


	
	









[image: fm]

[image: logo]




[image: map]



[image: map]



Table of Contents

Map

Part I

1 The Whipping Boy

2 The Lesser Guardian

3 The Reading Lesson

4 Tangled Threads

5 Royal Audience

6 Crown Prince, Lord of Ghosts

7 The Burning Lake

8 Star Brothers

9 Dunner of the Unhorsed

10 The Portal of the Gods

11 Children Should Be Neither Seen Nor Heard

12 The Well of Darkness

13 The Gifting of the Sovereign Stone

14 The Bitter Center

Part II

1 The Lady Valura

2 Hearts Desire

3 The Whipping Boy Grown

4 Hearts Ease

5 The Dark Draught

6 The Dagger of the Vrykyl

7 The Nomination

 
8 Shakur

9 The Creation of a Vrykyl

10 The Seven Preparations

11 The Votes Tallied

12 The Will of the Gods

13 The King Is Dead, Long Live the King

14 The Lord of the Void

15 The sacrifice

Part III

1 Split Apart

2 The Keepers of Time

3 Command the Darkness

4 The Battle of Vinnengael

5 The Portal of the Gods

6 The Well of Darkness

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

About the Authors

The Sovereign Stone Trilogy by Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman

Praise for Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman and Well of Darkness

Credits

Copyright

About the Publisher




 
[image: map]



 
[image: map]




 
 


[image: part]

 
 







[image: 1]

The Whipping Boy




The boy gazed up at the castle. Its shining white marble walls were wet with the spray from the seven waterfalls that flowed on either side of it, four to the north and three to south, and glistened in the early-morning sun. Rainbows shimmered and danced around the castle walls. The peasants believed the rainbows were fine cloth spun by fairies, and more than one silly lad had gone to his death in the tumbling water trying to snag them.

The boy knew better. He knew that rainbows were not substantial, being made of nothing more than sunlight and water. Only that which exists in both the darkness and in the light is real. The boy had been taught to believe only in what was real and substantial.

The boy looked at the castle without much feeling, good or bad, nothing but a sort of uncaring fatalism that is often seen in ill-used dogs. Not that the boy had been particularly ill-used in his life, if to be ignored is not to be ill-used. He was about to leave his parents and his home and enter into a new life and by rights he should have felt sad, homesick, frightened, and trepidatious. He felt none of those: only tired, from the long walk, and uncomfortably warm and itchy in his new woolen stockings.

He and his father stood before the gate set in a high outer wall. Beyond the gate was a courtyard and beyond the courtyard myriad steps leading up into the castle, which had been built against a cliff. The castle looked out to the west, gazing out over Lake Ildurel, its back planted solidly against the rocks to the east. Its very topmost turrets were level with the River Hammerclaw, which flowed from east to west and whose rushing water, tumbling over the cliff face, created the rainbows.

The castle walls were white marblethe boy had once seen a representation of the castle at a feast, made of sugar lumpsand it was several stories tall. How many stories the boy could not count because the castle roamed all over the cliff face. So many turrets jutted off every which way, so many battlements slanted off in such different directions, and so many small lead-paned glass windows winked in the sunlight that the sight confused him. He had wanted to play with the sugar castle, and his mother had told him he might, but the next morning he found it had been eaten by mice.

The boy gazed, awed, at this castle, which was not made of sugar and not likely to be eaten by mice or even dragons. One wing of the castle caught his eye. This was a wing to the east, overlooking the four waterfalls. Atop it was a turret larger than all the rest, with a balcony that stretched around it. That was the Kings Walk, said his father. King Tamaros, blessed of the gods, was the only person permitted to walk that balcony.

The King must be able to see the whole world from there, the boy thought. Or if not the whole world, then at least the entire great city of Vinnengael. The boy could practically see the whole city himself, just standing on the palace steps.

Vinnengael was built on three levels, the lowest level being even with the lake, which stretched to the horizon, its distant shore just barely visible from the Kings Walk. The second level of the city was built atop a cliff that rose up from the first level. The third level was built atop another cliff, which rose from the second. The palace stood on the third level. Across from the palace, behind the boy and across a vast marble courtyard, was the Temple of the Magi.

Temple and palace, the heart of the kingdom and its head, were the only two major structures standing on the third level. Soldiers barracks occupied the north; the barracks were attached to the palace. To the south, built on a jutting rock groin, were the elegant houses of the foreign ambassadors.

The men-at-arms guarding the outer gate gave the boys father a bored glance as the two of them passed through. The boy craned his neck to gaze up at the huge portcullis, with its rows of grim teeth. He would have liked to stop, hoping to see some blood, for he was well acquainted with the tale of Nathan of Neyshabur, one of the heroes of Vinnengael, who had ordered the portcullis to be lowered though he himself was standing beneath it, fending off the kingdoms enemies, refusing to give ground though the wicked teeth thundered down upon him. Nathan of Neyshabur had lived and died several hundred years ago, when the city and the castle, but not the rainbows, were young. It was therefore unlikely that his blood would still be dripping from the portcullis, but the boy felt disappointed, nonetheless.

His father yanked at the boys mantle and demanded to know what he thought he was doing, gawking like an ork during festival time, and hustled the boy along.

They walked across a vast courtyard and entered the castle proper, where the boy was immediately lost. His father knew the way well, however, being one of the Kings courtiers, and he led the boy up marble stairs and down marble halls and around marble statues and past marble columns until they reached an antechamber, where the father shoved the boy down onto a carved wood chair and summoned a servant.

The boy gazed at the high ceilings, stained with soot from the winter fires, and at the wall opposite, where hung a tapestry that depicted long-bodied, long-snouted, long-eared dogs that resembled no known dog then living and people all turned sideways hunting a stag which, by its expression, appeared to be enjoying it all immensely though it had six arrows in it.

A man entered the antechamber, a youngish, bad-tempered, grim-looking man clad in a high-collared tunic, buttoned down the front, of rich design, with long flowing sleeves. His legs, visible from the calf down, were thick and bulky, his ankles being nearly as wide as his feet. His hose were of different colors, one red and the other blue to match the red-and-blue design in the tunic. His drab hair was combed back in the current fashion among humans and curled around the neck; he was clean-shaven.

The boys father was dressed in a similar manner, though he wore a surcoat over his tunic, and his colors were green and blue. The boy was dressed the same as his father, except that his mantle and hood covered his clothes, for the season was late autumn and the air was chill. The man conferred briefly with the boys father, then turned his gaze upon the boy.

What did you say his name was?

Gareth, Lord Chamberlain.

The chamberlain sniffed. I do not know when I have seen an uglier child.

Any child would appear ugly compared to His Highness, said the boys father.

True, mlord, said the chamberlain. But this one appears to have worked at it specially.

His Highness and my son are the same age to the day, born the very same night. Her Majesty wished

Yes, yes. I am familiar with Her Majestys wishes, said the chamberlain, rolling his eyes and tucking his thumbs in his wide leather belt to indicate that he thought Her Majestys wishes a crockful of crap. He frowned down at the boy. Well, theres no help for it, I suppose. As if I didnt have enough trouble. Where are the rest of the lads clothes? You dont expect us to clothe him, I assume.

