LEGENDSII

New Short Novels
by the Masters of Modern Fantasy

EDITED BY
ROBERT SILVERBERG

CONTENTS
TITLEPAGE
DEDICATION
INTRODUCTION

Robert Slverberg

REALM OF THE ELDERLINGS:
HOMECOMING

Robin Hobb

A SONG OF ICE AND FIRE:
THE SWORN SWORD

GeorgeR. R. Martin

THE TALESOF ALVIN MAKER:
THEYAZOO QUEEN

Orson Scott Card

OUTLANDER:
LORD JOHN AND THE SUCCUBUS

Diana Gabaldon

MAJPOOR:
THE BOOK OF CHANGES

Robert Slverberg

OTHERLAND:
THE HAPPIEST DEAD BOY
IN THEWORLD

Tad Williams

PERN:
BEYONDBETWEEN

Anne McCaffrey



THERIFTWAR:
THE MESSENGER

Raymond E. Feist

THE SYMPHONY OF AGES.
THRESHOLD

Elizabeth Haydon

AMERICAN GODS:
THE MONARCH OF THE GLEN

Nel Gaman

SHANNARA:
INDOMITABLE

Terry Brooks
COPYRIGHT

For George R. R. Martin
who baited the trap

And Terry Brooks
for valiant help from an unexpected quarter

INTRODUCTION

ThefirgLegends anthology, which was published in 1998, contained € even never-before-published
short novels by eleven best-sdlling fantasy writers, each story set in the specia universe of the imagination
that its author had made famous throughout the world. It was intended as the definitive anthology of
modern fantasy, and—judging by the reception the book received from readers worl dwide—it
succeeded at that.

And now comesLegends || . If the first book was definitive, why do another one?

The short answer isthat fantasy isinexhaugtible. There are dways new storiesto tell, new writersto tell
them; and no theme, no matter how hoary, can ever be depleted.

Asl sadintheintroduction to the first volume, fantasy isthe oldest branch of imaginative literature—as
old asthe human imagination itsdlf. It is not difficult to believe that the same artistic impul se that produced
the extraordinary cave paintings of Lascaux and Altamiraand Chauvet, fifteen and twenty and even thirty
thousand years ago, a so probably produced astounding tales of gods and demons, of talismans and
spdlls, of dragons and werewolves, of wondrous lands beyond the horizon—tales that fur-clad shamans
recited to fascinated audiences around the campfires of 1ce Age Europe. So, too, intorrid Africa, inthe
Chinaof prehistory, in ancient India, in the Americas. everywhere, in fact, on and on back through time
for thousands or even hundreds of thousands of years. | liketo think that the storytelling impulseis
universal—that there have been storytdllers aslong as there have been beingsin thisworld that could be



spoken of as* human”—and that those Storytellers have in particular devoted their skills and energies and
talents, throughout our long evolutionary path, to the creation of extraordinary marvels and wonders. The
Sumerian epic of Gilgamesh isatale of fantasy; 0, too, isHomer’ sOdyssey , and on and on up through
such modern fantasstsasE. R. Eddison, A. Merritt, H. P. Lovecraft, and J. R. R. Tolkien, and dl the
great science-fiction writersfrom Verne and Wellsto our own time. (I include science fiction because
sciencefiction, as| seeit, belongsfirmly in the fantasy category: It isaspecidized branch of fantasy, a
technol ogy-oriented kind of visonary literature in which the imagination is given free play for the sake of
making the scientificaly impossible, or at least the implausible, seem dtogether probable))

Many of the contributorsto the firstLegends were eager to return to their specia worlds of fantasy for a
second round. Severd of them raised the subject of anew anthology so often that finally | began to agree
with them that a second book would be agood idea. And hereit is. Six writers—QOrson Scott Card,
GeorgeR. R. Martin, Raymond E. Feist, Anne McCaffrey, Tad Williams, and mysaf—have returned
from thefirgt one. Joining them are four others—Robin Hobb, Elizabeth Haydon, Diana Gaba don, and
Neill Gaman—who have risen to great fame among fantasy enthusasts since the first anthology was
published, and one grand veteran of fantasy, Terry Brooks, who had found himsdlf unable a the last
minute to participate in the first volume of Legends but who joins usfor thisone.

My thanks are due once again to my wife, Karen, and to my literary agent, Raph Vicinanza, both of
whom aided mein dl sorts of waysin the preparation of this book, and, of course, to dl the authorswho
came through with such splendid stories. | acknowledge also adebt of specia gratitude to Betsy Mitchell
of Del Rey Books, whose sagacious advice and unfailing good cheer were essentid to the project.
Without her help thisbook most literdly would not have comeinto being.

—ROBERTSILVERBERG
February 2003

REALM OF THEELDERLINGS

ROBIN HOBB

THE FARSEER TRILOGY :

ASSASSIN' SAPPRENTICE(1995)
ROYALASSASSIN(1996)

ASSASSIN' SQUEST(1997)

THE LIVESHIP TRADERS TRILOGY::
SHIPOFMAGIC(1998)

MADSHIP(1999)

SHIPOFDESTINY (2000)

THETAWNY MAN TRILOGY:

FooL’ SERRAND(2002)



GOLDENFOOL (2003)
FooL’ SEND(2004)

Thefirst Robin Hobb trilogy, The Farseer Trilogy, took placein the Six Duchies. It isthetale of
FitzChivary Farseer. The discovery that this bastard son exists is enough to topple Prince Chivary’'s
ambition for the throne. He abdicates, ceding thetitle of heir to the throne to his younger brother Verity
and abandoning the child to the care of the stablemaster Burrich. The youngest prince, Regdl, has
ambitions of hisown, and wishesto do away with the bastard. But old King Shrewd seesthe value of
taking thelad and training him asan Nn. For a bastard can be sent into dangers where atrueborn
son could not be risked, and may be given tasks that would soil an heir’s hands.

And so FitzChivary istrained in the secret arts of being aroya assassin. He shows a predilection for the
Wit, abeast magic much despised in the Six Duchies. This secret vicein the young assassin istolerated,
for apartnership with an animal may be auseful trait in an assassin. When it is discovered that he may
possess the hereditary magic of the Farseers, the Skill, he becomes both the King’' s wegpon and an
obstacleto Prince Regd’ sambitionsfor the throne. At atime when therivary for thethroneisintense,
and the Outidanders and their Red Ship raiders are bringing war to the Sx Duchies, FitzChivalry
discoversthat the fate of the kingdom may very well rest on the actions of a young bastard and the
King's Fool. Armed with little more than loyaty and his sporadic taent for the old magic, Fitz followsthe
fading trail of King Verity, who has traveled beyond the Mountain Kingdom and into the realm of the
legendary Elderlings, in what may be avain hopeto renew an old adliance.

The Liveship Traders Trilogytakes place in Jamaillia, Bingtown, and the Pirate Ides, on the coast far to
the south of the Six Duchies. The war in the north hasinterrupted the trade that is the lifeblood of
Bingtown, and the Liveship Traders have fallen on hard times despite their magic sentient ships. At one
time, possession of aLiveship, constructed of magica wizardwood, guaranteed a Trader’ sfamily
prosperity. Only aLiveship can brave the dangers of the Rain Wild River and trade with the legendary
Rain Wild Traders and their mysterious magica goods, plundered from the enigmatic Elderling ruins.
AltheaVestrit expects her families to adhere to tradition and pass the family Liveship on to her when it
quickens at the death of her father. Instead, theVivacia goesto her sster Keffriaand her scheming

Cha cedean husband, Kyle. The proud Liveship becomes atransport vessdl for the despised but highly
profitable davetrade.

Althea, cast out on her own, resolves to make her own way in the world and somehow regain control of
her family’ sliving ship. Her old shipmate Brashen Trdll, the mysterious woodcarver Amber, and the
Paragon , the notorious mad Liveship, are the only dlies she canrdly to her cause. Pirates, adave
rebellion, migrating sea serpents, and anewly hatched dragon are but afew of the obstacles she must
face on her way to discovering that Liveships are not, perhaps, what they seem to be, and may have
dreams of their own to follow.

The Tawny Man Trilogy,awork sill in progress at thiswriting, picks up thetale of Fitz and the Fool
some fifteen years after the Red Ship wars. Queen Kettricken is determined to secure her son’ sthrone
by arranging a marriage between Prince Dutiful and Elliana, the daughter of their old enemiesin the
Outidands. But the Six Duchies themselves are restless. The Witted are weary of persecution, and may
choose to topple the throne of the Farseers by reveding that young Prince Dutiful carriesan old taint in
his blood. The Narcheska Elliana sets ahigh price on her hand: Dutiful must present her with the head of
|cefyre, the legendary dragon of Adevjd Idand.

Meanwhile, to the south, the Bingtown Traders continue to wage war againgt the Chal cedeans, and seek



to enlist the Six Duchiesinto the effort to obliterate Chal ced. Bingtown' stemperamentd dly, the dragon
Tintaglia, has her own reasons for supporting them in this, reasons that may lead not only to the
restoration of the race of dragons but also to the return of Elderling magic to the Cursed Shores.

HOMECOMING
ROBIN HOBB

Day the 7th of the Fish Moon
Year the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

Confiscated from me this day, without cause or justice, were five crates and three trunks. This occurred
during the loading of the shipVenture , setting forth upon Satrap Esclepius noble endeavor to colonize
the Cursed Shores. Contents of the crates are asfollows: One block fine white marble, of asize suitable
for abust, two blocks Aarthian jade, sizes suitable for busts, one large fine soapstone, astall asaman
and aswide asaman, seven large copper ingots, of excellent quality, three sllver ingots, of acceptable
quaity, and three kegs of wax. One crate contained scales, tools for the working of metal and stone, and
measuring equipment. Contents of trunks are asfollows. Two silk gowns, one blue, one pink, tailored by
Seamsiress Wistaand bearing her mark. A dress-length of mille-cloth, green. Two shawls, one white
wool, one bluelinen. Severd pairs hose, in winter and summer weights. Three pairs of dippers, oneslk
and worked with rosebuds. Seven petticoats, three silk, one linen and three wool. One bodice frame, of
light bone and silk. Three volumes of poetry, written in my own hand. A miniature by Soiji, of mysdlf,
Lady Carillion Carrock, née Waljin, commissioned by my mother, Lady Arston Waljin, on the occasion
of my fourteenth birthday. Also included were clothing and bedding for ababy, agirl of four years, and
two boys, of six and ten years, including both winter and summer garb for forma occasions.

| record this confiscation so that the thieves can be brought to justice upon my return to Jamaillia City.
The theft wasin this manner: As our ship was being loaded for departure, cargo beonging to various
nobles aboard the vessel s was detained upon the docks. Captain Triopsinformed us that our possessions
would be held, indefinitely, in the Satrap’ s custody. | do not trust the man, for he shows neither my
husband nor myself proper deference. So | make thisrecord, and when | return this coming spring to
Jamaillia City, my father, Lord Crion Waljin, will bring my complaint before the Satrap’s Court of Justice,
asmy husband seemslittleinclined to do so. Thisdo | swear.

Lady Carillion Waljin Carrock

Day the 10th of the Fish Moon
Year the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

Conditions aboard the ship areintolerable. Once more, | take pen to my journd to record the hardship
and injustice to preserve arecord so that those responsible may be punished. Although | am nobly born,
of the house of Waljin, and dthough my lord husband is not only noble, but heir to thetitle of Lord
Carrock, the quarters given us are no better than those dlotted to the common emigrants and
gpeculators, that is, asmély spacein the ship’ shold. Only the common criminas, chained in the degpest
holds, suffer more than we do.

Thefloor isasplintery wooden deck, the walls are the bare planks of the ship’shull. Thereismuch
evidence that rats were the last inhabitants of this compartment. We are treated no better than cattle.
There are no separate quarters for my maid, so | must suffer her to bed amost dongside us! To preserve



my children from the common brats of the emigrants, | have sacrificed three damask hangingsto curtain
off agpace. Those people accord me no respect. | believe that they are surreptitioudy plundering our
gtores of food. When they mock me, my husband bids me ignore them. This has had adreadful effect on
my servant’ s behavior. This morning, my maid, who aso serves asananny in our reduced household,
spoke almost harshly to young Petrus, bidding him be quiet and cease his questions. When | rebuked her
for it, she dared to raise her brows a me.

My visit to the open deck was awaste of time. It is cluttered with ropes, canvas, and crude men, with no
provisionsfor ladies and children to take the air. The seawas boring, the view only distant foggy idands.
| found nothing there to cheer me as this detestable vessal bears me ever farther away from the lofty
white spires of Blessed Jamaillia City, sacred to Sa.

| have no friends aboard the ship to amuse or comfort mein my heaviness. Lady Duparge has caled on
me once, and | was civil, but the differencesin our station make conversation difficult. Lord Dupargeis
heir to little more than histitle, two ships, and one estate that borders on Gerfen Swamp. Ladies Crifton
and Anxory appear content with one another’ s company and have not caled upon meat al. They are
both too young to have any accomplishmentsto share, yet their mothers should have ingtructed them in
their socia respongibility to their betters. Both might have profited from my friendship upon our return to
Jamaillia City. That they choose not to court my favor does not speek well of their intellect. Doubtless
they would bore me.

| am miserablein these disgusting surroundings. Why my husband has chosen to invest histime and
financesin this venture e udes me. Surely men of amore adventurous nature would better serve our
[llustrious Satrap in thisexploration. Nor can | understand why our children and myself must accompany
him, epecialy in my condition. | do not think my husband gave any thought to the difficultiesthisvoyage
would pose for awoman gravid with child. Asever, he has not seen fit to discuss his decisonswith me,
no more than | would consult him on my artistic pursuits. Y et my ambitions must suffer to dlow himto
pursue his My absence will substantialy delay the completion of my Suspended Chimes of Stone and
Metal . The Satrap’ s brother will be most disappointed, for the instalation was to have honored his
thirtieth birthday.

Day the 15th of the Fish Moon
Y ear the 14th of thereign of the Most
Noble and Exalted Satrap Esclepius

| have been foolish. No. | have been deceived. It is not foolishnessto trust where one has every right to
expect trustworthiness. When my father entrusted my hand and my fate to Lord Jathan Carrock, he
believed he was aman of wedlth, substance, and reputation. My father blessed Sal s name that my artistic
accomplishments had attracted a suitor of such lofty stature. When | bewailed the fate that wed meto a
man so much my senior, my mother counseled meto accept it and to pursue my art and establish my
reputation in the shelter of hisinfluence. | honored their wisdom. For these last ten years, as my youth
and beauty faded in his shadow, | have borne him three children, and bear beneath my heart the
burgeoning seed of yet another. | have been an ornament and ablessing to him, and yet he has decelved
me. When | think of the hours spent managing his household, hours| could have devoted to my art, my
blood seethes with bitterness.

Today, | first entreated, and then, in the throes of my duty to provide for my children, demanded that he
force the Captain to give us better quarters. Sending our three children out onto the deck with their
nanny, he confessed that we were not willing investorsin the Satrap’ s colonization plan but exilesgiven a
chanceto flee our disgrace. All we left behind, estates, homes, precious possessions, horses, céttle. . .
al areforfeit to the Satrap, as are the items seized from us as we embarked. My gentedl respectable



husband is atraitor to our gentle and beloved Satrap and a plotter against the Throne Blessed by Sa.

| won thisadmission from him, bit by bit. He kept saying | should not bother about the palitics, that it was
solely his concern. He said awife should trust her husband to manage their lives. He said that by thetime
the ships resupply our settlement next spring, he would have redeemed our fortune and we would return
to Jamaillian society. But | kept pressng my silly woman's questions. All your holdings seized? | asked
him. All? And he said it was done to save the Carrock name, so that his parents and younger brother can
live with dignity, untarnished by the scandd. A small estate remainsfor his brother to inherit. The Sairgp’s
Court will believe that Jathan Carrock choseto invest his entire fortune in the Satrap’ s venture. Only
those in the Satrap’ sinnermogt circle know it was a confiscation. To win this concession, Jathan begged
many hours on his knees, humbling himsdlf and pleading forgiveness.

Hewent on at great length about that, asif | should be impressed. But | cared nothing for his knees.
“What of Thistlebend?’ | asked. “What of the cottage by the ford there, and the moneysfromit?’ Thisl
brought to him as my marriage portion, and humble though it is, | thought to seeit passed to Narissa
when she wed.

“Gone” hesad, “dl gone”
“But why?’ | demanded. “1 have not plotted against the Satrap. Why am | punished?’

Angrily, hesaid | was hiswife and of course | would share hisfate. | did not see why, he could not
explainit, and findly told me that such afoolish woman could never understand, and bid me hold my
tongue, not flap it and show my ignorance. When | protested that | am not afool, but awell-known
artist, hetold methat | am now acolonist’ swife, and to put my artistic pretenses out of my head.

| bit my tongue to keep from shrieking at him. But within me, my heart screamsin fury againgt this
injustice. Thistlebend, where my little sstersand | waded in the water and plucked liliesto pretend we
were goddesses and those our white and gold scepters. . . gone for Jathan Carrock’ s treacherous

idiocy.

| had heard rumors of adiscovered conspiracy againgt the Satrap. | paid no attention. | thought it had
nothing to do with me. | would say that the punishment wasjudt, if | and my innocent babes were not
ensnared in the same net that has trapped the plotters. All the confiscated wealth has financed this
expedition. The disgraced nobles were forced to join a Company composed of speculators and

explorers. Worse, the banished criminasin the hold, the thieves and whores and ruffians, will be released
to join our Company when we disembark. Such will be the society around my tender children.

Our Blessed Satrap has generoudy granted us a chance to redeem ourselves. Our Magnificent and Most
Merciful Satrap has granted each man of the company two hundred |effers of land, to be claimed
anywhere aong the banks of the Rain Wild River that is our boundary with barbarous Chalced, or along
the Cursed Shores. He directs usto establish our first settlement on the Rain Wild River. He chose this
stefor us because of the ancient legends of the Elder Kings and their Harlot Queens. Long ago, it issaid,
their wondrous cities lined the river. They dusted their skin with gold and wore jewels above their eyes.
So thetaes say. Jathan said that an ancient scroll, showing their settlements, has recently been trandated.
| am skeptical.

In return for this chance to carve out new fortunes for ourselves and redeem our reputations, Our
Glorious Satrap Esclepius asks only that we cede to him haf of al that wefind or producethere. In
return, the Satrap will shelter us under his protective hand, prayerswill be offered for our well-being, and
twice yearly hisrevenue shipswill visit our settlement to be sure we prosper. A Charter for our
Company, signed by the Satrap’ s own hand, promisesthis.



Lords Anxory, Crifton, and Duparge share in our disgrace, though aslesser Lords, they had lessfar to
fal. There are other nobles aboard the other two ships of our fleet, but no one | know well. | rejoice that
my dear friends do not share my fate yet | mourn that | enter exile done. | will not count upon my
husband for comfort in the disaster he has brought upon us. Few secrets are kept long at court. Isthat
why none of my friends came to the docks to bid me farewel1?

My own mother and sister had little time to devote to my packing and farewells. They wept asthey bade
me farewe| from my father’' s home, not even accompanying meto the filthy docks where this ship of
banishment awaited me. Why, O Sa, did they not tell me the truth of my fate?

At that, though, ahysteriafdl upon me, so that | trembled and wept, with occasiond shrieks bursting
from me whether | would or no. Even now, my hands tremble so violently that this desperate scrawl
wandersthe page. All islost to me, home, loving parents, and, most crushing, the art that gave mejoy in
life. The half-finished works| left behind will never be completed, and that pains me as much asachild
dillborn. I liveonly for the day that | can return to gracious Jamaillia by the sea. At thismoment—forgive
me, Sa—I long to do so asawidow. Never will | forgive Jathan Carrock. Bile risesin my throat at the
thought that my children must weer thistraitor’s name.

Day the 24th of the Fish Moon
Year the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

Darknessfills my soul; thisvoyage to exile haslasted an eternity. The man | must call husband orders me
to better manage our household, but | scarcely have the spirit to take up my pen. The children weep,
quarrel, and complain endlesdy, and my maid makes no effort to amuse them. Daily her contempt grows.
| would dap her disrespectful scowl from her faceif | had the strength. Despite my pregnancy, shelets
the children tug at me and demand my attention. All know awoman in my condition should experiencea
serene existence. Y esterday afternoon, when | tried to rest, sheleft the children napping beside me while
she went out to daly with acommon sailor. | awoke to Narissa crying and had to arise and sing to her
until she camed. She complains of apainful belly and a sore throat. No sooner was she settled than both
Petrus and Carlmin awoke and started some boyish tusding that completely frayed my spirit. | was
exhausted and at the edge of hysteria before she returned. When | chided her for neglecting her duties,
she saucily replied that her own mother reared nine children with no servantsto aid her. Asif such
common drudgery were something | should aspireto! Were there anyone elseto fulfill her duties, | would
send her packing.

And whereisLord Carrock through dl of this? Why, out on deck, consulting with the very nobleswho
led him into disgrace.

The food grows ever worse and the water tastes foul, but our cowardly Captain will not put into shoreto
seek better. My maid saysthat her sailor hastold her that the Cursed Shore iswell named, and thet evil
befdls those who land there as surely asit befdl those who once lived there. Can even Captain Triops
believe such superdtitious nonsense?

Day the 27th of the Fish Moon
Y ear the 14th of thereign of the Most
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

We are battered by storm. The ship reeks of the vomit of the miserable inhabitants of its bowels. The
congtant lurching stirs the foul waters of the bilge, so that we must breathe their ench. The Captain will
not allow us out on the deck at al. Theair down hereis damp and thick, and the beams drip water on us.
Surely, | have died and entered some heathen afterlife of punishment.



Yetindl thiswet, thereis scarcely enough water for drinking, and none for washing. Clothing and
bedding soiled with sickness must be rinsed out in seawater that leavesit siff and stained with sdt. Little
Narissa has been most miserable of the children. She has ceased vomiting but has scarcely stirred from
her palet today, poor little creature. Please, Sa, let this horrid rocking and doshing end soon.

Day the 29th of the Fish Moon
Year the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

My child isdead. Narissa, my only daughter, isgone. Sa, have mercy upon me, and visit your justice
upon treacherous Lord Jathan Carrock, for hisevil has been the cause of al my woe! They wrapped my
little girl in canvas and sent her and two othersinto the waters, and the sailors scarce paused in their
laborsto notice their passing. | think | went alittle mad then. Lord Carrock seized mein hisarmswhen |
tried to follow her into the sea. | fought him, but he was too strong for me. | remain trapped in thislife his
treachery has condemned me to endure.

Day the 7th of the Plow Moon
Y ear the 14th of thereign of the Most
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

My childistill dead. Ah, such afoolish thought to write, and yet dtill it seemsimpossibleto me. Narissa,
Narissa, you cannot be gone forever. Surdly thisis some monstrous dream from which | will awake!

Today, because | sat weeping, my husband pushed thisbook at me and said, “Write a poem to comfort
yourself. Hidein your art until you fed better. Do anything, but stop weeping!” Asif he offered a
squalling baby a sugar teat. Asif art took you away from life rather than plunging you headlong into it!
Jathan reproached me for my grief, saying that my reckless mourning frightens our sons and threstensthe
babein my womb. Asif hetruly cared! Had he cared for us as ahusband and a father, never would he
have betrayed our dear Satrap and condemned usto thisfate.

But, to stop hisscowl, | will gt here and writefor atime, like agood wife.

A full dozen of the passengers and two crewmen have died of the flux. Of one hundred sixteen who
began this voyage, ninety-two now remain. The weather has camed but the warm sunlight on the deck
only mocks my sorrow. A haze hangs over the seaand to the west the distant mountains smoke.

Day the 18th of the Plow Moon
Year the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

| have no spirit to write, yet there is nothing € se to occupy my weary mind. |, who once composed the
wittiest prose and most soaring poetry, now plod word by word down a page.

Some days ago we reached the river mouth; | did not note the date, such has been my gloom. All the
men cheered when we sighted it. Some spoke of gold, others of legendary citiesto plunder, and il
others of virgin timber and farmland awaiting us. | thought it marked an end to our voyage, but till it

dragson.

At firg therising tide aided our upriver progress. Now the crew must labor at their oarsfor every
ship-length we gain. The prisoners have been taken from their chains and utilized asrowersin tiny boats.
They row upriver and set anchors and drag us againgt the current. By night, we anchor and listen to the
rush of the water and the shrieks of unseen creatures from the jungle on the shore. Daily the scenery
grows both more fantastic and threatening. The trees on the banks stand twice astall as our mast, and the



ones behind them aretaller still. When theriver narrows, they cast deep shadows over us. Our view isa
near-impenetrable wall of greenery. Our search for akindly shore seemsfolly. | see no sign that any
people have ever lived here. The only creatures are bright birds, large lizards that sun themsalves on the
tree roots a the water’ s edge, and something that whoops and scuttlesin the treetops. There are no
gentle meadows or firm shores, only marshy banks and rank vegetation. Immense treesroot stiltlikein the
water and dangling vines festoon them, trailing in the chalky water. Some have flowersthat gleam white
eveninthe night. They hang, fleshy and thick, and the wind carriestheir swest, carnd breath. Stinging
insects torment us and the carsmen are subject to painful rashes. Theriver water is not potable; worse, it
edts at both flesh and wood, softening oars and ulcerating flesh. If &ft to stand in vessdls, the top layer of
the water becomes drinkable, but the residue swiftly eats leaksin the bucket. Those who drink it
complain of headaches and wild dreams. One crimina raved of “lovely serpents’ and then threw himsalf
overboard. Two crewmen have been confined in chains because of their wild talk.

| see no end to this horrid journeying. We have lost sight of our two companion vessals. Captain Triops
IS supposed to put us off at asafe landing that offers opportunity for asettlement and farming. The
Company’ s hope of open sunny meadows and gentle hills fades with every passing day. The Captain
saysthat thisfresh water isbad for his ship’s hull. He wishesto put us ashore in the swamp, saying that
the trees on the shore may be concedling higher land and open forest. Our men argue againgt this, and
often unroll the Charter the Satrap has given us and point out what was promised to us. He counters by
showing the orders the Satrap gave him. It spesks of landmarksthat don’t exist, navigable channelsthat
are shalow and rocky, and citieswhere only jungle crawls. Sa' s priests made this trand ation and they
cannot lie. But something is very wrong.

The entire ship broods. Quarrels are frequent, the crew mutters against the Captain. A terrible
nervousness afflicts me, so that tears are never far away. Petrus suffers from nightmares and Carlmin,
awaysareclusive child, has become near mute.

Oh, Fair Jamalllia, city of my birth, will | ever again see your ralling hills and graceful spires? Mother,
Father, do you mourn me aslost to you forever?

And thisgreat splotch is Petrusjostling me as he climbs upon my lap, saying heisbored. My maid is next
to usdless. She doeslittleto earn dl the food she devours, and then sheis off, to dink about the ship like
acat in heat. Yesterday, | told her that if she got with child from her immord passions, | would
immediately turn her out. She dared to say she did not care, for her daysin my service were numbered.
Doesthefoolish dat forget that sheisindentured to us for another five years?

Day the 22nd of the Plow Moon
Year the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

It has happened as| feared. | crouch on agreat knee of root, my writing desk achest of my meager
possessions. Thetree a my back isasbig around as atower. Strands and tangle of roots, some as big
around as barrels, anchor it in the swampy ground. | perch on oneto save my skirts from the damp and
tussocky earth. At least on the ship, in the middle of the river, we were blessed with sunlight from above.
Here, thefoliage overshadows us, an eternd twilight.

Captain Triops has marooned us here in the swamp. He claimed that his ship was taking on water, and
his only choice wasto lighten hisload and flee this corrosive river. When we refused to disembark, there
was violence as the crew forced us from the ship. After one of our men was thrown overboard and
swept away, our will to resist vanished. The stock that was to sustain us they kept. One of our men
franticaly seized the cage of messenger birds and fought for it. In the tusde, the cage broke, and dl our
birdsrosein aflock to disappear. The crew threw off the crates of tools, seed, and provisions that were



supposed to aid usin establishing our colony. They did it to lighten the ship, not to help us. Many fell in
deep water, out of reach. The men have salvaged what they could of those that fell on the soft riverside.
The muck has sucked the rest down. Now we are seventy-two soulsin thisforsaken place, of which
forty are able-bodied men.

Grest treestower over us. Theland trembles under our feet like a crust on apudding, and where the men
marched over it to gather our possessions, water now seeps, filling their footprints.

