child. Strong in the room I could feel the cold breath of my master, and in my nostrils the 

stale smell of Ashgarashgaran hid the smells of death and burning herbs. The colours of the room to 

my eye were turned to a dark green, with all things within it limned in black. I heard Ashgarashgaran 

also, a low humming in my ears like the drone of rezegades as they emerge from the earth at twilight.  
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Ashgarashgaran was not the only God present. The Gods of lomen and humen watched us, I knew, 

lithe Kiszen and wise-eyed Kinmarykh, stern Algolin and dancing Quarestri. Old Sharm looked 

through Piper’s eyes, I knew, and fleet-footed Kraith through the eyes of Calathus. The Very Strange 

Gods I do not serve also watched us- Shurka swollen with her dark eggs, and Ibrumasilim ever-

changing, and Karrakel, who makes all straight things crooked. The Gods were always watching over 

the men of Tsai, but I had never felt them so near. They were here, the Twelve Great Gods, but also 

the little Incarnations of this place- the minor Gods of the hill the house was built into, of the stream 

from where it water came, of the fowl that gave the eggs that made the glue for the stone. They 

would be here also, peering from the cracks in the world, and it may be they had never seen such a 

work since their places were made. The eyes of so many Gods upon us. In truth, all these eyes were 

facets of the one eye, the Eye of Keth, which never sleep and never blinks and never looks away. 

Keth’s vision of this moment was the true, the lasting, the real- the moment itself was nothing more 

than the ripple on the surface of a pond.  

Calathus had the child in his arms. Young Helecho was now quiet and bright, and he looked at me 

with the broad astonished eyes of the half-erlen. Argomon was exhausted, and Piper also, but 

Calathus seemed unchanged from when I had first seen him, as strong and changeless as one of the 

great fir trees of the hill, as Helecho used to look unchanged even by great trials. Drawn looked a 

little less tired then she had, as though she leant unseen upon her husband, and her eyes burned 

bright. I could see that Piper had little hope that the stone would truly do anything; but Drawn had 

helped to dig it from my flesh, and was filled with true hope that this offering would propitiate the 

Darkness. I felt armoured again, in my Vessel’s robes, and the strange colour and smell and sound of 

the chamber seemed right and proper to me. There were no laws laid down for this rite, no prayers I 

had been taught for such a moment. 

‘I must stand and walk on my own,’ I said in a soft voice to Drawn, who still held my arm.  ‘My 

thanks, for steadying me so far.’ She let go, and I took a step back. I felt I stood at the foot of the bed 

like an old tree with but one live branch, teetering on a hillside until the next storm.  

‘Listen, men and Gods,’ I said. ‘I am a Vessel of Ashgarashgaran, and tonight I serve my master as I 

am charged to do. Also I am a thing created by all the Gods, and all I serve as I am able and as it is 

proper for me to do. Before I was a Vessel I was a woman, and a thief, and I committed a grievous 

crime against Ashgarashgaran. In this I was not alone, though I seek in no way to hide the fault that 

was mine. Dark and crooked are the ways of men. We profaned the holy darkness with light and life, 

and stole from a body a thing placed into the keeping of Ashgarashgaran, and dedicated to it. We 

were three thieves, and our names were Abara, Silon, and Mergus. O Ashgarashgaran, Dweller at the 

Dark Door, Master of the Night that is Forever, who guards the bright world from what lies beyond! 

Abara is with you, and I am with you forever, and Mergus now comes to the door you guard. It is 

your will that at this time the pieces of the stone we stole be united in this time and in the place. 

Asking your mercy I now come bearing the pieces of this stone, which I have bound together with 
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my own blood. If it is your will, O Ashgarashgaran, suffer no longer Mergus to abide at the threshold 

of the night that is unending, but draw nearer to him and draw him through it, or withdraw from him 

and allow him to dwell again among the living.’ 

I tugged at the blankets covering Helecho, but could not move them. The others helped me, before I 

could pull myself over in trying. Helecho’s body lay open to the air of the room, trembling, and a 

stench rose from it that even I could smell beneath the reek of the Very Strange God. I did not have 

any more words to say. I shuffled to the head of the bed and held the stone to Helecho’s face, at the 

bridge of his nose between his sunken eyes. I held it here for a long moment, and he did not tremble 

as I did so, nor make any sound. Next I held the stone to the palms of his hands. I clenched his fists 

hard around it, first the left and then the right, holding them shut for long moments so that the stone 

left marks on his dark-veined skin. Again he did not tremble while the stone touched him, though his 

lips moved, forming words that only the Gods could hear. I touched the stone to the place below 

Helecho’s navel where the hair began, and then I pressed it to his chest, between the shrunken breasts 

that had never given suck to our daughter. Tears welled from my eyes, suddenly, like bright blood 

streaming from wounds. 

‘I loved you,’ I said, too soft for any man to hear. ‘In dreams and in waking, I loved you.’ Everyone 

else was silent, even the small Helecho. My Helecho’s lips moved without ceasing. I held the 

adamant stone to his chest, then withdrew my hand to a few fingersbreadths above him, leaving the 

stone lying there. The Gods knew what Helecho said. There was some meaning in his desperate 

speaking, I was certain, though whether he spoke to me, or to the Gods, or to some vision in his 

dreams, I did not know. I watched his lips, willing myself to hear the words he fought to speak, 

forgetting everything else. I felt that I could understand, if I had just a little more wit, if my psoul 

were just a little more conformed to the will of Keth. I could hear many voices, speaking in unknown 

tongues. The world was always filled with voices, speaking out on every side, wise and foolish, kind 

and cruel. The Gods spoke always, giving knowledge without bound to those who could hear and 

understand, but I could only hear without understanding. It was better to live in silence.  

‘Still I love you,’ I said to the psoul of Helecho, somewhere within the ancient body. I wished that I 

could speak psoul to psoul, free of the traitor flesh. I leant close, over his face. I could almost hear 

what the words were he struggled to form, though they were in a tongue I had not known before 

tonight.  

Helecho’s lips stopped moving. There was a sudden strong smell of fresh urine. I blinked, and I saw 

that Helecho was no longer breathing, and his chest was still where my hand lay. I could not see the 

joins where the stone was put together, and it did not look dark with blood anywhere, but clear and 

pure. In the depths of it a tiny golden figure was dancing, tossing its tiny limbs about in unrestrained 

joy.  
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‘What has happened? What have you done?’ shouted Piper, and pushed past me to Helecho. I 

shuffled a little away, my eyes watering and blinking. The room had regained its proper colours, and 

there was no sound of rezegades in my ears, no whisper of strange Gods. Piper held the head that had 

been Helecho’s in her hands, and wept like an abandoned child.  

‘He is dead,’ said Drawn. She touched a hand to my elbow. ‘Can I help you, avia?’  

I let her lead me a little further away. ‘We knew,’ she said. ‘We knew, that Ashgarashgaran can only 

bring death. But there are worse things than death.’ She led me downstairs and sat me down by the 

fire, and brought me some cloths not yet stained with my blood, and told me that she would find me 

some other garments. ‘I am a Vessel,’ I whispered to her back. ‘I have no other garments.’ I looked at 

the stone I had clutched up in my hand without willing to do so, but it was dark, and nothing danced 

within it. And that was the end. 
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Second day of Aktor in the Season of Winter, An Ordinary Day of Ashgarashgaran 
 

‘It is not fitting that I tell you more, for the stream’s bed cannot hold the sea.’ 

- A saying from the writings of the prophet Bakhalab 

 

After Helecho’s death many who had known him came to Piper’s house, more lomen than I had ever 

seen before in one place. It was hard to credit so many could dwell so near, in what seemed a forest 

with but few dwelling places. They brought small gifts, and recited proverbs I had never heard, but 

mostly they came to the yard, and stood a while in the sunlight, and then left again without saying a 

word. Calathus told me a little about each one who arrived, if I asked him. Helecho had had few true 

friends among the Lonja, but all knew him well enough that it was proper for them to mark his 

passing.  There were one or two others who were wanderers like Helecho had been, members of 

other lomen kindreds who now dwelt in the forest. I met a tall loman of the Agujar with no lines of 

worry or fear in his face, said to have been a lover of Mergus when first he came to Lonshire. This 

man was called Urtica, and I gave him a blessing, marvelling at how youthful he remained. The 

young Helecho was in fine spirits that day, and it seemed to me that he recognised each new visitor 

and greeted them by some name of his own, though Calathus told me that he was too young to see 

them as more than vague forms like walking trees. It had been a fairer day than it had been for a six-

day, and warm winds brought the smell of woodsmoke from the lowlands, and melted the thin snow 

from all places that did not lay in shadow. My new wound itched fiercely, and the older ones on my 

feet, and the yet older ones on my palms. It was as though I was being eaten alive, but I did not 

grimace. 

Piper would not be consoled, but did not weep or shout. She sat with a lomenish face by the fire, 

along with her daughter and greeted the visitors, saying no more words than were needful. She would 

not look at me.  

Drawn found me some old wine that Mergus had hidden away, and I drank it before we wrapped his 

body, and after.  Urtica and a few others stayed on in the house, among them Caseus, and told tales 

that Mergus once had told. We ate a burying-day feast on food that had been brought by the lomen- 

earth pears, and pickled radish, and water beetles in vinegar, and two fowls, cooked with the bitter 

herbs that lomen use at such times. I slept one last night in the red and gold cloak of my daughter, 

and at dawn the next day we left. 

Argomon’s orse would not bear Helecho’s body, he was certain, so Carus’ household lent us a 

podigast, a bushy-haired piebald beast with a mild temper and one clouded eye. I rode behind 

Argomon on his orse, and Drawn led the podigast, and the sun shone. Drawn and Argomon were 

both kind to me on the journey, though I was a poor enough travelling companion, I am sure.  The 

twins of Piper seemed to like one another well enough, after their poor beginning. The streams were 

 –176–



  
 
             
a little high with snowmelt, but nothing happened amiss, and we came back to the shrine of 

Ashgarashgaran as the sun stood high above it.  

O my Master! My bowels twisted into knots when I saw again of the black-shingled roof of the 

shrine, and the Old Man’s carved beasts looking out at me. Savagely my wounds itched, and insects 

droned in my ears so that I could not hear what my grandchildren were saying. There had been a 

cluttering of offerings at the stone, but some beast had devoured them, and left only some bones, and 

bits of fur, and shriveled stalks, scattered about it on every side as far as the length of a man.  