My retainer is bringing them around the back, said the boys father with a hint of frost. Surely, you didnt expect us to cart them through the streets.

The two men regarded each other with ice-rimed stares, then the chamberlain placed his thick leg and pointed shoe in front of the other leg and bowed from the waist. Your servant, sir.

The boys father also made a leg as the saying went, his hands at his waist so that the surcoat did not fall forward and pick up dirt from the floor. Your servant, sir.

The boy stood in his hood and mantle, hot and itchy, and stared at the stag with the six arrows sticking out of its side, kicking up its heels and looking very merry.

Come with me, then, Gareth, said the chamberlain in resigned tones. Say good-bye to your father, he added indifferently.

Gareth bowed to his father in a courtly manner, as he had been taught. His father gave the boy a hurried blessing and left quickly, to attend His Majesty. Neither father nor son was saddened at this parting. It had been a six-month since the boy had last seen his father, as it was. The fact that the boy was now a member of the court meant that he would likely see his noble parents more often than at any other time in his childhood.

The chamberlain laid a heavy hand upon the boys shoulder and steered him through the palace rooms.

These are the private quarters for the royal family, explained the chamberlain in sonorous tones. They will be your home, too, from this day forward. To be chosen as the princes whipping boy is a high honor. I trust you are sensible of it.

Gareth was not sensible of much of anything at the moment, except the mans heavy hand pressing him into the marble floor and making his shoulder ache exceedingly.

The position was much coveted, the chamberlain continued, his words pressing down on the boy with as much weight as his hand. Many fine lads were put forward as candidates, lads of sixteen and some even older. Much coveted, he repeated.

Gareth knew this to be true. His father and his mother and even Nanny had ground the fact into him over and over, until it seemed a part of his flesh, like the charcoal ground into the smithys hands. The whipping boy bore the princes punishment, because the prince, chosen by the gods, could never be touched in anger by mortal hands. The whipping boy also served as companion to the young prince, and was educated alongside the prince. Since the two would grow up together, the whipping boy and his family must naturally profit from such an arrangement.

Gareth was also well aware that he had not merited this honor. His father was a lord, but not a very important lord; his mother one of the Queens ladies-in-waiting. The coincidence of the boys birth being on the same night as that of the young prince was all that had recommended him.

Her Majesty the Queen came from Dunkarga, a kingdom to the west. It seemed that the people of Dunkarga held the belief that the stars affected their lives. Gareth knew this was nonsense; his father had told him as much. How could far-distant, coldly sparkling objects, as big as motes of dust, have an effect on mankind? But Gareths parents had been quick to take advantage of the fact that Queen Emillia believed that the stars took an interest in her.

Hearing of the search for a whipping boy, Gareths mother had hinted to the Queen that only a child born under the same stars as the prince should be considered worthy of sharing the princes destiny. The Queen was quite taken with this notion and called for the royal astrologer, whom she had brought with her from Dunkarga. His hand fingering the coins in his purse deposited by Gareths father, the royal astrologer solemnly confirmed that this was indeed the case. Gareth being the only child of noble blood born that night (his father had checked to make certain), he was chosen.

 
At the age of nine, Gareth was to take his place at court and start upon the performance of his new duties, which would be to bear the punishment for the princes infractions. As they walked through the palace, Gareth recalled the story, which his mother often told, of how the Queenon hearing that one of her ladies-in-waiting was also in labor and about to give birthhad ordered that his mothers legs be tied together, so that no other child should precede her son in anything. His mothers pains had fortunately stoppedscared out of her, likely enoughor it was probable that Gareth would not be walking the palace halls this moment. His mothers labor having started up again after the princes arrival, Gareth was born three hours later. His first cries were drowned out by the explosions of the celebratory fireworks.

Gareths mother had handed him off to a wet nurse the very night he was born, so that, after her lying-in period, she could return to her duties as lady-in-waiting. He was raised at his fathers country estate, brought up mostly by servants, who had either indulged the boy or neglected him as the whim took them.

Thus in his fourth year, Gareths parents, on one of their rare visits to their son, were dismayed to find their child a spoiled brat, a little hooligan, as dirty and uneducated as any peasant child of similar years. Gareths father sent for his own former nursemaid, who had retired to help her husband make cloth. Now a widow, she was glad to hand over the business to her grown sons and enter, once again, a noble household.

She took Gareth in hand and taught him to read and write and provided him with the manners he would need when he was old enough to take his place at court. Gareth missed Nanny at that moment far more than he missed either his father or his mother. Her task done, she had been sent back to her family.

Do you say your prayers, Master Gareth? the chamberlain asked suddenly.

I do, my lord, Gareth replied in a small voice, the first words he had spoken.

 
Then say them, now, young sir. Pray to the gods that His Highness takes a liking to you, for if he does not, Her Majesty will be rid of you, stars or no stars.

Gareth peered out from under the folds of his hood, looked again at the soot-stained ceiling. The gods were somewhere up there, beyond the soot and the marble. Like the rainbows, the gods could not be touched. Gareth didnt think they would be much interested in him. Besides, his only prayer at that moment would have been to go back home, which would have made his parents exceedingly angry, and so Gareth considered it better not to pray at all.

The palace was a grand confusion to Gareth. He seemed to have been walking through it for most of his life; though it was probably only an hour since he had entered the main gate. He would come to love the palace, love its cool, serene beauty, love its mysterious alcoves and secret passages, but that would happen much later, after hed recovered from homesickness and the fear of sleeping in a strange place, and after hed learned his way around, which took him almost a year. For now, the palace was immense, cold and empty corridors that led to immense, cold rooms filled with massive, heavy furniture, everything tinged with the scent of woodsmoke.

His Highness is here, in the playroom, said the chamberlain.

Two guardsthe princes bodyguardsflanked a large wooden door. Gareth had seen the Kings Guard only on parade days and then only from a distance. Clad in their shining plate armor and chain mail, they appeared enormous in his sight, ferocious beings, who inspected him thoroughly from top to toe, searching him for weapons, thrusting their hands beneath his velvet doublet and even peering at the insides of his small shoes.

Gareth held still and meekly submitted to the indignity. Somewhere in the past some rival chieftain had sent in his young son, armed with a dagger, to stab the royal heir.

Hes clean, said the guard, and opened the door.

 
The chamberlain nodded and, grabbing Gareth again by the shoulder, ushered him into the playroom. As they were walking across the threshold, the chamberlain leaned over to whisper harshly, Dont touch any of His Highnesss toys. Dont look at any of His Highnesss books. Dont fidget, dont pick your nose, dont gape or pass wind or stare out the window. Dont speak unless you are spoken to. Do not sit in the princes presence, never turn your back upon him, for that is a terrible insult. If you must use the privies, ask His Highnesss permission to be excused. When you are whipped, scream loudly and cry a great deal in order to impress upon His Highness how much the beating hurts him.

The numbness, which had carried Gareth this far, gave way to despair. If the gods had been anywhere near at the time, Gareth would have prayednot to leave the palace, for it seemed hopeless to him that he should ever find his way outbut to simply die on the spot.