The current swept the ship and our faithless Captain swiftly from our sight. Some say we must stay where
we are, beside the river, and watch for the other two ships. Surely, they say, they will help us. I think we
must move deeper into the forest, seeking firmer land and relief from the biting insects. But | ama
woman, with no say in this. The men hold council now, to decide leadership of our company. Jathan
Carrock put himsdlf forward, as being of the noblest birth, but he was shouted down by others, former
prisoners, tradesmen, and specul ators who said that his father’ s name had no value here. They mocked
him, for al seem to know the “ secret” that we are disgraced in Jamaillia. | walked away from watching
them, feding bitter.

My own Situation is adesperate one. My fecklessmaid did not leave the ship with us, but stayed aboard,
asalor'swhore. | wish her al she deserves! And now Petrus and Carlmin cling to me, complaining that
the water has soaked their shoes and their feet sting from the damp. When | shal have amoment to
myself again, | do not know. | cursethe artist in me, for as| look up at the danting beam of sunlight
dicing through the intervening layers of branch and lesf, | see awild and dangerous beauity to this place.
Did I giveintoit, | fear it could be as seductive as the raw glance of arough man.

| do not know where such thoughts come from. | smply want to go home.
Somewhere on the leaves above us, it israining.

Day the 24th of the Plow Moon
Year the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

| was jolted from deep before dawn, thrown out of avivid dream of aforeign Street festiva. It was asif
the earth legpt sideways beneath us. Then, when the sun wasfairly up in the unseen sky, we again felt the
land tremble. The earthquake passed through the Rain Wild about uslike awave. | have experienced
earthquakes before, but in this gdlid region, the tremor seemed stronger and more threatening. It is easy
to imagine thismarshy ground gulping us down like ayellow carp swalowing a breadcrumb.

Despite our inland trek, the land remains swampy and treacherous beneath our feet. Today, | came face
to face with asnake hanging down from atangle of green. My heart was seized by both his beauty and
my terror. How effortlessy helifted himsalf from his perusa of meto continue hisjourney along the
intertwining branches overhead. Would that | could crossthisland as effortlesdy!

Day the 27th of the Plow Moon
Year the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

| write while perched in atree like one of the bright parrots that share the branch with me. | fed both
ridiculous and exhilarated, despite hunger, thirst, and great weariness. Perhaps my headinessisaside
effect of starvation.

For five days, we have trekked ponderoudy through soft ground and thick brush, awvay from theriver,
seeking drier ground. Some of our party protest this, saying that when our promised ship comesin spring,



it will not be ableto find us. I hold my tongue, but | doubt that any ship will come up thisriver again.

Moving inland did not improve our lot. The ground remains tremulous and boggy. By the time our entire
party has passed over it, we leave atrack of mud and standing water behind us. The damp inflames our
feet and rots the fabric of my skirt. All the women go draggle-hemmed now.

We have abandoned whatever we could not carry. Every one of us, man, woman, and child, carries as
much as possible. Thelittle ones grow weary. | fed the child inside me grow heavier with each sucking

tep.

The men have formed a Council to rule us. Each man isto have onevoteinit. | regard thisignoring of the
natural order as perilous, yet thereisno way for the outcast nobles to assert their right to rule. Jathan told
me privately that we do best to let this happen, for soon enough the Company will see that common
farmers, pickpockets, and adventurers are not suited to rule. For now, we heed their rules. The Council
has gathered the dwindling food suppliesinto acommon hoard. We are parceled out a pittance each day.
The Council saysthat all men will sharethework equaly. Thus Jathan must stand a night watch with his
felows asif he were acommon soldier. The men stand watch in pairs, for a sole watchman ismore
prone to the strange madness that lurksin this place. We spesk little of it, but al have had strange
dreams, and some of our Company seem to be wandering in their minds. The men blame the water.
Thereistak of sending out exploring partiesto find agood dry site for our settlement.

| have no faith in their brave plans. Thiswild place does not care for our rules or Council.

We have found little here to sustain us. The vegetation is strange, and the only animal life we have seen
movesin the higher reaches of thetrees. Y et amidst thiswild and tangled sprawl, thereis till beauty, if
one has an eyefor it. The sunlight that reaches us through the canopy of the treesis gentle and dappled,
illuminating the feathery mossesthat drape from the vines. One moment | curseit aswe struggle through
itsclinging nets, and inthe next, | seeit asdusky green lace. Y esterday, despite my weariness and

Jathan’ simpatience, | paused to enjoy the beauty of aflowering vine. In examining it, | noticed that each
trumpetlike flower cupped asmal quantity of rainwater, Sweetened by the flower’ s nectar. Saforgive me
that | and my children drank well from many of the blossoms before | told the others of my find. We have
aso found mushrooms that grow like shelves on the tree trunks, and avine that has red berries. It isnot

enough.

It isto my credit that we deep dry tonight. | dreaded another night of deeping on the damp ground,
awakening wet and itching, or huddled atop our possessions asthey dowly sink into the marshy ground.
This evening, as the shadows began to degpen, | noticed bird nests dangling like swinging purses from
some of thetree limbs. Wl do | know how cleverly Petrus can climb furniture and even drapes.
Sdlecting atree with severa stout branchesamost a aleve, | challenged my son to seeif he could reach
them. He clung to the vinesthat draped the tree while hislittle feet found purchase on the rough bark.
Soon he sat high above us on avery thick limb, swinging hisfeet and laughing to see us stare.

| bade Jathan follow his son, and take with him the damask drapesthat | have carried so far. Others
soon saw my plan. Singsof dl kinds now hang like bright fruit in these dense trees. Some degp onthe
wider branches or in the crotches of the trees, othersin hammaocks. It is precarious rest, but dry.

All praised me. “My wife has dways been clever,” Jathan declared, asif to take the credit from me, and
s0 | reminded him, “I have aname of my own. | was Carillion Waljin long before | was Lady Carrock!
Some of my best-known pieces as an artist, Suspended Basins andFloating Lanterns , required just
such aknowledge of balance and support! The differenceisone of scale, not property.” At this, severa
of the women in our party gasped, deeming me abraggart, but Lady Duparge exclaimed, “ Sheisright! |
have dways admired Lady Carrock’ swork.”



Then one rough fellow was so bold asto add, “ She will be just as clever as Trader Carrock’ swife, for
wewill have no lords and ladies here”

It was a sobering thought to me and yet | fear he hastheright of it. Birth and breeding count for little
here. Already they have given avote to common men, less educated than Lady Dupargeor |. A farmer
has more say in our plansthan | do.

And what did my husband mutter to me?“Y ou shamed me by calling attention to yoursdlf. Such vanity to
boast of your ‘art accomplishments.” Occupy yourself with your children’ s needs, not bragging of
yourself.” And so he put mein my place.

What isto become of us? What good to deep dry if our bellies are empty and our throats dry? | pity so
the childingde me. All the men cried “Caution!” to one another asthey used ahoist and ding to lift meto
this perch. Y et dl the caution in the world cannot save this babe from the wilderness being his birthplace.
I missmy Narissadtill, and yet | think her end was kinder than what this strange forest may visit upon us.

Day the 29th of the Plow Moon
Year the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

| ate another lizard tonight. It shames meto admit it. Thefirst time, | did it with no more thought than a
cat pouncing on abird. During arest time, | noticed thetiny creature on afern frond. It wasgreen asa
jewd and so ill. Only the glitter of its bright eye and thetiny pulse of life at itsthroat betrayed it to me.
Swift asasnake, | sruck. | caught it in my hand, and in aninstant | cupped its soft belly againgt my
mouth. | bit into it, and it was bitter, rank, and sweet dl a once. | crunched it down, bonesand dl, asif it
were a steamed lark from the Satrap’ s banquet table. Afterward, | could not believe | had doneit. |
expected to fed ill, but | did not. Nevertheless, | felt too shamed to tell anyone what | had done. Such
food seems unfit for acivilized human, let done the manner inwhich | devoured it. | told mysdlf it wasthe
demands of the child growing in me, amomentary aberration brought on by gnawing hunger. | resolved
never todoit again, and | put it out of my mind.

But tonight, | did. He was adender gray fellow, the color of the tree. He saw my darting hand and hid in
acrack of the bark, but | dragged him out by histail. | held him pinched between my finger and thumb.
He struggled wildly and then grew till, knowing it was usdless. | looked a him closdly, thinking that if |
did so, then | could let him go. Hewas beauttiful, his gleaming eyes, histiny clawsand lashing tail. His
back was gray and rough asthe tree bark, but his soft little belly was the color of cream. Therewasa
blush of blue on the soft curve of histhroat and apae stripe of it down hisbelly. The scales of hisbelly
weretiny and smooth when | pressed my tongue against them. | felt the pattering of histiny heart and
smdled the stench of hisfear ashislittle claws scrabbled against my chapped lips. It wasdl so familiar
somehow. Then | closed my eyes and hit into him, holding both my hands over my mouth to be sure no
morsel escaped. Therewas atiny smear of blood on my palm afterward. | licked it off. No one saw.

Sa, sweset Lord of dl, what am | becoming? What prompts me to behave this way? The privation of
hunger or the contagious wildness of this place? | hardly know mysdf. The dreamsthat plague my deep
are not those of aJamaillian Lady. The waters of the earth scald my hands and sear my fest, until they
heal rough as cobs. | fear what my face and hair must look like.

Day the 2nd of the Greening Moon
Y ear the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

A boy died last night. We were dl shocked. He smply did not wake up this morning. He was a hedthy



lad of about twelve. Durgan was his name, and though he was only atradesman’sson, | share his
parents grief quite strongly. Petrus had followed him about, and seems very shaken by his death. He
whispered to me that he dreamed last night that the land remembered him. When | asked what he meant
by that, he could not explain, but said that perhaps Durgan had died because this place didn’t want him.
He made no sense to me, but he repeated himsdf ingstently until | nodded and said perhaps he wasright.
Sweet Sa, do not let the madness be taking my boy. It frightens me so. Perhapsit is good that my boy
will no longer seek the companionship of such acommon lad, yet Durgan had awide smile and aready
laugh that wewill miss.

Asfagt asthe men dug agrave, it welled full of murky water. At last his mother had to be taken away
while hisfather condemned his son’ s body to the water and muck. Aswe asked Sa's peace on him, the
childingde mekicked angrily. It frightened me.

Day the 8th of the Greening Moon (I think. Marthi Duparge saysit isthe9th.) Year the 14th
of thereign of the M ost Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

We have found apatch of drier ground and most of uswill rest here for afew days while a chosen party
of men scoutsfor abetter place. Our refugeislittle more than afirmer idand amidst the swvamp. We have
learned that a certain type of needled bush indicates firmer ground, and hereit isquite dense. Itis
resinous enough to burn even when green. It produces a dense and choking smoke, but it keepsthe
biting insects at bay.

Jathan is one of our scouts. With our child soon to be born, | thought he should stay here to help me care
for our boys. He said he must go, to establish himself as aleader among the Company. Lord Dupargeis
asoto goasascout. AsLady Marthi Duparge is aso with child, Jathan said we could help one another.
Such ayoung wife as she cannot be of much use a abirthing, and yet her company will be preferable to
noneat al. All of uswomen have drawn closer as privation has forced us to share our paltry resources
for the good of our children.

Another of the women, aweaver’ swife, has devised away to make mats from the abundant vines. |
have begun to learn this, for thereislittle else | can do, so heavy have | become. The mats can be used
as bed-pallets and also laced together into screens for shelter. All the nearby trees are smooth-barked,
with the branches beginning very high, so we must contrive what shelter we can on the ground. Severa
women joined us and it was pleasant and dmost homey to St together and talk and work with our hands.
The men laughed at us as we raised our woven walls, asking what such frail barriers can keep out. | felt
foolish, yet asdark fell, we took comfort in our flimsy cottage. Sewet the weaver has afine Snging voice,
and brought tears to my eyes as she sang her youngest to deep with the old song of “Praiseto Sain
Tribulation.” It seemsalifetime sncelast | heard music. How long must my children live with no culture
and no tutors save the merciless judgment of thiswild place?

Asmuch as| disdain Jathan Carrock for bringing about our exile, | miss him thisevening.

Day the 12th or 13th of the Greening M oon
Year the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

A madness came upon our camp last night. It began with awoman starting up in the darkness, shouting,
“Hark! Hark! Does no one ese hear their snging?’ Her husband tried to quiet her, but then ayoung boy
exclamed that he had heard the singing for severa nights now. Then he plunged off into the darkness asiif
he knew where he was going. His mother ran after him. Then the woman broke free of her husband, and
raced off into the swamp. Three others went after her, not to bring her back but crying, “Wait, wait, we
will gowith you!”



| rose and held on to both my sons, lest the madness take them. A peculiar undark suffusesthisjungle by
night. Thefirefliesare familiar, but not an odd spider that leaves aglob of glowing spittle in the middle of
itsweb. Tiny insectsfly right into it, just as moths will seek alantern’sfire. Thereisaso adangling moss
that gleams pale and cold. | dare not let my lads know how gruesomel find it. | told them | shivered
because of the chill, and in concern for those poor benighted wretches|ost in the svamp. Yet it chilled
me even more to hear little Carlmin speak of how lovely the jungle was by night, and how swest the scent
of the night-blooming flowers. He said he remembered when | used to make cakes flavored with those
flowers. We never had such flowersin JamailliaCity, yet ashe said it, | amost recalled little brown
cakes, soft in the middle and crispy brown at the edges. Even as| write the words, | aimost recal how |
shaped them into blossoms before | cooked them in hot bubbling fat.

Never have | done such cooking, | swear.

Asof midday, thereisno sign of those the night-madness took. Searchers went after them, but the search
party returned wet and insect-bitten and disconsolate. The jungle has swallowed them. The woman left
behind asmall boy who has been wailing for her most of the day.

| have told no one of the music that haunts my dreams.

Day the 14th or 15th of the Greening Moon
Y ear the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

Our scouts still have not returned. By day, we put afine face onit for the children, but by night Marthi
Duparge and | share our fearswhile my boys deep. Surely our men should have returned by now, if only
to say that they found no better place than this boggy idand.

Last night Marthi wept and said that the Satrap deliberately sent usto our deaths. | was shocked. Sa's
prieststrandated the ancient scrollsthat told of cities on thisriver. Men dedicated to Sacannot lie. But
perhaps they erred, and grievoudy enough to cost our lives.

Thereisno plenty here, only strangenessthat lurks by day and prowls amongst our huts by night. Almost
every night, one or two folk awake shrieking from nightmares they cannot recdl. A young woman of easy
virtue has gone missing for two days now. Shewas awhore for coin in Jamaillia s streets, and continued
her trade here, asking food from the men who used her. We do not know if she wandered off or was
killed by one of our own party. We do not know if we harbor amurderer in our midst, or if thisterrible
land has claimed another victim.

We mothers suffer the most, for our children beg usfor more than the meager rations dlotted us. The
suppliesfrom the ship are gone. | forage daily, my sonsat my side. | found aheaped mound of |oosened
earth afew days ago and, poking through it, discovered eggs with brown speckled shells. There were
amogt fifty of them, and though some of the men refused them, saying they would not eat snake or lizard
eggs, none of themoathersdid. Onelilylike plant isdifficult to pull from the shalows, for inevitably | am
splashed with stinging water and the roots are long and fibrous. There are nodules on the roots, no bigger
than large pearls, and these have a pleasantly peppery flavor. Sewet has been working with the roots
themsalves, making baskets and recently a coarse cloth. That will bewelcome. Our skirtsarein tatters
up to our calves, and our shoes grow thin as paper. All were surprised when | found thelily pearls.
Several people asked how | knew they were edible.

| had no answer to that. The flowers looked familiar somehow. | cannot say what made me pull up the
roots nor what prompted meto pick the pearly nodules and put them in my mouth.

The men who stayed here congtantly complain of standing watches by night and keeping our firesdight,



but in truth I think we women work as hard. It istaxing to keep our youngsters safe and fed and clean in
these circumstances. | confess | have learned much of managing my boys from Chellia. Shewasa
laundressin Jamaillia, and yet here she has become my friend, and we share alittle hut we have built for
the five children and oursalves. Her man, one Ethe, isaso amongst the explorers. Y et she kegpsa
cheerful face and ingststhat her three youngsters help with the daily tasks. Our older boyswe send out
together to gather dry dead wood for the fire. We caution them never to go beyond the sounds of the
camp, but both Petrus and Olpey complain that no dry wood remains nearby. Her daughters Piet and
Likeawatch Carlmin while Chdliaand | harvest the water from the trumpet flowers and scavenge
whatever mushrooms we can find. We have found a bark that makesa spicy teg; it helpsto stave off
hunger aswell.

| am grateful for her company; both Marthi and | will welcome her help when birth comes upon us. Y et
her boy Olpey isolder than my Petrus and leading him into bold and reckless ways. Y esterday the two
were gone until dusk, and then returned with only an armful of firewood each. They told of hearing distant
music and following it. | am sure they ventured deeper into this swampy forest than iswise. | scolded
them both, and Petrus was daunted but Olpey snidely asked his mother what else should he do, stay here
in the mud and grow roots? | was shocked to hear him speak so to hismother. | am sure that he isthe
influence behind Petrus’ nightmares, for Olpey lovestdling wild talesfull of parasitic spectersthat float as
night fogs and lizards that suck blood. | do not want Petrusinfluenced by such superstitious nonsense,
and yet what can | do? The boys must fetch wood for us, and | cannot send him aone. All the older boys
of our Company are given such chores. It grieves me to see Petrus, the descendant of two illustrious
bloodlines, put to such work aongside common boys. | fear he will be ruined long before we return to
Jamaillia

And why has Jathan not returned to us? What has become of our men?

Day the 19th or 20th of the Greening M oon
Year the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

Today three muddy men and awoman walked into our campsite. When | heard the hubbub, my heart
legpt in excitement, for | thought our men had returned. Instead, | was shocked to discover that this party
was from one of the other ships.

Captain, crew, and passengers were flung into the river one evening when the ship smply came gpart.
They had little opportunity to salvage suppliesfrom the foundering vessdl. They lost more than half the
souls aboard it. Of those that made it to shore, many took the madness, and in the days following the

shipwreck ended their own lives or vanished into the wilds.

Many of them died in thefirst few nights, for they could find no solid ground at dl. | covered my ears
when they spoke of peoplefdling and literdly drowning in the mud. Some woke witless and raving after
experiencing strange dreams. Some recovered, but others wandered off into the swamp, never to be
seen again. These three were the vanguard of those who remained adive. Minutes later, others began to
arrive. They camein threes and fours, bedraggled and bug-bitten, and horribly scalded from prolonged
contact with the river water. There are sixty-two of them. A few are disgraced nobles, and others are
commoners who thought to find anew life. The speculatorswho invested wedlth in this expedition in the
hope of making fortunes seem the most bitter.

The Captain did not survive thefirst night. Those sailorswho did are distressed and bewildered by their
sudden plungeinto exile. Some of them hold themsalves apart from the * colonists,” asthey cdl us. Others
seem to understand they must claim a place amongst us or perish.



Some of our party drew apart and muttered that we had little enough shelter and victuasfor oursalves,
but most of us shared readily. | had never thought to see people more desperate than we were. | fed that
al profited from it, and Marthi and | perhaps most of al. Ser, an experienced midwife, was of their party.
They dso had athatcher, their ship’s carpenter, and men with hunting skills. The sailors arefit and hearty
creatures and may adapt enough to be useful.

Still no sgn of our own men.

Day the 26th of the Greening M oon
Y ear the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

My time came. The child was born. | did not even see her before the midwife took her away. Marthi and
Chelliaand Ser the midwife dl say shewasborn dead, yet | am sure | heard her wail once. | wasweary
and closeto fainting, but surdly | recall what | heard. My babe cried out for me before she died.

Chdliasaysitisnot so, that the babe was born blue and still. | have asked why | could not have held her
once before they gave her to the earth? The midwife said | would grieve lessthat way. But her face goes
pale whenever | ask about it. Marthi does not speak of it. Does she fear her own time, or do they keep
something from me? Why, Sa, have you taken both my daughters from me so crudly?

Jathan will hear of it when he returns. Perhapsif he had been here, to help mein my last heavy days, |
would not have had to toil so hard. Perhaps my little girl could have lived. But he was not with me then
and heis not with me now. And who will watch my boys, find food for them and make sure they return
safe each night while | must lie here and bleed for ababe that did not live?

Day the 1st of the Grain Moon
Year the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

| have risen from my lying-in. | fed that my heart isburied with my child. Did | carry her so far and
through such hardship for nothing?

Our camp is now so crowded with newcomers that one can scarce thread a path through the makeshift
shdlters. Little Carlmin, separated from mefor my lying-in, now follows melike athin little shadow.
Petrus has made fast hisfriendship with Olpey and pays no mind to my wordsat al. When | bid him stay
closeto camp, he defies me to venture ever deeper into the swamps. Chelliatellsme, let him go. The
boys are the darlings of the camp for discovering dangling bunches of sour little berries. Thetiny fruitsare
bright yellow and sour as bile, but even such foul food iswelcometo folk as hungry aswe are. Still, it
infuriates methat al encourage my son to disobey me. Do not they listen to the wild tales the boystdll, of
strange music, distantly heard? The boys brag they will find the source of it, and my mother’ s heart
knowsit is nothing natural and good that lures them ever deeper into this pestilentid jungle.

The camp growsworse every day. Paths are churned to muck, and grow wider and more muddy. Too
many people do nothing to better our lot. They live as best they can today, making no provison for
tomorrow, relying on the rest of usfor food. Some Sit and stare, some pray and weep. Do they expect
Sahimsdlf to swoop down and save them? Last night afamily wasfound deed, dl five of them, huddled
around the base of atree under apitiful drape of mats. Thereisno sign of what killed them. No one
speaks of what we all fear: that there is an insdious madnessin the water, or perhagpsit comes up from
the ground itsdlf, cregping into our dreams as unearthly music. | awaken from dreams of a strange city,
thinking I am someone else, somewhere ese. And when | open my eyesto mud and insects and hunger,
sometimes | long to close them again and smply go back to my dream. Isthat what befdll that hapless



family? All their eyes were wide open and staring when we discovered them. Welet their bodies go into
theriver. The Council took what little goods they had and divided them, but many grumble that the
Council only digtributed the salvage to their own friends and not to those most in need. Discontent grows
with this Council of few who imposeruleon dl of us.

Our doubtful refugeis starting to fail us. Even the paltry weight of our woven huts turnsthe fragile sod to
mud. | used to spesk disdainfully of those who lived in squaor, saying, “They livelikeanimas.” Butin
truth, the beasts of thisjungle live more gracioudly than we do. | envy the spiderstheir webs suspended in
the shafts of sunlight overhead. | envy the birds whose woven nests dangle over our heads, out of reach
of mud and snakes. | envy even the splay-footed marsh-rabbits, as our hunters call thelittle game animals
that scamper o elusively over the matted reeds and floating leaves of the shalows. By day, the earth
sucks at my feet with every step | take. By night, our deeping pallets sink into the earth, and we wake
wet. A solution must be found, but al the others say, “Wait. Our explorerswill return and lead usto a
better place.”

| think the only better place they have found is the bosom of Sa. So may wedl go. Will | ever see bamy
Jamailliaagain, ever walk in agarden of kindly plants, ever again be freeto egt to satiation and drink
without regard for the morrow? | understand the temptation to evade my life by dozing away the hoursin
dreams of a better place. Only my sons keep me anchored in thisworld.

Day the 16th of the Grain Moon
Y ear the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

What the waking mind does not perceive, the heart dready knows. In adream, | moved like the wind
through these Rain Wilds, skimming over the soft ground and then sweeping through the swaying
branches of the trees. Unhindered by muck and caustic water, | could suddenly see the many-layered
beauty of our surroundings. | balanced, teetering like abird, on afrond of fern. Some spirit of the Rain
Wildswhispered to me, “Try to master it and it will engulf you. Become apart of it, and live.”

| do not know that my waking mind believes any of that. My heart cries out for the white spires of
Jamaillia, for the gentle blue waters of her harbor, for her shady waks and sunny squares. | hunger for
music and art, for wine and poetry, for food that | did not scavenge from the crawl and tangle of this
forbidding jungle. | hunger for beauty in place of squaor.

| did not gather food or water today. Instead, | sacrificed two pages of thisjournal to sketch dwellings
suitable for thisunforgiving place. | dso designed floating walkwaysto link our homes. It will require
some cutting of trees and shaping of lumber. When | showed them, some people mocked me, saying the
work istoo great for such asmal group of people. Some pointed out that our tools have rapidly
corroded here. | retorted that we must use our tools now to cregte sheltersthat will not fail uswhen our
toolsare gone.

Some willingly looked a my sketches, but then shrugged, saying what sense to work so hard when our
scouts may return any day to lead usto a better location? We cannot, they said, live in this swamp
forever. | retorted they were right, that if we did not bestir ourselves, we would die here. | did not, for
fear of provoking fate, utter my darkest fear: that thereis nothing but swamp for leagues under these
trees, and that our explorerswill never return.

Most people stalked away from my scorn, but two men stood and berated me, asking me what decent
Jamaillian woman would raise her voicein anger before men. They were only commoners, aswerethe
wives that stood and nodded behind them. Still, | could not restrain my tears, nor how my voice shook as
| demanded what sort of men werethey, to send my boysinto the jungle to forage food for them while



they sat on their heels and waited for someone e se to solve their problems? They lifted their hands and
made the sign for ashamed woman at me, asif | were astreet girl. Then al walked away from me.

| do not care. | will prove them wrong.

Day the 24th of the Grain Moon
Y ear the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

| am torn between eation and grief. My baby is dead, Jathan is still missing, and yet today | fed more
triumph than | did at any blessing of my artwork. Chellia, Marthi, and little Carlmin have toiled dlongside
me. Sewet the weaver woman has offered refinements to my experiments. Piet and Likea have gathered
food in my stead. Carlmin’s smal hands have amazed me with their agility and warmed my heart with his
determination to help. In this effort, Carlmin has shown himself the son of my soul.

We havefloored alarge hut with a crosshatching of mats atop abed of reeds and thin branches. This
Spreads the weight, so that we float atop the spongy ground as gently as the matted reeds float upon the
neighboring waters. While other shelters sink daily and must be moved, ours has gone four days without
settling. Today, satisfied that our home will last, we began further improvements. Without tools, we have
broken down small saplings and torn their branches from them. Pieces of their trunks, woven with lily
root into a horizonta ladder, form the basis for the walkways around our hut. Layers of woven matting to
be added tomorrow will further strengthen our flimsy walkways. Thetrick, | am convinced, isto spread
the weight of the traffic out over the greatest possible area, much as the marsh-rabbits do with their
splayed feet. Over the wettest section, behind our hut, we have suspended the walkway, anchoring it like
aspiderweb from onetreeto its neighbors as best we can. It isdifficult, for the girth of the treesis great
and the bark smooth. Twice it gave way aswe struggled to secureit, and some of those watching jeered,
but on our third effort, it held. Not only did we cross over it severa timesin safety, but we were able to
stand upon our swaying bridge and ook out over the rest of the settlement. It was no lofty view, for we
were no more than waist-high above the ground, but even o, it gave me a perspective on our misery.
Space is wasted with wandering paths and haphazard placement of huts. One of the sailors came over to
ingpect our effort, with much rocking on his heels and chewing on atwig. Then he had the effrontery to
change haf our knots. “That’ Il hold, madam,” hetold me. “But not for long and not under heavy use. We
need better rigging to fasten to. Look up. That’s where we need to be, rigging onto all those branches up
there”

| looked up to the dizzying heights where the branches begin and told him that, without wings, none of us
could reach those heights. He grinned and said, “1 know aman might could do it. If anyone thought it
worth histrying.” Then he made one of those ridiculous sailor bows and wandered off.

We must soon take action, for this shivering idand diminishes daily. The ground is overtrodden and water
gtandsin our paths. | must be mad to try; | am an artist, not an engineer or abuilder. And yet if no one
edsegepsforward, | am driven to the attempt. If | fail, | will fail having tried.

Day the 5th or 6th of the Prayer Moon
Y ear the 14th of thereign of the M ost
Noble and Magnificent Satrap Esclepius

Today one of my bridgesfell. Three men were plunged into the swamp, and one broke aleg. He blamed
his mishap upon me and declared that thisiswhat happens when women try their knitting skillsas
congtruction. Hiswifejoined in hisaccusations. But | did not shrink before them. | told them that | did
not demand that he use my walkways, and that any who had not contributed to them and yet dared to
walk upon them deserved whatever fate Sa sent them for laziness and ingratitude.



Someone shouted “blasphemy” but someone €l se shouted “truth is Sal ssword.” | fdt vindicated. My
workforce has grown enough to be split into two parties. | shal put Sewet in charge of the second one,
and woe betide any man who derides my choice. Her weaving skills have proven themsdlves.