I dug the hole for Helecho’s body, and it took me all the rest of that day, and most of the next. For 

only a Vessel of Ashgarashgaran may pierce the earth where it is holy to the God, and first I had to 

go to the Seers, to tell them of the change in Argomon, and that he had my protection in the village as 

a free man. The Duke of Lonshire’s captain had not tarried, Seer Ciervo said. Who would tarry in 

Mift without cause? So there was little danger that Argomon would come to any misfortune here, if 

he stayed not overlong. I had taken the letter from the man of Cat who claimed to be Abara’s son, 

and I gave this into the Seer’s hands, hoping that by his art he might tell me more of her life, and how 

she had gone free from Texelin and not been slain as I had supposed.  There was but little chance that 

he could tell such a thing, he said, for more beloved of Kinmarykh are questions than answers; and I 

agreed that it was like enough what he said was so. Also I asked the Seers to keep with them for 

some nights my grandchildren, for it would not have been proper for them to sleep in the Vesselary. 

I buried the body of Helecho the next night, and alone. I cut it at the places that are commanded, and 

also at his thigh, and I placed in the wound the stone that had been in the thigh of the pirate Gardak, 

and then- in part- in mine. The flesh had gone too soft and sour to sew, so I left the wound open, and 

covered the body of my only lover with earth and stones. There was no sorrow in my liver, no anger, 

no desire for pain or for the lifting of pain. The years of debt were over; the folly forgotten. I did not 

hate anyone, nor did I fear anyone, neither man nor otherman, nor very God. This would make the 

end of our debt to Ashgarashgaran, I knew, and I prayed the great prayers of Ashgarashgaran, the 

cycle that goes from propitiation to propitiation and is measured in hours. 

The next morning Argomon said that he would return to Texelin, to bring the news of all that had 

happened to those who had known Piper there long ago, and then go to some other shire where he 

might be of service to a Duke, for he knew no other craft. The new Duke his half-brother would be 

under the sway of the old Duke’s wife, and he had little doubt that she would still hate him. He 

promised that he would return, to see his kin, and also the daughter of Summer, who had wished to 

see him again. I charged him to go also to Kethbridge, and take my thanks to the old man there, who 

had been crippled when a wall of stones fell upon his legs. I had heard much of Hule, since first I had 

met Mergus, yet had never seen him. Argomon clasped my hands, and bowed his forehead to them, 

and promised in all ways to bring no shame upon his family. Though it was a family with no name, 

he said, he held it as noble as the line of the Duke his father.  I let him say this foolishness. I have had 

news since that he fares well, but he has not yet come back to the daughter of Summer. Hule still 
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lives and is in good health, and has told me no more about the letter from the woman who had 

Abara’s piece of the stone. 

Drawn left the same morning as Argomon, to tend to her mother’s grieving. She promised to return 

with nut bread and pickled cabbage for me before Midwinter’s Day. ‘Do not freeze your feet again, 

avia,’ she told me, and I promised I would not. She is a good child, and has done what she promised, 

and brings me word of goings on in the forest. Piper is of better cheer, she has told me, and spends 

more time wandering by herself, as she did before Helecho’s illness. She may come here, Drawn 

says, but I would not like to see her again at the door of the Vesselary, where the Old Man drove her 

away. I would rather go back to her house, although the journey is a weary one for me.  Calathus and 

Drawn will travel to Spireshire to see what they can of Helecho’s folk, Drawn says; if not this 

summer, than the next. The young Helecho has begun to pull himself up by the legs of the table, and 

stand wavering there for long minutes before falling down again. 

Sycamore’s daughter had recovered from her illness while I stayed with Piper, and now every day 

she comes with some offering to the shrine, a coney or some nuts, or fish, or best of all a river crab. 

Her voice is so bright and merry that I must always smile when I hear it. Sycamore comes less often, 

but always speaks words of thanks to me, and brings more flesh than I can eat. 

Swift did not last long in Mift, but left before the end of Peng, for he had not the skill in 

timbercutting that he had hoped. The daughter of Hammertongue has left her father’s house, and is 

promised to be married to a man near Whitestone, a widower, who is a smith of iron and given to no 

vice I know. Hammertongue’s brother has repented of his wickedness, and I have had no ill word of 

him, save that he has a cancer of the throat, and is not expected to live long.  

I see the Seer Soleata every six-day, and there is no longer talk among the villagers when we are seen 

drinking with one another. Redman keeps for us the table furthest from the fire. I drink the ghost of 

the wine more often than I did, but less at each sitting. Sometimes some of the old men of the village 

sit with us, and treat the words we say as wisdom. It is fortunate that my memory is beginning to fail, 

for I know Soleata has begun to repeat the tales she tells, but I cannot well remember the first telling. 

I have told her much that I remember from my youth, to save her the trouble of divining my history, 

though still much I have left unsaid, and I do not think I repeat myself yet. It may be that I live now 

more in tales, and in dreams, than in the world where I am Vessel- Ashgarashgaran has left these 

things to me for a time, and now my dreams hold no horrors, only faces and voices from times when 

I was other than I am today. 

The wound in my thigh pains me at night, and at times rouses me from sleep. Sometimes I find blood 

in my urine, but in the main I am well. My sight and my hearing are still clear- I can hear the merry 

chatter of the ryllaks by the stream, celebrating the breaking of winter.  I lost only two toenails from 

the freezing of my feet, and they have grown back pink and well formed. I may live some years 
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longer, if Ashgarashgaran wills. Or it may be the blood is the first sign of the sickness that will kill 

me.  

A vispen has just landed outside the door of the Vesselary, and crawled to me like a courtier to a 

Duke; it is the sort that are sent from the Great Temple of Ashgarashgaran in Ranclemore, bearing 

messages to those who serve the Dark God. I have taken a slip of paper from the brass sleeve around 

its leg, and read the words on it. There will be a joven in the spring, to fetch and carry for me, and I 

am to train him in the rites and prayers. I will be the Old Man, and let the novice dig the burying pits 

for the children, and cook my meals, and sweep the offering stone, and make the dawn prayers in 

winter. I have fed the Vispen with a scrap of coney from one of Sycamore’s daughter’s offerings- or 

it may be it is flarrin-flesh. As I go back to the Shrine I look up to the hill behind, bare and grey now 

except for the straggling lines of firs, so very dark green.  There is a single white-shirted figure 

climbing it slowly, about three-quarters of the way to the top. Man or woman, human or otherman, I 

cannot tell.   
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Afterword   
This is a National Novel Writing Month novel, and was begun with no prior planning or thought 

whatsoever.  

The ‘Sleeping Beauty’ stream was inadvertently suggested by Andrea Hösth, while the main theme 

of the novel was inspired by certain writings of Gilbert Keith Chesterton- particularly the chapters on 

paganism in ‘The Everlasting Man’ and the essay ‘In Defense of Rash Vows’- and by certain actions 

of General Sin Sung-gyeom. All prophets quoted are real prophets, save for Parvakrath, who is an 

amalgam of myself and Rudyard Kipling. 

The language spoken in Koronad is not of course truly English. It has rather more pronouns, and 

makes frequent use of pronouns that do not specify gender or race. After much to-ing and fro-ing I 

decided not to attempt to reproduce this in English. Another difference is that the language of 

Koronad is descended in direct line from the language of a people at a considerably higher level of 

civilization (those smooth-skinned humen and lomen who came from one of the planets of Zaminder, 

many thousands of years before), and derives its technical and cultural terms from this ancient 

substratum. I have crudely approximated this by my use of Latin and Spanish for older and higher 

forms of the language spoken in the novel, and mutely asking the reader to pretend that the English 

the characters speak has somehow evolved from the Spanish, given a few more millennia… If this 

story is ever translated into a Romance language, it will thus be in a sense more authentic than this 

original, though still foreshortened; the length of time between the arrival of the starmen and the 

events of this story is much longer than the length of time that separates us from Cicero.  It needs to 

be translated into a Romance language that does not yet exist. 

The contributions of Amanda Fellows to this work are manifold. It mines to a great extent the vast 

amount of material we have built up together over the years, in character and plot as well as 

geography and theology. She first imagined the world of Tsai, the Isles of Damarcus, and the land of 

Koronad. The skald’s song, which will be reproduced in full in Appendix Three when complete, is 

entirely her work.  Most importantly, the Gods of Koronad were first revealed to Amanda. They 

wrote themselves unbidden and suddenly in the course of a few hours. The account given of them in 

Appendix One is only very slightly modified from Amanda’s original description. We do not 

condone the worship of these beings. They are not worthy of human worship, and did not receive it in 

Koronad until its ancient civilization had degenerated greatly. 
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Appendix One: The Gods 
The ONE God, whose name is Keth, is the unification of all the Gods.  Keth is omniscient, but does 

not have eyes that focus upon one being.  Keth is omnipresent, but all of Keth can fit into one grain 

of sand.  Keth is sexless, but embodies all that is male and female.  Keth is ineffable, uncreated, 

eternal, and changeless. 

Normal humen are seldom called upon to contemplate Keth- that is why there are priests.  Even 

priests do not dedicate themselves to Keth, unless they have had a Sign that they should do so.  Most 

priests who are given a Sign by Keth end up walled into tiny rooms with only a slit for food or water, 

or in isolated caves where they never see another human, or living among a pack of beasts accepted 

as if they were beasts themselves.  Thus, although the existence of the single, eternal, all-powerful 

Keth is known by all, it is also known that the minds of mortals cannot understand Keth.  Yet all is 

not ignorance and darkness. For Keth is mediated to the world through Incarnations more numerous 

than the stars in the sky, the fish of the sea, or the instants of time in all of history. Among these there 

are some which the minds of humen may better understand, and to which the lives of humen may 

better be dedicated. 

The Incarnations of Keth may be divided into the Major Incarnations and the Minor Incarnations.  

Each of the Incarnations of Keth manifests in particular ways and has particular qualities and goals.  

Every priest is dedicated to a specific Incarnation of Keth.   The Priesthood of Koronad is divided 

into twelve houses representing the twelve Major Incarnations of Keth.  Officially, all the Minor 

Incarnations are sorted into groups under these houses, according to their position in the List of 

Incarnations in the Book of Keth.  The reality is less orderly, with many disputes and ambiguities 

complicating this arrangement. 

Major Incarnations 
The Major Incarnations are the most powerful, prominent and commonly worshipped Incarnations of 

Koronad.  They are associated with broad facets of everyday life, and each has a specific part to play 

in the grand scheme of the cosmos.  The Major Incarnations can be further divided up into the four 

Very Strange, or Unlike, Gods and the eight Humanistic, or Near, Gods.  Priests who are granted the 

gift of one of the Great Magics are considered to be very holy and very closely tied to their 

sponsoring Incarnation, but people also tend to avoid them as being strange, incomprehensible, 

dangerous and mysterious.  These priests are usually granted a title specific to their Incarnation, such 

as “Hand of Atrus”, “Tooth of Shurka”, “Ears of Sharm”, “Eyes of Kraal”, “Sword of Autarkis”, and 

so forth.  The darkest and most inexplicable of all are those priests possessed of the arts associated 

with the Very Strange Gods. 