He could not look at any of the wonders around himmarvelous toys, from all parts of Loerem. He took no interest in the shelves of books, though he loved reading and had read over and over all two of his fathers booksgiven to his father as gifts, he had never been known to look at them. Gareth did not even see His Highness, for the whipping boys eyes were filled with tears and it was all he could do to stumble alongside the chamberlain and not fall over any of the clutter that filled the playroom.

The chamberlains hand shoved Gareth into the floor.

His Royal Highness, Dagnarus, Prince of Vinnengael.

Gareth sank to his knees, mindful of his fathers teaching. He had an impression of somebody coming up to take a look at him, as one inspects a pig at market.

Leave us, said a voice, imperious, even then.

Gareth thought, of course, that the prince meant him. He was only too glad to comply. Leaping to his feet, he was ready to bolt. A handhis hand, the princes handgrabbed hold of his sleeve, however, and held him fast.

 
I said leave us, the prince repeated, and Gareth understood that the prince was speaking to the chamberlain.

But, Your Highness, you know nothing of this boy

Are you forcing me to give you an order three times? the prince asked with an edge to his tone that made Gareth shiver.

As Your Highness commands, said the chamberlain, bowing very low and backing out of the room. Not an easy feat, considering the floor was littered with hobbyhorses and toy ships and chariots and child-size shields and spears.

He shut the door, and Gareth was alone with his prince.

Blinking back his tears, he saw him, and, in that moment, he feared him.

The two boys were equal in height then, though Dagnarus would be taller when he came to manhood. He was large-boned, whereas Gareth was slimmer, and so the prince seemed bigger to the whipping boy. The princes auburn hairthe color of the leaves of the sugar maple in the autumnwas thick and heavy and cropped close around his face in the fashion of the time. His skin was pale with a smattering of freckles over his nose, the only flaw to his flawless complexion.

His eyes were green, flecked with gold, large and brilliant, framed by russet eyelashes that made it seem as if they were gilded with burnished gold. He was dressed in a green doublet and hose that brought out the red of his hair and deepened the green of his eyes. He was well formed, strongly built, with remarkable strengthfor a childin his hands.

The green eyes went over every inch of the whipping boy, inspecting him much more thoroughly than the guards outside the door. Gareth remembered everything he wasnt supposed to do, but no one had told him yet what he was to do. Unhappy, uncomfortable, overawed, humiliated, he cowered before this calm, self-possessed, beautiful child and, seeing his inadequacies reflected in those wonderful eyes, wished again that he might die.

What is your name, boy? Dagnarus asked, and though the voice was still imperious, it was not unkind.

 
Gareth could not answer for the tears in his throat.

Are you mute or deaf, boy? the prince demanded. He was not impatient or sarcastic, merely requiring information.

Gareth shook his head and managed to blurt out his name. With what little courage he had left, he lifted his head and peeped at the prince warily.

Reaching out his hand, Dagnarus touched Gareths face, rubbed his cheek. He drew his hand back, looked at his fingers, and looked back at the whipping boy.

It doesnt come off, the prince said.

No, YourYour Highness, Gareth stammered. I was born with it. A curse.

Other children of Gareths acquaintance had either mocked him or run from him. Dagnarus did neither. He would never run from anything. And he would always look a truth in the face, no matter how ugly.

A curse? Dagnarus repeated.

The green eyes brightened. The prince drew Gareth over to a pair of chairs, made to child size, which stood beside a child-size table. Several books had been shoved off the table, to make room for a miniature catapult, carved of wood, with which he had been firing peas over a wall made of blocks. Gareths gaze went hungrily to the books. Dagnaruss gaze went proudly to the catapult.

In that moment, the two were defined.

Dagnarus sat down. Mindful of his instructions, Gareth remained standing.

Tell me of the curse, Dagnarus ordered. He never made a request, everything was a command.

Shyly, Gareth began, Yes, Your Highness. It seems that when my mother was

Why dont you sit? the prince interrupted.

I was told not to, Your Highness, Gareth said, feeling his marred face burn.

Who told you? That great idiot? The prince dismissed the chamberlain with a snort. Ignore him. I always do. Sit down in that chair.

Yes, Your Highness. Timidly, Gareth sat down. It seems that when my mother was

And you must not call me Your Highness,  said the prince.

Gareth looked at him helplessly.

You must call me Dagnarus, the prince said. He put his hand on Gareths, and added, You will be my friend.

In that moment, Gareth loved him, as he had never before loved anyone or anything.

Now. Dagnarus settled back, folded his arms across his chest. Tell me of this curse.

It was when my mother was carrying me in her belly, Gareth said. This story was another one of his earliest recollections, and he knew it by rote. He spoke at first shyly and hesitantly, but, finding an interested listener, he gathered more confidence and was eventually talking quite volubly. She was in the marketplace, on an errand for the Queen, your mother, and there was a beggar woman sitting on the corner. She asked my mother for a coin for food. My mother had no coins to give; the only money she carried belonged to the Queen. My mother said as much and was walking on when the beggar woman cursed her. I kicked in my mothers belly very hard and my mother knew then that the beggar woman was a witch and that her curse had struck me.

My mother summoned the city guards, and they arrested the witch. She was tied hand and foot and thrown into the river, where she floated a long time, which my mother says proved that she was a witch. The people threw rocks at the witch, and eventually she sank. The midwife said my mother was to drink rose hip tea, to wash off the curse, but it didnt work. I was born with this on my face.

The large purplish blotch surrounded Gareths left eye, crawled up onto his forehead and down onto his left cheek. His nondescript brown hair was cut into bangs across his forehead, to hide that portion of the mark, but there was no hiding the mark around his eye or on his cheek.

He could not recall the number of potions and ointments, salves and creams the servants used at his mothers behest to try to rid his face of the curse. And although several took off his skin, they had done nothing to remove the mark. One enterprising serving lass had even tried sanding it off. Fortunately, Nanny had heard his shrieks and come to his rescue.

Do people make sport of you? Dagnarus asked, staring at the mark.

Usually Gareth didnt like to be stared at, but the prince wasnt like the rest, he wasnt mocking or sniggering. Dagnarus was merely curious.

Sometimes, Your Highness, Gareth admitted.

They wont do so anymore, Dagnarus stated with finality. I shall order them not to. If anyone does, you must tell me immediately. I will have the person executed.

The prince was showing off. Gareth was not completely ignorant of the ways of the court, and even he knew that a nine-year-old prince did not possess life-and-death power over others. But Gareth was touched and pleased, if not with the sentiment, then with the feeling that at least now he mattered to someone.

Thank you, Your Highness, but its not important, and I wouldnt want anyone to be beheaded because

Yes, yes. Dagnarus waved his hand.

He had a short attention span and, although he would listen well to something in which he was interested, he would cut off impatiently any conversation that he found boring.

I dont like the name Gareth,  he announced.

I am sorry, Your High

The prince lifted his chin, stared.

Dagnarus, Gareth said. He left a pause between the syllables, for he was truly afraid that the prince would change his mind and order him to return to the formal appellation.

 
Dagnarus smiled. The smile brought out the gold flecks in his green eyes, made the eyes sparkle like topaz and emerald.

I will call you Patch, he said.

Gareth bowed his head. The moment was solemn as a christening.