Tomorrow we hope to start raising the first supportsfor my Great Platformsinto the trees. | could fall
most spectacularly. The logs are heavier, and we have no true rope for the hoigting, but only lines of
braided root. The sailor has devised severa crude block and tacklesfor us. He and my Petrus were the
oneswho scaed the smooth trunk of atree to where the immense limbs branch overhead. They tapped
in pegs asthey went, but even so, my heart shook to see them venture so high. Retyo the sailor saysthat
his tackleswill make our strength sufficient for any task. | wait to seethat. | fear they will only lead to our
woven linesfraying dl the more. | should be degping and yet | lie here, wondering if we have sufficient
lineto hoist our beams. Will our rope ladders stand up to the daily use of workers? What have |
undertaken? If any fall from such aheight, they will surely die. Y et summer must end, and when winter
rains come, we must have adry retredt.

Day the 12th or 13th of the Prayer M oon
Year the 14th of Satrap Esclepius

Failure upon failure upon failure. | scarce have the spirit to write of it. Retyo the sailor sayswe must

count as a success that no one has been injured. When our firgt platform fell, it sank itsdf into the soft
earth rather than breaking into pieces. He cheerfully said that proved the platform’ s strength. Heisa
resourceful young man, intelligent despite hislack of education. | asked him today if hefelt bitter that Fate
had trapped him into building a colony in the Rain Wildsinstead of sailing. He shrugged and grinned. He
had been atinker and a share-farmer before he was a sailor, so he says he has no ideawhat fateis
rightfully his. He fed s entitled to take any of them and turn it to his advantage. | wish | had his spirit.

Idlersin our Company gawk and mock us. Their skepticism corrodes my strength much as the chalky
water sears the skin. Those who complain maost about our Situation do the least to better it. “Wait,” they
say, “wait for our explorersto return and lead usto abetter place.” Y et daily our Situation worsens. We
go dmost in rags now, though Sewet experiments daily with what fibers she can pull from the vines or rub
from the pith of reeds. Wefind barely enough food to sustain us daily, and have no reservesfor the
winter. Theidlers eat as much asthose who work daily. My boystoil alongside us each day and yet
receive the same ration as those who lie about and bemoan our fate. Petrus has a spreading rash at the
base of hisneck. | am sureit is due to poor diet and the constant damp.

Chelliamust fed the same. Her little daughters Piet and Likeaare no more than bones, for unlike our
boyswho eat asthey gather, they must be content with what is handed to them at the end of the day.
Olpey has become a strange boy of late, so much so that he frightens even Petrus. Petrus still sets out
with him each day, but often comes home long before Ol pey. Last night, | awvoke to hear Olpey softly
snging in hisdeep. It was atune and atonguethat | swear | have never heard, and yet it was haunting in
itsfamiliarity.

Heavy rainstoday. Our huts shed the most of it. | pity those who have not made any effort to provide
shelter for themselves, even as| wonder at their lack of intelligence. Two women cameto our hut with
threelittle children. Marthi and Chelliaand | did not want to et them crowd in with us, yet we could not
abide the pitiful shivering of the babes. So welet them in, but warned them sternly that they must help
with the congtruction tomorrow. If they do, wewill help them build a hut of their own. If not, out they
must go. Perhapswe must force folk to act for their own benefit.

Day the 17th or 18th of the Prayer Moon
Year the 14th of Satrap Esclepius



We have raised and secured thefirst Great Platform. Sewet and Retyo have woven net ladders that
dangleto the ground. It was amoment of gresat triumph for me to stand below and look up at the
platform solidly fixed amongst the tree limbs. The intervening branches dmost cloaked it from sight. This
ismy doing, | thought to mysdlf. Retyo, Crorin, Finsk, and Tremartin are the men who have done most of
the hoisting and tying, but the design of the platform, how it baanceslightly on the branches, putting
weight only where it can be borne, and the sdlection of the location were my doing. | felt so proud.

It did not last long, however. Ascending aladder made of vines that gives to each step and sways more
the higher one goesis not for the faint of heart nor for awoman’ s meager strength. Halfway up, my
strength gave out. | clung, haf swooning, and Retyo was forced to come to my rescue. It shames me that
I, amarried woman, wrapped my arms about his neck asif | werealittle child. To my dismay, he did not
take me down, but ingsted on climbing up with me, so that | could see the new vistafrom our platform.

It was both exhilarating and disappointing. We stood far above the swampy land that has sucked at our
feet for solong, yet still below the umbrella of leavesthat screensout al but the strongest sunlight. |
looked down on a deceptively solid-gppearing floor of leaves, branches, and vines. Although other
immense trunks and branchesimpeded our view, | could suddenly see adistance into the forest in some
directions. It appearsto go on forever. And yet, seeing the branches of adjacent trees nearly touching
oursfilled mewith ambition. Our next platform will be based in three adjacent trees. A catwak will
gtretch from Platform Oneto Platform Two. Chelliaand Sewet are already weaving the safety netsthat
will prevent our younger children from tumbling off Platform One. When they are finished with that, | will
put them to stringing our catwa ks and the netting that will wall them.

The older children are swiftest to ascend and the quickest to adapt to our tree-dwelling. Already, they
are horribly careless asthey walk out from the platform aong the huge branches that support it. After |
had warned them often to be careful, Retyo gently rebuked me. “Thisistheir world,” hesaid. “They
cannot fear it. They will become as surefooted as sailors running rigging. The branches are wider than the
walkways of sometowns|’ve vidted. The only thing that prevents you from walking out aong that
branch isyour knowledge of how far you may fdl. Think instead of the wood beneath your feet.”

Under histutelage, and gripping hisarm, | did walk out dong one of the branches. When we had gone
someway and it began to sway under our weight, | lost my courage and fled back to the platform.
Looking down, | could only glimpse the huts of our muddy little settlement below. We had ascended to a
different world. Thelight isgrester here, though il diffuse, and we are closer to both fruit and flowers.
Bright-colored birds squawk at us, asif disputing our right to be here. Their nests dangle like baskets
hung inthetrees. | look at their suspended homes and wonder if | cannot adapt that exampleto make a
safe“net” for mysdf. Already | fed thisnew territory ismine by right of ambition and art, asif | inhabit
one of my suspended scul ptures. Can | imagine atown comprised of hanging cottages? Even this
platform, bare asit isright now, has balance and grace.

Tomorrow | shal st down with Retyo the sailor and Sewet the weaver. | recall the cargo netsthat lifted
heavy |oads from the dock onto the deck of the ship. Could not a platform be placed insde such anet,
the net thatched for privacy, and the whole hung from a sturdy branch, to become alofty and private
chamber here? How, then, would we provide access to the Grest Platforms from such dwellings?1 smile
as | writethis, knowing that | do not wonder if it can be done, but only how.

Both Olpey and Petrus have arash on their scaps and down their necks. They scratch and complain and
the skin isrough as scalesto the touch. | can find no way to easseit for either of them, and fear that itis
spreading to others. I’ ve seen anumber of the children scratching miserably.

Day the 6th or 7th of the Gold Moon
Year the 14th of Satrap Esclepius



Two events of great Significance. Yet | am so weary and heartsick | scarce can write of either of them.
Lagt night, as| fell adeep in this swinging birdcage of ahome, | felt safe and amost serene. Tonight, all
that istaken from me.

Thefirst: Last night Petrus woke me. Trembling, he crept under my mats beside me asif hewere my little
boy again. He whispered to me that Olpey was frightening him, singing songs from the city, and that he
must tell me even though he had promised he would not.

Petrus and Olpey, in their ranging for food, discovered an unnaturally square mound in the forest. Petrus
felt uneasy and did not wish to approach it. He could not tell mewhy. Olpey was drawnto it. Day after
day, heinssted that they return to it. On the days when Petrus returned aone, it was because he had | eft
Olpey exploring the mound. At some point in his poking and digging, he found away into it. The boys
have entered it severa times now. Petrus described it as a buried tower, though that made no senseto
me. He said the walls are cracked and damp seepsin, but it ismostly solid. There are tapestriesand old
furniture, some sound, some rotted, and other signsthat once peoplelivedinit. Y et Petrus trembled as
he spoke, saying that he did not think they were people like us. He saysthe music comesfromiit.

Petrus had only descended onelevd into it, but Olpey told him it went much deeper. Petrus was afraid to
go down into the dark, but then by some magic, Olpey caused the tower to blossom with light. Ol pey
mocked Petrus for being fearful, and told tales of immense riches and strange objectsin the depths of the
tower. He claimed that ghosts spoke to him and told him its secrets, including where to find treasure.
Then Olpey began to say that he had once lived in the tower, along time ago when he was an old man.

| did not wait for morning. | woke Chellia, and after hearing my tale she woke Olpey. The boy was
furious, hissing that he would never trust Petrus again and that the tower was his secret and the treasures
al his, and hedid not haveto shareit. While the night was fill dark, Olpey fled, running off along one of
the tree branches that have become footpaths for the children, and thence we knew not where.

When morning finaly sifted through the shdltering branches, Chdliaand | followed Petrus through the
forest to histower-mound. Retyo and Tremartin went with us, and little Carlmin refused to stay behind
with Chellia sgirls. When | saw the squared mound thrusting up from the swamp, my courage quailed
inddeme. Yet | did not wish Retyo to see me asa coward and so | forced myself on.

Thetop of the tower was heavily mossed and draped with vinery, yet it wastoo regular ashapeto blend
with thejungle. On one side, the boys had pulled avay vines and mossto bare awindow in astone wall.
Retyo kindled the torch he had brought, and then, one after another, we cautioudy clambered inside.
Vegetation had penetrated the room as tendrils and roots. On the grimy floor were the muddy tracks of
the boys' feet. | suspect they have both been exploring that place for far longer than Petrus admits. A
bedframe festooned with rags of fabric wasin one corner of the room. Insects and mice had reduced the

draperiesto dangling rags.

Despite the dimness and decay, there were echoes of loveinessin the room. | seized ahandful of rotted
curtain and scrubbed a swath across afrieze, raising acloud of dust. Amazement stilled my coughing. My
artist’ s soul soared at the finely shaped and painted tiles and the ddlicate colors | had uncovered. But my
mother’ s heart stood il at what was reveded. The figuresweretal and thin, humans rendered as stick
insects. Yet | did not think it was a concelt of the artist. Some held what might have been musica
instruments or weaponry. We could not decide. In the background workers tended areed-bed by ariver
likefarmers harvesting afield. A woman in agreat chair of gold overlooked al and seemed pleased with
it. Her face was stern and yet kind; | felt | had seen her before. | would have stared longer, but Chellia
demanded we search for her son.

With asternness| did not fed, | bade Petrus show us where they had been playing. He blanched to see



that | had guessed the truth, but he led us on. We left the bedchamber by a short flight of downward
gairs. On the landing, there was heavy glassin two windows, but when Retyo held our torch closeto
one, it illuminated long white worms working in the wet soil pressed againgt it. How the glass has
withstood the force of earth, | do not know. We entered awide hall. Rugs crumbled into damp thread
under our tread. We passed doorways, some closed, others open archways gaping with dark maws, but
Petrus led uson. We came at last to the top of a stair, much grander than the first. Aswe descended this
open Saircase into apool of darkness, | was grateful to have Retyo at my side. His calmness fostered my
poor courage. The ancient cold of the stone penetrated my worn shoes and crept up my legsto my spine
asif it reached for my heart. Our torch illuminated little more than our frightened faces and our whispers
faded, waking ghostly echoes. We passed one landing, and then a second, but Petrus neither spoke nor
fatered asheled usdown. | flt asif | had walked into the throat of some great beast and was
descending toitsbelly.

When at last we reached the bottom, our single torch could not penetrate the blackness around us. The
flame fluttered in the moving air of amuch larger chamber. Even in the dimness, | knew this room would
have dwarfed the grest ballroom of the Satrap’ s paace. | dowly groped my way forward, but Carlmin
suddenly strode fearlesdy beyond the reach of both my hand and the torchlight. | called after him, but his
pattering footsteps as he hurried avay were my only answer. “Oh, follow him!” | beseeched Retyo, but
as he started to, the room suddenly lit around us asif ahorde of spirits had unhooded their lanterns. |
gave one shriek of terror and then was struck dumb.

In the center of the room, agreat green dragon was upreared on itshind legs. Its hind claws were sunk
deep in the stone and its lashing tail stretched halfway across the room. Its emerald wings were unfurled
wide and supported the ceiling high overhead. Atop its sinuous neck was a head the size of an oxcart.
Intelligence glittered in its shining silver eyes. Its smaller foreimbs clutched the handle of alarge basket.
The basket itself was eaborately beribboned with bows of jade and streamers of ivory. And within the
basket, reclining serendy, was awoman of preternatural authority. She was not beautiful ; the power
expressed in her made beauty irrelevant. Nor was she young and desirable. She was awoman past her
middle years; yet the lines the sculptor had graved in her face seemed wisdom-furrows on her brow, and
thought-lines at the corners of her eyes. Jewels had been set above her brow-lines and along the tops of
her cheeksto mimic the scaling of the dragon. Thiswas no expressionless representation of Sa'sfemae
aspect. | knew, without doubt, that this statue had been fashioned to honor areal woman and it shocked
me to my bones. The dragon’ s supple neck was carved so that he twisted to regard her, and even his
reptilian countenance showed respect for her that he carried.

| had never seen such arepresentation of awoman. | had heard foreign tales of Harlot Queens and
woman rulers, but always they had seemed fabrications of some barbarous and backward country,
seductive women of evil intent. She made such legends lies. For atime, shewasall | could see. Then my
mind came back to me, and with it my duty.

Little Carlmin, dl histeeth showing in awide smile, sood some distance from us, his hand pressed
againg apand attached to acolumn. Hisflesh looked likeicein the unnaturd light. His smallness put the
huge chamber into perspective, and | suddenly saw al that the dragon and woman had obscured.

Thelight flowed in pale stars and flying dragons acrossthe ceiling. It crawled in vines across the walls,
framing four distant doorways to darkened corridors. Dry fountains and statuary broke up the huge
expanse of dusty floor. Thiswas agreat indoor plaza, aplace for people to gather and talk or idly stroll
amongst the fountains and statuary. Lesser columns supported twining vines with leaves of jade and
carnelian blossoms. A sculpture of alegping fish denied the dry fountain basin below it. Moldering heaps
of ruin scattered throughout the chamber indicated the remains of wooden structures, booths or stages.

Y et neither dust nor decay could choke the chilling beauty of the place. The scale and the grace of the



room left me breathless and woke awary awe in me. Folk who created such a chamber would not perish
eadly. What fate had overtaken a people whose magic could il light aroom years after their passing?
Did the danger that destroyed them threaten us? What had it been? Where had they gone?

Werethey truly gone?

Asin the chamber above, it fdt asif the people had smply departed, leaving dl their goods behind.
Again, the boys muddy tracks on the floor betrayed that they had been here before. Most led toward a
sngledoor.

“I did not redlize thisplacewas so big.” Petrus smdll voice seemed shrill in the vasiness as he stared up
at the lady and her dragon. He turned round in adow circle, saring at the celling. “We had to use
torches here. How did you light it, Carlmin?’ Petrus sounded uneasy at hissmall brother’ s knowledge.

But Carlmin didn’'t answer. My little one was trotting eagerly acrossthe vast chamber, asif caled to
some amusement. “Carlmin!” | cried, and my voice woke ahundred echoing ghosts. As| gawked, he
vanished through one of the archways. It lit in amurky, uncertain way. | ran after him, and the others
followed. | was breathless by the time | had crossed the plaza. | chased him down a dusty corridor.

Asl followed him into adim chamber, light flickered around me. My son sat at the head of along table
of guestsin exotic dress. There was laughter and music. Then | blinked and empty chairslined both sides
of thetable. The feast had dwindled to crusty stainsin the crystal goblets and plates, but the music played
on, choked and strained. | knew it from my dreams.

Carlmin spoke hollowly as he lofted agoblet in atoast, “To my lady!” He smiled fondly ashis childish
gaze met unseen eyes. As he started to put it to hislips, | reached him, seized hiswrist, and shook the
glassfrom hisgrasp. It fell to shatter in the dust.

He stared at me with eyesthat did not know me. Despite how he has grown of late, | snatched him up
and held him to me. His head sagged onto my shoulder and he closed his eyes, trembling. Themusic
sagged into slence. Retyo took him from me, saying sternly, “We should not have alowed the boy to
come. The sooner we leave this place and its dying magic, the better.” He glanced about uneasily.
“Thoughts not minetug a me, and | hear voices. | fed | have been here before, when | know | have not.
We should leave this city to the spiritsthat haunt it.” He seemed shamed to admit hisfear, but | was
relieved to hear one of us speak it aloud.

Then Chdliacried that we could not leave Olpey here, to fal under whatever enchantment had seized
Carlmin. Saforgiveme, al | wanted to do was seize my own children and flee. But Retyo, carrying both
our torch and my son, led us on. Hisfriend Tremartin smashed a chair against the stone floor and took up
one of thelegsfor a club. No one asked him what use a club could be against the spiderwebs of dien
memory that snagged at us. Petrus moved up to take the lead. When | glanced back, thelightsin the
chamber had winked out.

Through ahal and then down another flight of stairsthat wound down to asmdler hall we went. Statues
innicheslined thewalls, with the dwindled remnants of dust-grimed candle stubs before them. Many
were women, crowned and glorified like kings. Their sculpted robes glittered with tiny inset jewels, and
pearlsroped ther hair.

The unnaturd light was blue and uncertain, flickering with the threat of utter darkness. It made me oddly
deepy. | thought | heard whispering and once, as| brushed through a doorway, | heard two women
singing in the distance. | shuddered with fear, and Retyo glanced back asif he, too, had heard them.
Neither of us spoke. We went on. Some passages blossomed into light around us as we entered. Others
remained stubbornly dark and made our failing torch seem alie. | do not know which was more daunting



tome.

Wefound Olpey at last. He was sitting in alittle room on an opulently carved chair before agentleman’s
dressing table. The gilt had falen from the wood to scatter in flakes al round it. He looked into amirror
clouded with age; black spots had blossomed init. Shell combs and the handle of abrush littered the
table before him. A small chest was open on hislap, and looped around his neck were many pendants.
His head drooped to one side but his eyes were open and staring. He was muttering to himself. Aswe
drew near, he reached for a scent bottle and mimed dabbing himself with itslong-dried perfume ashe
turned his face from side to Side before his hazy reflection. His motions were the preening of alordly and
conceited man.

“Stopit!” hismother hissed in horror. He did not startle and almost | felt that we were the ghogts there.
She seized him and shook him. At that he woke, but he woke in aterror. He cried out as he recognized
her, glanced wildly about himsdlf, and then fdll into afaint. “ Oh, help me get him out of here,” poor
Chelliabegged.

Tremartin put Olpey’ sarm across his shoulders and mostly dragged the lad aswe fled. Thelights
quenched as we left each areg, asif the pursuing darkness were only a step behind us. Once music
swelled loudly around us, subsiding aswefled. When wefinally clambered out of the window into open
air, the swvamp seemed a hedlthful place of light and freshness. | was shocked to see that most of the day
had passed while we were below.

Carlmin recovered quickly in the fresh air. Tremartin spoke sharply to Olpey and shook him, a which he
angrily came back to his senses. He jerked free of Tremartin, and would not spesk sensibly to us. By
turns sullen or defiant, he refused to explain why he had fled to the city or what he had been doing. He
denied fainting. He was coldly furious with Petrus and extremely possessive of the jewel ed necklaces he
wore. They glittered with bright gemstones of every color, and yet | would no more put one around my
neck than | would submit to a snake' sembrace. “They aremine,” he kept exclaming. “My lover gave
them to me, along time ago. No one will take them from me now!”

It took dl of Chellia s patience and motherly wilesto convince Olpey to return with us. Even so, he
dawdled grudgingly along. By the time we reached the outskirts of camp, the dwindling light was nearly
gone and insects feasted on us.

The platforms high above were humming with excited voices like a disturbed beehive. We climbed the
ladders, and | was so exhausted | thought only of my own shelter and bed. But the moment we reached
the Great Platform, cries of excitement greeted us. The explorers had returned. At the sght of my
husband, thin, bearded, and ragged, but dive, my heart legpt. Little Carlmin stood gawking asif at a
stranger, but Petrus rushed to greet him. And Retyo gravely bid mefarewell and vanished from my sde
into the crowd.

Jathan did not recognize his son at first. When he did, he lifted his eyes and |ooked over the crowd.
When his eyes had passed metwice, | stepped forward, leading Carlmin by the hand. | think he knew
me by the look on my face rather than by my appearance. He came to me dowly, saying, “Sa s mercy,
Carillion, isthat you? Have pity on usdl.” By which | judged that my appearance did not please him.
And why that should hurt so much is something | do not know, nor why | felt shamed that he took my
hand but did not embrace me. Little Carlmin stood beside me, staring blankly at hisfather.

And now | shall leave thiswallowing in self-pity and sum up their report. They found only more swamp.
The Rain Wild River isthe main drainage of avast network of water that stragglesin threads through a
widevaley onitsway to the sea. The water runs under the land as much as over it. They found no sound
ground, only bogs, marshes, and doughs. They never had clear sight of ahorizon since they had left us.



Of the twelve men who set out, seven returned. One drowned in quicksand, one vanished during anight,
and the other three were overtaken by afever. Ethe, Chellia s husband, did not return.

They could not tell how far inland they had traveled. The tree cover hampered their effortsto follow the
garsand eventualy they must have made agrest circle, for they found themsalves standing at the
riverdde again.

On their journey back to us, they encountered the remnants of those who had been on the third ship.
They were marooned downriver from where we were abandoned. Their Captain gave up on hismission
when he saw wreckage from a ship float past them. Their Captain was more merciful than ours, for he
saw that dl their cargo was landed with them, and even | eft them one of the ship’ s boats. Still, their lives
were hard and many wished to go home. Thejewd of good news was that they still had four messenger
birds. One had been dispatched when they werefirst put ashore. Another was sent back with news of
their hardship after the first month.

Our explorers dashed dl their hopes. They decided to abandon their effort at a settlement. Seven of their
young men came back with our explorersto help us evacuate as well. When we join them, they will send
amessage bird to Jamaillia, begging for arescue ship. Then we will journey down theriver and to the
coast, in the hope of rescue.

When Chellia, Retyo, and | returned, our Company was sourly predicting that no ship would be sent.
Nonetheless, al were packing to leave. Then Chelliaarrived with her jewel-draped son. As shetried to
tell her story to acrowd of folk too large to hear it, ariot nearly broke out. Some men wanted to go
immediately to the buried tower, despite the growing dark. Others demanded a chance to handle the
jewels, and as young Olpey refused to let anyone touch them, this set off a scuffle. The boy brokefree,
and, legping from the edge of the platform, he sprang from one branch to another like amonkey until his
shape waslogt in the darkness. | pray heis safe tonight, but fear the madness has taken him.

A different sort of madness hastaken our folk. | huddie in my shelter with my two sons. Outside, on the
platforms, the night isfull of shouting. | hear women pleading to leave, and men saying, yes, yes, we will,
but first we will see what treasure the city will offer us. A messenger bird with ajewe attached toitsleg
would bring aship swiftly, they laugh. Their eyesare bright, their voicesloud.

My husband is not with me. Despite our long separation, heisin thethick of these arguments rather than
with hiswife and sons. Did he even notice that my pregnancy had passed, yet my arms were empty? |
doubt it.

| do not know where Chelliaand her daughters have gone. When she discovered that Ethe had not
returned, it broke her. Her husband is dead and Olpey may belot, or worse. | fear for her, and mourn
with her. | thought the return of the explorerswould fill me with joy. Now | do not know what | fedl. But
| know itisnot joy or even relief.

Day the 7th or 8th of the Gold Moon
Year the 14th of Satrap Esclepius

He cameto mein the dark of the night, and despite the soreness of my heart and our two sons deeping
nearby, | let him have what he sought. Part of me hungered only for a gentle touch; part of me mocked
myself for that, for he came to me only when his more pressing busi ness was done. He spoke little and
took his satisfaction in darkness. Can | blame him? 1 know | have gone to skin and bones, my
complexion rough and my hair dry as straw. Therash that has afflicted the children now crawlislikea
snake up my spine. | dreaded that he would touch it, mostly because it would remind methat it was
there, but he did not. He wasted no caresses. | stared past his shoulder into the darkness and thought not



of my husband, but of Retyo, and he acommon sailor who speaks with the accents of the waterfront.
What have | become here?
Afternoon

And so | am Lord Jathan Carrock’ swife again, and my lifeis histo command. He has settled our fate.
As Olpey has vanished, and neither Retyo nor Tremartin can be found, Jathan has declared that hisson’s
discovery of the hidden city giveshim primeclamto dl treasureinit. Petruswill lead him and the other
men back to the buried tower. They will search it systematically for treasure that will buy our way back
into the Satrap’ s graces. Heis quite proud to claim that Petrus discovered the tower and thus the
Carrocks merit alarger share of the treasure. It does not disturb him that Olpey is till missing, and that
Chelliaand her daughters are distraught with worry. He talks only of how the treasure will secure our
glorious return to society. He seemsto forget the leagues of swamp and sea between Jamaillia City and
us

| told him that the city was a dangerous place and he should not ventureinto it thinking only of spails. |
warned him of its unhesalthy magic, of lightsthat brighten and fade, of voicesand music heard inthe
distance, but he disdainsit asa*“woman’s overwrought fancy.” Hetells meto stay out of danger herein
my “little monkey nest” until he returns. Then | spoke bluntly. The Company does not have reserves of
food or the strength to make atrek to the coast. Unless we better prepare, we will die dong the way,
treasure or not. | think we should remain here until we are better prepared, or until a ship comes here for
us. We need not admit defeat. We might prosper if we put all our men to gathering food and found away
to trap rainwater for our needs. Our tree-city could be athing of grace and beauty. He shook his head as
if | wereachild prating of pixiesin flowery bowers. “ Ever immersed in your art,” hesad. “Eveninrags
and gtarving, you cannot seewhat isreal.” Then he said he admired how | had occupied mysdlf in his
absence, but that he had returned now and would take charge of hisfamily.

| wanted to spit at him.

Petrus did not wish to lead the men. He believes the tower took Olpey and we shdl never see him again.
He speaks of the underground with deep dread. Carlmin told hisfather he had never been to aburied
city, and then sat and sucked his thumb, as he has not since he was two.

When Petrustried to warn Jathan, he laughed and said, “ I’ m a different man than the soft noble who left
Jamaillia. Y our slly mama sgoblinsdon’t worry me.” When | told him sharply thet I, too, was adifferent
woman than the one he had | eft done to cope in the wilds, he stiffly replied that he saw that too clearly,
and only hoped that areturn to civilization would restore me to propriety. Then heforced Petrusto lead
them to theruins.

No amount of treasure could persuade meto return there, not if there were diamonds scattered on the
floor and strands of pearls dangling from the ceiling. | did not imagine the danger, and | hate Jathan for
dragging Petrus back to it.

| shdl spend the day with Marthi. Her husband returned safely, only to leave her again to hunt treasure.
Unlike me, sheisoverjoyed with his plans, and saysthat he will return them to society and wedlth again.
Itishard for meto listen to such nonsense. “My baby will grow up in Sa'sblessed city,” shesays. The
woman isthin asagring, with her belly likeaknot tied init.

Day the 8th or 9th of the Gold Moon
Year the 14th of Satrap Esclepius

A ridiculous date for us. Here there will be no golden harvest moon, nor does the Satrap mean anything



to me any more.

Y esterday Petrus showed them to the tower window, but ran away when the men entered, leaving his
father shouting angrily after him. He came back to me, pae and shaking. He saysthe singing from the
tower has become so loud that he cannot think his own thoughts when heis near it. Sometimes, in the
corridors of black stone, he has glimpsed strange people. They come and go in flashes, he says, like their
flickering light.

| hushed him, for his words were upsetting Marthi. Despite Jathan's plans, | spent yesterday preparing
for winter. | put asecond thatch on both our hanging huts, using broad leaves laced down with vines. |
think our shdlters, especidly the smdler hanging cottages and the little footbridges that connect them to
the Greet Platform, will require reinforcement againgt winter winds and rain. Marthi wasllittle help to me.
Her pregnancy has made her ungainly and listless, but the real problem was that she believeswe will soon
go hometo Jamaillia Most of the women are now only waiting to leave.

Some of the treasure hunters returned last night, with reports of avast buried city. It isvery different from
Jamaillia, dl interconnected like amaze. Perhaps some parts of it were dways underground, for there are
no windows or doorsin the lowest chambers. The upper reaches of the buildings were homes and
private areas and the lower seemed to have been shops and warehouses and markets. Toward theriver,
aportion of the city has collapsed. In some chambers, the walls are damp and rot iswell at work on the
furnishings, but others have withstood time, preserving rugs and tapestries and garments. Those who
returned brought back dishes and chairs, rugs and jewelry, statues and tools. One man wore a cloak that
shimmered like running water, soft and supple. They had discovered amphorae of wine, till sedled and
intact in one warehouse. The wineis golden and so potent that the men were amost instantly drunk. They
returned laughing and spirit-breathed, bidding us al cometo the city and celebrate with wine the wedlth
that had cometo us. Therewas awild glitter in their eyesthat | did not like.