Very Strange Gods 
The four Very Strange Gods are Ashgarashgaran, Ibrumasilim, Shurka, and Karrakel. 
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Ashgarashgaran is held to be the Incarnation of Winter. Ashgarashgaran has a head rather like a 

weasels, with four minotaur-like horns and huge, flat mirrored eyes. The gaping maw of 

Ashgarashgaran constantly dribbles a viscous yellow fluid that smells very like urine.  In fact, a 

sudden unexpectedly strong smell of urine is often the first indication that Ashgarashgaran is about to 

manifest.  Ashgarashgaran’s maw is filled with concentric hard ridges.   Ashgarashgaran stands on 

two flat flap-like feet, the bottoms of which are covered with large, peeling suckers.   It has two arms, 

which are hard and chitinous, but which end in surprisingly human hands, with long delicate fingers.  

Ashgarashgaran’s skin is black and warty, and long downward pointing spines run along the dorsal 

midline of Its back.   

Being one of the Very Strange Gods, Ashgarashgaran is largely incomprehensible to any save Its 

priests. It is associated with the lands of the dead, the fear of things that go bump in the night, 

nightmares, ghosts and ghouls and inexplicable evils.  Priests of Ashgarashgaran are often seen as 

heartless and cruel, although they are also the only ones who can truly stand between the dark forces 

of Ashgarashgaran and the creatures of the bright world.  Ashgarashgaran may disguise itself as a 

coal-black Argandarr of either sex, or as any of a variety of slimy amphibious creatures.  

Ashgarashgaran takes priests of either sex.  The Magic of Ashgarashgaran is the magic of 

Necromantics and Summonings. Acceptable failings of priests of Ashgarashgaran are a 

preoccupation with death, cultivating a mysterious aspect, cruelty, and a tendency to be solitary.  

Ashgarashgaran takes few priests, and some of these go mad.  The House of Ashgarashgaran is 

seemingly disorganised and few in number.  Priests of Ashgarashgaran seldom form groups, often 

only coming together to enact ceremonies on particular holy days of the Incarnation.   Perhaps many 

of them wander, for there are a surprisingly large number of tiny roadside shrines of Ashgarashgaran, 

and these are seldom seen undecorated with wreaths and the bones of small animals.  Temples of 

Ashgarashgaran are typically small and secretive.  Their exteriors are usually carved in vaguely 

disturbing ways, and they often incorporate a graveyard or ossuary.  Relatives of the sick and dying 

sometimes bring the top joint of a little finger to a temple or shrine of Ashgarashgaran in order to 

placate the incarnation.  The most superior of a group of the priests of Ashgarashgaran is known as 

the Receptacle.  All other priests are simply Vessels.  Priests of Ashgarashgaran must undergo the 

Rite of Shagarukh, the Rite of Lembech and the Rite of Braak before they are ordained.  It is said that 

these rites forcibly bring out magical powers in their subjects.  Priests of Ashgarashgaran can be 

found tending burial grounds, hovering like carrion near the doorways of the sick or dying, or living 

in isolated caverns. 

Ibrumasilim is held to be the Incarnation of Autumn.  Ibrumasilim is pictured with a large, shiny-bald 

bluish body with long tentacular arms.  One of these, the left, ends in a normal human hand, but the 

right terminates in a huge, taloned claw.   Ibrumasilim’s feet are also clawed, and Its legs are ringed 

by circles of scruffy shag.  Its tail is like that of a horse.  Ibrumasilim’s head is shaped like that of an 

ape with very large ears, with a mane of the same coarse scruffy kind that rings its legs.  The eyes of 
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Ibrumasilim are on protruding stalks, with no whites and irises like intensely blue globes.  

Ibrumasilim’s mouth is oval, always open, and sucker-like.  Ibrumasilim may disguise itself as a blue 

crab, an ape, a hog, a great snail, or many nameless things intermediate to these forms.  

Being one of the Very Strange Gods, Ibrumasilim is largely incomprehensible to any save its priests. 

It is associated with the depths of the wild forests, things strange and incomprehensible, mysterious 

ruins and lost things.  Priests of Ibrumasilim are often seen as capricious, whimsical and illogical.  

The Magic of Ibrumasilim is the magic of Illusions.  Ibrumasilim takes priests of either sex.  

Acceptable failings of priests of Ibrumasilim are an inability to take anything seriously, a liking for 

bright, flimsy inappropriate clothing, and a tendency to horde pretty baubles. Ibrumasilim’s temples 

vary widely, from breezy many-windowed wooden structures to tiny stone aeries built into the side of 

cliffs. They are usually well-lit by day and night, with candles, colourful lanterns, braziers and 

torches.  Priests of the House of Ibrumasilim are looked upon as unreliable and whimsical.  The head 

of a house of Ibrumasilim is known as an Imbiarch, his often numerous advisors are the Miragen and 

the ordinary priests Mirrormen.  Priests of Ibrumasilim undergo the Rite of Many Colours before 

they are ordained.  They are sometimes found living in isolated forest temples, deciphering 

inscriptions on ruins, pursuing impossible quests for ancient artifacts, or occasionally wandering 

alone with no apparent regard for destination. 

Karrakel is held to be the Incarnation of Summer. Karrakel is very tall and very gaunt, and is 

obviously male, having a slick, dark green penis that can extend from within its protective scaly 

burrow.  Karrakel has a horse-like skeletal head.  Deep in the recesses of His eye-sockets two tiny 

green lights shine from eyes like multi-faceted gems.  He has large, protruding tusks high in the jaw, 

and a green, ridged sagittal crest that runs right over his head and down his back to end in several 

long spines.  Karrakel’s body is covered with shiny dark green scales.  He has two arms, ending in 

huge deceptively clumsy crab-like pincers, and two legs, ending in dangerously sharp hooves.  

Karrakel can disguise himself as a serpent, a Gimblebeast, a gaunt horse, or a gaunt, naked, scaly 

man.  His eyes are beguiling, and he is thought to be responsible for deformities and stillbirths.  

Being one of the Very Strange Gods, Karrakel is largely incomprehensible to any save His priests. 

He is associated with growth and change, things that metamorphose from one form to another, 

strange alien creatures, and things that live below the ground. Priests of Karrakel are often seen as 

dangerously ambitious mind-readers. The Magic of Karrakel is the magic of Transmogrifications and 

Morphics, and of Mentology- those blessed with His gifts can change their shape and the shape of 

others, or even manipulate the thoughts of others.  Karrakel takes priests of either sex.  Acceptable 

failings of priests of Karrakel are a preoccupation with control, excessive ambition, and deviousness. 

The House of Karrakel is carefully organised and cloaked with bureaucracy, and much politicking 

and disputation goes on within its ranks.  Layer upon layer of intrigue and bureaucracy may be found 

within any local chapter of the House.   Temples of Karrakel are often grandiose and well-appointed, 

and priests of Karrakel are fond of trappings and costumery.  The head of the House of Karrakel is 
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known as the Rembrarch.  His advisors are Leucophrasts, and his priests are known as Quorm. 

Priests of Karrakel undergo the Rite of Rendition before ordination.  Priests of Karrakel sometimes 

live strange and dubious lives amidst the Othermen, occasionally rise to positions of power or have 

titles bestowed upon them, and may be found as advisors to nobles or rulers.  They are seldom found 

wandering unless they are part of a large entourage with vast amounts of pomp and baggage, and are 

most frequently seen in cities where debate, controversy and decision-making is to be found. 

Shurka is held to be the Incarnation of Spring. Shurka has a very round body perched on two thin, 

bird-like legs.  Her feet are webbed and similar to those of a duck.  Her body is clothed in a skin that 

is several sizes too large for it, which hangs in tightly-packed green folds and wrinkles all about her.  

Her tail is long and coiled, and ends in a nasty sting, while her arms and hands are surprisingly like 

those of a young, tender maiden, save for the fact that they are bright green.  Shurka’s head is heavy-

set, in appearance something between that of a dog and that of a crocodile.  Her jaw is tenacious, and 

has two low-set tusks.  A row of spines runs from the top of her head and down her back until they 

disappear among the folds of skin cloaking her body.  Her eyes bulge from her head, and their irises 

are a startlingly bright amber.  They never close. Shurka may disguise herself as a crocodile, a bird, 

or anything in between.  She has no obvious female characteristics, except that she occasionally 

produces a single large wrinkly leathery egg that smells intensely like mould.  Her eggs have been 

found to contain strange creatures, seemingly normal human infants, or magical artefacts. After 

hatching, the leathery shell of an egg of Shurka coagulates into a small green lizard, which hastily 

removes itself from the scene of the hatching.  Strange creature, abandoned infants, and mysterious 

artifacts, when found under unusual circumstances, in the company of a small green lizard, or 

accompanied by a strong smell of mould, may be assumed to have hatched from an egg of Shurka.   

Being one of the Very Strange Gods, Shurka is largely incomprehensible to any save her priests. She 

is associated with magical items, strange and wondrous portents, and the bestowal of great destinies 

and dire fates.  Priests of Shurka are often seen as visionaries, fortune tellers and wielders of 

powerful magical forces. The Magic of Shurka is the magic of Enchantments and Combustions- 

those blessed with her power can create wondrous magic items, and sometimes harness the forces of 

fire and sound.  Shurka takes priests of either sex.  Acceptable failings of priests of Shurka are 

flamboyancy, unfailing energy, and a tendency to overlook the feelings and abilities of others. The 

head of a house of Shurka is called the Soltator.  Her Advisors are Luminexes, and her priests 

Luminaries.  The holy fire is central to any temple of Shurka, although some contain snake-pits or 

enclosures for other reptiles as well.  The temperature inside is often kept stiflingly hot.  The rituals 

of Shurka are mystical, complicated and rife with symbolism, but are also surprisingly rigid, allowing 

for little free thought or variation in their performance.  The organisation of the house is similarly 

rigid.  Priests of Shurka pass through the Rite of Fire, which involves being branded with the mark of 

Shurka.  They often travel about, upon holy quests for particular magics or items, or simply due to 

their inability to sit still..  Otherwise they are found enthusiastically researching in librums, 
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performing extravagantly magical rituals in their temples, or living in little spindly-legged reed huts 

perched in the middle of swamps. 