You understand your duties, Patch? You are to be whipped when they want to punish me. The prince turned to his toys, caused the arm of the catapult to move up and down by pressing on it with his finger.

You know that, dont you, Patch? he reiterated. They told you that?

Yes, Dagnarus, Gareth replied, a little uncomfortable with his new name.

They hit you because no ordinary mortal dares lay hands upon his king. They think that if they beat you, I will feel remorseful, and I wont disobey them anymore. Thats what they think.

He frowned, the green eyes darkened. The gold glints disappeared like jewels sinking beneath the surface of still water. He joggled the catapult, rolled it about on its small wooden wheels.

It wont work, he said, and his voice was stern. I tell you that right now, Patch. I will be sorry to see you beaten, of course, but there are things that they want to try to make me do that I will not do.

The green eyes, looking at Gareth, were dark and still. Not if they were to kill you for it, Patch.

This statement was different from the former boast. This was spoken in a strange, unchildlike voice, a voice without innocence, a voice that knew the meaning of what he said.

You can leave, if you want to, Patch, Dagnarus added. You wont get into trouble over it. Ill tell the Queen, my motherhe said this word with a slight curl of his lipthat I didnt want you. I dont need a companion.

Gareth looked around the room, and he didnt see the wonderful toys, or the books, or the guards at the open door, keeping watch to see that the whipping boy didnt strangle His Highness, or the servants lurking about, waiting to satisfy His Highnesss least desire. Gareth saw the princes loneliness, stark and bare as a bone. He saw it as a mirror reflecting his own loneliness. He saw the stag with the arrows, leaping merrily.

If they want to whip me, Dagnarus, Gareth said shyly, theyre going to have to catch me first.

The golden jewels sparkled, the green eyes glittered, and the prince laughed out loud. So boisterous was his laughter that the chamberlain, who had been skulking about in the hall, hoping for a fight to break out that he might be the one to tell Her Majesty that he, the chamberlain, had been against this from the start, thrust his head inside the door.

Did we summon you? Get out of here, you old fart! Dagnarus shouted, and threw a wooden block at him.

Emboldened, Gareth tossed a block at the chamberlain as well. His aim fell quite short, for his throw was meek and halfhearted. Dagnaruss block was thrown with much more accuracy and skill and missed the man only because the chamberlain had the good sense to slam shut the door.

Dagnarus opened one of the books, a large, leather-bound volume with gold leaf on the cover. The pages were vellum, trimmed in gold. Timidly, Gareth admired the book. He gazed in wonder and awe at one of the illustrations withina knight in fabulous armor battling a dragon out of Nannys bedtime tales. He recognized a book written by the magi, who keep a record of great deeds done by heroes of the past and use them as teaching tools.

Do you want to read this story? Gareth asked with wistful longing.

No. Dagnarus scoffed. Closing the book impatiently, he stacked another volume on top of it. This shall be our fortress. He positioned the catapult in front of it and prepared to fire. We are going to play at war.
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The Lesser Guardian




The elves have a legend that relates how, at the beginning of time, the flutter of a butterflys wings caused the air currents to expand out like ripples in the water, gaining in strength and potency until eventually the whispering flutter built into a tempest that laid waste to a city a thousand miles away. If this legend is trueand the elves reverence the butterfly on its accountthen perhaps the sound of the marble flung from the princes toy catapult, smashing into tiny soldiers, was magnified in the ears of the Shield of the Divine, so that he heard the boom of war and smelled the blood of thousands.

He reflected on war as he scattered bread crumbs to the golden-scaled fish, whose thrashings as they fought for the food disturbed the tranquillity of the ornamental pond. The Shield was fond of the tranquillity, but he also took pleasure in watching the fish fight over the bread crumbs, one reason he fed them himself instead of consigning such a mundane task to his servants.

Fish fed, the Shield held out his hands. A servant bearing a bowl of fresh water and a towel stepped forward. The Shield washed the crumbs from his hands, dried them on the towel, and spoke to another servant. I will hold audience in the cedar grove this afternoon. Has Silwyth of House Kinnoth arrived?

The servant bowed. Yes, Shield. He awaits your pleasure.

He will take wine with me in the cedar grove, the Shield decided. Produce him at the prescribed hour.

The servant bowed again and departed, backing out of the august presence. The nobles, three of them this day, who had been given audience by the ornamental pond, glanced at each other. Silwyth of the House Kinnoththe Shields own househad been nothing more than a small fish in the pond before this. Though he held the rank of Lesser Guardian of the Eastern Forest, a rank and title granted to him by the Divine, and though he was a cousin to the Shield, the Shield had many cousins, and there were many Lesser Guardians. The taking of wine in the cedar grove had just elevated Silwyths status from small fish to large.

The servant, who was one of the house servants, carried the message to a servant who was outside the house and who carried it to Silwyth, who had not yet entered the house but who was waiting in the fourth terrace above the gatehouse. Since Silwyth had been accorded the honor of taking wine with the Shield, and thereby accorded the honor of entering the house, the servant requested that Silwyth accompany him to the ninth terrace above the gatehouse, the terrace closest to the house.

Silwyth received the news of his audience and of his relocation to the higher terrace in silence, with outward calm, though within him his heart reveled. Elves are taught from an early age to keep their emotions concealed, that they might not disturb or offend or intrude upon the lives of others. This custom makes the elves appear cold and unfeeling to humans, who let their emotions run amuck, doing all sorts of harm. The elves believe that it is wrong to invade the life of another even by the look upon ones face, thereby to force someone to share in ones joy or sorrow, elation or despair. Only those closest and most intimate with an elfthe partner of the soul, for example, or ones honored parentsmay choose to take upon themselves the burden of a shared life.

The reason for such control and discipline is simplesurvival. Elven lives span three hundred years or longer. Their cities are few and densely populated. Elves are not adventurous; they rarely roam far from their homes and their ancestral advisors and will do so only if they have an excellent reason. They are the very antithesis of the dwarves, who never stay in one place longer than two days. As little as they understand humans, elves understand dwarves still less.

The birth rate is high among elves, the death rate low (unless some or all of the seven great houses are at war). Elven families remain together, and thus elven households and elven cities are crowded. An elf lives almost continuously in the sight, sound, and smell of many other elves. Only by maintaining the strictest discipline and control on themselves do the elves manage to survive in such crowded conditions, their sanity intact.

A human entering an elven household marvels at the tranquillity, the quiet, the peace, and is astounded to hear that there may be thirty elves sharing that single tiny abode, including great-great-grandparents, great-grandparents, grandparents, parents, children, childrens children, to say nothing of the servants, the Honored Ancestor, the aunts and uncles and cousins. By contrast, an elf visiting a human household is overwhelmed by the noise, the stench, the confusion, and is similarly astounded to find that only a few peopleparents, a child, and perhaps a servant or twooccupy the dwelling.

The higher ranking the elf, the larger the dwelling place, though the size of the house is offset by the fact that more of his relatives are probably living there, as well as the Elders of the House and their immediate families and any visiting nobility. Guests are usually accommodated in guesthouses, located near the gatehouse, which is where Silwyth had spent the night of his arrival. His familys home was north of Lovod, the Shields city. Silwyth had traveled a day and a night, changing horses on the road, in order to answer the Shields summons.