Othersreturned haunted and cringing, not wishing to speak of what they had experienced. Those ones
began immediately to plan to leave tomorrow at dawn, to travel downriver and join the other folk there.

Jathan did not return at al.

Those obsessed with plunder talk loudly, drunk with old wine and mad dreams. Already they gather
hoards. Two men came back bruised, having come to blows over avase. Where will greed take us?|
fed doneinmy dismd imaginings.

That city is not aconquered territory to be sacked, but more like a deserted temple, to be treated with
the respect one should accord any unknown god. Are not al gods but facets of Sa's presence? But these
words cometo metoo lateto utter. | would not be heeded. | fed aterrible premonition, that there will be
aconseguenceto thisorgy of plundering.

My tree-settlement was almost deserted earlier today. Most of our folk had been infected with atreasure
fever and gone underground. Only the infirm and the women with the smallest children remainin our
village. | look around me and | am suffused with sorrow, for | am seeing the death of my dreams. Shall |
wax more e oquent, more dramatic, more poetic as | once would have thought it? No. | shal smply say |
am engulfed in disgppointment. And shocked to fed! it.

Itishard for meto confront what | mourn. | hesitate to commit it to paper, for the words will remain
here, to accuse me later. Y et art, above all, ishonesty, and | am an artist before | am awife, amother, or
even awoman. So | will write. It isnot that there is now aman that | would prefer over my husband. |
admit that fredly. | care not that Retyo isacommon sailor, seven years my junior, without education or
bloodlines to recommend him. It isnot what he is but who heisthat turns my heart and eyesto him. |



would take him into my bed tonight, if | could do so without risking my sons' future. That | will writeina
clear hand. Can there be shamein saying | would value hisregard above my husband’s, when my
husband has so clearly shown that he vauesthe regard of the other men in this Company over hiswife's
love?

No. What turns my heart to rust thisday isthat my husband’ s return, and the discovery of treasurein the
buried city and thetalk of returning to Jamalllia, dismantlesthelife | have built here. That grievesme. Itis
ahard thing to contemplate. When did | change so completely? Thislifeis harsh and hard. This country’s
beauty isthe beauty of the sunning snake. It threatens asit beckons. | fancy that | can master it by giving
it my earnest respect. Without redlizing it, | had begun to take pride in my ability to survive and to tame
some small part of its savagery. And | have shown others how to do that. | did things here, and they
were sgnificant.

Now that will be lost to me. | become again Lord Jathan Carrock’ swife. My caution will be discarded
asawoman’ sfoolish fear, and my ambitions for a beautiful abode built amongst the treeswill be
dismissed asawoman’ssilly fancy.

Perhaps he would be right. Nay, | know heisright. But somehow, | no longer care for what isright and
wise. | haveleft behind the life where | created art for people to admire. Now my artishow | liveand it
daly sustainsme.

| do not think | can set that aside. To betold | must abandon dl that | have begun hereismorethan | can
bear. And for what? To return to hisworld, where | am of no more consequence than an amusing
songbird in afiligreed cage.

Marthi was with me today when Chellia cameto ask Petrusto help her look for Olpey. Petrus would not
look at her. Chellia began to plead, and Petrus covered his ears. She nagged him until he began to weep,
frightening Carlmin. Chdliashrieked asif mad, accusing Petrus of not caring anything for hisfriend, but
only for the riches of the city. Shelifted ahand asif to strike my boy, and | rushed in and pushed her.
Shefdl, and her girlsdragged her to her feet and then pulled her away, begging her smply to “come
home, Mother, come home.” When | turned around, Marthi had fled.

| st by mysdlf on the limb above my cottage while my boys deep within tonight. | am ashamed. But my
sonsaredl | have. Isit wrong for meto keep them safe? What good would it do to sacrifice my sonsto
save hers? We might only losethem dll.

Fifth Day of the City
Y ear Oneof theRain Wilds

| fear we have come through many trials and tribulations, only to perish from our own greed. Last night,
three men died in the city. No one will say how; they brought the unmarked bodies back. Some say it
was the madness, others speak of evil magic. In the wake of the gruesome devel opment, seventeen
people banded together and bid the rest of usfarewell. We gave them ropes and woven mats and
whatever else we could spare and wished them well asthey I€ft. | hope they reach the other settlement
safely, and that someday, someone in Jamailliamay hear the tde of what befell us here. Marthi pleaded
with them to tell the other folk to wait aday or two longer before they depart for the coast, that soon her
husband will be bringing her to join them.

| have not seen Retyo since my husband returned. | did not think he would go to hunt treasure in the city,
but it must be so. | had grown accustomed to being without Jathan. | have no claim to Retyo, and yet
miss him the more keenly of the two.

| visited Marthi again. She has grown paler and is now afflicted with therash. Her kinisasdry asa



lizard's. Sheismiserable with her heaviness. She speskswildly of her husband finding immense wedlth
and how she will flaunt it to those who banished us. She fantasi zes that as soon as the message bird
reaches Jamalllia, the Satrap will send aswift ship to fetch usdl back to Jamaillia, where her child will be
born into plenty and safety. Her husband returned briefly from the city, to bring her alittle casket of
jewery. Her dull hair is netted with chained jewels, and gleaming bracdets dangle from her thinwrists. |
avoid her lest | tell her that sheisafool. Sheisnoat, truly, save that she hopes beyond hope. | hate this
wedlth that we can neither eat nor drink, for al have focused upon it, and willingly starve while they seek
to gather ever more.

Our remaining Company isdivided into factions now. Men have formed aliances and divided the city into
claimed territories. It began with quarrels over the hegps and hoards, with men accusing each other of
pilfering. Soon it fostered partnerships, some to guard the hoard while the others strip the city of wedlth.
Now it extends to men arming themsalves with clubs and knives and setting sentriesto guard the
corridorsthey have claimed. But the city isamaze, and there are many routes through it. The men fight
one another for plunder.

My sonsand | remain with the infirm, the elderly, the very young, and the pregnant here at the Grest
Platform. We form aliances of our own, for while the men are engrossed in stedling from each other, the
gathering of food goes undone. The archers who hunted meat for us now hunt treasure. The men who
had set snares for marsh-rabbits now set traps for one another. Jathan came back to the hut, ate al that
remained of our supplies, and then left again. He laughed at my anger, telling me that | worry about roots
and seeds while there are gems and coins to be gathered. | was glad when he went back to the city. May
he be devoured by it! Any food | find now, | immediately give to the boys or eat mysdlf. If | can think of
asecret placeto cacheit, I'll begin to do so.

Petrus, forbidden the city, has resumed his gathering duties, to good end. This day he returned with reeds
like the ones we saw peasants cultivating in that mosaic in the city. He told me that the city people would
not have grown them if they did not have some use, and that we should discover what it was. It was
more disturbing to me when he told me that he remembered that thiswas the season for harvesting them.
When | told him that he could not possibly remember any such thing, he shook his head at me, and
muttered something about his* city memories.”

| hopethat the influence of that Strange place will fade with time.

The rash hasworsened on Carlmin, spreading onto his cheeks and brows. | dathered apoulticeontoiit in
the hope of easing it. My younger son has scarcely spoken aword to methisday, and | fear what
occupies hismind.

My life has become only waiting. At any time, my husband may return from the city and announce that it
istimefor usto begin our trek down the river. Nothing | build now can be of any consequence, when |
know that soon we will abandonit.

Olpey has not been found. Petrus blames himself. Chdliais near mad with grief. | watch her froma
distance, for she no longer speaksto me. She confronts any man returning from the city, demanding word
of her son. Most of them shrug her off; some become angry. | know what she fears, for | fear it, too. |
think Olpey returned to the city. He felt entitled to histreasures, but fatherless as heis and of common
birth, who would respect his clam?Would they kill the boy? | would give much not to fed so guilty
about Olpey. What can | do? Nothing. Why, then, do | fed so bad? What would it benefit any of usto
risk Petrusin another vigt to the city? Is not one vanished boy tragedy enough?

Eighth Day of the City
Y ear Oneof theRain Wilds



Jathan returned at noon today. He was laden with abasket of treasure, jewery and odd ornaments, small
tools of astrange metal, and a purse woven of meta links and full of oddly minted gold coins. Hisface
was badly bruised. He abruptly said that this was enough, there was no senseto the greed in the city. He
announced that we would catch up with the others who had aready |eft. He declared that the city holds
no good for us and that we are wiser to flee with what he has than to strive for more and die there.

He had not esten Since helast |eft us. | made him spice bark teaand lily-root mush and encouraged him
to spesk of what is happening underground. At first he spoke only of our own Company there and what
they did. Bitterly he accused them of treachery and betrayal. Men have come to bloodshed over the
treasure. | suspect Jathan was driven off with what he could carry. But there isworse news. Parts of the
city are collapsing. Closed doors have been forced open, with disastrous results. Some were not locked,
but were held shut by the force of earth behind them. Now dow muck oozes forth from them, gradualy
flooding the corridors. Some are aready nearly impassable, but men ignore the danger asthey try to
sdvage wedth beforeit is buried forever. The flowing muck seemsto weaken the city’ sancient magic.
Many chambers are subsiding into darkness. Lights flash brightly, then dim. Music blares forth and then
fades to awhisper.

When | asked him if that had frightened him, he angrily told meto be quiet and recal my respect for him.
He scoffed at my notion that he would flee. He said it was obvious that the ancient city would soon
collapse under the weight of the swamp, and he had no wish to die there. | do not believe that was dl of
it, but | suppose | am glad he wasintelligent enough to leave. He bade me get the children ready to travel
and gather whatever food we had.

Reuctantly, | began to obey him. Petrus, looking relieved, sprang to the meager packing. Carlmin sat
slently scratching the poultice off hisrash. | hagtily covered it afresh. | did not want Jathan to seethe
coppery scaling on hisson’sskin. Earlier | had tried picking the scab loose, but when | scrapeit off, he
cries and the flesh benesth isbloody. It looks asif heisgrowing fish scaes. | try not to think of therash
down my spine. | makethisentry hagtily, and then | will wrap this small book well and add it to my carry
basket. Thereispreciouslittieelseto putiniit.

| hateto leave what | have built, but | cannot ignore therdlief in Petrus eyes when hisfather said we
would go. | wish we had never ventured into the city. But for that haunted place, perhaps we could have
stayed here and made it ahome. | dread our journey, but thereisno help for it. Perhapsif we take
Carlmin away from here, hewill begin to spesk again.

Later

| will writein haste and then take this book with meinto the city. If ever my body isfound, perhaps some
kind soul will carry this volume back to Jamailliaand let my parents know what became of Carillion
Waljin and where she ended her days. Likely it and | will be buried forever in the muck inside the hidden

city.

| had finished our packing when Chdlliacame to me with Tremartin. The man was gaunt and his clothing
caked with mud. He hasfindly found Olpey, but the lad is out of hiswits. He has barricaded a door
againg them, and will not come out. Retyo and Tremartin had been searching the city for Olpey dl this
time. Retyo has remained outside the door, striving to keep it clear of the relentlesdy cregping muck filling

the passageway. Tremartin does not know how long he can keep up with it. Retyo thinks that Petrus
could convince Olpey to open the door. Together, Tremartin and Chelliacameto usto beg thisfavor.

| could no longer ignore the desperation in my friend’ s eyes, and felt shamed that | had so long. |
appeded to Jathan, saying that we could go directly to where the boy is, persuade him to come out, and
then we could dl leave together. | even tried to be persuasive, saying that such alarger party would do



better in facing the Rain Wilds than if we and our sonswent alone.

Hedid not even cal me gpart or lower his voice as he demanded why he should risk his son and his heir
for the sake of alaundress' boy, one we would not even employ asaservant werewe still in Jamaillia
He berated mefor letting Petrus become attached to such acommon lad and then, in aclear voice, said |
was very much mistaken if | thought him such afoal that he did not know about Retyo. Many afoul thing
he said then, of what a harlot | was to take acommon man into abed by right aLord’s, and
treacheroudy support alow sailor as he made hisbid to claim leadership of the Company.

| will not record any more of his shameful accusations. In truth, | do not know why he still has the power
to make meweep. Intheend, | defied him. When he said | must follow him now or not at dl, | told him,
“Not at dl. | will stay and aid my friend, for | care not what work she used to do, here sheismy friend.”

My decision was not without cost to me. Jathan took Petrus with him. | saw that my elder son wastorn,
and yet wished to flee with hisfather. | do not blame him. Jathan left Carlmin behind, saying that my poor
judgment had turned his son into amoron and afreak. Carlmin had scratched the poultice from hisface,
baring the scales that now outline his brows and upper cheeks. My little boy did not even winceto his
father’ swords. He showed no reaction at al. | kissed Petrus goodbye and promised him that | would
follow assoon as| could. | hope | can keep that promise. Jathan and Petrus took with them as much as
they could carry of our goods. When Carlmin and | follow, we will not have much for supplies until we
catch up to them.

And now | shall wrap thislittle book and dip it, pen, and inkpot into the little carry basket they |eft to me,
aong with materiasfor torches and fire starting. Who knowswhen | shdl writein it again?If you read
this, my parents, know that | loved you until | died.

Ninth Day of the City, | think
Year Oneof theRain Wilds

How foolish and melodramatic my last entry now looksto me.

| penthishadtily beforethe light fails. My friendswait for me patiently, though Cheliafindsit foolish that |
indst on writing before we go on.

Lessthan ten days have passed since | first saw thiscity, but it has aged years. The passage of many
muddy feet was evident when we entered, and everywhere | saw the depredations of the treasure
seekers. Like angry boys, they had destroyed what they could not take, prying tiles out of mosaics,
bresking limbs off statues too big to carry, and using fine old furniture for firewood. As much asthe city
frightensme, dtill | grieveto seeit plundered and ravaged. It has prevailed againgt the swamp for years,
only tofal prey to our greed in days.

Itsmagicisfalling. Only portions of the chamber werelit. The dragons on the celling had dimmed. The
great woman-and-dragon Statue bears marks from errant hammers. The jade and ivory of thewoman's
basket remain out of the reach of the treasure hunters. The rest of the pavilion had not fared so well. The
fish fountain was being used as a grest dish to hold someone’ s hoard. A man stood atop the heap of
plunder, knife in one hand and club in the other, and shouted at usthat he would kill any thieveswho
came near. His appearance was 0 wild, we believed him. | felt shamed for him, and looked aside aswe
hurried past. Fires burn in the room, with treasure and a guard by each one. In the distance we could
hear voices, and sometimes challenging shouts and hammering. | caught aglimpse of four men ascending
the steps with heavy sacks of loot.

Tremartin kindled one of our torches at an abandoned fire. We left that chamber by the same passage we
had used before. Carlmin, mute since morning, began to hum a strange and wandering tune that stood up



the hair on the back of my neck. I led him on, while Chellia stwo girlswept silently in the dimness asthey
followed us, holding hands.

We passed the shattered door of achamber. Thick mud-water oozed from the room. | glanced insde the
chamber; awide crack initsback wall had alowed mud to half fill the room. Still, someone had entered
and sought treasure. Moldy paintings had been pulled loose from the walls and discarded in therising
muck. We hastened on.

At an intersection of corridors, we saw adowly advancing flow of mud, and heard a degp groaning in the
distance, as of timbers dowly giving way. Nonethel ess, aguard stood at that juncture, warning usthet all
behind him belonged to him and hisfriends. His eyes gleamed like awild anima’s. We assured him that
we were only seeking alost boy and hurried on. Behind him, we heard hammers begin and surmised that
his friends were breaking down another door.

“We should hurry,” Tremartin said. “Who knows what will be behind the next door they bresk? They
won't leave off until they’veletintheriver. | left Retyo outside Olpey’ s door. We both feared others
might come and think he guarded treasure.”

“I just want my boy. Then | shal gladly leave thisplace,” Cheliasad. Sowe till hopeto do.

| can writelittle of what else we saw, for the light flickers. We saw men dragging treasure they could
never carry through the swamp. We were briefly attacked by awild-eyed woman shrieking, “ Thieves,
thieves!” | pushed her down, and we fled. Aswe ran, there wasfirst damp, then water, then oozing mud
on thefloor. The mud sucked at our feet as we passed the little dressing chamber where we had found
Olpey thefirst time. It iswrecked now, the fine dressing table hacked to pieces. Tremartin took us down
asde corridor | would not have noticed, and down anarrow flight of stairs. | smelled stagnant water. |
tried not to think of the sodden earth ever pressing in, as we descended another, shorter flight of steps
and turned down awide hall. The doors we passed now were metal. A few showed hammer marks, but
they had withstood the siege of the treasure seekers.

Aswe passed an intersection, we heard adistant crack like lightning, and then men shouting in terror.
Theunnaturd veinsof light on the wallsflickered and then went out. An ingtant later, men rushed past us,
fleeing back the way we had come. A gush of water that damped us to the ankles followed them,
spending itself asit spread. Then came adeep and ominous rumbling. “Comeon!” Tremartin ordered us,
and wefollowed, though | think we dl knew we were running deeper into danger, not away fromiit.

We turned two more corners. The stone of the walls suddenly changed from immense gray blocksto a
smooth black stone with occasiond veins of silver init. Wewent down along flight of shalow steps, and
abruptly the corridor was wider and the ceiling higher, asif we had |eft behind the servants areaand
entered the territory of the privileged. The wall niches had been plundered of their atues. | dipped inthe
damp on thefloor. As| put my hand on awall to catch mysdf, | suddenly glimpsed people swarming al
around us. Their garb and demeanor were strange. It was amarket day, rich with light and noise of
conversation and the rich smells of baking. Thelife of acity swirled around me. In the next moment,
Tremartin seized my arm and jerked me away from the wall. “Do not touch the black stone,” hewarned
us. “It putsyou in the ghosts world. Come on. Follow me.” In the distance, we saw the brighter flare of
afire gleaming, shaming the uneasily flickering light.

Thefire was Retyo’ storch. He was grimed from head to foot. Even when he saw us, he continued to
scoop mud away from adoor with a crude wooden paddle. The watery ooze was a constant flow down
the hal; not even a dozen men could hope to keep up withit. If Olpey did not open the door soon, he
would be trapped ingde as the mud filled the corridor.



| stepped down into the shallow pit Retyo had been keeping clear. Heedless of the mud on him, heedless
that my son and friend watched me, | embraced him. If | had had the time, | would have become what
my hushand had accused me of being. Perhaps, in spirit, | am already afaithlesswife. | carelittlefor that
now. | have kept faith with my friends.

Our embrace was brief. We had little time. We called to Ol pey through the doors, but he kept silent until
he heard hislittle Ssters weeping. Then he angrily bade usto go away. His mother begged him to come
out, saying that the city was giving way and that the flowing mud would soon trgp him. He retorted that
he belonged here, that he had dways lived here and here he would die. And dl the while that we shouted
and begged, Retyo grimly worked, scraping the advancing muck away from the doorsill. When our pleas
did not work, Retyo and Tremartin attacked the door, but the stout wood would not give to boots or
fists, and we had no toals. In adull whisper, Tremartin said we must leave him. He wept as he spoke.
The mud was flowing faster than both men could contain, and we had three other children to think of.

Chdlia svoicerosein ashriek of denia, but was drowned by an echoing rumble behind us. Something
big gave way. Theflow of the muck doubled, for now it came from both directions. Tremartin lifted his
torch. In both directions, the corridor ended in blackness. “ Open the door, Olpey!” | begged him. “Or
we al perish here, drowned in muck. Let usin, in Sa sname!”

| do not think he heeded my words. Rather it was Carlmin’ svoice, raised in acommand in alanguage
I’ve never heard, that finaly won areaction. We heard latches being worked, and then the door grated
grudgingly outward through the muck. The lit chamber dazzled our eyes aswe tumbled into it. Water and
flowing muck tried to follow us onto the richly tiled floor, but Tremartin and Retyo dragged the door shut,
though Retyo had to drop to his knees and push mud out of the way to do so. Mud-tinged water crept
determinedly under the closed door.

The chamber was the best preserved that | had seen. We were all dazzled by the richness of the
chambers and the brief illusion of safety amidst the strangeness. Shelves of gleaming wood supported
exquiste vases and smal stone satues, intricate carvings and silver ornaments gone black with time. A
littlewinding staircase led up and out of sight. Each step of it was lined with light. The contents of the
room could have ransomed our entire company back into the Satrap’s goodwill, for the objects were
both fine and strange. Olpey stooped down protectively to roll back acarpet in danger of being
overtaken by the ooze. It was supple in his hands, and as he disturbed the dust, bright colors pegped out.
For afew moments, none of us spoke. As Olpey cameto hisfeet and stood before us, | gasped. He
wore arobe that rippled with colors when he moved. About his forehead he had bound aband of linked
metd disks, and they seemed to glow with their own light. Chellia dared not embrace him. He blinked
owlishly, and Chellia hesitantly asked her son if he knew her.

Hisreply came dowly. “I dreamed you once.” Then, looking about the room, he said worriedly, “Or
perhaps | have stepped into adream. Itisso hard to tell.”

“He s been touching that black wall too much,” Tremartin growled. “1t wakes the ghosts and stedl's your
mind. | saw aman two days ago. He was sitting with his back to the wall, his head leaned againgt it,
smiling and gesturing and talking to people who weren't there.”

Retyo nodded grimly. “Even without touching them, it takesaman’sfull will to keep the ghosts at bay
after atime down herein the dark.” Then, reluctantly, he added, “It may be too late to bring Olpey dl the
way back to us. But we can try. And we mugt al guard our minds as best we can, by talking to one
another. And get the little ones out of here as quickly aswe can.”

| saw what he meant. Olpey had goneto asmall tablein acorner. A silver pot awaited besde atiny
slver cup. Aswe watched in silence, he poured nothing from the pot to the cup, and then quickly quaffed



it. He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and made aface, asif he had just drunk liquor too strong
for him.

“If we' re going to go, we must go now,” Retyo added. He did not need to say, beforeit’ stoo late. We
wered| thinkingiit.

But it was aready too late. There was a steady seepage of water under the door, and when the men tried
to openit, they could not budgeit. Even when dl the adults put our shoulderstoit, it would not move.
And then the lights began to flicker dismaly.

Now the press of muck against the door grows heavier, so that the wood groans with it. | must be short.
The staircase leads up into absolute darkness and the torches we have contrived from the articlesin the
room will not last long. Olpey has goneinto adaze, and Carlmin is not much better. He barely responds
to uswith amutter. The men will carry the boys, and Chdliawill lead her two girls. | will carry our supply
of torches. We will go asfar aswe can, hoping to discover a different way back to the dragon-woman
chamber.

Day—I do not know
Y ear Oneof theRain Wilds

So | head this account, for we have no concept of how much time has passed. For me, it seemsyears. |
quiver, but | am not certainif it isfrom cold, or from striving to remain who | am. Who | was. My mind
swimswith the differences, and | could drown inthem, if | let go. Yet if thisaccount isto be of any useto
others, | must find my discipline and put my thoughtsinto order.

Aswe ascended the gtairs, the last breath of light in the chamber sighed out. Tremartin lifted our torch
bravely but it barely illuminated his head and shouldersin the engulfing blackness. Never havel
experienced darkness so absolute. Tremartin gripped Olpey’ swrist and compelled the boy to follow him.
Behind him went Retyo, carrying Carlmin, then Chellialeading her trembling daughters. | camelas,
burdened with the crude torches created from the furniture and hangingsin the chamber. Thislast act had
infuriated Olpey. He attacked Retyo and would not stop until Retyo struck him a hard open-handed
blow to theface. It dazed the boy and horrified his mother and sisters, but he became compliant, if not
cooperétive.

The gtair led to aservant’ s room. Doubtless the privileged noble in the comfortable chamber below
would ring abell, and his servants would spring to satisfy the master’ swish. | saw wooden tubs, perhaps
for washing, and glimpsed aworktable before Tremartin hurried us on. There was only one exit. Once
outside, the corridor offered blacknessin both directions.

The noise of the burning torch seemed amost loud; the only other sound was the dripping of water. |
feared that sllence. Music and ghostly voiceslingered at the edge of it.

“The flame burns steedily,” Chelliaobserved. “No drafts.”

| had not thought of that, but she wasright. “All that meansisthat thereisadoor between usand the
outside.” Even | doubted my words. “Onewe must find and open.”

“Which way shal we go?” Tremartin asked dl of us. | had long ago lost my bearings, so | kept silent.

“That way,” Chelliaanswered. “1 think it goes back the direction we came. Perhaps we will see
something we recognize, or perhaps the light will come back.”

| had no better suggestion to offer. They led and | followed. Each of them had someone to hold tight, to



keep the ghosts of the city at bay. | had only the bundled torchesin my arms. My friends became
shadows between me and the unsteady torch light. If | looked up, the torch blinded me. Looking down, |
saw agoblin’s dance of shadows around my feet. Our hoarse breathing, the scuff of our feet on the damp
stone, and the crackling of the torch were the only sounds | perceived at first. Then | began to hear other
things, or to think that | did: the uneven drip of water and, once, adiding sound as something in the
distance gave way.

And music. It was music thin aswatered ink, music muffled by thick stone and time, but it reached out to
me. | was determined to take the men’ sadvice and ignore it. To keep my thoughts my own, | began to
hum an old Jamaillian lullaby. It was only when Chdliahissed, “Carillion!” a methet | redized my
humming had become the haunting song from the stone. | sopped, biting my lip.

“Pass me another torch. We' d best light afresh one before this one dies completely.” When Tremartin
spoke the words, | realized he' d spoken to me twice before. Dumbly | stepped forward, presenting my
armload of makeshift torches. The first two he chose were scarves wrapped around table legs. They
would not kindle at al. Whatever the scarves were woven from, they would not take the flame. The third
was acushion tied crudely to achair leg. It burned smokily and with aterrible stench. Still, we could not
be fussy, and, holding doft the burning cushion and the dwindling torch, we moved dowly on. When the
torch had burned so close to Tremartin’ sfingersthat he had to let it fall, we had only the smoldering glow
of the cushion to light our way. The darkness pressed closer than ever and the foul smdll of the thing gave
me aheadache. | trudged aong, remembering the annoying way the long coarse hair tangled on my
rough-skinned fingers when | bundled the coiled hair in amongst the pith to make the cushion more

springy and longer lagting.

Retyo shook me, hard, and then Carlmin cameinto my arms, sniffling. “ Perhaps you should carry your
sonfor awhile,” the sailor told me, without rebuke, as he stooped to gather the spare torchesthat | had
dropped. Ahead of usin the dark, the rest of our party was shadows in shadow, with ared smear for our
torch. | had just stopped in my tracks. If Retyo had not noted my absence, | wonder what would have
happened to me. Even after we spoke, | felt asif | were two people.

“Thank you,” | told him ashamedly.
“It'sdl right. Just Stay close,” hetold me.

Wewent on. The punishing weight of Carlminin my arms kept me focused. After atime, | set him down
and made him wak beside me, but | think that was better for him. Having once been snared by the
ghosts, | resolved to be more wary. Even so, odd bits of dreams, fancies, and voicestaking in the
distance drifted through my mind as | walked, eyes open, through the dark. We trudged on endlessly.
Hunger and thirst made themsalves known to us. The seeping runnels of water tasted hitter, but we drank

gparingly from them anyway.

“I hatethiscity,” | said to Carlmin. Hislittle hand in mine was becoming chill asthe buried city stole our
body warmth from us. “It’ sfull of traps and snares. Rooms full of mud waiting to crush us, and ghosts
trying to stedl our minds.”

| had been speaking as much to mysdf ashim. | didn’t expect aresponse. But then he said dowly, “It
wasn't built to be dark and empty.”

“Perhagps not, but that ishow it isnow. And the ghosts of those who built it try to stedl our mindsfrom
lJSI”

| heard more than saw his scowl. “Ghosts? Not ghosts. Not thieves.”



“What arethey, then?’ | asked him, mostly to keep him talking.

Hewassilent for atime. | listened to our footsteps and breathing. Then he said, “It’ snot anyone. It's
their art.”

Art seemed afar and usdessthing to me now. Once | had used it to justify my existence. Now it seemed
anidlenessand aploy, something | did to conced the insignificance of my daily life. The word dmost
shamed me.