 

The Humanistic Gods 
The eight Humanistic Gods are divided into female and male. There are four female Goddesses: 

Sharm, Sharamis, Kiszen, and Sipheny, and four male Gods: Autarkis, Atrus, Kraal, and Kinmarykh. 

Among the lomen the eight Lomenistic Gods are worshipped instead. The four Goddesses: Korven, 

Quarestri, Quan and Algolin, and the four Gods: Nablis, Keslon, Kraith and Muriac. But these 

Incarnations are of no concern to humen. 

Sharm is commonly seen as an old crone, with feathers woven in her hair, and a toothless, gaping 

smile.  She sometimes appears leprous or diseased, and often wears the guise of a beggar-woman.  

She may take the form of any old or dying creature, and She is known to whisper comfort in the ears 

of those who are about to pass from the physical world.  She is exceptionally wise, and is 

exceptionally knowledgeable of methods of healing the sick and injured.  She is the friend of the 

misfortunate, the granter of peace, and the judge of all those whose lives hang in the balance.  The 

Magic of Sharm is the magic of Healing- those blessed with Her power can heal the injured and the 

sick and take the pain away from the dying.  Sharm commonly takes priests of either sex.  Acceptable 

failings of priests of Sharm are arrogance and untidiness. Temples of Sharm tend to be cold and 

simplistic.  They have a very holy, thoughtful air about them, and often smell of the strewing herbs 

used in places of sickness.  The head of a house of Sharm is the Pontifex, her advisors are Coronals, 

and her priests are the Cor.  There are often hospitals or herbariums attached to Temples of Sharm, 

for people bring the sick and dying to be healed and blessed here.  They also come for the Judgement 

of the priests, which is respected above that of all others.  The house is arranged in an orderly 

hierarchical way.  The Test is the most important ritual necessary for the ordaining of priests of 

Sharm.  Although many priests of Sharm are found in isolated mountainous regions, living lives of 

contemplative abstinence, others dwell in cities where they are often called upon for their profound 

wisdom and capacity for judgement.  They preside over courts, and often work in coordination with 

Priests of Kiszen, who handle prisoners and the execution of punishments.  Some priests of Sharm 

travel about Damarcus, acting as judges and healers wherever they see most fit. 

Sharamis is the Mother-Goddess.  She is mother-goddess shaped, of course, with extremely large 

pendulous breasts, but is frequently pictured with four arms.  Sharamis may disguise herself in the 

form of any pregnant female creature, and is particularly angered by mistreatment of pregnant 

women and animals.  She has a distaste for those things which are sexless or which have a 

combination of sexes.  She cares for birth-givers and the very young, and may occasionally bestow 

fortune upon the starving, generally in the form of Her divine milk.  Blood and milk are sacred 

substances of Sharamis. Sharamis takes female priests only.  The Magic of Sharamis is the magic of 

 –185–



  
 
             
Creations, and to a lesser extent, Manipulations- it is whispered that the blessed among Her priests 

must actually produce these creations from their body- give birth to them, so to speak, whether in the 

traditional sense, or by creating things from their own flesh or blood or milk.  Acceptable failings of 

priests of Sharamis are child-bearing and marriage. The Holy Mother is the local head of the house of 

Sharamis, her advisors are Sisters, and her priests Daughters (of Sharamis).  The house is quietly 

hierarchical, organised in a practical, calm, no nonsense way.  Temples of Sharamis are plain but 

comfortable.  Each has a large statue of the Mother inside.  People often bring pregnant animals to be 

blessed by the priesthood, and expectant mothers come to have their unborn children “calmed” 

shortly before they are born.  All priests of Sharamis pass through the Rebirth of Sharamis before 

they are ordained, during which they cast aside their identities, and take new ones.  Priests of 

Sharamis are found scattered throughout most settled areas, but perhaps most densely in those 

renowned for their herd and milk beasts.  They are sometimes found working in cooperation with 

priests of Sharm, and at other times with priests of Kinmarykh. 

Kiszen appears to be a lithe and nubile woman, of intense beauty, with flowing locks of dark cherry 

hair.  Her eyes are black, and Her whole body is covered with a downy layer of velvety fur.  Her 

teeth are as sharp as those of a cat.  She sometimes appears as half-woman and half-cat, or even 

entirely cat, and is associated with hunting and meat, warriors and fighting and weapons.  She 

represents the maiden female, desire and wildness and sexual possession and the expression of anger 

and wrath.  The Magic of Kiszen is the magic of Enhancements- those that are blessed with her 

powers may forge and wield great skill within themselves.  Kiszen takes primarily female priests.  

Acceptable failings of priests of Kiszen are aggression, a preoccupation with weapons and fighting, 

and unchasteness. The house of Kiszen is arranged in almost military style, with carefully organised 

ranks of priests.  The head of a house of Kiszen is known as the Prestor, her advisors are Invigilators 

and her priests are Blades. Temples of Kiszen are typically clean, precise, rather spartan buildings.  It 

is said that the most deadly and mystical of the martial arts are taught only to priests of Kiszen.  

Priests of Kiszen must pass through the Five Holy Rites of Gahn before they can be ordained.  They 

may be found in the company of the soldiers of Dukes, assisting with the process of law-keeping, 

maintaining prisons, and wandering as mercenaries of all kinds.  They are renowned for their self-

discipline.  Priests of Kiszen are often found working in cooperation with the Justices of Sharm. 

Sipheny appears as a cherubic, plump girl, with long, red-copper curly hair, and alabaster skin.  Her 

hands are clawed like a kressail’s, and the resemblance does not stop there, for she has immense, 

curving bronze-feathered wings and tail.  She may appear in the guise of a kressail, a little ground-

dove or any other kind of bird or winged beast.  It is said that those flying things that can mimic 

speech are especially beloved of Sipheny.  The Magic of Sipheny is Kinetics- those blessed with 

these powers can move themselves and other things by Magic alone.  Sipheny takes priests of either 

sex.  Acceptable failings of priests of Sipheny are dreaminess, an inability to sit still, and wanderlust. 

Temples to Sipheny are designed to cater to travellers, with many extra rooms, frequently built along 
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main roads.  They are often tall buildings, with many windows, prominent balconies, and large 

skylights, decorated with wind chimes, windmills and kites.  The House of Sipheny is well organised.  

The local head is known as the Motivator, whereas his advisors are Transifers, and his priests 

Griffins, although these titles are seldom used outside the House.  Priests of Sipheny pass through the 

Test of Conviction before ordination.  Many priests of Sipheny travel, and most will make at least 

one journey spanning all of Damarcus during their lifetime.  They are fond of climbing mountains, 

and trees, and have been known to spend inordinate lengths of time living in tiny huts on the top of 

tall poles.  Some are committed to the maintenance of impressive aviaries, and others have been 

known to live in tiny caves amidst populations of vespertiles, often migrating when they do. 

Autarkis appears as a serious, craggy patriarch, with beetling brows and bristling grey hair.  His 

aspect is always stern.  He is to all seeming a normal human, save that the palms of his hands look 

like pools of tar.  If you look closer, you can see the whole world spinning in them, echoing down 

and down to precise detail.  Autarkis is often represented as vague and distracted.  He is sometimes 

prophetic, but more often concerned with details.  He bestows his interest upon plants and animals 

and the physical world.  He occasionally appears as a strange traveller, a mumbling foreigner dressed 

in peculiar garb who speaks no known language.  The Magic of Autarkis is the magic of Divinations- 

those given this gift have knowledge of things far away, and things they have never seen, and can 

understand the tongues of men (and some say, of beasts).  Autarkis takes priests of either sex.  

Acceptable failings of priests of Autarkis are absent-mindedness, perfectionism, and a tendency to be 

overcritical. The House of Autarkis is rigid organised and hierarchical, and maintains numerous 

temples, but a sizable proportion of priests of Autarkis are wanderers, seeking knowledge 

everywhere.  Temples of Autarkis are typically well-built monolithic affairs, designed to keep the 

damp out.  The head of the house of Autarkis in a town or city is known as the Patriarch (or 

Matriarch), his advisors are Lorekeepers and his priests are simply Scholars.  Priests of Autarkis 

undergo the Rite of Knowledge and the Rite of Endurance before they are ordained.  Priests of 

Autarkis sometimes spend time teaching or tending in a librum, researching in isolated places, or 

undertaking Journeys of Lore.  It is not uncommon for priests of Autarkis to have life projects- 

important tasks or knowledge fetishes which they pursue for the whole of their lives.  Some priests 

are fortunate enough to be able to follow these projects from day to day, while others may only 

devote occasional free hours to them.  

Kraal commonly manifests as a virile, masculine Lord, often on horseback, and uncommonly 

beautiful in form and aspect.  He sometimes appears as a Bemmel.  He is associated with fatherhood, 

but not with responsibility.  Kraal is not above cavorting with mortal females and begetting his 

children upon them- these children are, of course, especially blessed, strong and vigourous and 

determined.  He has many other children among the minor incarnations. Kraal is talkative, charming, 

likable and prone to carousing and consumption of great amounts of food and alcohol.  The Magic of 

Kraal is the magic of emotive Mentology, and occasionally Summonings or Creations.  Kraal tends 
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to take male priests only.  Acceptable failings of priests of Kraal are overindulgence in all things; 

drunkenness, hedonism, unchasteness and overtalkativeness.  The High Eribor is the head of the 

House of Kraal- he lives in luxurious splendour tended by his advisors, the Aldinals and his priests, 

the Celebrants.   Temples of Kraal are often highly decorated to the extent of being gaudy.  

Occasionally this decoration takes the form of sculptures, which when examined closely depict 

imaginatively lewd scenarios supposed to represent events holy to the Incarnation.  There are many 

establishments of Kraal which support profitable breweries, or produce impressive crops and herds.   

Priests of Kraal pass through the Choosing of Kraal before they are ordained.  Priests of Kraal are 

mainly found living in cities, towns and villages, especially anywhere where good food, women and 

plenty of wine are to be found.  They prefer to spend their time in comfortable surroundings, and do 

not enjoy the hardships of travel. 