Silwyth climbed the innumerable flagstone steps leading from the fourth garden up to the ninth, restraining his eagerness in order to maintain the correct distance between himself and the servant. The gardens were built in terraces along the sloping face of a mountain. Ornamental shrubs and ponds surrounded small tinkling fountains. Orchids and roses and trailing vines covered stone archways. Paths led between carefully carved hedges and into shady grottoes. The gardens, exceedingly beautiful, served several functional purposes as well. They informed the visitor that the man who owned the gardens was prosperous and powerful, since he could afford the labor required to tend them, while their beauty helped the visitor forget that he was climbing a thousand stairs up the side of a mountain in order to reach the main house. If he was fortunate enough to reach the main house. Many visitors to the Shield never moved past the fourth garden, some never saw anything beyond the first. Silwyth was being greatly honored.

The gardens also served a military function, defending the house from attack. Silwyth, a soldier himself, could not see the deadly traps, cunningly concealed by the plantings, but he knew they were there. He noted that the narrow stairstoo narrow for more than one person to pass at a timetwisted and turned among the gardens, and that these stairs, cut into the hillside, were the only way to reach the house. Any army attempting to climb the rock-strewn face of the mountain would be spread out across the mountainside, hampered by the rocks and the loose soil, and would be easy targets for the Shields expert bowmen.

Passing one of the shady grottoes, overhung with fragrant tube-flowers, Silwyth noted the grating concealed in the stone floorthe entrance to one of many underground tunnels that undoubtedly led from the house and into the garden. Armed troops could travel secretly and, unseen beneath the ground, burst out at any point.

 
The Shield was well protected and, by all accounts, he needed the protection. House Kinnoth was playing a dangerous game.

Arriving at the entrance to the ninth garden, the servant paused to give Silwyth time to appreciate the beauty and permit that beauty to influence his soul. Knowing that the soul must be fed, as well as the body, in order to maintain the proper balance essential to good health, Silwyth thrust all thoughts of a worldly nature from his mind and allowed his soul to roam freely about the lovely garden.

The servant stood quietly at the gardens entrance, waiting as Silwyth walked the carefully laid-out path that wound among the various plantings, each group of plants speaking to a different part of the soul, each fragrance stimulating a different part of the body. When Silwyth had completed the walk, the servant bowed and asked if the Honored Guest would care for refreshment.

Here was another mark of his increased status with the Shield. Silwyth had not been offered so much as a cup of water in the fourth garden. He accepted, for to refuse would be to give offense. The servant departed. Silwyth sat down on a smooth rock ledge overhanging a lily-strewn pond. Several fish swam by, hoping for crumbs.

From there, Silwyth had an excellent view of the Shields house, one of several he owned. Though this was one of the lesser dwellings, it was the Shields favorite, by all accounts. His main dwelling was a large castle in the city of Lovod, a city that had been ruled by House Kinnoth since the Father and Mother had placed their children upon the earth.

The main house was built of wood, armored by clay, raised high upon a stone base made of huge blocks of granite. The house was three stories in height, its design graceful and pleasing to the eye, as well as utilitarian. The armory was built next to the house, attached by a walled-in corridor. A granite wall surrounded the house, which could be reached only by circuitous paths built between the wall and the front entrance. The castle in the city was built in similar fashion, although on a much grander scale, and was even more heavily fortified. The Shield and his family lived in this house most of the year, occupying the castle only in times of war.

Silwyth took care that his gaze did not rest too long upon the house and its defenses. Anyone watching himand he was certain he was being watchedmight suspect him of trying to find a way to defeat those defenses. Silwyths gaze accorded the house the admiration it was due, then returned to the garden. He was rewarded for his politeness. Another guest occupied the gardena lady.

He had not noticed her during his soul-soothing walk; she walked in another part of the garden, separated from his by a stream of water that flowed in a gentle, well-disciplined manner along a stone waterway. An arched bridge, crossing over the stream, led to the other part of the garden. The servant had brought him to this side of the bridge, deliberately keeping the two guests separate. The lady strolled the paths, admiring the flowers, occasionally touching one with her hand. Her maidservant accompanied her, keeping the correct distance between them, as was proper.

Silwyth rose to his feet and moved out into the open, letting himself be seen, so that the unknown woman would not think he was spying upon her. The maidservant saw him, drew her mistresss attention to him. The lady glanced in his direction, made a formal bow. Silwyth returned the bow, pressing his hands together and raising them to his forehead, for though he did not recognize the woman, he recognized by the pattern of the fabric of her sumptuous robes that she was the wife of one of the Guardians of the Eastern Wood. As such, she was higher rank than Silwyth, who was a Lesser Guardian. Her husband must be visiting the Shield. Silwyth wondered why she walked in the ninth garden above the gatehouse when, by rights, she should have been walking in the house-gardens.

 
The servant returned, bearing jasmine tea and a plate of sugared rose hips. At the same time, a servant entered the ladys side of the garden, bearing a teapot and a plate. Elves consider that to eat or drink in the presence of another without offering to share is extremely impolite. Thus, unlike humans, elven servants do not wait upon their masters during mealtime, but are dismissed to take their own sustenance. The greatest insult one elf can offer another is to eat something in that elfs presence without extending an invitation to join in the meal. The great war between the Houses of Trovale and Wyval, which lasted five hundred years, was initiated when the lord of House Trovale ate a pomegranate in the face of the lord of House Wyval.

In this instance, however, the garden provided many secluded areas where two elves who were strangers to each other might take their refreshment in privacy, if they chose. The decision was up to the lady, because of her higher rank.

She glanced in Silwyths direction, said something to her servant. The maidservant crossed over the bridge, approached Silwyth, her eyes cast down. She bowed three times, very low.

Honored Stranger, my mistress requires me to say that the garden is too beautiful for two eyes and one mouth to do it justice. Four eyes and two mouths could better express their appreciation of such wonders. She asks if you would honor the garden by joining her.

I honor the garden and I honor Her Ladyship, Silwyth replied, and crossed the bridge, following after the maidservant.

Reaching the other side, he bowed once, advanced several steps, bowed again, advanced again, and came to within ten paces of the lady. There he stopped and bowed yet a third time. Straightening, he said, I am Silwyth of House Kinnoth, Lesser Guardian of the Eastern Forest. I thank you for the honor you do me. My house and I are at your service.

The lady was gazing up at a cuckoo, perched high in a tree, his inane call sounding discordant over the soft murmured plashing of the fountains water. Hearing Silwyths voice, she lowered her gaze and turned her head to look upon him.

I am Lady Valura, of the House Mabreton.

That much Silwyth knew, by the symbol of the Mabretons embroidered in her gown. Again he wondered why she was there, when her husband must be inside the house.

The lady took her seat at a small table the servants had placed next to a pond. The servants arranged the teapots and the plates, then departed. Silwyth, moving to take his seat only after the lady was herself seated, saw two warriors clad in the colors of the Mabretons standing in the shadows of a grotto. Servants were bringing the warriors tea, as well, which they could enjoy and still keep close watch upon their charge.

