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      In a tower at the edge of the world a young man found, one day, three items of interest: a golden key, an aphorism, and a spell.

      He wasn’t looking for them. He’d been living in the tower for a while by that point, and had settled into the rituals and routines of what he assumed would be the rest of a long and very quiet life. The intervals between rituals were taken up with playing the harp, reading poetry, or studying the most abstruse realms of theoretical magic.

      The situation of the tower was at the easternmost edge of a long narrow island that broke the water’s plummet into the Abyss on the eastern side of the world.

      (He was not certain which world it was, but guessed from the island and the sea that it was Colhélhé, though it might also have been some far reach of Voonra or Ysthar or even Alinor; he knew from the books in the tower and the magic that he was still within the bounds of the Empire, but only barely.)

      From the upper windows he could see long low grassy dunes, extending north and south until they dissolved into the blue distance.

      Westward lay the rest of the world, and the Empire of Astandalas of which he was perhaps both loneliest outpost and most loyal son, and what he thought of as the peopled lands. All he could see of them was the short sides of the long dunes and, in the middle distance, the long silver line of the sea.

      East of the tower was the Abyss.

      During the day grey and white clouds boiled ceaselessly there, broken only by the bravest and most audacious kingfishers and gulls seeking only they knew what treasures under the mist and the spray and the spume.

      During the night the stars went all the way down, and nothing stirred but their slow wheeling progress across three-quarters of the celestial globe.

      It was after his morning bath and before breakfast that the young man had paused to look out the window. From the bathing room he could see the swallows who nested on the eaves of the tower’s windows and in a row along the waterspout gargoyles. While he was looking out at the swallows, he happened to follow one’s flight down with his gaze, and saw a glint of gold on the gargoyle’s neck.

      Despite a lifetime of discouragement, he was a curious young man. He was entirely unaccustomed to physical exertion, however, and at first he couldn’t think how he might possibly get at the gold thing to see what it was.

      The gold thing glinted, though that side of the tower was in shadow, for it was located to the east of the Sun.

      (One morning he had awoken to see that the mists had not risen, and the Sun come running in the shape of a giant tossing a fiery sphere before he let out a wild holler and leaped into the sky to run his course. The young man was very surprised but not quite shocked to see this, for he had very little experience of the peopled lands and had spent much time reading ancient epics about the Sun and the Moon and the youth of the nine worlds, and for all he knew that sort of thing happened all the time. He was somewhat disappointed that it had, however, only happened to him the once.)

      The gold thing was peeking out of a pile of sticks placed between the ears of the gargoyle. The swallows made clay nests, so it had to be something else, a gull or a kingfisher or an albatross or some other bird for which he had no name.

      The tower had several layers of crenellations. The gargoyle stuck some eight feet out over the Abyss from a cornice located perhaps five feet below the window. The young man looked, considered the endless boiling cloud directly below the gargoyle, considered also the fact that he was not supposed to leave the tower, and somewhat wistfully went on with his day.
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      Life in the Empire, or at least life as he knew it, was entirely governed by an elaborate series of deliberately incomprehensible actions, prayers, sacrifices, songs, and commandments intended to bind its citizens and the several worlds they inhabited into a complex web of magic, custom, habit, and obedience.

      The Schooled magic of the Empire was the most complete and successful system of governance there had ever been; on Ysthar and parts of Zunidh the Schooled wizards managed even the weather according to their principles.

      The young man had been very carefully brought up. He believed that if he did not fulfil his ritual duties, the Empire would fall.

      And so he anointed himself with the unguent provided in the day’s flask, and prayed for the long life and reign of the Emperor Eritanyr, Sun of his people, god of the friendless, prosperity of the faithful, prince of a hundred lands.