“Art,” herepeated. He did not sound like alittle boy as he went on, “ Art is how we define and explain
oursalvesto oursaves. In this city, we decided that the daily life of the people wasthe art of the city.
From year to year, the shaking of the earth increased, and the storms of dust and ash. We hid fromiit,
closing our citiesin and burrowing under the earth. And yet we knew that atime would come when we
could not prevail againgt the earth itself. Some wished to leave, and we et them. No one was forced to
stay. Our cities that had burgeoned with life faded to atrickle of souls. For atime, the earth calmed, with
only ashiver now and then to remind usthat our liveswere daily granted to usand could betakenina
moment. But many of us decided that thiswas where we had lived, for generations. So thiswould be
where we perished. Our individua lives, long as they were, would end here. But not our cities. No. Our
citieswould liveon and recdl us. Recall us. . . would call us home again, whenever anyone woke the
echoes of usthat we stored here. We'redl here, al our richness and complexity, al our joys and
sorrows. . .” Hisvoice drifted away in contemplation once more.

| felt chilled. “ A magic that callsthe ghosts back.”

“Not magic. Art.” He sounded annoyed.

Suddenly Retyo said unsteedily, “1 keep hearing voices. Someone, talk to me.”
| put my hand on hisarm. 1 hear them, too. But they sound Jamaillian.”

With pounding hearts our little party hastened toward them. At the next juncture of corridors, we turned
right and the voices came clearer. We shouted, and they shouted areply. Through the dark, we heard
their hurrying feet. They blessed our smoky red torch; theirs had burned out. There were four young men
and two women from our Company. Frightened as they were, they till clutched armloads of plunder.
We were overjoyed to find them, until they dashed our relief into despair. The passage to the outside
world was blocked. They had been in the dragon-and-woman chamber when they heard heavy pounding
from the rooms above. A greet crash was followed by the dow groan of timbers giving way. Asa
grinding noise grew in volume, the lightsin the big chamber flickered and watery mud began to trickle
down the grand staircase. They had immediately tried to escape, only to find the stairway blocked by
collgpsed masonry oozing mud.

Perhaps fifty folk had gathered in the dragon-and-woman chamber, drawn back there by the ominous
sound. Asthelights dimmed and then went out, some had gone one way and some another, seeking for
escagpe. Evenin thisdanger, their suspicion of one another asthieves had prevented them from joining
forces. | was disgusted with them, and said as much. To my surprise, they sheepishly agreed. Then, for a
time, we stood usdlesdly in the dark, listening to our torch burn away and wondering whét to do.

When no one else spoke, | asked, “Do you know the way back to the dragon chamber?’ | fought to
Spesk steadily.

Oneman sad hedid.

“Then we must go back there. And gather al the people we can, and pool what we know of this maze. It



isour only hope of finding away out before our torches are gone. Otherwise, we may wander until we
die”

Grim silence was their assent. The young man led our way back. Aswe passed plundered rooms, we
gathered anything that might burn. Soon those who had joined us must abandon their plunder to carry
more wood. | thought they would part from us before surrendering their treasure, but they decided to
leaveit in one of the rooms. They marked their claim upon the door, with thregts against any thieves. |
thought thisfoolishness, for | would have traded every jewel in the city Smply to see honest daylight
again. Then we went on.

We reached at last the dragon-woman chamber. We knew it more by its echoes than by the view that
our failing torch offered. A smdll fire still smoldered there, with afew haplessfolk gathered around it. We
added fuel to wakeit to flames. It drew othersto join us, and we then raised a shout to summon any who
might hear us. Soon our little bonfirelit acircle of some thirty muddy and weary people. Theflames
showed me frightened white faces like masks. Many of them still clutched bundles of plunder, and eyed
one another suspicioudy. That was amost more frightening then the dow creep of thick mud spreading
from the staircase. Heavy and thick; it trickled inexorably down, and | knew that our gathering place
would not long be arefuge fromit.

Wewere apitiful company. Some of these folk had been lords and ladies, and others pickpockets and
whores, but in that place, we finally became equals and recognized one another for what we were:
desperate peopl e, dependent on each other. We had convened at the foot of the dragon statue. Now
Retyo stepped up onto the dragon’ stail and commanded us, “Hush! Listen!”

V oices ebbed away. We heard the crackling of our fire, and then the distant groans of wood and stone,
and the drip and trickle of watery muck. They were terrifying sounds and | wondered why he had made
uslisten to them. When he spoke, his human voice was welcome asit drowned out the threats of the
graningwals

“We have no time to waste in worrying about treasure or theft. Our lives are the only things we can hope
to carry out of here, and only if we pool what we know, so we don’t waste time exploring corridors that
lead nowhere. Are we together on that?’

A slencefollowed hiswords. Then agrimy, bearded man spoke. “My partnersand | claimed the
corridors from the west arch. We' ve been exploring them for days now. There are no stairs going up and
the main corridor endsin collgpse.”

It was dismal news but Retyo didn’t let usdwell onit.
“Wdl. Any others?’
There was some restless shifting.

Retyo'svoicewas stern. “You' re il thinking of plunder and secrets. Let them go, or Stay herewith
them. All | want isaway out. Now. We're only interested in stairways leading up. Anyone know of

ay?

Finally, aman spoke up reluctantly. “ There were two from the east arch. But . . . well, awall gave way
when we opened adoor. We can't get to them any more.”

A deeper slencefdl on usand the light from the fire seemed to dwindle.

When Retyo spoke again, hisvoice wasimpassive. “Wdll, that makesit smpler for us. There' slessto



search. WE'll need two large search parties, one that can divide at each intersection. As each group
goes, you' [l mark your path. On your way, enter every open chamber, and seek aways for stairsleading
up, for doubtlessthat is our only way out. Mark every path that you go by, so that you may return to us.”
He cleared histhroat. “1 don’t need to warn you. If adoor won’t open, leave it aone.

“Thisisapact we must make: that whoever findsaway out will risk their lives again to return and guide
the rest of usout. To those who go out, the pact we make is that we who stay here will try to keep this
fire burning, so that if you do not find away out, you can return here, to light and another attempt.” He
looked around carefully at al the upturned faces. “ To that end, every one of uswill leave here whatever
treasure we have found. To encourage any that find away out to come back, for gain if not to keep faith
withus”

| would not have dared to test them that way. | saw what he did. The mounded hoard would give hope
to those who must stay here and tend the fire, aswell as encourage any who found an escapeto return
for therest of us. To those who ingsted they would take their treasure with them, Retyo smply said, “Do
it. But remember well what you choose. No one who stays here will owe you any help. Should you
return and find the fire out and the rest of us gone, do not hope that we will return for you.”

Three men, heavily burdened, went aside to heatedly argue amongst themselves. Other people began to
trickle back to the dragon pavilion, and were quickly informed of the pact. These folk, having aready
tried to find away out, quickly agreed to the terms. Someone said that perhaps the rest of our Company
might dig down to free us. A generd slence greeted that thought aswe al considered the many stepswe
had descended to reach this place, and al the mud and earth that stood between us and outside air. Then
no one spoke of it again. When finaly al agreed to abide by Retyo’s plan, we counted oursalves and
found that we numbered fifty-two bedraggled and weary men, women, and children.

Two parties set out. Most of our firewood went with them, converted to torches. Before they Ieft, we
prayed together, but | doubted Sa could hear us, so deegp beneath the ground and so far from sacred
Jamaillia. | remained with my son, tending the fire. We took turns making short tripsto nearby rooms, to
drag back whatever might burn. Treasure seekers had dready burned most of the close fud, but still we
found items ranging from massive tablesit took eight of usto lift to broken bits of rotted chairs and tatters
of curtain.

Most of the children had remained by the fire. In addition to my son and Chellid s children, there were
four other youngsters. Wetook it in turnsto tell stories or sing songs to them, trying to keep their minds
free of the ghoststhat clustered closer as our small fire burned lower. We begrudged every stick of wood
wefedtoit.

Despite our efforts, the children fell slent one by one and dipped into the dreams of the buried city. |
shook Carlmin and pinched him, but could not find the will to be cruel enough to rouse him. In truth, the
ghogts plucked at my mind aswell, until the distant conversationsin an unknown language seemed more
intelligible than the desperate mutterings of the other women. | dozed off, then snapped awake asthe
needs of the dying fire recalled meto my duty.

“Perhapsit’skinder to let them dream themsalves to death,” one of the women said as she helped me
push one end of a heavy tableinto the fire. She took a degper breath and added, “ Perhaps we should dll
just go to the black wall and lean againgt it.”

Theideawas more tempting than | liked to admit. Chelliareturned from awood-foraging effort. “I think
we burn morein torch than we bring back asfuel,” she pointed out. “I’ll sit with the children for awhile.
Seewhat you can find to burn.”



So | took her stub of torch and went off seeking firewood. By thetime | returned with my pitiful scraps, a
splinter group of one of the search parties had returned. They had swiftly exhausted their possibilitiesand
their torches and returned hoping that others had had better luck.

When asecond party returned shortly afterward, | felt more discouragement. They brought with them a
group of seventeen others whom they had discovered wandering in the labyrinth. The seventeen were the
“owners’ of that section of the city, and said that days ago they had discovered that the upper storiesin
that section were collapsed. In all the days they had explored it, dways the paths had led outward and
downward. Any further explorationsin that direction would demand more torches than we presently had.

Our supply of wood for the bonfire was dready dwindling, and we weren't finding much in the pillaged
rooms that we could use for torches. Hunger and thirst were aready pressing many of us. Too soon we
would have to confront an even-more-daunting shortage. Once our fire failed, we would be plunged into
total darkness. If | dared to think of it, my heart thundered and | felt faint. It was hard enough to hold
myself doof from the city’ slingering “art.” Immersed in blackness, | knew | would giveway toit.

| was not the only one who redlized this. Tacitly, welet the fire die down and maintained it at asmaler
sze. Theflow of mud down the grand stair brought damp that chilled the air. People huddled together for
warmth as much as companionship. | dreaded thefirst touch of water against my feet. | wondered which
would overtake mefird: total darkness or risng muck.

| don’t know how much time passed before the third party returned to us. They had found three
staircasesthat led up. All were blocked before they reached the surface. Their corridor had become
increasingly ruined the farther they had gone. Soon they had been splashing through shallow puddles and
the smell of earth had grown strong. When their torches were nearly exhausted and the water was
growing deeper and colder about their knees, they had returned. Retyo and Tremartin had been
members of that party. | was selfishly glad to have him a my side again, even though it meant that our
hope was now whittled to a single search party.

Retyo wished to shake Carlmin out of hisdaze, but | asked him, “To what end? That he might stare into
the darkness and know despair? Let him dream, Retyo. He does not seem to be having bad dreams. If |
can carry him out of hereinto daylight once more, than | will wake him and try to cal him back to me.
Until then, I will leave himin peace.” | sat, Retyo’sarm around me, and thought silently of Petrus and my
erstwhile husband Jathan. Well, he had made one wise decision. | felt oddly grateful to him that he had
not alowed me to squander both our sons' lives. | hoped he and Petrus reached the coast safely and
eventudly returned to Jamaillia At least one of my children might grow to adulthood.

And so we waited, our hopes dwindling as swiftly as our firewood. Our men had to venture farther and
farther into the darknessin search of fud. Findly Retyo lifted hisvoice. “Either they are dtill exploring, in
the hope of finding away out, or they have found away out and are too fearful to return for us. In ether
way, we gain nothing more by dtting here. Let us go where they went, following their marks, whilewe
gl have light to see them. Either we will find the same escape route they did, or dietogether.”

Wetook every splinter of firewood. The more foolish among us gathered treasure to carry out. No one
remongtrated with them, though many laughed bitterly at their hopeful greed. Retyo picked up Carlmin
without aword; it moved me that my son wastreasure to him. In truth, weakened as | was by hunger, |
do not know if | could have carried my son. | do know that | would not have left him there. Tremartin
took Olpey dung across his shoulders. The boy was limp as adrowned thing. Drowned in art, | thought
to mysdlf. Drowned in memories of the city.

Of Chellia stwo daughters, Piet ftill clung to wakefulness. She stumbled piteoudy along besde her
mother. A young man named Sterren offered to carry Likeafor Chellia. She was so grateful, she wept.



And so we trudged off. We had one torch to lead us, and one at the tail of our procession, so that no one
would fal victim to the city’ salure and be | eft behind. | walked in the middle of the company, and the
darkness seemed to pluck and snag at my senses. Thereislittle to say of that endlesswalk. Wetook no
rest, for our fire ate our torches a an darming rate. There was dark, and wet, the mutter of hungry and
thirsty and weary folk al around me, and more darkness. | could not redly see the halswe walked
through, only the smudge of light that we followed. Bit by bit, | gave up my burden of wood to our
light-bearers. Thelast time | moved forward to offer anew torch, | saw that the wallswere of shining
black stone veined with silver. They were elaborately decorated with silhouettes of people, donein some
shining metal. Curious, | reached out a hand to touch one. | had not even redlized that Retyo was at my
sde. He caught my wrist before | could touch the silhouette. “Don't,” he warned me. “I brushed againgt
oneonce. They legp into your mind if you touch them. Don't.”

Wefollowed the marks of the missing search party. They had marked off the dead ends and drawn
arrows as they progressed, and so we trudged on, hoping. Then, to our horror, we caught up with them.

They were huddled in the middle of the corridor. Torches exhausted, they had hdted there, paralyzed by
the complete blackness, unable to either go on or to come back to us. Some were insensible. Others
whimpered with joy at the Sight of usand clustered around our torch asif light were lifeitsdlf flowing
back into them.

“Did you find away out?’ they asked us, asif they had forgotten that they were the searchers. When

they finally understood that they had been our last hope, the life seemed to go out of them. “The corridor
goeson and on,” they said. “But we have not yet found one place where it leads upward. The chambers
we have been able to enter are windowless. We think this part of the city has always been underground.”

Grim words. Usdessto dwell on them.

And so, we moved on together. We encountered few intersections, and when we did, we made our
choice amost randomly. We no longer had torchesto explore every possibility. At each intersection, the
men in the lead debated and then chose. And we followed, but at each one we had to wonder if we had
made afatal error. Were we walking away from the passage that would have led to light and air? We
gave up having atorch at the end of our procession, instead having folk hold hands and come behind us.
Even 0, too swiftly we had but three torches, and then two. A woman keened asthefind torch was
kindled. It did not burn well, or perhaps the dread of the dark was so strong in us that no light would
have seemed sufficient. | know we crowded closer around our torch-bearer. The corridor had widened
and the ceiling retrested. Every now and then, the torchlight would catch asilver silhouette or avein of
slvery minerd in the polished black wall and it would blink beckoningly at me. Still we marched
hopelesdy on, hungry, thirsty, and ever more weary. We did not travel fast, but then, we did not know if
we had any destination save deeth.

The logt spirits of the city plucked at me. Ever stronger grew the temptation to smply let go of my puny
lifeand immerse mysdlf in the beckoning remembrance of the city. Snatches of their music, conversation
heard in adistant mutter, even, it seemed to me, whiffs of strange fragrances assailed me and tempted
me. Wdl, was not that what Jathan had dwayswarned me? That if | did not take afirmer grip on my life,
my art would immerse and then devour me? But it was S0 hard to ress; it tugged at melikeahook ina
fish'slip. It knew that it had me; it but waited for darknessto pull mein.

The torch burned lower with every step we took. Every step we took might be one more step in the
wrong direction. The passage had widened around usinto ahall; | could no longer see the gleaming black
walls, but | could fed them commanding my attention. We passed a <till fountain flanked by stone
benches. We watched in vain for anything that might fuel our fire. Here, these elder folk had built for
eternity, from stone and metal and fired clay. | knew that these rooms now were the repository of al they



had been. They had believed they would always live here, that the waters of the fountains and the swirling
beams of light would aways dance at their touch. | knew that as clearly as| knew my own name. Like
me, they had foolishly thought to live forever through their art. Now it was the only part of them that
lingered ill.

And in that moment, | knew my decision. It cameto me so clearly that | am not sureit was solely my
own. Did some long-dead artist reach out and tug at my deeve, begging to be heard and seen one last
time before we tumbled into the dark and silence that had consumed her city?

| put my hand on Retyo’sarm. “I’m going to thewall now,” | said amply. To his credit, heimmediatdy
knew what | meant.

“You would leave us?’ he asked me piteoudy. “Not just me, but little Carlmin?Y ou would drown
yoursdlf in dreams and leave meto face death aone?”’

| stood on tiptoe to kiss his whiskery cheek and to pressmy lips briefly against my son’s downy head. “I
won't drown,” | promised him. It suddenly seemed so smple. “1 know how to swim in those waters. |
have svum in them since my birth, and like afish, I will follow them upstream to their source. And you
will follow me. All of you.”

“Carillion, | don’t understand. Are you mad?’

“No. But | cannot explain. Only follow me, and trust, as| followed you when | walked out on thetree
limb. I will fed the path surdly; | won't let you fall.”

Then | did the most scandalousthing I’ ve ever donein my life. | took hold of my weary skirts, long
tattered halfway up my caf, and tore them free of my stained waistband, leaving only my pantaloons. |
bundled them up and pushed them into his shocked hands. Around us, others had halted in their shadowy
trudging to watch my strange performance. “Feed these to the torch, abit at atime, to keep it alive. And
folow me”

“You will wak near naked before all of us?’ he asked mein horror, asif it were of great concern.

| had to smile. “While my skirts burn, no one will notice the nakedness of her who stripped to give them
light. And after they have burned, we will al be hidden in the darkness. Much like the art of these

people”

Then | walked away from him, into the engulfing darkness that framed us. | heard him shout to our torch
bearer to halt, and | heard others say that | had gone mad. But | fdlt asif | had finally plunged mysdlf into
theriver that dl my life had tantaized my thirdt. | went to the city’ swall willingly, opening my mind and
heart to their art as | approached it, so that by the time | touched the cold stone, | was aready walking
among them, hearing their gossip and corner musicians and haggling.

It was amarket square. As| touched the stone, it roared to life around me. Suddenly my mind perceived
light where my closed eyes did not, and | smelled the cooking river fish on the smoky little braziers, and
saw the skewers of dripping honeyed-fruit on the tray of a street hawker. Glazed lizards smoked on a
low brazier. Children chased one another past me. People paraded the streets, dressed in gleaming
fabricsthat rippled color at their every step. And such people, people that befitted such agrand city!
Some might have been Jamaillian, but amongst them moved others, tall and narrow, scaled likefish or
with skin as bronzed as polished meta. Their eyes gleamed, too, silver and copper and gold. The
ordinary folk made way for these exated ones with joy rather than cold respect. Merchants stepped out
from their galsto offer them their best, and gawking children peeped from around their mothers
trousered legsto glimpse their roydty passing. For such | was sure they were.



With an effort, | turned my eyes and my thoughts from thisrich pageantry. | groped to recal whom and
wherel truly was. | dragged Carlmin and Retyo back into my awareness. Then, | deliberately looked
around mysdlf. Up and sky, | told mysdlf. Up and sky, into the air. Blue sky. Trees.

Fingerslightly touching thewall, | moved forward.

Artisimmersion, and good art istotal immersion. Retyo was right. It sought to drown me. But Carlmin
was right, too. There was no mdice in the drowning, only the engulfing that art seeks. And | was an artist,
and as apractitioner of that magic, | was accustomed to keeping my head even when the current ran
strongest and swiftest.

Even s, it wasdl | could do to cling to my two words. Up and sky. | could not tell if my companions
followed me or if they had abandoned me to my madness. Surdly, Retyo would not. Surely, he would
come behind me, bringing my son with him. Then, amoment later, the struggle to remember their names
became too great. Such names and such people had never existed in this city, and | was a citizen of the
city now.

| strode through its busy market time. Around me people bought and sold exotic and fascinating
merchandise. The colors, the sounds, even the smells tempted meto linger, but Up and Sky werewhat |
clungto.

They were not afolk who cherished the outside world. Here they had built a hive, much of it
underground, lit and warm, clean and immune to wind and storm and rain. They had brought insideiit
such creatures as gppeal ed to them, flowering trees and caged songbirds and little glittering lizards
tethered to potted bushes. Fish legpt and flashed in the fountains, but no dogs ran and barked, no birds
flew overhead. Nothing was alowed that might make amess. All was orderly and controlled, save for
the flamboyant people who shouted and laughed and whistled in their precisaly arranged Streets.

Up and Sky, | told them. They did not hear me, of course. Their conversations buzzed uselesdy around
me, and even once | began to understand them, the things they spoke of did not concern me. What could
| care about the politics of a queen athousand years gone, for society weddings and clandestine affairs
noisily gossiped about? Up and Sky, | breathed to myself, and dowly, dowly, the memories| sought
began to flow to me. For there were othersin this city for whom art was Up and Sky. Therewasa
tower, an observatory. It rose above the river mists on foggy nights, and there learned men and women
could study the stars and predict what effect they might have on mortals. | focused my mind oniit, and
soon “remembered” where it was. Sablessed usdl, in that it was not far from their marketplace.

| was hated once, for though my eyestold me that the way ahead of mewaswell lit and smoothly paved,
my groping hands found a cold tumble of fallen stone and earth seeping water. A man shouted by my ear
and restrained my hands. Dimly | recaled my other life. How strange to open my eyesto blackness and
Retyo gripping my handsin his. Around mein the darkness, | heard people weeping or muttering
despairingly that they followed a dreamer to their degths. | could see nothing at al. The darknesswas
absolute. | had no idea how much time had passed, but | was suddenly aware of thirst that nearly choked
me. Retyo’ s hand still clutched a mine, and | knew then of the long chain of people, hands clasped, that
trugtingly followed me.

| croaked at them. “Don’t give up. | know theway. | do. Follow me.”

Later, Retyo would tdl methat the words | uttered were in no tongue he had ever known, but my
emphatic shout swayed him. | closed my eyes, and once more the city surged to life around me. Another
way, there had to be another way to the observatory. | turned back to the popul ous corridors, but now
as | passed the legping fountains, they taunted me with their remembered water. The tantalizing memories



of food smdlslingeredintheair and | felt my belly clench onitsalf inlonging. But Up and Sky were my
words, and | walked on, even as | became aware that moving my body was becoming more and more
taxing to me. In another place, my tongue was leather in my mouth, my belly acramped ball of pain. But
here, | moved with the city, immersed in it. | understood now the words that flowed past me, | smelled
familiar foods, even knew dl the words to the songs the corner minstrelswere snging. | was home, and
asthe city as art flowed through me, | was home in a deeper way than ever Jamailliahad been hometo
me

| found the other stairsthat led to the observatory, the back stairs for the servants and cleaners. Up these
gairs, humblefolk carried couches and trays of wineglasses for nobles who wished to recline and gaze
up a the tars. It was a humble wooden door. It swung open a my push. | heard amurmured gasp
behind me, and then words of shouted praise that opened my eyes.

Daylight, thin and feeble, crept down to us. Thewinding stair was wooden, and rickety, but | decided we
would trust it. “Up and Sky,” | told my company as| set my foot to thefirst creaking step. It wasa
struggle to recall my precious words and speak them doud. “Up and Sky.” And they followed me.

Aswe ascended, the light came stronger, and we blinked like molesin that sweet dimness. When at last |
reached the stone-floored upper chamber, | smiled so that my dry lips split.

Thethick glass panels of the observatory windows had given way to cracks, followed by questing vines
that faded to pae writhing things as they | eft the daylight behind. The light through the windows was
greenish and thick, but it waslight. The vines became our ladder to freedom. Many of us were weeping
dry tears as we made that last painful climb. Unconscious children and dazed people were passed up and
out tous. | took alimp Carlmininmy amsand held himin thelight and fresh air.

Therewererain flowersawaiting us, asif Sawished usto know it was her will we survive here, enough
rain flowersfor each of usto wet our mouths and gather our senses. The wind seemed chill and we
laughed joyfully to shiver init. We stood on top of what had been the observatory, and | looked out with
love over aland | had once known. My beautiful wide river valey was aswamp now, but it was il
mine. The tower that had stood so high above al was only amound now, but around us were the
hunched and mossy remains of other structures, making the land firm and dry benesth our feet. There
was not much dry land, lessthan aleffer, and yet after our monthsin the swamp, it seemed agrand
edate. From atop it, we could look out over the dowly moving river where danting sunlight fell onthe
chaky waters. My home had changed, but it was fill mine.

Every one of uswho |eft the dragon chamber emerged alive and intact. The city had swallowed us, taken
us down and made us hers, and then released us, changed, in thiskindlier place. Here, by virtue of the
city buried beneath us, the ground isfirmer. There are great, strong branched trees nearby, in which we
can build anew Great Platform. Thereis even food here, a plentitude by Rain Wild standards. A sort of
climbing vine festoons the trunks of the trees, and is heavy with pulpy fruit. | recal the samefruit sold in
the vendor gtdls of my city. It will sustain us. For now, we have al we need to survive thisnight.
Tomorrow will be soon enough to think on therest of it.

Day the 7th of Light and Air
Year Oneof the Rain Wilds

It took usafull 9x daysto hike downriver to our origind settlement. Timein thelight and air have
restored mogt of usto our ordinary senses, though al of the children have amore detached air than they
used to have. Nor do | think | am aonein my vivid dreams of lifein the city. | welcomethem now. The
land here has changed vastly since the days of the city; once al was solid ground, and theriver asilver
shining thread. The land was restless in those days, too, and sometimes the river ran milky and acid. Now



the trees have taken back the meadows and croplands, but still, | recognize some features of theland. |
recognize, too, which trees are good for timber, which leaves make a pleasantly stimulating tea, which
reeds can yield both paper and fabric when beaten to thread and pulp, and oh, so many other things. We
will survive here. It will not be lush or easy living, but if we accept what the land offers us, it may be

enough.

Andthat iswell. | found my tree-city mostly deserted. After the disaster that seeled usin the city, most of
the folk here gave up dl for lost and fled. Of the treasure they collected and mounded on the Grest
Platform, they took only a pittance. Only afew people remained. Marthi and her husband and her son
are among them. Marthi wept with joy at my return.

When | expressed my anger that the others could go on without her, she told me, quite serioudly, that
they had promised to send back help, and she was quite sure that they would keep their word, astheir
treasureis dtill here,

Asfor me, | found my own treasure. Petrus had remained here, after al. Jathan, stony-hearted man that
heis, went on without the boy when Petrus had alast-moment change of heart and declared that he
would wait here for his mother to return. | am glad that he did not wait for mein vain.

| was shocked that Marthi and her husband had remained, until she put in my arms her reason. Her child
was born, and for his sake, they will dwell here. Heisalithe and lively littlething, but heisasscaled asa
snake. In Jamaillia, he would be afreak. The Rain Wilds are where he belongs.

Asweadl do, now.

| think | was as shocked at the changesin Marthi as she wasin the change in me. Around her neck and
wrists where she had worn the jewelry from the city, tiny growths have erupted. When she stared at me,
| thought it was because she could see how much the city memories had changed my soul. In redity, it
was the beginning of feathery scales on my eydids and around my lipsthat caught her eye. | haveno
looking glass, so | cannot say how pronounced they are. And | have only Retyo’ sword that the line of
scarlet scaling down my spineis more attractive than repd lent.

| see the scaling that has begun to show on the children, and in truth, | do not find it abhorrent. Almost dll
of uswho went down into the city bear some sign of it, either alook behind the eyes, or addlicate tracing
of scales, or perhaps aline of pebbled flesh dong the jaw. The Rain Wilds have marked us as their own,
and welcome us home.
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A Song of Ice and Fire began life asatrilogy, and has since expanded to six books. AsJ. R. R. Talkien
oncesad, thetaegrew intheteling.

The setting for the books is the grest continent of Westeros, in aworld both like and unlike our own,
where the seasonslast for years and sometimes decades. Standing hard against the sunset sea at the
western edge of the known world, Westeros stretches from the red sands of Dorne in the south to theicy
mountains and frozen fields of the north, where snow fals even during the long summers.

The children of the forest were the first known inhabitants of Westeras, during the Dawn of Days. arace
small of stature who made their homesin the greenwood, and carved strange faces in the bone-white
weirwood trees. Then came the First Men, who crossed aland bridge from the larger continent to the
east with their bronze swords and horses, and warred against the children for centuries before finaly
making peace with the older race and adopting their nameless, ancient gods. The Compact marked the
beginning of the Age of Heroes, when the First Men and the children shared Westeros, and a hundred
petty kingdomsrose and fell.

Other invaders camein turn. The Andals crossed the narrow seaiin ships, and with iron and fire they
swept across the kingdoms of the First Men, and drove the children from their forests, putting many of
the weirwoods to the ax. They brought their own faith, worshiping agod with seven aspects whose
symbol was a seven-pointed star. Only in the far north did the First Men, led by the Starks of Winterfell,
throw back the newcomers. Elsawhere the Anda s triumphed, and raised kingdoms of their own. The
children of the forest dwindled and disappeared, while the First Men intermarried with their conquerors.