Given the ladys youth and beautyshe was one of the most beautiful women Silwyth had ever seenhe was not surprised that her husband should put a guard over such a treasure. His next words were spoken in perfect sincerity.

The garden is indeed beautiful, Lady, but the addition of the flower of the Mabretons has enhanced its beauty one hundredfold.

Lady Valura inclined her head politely. No blush stained the orchid-petal softness of her cheek, no smile of pleasure touched her carnelian lips. She was accustomed to compliments and bored by them.

You have an audience with the Shield, Lord Silwyth? she asked, indicating with a gesture that he should pour the tea. Had Silwyth been of higher rank, she herself would have acted as hostess.

To my honor, Lady. I am to take wine with the Shield in the cedar grove.

Lady Valura raised a delicate eyebrow, regarded him with more respect.

You will meet my husband there. Lord Mabreton is also taking wine with the Shield in the cedar grove.

Your Ladyship is wise, then, to take advantage of the warmth and beauty of the day to walk in the garden, instead of being cooped up within four walls; no disparagement to the magnificence of the house, which is, I am certain, quite commodious and comfortable.

Now the ladys lips turned upward, and warmth lit the green eyes from within so that Silwyth was reminded of the sun shining through green leaves. She sipped her tea and bit into a rose hip, then said, In other words, Lord Silwyth of House Kinnoth, you are wondering why I am waiting for my husband in the garden outside the house instead of in the gardens within. She ignored Silwyths polite protest, adding, I am the daughter of Anock of House Llywer.

Silwyth bowed in understanding. He should have known this by the tattoo markings around her eyes, a tattoo that resembles a mask, but which denotes an elfs ancestry. He had been so taken by the ladys beauty, he had not studied the details of the tattoo. The wife of the Shield was Hira of House Tanath. House Tanath and House Llywer had been warring on and off for several hundred years, and though the two were nominally at peace now, they remained acknowledged enemies. A daughter of House Llywer could not enter the house of a daughter of House Tanath without losing face, nor could the daughter of House Tanath very well entertain her enemy. But since the wife of such a high-ranking nobleman could not be left to languish in the gatehouse, the ninth garden was the compromise.

Should the houses go to war again, Lord Mabreton might be in a sad situation, torn between duty to his family and, by extension, his wifes family, and duty to the Shield, who would face a similar problem. The Shield must recognize this, and so he was doing his best to keep the two sides from going to war.

Ordinarily, I remain at home when my husband has an audience with the Shield, but we travel from here to Glymrae, there to enter the Portal and journey to Vinnengael, where my husband accepts a post as ambassador. He felt uneasy about leaving me alone in our camp and insisted that I accompany him.

 
Have you ever traveled one of the Portals, my lady? Silwyth asked.

I have not, my lord. Have you?

Neither elf, it seemed, had ever entered the magical Portal, nor had been to the celebrated city of Vinnengael. Both had heard stories and compared their information. They discussed traveling through the Portalsmagical tunnels constructed by the magi of Vinnengael which permitted the elves to reach that city in a journey of one day, as opposed to a journey of six months.

I have heard that being inside the Portal itself is quite unremarkable, said Valura. The magi have caused it to look like any tunnel dug through a mountain, instead of a tunnel that has been carved through time and space. You are surrounded by gray walls that are smooth as marble, a gray ceiling, and a gray floor upon which one walks with ease. The temperature is neither hot nor cold. The journey takes half a day and, from what I hear, is boring in the extreme. Nothing to see, nothing to do. I must say that I am disappointed. I was hoping for some excitement.

So life with Lord Mabreton was not exciting. But perhaps she had not meant that the way it sounded. Whether she had or she hadnt, Silwyth pretended he had not heard this statement, which could be taken as highly insulting to her lord. Silwyth did store it away in his memory, however, as one that might someday be put to future use.

It stands to reason, however, Lady Valura, he said smoothly, that the Portal should be made as ordinary in appearance as possible. Think of the traders and merchants who must pass through it many times. If doing so was frightening or even uncomfortable, they might not be so ready to make the journey.

I have found that people will endure great hardship in quest of profit, Lord Silwyth, said Lady Valura. However, I do see your point. I will forgo my excitement so that the peddler may bring his shoes into the markets of Vinnengael without suffering undue distress.

 
Their talk turned from the Portal to the realm of the humans. There, at least, Lady Valura was certain of finding excitement, though not perhaps the type she relished. She recounted stories of how truly dreadful life among humans could be, with their crude behavior, odious practices, and boorish manners.

I plan to have as little to do with them as possible, said Lady Valura. We are not even to live in Vinnengael. I refused to do so. Lord Mabreton has built a home for me in an isolated, forested area of land on the River Hammerclaw, as far from the human city as is practicable. My lord will use this home as his own retreat, when the vagaries of the humans become too much for him to bear.

Silwyth offered the proper commiserations, though his words were not particularly heartfelt. In truth, he could not sympathize overmuch with the lady. He was one of those rare elves who enjoyed traveling; he enjoyed new experiences and would have given a large portion of his not-inconsiderable wealth to be able to journey to Vinnengael, of whose wonders hed heard much. As it was, he was tied to home. He could not leave his family without permission, permission his father would never grant. Duty to the family overrode all individual wants and needs. Duty to the Shield would take precedence, however. Not even his father could dispute such an order. Silwyth had been dropping hints in the right ears that he would be interested in accepting any assignment the Shield might have to offer.

The teapots were dry. The soldiers were rattling their swords in their sheaths, indicating that in their estimation the meeting between their mistress and the handsome young stranger had gone on long enough.

Silwyth himself recognized that it was time to take his leave. He rose, bowed, thanked the lady for her generosity in sharing her repast with him. He asked if there was anything he could do to serve her. She replied no, dismissed him with a languishing wave of her hand, which plainly said, You have amused me for an hour. Now I find you boring. You cannot leave fast enough to suit me.

 
Silwyth made his departure, backing away from her until a suitable distance had been reached whereby he could turn his back on her without offending her. He crossed over the bridge and, as one is encouraged to do when in a garden, spent a pleasant two hours looking into himself, evaluating the garden of his inner dwelling place, uprooting weeds and nurturing those plants that seemed to him to be most valuable. There, in his inner garden, he planted a flower in honor of the beauty of the Lady Valura.

The shadows of night crept into the garden. The birds were singing their sleep songs and the night-blooming flowers were starting to open their petals and send forth their haunting fragrance when a servant arrived to say that the Shield was taking wine in the cedar grove and that he asked Silwyth to join him.

Silwyth followed the servant up the covered walkways leading to the house. The sound of bells rang in the air; wind chimes hung from every corner of the overhanging roof. The elves hold the wind sacred, magic comes from the wind, and so they believe that wind chimes sing with the voice of the gods.

Silwyth entered the house, walked past the guards, who accorded him the respect due his rank, neither more nor less. Inside the house, he was left in the interior hallway until the mistress of the house could be apprised of his presence and grant her permission for him to enter. This she did, without bothering to come see him herself; he was only a Lesser Guardian. He made the customary polite inquiries as to her health and happiness and, receiving satisfactory answers as to both, was taken to the Shrine of the Honored Ancestor.