Atrus manifests as a solidly built man, newly come in physical maturity.  He is human in all aspects 

save for his hands and arms.  There are four of these, and each ends in a pincer like hand, consisting 

of a large pointed thumb and a single broad flat finger.  Atrus is seldom seen except by sailors and 

those under conditions of great solitude. Atrus is commonly worshipped by sailors, and is associated 

with everything under and upon the sea.  He sometimes appears in the guise of a fish-man, a sea-

serpent, a speaking fish, or a shipwrecked mariner.  He has great control over the forces that dictate 

the weather, and the Magic of Atrus is the magic of Atmospherics- those blessed with his power can 

harness the wind and the rain and the black, black storms that blow in from the sea.  Priests of Atrus 

may be of either sex.  Acceptable failings of priests of Atrus are a shifting temperament, a lack of 

direction, moodiness, and a tendency to be solitary. The House of Atrus is well ordered, and its 

temples are usually found near the sea.  The house as a whole maintains a considerable fleet of 

seaworthy vessels, and a number of these may be found in any sizable coastal town.  Individual 

priests of Atrus may occasionally be found wandering in coastal areas, or living isolated lives on tiny 

desert islets.  Establishments of Atrus are typically found on sea-cliffs or islands, or perched 

picturesquely in isolated coves.  The head of the House in each place is called the Atriarch.  His 

trusted advisors are Marinels and his priests Solitents.  Priests of Atrus undergo the Rite of Solitude 

before ordination.  It is said that a small number of aspiring priests go mad during this ritual, and that 

these are taken in and cared for by the priesthood. 

Although the common guise of Kinmarykh is that of a male infant, infinite wisdom seems to stare out 

of His large, green eyes.  He speaks like an adult, although He is often silent.  The things He says do 

not always make sense at the time He speaks them, and He is known for being the most prophetic of 

the Gods.  Kinmarykh may also appear as any small, green-eyed creature, or in a spirit form that is 

only visible to animals and children.   He is occasionally mischievous, and can drive children to 

wildness with a few words whispered in their ears.  The Magic of Kinmarykh is the magic of 

Prophetics- those blessed with his power can whisper predictions of the future, although these are 

often confusing and difficult to interpret.  Kinmarykh takes priests of either sex.  Acceptable failings 
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of priests of Kinmarykh are mischievousness, playfulness, wilful silence, ad a tendency to be cryptic. 

The head of the House of Kinmarykh is known as the Soothsayer.  His advisors are Portents, and his 

priests Seers.  A bevy of intermediate and substitute titles serve to make the organisation of the 

House complex to outsiders.  Kinmarykh’s priests are fond of cryptic rituals, riddles and unusual 

minor customs which vary according to time of day or season.  Temples of Kinmarykh in the towns 

are often found where the streets are most twisted.  They are often colourful, have external carvings 

of incredible detail, and have attached orphanages.  Priests of Kinmarykh undergo the Rite of the 

Labyrinth before they can be ordained.  Priests of Kinmarykh may be found living almost anywhere, 

although typically within the sound of fresh water, and indeed are sometimes found in the most 

unexpected places.  Some spend their lives contemplating the four and forty Great Unsolved Riddles, 

and these may spend time researching in librums or consulting with Scholars of Autarkis.  Others 

spend their lives tending orphanages and looking after children everywhere.  It is said of priests of 

Kinmarykh that you may learn more from their questions than their answers.   

Minor Incarnations 
There are thousands of recorded Minor Incarnations, each considered subsidiary to one of the Major 

Incarnations, although various factions of the priesthood disagree on exactly how they should be 

organised.  Minor Incarnations are often associated with specific locations, plants, beasts, groups of 

people or ideas.  Some are commonly worshipped and known by name and nature to all, while others 

are little more than names recorded in the Book of Keth, their properties and rites forgotten.  The 

great sages know of many thousand more Minor Incarnations not recorded in the Book of Keth, and 

there are held to be innumerable further Minor Incarnations not recorded in any place. 
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Appendix Two: The Thief’s Tale1

This is a tale of a time long ago, when the Gods did not meddle in the world as they do today, but left 

space for heroes to do mighty deeds. It begins far from any city of men or othermen, and far from any 

wilderness filled with peril, on a treeless hill in the highlands where nothing could be grown but 

eggfruit vines and pignuts. On that hill there lived three brothers. The brothers were poor, but of good 

character, and good sons to their aged father. Their father was healthy and strong, but one day he fell 

from the back of the one podigast they owned, and was killed. The brothers mourned him, and called 

together all their kin from the other hills near and far, so that they might drink and feast in their 

father’s memory. Their little house was filled for a little time with cousins, and wives or husbands 

and children of cousins, and nieces and nephews, and they drank more wine and ate more flesh than 

they could afford, and sent off their father into the long night in as grand a manner as any Duke.  

When the three brothers had made farewell to the last of these visitors, they found that they were 

missing one thing. It was a clock that their grandmother had brought with her many years before, 

when she first came to the farm from a town of the lowlands, carrying their father in her belly. The 

clock had never worked, not since the old man had been a little boy, and its brass wheels lay beneath 

a dome of green glass like some treasure sunken beneath the sea. The brothers thought when last they 

had seen this clock, and none could recall for certain, but each was sure it had been at its place on the 

mantelpiece when the burial feast began. None of their kind would have stolen the clock, of that they 

were certain, but each recalled having seen a woman at the feast who they did not recognize.  

‘I took her for a sister of the husband of such a cousin,’ said the eldest of the brothers. ‘I took her to 

be the daughter of such-a-one, who we had not seen for so long,’ said the youngest of the brothers. ‘I 

guessed her to be the new wife of this other cousin, of whom we have heard little,’ said the third 

brother. They found that they had all meant to talk to her, and find out who she was, but among the 

great number of kinfolk they had somehow never made it to her side. She had left early, of that they 

were certain, before they had all walked to the temple. They were also all certain that she had been 

finely formed, and that she had skin the colour of cream, but they were of various minds as to the 

colour of her hair, and the garments she wore. The eldest brother said that she was dressed in wine 

purple, with dark hair, while the youngest brother said that she was dressed in green, with hair of a 

nut brown, and the middle brother said her dress was light blue, and she had hair like flax. They 

agreed then that she must be a sorceress.  If a sorceress, they agreed that she must be a thief. If a 

thief, they agreed that they must recover the clock of their grandmother, even from such a one. 

So the three brothers took all they needed for a long journey on the back of their one podigast, and 

drew it after them by a cord on the road to the rest of the world. First they went to the town that was a 

                                                 
1 This is the version of the tale that Silon most likely remembered, a version suitable for mixed audiences, 
without some of the lewder embellishments given when it was told in Texelin. The original version recorded in 
the Book of True Tales of the Wise would have been more systematic in its repetition, without the occasional 
ellipsis of this version, and would have used some similitudes meaningless to the folk of Stremshire. It also 
doubtless featured loman siblings, rather than human.  
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long day’s walk distant, where they were used to take their eggfruit to market. There they found no 

word of the one they sought. Then they traveled further, to the lowlands, where a six-day’s walk 

brought them to a town where lived a Scholar who was called the Finger of Autarkis. He was given 

this name because he had been given by Autarkis a gift, in that if you described to him any place, 

person, or object, he could straight away point in the direction where they lay. The three brothers 

stayed at the Temple for the fourth part of a season, until they had paid the fee the priests required, 

and then this Finger of Autarkis pointed out for them the direction in which their grandmother’s 

clock was to be found. 

In that direction they traveled more days than the eldest brother could count, across rivers and 

streams, plains and hills, kingdoms and freelands. And on their journey they met ferrymen and 

skalds, innkeepers and mad priests, clocksellers and old beggarmen. From everyone they met they 

asked word of the sorceress they followed, and the clock they sought, but none could give them any 

word of either. Whenever any man tried to cheat them- for they were but poor farming men, from the 

highlands- they could not be cheated, for they were blessed by Sharm of justice on this quest. 

They continued even to a country where the antmen dwelled, and opened their mouths wide before 

many marvels. One day they found in that country an old quarry which had filled with water, deep 

and dark and clear, and at its edge they saw one of the antmen, taking off all of its garments and 

jewelleries. It became less ornamented as they drew closer to it, and when it was naked it leapt into 

the water, where they saw it sink out of sight as though it were made of brass. The brothers were of 

good character, and could not stand by to watch such a thing, so without a moment’s thought they 

dived into the pool.  With great difficulty they dragged the antman from the pool, for it was limp and 

heavy like a sack of clay. Neither did it rejoice to be saved, but when it was laid on the bank began to 

wail with a miserable keening, as though to be a living man were worse than to be a drowned one. 

‘Why do you wail so?’ asked the oldest brother. 

‘Did you purpose to slay yourself, contrary to the will of the Gods?’ asked the youngest brother. 

‘If you are set upon such an action, then I warrant you will have no more use for these golden 

ornaments?’ asked the middle brother. 

‘My disgrace is grown too great for me to live,’ the antman told the three brothers. ‘I have failed my 

master, and my trade, and my family, and am now fit only to feed the eels.’ 

‘How have you failed?’ asked the eldest brother. 

‘What is your trade?’ asked the youngest brother. 

‘Join us, and earn honour enough to balance out your shame, little man,’ said the middle brother. 

‘I am an artificer,’ said the antman, ‘and have risen in my trade to have care of one of the most 

esteemed artifacts of our city, a clockwork antman of gilded silversteel. It is my job to keep its 

clockwork oiled, and its surfaces polished, and make it go as it is made to go at the appropriate places 
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and times. The night before yesterday a human came to our workshop and asked if he might see this 

artifact. Ninety times nine-hundred woes! I could see no harm in this, and with great pride I showed 

the human the antman of gilded silversteel, both within and without, and explained to him all the 

details of its working.  The human thanked me and left, and I thought only of how well I had 

explained my artifact to him. But the next day I found that the artifact would no longer go as it is 

made to go; and looking more closely I saw eleven of its pieces had been removed. A search found 

them not to lie anywhere within our city, and it was proved that this human had taken them, without 

doubt by some sorcery or sleight of hand while I showed him the workings of the artifact. Then I was 

punished, and cast out of my trade, and now have no hope of marrying or regaining honour in my 

city. Neither have I any hope of recovering what I have lost. So I have resolved to remove myself 

from the lists of the living.’ 

The brothers asked the antman to tell them what the human looked like, but he could tell human from 

loman only with difficulty, and one human from another barely at all. They figured from his words at 

the end that the human had been a woman, with skin paler than theirs. They had guessed from the 

beginning that it was the sorceress they sought, going about the skin of the world and thieving 

clockwork. 

‘Come with us, for we also seek something stolen by this same man,’ said the eldest brother. ‘Where 

one will fail, four may succeed.’ 

‘Yes, join us,’ said the youngest brother, ‘For we have also lost an artifact to this sorceress, and your 

knowledge of artifacts will doubtless aid us greatly.’ 

‘With your golden ornaments we will be able to stay in wayside houses, rather than in stables or 

beneath the stars,’ said the middle brother. 