The Rhoynar arrived some thousands of years after the Andass, and came not as invaders but as
refugees, crossing the seasin ten thousand ships to escape the growing might of the Freehold of Vayria
The lords freeholder of Vayriaruled the greater part of the known world; they were sorcerers, greet in
lore, and alone of all the races of man they had learned to breed dragons and bend them to their will.
Four hundred years before the opening of A Song of Ice and Fire , however, the Doom descended on
Vayria, destroying the city in asingle night. Thereafter the great Vdyrian empire disntegrated into
dissension, barbarism, and war.

Westeros, across the narrow sea, was spared the worst of the chaos that followed. By that time only
seven kingdoms remained where once there had been hundreds—but they would not stand for much
longer. A scion of lost Vayrianamed Aegon Targaryen landed at the mouth of the Blackwater with a
small army, histwo ssters (who were aso hiswives), and three great dragons. Riding on dragonback,
Aegon and his ssterswon battle after battle, and subdued six of the seven Westeros kingdoms by fire,
sword, and tresty. The conqueror collected the melted, twisted blades of hisfallen foes, and used them
to make amonstrous, towering barbed seet: the Iron Throne, from which he ruled henceforth as Aegon,
the First of His Name, King of the Andals and the Rhoynar and the First Men, and Lord of the Seven

Kingdoms,

The dynasty founded by Aegon and his sisters endured for most of three hundred years. Another
Targaryen king, Daeron the Second, later brought Dorneinto the realm, uniting al of Westeros under a
sgngleruler. Hedid so by marriage, not conquest, for thelast of the dragons had died half a century
before. The Hedge Knight, published inthefirsLegends , takes place in the last days of Good King
Daeron’sreign, about a hundred years before the opening of the first of thelce and Fire novds, with the
realm at peace and the Targaryen dynasty at its height. It tellsthe story of the first meeting between
Dunk, ahedge knight’ s squire, and Egg, aboy who israther more than he seems, and of the great



tourney a Ashford Meadow. The Sworn Swvord, the tale that follows, picks up their story ayear or so
later.

THE SWORN SWORD
A Tale of the Seven Kingdoms
GEORGE R. R. MARTIN

Inaniron cage a the crossroads, two dead men were rotting in the summer sun.

Egg stopped below to have alook at them. “Who do you think they were, ser?” His mule Maester,
grateful for the respite, began to crop the dry brown devilgrass a ong the verges, heedless of the two
huge wine casks on his back.

“Robbers,” Dunk said. Mounted atop Thunder, he was much closer to the dead men. “Rapers.
Murderers.” Dark circles stained his old green tunic under both arms. The sky was blue and the sun was
blazing hot, and he had sweated gallons since breaking camp thismorning.

Egg took off hiswide-brimmed floppy siraw hat. Benesth, his head was bald and shiny. He used the hat
to fan away theflies. There were hundreds crawling on the dead men, and more drifting lazily through the
gill, hot air. “1t must have been something bad, for them to be I &ft to dieinsde acrow cage.”

Sometimes Egg could be as wise as any maester, but other timeshewas sill aboy of ten. “There are
lordsand lords,” Dunk said. “ Some don’t need much reason to put aman to death.”

Theiron cage was barely big enough to hold one man, yet two had been forced indgde it. They stood face
to face, with their ams and legsin atangle and their backs against the hot black iron of the bars. One
had tried to eat the other, gnawing at his neck and shoulder. The crows had been at both of them. When
Dunk and Egg had come around the hill, the birds had risen like ablack cloud, so thick that Maester
spooked.

“Whoever they were, they look half starved,” Dunk said. Skeletons in skin, and the skin is green and
rotting. “Might be they stole some bread, or poached adeer in some lord’ swood.” With the drought
entering its second year, most lords had become less tolerant of poaching, and they hadn’t been very
tolerant to begin with.

“It could be they werein some outlaw band.” At Dosk, they’ d heard aharper sing “ The Day They
Hanged Black Robin.” Ever snce, Egg had been seeing gdlant outlaws behind every bush.

Dunk had met afew outlaws while squiring for the old man. Hewasin no hurry to meet any more. None
of the ones he' d known had been especidly galant. He remembered one outlaw Ser Arlan had hel ped
hang, who' d been fond of stedling rings. He would cut off aman’ sfingersto get at them, but with women
he preferred to bite. There were no songs about him that Dunk knew.Outlaws or poachers, makes no
matter. Dead men make poor company. He walked Thunder dowly around the cage. The empty eyes
seemed to follow him. One of the dead men had his head down and his mouth gaping open.He has no
tongue, Dunk observed. He supposed the crows might have eaten it. Crows always pecked a corpse’s
eyesout first, he had heard, but maybe the tongue went second.Or maybe a lord had it torn out, for
something that he said.



Dunk pushed hisfingers through hismop of sun-stresked hair. The dead were beyond his help, and they
had casks of wineto get to Standfast. “Which way did we come?’ he asked, looking from one road to
the other. “I'm turned around.”

“Standfast isthat way, ser.” Egg pointed.

“That' sfor us, then. We could be back by evenfal, but not if we st here al day counting flies” He
touched Thunder with his hedls and turned the big destrier toward the left-hand fork. Egg put his floppy
hat back on and tugged sharply at Maester’ slead. The mule left off cropping at the devilgrass and came
aong without an argument for once.He' s hot as well, Dunk thought,and those wine casks must be
heavy.

The summer sun had baked the road as hard as brick. Its ruts were deep enough to break ahorse'sleg,
s0 Dunk was careful to keep Thunder to the higher ground between them. He had twisted his own ankle
the day they |eft Dosk, walking in the black of night when it was cooler. A knight had to learn to live with
aches and pains, the old man used to say.Aye, lad, and with broken bones and scars. They're as
much a part of knighthood as your swords and shields. If Thunder wasto break aleg, though . . .
well, aknight without ahorse was no knight at dl.

Egg followed five yards behind him, with Maester and the wine casks. The boy was waking with one
bare foot in arut and one out, so he rose and fell with every step. His dagger was sheathed on one hip,
his boots dung over his backpack, hisragged brown tunic rolled up and knotted around hiswai <.
Beneath hiswide-brimmed straw hat, his face was smudged and dirty, his eyeslarge and dark. He was
ten, not quitefive feet tall. Of late he had been sprouting fast, though he had along long way to grow
before he' d be catching up to Dunk. He looked just like the stableboy he wasn't, and not at all like who
heredly was.

The dead men soon disgppeared behind them, but Dunk found himself thinking about them al the same.
The reelm wasfull of lawless men these days. The drought showed no signs of ending, and smdlfolk by
the thousands had taken to the roads, looking for someplace where therains till fell. Lord Bloodraven
had commanded them to return to their own lands and lords, but few obeyed. Many blamed Bloodraven
and King Aerysfor the drought. It was ajudgment from the gods, they said, for the kindayer is accursed.
If they werewise, though, they did not say it loudly.How many eyes does Lord Bloodraven have? ran
the riddle Egg had heard in Oldtown. A thousand eyes, and one.

Six yearsago in King's Landing, Dunk had seen him with his own two eyes, as he rode a pae horse up
the Street of Stedl with fifty Raven’s Teeth behind him. That was before King Aerys had ascended to the
Iron Throne and made him the Hand, but even so he cut astriking figure, garbed in smoke and scarlet
with Dark Sister on his hip. His pallid skin and bone-white hair made him look aliving corpse. Acrosshis
cheek and chin spread awine-stain birthmark that was supposed to resemble ared raven, though Dunk
only saw an odd-shaped blotch of discolored skin. He stared so hard that Bloodraven felt it. Theking's
sorcerer had turned to study him as he went by. He had one eye, and that one red. The other was an
empty socket, the gift Bittersted had given him upon the Redgrass Field. Yet it seemed to Dunk that both
eyes had looked right through his skin, down to hisvery soul.

Despite the heat, the memory made him shiver. “Ser?’ Egg cdled. “ Are you unwell?’

“No,” said Dunk. “I’'m as hot and thirsty asthem.” He pointed toward the field beyond the road, where
rows of melonswere shriveling on the vines. Along the verges goatheads and tufts of devilgrassstill clung
to life, but the crops were not faring near aswell. Dunk knew just how the melonsfelt. Ser Arlan used to
say that no hedge knight need ever go thirsty. “Not so long ashe hasahelmto catch therainin.
Rainwater isthe best drink thereis, lad.” The old man never saw asummer like this one, though. Dunk



had |eft hishem at Standfast. It wastoo hot and heavy to wear, and there had been preciouslittlerain to
cachinit.What's a hedge knight do when even the hedges are brown and parched and dying?

Maybe when they reached the stream he' d have a soak. He smiled, thinking how good that would fed,
to jump right in and come up sopping wet and grinning, with water cascading down his cheeksand
through histangled hair and histunic clinging sodden to his skin. Egg might want a soak aswell, though
the boy looked cool and dry, more dusty than sweety. He never sweated much. He liked the heet. In
Dorne he went about bare-chested, and turned brown as a Dornishman. |t is his dragon blood, Dunk
told himsdf.Whoever heard of a sweaty dragon? Hewould gladly have pulled his own tunic off, but it
would not befitting. A hedge knight could ride bare naked if he chose; he had no one to shame but
himsdlf. It was different when your sword was sworn.When you accept a lord’ s meat and mead, all
you do reflects on him, Ser Arlan used to say.Always do more than he expects of you, never less.
Never flinch at any task or hardship. And above all, never shame the lord you serve. At Standfadt,
“meat and mead” meant chicken and de, but Ser Eustace ate the same plain fare himsdif.

Dunk kept histunic on, and sweltered.

Ser Bennis of the Brown Shield waswaiting at the old plank bridge. “ So you come back,” he called out.
“Y ou were gone so long | thought you run off with the old man’sslver.” Benniswas Sitting on his shaggy
garron, chewing awad of sourleaf that madeit ook asif his mouth were full of blood.

“We had to go dl the way to Dosk to find somewine,” Dunk told him. “The krakensraided Little Dosk.
They carried off the wealth and women and burned haf of what they did not take.”

“That Dagon Greyjoy wantsfor hanging,” Bennissaid. “Aye, but who'sto hang him? Y ou see old
Pinchbottom Pate?’

“They told us he was dead. Theironmen killed him when hetried to stop them taking off his daughter.”

“Seven bloody hdlls” Bennisturned his head and spat. “1 seen that daughter once. Not worth dying for,
you ask me. That fool Pate owed me haf asilver.” The brown knight looked just as he had when they
left; worse, he smelled the same as well. He wore the same garb every day: brown breeches, a shapeless
roughspun tunic, horsehide boots. When armored he donned aloose brown surcoat over ashirt of rusted
mail. His swordbelt was a cord of boiled leather, and his seamed face might have been made of the same
thing.His head |ooks like one of those shriveled melons that we passed. Even histeeth were brown,
under the red stains|eft by the sourleaf he liked to chew. Amidst dl that brownness, his eyes stood out;
they were apae green, squinty smal, close set, and shiny-bright with mdice. “Only two casks,” he
observed. “ Ser Usalesswanted four.”

“We were lucky to find two,” said Dunk. “The drought reached the Arbor, too. We heard the grapes are
turning into raisns on the vines, and the ironmen have been pirating—"

“Ser?’ Egg brokein. “Thewater’ sgone.”

Dunk had been so intent on Bennisthat he hadn’t noticed. Beneath the warped wooden planks of the
bridge only sand and stonesremained. That’ s queer. The stream was running low when we | eft, but it
was running.

Bennislaughed. He had two sorts of laughs. Sometimes he cackled like a chicken, and sometimes he
brayed louder than Egg’s mule. Thiswas his chicken laugh. “Dried up while you was gone, | guess. A
drought’ll do that.”



Dunk was dismayed.Well, | won't be soaking now. He swung down to the ground.What’ s going to
happen to the crops? Haf thewdlsin the Reach had gone dry, and dl the rivers were running low, even
the Blackwater Rush and the mighty Mander.

“Nasty stuff, water,” Bennis said. “Drank some once, and it made me sick asadog. Winge s better.”

“Not for oats. Not for barleycorn. Not for carrots, onions, cabbages. Even grapes need water.” Dunk
shook hishead. “How could it go dry so quick? We ve only been six days.”

“Wasn't much water in there to start with, Dunk. Timewas, | could piss me bigger sreamsthan this
Ore”

“NotDunk ,” said Dunk. “1 told you that.” He wondered why he bothered. Bennis was a mean-mouthed
man, and it pleased him to make mock. “I’m called Ser Duncan the Tdl.”

“By who? Y our bad pup?’ Helooked at Egg and laughed his chicken laugh. “ Y ou' re taller than when
you did for Pennytree, but you still look aproperDunk to me.”

Dunk rubbed the back of hisneck and stared down at the rocks. “What should we do?’

“Fetch home the wines, and tell Ser Usdless his stream’ s gone dry. The Standfast well till draws, he
won't go thirgy.”

“Don't cdl him Usdess” Dunk wasfond of the old knight. “Y ou deep beneath hisroof, give him some
respect.”

“Y ou respect him for theboth 0’ us, Dunk,” said Bennis. “I'll cal himwhat | will.”

The silvery gray planks creaked heavily as Dunk walked out onto the bridge, to frown down at the sand
and stones below. A few smal brown pools glistened amongst the rocks, he saw, none larger than his
hand. “ Dead fish, there and there, see?” The smdll of them reminded him of the dead men at the
crossroads.

“| seethem, ser,” said EQg.

Dunk hopped down to the streambed, squatted on his hedls, and turned over astone.Dry and warmon
top, moist and muddy underneath. “Thewater can’'t have been gonelong.” Standing, heflicked the
stone sSidearm at the bank, where it crashed through a crumbling overhang in a puff of dry brown earth.
“The soil’ s cracked aong the banks, but soft and muddy in the middle. Those fish were alive yesterday.”

“Dunk the lunk, Pennytree used to call you. | recall.” Ser Bennis spat awad of sourleaf onto the rocks. It
glistened red and dimy in the sunlight. “Lunks shouldn’t try and think, their headsistoo bloody thick for

Dunk the lunk, thick as a castle wall.From Ser Arlan the words had been affectionate. He had been a
kindly man, evenin his scolding. In the mouth of Ser Bennis of the Brown Shield, they sounded different.
“Ser Arlan’ stwo yearsdead,” Dunk said, “and I’'m called Ser Duncan the Tall.” He was sorely tempted
to put hisfist through the brown knight’ s face and smash those red and rotten teeth to splinters. Bennis of
the Brown Shield might be anasty piece of work, but Dunk had a good foot and ahalf on him, and four
stone aswell. He might be alunk, but he was big. Sometimesit seemed as though he' d thumped his head
on half the doorsin Westeras, not to mention every beam in every inn from Dorne up to the Neck. Egg's
brother Aemon had measured him in Oldtown and found he lacked an inch of seven feet, but that was
half ayear ago. He might have grown since. Growing was the one thing that Dunk did redly well, theold
man used to say.



He went back to Thunder and mounted up again. “Egg, get on back to Standfast with thewine. I’'m going
to see what' s happened to the water.”

“Streamsdry up dl thetime,” said Bennis.
“I just want to have alook—"

“Like how you looked under that rock? Shouldn’t go turning over rocks, Lunk. Never know what might
crawl out. We got us nice straw pallets back at Standfast. There' s eggs more days than not, and not
much to do but listen to Ser Usaless go on about how great he used to be. Leaveit be, | say. The stream
went dry, that’sdl.”

Dunk was nothing if not stubborn. “ Ser Eustace iswaiting on hiswine,” hetold Egg. “ Tel himwhere|
went.”

“I'will, ser.” Egg gave atug on Maester’ slead. The mule twitched his ears, but started off again at once.
He wants to get those wine casks off his back. Dunk could not blame him.

The stream flowed north and east when it was flowing, so he turned Thunder south and west. He had not
ridden adozen yards before Bennis caught him. “1 best come see you don't get hanged.” He pushed a
fresh sourlesf into hismouth. “Past that clump o' sandwillows, the whole right bank is spider land.”

“I'll stay on our side.” Dunk wanted no trouble with the Lady of the Coldmoat. At Standfast you heard ill
things of her. The Red Widow, shewas caled, for the hushands she had put into the ground. Old Sam
Stoops said she was awitch, apoisoner, and worse. Two years ago she had sent her knights across the
stream to seize an Osgrey man for stealing sheep. “When m'lord rode to Coldmoat to demand him back,
he wastold to look for him at the bottom of the moat,” Sam had said. “ She' d sewn poor Dakein abag
o' rocksand sunk him.’ Twas after that Ser Eustace took Ser Bennisinto service, to keep them spiders
off hislands”

Thunder kept adow, steady pace beneath the broiling sun. The sky was blue and hard, with no hint of
cloud anywhere to be seen. The course of the stream meandered around rocky knolls and forlorn
willows, through bare brown hills and fields of dead and dying grain. An hour upstream from the bridge,
they found themselvesriding on the edge of the smal Osgrey forest called Wat’ s Wood. The greenery
looked inviting from afar, and filled Dunk’ s head with thoughts of shady glens and chuckling brooks, but
when they reached the trees they found them thin and scraggly, with drooping limbs. Some of the grest
oaks were shedding leaves, and hdf the pines had turned as brown as Ser Bennis, with rings of dead
needles girdling their trunks. Wor se and wor se, thought Dunk.One spark, and thiswill all go up like
tinder.

For the moment, though, the tangled underbrush aong the Chequy Water was till thick with thorny
vines, nettles, and tangles of briarwhite and young willow. Rather than fight through it, they crossed the
dry streambed to the Coldmoat side, where the trees had been cleared away for pasture. Amongst the
parched brown grasses and faded wildflowers, afew black-nosed sheep were grazing. “Never knew an
animal stupid asasheep,” Ser Bennis commented. “Think they’ rekin to you, lunk?’ When Dunk did not
reply, he laughed his chicken laugh again.

Half aleague farther south, they came upon the dam.

It was not large as such things went, but it looked strong. Two stout wooden barricades had been thrown
across the stream from bank to bank, made from the trunks of trees with the bark still on. The space
between them was filled with rocks and earth and packed down hard. Behind the dam the flow was
creeping up the banks and spilling off into aditch that had been cut through Lady Webber’ sfields. Dunk



stood in his stirrups for abetter look. The glint of sun on water betrayed a score of lesser channels,
running off in dl directionslike aspider’ sweb. They are stealing our stream. The sght filled himwith
indignation, especidly when it dawned on him that the trees must surely have been taken from Wat's
Wood.

“Seewhat you went and did, lunk,” said Bennis. “ Couldn’t have it that the stream dried up, no. Might be
thisstartswith water, but it’ [l end with blood. Y ours and mine, most like.” The brown knight drew his
sword. “Well, no help for it now. There' syour thrice-damned diggers. Best we put some fear in them.”
He raked his garron with his spurs and galloped through the grass.

Dunk had no choice but to follow. Ser Arlan’ slongsword rode his hip, agood straight piece of sted!. If
these ditchdiggers have a lick of sense, they’ll run. Thunder’ s hooves kicked up clods of dirt.

One man dropped his shovel at the sight of the oncoming knights, but that was all. There were a score of
the diggers, short and tall, old and young, dl baked brown by the sun. They formed aragged line as
Bennis dowed, clutching their spades and picks. “ Thisis Coldmoat land,” one shouted.

“And that’ san Osgrey stream.” Bennis pointed with hislongsword. “Who put that damned dam up?’
“Maester Cearrick madeit,” said one young digger.

“No,” an older man inssted. “The gray pup pointed some and said do this and do that, but it were us
who medeit.”

“Then you can bloody well unmakeit.”

Thediggers eyeswere sullen and defiant. One wiped the swest off hisbrow with the back of his hand.
No one spoke.

“Youlot don’'t hear so good,” said Bennis. “Do | need to lop me off an ear or two? Who' sfirs?’

“ThisisWebber land.” The old digger was a scrawny fellow, stooped and stubborn. “Y ou got no right to
be here. Lop off any earsand m'’lady will drown you in asack.”

Bennisrode closer. “Don’t see no ladies here, just some mouthy peasant.” He poked the digger’ sbare
brown chest with the point of his sword, just hard enough to draw abead of blood.

He goes too far.“Put up your stedl,” Dunk warned him. “Thisisnot hisdoing. This maester set themto
the task.”

“It'sfor the crops, ser,” ajug-eared digger said. “ The wheat was dying, the maester said. The pear trees,
too.”

“Well, maybe them pear trees die, or maybe you do.”
“Your tak don't frighten us” said the old man.

“No?" Bennis made hislongsword whistle, opening the old man’s cheek from ear to jaw. “1 said, them
pear treesdie, or you do.” The digger’s blood ran red down one side of hisface.

He should not have done that. Dunk had to swalow hisrage. Benniswason hissdeinthis. “Get avay
from here,” he shouted at the diggers. “ Go back to your lady’ s castle.”

“Run,” Ser Bennis urged.



Three of them let go of their tools and did just that, sprinting through the grass. But another man,
sunburned and brawny, hefted apick and said, “ There s only two of them.”

“Shovelsagaing swordsisafoal’ sfight, Jorgen,” the old man said, holding hisface. Blood trickled
through hisfingers. “Thiswon't be the end of this. Don't think it will.”

“One moreword, and | might betheend o’ you.”

“We meant no harm to you,” Dunk said to the old man’s bloody face. “ All wewant is our water. Tell
your lady that.”

“Oh, we'll tdl her, ser,” promised the brawny man, still clutching his pick. “That we will.”

On theway home they cut through the heart of Wat' s Wood, grateful for the smal measure of shade
provided by the trees. Even so, they cooked. Supposedly there were deer in the wood, but the only
living things they saw wereflies. They buzzed about Dunk’ s face as he rode, and crept round Thunder’'s
eyes, irritating the big warhorse no end. The air was dtill, suffocating. At least in Dorne the days were
dry, and at night it grew so cold | shivered in my cloak. In the Reach the nights were hardly cooler
than the days, even thisfar north.

When ducking down beneath an overhanging limb, Dunk plucked aleaf and crumpled it between his
fingers. It fell apart like thousand-year-old parchment in his hand. “ There was no need to cut that man,”
hetold Bennis.

“A tickle on the cheek was dl it was, to teach him to mind histongue. | should of cut hisbloody throat
for him, only then the rest would of run like rabbits, and we' d of had to ride down thelot o' them.”

“You dkill twenty men?’ Dunk said, incredulous.

“Twenty-two. That'stwo more’ ndl your fingers and your toes, lunk. Y ou haveto kill them all, elsethey
gotdlingtaes” They circled round adeadfall. “We should of told Ser Usdlessthe drought dried up his
little pissant sream.”

“SerEustace . You would havelied to him.”

“Aye, and why not? Who'sto tell him any different? Theflies?” Bennisgrinned awet red grin. “ Ser
Usdless never leaves the tower, except to see the boys down in the blackberries.”

“A sworn sword owes hislord the truth.”

“There' struths and truths, lunk. Some don't serve.” He spat. “ The gods make droughts. A man can’t do
abloody buggering thing about the gods. The Red Widow, though . . . wetdl Usdessthat bitch dog
took hiswater, he'll fed honor-bound to take it back. Wait and see. HE' |l think he' s got todo something

“He should. Our smdlfolk need that water for their crops.”

“Oursmdlfolk?’ Ser Bennis brayed hislaughter. “Was| off having a squat when Ser Usdless made you
his heir? How many smdlfolk you figure you got? Ten? And that' s counting Squinty Jeyne' s half-wit son
that don’t know whichend 0’ the ax to hold. Go make knightso’ every one, and we' Il have half as many
asthe Widow, and never mind her squires and her archers and the rest. Y ou’ d need both hands and both
feet to count al them, and your bald-head boy’ sfingers and toes, too.”



“I don’'t need toesto count.” Dunk was sick of the heet, the flies, and the brown knight’s company.He
may have ridden with Ser Arlan once, but that was years and years ago. The man is grown mean
and false and craven. He put his hedsinto his horse and trotted on ahead, to put the smell behind him.

Standfast was a castle only by courtesy. Though it stood bravely atop arocky hill and could be seen for
leagues around, it was no more than atowerhouse. A partid collapse afew centuries ago had required
some rebuilding, so the north and west faces were pale gray stone above the windows, and the old black
stone below. Turrets had been added to the roofline during the repair, but only on the sides that were
rebuilt; at the other two corners crouched ancient stone grotesques, so badly abraded by wind and
wegther that it was hard to say what they had been. The pinewood roof wasflat, but badly warped and
proneto leaks.

A crooked path led from the foot of the hill up to the tower, so narrow it could only beridden singlefile.
Dunk led the way on the ascent, with Bennis just behind. He could see Egg above them, standing on ajut
of rock in hisfloppy straw hat.

They reined up in front of the little daub-and-wattle stable that nestled at the tower’ sfoot, half hidden
under amisshapen heap of purple moss. The old man’sgray gelding wasin one of the sdls, next to
Maester. Egg and Sam Stoops had gotten the wine inside, it seemed. Hens were wandering the yard.
Egg trotted over. “Did you find what happened to the Stream?’

“The Red Widow’sdammed it up.” Dunk dismounted, and gave Thunder’ sreinsto Egg. “Don't let him
drink too much at once.”

“No, ser. | won't.”
“Boy,” Ser Benniscaled. “Y ou can take my horse aswell.”
Egg gave him aninsolent look. “I’m not your squire.”

That tongue of hiswill get him hurt one day, Dunk thought. “Y ou’ll take hishorse, or you' Il get aclout
intheear.”

Egg made a sullen face, but did ashewas bid. As he reached for the bridle, though, Ser Bennis hawked
and spat. A glob of glistening red phlegm struck the boy between two toes. He gave the brown knight an
icy look. “Y ou spit on my foot, ser.”

Bennis clambered to the ground. “ Aye. Next time I’ ll spit in your face. I'll have none o’ your bloody
tongue”

Dunk could see the anger in the boy’ s eyes. “ Tend to the horses, Egg,” he said, before things got any
worse. “We need to spesk with Ser Eustace.”

The only entrance into Standfast was through an oak-and-iron door twenty feet above them. The bottom
steps were blocks of smooth black stone, so worn they were bowl-shaped in the middle. Higher up, they
gave way to a steep wooden stair that could be swung up like adrawbridge in times of trouble. Dunk
shooed the hens aside and climbed two steps at atime.

Standfast was bigger than it appeared. Its degp vaults and cellars occupied agood part of the hill on
which it perched. Aboveground, the tower boasted four stories. The upper two had windows and

bal conies, the lower two only arrow dlits. It was cooler ingde, but so dim that Dunk had to let hiseyes
adjust. Sam Stoops' wife was on her knees by the hearth, sweeping out the ashes. “Is Ser Eustace above



or balow?’ Dunk asked her.

“Up, ser.” The old woman was so hunched that her head was lower than her shoulders. “Hejust come
back from visiting the boys, down in the blackberries.”

The boyswere Eustace Osgrey’ s sons: Edwyn, Harrold, Addam. Edwyn and Harrold had been knights,
Addam ayoung squire. They had died on the Redgrass Fidd fifteen years ago, at the end of the
Blackfyre Rebelion. “They died good degths, fighting bravely for theking,” Ser Eustace told Dunk, “and
| brought them home and buried them among the blackberries.” Hiswife was buried there aswell.
Whenever the old man breached a new cask of wine, he went down the hill to pour each of hisboysa
libation. “To theking!” hewould cal out loudly, just before he drank.

Ser Eustace' s bedchamber occupied the fourth floor of the tower, with his solar just below. That was
where hewould be found, Dunk knew, puttering amongst the chests and barrels. The solar’ sthick gray
wallswere hung with rusted weaponry and captured banners, prizes from battles fought long centuries
ago and now remembered by no one but Ser Eustace. Half the banners were mildewed, and dl were
badly faded and covered with dust, their once bright colors gone to gray and green.

Ser Eustace was scrubbing the dirt off aruined shield with arag when Dunk came up the steps. Bennis
followed fragrant at his heds. The old knight’ s eyes seemed to brighten allittle at the sght of Dunk. “My
good giant,” he declared, “and brave Ser Bennis. Come have alook at this. | found it in the bottom of
that chest. A treasure, though fearfully neglected.”

It wasashield, or what remained of one. That wasllittle enough. Almost hdf of it had been hacked away,
and the rest was gray and splintered. Theiron rim was solid rust, and the wood was full of wormholes. A
few flakes of paint ill clung to it, but too few to suggest asgil.

“M’lord,” said Dunk. The Osgreys had not been lords for centuries, yet it pleased Ser Eustace to be
styled s0, echoing asit did the past glories of hisHouse. “What isit?’