Every elven household has an ancestral advisor, ancestors who have agreed to forgo resting in the eternal garden of the Mother and Father in order to remain with their kin, offering counsel and advice. Since the Father and Mother make their will known through the Honored Ancestor, their counsel and advice, however unpleasant both may be, are ignored only at great peril.

Every house sets up a shrine to the Honored Ancestor. In the poorer homes, this shrine may be quite simple, consisting of a table, an incense burner, a small silver bell, and the ever-present gift of fresh flowers placed upon a table. Or the shrine might be elaborate, as was the shrine in the House of the Shield, which took up an entire room. The room was filled with objects that had been owned by the Honored Ancestorpainted screens, hand-decorated fans, even her clothes and her shoes, and a set of mah-jongg, her favorite game. She often played a game or two with the Shield in the evening.

Silwyth rang the small bell to make known his presence, made his reverence, and was about to take his leave when he saw a woman of stately mien, clad in the colors of the House, regarding him from the rear of the shrine. Awed, he recognized the Honored Ancestor herself.

Astonished and highly gratified at the honor done him, Silwyth made his lowest and most reverential formal bow, hands crossed over his breast, remaining in that position for the count of thirty heartbeats. He lifted his head to find the Honored Ancestor regarding him with favor. She smiled and inclined her head to him. Then she disappeared.

The servant who was accompanying Silwyth saw this, of course, though he made no mention of the fact; servant and guest did not indulge in idle chatter. However, on arriving at the cedar grove, the servant whispered into the ear of the Shields own personal manservant, who whispered into the ear of his master, who looked upon Silwyth with heightened interest.

Elves prefer, when at all possible, to live out of doors. A dwelling is a place where one takes shelter from the elements and ones enemies. If neither the weather nor a rival house threatens, an elf works, plays, loves, sleeps, and eats out of doors. There are much more elaborate furnishings outside the house, therefore, than there are within. The Shields sleeping bowerskept secret and hidden away beneath night-blossoming treeshis private and formal dining areas, the kitchens, the play areas for the children, his nine audience chambers, and the family gathering areas were all located outside, arranged in various parts of the extensive house-garden area. Most of these had ornate latticework walls built around them and were covered over with canopies of leaves which sheltered the elves from all but the most torrential rains.

The choice of audience chambers the Shield used was dependent on several factors: time of day, importance of the meeting, and, above all, the honor that the Shield wished to accord to a visitor. The lowest of these was the fish pond, which was used in the morning for routine business of the House. The most elevated of these was the cedar grove.

Simple, elegant, impressive. Those were the impressions Silwyth received when he entered the grove. Cedar trees five deep formed a circle around a patio of polished white rock, upon which was placed a semicircle of ornately carved wooden chairs, painted and heavily lacquered both for beauty and to withstand exposure to the elements. The cedar trees had been cut and trained over the centuries to grow to the same height, their lower limbs trimmed so that all presented the same expanse of trunk. The limbs and leaves formed a broad ribbon of green above, the trunks and the shadows formed a ribbon of brown below.

Silwyth stood in the shade of the outermost rank of cedar trees, waiting the Shields pleasure. Silwyth did not wait long. No sooner had the manservant announced Silwyths arrival than the Shield himself rose and walked through the cedars to welcome his guesta very great honor.

Silwyth bowed, one hand pressed over his heart, in homage to the Shield.

The Shield returned the gesture with a bow studied in its minuscule degree of inclination, which indicated a polite acknowledgment of Silwyths rank and standing with perhaps just a bit something extra.

The servant tells me that our Honored Ancestor, the Lady Amwath, has done you great honor, Lesser Guardian.

 
Unworthy as I am, Shield of the Divine, Silwyth said humbly, the Lady Amwath, your honored mother, did acknowledge me and seemed pleased to receive my heartfelt reverence.

My honored mother always did have an eye for a good-looking young man, said the Shield with a chuckle.

Silwyth was considerably shocked by what might be considered the sons disrespectful attitude, but then he recalled having heard that the Lady Amwath, who had been widowed at an early age, had been known for her independence, her keen grasp of politics, her vaunting ambition, and her lusty enjoyment of life. Her skill and maneuvering had brought about her sons rise to the exalted post of Shield the Divine, which meant he was the second most powerful man in the elven realm. The fact that the Shield was determined to be the first most powerful was an open secret.

Not knowing what reply to make to such a statement, Silwyth bowed again, thus saving himself from having to speak. One other man sat in the chairs of the cedar groveLord Mabreton, husband to the Lady Valura.

The Shield escorted Silwyth into the grove. Lord Mabreton rose to his feet. The Lesser Guardian bowed to the Guardian, who returned the bow with respect. Silwyth had never met Lord Mabreton, who was not Silwyths liege lord, but came from a different part of the realm. Silwyths lord, the guardian to whom Silwyth owed allegiance, was Lord Dunath. Lord Dunath was getting on in years, however, being almost two hundred and seventy-five. A frail old man, his body nothing more than sticks of bone covered by taut, smooth skin, he spent nearly all of his time with his brush and his ink, composing long poems about the glorious days of his youth.

Silwyth regarded Lord Mabreton with a curiosity enhanced by having just recently met the lords beautiful wife. Most elven marriages are marriages of convenience, arranged before the children are even born. In many instances, the married couple actually come to love each other. Silwyth guessed immediately that this was not the case with Lord and Lady Mabreton.

 
The lord was older than the lady by a good one hundred years; this must be his second or maybe even third marriage. He was tall and powerfully built, with cold, dull eyes and the sort of mouth that never laughed unless it laughed at the misfortune of another. Thick-bodied, thickheaded, as the saying went; just the sort to be insanely jealous of a wife whose beauty he undoubtedly prized only as a trophy. Silwyth immediately disliked the man.

The Shield invited the gentlemen to be seated. He placed Lord Mabreton on his right hand and Silwyth on his left, in a chair that was one removed from the Shield. Leaving the chair vacant was a mark of respect to the absent Lord Dunath.

The servants brought jugs of white wine that had been cooling in bowls of snow, carried down from the mountain peak. Plates of other delicacies were passed, fruit and breads and sugared wafers, all quite delicious. The servants placed the food and wine on a table, which they had carried in for the purpose, thenas was customarythey left. Silwyth, as the youngest and the lowest ranked, poured the wine for his elders and his betters.

No business is discussed with the wine. Only certain topics are permissible. These include the praising of the house and grounds of the host, the praising of the family of the host, who in return praises the families of his guests. The praises take the form of storytelling. Elves are passionately fond of stories, particularly stories dealing with the glories of their ancestors, and they relate these with relish at any given opportunity. The goal of every elf living is to do something so brave, so honorable, so renowned that the story will be one his descendants can relate with pride.

Lord Mabreton began by telling the well-known story about Lady Amwaths courage in battling the assassins who had just murdered her husband. Silwyth, who had studied up on stories about the Shields family prior to coming, on the off chance that he might actually be asked to relate one, had originally selected this story, then rejected it, as being the one best known and therefore most likely to be related.

Silwyth was glad he had chosen another story and was rehearsing it in his mind, when the half of his brain that was listening to Lord Mabreton realized that the man was making a dreadful mistake.