The antman chose then to join with the three brothers, and see if he might help in finding the thief, 

and the four of them went on together in the direction in which the Finger of Autarkis had pointed the 

brothers. But the middle brother was disappointed, for in choosing to live, the antman chose also to 

adorn himself as he was adorned before, and would not suffer any of his ornaments to be sold.  

They traveled on for more days than the youngest brother could count, and opened their jaws wide 

before many marvels, and then they came to a great wall of icy mountains across their path. They 

were tall and cold and terrible, like giants from before the time the stars were kindled. There was but 

one way forward, a door set into the side of the mountain, twice the height of a man and made of star 

iron. It was guarded by a monstrous Bemmel, as tall as the temple of Sharm in Texelin, with black 

skin and eyes like burning coals. Its legs were as thick as trees, and its hooves like barrels that can 

hold a thousand pints.  

‘The brothers approached the otherman and greeted him with courtesy.  

‘May we pass this door? ‘asked the eldest brother.  
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‘What lies beyond these mountains?’ asked the youngest brother.  

The middle brother said nothing, but thought their grandmother’s clock might not after all be such a 

thing as he should risk death to find. Neither did the antman say a word, but stood quietly and held 

the halter of the podigast.’  

‘It spoke then, saying ‘You may pass the door if you are willing to pay the price. From each one of 

you, a pint of your blood, and gold enough to fill one of your boots.’ Then it answered the second 

question. ‘There are three thousand steps beyond this door to the other side of the mountains, and the 

land beyond the mountains is a country of the lomen, where the air is chill and without savour, and 

they have no love for any other kind of men.’ 

‘Is there no other price we can pay to pass?’ asked the eldest brother. ‘For we can spare neither blood 

nor gold.’ 

‘Who has last passed this way?’ asked the youngest brother. And the middle brother held his tongue 

still. 

The Bemmel opened his mouth and roared, and the blast of his breath withered all the flowering 

vines that grew about that place, so that they were shriveled to dry stalks in an instant. ‘The one who 

passed through her last did not pay the price!’ said the Bemmel, and the sting of his breath brought 

tears to the eyes of the three brothers. ‘He hid his face and did not speak, and when I named the price 

to him he made a sign with his hand, and vanished from my sight.  Then I heard the door open and 

shut, which I am too large to pass beyond, and saw that my key had been taken.’ 

‘That sounds like it may be the one we follow,’ said the eldest brother. 

‘Does it?’ asked the Bemmel, with a shrewd glint in his eye.  

‘When did he pass?’ asked the youngest brother. 

‘A six day gone,’ said the Bemmel.  

Then the third brother asked, ‘Might we bring you word of how to find this one who cheated you, in 

return for our own passage?’ 

‘Word will not suffice,’ said the Bemmel. ‘You may bring me back four pints of his blood, to pay for 

you all, and also his kidneys and his liver, for thieves’ kidneys are as dear to me as silver, and 

thieves’ livers dearer than gold.’ 

The three brothers bowed low before the monstrous Bemmel and gave it thanks, and promised that 

they would pay the price it asked, and it took out a great key and opened the iron door. 

‘Wait,’ it said. ‘One of you must remain behind as surety, so that you will not think of shunning this 

road should you find the task I have set you too difficult.’ 
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The three brothers misliked this, and huddled together to speak among themselves. ‘I will stay,’ said 

the antman, ‘for my limbs are weak, and I will be slow to climb such a great stair in the darkness. 

And I will be worth more to the Bemmel for the value of the ornaments I wear, as you have said.’ 

But this was not acceptable to the guardian of the door. So the three brothers drew lots, and it fell to 

the youngest brother to stay at the side of the monstrous Bemmel, to cheer it with stories and fetch it 

bowls of tea throughout the winter. The brothers embraced, and promised they would meet one 

another again. 

The two brothers that remained, and the antman their follower, climbed the three-thousand steps 

through the dark roots of the mountains to the land beyond. They lit their way with a single lamp 

which the antman had, and their skin writhed with cold and with fear in the darkness. Beyond the 

mountains they found it as the guardian had said, a land of stranger-hating lomen, and they were 

forced to eat the rotten fruit that had fallen from the trees, and what fowl and crawling beasts that 

they could catch, for no one would speak to them to sell them food. Still they went on in the direction 

which the Finger of Autarkis had pointed, and had cause to gape before many marvels wonderful and 

terrible.  

After more days than the middle brother had kept count of, they came to a bridge, as long and thin as 

though it were spun from spider silk, crossing a great gorge; and beyond it there were mountains far 

in the distance, as green as jade. And standing before this bridge was a monstrous Argandarr, as tall 

as the castle tower in Anminster, with skin as white as snow and eyes like great waves tossing ships 

upon the sea. Its legs were like siege towers, and its horns were like engines of war. It was a she-

Argandarr. The brothers approached this otherman and bowed before it in a courteous manner. 

‘May we pass this bridge?’ asked the eldest brother. 

‘What lies beyond this bridge?’ asked the antman. ‘Pray, tell us that the road ahead does not climb 

nearer to the stars.’ 

The Argandarr answered the first question, saying: ‘All men may pass who can pay the price; and the 

price is a pound of flesh from each of you, and jade enough to fill one of your boots.’ And the 

Argandarr answered the second question, saying: ‘The road that lies ahead climbs ever higher and 

nearer to the stars, and the land where it goes is a country of the thudun, who carve their houses out 

of stone and hold their husbands and wives in common, and they hunt all other kinds of men with 

fleet hunting beasts, whose teeth are like knives and which can run for a day and a night without 

ceasing.’ 

‘Is there no other price we can pay to pass?’ asked the eldest brother. ‘For we can spare neither flesh 

nor jade.’ 

And the antman asked, ‘Has a hooded human passed this way, and it may be, cast some 

enchantment?’ 
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The Argandarr shouted at the heavens, and at the sound the bridge shook like a piece of straw, and he 

grabbed the antman by its waist and lifted it in the air, and went to tear off its horns, but found it had 

none. ‘How do you come to know such things, child of dung?’ he asked. ‘The one who came here 

last did not pay the price. He hid his face, and did not reply to my greeting, but waved a wand of gold 

at me, so I fell into sleep.’ 

‘That is the one we follow,’ said the eldest brother. And the middle brother added in the same breath, 

‘Not as friends, but as foes.’ 

‘Is it, now?’ said the monstrous Argandarr, placing the antman back on the ground. ‘Then you may 

bring me in place of the price I asked three pounds of the flesh of this human, to pay for you all, and 

also its golden wand and its robes of sorcery, for I would cast my foes into a stupor with such ease.’ 

The two brothers and the antman bowed low before the Argandarr and gave it thanks, and promised 

that they would bring this fee, and it let them pass onto the bridge. 

‘Wait,’ it said. ‘One of you will remain behind, to ensure that you will return by this road, and not 

find another road back to your own land, should you not find this sorceror we both hold in spite.’ 

‘I will stay,’ said the antman, ‘for I will not live much longer in these lands where the air has no 

savour, if I am to walk day after day without ceasing, and on scant provision; and I bear more 

ornaments and raiment of price than do these humen.’ But this was not acceptable to the guardian of 

the bridge. So the two brothers drew lots, and it fell to the eldest brother to remain with the 

monstrous Argandarr, to rub unguent into the vast knots of its shoulders and bring it cups of wine 

through the winter. The brothers embraced, and promised they would meet one another again. 

Then the middle brother and the antman crossed the long bridge over the gorge, which took half a 

day. A mile beneath the bridge flowed a vast torrent, tumbling along trees like blades of grass and 

great boulders like grains of sand. Beyond the bridge they found it as the guardian had said. The road 

climbed ever upward toward the stars, through a land of tall firs and rushing streams. They had to 

travel at night in secret and mask their tracks with anise balm which the antman had brought, for all 

who dwelt there would have slain them on sight. Still, they went on in the direction in which the 

Finger of Autarkis had pointed, and night by night approached ever nearer to the mountains as green 

as jade.  

 

Beyond the land of the thudun the road passed through a forest where they saw no man or beast for a 

six-day, and then they came to the temple of a strange God, standing on a green hill above a pool of 

clear water. And behind it stood the mountains as green as jade, as tall as the walls of the world, and 

seeming close enough that a man could reach out and touch their peaks. 
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Then the antman said to the last of the brothers, ‘let us stop by this place, even if they slay us, for I 

am weary unto death from this traveling where the air has no savour, and each breath cuts me like a 

knife.’  

And the human said, ‘If we had not left my brothers in the keeping of those monsters, I would turn 

around now and set my steps homewards, and give over to the void between the stars our clock and 

your artifact alike, Keth unmake the fires that forged them.’ But he agreed to see if the temple was a 

hospitable place, and they turned aside towards it.  

On the path but a little way farther they found a girl sitting in the dust, playing with some marbles. 

Her skin was as the petals of spring roses, and her eyes like sapphires. She wore a shift of white, and 

her feet were bare though the air was chill, and she laughed to see the two of them walking together, 

the antman and the human. The middle brother bowed before her, saying, ‘Know you if we may seek 

lodging with the temple which lies beyond, fair lady?’ And the antman spoke also, saying ‘What God 

is worshipped in that temple?’ 

The girl said, ‘This is the temple of Arcol, who is a Very Strange God subject to Shurka, who knows 

all the secret arts that men have devised in all ages. We worship Arcol always in the form of a 

beautiful youth, with the tongue of a lizard, and wings of a dragonfly. The priests who serve Arcol 

are wise, and full of valour, and hold ancient secrets like so many pieces of straw clutched in their 

gnarled old hands.  They are hospitable to true travellers, but not to any coarse wanderers who do not 

respect the will of Arcol, so they have set me here to guard the way. They require but a little offering 

of all who seek lodging with them, and all who make that offering may pass.’ Then she winked at the 

middle brother, and smiled, and at the sight of her smile his blood raced through his veins as though 

he had an ague, and he could not speak. ‘You may pass if you give me but a thimble full of your 

marrow, and afterward water enough to fill your boots,’ said the girl. 

‘This price I will pay, if such a thing must be,’ said the middle brother, for it did not seem like a 

grievous price to him. 

‘Has a sorceror perhaps come this way?’ asked the antman, ‘Who hides his face, and has the power to 

cast men into a stupor, or hide himself from their sight by sorcery?’ 

Then the girl pulled at her hair, and stamped her feet, and said, ‘the one you speak of came by this 

morning, and would not pay my price; she seeks entrance to the temple, to do some wickedness there. 

The priests have barred the gates against her, but she still abides somewhere nearby, planning some 

evil.’ And she smiled a smile full of rue at the middle brother. 