“TheLittle Lion’sshield.” The old man rubbed &t the rim, and some flakes of rust came off. “ Ser Wilbert
Osgrey borethis at the battle where he died. | am sure you know thetale.”

“No, m’lord,” said Bennis. “Wedon't, asit happens. TheLittle Lion, did you say? What, was he a dwarf
or some such?’

“Certainly not.” The old knight’s mustache quivered. “ Ser Wilbert was atall and powerful man, and a
great knight. The name was given him in childhood, as the youngest of five brothers. In his day there were
gtill saven kingsin the Seven Kingdoms, and Highgarden and the Rock were oft at war. The green kings
ruled usthen, the Gardeners. They were of the blood of old Garth Greenhand, and a green hand upon a
white field wastheir kingly banner. Gylesthe Third took his banners eadt, to war againgt the Storm King,
and Wilbert' s brothers dl went with him, for in those days the chequy lion ways flew beside the green
hand when the King of the Reach went forth to battle.

“Y et it happened that while King Gyleswas away, the King of the Rock saw his chance to tear a bite out
of the Reach, s0 he gathered up ahost of westermen and came down upon us. The Osgreyswere the
Marshdls of the Northmarch, soit fell to the Little Lion to meet them. It was the fourth King Lancel who
led the Lannigters, it seemsto me, or mayhaps the fifth. Ser Wilbert blocked King Lancd’ s path, and bid
him hat.” Come no farther,” hesaid.” You are not wanted here. | forbid you to set foot upon the
Reach.” But the Lannister ordered dl his bannersforward.

“They fought for half aday, the gold lion and the chequy. The Lannister was armed with aVayrian
sword that no common steel can match, so the Little Lion was hard pressed, hisshidd inruins. Inthe



end, bleeding from a dozen grievous wounds with his own blade broken in his hand, he threw himself
headlong at hisfoe. King Lancel cut him near in hdf, the Sngers say, but as he died the Little Lion found
the gap in the king’'sarmor beneath hisarm, and plunged his dagger home. When their king died, the
westermen turned back, and the Reach was saved.” The old man stroked the broken shield as tenderly
asif it had been achild.

“Aye, m'lord,” Bennis croaked, “we could use aman like that today. Dunk and me had alook at your
stream, m'’lord. Dry as abone, and not from no drought.”

The old man set the shiddd aside. “Tell me.” Hetook a seat and indicated that they should do the same.
Asthe brown knight launched into the tale, he sat listening intently, with his chin up and his shoulders
back, as upright asalance.

In hisyouth, Ser Eustace Osgrey must have been the very picture of chivary, tall and broad and
handsome. Time and grief had worked their will on him, but he was till unbent, abig-boned,
broad-shouldered, barrel-chested man with festures as strong and sharp as some old eagle. His
close-cropped hair had gone white as milk, but the thick mustache that hid his mouth remained an ashy
gray. His eyebrows were the same color, the eyes beneath a paer shade of gray, and full of sadness.

They seemed to grow sadder still when Bennis touched upon the dam. “That stream has been known as
the Chequy Water for athousand years or more,” the old knight said. “I caught fish there asaboy, and
my sonsal did the same. Alysanne liked to splash in the shallows on hot summer dayslikethis.”
Alysanne had been his daughter, who had perished in the spring. “1t was on the banks of the Chequy
Water that | kissed agirl for thefirst time. A cousin, shewas, my uncl€ syoungest daughter, of the
Oggreysof Leafy Lake. They aredl gone now, even her.” His mustache quivered. “This cannot be
borne, sers. The woman will not have my weater. She will not have mychequy water.”

“Dam’sbuilt strong, m'lord,” Ser Benniswarned. “ Too strong for me and Ser Dunk to pull downin an
hour, even with the bald-head boy to help. We' Il need ropes and picks and axes, and a dozen men. And
that’ sjust for thework, not for the fighting.”

Ser Eustace stared at the Little Lion’s shield.

Dunk cleared histhroat. “M’lord, asto that, when we came upon the diggers, well . . .”
“Dunk, don’t trouble m’lord with trifles” said Bennis. “1 taught onefool alesson, that wasall.”
Ser Eustace looked up sharply. “What sort of lesson?’

“With my sword, asit were. A little claret on his cheek, that’sal it were, m’'lord.”

The old knight looked long a him. “Thet . . . that wasill consdered, ser. Thewoman hasaspider’s
heart. She murdered three of her husbands. And al her brothers died in swaddling clothes. Five, there
were. Or six, mayhaps, | don’t recal. They stood between her and the castle. She would whip the skin
off any peasant who displeased her, | do not doubt, but foryou to cut one. . . no, she will not suffer such
an insult. Make no mistake. Shewill comefor you, as she camefor Lem.”

“Dake, m'lord,” Ser Bennissaid. “Begging your lordly pardon, you knew him and | never did, but his
name were Dake.”

“If it pleesem’lord, | could go to Goldengrove and tell Lord Rowan of thisdam,” said Dunk. Rowan was
the old knight’ sliege lord. The Red Widow held her lands of him aswell.

“Rowan? No, look for no help there. Lord Rowan' s sister wed Lord Wyman's cousin Wendell, so heis



kin to the Red Widow. Besides, he loves me not. Ser Duncan, on the morrow you must make the rounds
of dl my villages, and roust out every able-bodied man of fighting age. | am old, but | am not dead. The
woman will soon find that the chequy lion till has claws!”

Two, Dunk thought glumly,and I am one of them.

Ser Eustace’ slands supported three smal villages, none more than ahandful of hovels, sheepfolds, and
pigs. Thelargest boasted a thatched one-room sept with crude pictures of the Seven scratched upon the
wallsin charcoa. Mudge, a stoop-backed old swineherd who' d once been to Oldtown, led devotions
there every seventh day. Twice ayear ared septon came through to forgive sinsin the Mother’ sname,
The smdlfolk were glad of the forgiveness, but hated the septon’ svistsall the same, sincethey were
required to feed him.

They seemed no more pleased by the sight of Dunk and Egg. Dunk was known in the villages, if only as
Ser Eustace' s new knight, but not so much asacup of water was offered him. Most of the men werein
thefields, soit waslargely women and children who crept out of the hovels at their coming, aong with a
few grandfatherstoo infirm for work. Egg bore the Osgrey banner, the chequy lion green and gold,
rampant upon itsfield of white. “We come from Standfast with Ser Eustace’' s summons,” Dunk told the
villagers. “ Every able-bodied man between the ages of fifteen and fifty is commanded to assemble at the
tower on the morrow.”

“Isitwar?’ asked one thin woman, with two children hiding behind her skirts and ababe sucking at her
breest. “Isthe black dragon come again?’

“There are no dragonsin this, black or red,” Dunk told her. “Thisis between the chequy lion and the
spiders. The Red Widow has taken your water.”

The woman nodded, though she looked askance when Egg took off his hat to fan hisface. “That boy got
no hair. Hesick?’

“It'sshaved ,” said Egg. He put the hat back on, turned Maester’ s head, and rode off dowly.

The boy isin a prickly mood today.He had hardly said aword since they set out. Dunk gave Thunder a
touch of the spur and soon caught the mule. “Are you angry that | did not take your part against Ser
Bennisyesterday?’ he asked his sullen squire, asthey made for the next village. “1 like the man no more
than you, but heis aknight. Y ou should spesk to him with courtesy.”

“I’m your sguire, not his,” the boy said. “He sdirty and mean-mouthed, and he pinches me.”

If he had an inkling who you were, he’ d piss himself before he laid a finger on you.“He used to
pinch me, too.” Dunk had forgotten that, till Egg’ s words brought it back. Ser Bennisand Ser Arlan had
been among a party of knights hired by a Dornish merchant to see him safe from Lannisport to the
Prince’ s Pass. Dunk had been no older than Egg, though taller.He would pinch me under the arm so
hard he'd leave a bruise. Hisfingersfelt like iron pincers, but | never told Ser Arlan. One of the
other knights had vanished near Stoney Sept, and it was bruited about that Bennis had gutted himina
quarrd. “If he pinchesyou again, tell meand I’ll end it. Till then, it does not cost you much to tend his
horse”

“Someone hasto,” Egg agreed. “ Bennis never brushes him. He never cleanshisstal. He hasn't even
named him!”



“Some knights never nametheir horses” Dunk told him. “That way, when they diein baitle, the grief is
not so hard to bear. There are dways more horsesto be had, but it’s hard to lose afaithful friend.” Or so
the old man said, but he never took his own counsel. He named every horse he ever owned. So had
Dunk. “WEe Il see how many men turn up at the tower . . . but whether it’ sfive or fifty, you'll need to do
for themaswdl.”

Egg looked indignant. “1 have to servesmallfolk 7’

“Not serve. Help. We need to turn them into fighters.” If the Widow gives us time enough. “If the gods
are good, afew will have done some soldiering before, but most will be green as summer grass, more
used to holding hoes than spears. Even s0, aday may come when our lives depend on them. How old
were you when you first took up asword?’

“| waslittle, ser. The sword was made from wood.”

“Common boys fight with wooden swords, too, only theirs are sticks and broken branches. Egg, these
men may seem foolsto you. They won't know the proper namesfor bits of armor, or the arms of the
great Houses, or which king it was who abolished the lord’ sright to thefirst night . . . but treat them with
respect dl the same. Y ou are asquire born of noble blood, but you are till aboy. Mogt of them will be
men grown. A man has his pride, no matter how lowborn he may be. Y ou would seem just aslost and
supid in their villages. And if you doubt that, go hoe arow and shear a sheep, and tell me the names of
al the weeds and wildflowersin Wat’sWood.”

The boy considered for amoment. “1 could teach them the arms of the great Houses, and how Queen
Alysanne convinced King Jaehaerysto abolish the first night. And they could teach me which weeds are
best for making poisons, and whether those green berries are safe to eat.”

“They could,” Dunk agreed, “but before you get to King Jaehaerys, you' d best help us teach them how
to useaspear. And don't go eating anything that Maester won't.”

The next day a dozen would-be warriors found their way to Standfast to assemble among the chickens.
One wastoo old, two were too young, and one skinny boy turned out to be askinny girl. Those Dunk
sent back to their villages, leaving eight: three Wats, two Wills, aLem, aPete, and Big Rob the lackwit. A
sorry lot, he could not help but think. The strapping handsome peasant boys who won the hearts of
highborn maidensin the songs were nowhere to be seen. Each man was dirtier than thelast. Lem was
fifty if he wasaday, and Pate had weepy eyes, they were the only two who had ever soldiered before.
Both had been gone with Ser Eustace and his sonsto fight in the Blackfyre Rebellion. The other six were
asgreen as Dunk had feared. All eight had lice. Two of the Wats were brothers. “ Guess your mother
didn’t know no other name,” Bennis said, cackling.

Asfar asarmswent, they brought a scythe, three hoes, an old knife, some stout wooden clubs. Lem had
asharpened stick that might serve for aspear, and one of the Wills alowed that he was good at chucking
rocks. “Wel and good,” Bennis said, “we got us abloody trebuchet.” After that the man was known as
Treb.

“Areany of you skilled with alongbow?’ Dunk asked them.

The men scuffed at the dirt, while hens pecked the ground around them. Pete of the weepy eyesfindly
answered. “Begging your pardon, ser, but m’lord don’t permit us longbows. Osgrey deersisfor the
chequy lions, not thelikeso’ us”



“Wewill get swords and hedms and chainmail 7’ the youngest of the three Wats wanted to know.

“Why, sureyou will,” said Bennis, “just as soon asyou kill oneo’ the Widow’ sknights and strip his
bloody corpse. Make sure you stick your arm up hishorse’ sarse, too, that’ swhereyou'll find hissilver.”
He pinched young Wat benegth hisarm until the lad squedled in pain, then marched the wholelot of them
off to Wat’s Wood to cut some spears.

When they came back, they had eight fire-hardened spears of wildly unequal length, and crude shilds of
woven branches. Ser Bennis had made himself a spear aswell, and he showed them how to thrust with
the point and use the shaft to parry . . . and where to put the point to kill. “ The belly and the throat are
bes, | find.” He pounded hisfigt againgt his chest. “Right there' sthe heart, that will do the job aswell.
Troubleis, theribsisin theway. The belly’ s nice and soft. Gutting’s Sow, but certain. Never knew a
man to live when his guts was hanging out. Now if somefool goes and turns his back on you, put your
point between his shoulder blades or through hiskidney. That’s here. They don't live long once you prick
‘eminthekidney.”

Having three Wats in the company caused confusion when Benniswastrying to tell them what to do.
“We should give them village names, ser,” Egg suggested, “like Ser Arlan of Pennytree, your old master.”
That might have worked, only their villages had no names, ether. “Well,” said Egg, “we could cal them
for their crops, ser.” One village sat amongst bean fields, one planted mostly barleycorn, and the third
cultivated rows of cabbages, carrots, onions, turnips, and melons. No one wanted to be a Cabbage or a
Turnip, so the last ot became the Melons. They ended up with four Barleycorns, two Melons, and two
Beans. Asthe brothers Wat were both Barleycorns, some further distinction was required. When the
younger brother made mention of once having fallen down the village well, Bennis dubbed him “Wet
Wat,” and that was that. The men were thrilled to have been given “lord’ s names,” save for Big Rob,
who could not seem to remember whether he was aBean or aBarleycorn.

Once dll of them had names and spears, Ser Eustace emerged from Standfast to addressthem. The old
knight stood outside the tower door, wearing his mail and plate beneath along woolen surcoat that age
had turned more yellow than white. On front and back it bore the chequy lion, sewn in little squares of
green and gold. “Lads,” he said, “you al remember Dake. The Red Widow threw him in asack and
drowned him. Shetook hislife, and now she thinks to take our water, too, the Chequy Water that
nourishes our crops. . . but shewill not!” He raised his sword above his head. “For Osgrey!” he said
ringingly. “ For Standfast!”

“Oggrey!” Dunk echoed. Egg and the recruitstook up the shout.” Ogsrey! Osgrey! For Standfast!”

Dunk and Bennis drilled the little company amongst the pigs and chickens, while Ser Eustace watched
from the balcony above. Sam Stoops had stuffed some old sacks with soiled straw. Those becametheir
foes. The recruits began practicing their spear work as Bennis bellowed at them. “ Stick and twist and rip
it free. Stick and twist and rip, butget the damned thing out! Y ou'll be wanting it soon enough for the
next one. Too dow, Treb, too damned dow. If you can’'t do it quicker, go back to chucking rocks. Lem,
get your weight behind your thrust. There saboy. And in and out and in and out. Fuck em with it, that’'s
theway, inand out, rip’em, rip’em,rip’em.”

When the sacks had been torn to pieces by half athousand spear thrusts and dl the straw spilled out
onto the ground, Dunk donned his mail and plate and took up awooden sword to see how the men
would fareagaing aliveier foe.

Not too well, was the answer. Only Treb was quick enough to get a spear past Dunk’s shield, and he
only did it once. Dunk turned one clumsy lurching thrust after another, pushed their spears aside, and
bulledin close. If his sword had been stedl instead of pine, he would have dain each of them half adozen



times “You'redead once | get past your point,” he warned them, hammering at their legsand armsto
drive the lesson home. Treb and Lem and Wet Wat soon learned how to give ground, at least. Big Rob
dropped his spear and ran, and Bennis had to chase him down and drag him back in tears. The end of
the afternoon saw the lot of them dl bruised and battered, with fresh blistersrising on their callused hands
from where they gripped the spears. Dunk bore no marks himsdlf, but he was half drowned by swest by
the time Egg helped him ped hisarmor off.

Asthe sun was going down, Dunk marched their little company down into the cellar and forced them all
to have abath, even those who' d had one just last winter. Afterward Sam Stoops' wife had bowls of
stew for dl, thick with carrots, onions, and barley. The men were bonetired, but to hear them talk every
one would soon be twice as deadly as a Kingsguard knight. They could hardly wait to prove their vaor.
Ser Bennis egged them on by telling them of thejoys of the soldier’ slife; loot and women, chiefly. The
two old hands agreed with him. Lem had brought back aknife and apair of fine boots from the
Blackfyre Rebellion, to hear him tdll; the boots were too small for him to wear, but he had them hanging
on hiswall. And Pete could not say enough about some of the camp followers he’ d known following the
dragon.

Sam Stoops had set them up with eight straw paletsin the undercroft, so oncetheir bellieswerefilled
they al went off to deep. Bennislingered long enough to give Dunk alook of disgust. “ Ser Usdess
should of fucked afew more peasant wencheswhile he till had abit 0’ sap left in them old sad balls o
his” hesaid. “If he'd sown himsdf anice crop o' bastard boys back then, might be we' d have some
soldiersnow.”

“They seem no worse than any other peasant levy.” Dunk had marched with afew such while squiring for
Ser Arlan.

“Aye” Ser Bennissaid. “In afortnight they might stand their own, ’gainst some other lot 0 peasants.
Knights, though?’ He shook his head, and spat.

Standfast’ swell wasin the undercellar, in adank chamber walled in stone and earth. It was there that
Sam Stoops wife soaked and scrubbed and beat the clothes before carrying them up to the roof to dry.
The big stone washtub was d so used for baths. Bathing required drawing water from the well bucket by
bucket, hegting it over the hearth in abig iron kettle, emptying the kettle into the tub, then Sarting the
whole process once again. It took four bucketsto fill the kettle, and three kettles to fill the tub. By the
time the last kettle was hot the water from thefirst had cooled to lukewarm. Ser Bennis had been heard
to say that the whole thing was too much bloody bother, which waswhy he crawled with lice and fleas
and smdlled like a bad cheese.

Dunk at least had Egg to help him when he fdlt in dire need of agood wash, ashe did tonight. Thelad
drew the water in aglum silence, and hardly spoke asit was hegting. “Egg?’ Dunk asked asthe last
kettle was coming to abail. “Isaught amiss?” When Egg made no reply, he said, “Help me with the
kettle”

Together they wrestled it from hearth to tub, taking care not to splash themselves. “ Ser,” the boy said,
“what do you think Ser Eustace meansto do?’

“Tear down the dam, and fight off the Widow’ s men if they try to stop us.” He spoke loudly, so asto be
heard above the splashing of the bathwater. Steam rose in awhite curtain as they poured, bringing aflush
to hisface,

“Their shields are woven wood, ser. A lance could punch right through them, or a crossbow bolt.”



“We may find some bits of armor for them, when they’ reready.” That was the best they could hope for.

“They might bekilled, ser. Wet Wat istill hdf aboy. Will Barleycorn isto be married the next timethe
septon comes. And Big Rob does't even know hisleft foot from hisright.”

Dunk let the empty kettle thump down onto the hard-packed earthen floor. “ Roger of Pennytree was
younger than Wet Wat when he died on the Redgrass Field. There were men in your father’ s host who'd
been just been married, too, and other men who' d never even kissed a girl. There were hundreds who
didn’'t know their left foot from their right, maybe thousands.”

“That wasdifferent, ” Egginssted. “That waswar.”
“Soisthis. Thesamething, only smdler.”
“Smaler andstupider , ser.”

“That’ s not for you or meto say,” Dunk told him. “It’ stheir duty to go to war when Ser Eustace
summonsthem . . . and to die, if need be.”

“Then we shouldn’t have named them, ser. It will only makethe grief harder for uswhen they die” He
screwed up hisface. “1f we used my boot—"

“No.” Dunk stood on oneleg to pull his own boot off.
“Yes, but my father—"

“No.” The second boot went the way of thefirst.
“We"

“No.” Dunk pulled his sweat-stained tunic up over his head and tossed it at Egg. “ Ask Sam Stoops' wife
to wash that for me.”

“1 will, ser, but—"

“No, | said. Do you need aclout in the ear to help you hear better?” He unlaced his breeches.
Underneath was only him; it was too hot for smalclothes. “1t' s good that you' re concerned for Wat and
Wat and Wat and the rest of them, but the boot is only meant for dire need.” How many eyes does Lord
Bloodraven have? A thousand eyes, and one. “What did your father tell you, when he sent you off to
squirefor me?’

“To keep my hair shaved or dyed, and tell no man my true name,” the boy said, with obvious reluctance,

Egg had served Dunk for agood year and ahalf, though some days it seemed like twenty. They had
climbed the Prince' s Pass together and crossed the deep sands of Dorne, both red and white. A
poleboat had taken them down the Greenblood to the Planky Town, where they took passage for
Oldtown on the galeasWhite Lady . They had dept in stables, inns, and ditches, broken bread with holy
brothers, whores, and mummers, and chased down a hundred puppet shows. Egg had kept Dunk’s
horse groomed, hislongsword sharp, hismail free of rust. He had been as good a companion as any man
could wish for, and the hedge knight had cometo think of him almost as alittle brother.

Heisn't, though. This egg had been hatched of dragons, not of chickens.Egg might be ahedge knight’s
squire, but Aegon of House Targaryen was the fourth and youngest son of Maekar, Prince of
Summerhall, himself the fourth son of the late King Daeron the Good, the Second of His Name, who' d



sat the Iron Throne for five-and-twenty years until the Great Spring Sicknesstook him off.

“So far asmost folk are concerned, Aegon Targaryen went back to Summerhal with his brother Dagron
after thetourney at Ashford Meadow,” Dunk reminded the boy. “Y our father did not want it known that
you were wandering the Seven Kingdoms with some hedge knight. So let’ s hear no more about your
boot.”

A look was dl the answer that he got. Egg had big eyes, and somehow his shaven head made them ook
even larger. In the dimness of the lamplit cellar they looked black, but in better light their true color could
be seen: deep and dark and purple.Valyrian eyes, thought Dunk. In Westeros, few but the blood of the
dragon had eyesthat color, or hair that shone like beaten gold and strands of silver woven al together.

When they’ d been poling down the Greenblood, the orphan girls had made agame of rubbing Egg’s
shaven head for luck. It made the boy blush redder than apomegranate. “Girls are sostupid ,” hewould
say. “The next one who touches meisgoing into theriver.” Dunk had to tell him, “Thenl’ [l betouching
you. I'll give you such aclout in the ear you'll be hearing bellsfor amoon’sturn.” That only goaded the
boy to further insolence. “ Better bellsthan Supidgirls ,” heinsisted, but he never threw anyone into the
river.

Dunk stepped into the tub and eased himsalf down until the water covered him up to hischin. It was il
scading hot on top, though cooler farther down. He clenched histeeth to keep from yelping. If hedid the
boy would laugh. Eggliked his bathwater scalding hot.

“Do you need more water boiled, ser?’

“Thiswill serve.” Dunk rubbed a his arms and watched the dirt come off in long gray clouds. “Fetch me
the soap. Oh, and the long-handled scrub brush, too.” Thinking about Egg’ s hair had made him
remember that his own wasfilthy. He took a deep breath and did down benegath the water to giveit a
good soak. When he emerged again, doshing, Egg was standing beside the tub with the sogp and
long-handled horsehair brush in hand. *Y ou have hairs on your cheek,” Dunk observed, as he took the
sogp from him. “Two of them. There, below your ear. Make sure you get them the next time you shave
your head.”

“I will, ser.” The boy seemed pleased by the discovery.

No doubt he thinks a bit of beard makes him a man.Dunk had thought the same when hefirst found
somefuzz growing on hisupper lip.I tried to shave with my dagger, and almost nicked my nose off.
“Go and get some deep now,” hetold Egg. “1 won't have any more need of you till morning.”

It took along whileto scrub al the dirt and sweat away. Afterward, he put the soap aside, stretched out
as much as hewas able, and closed his eyes. The water had cooled by then. After the savage heat of the
day, it was awelcome relief. He soaked till hisfeet and fingers were al wrinkled up and the water had
gone gray and cold, and only then reluctantly climbed ouit.

Though he and Egg had been given thick straw pallets down in the cellar, Dunk preferred to deep up on
theroof. The air was fresher there, and sometimes there was a breeze. It was not as though he need have
much fear of rain. The next timeit rained on them up there would be thefirgt.

Egg was adeegp by the time Dunk reached the roof. He lay on his back with his hands behind his head
and stared up at the sky. The stars were everywhere, thousands and thousands of them. It reminded him
of anight at Ashford Meadow, before the tourney started. He had seen afalling star that night. Falling
stars were supposed to bring you luck, so he'd told Tansdlle to paint it on his shield, but Ashford had
been anything but lucky for him. Before the tourney ended, he had dmost lost ahand and afoot, and



three good men had lost their lives.] gained a squire, though. Egg was with me when | rode away
from Ashford. That was the only good thing to come of all that happened.

He hoped that no starsfell tonight.

There were red mountains in the distance and white sands beneath hisfeet. Dunk was digging, plunging a
gpade into the dry hot earth, and flinging the fine sand back over his shoulder. He was making ahole. A
grave, hethought,a grave for hope. A trio of Dornish knights stood watching, making mock of himin
quiet voices. Farther off the merchants waited with their mules and wayns and sand dedges. They wanted
to be off, but he could not leave until he' d buried Chestnut. He would not leave hisold friend to the
snakes and scorpions and sand dogs.

The stot had died on the long thirsty crossing between the Prince' s Pass and Vaith, with Egg upon his
back. Hisfront legs just seemed to fold up under him, and he knelt right down, rolled onto hisside, and
died. His carcass sprawled besde the hole. Already it was stiff. Soon it would begin to smell.

Dunk was weeping as he dug, to the amusement of the Dornish knights. “Water is preciousin the waste,”
one said, “you ought not to waste it, ser.” The other chuckled and said, “Why do you weep? It was only
ahorse, and a poor one.”

Chestnut, Dunk thought, digging,his name was Chestnut, and he bore me on his back for years, and
never bucked or bit. The old stot had looked a sorry thing beside the deek sand steeds that the
Dornishmen wereriding, with their el egant heads, long necks, and flowing manes, but he had given dl he
had to give.

“Weeping for aswaybacked stot?” Ser Arlan said, in hisold man’svoice. “Why, lad, you never wept for
me, who put you on hisback.” He gave alittle laugh, to show he meant no harm by the reproach. “ That's
Dunk the lunk, thick asa castlewal.”

“He shed no tearsfor me, either,” said Baglor Breakspear from the grave, “Though | was his prince, the
hope of Westeros. The gods never meant for me to die so young.”

“My father was only nine-and-thirty,” said Prince Vdarr. “He had it in him to be agreat king, the grestest
since Aegon the Dragon.” He looked at Dunk with cool blue eyes. “Why would the gods take him, and
leaveyou 7’ The Y oung Prince had hisfather’ slight brown hair, but astresk of silver-gold ran through it.

You are dead, Dunk wanted to scream,you are all three dead, why won’t you leave me be? Ser Arlan
had died of achill, Prince Badlor of the blow his brother dedlt him during Dunk’ strid of seven, hisson
Vaarr during the Great Spring Sickness.| am not to blame for that. We were in Dorne, we never
even knew.

“Youaremad,” the old man told him. “Wewill dig no hole for you, when you kill yourself with thisfolly.
In the deegp sands a man must hoard hiswater.”

“Begonewith you, Ser Duncan,” Vdarr sad. “Begone.”

Egg helped him with the digging. The boy had no spade, only his hands, and the sand flowed back into
the grave asfast asthey could fling it out. It wasliketrying to dig aholein the sea.l have to keep
digging, Dunk told himself, though his back and shoulders ached from the effort.l have to bury him
down deep where the sand dogs cannot find him. | haveto. . .

“...die?’ sad Big Rob the smpleton from the bottom of the grave. Lying there, so ill and cold, witha



ragged red wound gaping in hisbelly, hedid not look very big at all.

Dunk stopped and stared at him. Y ou’ re not dead. Y ou’ re down deeping in the cellar.” He looked to
Ser Arlanfor help. “Tdl him, ser,” he pleaded, “tell him to get out of the grave.”

Only it was not Ser Arlan of Pennytree standing over him at dl, it was Ser Bennis of the Brown Shield.
The brown knight only cackled. “Dunk the lunk,” he said, “gutting’s dow, but certain. Never knew aman
to live with hisentrails hanging out.” Red froth bubbled on hislips. He turned and spat, and the white
sands drank it down. Treb was standing behind him with an arrow in his eye, weeping Sow red tears.
And there was Wet Wat, too, his head cut near in half, with old Lem and red-eyed Pate and all the rest.
They had dl been chewing sourleaf with Bennis, Dunk thought at firgt, but then he redlized thet it was
blood trickling from their mouths. Dead, he thought,all dead, and the brown knight brayed. “ Aye, so best
get busy. Y ou ve more gravesto dig, lunk. Eight for them and one for me and onefor old Ser Usdless,
and onelast onefor your bald-head boy.”

The spade dipped from Dunk’ s hands. “Egg,” he cried, “run! We havetorun! ” But the sands were
giving way beneath their feet. When the boy tried to scramble from the hole, its crumbling sides gave way
and collgpsed. Dunk saw the sands wash over Egg, burying him as he opened his mouth to shout. He
tried to fight hisway to him, but the ssndswererising al around him, pulling him down into the grave,
filling hismouth, hisnose, hiseyes. ..