Thinking to flatter the Shield, who had been in his mothers womb at the time of the attack, Lord Mabreton hinted that it was the Shield himself who lent his mother the courage to kill the two assassins. A weak woman, he concluded, could have never been so courageous on her own.

The Shield received the praise-story with due courtesy, replied with a story designed to honor Lord Mabreton. Silwyth alone had seen the angry tapping of the Shields sandaled foot beneath the embroidered hem of his robe. The Shield was quite proud of his mother. Silwyth guessed that Lord Mabretons consequence had fallen.

How far? Silwyth wondered. And what will this do for me?

Silwyths turn to tell his story came. He had been diligent in his research and recited a story he had heard from his own ancestral advisorhis long-dead grandfather. A rather ill-tempered ghost, Silwyths grandfather was not one to hang about playing mah-jongg. He was jealous of the living and was constantly meddling in their affairs, bringing proclamations from the gods on an average of three times daily. The Father and Mother, it seemed, took a great interest in petty household concerns, for that was about all the ancestral advisor ever seemed to discuss. He was a keen supporter of the Shield and his house, however, and had agreed to provide Silwyth with a praise-story after only a modicum of bitter complaining that no one ever listened to him.

The Shield was pleased, though no one but Silwyth could have told. Certainly not the obtuse Lord Mabreton, who paid no attention to Silwyths recitation, but slumped in his chair, half-asleep from the wine, impatient to end the ceremonial part of the meeting and get on to business. The Shields foot did not tap once, however. His keen eyes, fixed on Silwyth, did not waver.

I had not heard that story before, Lesser Guardian, said the Shield when Silwyth was finished. I thank you for telling it. I trust you will tell it again many times in my hearing.

Silwyth realized the implications of such a statement and thrilled to hear it; perhaps he was to be made a part of the Shields own personal retinue. Lord Mabreton stifled a yawn.

The servants returned after the lapse of the time prescribed for the drinking of the wine to clear away the jug, the bowl of snow, the empty food trays. Now it was time for business. Lord Mabreton came fully alert. The Shield beckoned to his personal assistant, who had arrived with the departure of the wine. The assistant came forward, handed the Shield two scrolls, one tied with a dark green ribbon, the other tied with a paler green ribbon. The dark green went to Lord Mabreton, the Guardian; the paler went to Silwyth, the Lesser Guardian.

Both men unrolled their scrolls and read the orders, which came from the Divines own brush. The orders were expressed in the form of elaborate poems, whose intent lay couched somewhere in the flowery phrasing. Silwyth affected to read the document with polite attention. The real orders would come from the mouth of the Shield.

Perusal concluded, Silwyth looked up. The Shield was staring out into the cedars, a line of concentrated thought deepening upon his brow. The Shield was one hundred and fifty, the prime of life for an elf. He was known to be a fierce and courageous warrior, intensely ambitious, fond of the power he held and determined to keep it. Rumors had been circulating for a year that the Divine was jealous of the Shields power, whichbecause the Shield controlled a mighty armywas greater than the Divines own power. The Divine was doing all he could to build up alliances among the other houses, perhaps even plotting to overthrow the current Shield and set up one upon whose loyalty he could depend.

 
The Shield turned his thoughtful gaze to Silwyth, who met and held it. There was a time for humility and a time to reveal ones inner strength. The Shield seemed pleased with what he saw, for he nodded once, slightly.

Lord Mabreton, said the Shield, turning away, you are hereby ordered by the Divine, Master of Us Allthis said with a slight curl of the lipto travel to the human royal city of Vinnengael, there to take your post as ambassador.

Lord Mabreton expressed his joy and gratification and willingness to obey an order that obviously came as no surprise to him, since he and his wife and their retinue were already well on their journey.

The Shield turned to Silwyth. You, Lesser Guardian, Silwyth of House Kinnoth, will accompany Lord Mabreton. You are very fortunate, young sir. Your request to study in the Great Library of King Tamaros has been granted.

So that was what that meandering poem was about. Silwyth had been unable to fathom it, especially as he had made no such request. He expressed his heartfelt gratitude to the Shield and to Lord Mabreton for permitting him to travel in such exalted company.

By the scowl on the lords face, this was the first Lord Mabreton had heard he and his wife were to have a traveling companion, a young and handsome traveling companion. He dared not argue with the Shield, but he thought enough of himself not to bother to conceal his displeasureanother mistake. Business concluded, the Shield rose in the gesture of dismissal.

Lord Mabreton and Silwyth made their farewells, gave their thanks for the honor done to them in being admitted into the presence of one so mighty. The Shield added his own compliments. Turning to Silwyth, the Shield very slightly lowered his eyelids, lifted one eyebrow.

Silwyth and Lord Mabreton backed their way across the white rock and into the cedars, wherehaving taken the requisite number of stepsthey could turn without their backsides giving offense.

 
I suppose we will have to delay our departure, so that you, sir, can return to your house and pack, were the first ungracious words out of Lord Mabretons mouth, as they followed one of the servants through the gardens.

Silwyth was angered; the tone might have been used to a peasant, not another lord. He knew better than to reveal his anger. Lord Mabreton might be trying to goad him into an argument in the hopes of persuading the Shield to change his orders.

I am accustomed to traveling lightly. I have with me what I need for the journey. I will cause you no delay, my lord, Silwyth replied and, taking a misstep on a loose piece of flagstone, he lost his footing and fell to the ground.

Embarrassed, Silwyth staggered hastily to his feet. He made a gallant attempt to continue on, but found he had injured his ankle and could not place his weight upon it. Biting his lip against the pain, he sat down upon a stone bench.

Well, what have you done to yourself? Lord Mabreton demanded, stopping, glaring.

Only a turned ankle, my lord, said Silwyth. Please, continue on your way. I will remain here a few moments to allow the pain to subside.

Ive seen men make less fuss about an arrow in the gut, Lord Mabreton sneered. Now we shall have to haul about a cripple. I take my leave of you, sir. I trust you will not meet with any further mishaps!

He marched off, muttering to himself and trampling the flowers.

Silwyth remained behind, seated upon the bench. The servants, solicitous and concerned, brought him steaming water with oil of eucalyptus to bathe his injured ankle and cloths to bind it. This he did, most solemnly, sitting upon the bench and waiting. He would stay there for an hour, until darkness fell. If he had misread the signal, no harm would be done.

Silwyth had only just bound up his ankle when the Shield appeared.

 
I hear you slipped on a loose flagstone, my lord, said the Shield. I am sorry to have been the cause of your injury. The flagstone will be repaired immediately, the caretaker suitably punished.

He should not be punished on my account, my lord, Silwyth protested humbly. The flagstone was not loose. It was my fault. I was not watching where I was going.

The Shield sat down upon the bench beside Silwyth, who was glad of the dusk, for he felt that he could not properly contain his elation.

Well, it was a lucky accident, said the Shield, with the slightest hint of a chuckle in his voice. I was wanting to have a chance to speak to you privately. I have been making inquiries about you, Lesser Guardian. People say you are a man of intelligence.

Silwyth made a seated bow.

I can see for myself that you are a man of penetration, discretion, and quick wit, the Shield added dryly. It has also been reported that you get
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