‘We seek this sorceress, and will not turn away until we have captured her,’ said the middle brother, 

‘for she has stolen that which belongs to us, and is the key to free my brothers from their bondage.’ 

‘Then I will show you to the place where last she was seen, that you may find her and bind her and 

bring her to account for her misdeeds,’ said the girl. 

 –196–



  
 
             
‘This we will do with glad hearts,’ said the middle brother. 

The girl thanked them and led them to a place nearby where, she said, it was thought the sorceress 

had hidden herself to plot her capture of the temple. This was a stone door, scorched and blackened, 

set into the side of a hill. ‘Somewhere in the deeps of this delving of the ancients,’ she said, ‘the 

sorceress broods over her evil plans, like a venomous beast over its young.’ 

And the middle brother and the antman laid their hands on the great stone door and pulled it open, 

and made to pass into the darkness beyond. 

‘Wait,’ said the girl. ‘I beg that one of you will remain by my side, should the sorceress come out by 

a secret way, and seek to punish me for leading you here. For I have no skill in the arts of battle.’ 

‘I will stay with you,’ said the antman. ‘For I cannot move with swiftness nor with stealth, and I am 

not used to these delvings built by the mannish races.’ But the girl wished the middle brother to stay 

by her side, and bid the antman go before them to scout the way. 

The antman walked through the stone door, and beyond it until he came to a bronze door, which was 

locked and sealed. He was skilled in the arts of such things, and picked the lock, and the piercing 

spines that came out slid off the bone of his hand and did him no harm. ‘This is cunning of the 

sorceress, to hide herself behind these locks and traps of the ancients,’ thought the antman. ‘I wonder 

by what magic she passed this door, to hide herself within.’ For it seemed to him that the lock had 

lain untouched for long ages. 

Next the antman came to a door of black iron, which was likewise locked. Again he picked the lock, 

and this time dodged aside from the pit that opened at his feet, and from the spears of iron that flew 

down from above to pierce him. 

Third the antman came to a door of polished silversteel, in which it seemed his double stood. He 

could tell that this was locked and trapped in a more terrible way than either of the doors which had 

gone before, and he paused a long time before it. He wondered again by what means the sorceress 

could have passed this door, for it like the others seemed never to have been opened for ages of the 

world. He thought of the danger of it; but then he thought: ‘Would I not long be dead, if it were not 

for these three humen? What does it matter if I die in this place instead?’ So he took apart the lock of 

the door with great care.  

There was a rushing noise and a sheet of flame, and the antman ran forward into the beyond he could 

not see, and tumbled through a gulf of space onto a hard floor. ‘What manner of hiding place is this?’ 

he thought, as the place shuddered and rumbled about him. ‘This is like no place I have ever seen,’ he 

thought. For on every side were artifacts of gleaming clockwork, in brass and iron and silversteel and 

other metals which we have no names for, more wondrous than any he had ever seen before. There 

were those as large as a temple, and those as small as his hand, in forms as varied as the colours of 
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spring. He knew that he had come to one of the places of the ancients, where they had left their 

artifacts to wait for the day of their return.  

The antman saw then the girl and the middle brother, climbing down into the vault the way he had 

fallen down. ‘Where is the sorceress?’ he asked. For he had looked about him to every side, but could 

see no sign of any sorceress, only the vast vault spread out to distant walls of sky-blue stone, with 

artifacts in it as might have lain there for ninety times ninety years. Then the girl drew herself up to 

her full height, and shook her hair free, and said, ‘I am she.’  

The antman saw that the girl bore a golden wand, and that the middle brother walked a little behind 

her and carried a clockwork device, in which he could see pieces from the artifact he had watched 

over in his own lands. It seemed to him that the sorceress had sent him out to face perils she did not 

wish to face, and to have the human alone to work her sorceries on. If such were the custom of the 

antmen, he would then have cried out and torn his garments. Instead he bowed down before her, and 

begged her mercy to live and to serve her, for he was an antman, and had not the pride of a loman or 

a human. He had read where it is written that evil always contains within it the seeds of its own 

destruction, and knew this to be true. 

‘You have served well thus far,’ said the sorceress. ‘Follow then, for you may yet be useful again.’ 

She led them to a great ship of white iron and silversteel, as large as a Paladine merchantman, with 

wings of crystal as long as it was tall, like the wings of a dragonfly. ‘This is the Ship of Arcol,’ she 

said. ‘Stand there,’ she said to the antman, and ‘place the device there,’ she said to the human, and 

then she did something to the device that made it cast a dancing blue flame all about, that shone but 

did not burn. Then she climbed onto the ship, and had the middle brother carry the device after her. 

She commanded the antman then to fix it to the deck of the vessel in a certain place, and link it to the 

clockwork that was already there. 

‘What do you purpose to do?’ asked the antman. 

‘I purpose to sail this vessel to the Black Fortress beyond the edge of the world, and to fill it there 

with starmetal and glassy jade, for the love of wealth that fills my psoul so that no other love may 

enter it, and I desire to buy lands and men to work them, palaces and treasures to ornament them, 

armies and armaments, artifacts and artificers, so that I will want for nothing that I can imagine.’ 

‘What if you are never sated?’ asked the middle brother. 

‘How can I know, unless I try?’ said the sorceress, and laughed. And it seemed to the antman then the 

middle brother was not ensorcelled, but made as antmen are, rather than humen, and only waited as 

he did for the evil within the sorceress to grow to ripeness, and destroy itself. Then the sorceress 

made a promise to them upon the names of the Gods who we do not name. ‘Once we have looted the 

Black Fortress beyond the edge of the world, I will give to you one nineteenth part of my treasure, to 

split among yourselves, if you join me. But if you do not join me, I will leave you in some place 
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where you cannot trouble me; a desert beyond the walls of the world, it may be, or an island in the 

Outer Ocean, from which it might take you fifty years to return home.’ So they both bowed before 

the sorceress, and promised that they would follow her to the Black Fortress. 

The sorceress brought the Ship of Arcol into the air with the device that she had made. The blue 

flame around it burst through the roof of stone and steel as though it were of rotted laths, and earth 

mounded above it as though it were straw, and broke free into the sky. 

‘O Dread Mistress,’ said the middle brother. ‘You will gain victory with more ease over the 

guardians of the Black Fortress if you have yet more servants. I have two brothers, who are strong 

and clever and would serve you well. But we have had to leave them behind. One is at the bridge into 

the land of the thudun, in the keeping of a great white Argandarr, and another at the tunnel into the 

land of the lomen, in the keeping of a great black Bemmel.’ 

The sorceress tilted her head back and laughed, and said: ‘To spite that Argandarr and that Bemmel, I 

would collect for you a crew of the most scabrous beggars in the world, and make them my boon 

companions for this journey.’ And she danced about in pleasure, and took little care for the guiding 

of the ship for a time, so that the middle brother feared that they would be spilt out of the sky. 

In a few minutes they had passed over the great forest, and over the land of the thudun who hate all 

men, and over the gorge in which trees trunks were tumbled like blades of grass, and had landed 

before the Argandarr. It was as tall as the castle tower in Anminster, but beside the Ship of Arcol it 

appeared like a girl Argandarr of five or six years, and the eldest brother, who poured it wine, 

appeared no greater than a soldier made of nut meat. 

The middle brother and the antman climbed down from the Ship of Arcol, and bowed before the 

monstrous Argandarr in a courteous way. 

‘We have brought you the golden robes and wand of the sorceror, and three pounds of its flesh,’ said 

the middle brother. 

‘Oh ho!’ said the Argandarr. “You have taken your time! I hope the meat will not be too dried and 

shriveled, and weigh less than the three pounds that was agreed.’ And she smacked her vast lips. 

‘We did not wish to bring you any less than you asked for, and having no scales, we have been 

careful to bring you much more than was asked,’ said the middle brother. 

‘Give them to me, then,’ said the Argandarr.  

And the middle brother said, ‘Here is what you wished,’ and stood aside for the sorceress to come 

down from the Ship of Arcol, with her robes and golden wand, and flesh enough for many nights of 

feasting. 

The Argandarr rushed forward with its great fist upraised to smite the sorceress to the ground; for 

cunning is not a quality proper to Argandarr. But the sorceress lifted her golden wand, and cast it into 
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a stupor, and it fell to the ground like a mountain falling into the sea. And the sorceress came over to 

it with a wicked sword she had found in some evil place, and would have had its heart for a trophy, 

but the eldest brother threw himself upon the chest of the Argandarr and pleaded with her.  

‘Do not harm this Argandarr, O Dread Sorceress, for she has been a good mistress to me, despite her 

evil ways, and I love her dearer than a sister.’ 

‘You are but ensorcelled,’ said the middle brother, and with the help of the antman he dragged his 

elder brother off, and the sorceress cut out the heart of the Argandarr. Then the middle brother went 

to find the jade that the Argandarr had hoarded from so many travelers, but the eldest brother threw 

himself down on the corpse, and washed its face with bitter tears. 

And lo! When the middle brother emerged with an armful of jade, he found no dead Argandarr, but a 

living human maiden. Her hair was dark, and she blinked eyes the colour of copper in wonder at the 

tear-streaked face of the eldest brother. 

‘With your tears you have saved me,’ she said, and embraced the eldest brother. ‘I was cursed to 

remain a thing of horror, for age after age unending, until one should love me in truth, and mourn my 

passing with bitter tears.’ And the eldest brother took her hands, and loved her better than he had 

when she was a monster. 

‘How did you know to cut the heart out of the Argandarr?’ the middle brother asked the sorceress. 

The sorceress laughed, and shrugged her shoulders, and said. ‘I only wanted a few pounds of flesh, to 

remember this Argandarr by. I have heard of such sorceries, but never dreamed I would see them.’ 

And she threw the Argandarr’s heart into the air and caught it again with one hand, for it had become 

a great ruby, as red as blood. 

‘How did you come to be cursed?’ the eldest brother asked the dark-haired maiden. 

‘My father was a poison-psouled sorceror king, such as are found in the oldest tales,’ said the 

maiden. ‘He cast this curse upon me, and bound me to watch over this gate, because I loved one I 

was commanded not to love, and would not bend my psoul to the practice of forbidden arts.’ 

‘What of the one you loved?’ asked the eldest brother. 

‘He ran from in fear, when he saw the form I had taken,’ said the dark-haired maiden. ‘And he is dust 

these last thousand years.’ 

‘Take the woman with you, if she can abide you at all,’ said the sorceress. ‘I have not all day to dally 

here, so you had best stop your nattering.’ 