      He felt guilty that his thoughts wandered often to that little golden glint in the bird’s nest.
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      The enchanted pantry that provided his meals did not require any choice or preparation from him with respect to the symbolism of tableware or foodstuffs. He accepted the goblets of one or other colour of glass or metal, the plates or bowls or platters of wood or lacquer, white porcelain or celadon, the utensils of gold or silver or iron or bamboo or glass. He performed his prayers and he ate the food presented at the prescribed hours, and if he was curious on occasion about what he was eating and where it might have come from, well, he knew better than to dwell on those questions, when he so thoroughly knew the answer to the question of why.

      Using delicate silver chopsticks to eat some sort of cold dumplings stuffed with some sort of meat and vegetables, with some sort of sauce that tasted salty and sour and spicy at the same time, he tried to keep his mind on the appropriate litany of gratitude.

      But he kept wondering if the gargoyle was really so far down from the windowsill as it seemed; and by natural extension, what would happen if he fell into the Abyss.

      Perhaps he would fall for ever.

      He thought about that long after the sprites bound to the tower had cleared away his tray. He did not bother to ask them their views. The sprites were, theoretically, rational creatures, but apart from their bounden duties they ignored him utterly.

      If he did not fall for ever, he would either die, or survive and be expected to claim wherever he landed for the fiefdom of the Empire. His role, there in the tower, was to be an anchor for the Schooled magic; he had never learned any of the spells and ceremonies involved with conquering new lands.

      He got up and looked out the the eastern window of this room, which was high above the bathing room floor. The Abyssal cloud roiled below him as mute and opaque as ever. It did not seem that there would be any land down there to claim. Merely the depths of the Shadow that had no name that he had heard of in any of the Nine Worlds.
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      The tower had one large room at the top that he used as his main living space, with a small alcove off to one side with a sleeping couch. The shrine to the Emperor was located in the middle of the western wall, oriented to the far distance where the thin lines of magic converged at last in the Palace of Stars and the great golden throne of Astandalas. There were windows to each of the eight directions, and shelves between them holding scrolls and books and miscellaneous tools of the wizard’s trade. Apart from the eating couch and accompanying tables, there were some chests and numerous cushions, a few rugs, a standing harp, a wooden floor inscribed with a seven-pointed star, and a fireplace that had been burning a single log with a cheerful red-and-gold flame since he had arrived. There was a trapdoor in the centre of the ceiling, with a handle he had not worked out how to open, and on the northern edge of the room there was the stair leading down.

      He was working his way through the books in the room. Most belonged to the tower’s later inhabitants, wizards of one sort or another who had undertaken their studies in the peaceful solitude of the edge of the world, scholars devoted to their work and those devoted to the Empire.

      Some of the books belonged to the tower’s original builder, Harbut Zalarin whose mother had married the Sun, but the young man had not realized that a certain old book he had found was one of them, and did not know that the old commonplace book was more dangerous than any of the grimoires or books of spells and cantrips.

      He had found spells for levitation, but they were all of later vintage, and presupposed the full existence of Schooled magic. The tower was an anchor point for that intricate creation, but was not enmeshed in it, and the spells did not work. The young man did not know the reason for his continuing failures at Schooled magic, but had started nevertheless to follow the tracks of the older and more secret wild magic that were hidden in the references of the more acceptable books in the tower without quite knowing how far astray from prescribed paths he was going.

      After ten minutes spent fruitlessly trying to work one of the levitation spells for the hundredth time, he went back to the bathing room and stared down at the gargoyle. The tower was made of alternating bands of rough dark and shimmering pale grey stone, much encrusted with moss and tiny ferns. The swallows built their nests below the window ledges and in a row under the gargoyles’ necks. He watched for a while, but no other kind of bird landed on the stick nest.

      He made himself go back up to his study to read the next chapter in his book on Voonran floral symbolism, which apparently was rather important if one wished to perform weather spells.

      He couldn’t concentrate on the niceties of

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/the-tower-at-the-edge-of-the-world-1600x2560.jpg
MCTORIA

= 1) 1) ASEee

_—

SN PN