Comethe bresk of day, Ser Bennis set about teaching their recruitsto form ashield wall. Helined the
eight of them up shoulder to shoulder, with their shields touching and their spear points poking through
like long sharp wooden teeth. Then Dunk and Egg mounted up and charged them.

Maester refused to go within ten feet of the pears and stopped abruptly, but Thunder had been trained
for this. The big warhorse pounded straight ahead, gathering speed. Hens ran beneath hislegsand
flapped away screeching. Their panic must have been contagious. Once more Big Rob wasthefirst to
drop his spear and run, leaving agap in the middle of thewall. Instead of closing up, Standfast’ s other
warriorsjoined the flight. Thunder trod upon their discarded shields before Dunk could rein him up.
Woven branches cracked and splintered beneath hisiron-shod hooves. Ser Bennis rattled off a pungent
string of curses as chickens and peasants scattered in dl directions. Egg fought manfully to hold his
laughter in, but findly lost the battle.

“Enough of that.” Dunk drew Thunder to ahalt, unfastened hishelm, and toreit off. “If they dothat ina
battle, it will get thewholelot of them killed.” And you and me as well, most like. The morning was
aready hot, and he felt as soiled and sticky asif he'd never bathed at al. His head was pounding, and he
could not forget the dream he dreamed the night before. It never happened that way, hetried to tell
himsdf.It wasn't like that. Chestnut had died on the long dry ride to Vaith, that part wastrue. He and
Egg rode double until Egg’s brother gave them Maester. Therest of it, though . . .

| never wept. | might have wanted to, but | never did.He had wanted to bury the horse aswell, but
the Dornishmen would not wait. “ Sand dogs must eat and feed their pups,” one of the Dornish knights
told him as he helped Dunk strip the stot of saddle and bridle. “Hisflesh will feed the dogs or feed the
sands. In ayear, hisboneswill be scoured clean. Thisis Dorne, my friend.” Remembering, Dunk could
not help but wonder who would feed on Wat’ sflesh, and Wat’ s, and Wat’ s. Maybe there are chequy
fish down beneath the Chequy Water.

He rode Thunder back to the tower and dismounted. “Egg, help Ser Bennis round them up and get them
back here.” He shoved hishelm at Egg and strode to the steps.



Ser Eustace met him in the dimness of hissolar. “ That was not well done.”

“No, m’'lord,” said Dunk. “They will not serve.” A sworn sword owes his liege service and obedience,
but thisis madness.

“It wastheir first time. Their fathers and brothers were as bad or worse when they began their training.
My sonsworked with them, before we went to help the king. Every day, for agood fortnight. They made
soldiersof them.”

“And when the battle came, m’'lord?’” Dunk asked. “How did they fare then? How many of them came
homewith you?’

The old knight looked long at him. “Lem,” he said at last, “and Pate, and Dake. Dake foraged for us. He
was asfineaforager as| ever knew. We never marched on empty bellies. Three came back, ser. Three
and me.” Hismustache quivered. “It may take longer than afortnight.”

“M’lord,” said Dunk, “the woman could be here upon the morrow, with al her men.” They are good
lads, he thought,but they will soon be dead lads, if they go up against the knights of Coldmoat.
“There must be some other way.”

“Some other way.” Ser Eugtace ran hisfingerslightly acrossthe Little Lion’sshidd. “1 will have no justice
from Lord Rowan, nor thisking . . .” He grasped Dunk by the forearm. “It comesto methat in days
gone by, when the green kings ruled, you could pay aman ablood priceif you had dain one of his
animasor peasants.”

“A blood price?’” Dunk was dubious.

“Some other way, you said. | have some coin laid by. It was only alittle claret on the cheek, Ser Bennis
says. | could pay the man asilver stag, and three to the woman for theinsult. | could, and would . . . if
she would take the dam down.” The old man frowned. “1 cannot go to her, however. Not at Coldmoat.”
A fat black fly buzzed around his head and lighted on hisarm. “ The castle was ours once. Did you know
that, Ser Duncan?’

“Aye, m’'lord.” Sam Stoops had told him.

“For athousand years before the Conquest, we were the Marshalls of the Northmarch. A score of |esser
lordlings did usfedty, and a hundred landed knights. We had four castles then, and watchtowers on the
hillsto warn of the coming of our enemies. Coldmoat was the greatest of our seets. Lord Perwyn Osgrey
raised it. Perwyn the Proud, they caled him.

“After the Field of Fire, Highgarden passed from kings to stewards, and the Osgreys dwindled and
diminished. ’ Twas Aegon’ s son King Maegor who took Coldmoat from us, when Lord Ormond Osgrey
spoke out against his supression of the Stars and Swords, as the Poor Fellows and the Warrior’ s Sons
were caled.” Hisvoice had grown hoarse. “ Thereisachequy lion carved into the stone above the gates
of Coldmoat. My father showed it to me, thefirst time he took mewith him to cal on old Reynard
Webber. | showed it to my own sonsin turn. Addam . . . Addam served at Coldmoat, as a page and
squire, and a. . . acertain . . . fondness grew up between him and Lord Wyman' s daughter. So one
winter day | donned my richest raiment and went to Lord WWyman to propose amarriage. Hisrefusa was
courteous, but as| left | heard him laughing with Ser Lucas Inchfield. | never returned to Coldmoat after
that, save once, when that woman presumed to carry off one of mine own. When they told me to seek
for poor Lem at the bottom of the moat—"

“Dake,” sad Dunk. “Bennis says his name was Dake.”



“Dake?” Thefly was cregping down hisdeeve, pausing to rub its legs together the way fliesdid. Ser
Eustace shooed it away, and rubbed hislip beneath his mustache. “Dake. That waswhat | said. A
gtaunch fellow, | recal him well. Heforaged for us, during the war. We never marched on empty bellies.
When Ser Lucas informed me of what had been done to my poor Dake, | swore aholy vow that | would
never set foot insde that castle again, unlessto take possession. So you see, | cannot go there, Ser
Duncan. Not to pay the blood price, or for any other reason. | cannot .”

Dunk understood. “I could go, m’lord. | swore no vows.”

“Y ou are agood man, Ser Duncan. A brave knight, and true.” Ser Eustace gave Dunk’ s arm a squeeze.
“Would that the gods had spared my Alysanne. Y ou are the sort of man | had aways hoped that she
might marry. A trueknight, Ser Duncan. A true knight.”

Dunk wasturning red. “I will tell Lady Webber what you said, about the blood price, but . . .

“Y ou will save Ser Bennisfrom Dake sfate. | know it. | am no mean judge of men, and you are thetrue
sted. You will give them pause, ser. The very sight of you. When that woman seesthat Standfast has
such achampion, she may well take down that dam of her own accord.”

Dunk did not know what to say to that. He knelt. “M’lord. | will go upon the morrow, and do the best |
w,].n

“On the morrow.” Thefly came circling back, and lit upon Ser Eustace’ sleft hand. Heraised hisright
and smashed it flat. “Y es. On the morrow.”

“Another bath?’ Egg said, dismayed. “Y ou washed yesterday.”
“And then | spent aday in armor, swimming in my swest. Close your lipsand fill the kettle.”

“Y ou washed the night Ser Eustace took usinto service,” Egg pointed out. “ And last night, and now.
That' sthree times , ser.”

“I need to treat with ahighborn lady. Do you want meto turn up before her high seat smelling like Ser
Bennis?’

“Y ou would haveto roll in atub of Maester’ sdroppingsto smell asbad asthat, ser.” Egg filled the
kettle. “ Sam Stoops says the castellan at Coldmoat is as big asyou are. Lucas Inchfield is his name, but
he' s caled the Longinch for hissize. Do you think he sasbig asyou are, sr?’

“No.” It had been years since Dunk had met anyone astdl as he was. He took the kettle and hung it
abovethefire.

“Will youfight im?”

“No.” Dunk almost wished it had been otherwise. He might not be the greatest fighter in the reelm, but
sze and strength could make up for many lacks.Not for a lack of wits, though. He was no good with
words, and worse with women. Thisgiant Lucas Longinch did not daunt him half so much asthe
prospect of facing the Red Widow. “1’m going to talk to the Red Widow, that’ sdl.”

“What will you tell her, ser?’

“That she hasto take the dam down.” You must take down your dam, m'lady, or else. .. “Ask her to



take down the dam, | mean.” Please give back our chequy water . “If it pleases her.” A little water,
m'lady, if it please you. Ser Eustace would not want him to beg.How do | say it, then?

The water soon begun to steam and bubble. “Help me lug thisto the tub,” Dunk told the boy. Together
they lifted the kettle from the hearth and crossed the cellar to the big wooden tub. “I don’t know how to
talk with highborn ladies,” he confessed asthey were pouring. “We both might have been killed in Dorne,
on account of what | said to Lady Vaith.”

“Lady Vath was mad,” Egg reminded him, “but you could have been more galant. Ladieslike it when
you're gdlant. If you were to rescue the Red Widow the way you rescued that puppet girl from Aerion .

“Aerion’sin Lys, and the Widow’ snot in want of rescuing.” He did not want to talk of Tansdlle. Tanselle
Too-Tall was her name, but she was not too tall for me.

Wadll,” the boy said, “some knights sing gallant songsto their ladies, or play them tunes upon alute.”

“I haveno lute.” Dunk looked morose. “And that night | drank too much in the Planky Town, you told
mel sang like an ox inamud walow.”

“I had forgotten, ser.”
“How could you forget?’

“You told meto forget, ser,” said Egg, al innocence. * Y ou told me I’ d get aclout in the ear the next time
| mentioned it.”

“Therewill beno snging.” Evenif he had the voicefor it, the only song Dunk knew dl the way through
was “ The Bear and the Maiden Fair.” He doubted that would do much to win over Lady Webber. The
kettle was steaming once again. They wrestled it over to the tub and upended it.

Egg drew water tofill it for the third time, then clambered back onto the wdll. “Y ou’ d best not take any
food or drink at Coldmoat, ser. The Red Widow poisoned al her husbands.”

“I'm not like to marry her. She' sahighborn lady, and I'm Dunk of Flea Bottom, remember?” He
frowned. “ Just how many husbands has she had, do you know?’

“Four,” said Egg, “but no children. Whenever she gives birth, a demon comes by night to carry off the
issue. Sam Stoops wife says she sold her babes unborn to the Lord of the Seven Hells, so he'd teach
her hisblack arts.”

“Highborn ladies don’'t meddle with the black arts. They dance and sing and do embroidery.”

“Maybe she dances with demons and embroiders evil spdls,” Egg said with relish. “ And how would you
know what highborn ladies do, ser? Lady Vaith isthe only one you ever knew.”

That was insolent, but true. “Might be | don’t know any highborn ladies, but | know a boy who' s asking
for agood clout in the ear.” Dunk rubbed the back of hisneck. A day in chainmail ways|eft it hard as
wood. “Y ou' ve known queens and princesses. Did they dance with demons and practice the black
ats?’

“Lady Shieradoes. Lord Bloodraven’ s paramour. She bathes in blood to keep her beauty. And once my
sster Rhae put alove potionin my drink, so I’d marry her instead of my sster Dadlla”



Egg spoke asif such incest wasthe most naturd thing in theworld.For himit is. The Targaryens had
been marrying brother to sister for hundreds of years, to keep the blood of the dragon pure. Though the
last actua dragon had died before Dunk was born, the dragonkings went on.Maybe the gods don’t
mind them marrying their sisters. “Did the potion work?” Dunk asked.

“It would have,” said Egg, “but | spitit out. | don’'t want awife, | want to be aknight of the Kingsguard,
and live only to serve and defend the king. The Kingsguard are sworn not to wed.”

“That' sanoble thing, but when you' re older you may find you' d sooner have agirl than awhite cloak.”
Dunk wasthinking of Tansdle Too-Tall, and theway she'd smiled a him at Ashford. “ Ser Eustace said |
was the sort of man he’ d hoped to have his daughter wed. Her name was Alysanne.”

“She'sdead, ser.”

“I know she'sdead,” said Dunk, annoyed. “If shewas dive, he said. If shewas, he'd like her to marry
me. Or someone like me. | never had alord offer me his daughter before.”

“Hisdead daughter. And the Osgreys might have been lordsin the old days, but Ser Eustaceisonly a
landed knight.”

“I know what heis. Do you want aclout inthe ear?’

“Wdll,” said Egg, “I’d sooner have aclout than awife . Especialy adead wife, ser. Thekettle's
Seaming.”

They carried the water to the tub, and Dunk pulled histunic over hishead. “I will wear my Dornish tunic
to Coldmoat.” It was sandsilk, the finest garment that he owned, painted with hiselm and faling Star.

“If you weer it for therideit will get al sweety, ser,” Egg said. “Wear the one you wore today. I’ [l bring
the other, and you can change when you reach the castle.”

“Beforel reach the cagtle. I'd look afool, changing clothes on the drawbridge. And who said you were
coming with me?’

“A knight ismore impressive with asquirein attendance.”

That wastrue. The boy had a good sense of such things.He should. He served two years as a page at
King's Landing. Even so, Dunk was reluctant to take him into danger. He had no notion what sort of
welcome awaited him at Coldmoeat. If this Red Widow was as dangerous as they said, he could end up in
acrow cage, like those two men they had seen upon theroad. “ Y ou will stay and help Benniswith the
smdlfalk,” hetold Egg. “And don't give methat sullen look.” He kicked his breeches off, and climbed
into the tub of steaming water. “ Go on and get to deep now, and let me have my bath. Y ou’ re not going,
and that’ sthe end of it.”

Egg was up and gone when Dunk awoke, with the light of the morning sun in hisface. Gods be good,
how can it be so hot so soon? He sat up and stretched, yawning, then climbed to hisfeet and ssumbled
deepily down to the wdll, where helit afat tallow candle, splashed some cold water on hisface, and
dressed.

When he stepped out into the sunlight, Thunder waswaiting by the stable, saddled and bridled. Egg was
waiting, too, with Maester hismule,



The boy had put his boots on. For once he looked a proper squire, in a handsome doubl et of green and
gold checks and a pair of tight white woolen breeches. “ The breeches were torn in the seat, but Sam
Stoops wife sawed them up for me,” he announced.

“The clotheswere Addam’'s” said Ser Eustace, as heled hisown gray gelding from hisstdl. A chequy
lion adorned the frayed silk cloak that flowed from the old man’s shoulders. “ The doublet is atrifle musty
from the trunk, but it should serve. A knight is more impressive with asquire in attendance, so | have
decided that Egg should accompany you to Coldmoat.”

Outwitted by a boy of ten.Dunk looked at Egg and silently mouthed the wordsclout in the ear . The
boy grinned.

“I have something for you aswell, Ser Duncan. Come.” Ser Eustace produced a cloak, and shook it out
with aflourish.

It was white wool, bordered with squares of green satin and cloth of gold. A woolen cloak wasthelast
thing he needed in such hesat, but when Ser Eustace draped it about his shoulders, Dunk saw the pride on
hisface, and found himself unable to refuse. “ Thank you, m'lord.”

“It suitsyou well. Would that | could give you more.” The old man’s mustache twitched. 1 sent Sam
Stoops down into the cdllar to search through my sons' things, but Edwyn and Harrold were smaller
men, thinner in the chest and much shorter in theleg. None of what they left would fit you, sad to say.”

“The cloak isenough, nv'lord. | won't shameit.”

“| do not doubt that.” He gave hishorse apat. “1 thought I’ d ride with you part of the way, if you have
no objection.”

“None, m'lord.”

Egg led them down the hill, Sitting tall on Maester. “Must he wear that floppy straw hat?’ Ser Eustace
asked Dunk. “Helooks ahit foolish, don’t you think?’

“Not so foolish aswhen hishead is peding, m’'lord.” Even at this hour, with the sun barely above the
horizon, it was hot. By afternoon the saddles will be hot enough to raise blisters. Egg might look
elegant in the dead boy’ sfinery, but he would be a boiled Egg by nightfal. Dunk at least could change; he
had his good tunic in his saddlebag, and his old green one on his back.

“We |l take the west way,” Ser Eustace announced. “It islittle used these past years, but still the shortest
way from Standfast to Coldmoat Castle.” The path took them around back of the hill, past the graves
where the old knight had laid hiswife and sonsto rest in athicket of blackberry bushes. “They loved to
pick the berries here, my boys. When they were little they would come to me with sticky faces and
scratches on their arms, and I"d know just where they’ d been.” He smiled fondly. *Y our Egg reminds me
of my Addam. A brave boy, for one so young. Addam was trying to protect hiswounded brother
Harrold when the battle washed over them. A riverman with six acorns on his shield took hisarm off with
an ax.” Hissad gray eyesfound Dunk’s. “Thisold master of yours, the knight of Pennytree. . . did he
fight in the Blackfyre Rebdlion?’

“Hedid, m'lord. Before hetook me on.” Dunk had been no more than three or four at the time, running
half naked through the aleys of Flea Bottom, more anima than boy.

“Was hefor the red dragon or the black?’

Red or black?was a dangerous question, even now. Since the days of Aegon the Conquerer, the arms of



House Targaryen had borne a three-headed dragon, red on black. Daemon the Pretender had reversed
those colors on his own banners, as many bastards did. Ser Eustace is my liege lord, Dunk reminded
himsdf.He has a right to ask. “He fought benesth Lord Hayford' s banner, m'lord.”

“Green fretty over gold, agreen pdewavy?’
“It might be, n'lord. Egg would know.” Thelad could recitethe arms of half the knightsin Westeros.

“Lord Hayford was a notedloyalist . King Daeron made him his Hand just before the battle. Butterwell
had done such adismd job that many questioned hisloyaty, but Lord Hayford had been sdwart from
thefird.”

“Sar Arlan was beside him when hefdl. A lord with three castles on his shidd cut him down.”

“Many good men fell that day, on both sides. The grass was not red before the battle. Did your Ser
Arlantdl you that?’

“Ser Arlan never liked to speak about the battle. His squire died there, too. Roger of Pennytreewas his
name, Ser Arlan’ssster’ sson.” Even saying the name made Dunk fedl vagudy guilty.| stole his place.
Only princes and great lords had the means to keep two squires. If Aegon the Unworthy had given his
sword to hisheir Daeron instead of his bastard Daemon, there might never have been a Blackfyre
Rebdllion, and Roger of Pennytree might be dive today.He would be a knight someplace, a truer
knight than me. | would have ended on the gallows, or been sent off to the Night’s Watch to walk
the Wall until | died.

“A grest battleisaterriblething,” the old knight said “but in the midst of blood and carnage, thereis
sometimes also beauty, beauty that could break your heart. | will never forget the way the sun looked
when it set upon the Redgrass Field . . . ten thousand men had died, and the air was thick with moans
and lamentations, but above us the sky turned gold and red and orange, so beautiful it made meweep to
know that my sonswould never seeit.” He 9ghed. “It was a closer thing than they would have you
believe, these days. If not for Bloodraven . . .”

“I"d dways heard that it was Bagl or Breakspear who won the battle,” said Dunk. “Him and Prince
Maekar.”

“The hammer and the anvil?” The old man’s mustache gave atwitch. “ The Sngersleave out much and
more. Daemon was the Warrior himself that day. No man could stand before him. He broke Lord
Arryn’svan to pieces and dew the Knight of Ninestars and Wild Wyl Waynwood before coming up
againgt Ser Gwayne Corbray of the Kingsguard. For near an hour they danced together on their horses,
wheseling and circling and dashing as men died dl around them. It' s said that whenever Blackfyre and
Lady Forlorn clashed, you could hear the sound for aleague around. It was half asong and half a
scream, they say. But when at last the Lady faltered, Blackfyre clove through Ser Gwayne' shelm and left
him blind and bleeding. Daemon dismounted to see that his fallen foe was not trampled, and commanded
Redtusk to carry him back to the maestersin the rear. And there was hismorta error, for the Raven's
Teeth had gained the top of Weeping Ridge, and Bloodraven saw his half brother’ sroya standard three
hundred yards away, and Daemon and his sons beneath it. He dew Aegon firgt, the elder of the twins, for
he knew that Daemon would never leave the boy whilst warmth lingered in his body, though white shafts
fell likerain. Nor did he, though seven arrows pierced him, driven as much by sorcery as by
Bloodraven’sbow. Y oung Aemon took up Blackfyre when the blade dipped from his dying father's
fingers, so Bloodraven dew him, too, the younger of the twins. Thus perished the black dragon and his
ons.

“There was much and more afterward, | know. | saw abit of it mysdlf . . . the rebelsrunning, Bittersted



turning the rout and leading hismad charge. . . his battle with Bloodraven, second only to the one
Daemon fought with Gwayne Corbray . . . Prince Baglor's hammerblow againgt the rebel rear, the
Dornishmen al screaming asthey filled the air with spears.. . . but at the end of the day, it made no
matter. The war was done when Daemon died.

“Socloseathing. . . if Daemon had ridden over Gwayne Corbray and lft him to hisfate, he might have
broken Maekar’ s |eft before Bloodraven could take the ridge. The day would have belonged to the
black dragonsthen, with the Hand dain and the road to King's Landing open before them. Daemon
might have been sitting on the Iron Throne by the time Prince Badlor could come up with his stormlords
and his Dornishmen.

“The singers can go on about their hammer and their anvil, ser, but it was the kindayer who turned the
tide with awhite arrow and ablack spell. He rules us now aswell, make no mistake. King Aerysishis
creature. It would not surpriseto learn that Bloodraven had ensorceled His Grace, to bend himto his
will. Small wonder we are cursed.” Ser Eustace shook his head and lapsed into abrooding silence. Dunk
wondered how much Egg had overheard, but there was no way to ask him.How many eyes does Lord
Bloodraven have? he thought.

Already the day was growing hotter.Even the flies have fled, Dunk noted.Flies have better sense than
knights. They stay out of the sun. He wondered whether he and Egg would be offered hospitality at
Coldmoat. A tankard of cool brown aewould go down well. Dunk was considering that prospect with
pleasure when he remembered what Egg had said about the Red Widow poisoning her husbands. His
thirst fled at once. There were worse things than dry throats.

“Therewas atime when House Osgrey held dl the lands for many leagues around, from Nunny in the
east to Cobble Cover,” Ser Eustace said. “ Coldmoat was ours, and the Horseshoe Hills, the caves at
Derring Downs, the villages of Dosk and Little Dosk and Brandybottom, both sides of Leafy Lake. . .
Osgrey maids wed Florents, Swanns, and Tarbecks, even Hightowers and Blackwoods.”

The edge of Wat’'s Wood had comein sight. Dunk shielded his eyes with one hand and squinted at the
greenery. For once he envied Egg hisfloppy hat.At least we' [l have some shade.

“Wat's Wood once extended al the way to Coldmoat,” Ser Eustace said. “| do not recall who Wat was.
Before the Conquest you could find aurochs in hiswood, though, and great eks of twenty hands and
more. There were more red deer than any man could take in alifetime, for none but the king and the
chequy lion were alowed to hunt here. Even in my father’ s day, there were trees on both sides of the
stream, but the spiders cleared the woods away to make pasture for their cows and sheep and horses.”

A thinfinger of swest crept down Dunk’ s chest. He found himsalf wishing devoutly thet hisliegelord
would keep quiet.It istoo hot for talk. It istoo hot for riding. It is just too bloody hot.

In the woods they came upon the carcass of agreat brown tree cat, crawling with maggots. “Eew,” Egg
said, as he walked Maester wide around it, “that stinks worse than Ser Bennis.”

Ser Eustace reined up. “ A tree cat. | had not known there were any |eft in thiswood. | wonder what
killed him.” When no one answered, he said, “I will turn back here. Just continue on the west way and it
will take you straight to Coldmoat. Y ou have the coin? Dunk nodded. “Good. Come home with my
water, ser.” The old knight trotted off, back the way they’ d come.

When he was gone, Egg said, “1 thought how you should speak to Lady Webber, ser. Y ou should win
her to your sde with galant compliments.” The boy looked as cool and crisp in his chequy tunic as Ser
Eustace had in his cloak.



Am | the only one who sweats?* Gallant compliments,” Dunk echoed. “What sort of gallant
compliments?’

“Y ou know, ser. Tdl her how fair and beautiful sheis.”

Dunk had doubts. “ She' s outlived four husbands, she must be asold asLady Vaith. If | say she'sfar
and beautiful when she’ s old and warty, she will take mefor aliar.”

“Y ou just need to find something true to say about her. That’ swhat my brother Daeron does. Even ugly
old whores can have nice hair or well-shaped ears, he says.”

“Well-shaped ears?’ Dunk’ s doubts were growing.

“Or pretty eyes. Tell her that her gown brings out the color of her eyes.” The lad reflected for amoment.
“Unless she only hasthe one eye, like Lord Bloodraven.”

My lady, that gown brings out the color of your eye.Dunk had heard knights and lordlings mouth such
galantries at other ladies. They never put it quite so badly, though.Good lady, that gown is beautiful.

It brings out the color of both your lovely eyes. Some of the ladies had been old and scrawny, or fat
and florid, or pox-scarred and homely, but all wore gowns and had two eyes, and as Dunk recalled,
they’ d been well pleased by the flowery words.What a lovely gown, my lady. It brings out the lovely
beauty of your beautiful colored eyes. “A hedgeknight’slifeissmpler,” Dunk said glumly. “If | say the
wrong thing, she' slike to sew mein asack of rocks and throw mein her moat.”

“I doubt she'll have that big asack, ser,” said Egg. “We could use my boot instead.”
“No,” Dunk growled, “we couldn’t.”

When they emerged from Wat’ s Wood, they found themselves well upstream of the dam. The waters
had risen high enough for Dunk to take that soak he’ d dreamed of . Deep enough to drown a man, he
thought. On the far Sde, the bank had been cut through and aditch dug to divert some of the flow
westward. The ditch ran along the road, feeding amyriad of smaller channelsthat snaked off through the
fields Once we cross the stream, we are in the Widow’ s power. Dunk wondered what he wasriding
into. He was only one man, with aboy of ten to guard his back.

Egg fanned hisface. “ Ser? Why are we stopped?’

“Werenot.” Dunk gave his mount his heels and splashed down into the stream. Egg followed on the
mule. Thewater rose as high as Thunder’ sbelly before it began to fal again. They emerged dripping on
the Widow’ sside. Ahead, the ditch ran straight as a spear, shining green and golden in the sun.

When they spied the towers of Coldmoat severa hourslater, Dunk stopped to change to his good
Dornish tunic and loosen hislongsword in its scabbard. He did not want the blade sticking should he
need to pull it free. Egg gave his dagger’ s hilt a shake aswdll, hisface solemn benegth hisfloppy hat.
They rode on side by side, Dunk on the big destrier, the boy upon hismule, the Osgrey banner flapping
liglesdy from its saff.

Coldmoat came as somewhat of a disappointment, after al that Ser Eustace had said of it. Compared to
Storm’s End or Highgarden and other lordly seatsthat Dunk had seen, it wasamodest castle. . . but it
was acastle, not afortified watchtower. Its crenellated outer walls stood thirty feet high, with towers at
each corner, each one haf again the Sze of Standfast. From every turret and spire the black banners of
Webber hung heavy, each emblazoned with a spotted spider upon asilvery web.

“Ser?’ Egg said. “ Thewater. Look whereit goes.”



The ditch ended under Coldmoat’ s eastern walls, spilling down into the moat from which the castle took
itsname. The gurgle of the faling water made Dunk grind histeeth. She will not have my chequy water.
“Come,” hesaid to Egg.

Over the arch of the main gate arow of spider banners drooped in the still air, above the older Sgil
carved deep into the stone. Centuries of wind and weather had worn it down, but the shape of it was il
distinct: arampant lion made of checkered squares. The gates beneath were open. Asthey clattered
across the drawbridge, Dunk made note of how low the moat had falen.Sx feet at least, hejudged.

Two spearman barred their way at the portcullis. One had abig black beard and one did not. The beard
demanded to know their purpose here. “My lord of Osgrey sent meto treat with Lady Webber,” Dunk
told him. “I am called Ser Duncan, the Tdl.”

“Wadl, | knew you wasn't Bennis,” said the beardless guard. “We would have smelled him coming.” He
had a missing tooth and a spotted spider badge sewn above his heart.

The beard was squinting suspicioudy a Dunk. “No one sees her ladyship unlessthe Longinch giveshis
leave. Y ou comewith me. Y our stableboy can stay with the horses.”

“I’'masquire, not astableboy,” Egg inssted. “ Are you blind, or only stupid?’

The beardless guard broke into laughter. The beard put the point of his spear to the boy’ sthroat. “ Say
t