The sorceress and the antman, and the two brothers and the dark-haired maiden, climbed onto the 

Ship of Arcol, and in a few minutes they had crossed the whole of the land of the cruel lomen, and 

the great and terrible icy mountains, and come to the gate where the Bemmel stood. It was as tall the 

temple of Sharm in Texelin, but beside the Ship of Arcol it looked no bigger than an cat, and the 
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youngest brother, who brought it tea, looked less than a rag manikin one might give a cat to sport 

with. 

The two brothers and the antman climbed down from the Ship of Arcol, and bowed before the 

monstrous Bemmel in a courteous way. 

‘We have brought you four pints of the thief’s blood,’ said the middle brother. ‘And its kidneys and 

liver also, as we promised.’ 

‘O day of delight!’ said the Bemmel. ‘I hope you did not trim the fat from the kidneys.’ And he 

smacked his vast lips. 

‘We did not, not at all,’ said the eldest brother. 

‘Then give them to me,’ commanded the Bemmel, reaching down with hands like the branches of 

trees. 

‘With joy,’ said the middle brother, and stepped aside, and there was the sorceress, with kidneys and 

liver, and blood enough to fill many goblets of amethyst. She cast the Bemmel into a stupor with the 

golden wand she held, and it tumbled insensible before the gate in the mountain, like the ending of an 

age of the world. 

Then the sorceress came forward to cut out the heart of the Bemmel, to have a trophy as she had 

before, and youngest brother rushed forward to stop her. But his two older brothers held him back. 

‘Stay, brother,’ said the middle brother. ‘Though you love your master, it may be that it is a beautiful 

maiden ensorcelled, as sure as eggs are eggs; but first this girl must cut out its heart, and then you 

must weep bitter tears over its body.’ 

And it happened just as the middle brother foretold. When he emerged from the Bemmel’s treasury 

with a sackful of gold, he saw no dead Bemmel, but a human maiden with nut brown hair and eyes as 

grey as the sea, embracing his youngest brother.  

‘With your tears you have saved me,’ she said. ‘I was cursed to remain a thing of horror, for age after 

age unending, until one should love me in truth, and mourn my passing with bitter tears.’  

And again the sorceress laughed, and shrugged her shoulders, and tossed into the air the heart of the 

Bemmel, which had become an emerald of great size, as green as poison.  

‘How did you come to be cursed?’ the youngest brother asked the grey-eyed maiden. 

‘Hurry, hurry,’ called the sorceress. ‘There will be time enough for that later.’ 

Then the sorceress and the antman, and the three brothers, and the dark-haired maiden, and the 

maiden with grey eyes like the winter sea, climbed onto the Ship of Arcol, and sailed it for a night 

and a day to the Black Fortress that floats beyond the edge of the world. There it is always night, and 

the air is like glass, and an hour is as nine hundred years, and nine hundred years is as an hour. The 

antman unlocked the three gates of the Black Fortress, and the sorceress defeated the three guardians- 
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the Termagant of Iron, and the Beast with a Thousand Eyes, and the Dark Spined Thing Vast Beyond 

Reason- and the three brothers brought out from treasure chambers greater than cities glassy jade and 

starmetal, and heaped it in the hold of the Ship of Arcol until there was no more room for a single 

bead. 

One nineteenth part of all this wealth the sorceress had promised to the brothers and the antman. And 

eighteen nineteenths she held for herself, riches more than any emperor of that age. And it was as the 

middle brother had feared. The sorceress stood at the prow of the Ship of Arcol, a circlet of starmetal 

in her hair, a necklace of fire opals around her neck, and robes of glassy jade fashioned by magic 

long ago. Magical blue flame danced around her, and she said: ‘Now I can buy lands and men to 

work them, palaces and treasures to ornament them, arms and armaments, artifacts and artificers. All 

I need do is lift my hand, and all things on the surface of Tsai can be mine. But still I am not sated. 

With my wealth and my magic, I shall conquer the whole of the world, and raise a great armada of 

sky ships. Then I shall conquer the stars, so that no many may gaze upon any thing that is not my 

possession.’ 

The three brothers were alarmed at these words of the sorceress, and conspired to somehow leave her 

on the Black Fortress, and escape to Tsai on the Ship of Arcol. But all their plans came to naught, 

because of the cunning of this sorceress, and the way the middle brother’s blood quickened at her 

smile. 

Then a thought came into the antman’s mind, and he stole into the chamber of the sorceress while she 

lay sleeping with a knife of glassy jade, and cut out her heart. At this the middle brother awoke and 

smashed the antman to the floor, and would have broken him into pieces with his fury, had not the 

two other brothers rushed in and held him back. 

‘You are but ensorcelled by this woman,’ said the eldest brother. 

And the youngest brother said, ‘She prepared to make herself mistress of the Wanderers, and of the 

fixed stars. Who knows what dangers she would have led us into next? In truth, the antman has done 

a good thing.’ 

But the middle brother would not be comforted, and threw himself on the body of the sorceress, and 

washed her face with bitter tears.  The eldest brother bore the antman away, for he could not walk, 

and when he came back he saw the blue-eyed sorceress blinking at his brother. The sorceress with the 

flaxen hair whose heart had been cut out embraced the middle brother, and said: ‘Worst of all was I 

cursed, O my saviour. For I kept my outward form, and to it was added power and cunning, but my 

inward form was twisted into evil, and made insatiable with love of wealth so that no other love 

might enter it. But ever does evil contain within it the seeds of its own destruction.’ And the middle 

brother took her hands, and loved her better than he had when she had been a sorceress. 

‘How did you come to be cursed?’ the middle brother asked. 
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‘My father was a sorceror-king with a soul as black as the dark spaces between the stars, and he had 

three daughters. My elder sisters would not bend their psouls to sorcery, and loved those they were 

commanded not to love, so my father had them transformed into things of horror. I also recoiled from 

the sorcerous arts with loathing, but my father was resolved to have an heir for his evil designs. At 

last he learned how to distill his own evil into a precious stone, and put it into my chest as a false 

heart.’ 

‘Do you still wish to conquer the stars?’ asked the youngest brother. 

The flaxen-haired girl who had been a sorceress laughed, and said, ‘No, nine hundred times no!’ And 

they all rejoiced that evil always contains within it the seeds of its own destruction. ‘For if I had not 

had this hunger for wealth which could not be sated, I would never have stolen from you, and drawn 

you all into my schemes; and had I not been cruel, my two sisters would still be ensorcelled, and no 

one would know how my ensorcellment might be undone. So in placing these evils within me, my 

father planted the seeds for the undoing of his evil.’ 

 

On the Black Fortress they tarried for a time, and two times. With the breaking of the curse the 

flaxen-haired girl had forgotten all she knew of magic, and feared a little to leave to leave the Black 

Fortress, lest she sail the Ship of Arcol into the sun, or into the void, or into the side of a cruel 

mountain. Thus they feared, and at the same time had no need to leave, for the Black Fortress had 

been prepared for a vast army, with provisions preserved by magic, so had all things needful for life. 

But at length the antman began to weary of living among the wonders of the ancients. 

‘You may have lost your sorcery, but not your wit,’ said the antman to the flaxen-haired girl. ‘And 

you are not alone. I know much of the lore of artifacts, and there are many artifacts in this place that 

may aid us. I long to return to the city where I was made, to make recompense for the harm I did it, 

and I am sure that together we can sail this vessel back to the world, if we do nothing rash.’ 

The girl who had been a sorceress nodded her head slowly, and said: ‘I, too, think that we can do 

such a thing, if we do nothing rash. And truly I begin to long to see sunlight on still water, and would 

have my child born on the green world, where it is not forever night.’ 

‘I also would have my child born on the green world,’ said the girl with grey eyes; and the dark-

haired girl said a similar thing. 

It happened as the antman had said. The girl who had been a sorceress and the antman did nothing 

with rashness, and sailed the Ship of Arcol back over the edge of the world. They came in low at 

sunrise across a wine-wet sea, and saw the cliffs of the land across the water, coming nearer and 

nearer with each instant.  Then joy came over the flaxen-haired girl, at the sight of sunlight on still 

water, and joy came over the antman, at the thought of his city, and for but a moment they took little 

care for the guiding of the ship, so that the middle brother feared that it would fall out of the sky. 
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And so it did. It fell into the sea near to the land, and they all swam ashore without hurt- the antman 

towed by each of the brothers in turn, for he could not swim. The Ship of Arcol sank into the sea with 

all the treasure it contained. 

‘We are still much richer than we ever dreamed,’ said the elder brother, for they all had rings on their 

fingers and bracelets on their wrists, and pouches full of gold, and earrings, and necklaces, and also 

the stones that had been cut out of the chests of the three sisters. And he took the hand of the dark-

haired girl. 

‘We are all still alive, and in good health,’ said the younger brother. ‘Our feet rest on the sands of the 

green world, and the sun shines down upon us.’ And he took the hand of the grey-eyed girl. 

‘Yet we are a thousand thousand times poorer than we might have been,’ said the middle brother, 

looking out to where the Ship of Arcol had been swallowed by the wine-wet sea, as though it had 

never been. And he took the hand of the flaxen-haired girl, who once had been a sorceress. 

The antman said nothing, and followed the steps the three brothers set for the highlands. They 

traveled for more days than he had will to count, and saw many wonders less wonderful than the 

things they had seen before, and came at length to the hill where the house of the three brothers had 

been. There they found that nineties of years had passed while they tarried in the Black Fortress, and 

none now remembered the three brothers who had set out to find their grandmother’s clock. But the 

three brothers who returned were not unwelcome, for they did not speak like lowlanders, and they 

were free to spend the wealth they had gained beyond the edge of the world. Their neighbours envied 

them a little- for their wealth, and for the wives they had brought from distant lands- and thought it 

odd that an antman dwelled with them, but all in all they lived well. They did not travel again, and 

raised fine children whose lives pass on into other tales. 

 

One day the flaxen-haired daughter of the woman who had been a sorceress woke before dawn to 

find the antman packed as though for a journey, and with his forefeet on the doorstep. ‘Where are 

you going, uncle?’ she asked. 

‘I am going to look for something I lost, little one,’ he said. ‘It fell into the water long ago, and I must 

find it, if ever I am to be one of my own people again.’ 

‘Are you leaving us forever?’ asked the girl. 

‘Only until the stars are put back in their boxes, little one,’ said the antman. ‘Do not make water with 

your eyes. Here, take this, and remember me by it.’ And then he gave the child an adamant stone 

which had been the heart of a sorceress.  

The antman did not come back, for the stars have not yet been put in their boxes, but the little girl 

kept the stone, and gave it to her daughter, who gave it to her daughter, who gave it to me. And I 

have it still.  
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