Emissary
“And thereupon the middle door of the Black Gate was thrown open
with a great clang, and out of it there came an embassy from the Dark
Tower.
“At its head there rode a tall and evil shape, mounted upon a black
horse. The rider was robed all in black, and black was his lofty helm;
yet this was no Ringwraith but a living man.
“The Lieutenant of the Tower of Barad-dûr he was, and his name is
remembered in no tale, for he himself had forgotten it, and he said: ‘I
am the Mouth of Sauron.’

“The Black Gate Opens”, Return of the King
J.R.R. Tolkien

Chapter 1

The Foundling

U

rzahil’s mother slid out of bed and crawled
toward the door until her arms collapsed beneath her. She lay
on the floor, and her breath came in wheezing gasps. After a
time, she struggled to regain her hands and knees, but fell
again, and lay still.
Urzahil abandoned the warmth of the blankets and toddled
over to her. He clung to her all night, waiting for her to wake
up while her body cooled in his arms. By the time the horizon
lightened to grey, he was desperately hungry and needed to
nurse. He began to cry.
After a time, the door opened and filled the room with
light. Urzahil looked up. The woman from next door stood in
the doorway, her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide. Urzahil
clung to his mother even more tightly, the woman had to pry
his fingers loose before she could pull him to his feet and lead
him outside.
That evening, Urzahil sat at the big farm table in the
neighbor’s kitchen, his feet dangling over the hard-packed dirt
floor. The room smelled of smoke. A few coals burned on the
hearth, enough to warm the room and drive off the chill of the
ocean fogs that blanketed the city in winter.
Urzahil pushed pieces of bread around the plate that had
been placed in front of him. The murmur of women’s voices
flowed over him, the chitchat of the neighbor ladies from up
and down the street. He caught a number of words that were
familiar to him, but he couldn’t put together their meaning.
“My husband went to her village and talked to her people
there, but they don’t want him. They disowned her when her
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pregnancy started to show, and they’ve no use for the bastard.
They won’t take him. They don’t even want to see him.”
“Will the rug makers take him? The finest rugs have the
tiniest knots, which can only be tied by the smallest hands.
They’re always looking for children to sit at the looms.”
“Children, not toddlers like him. He was only born two
winters ago.”
“Can he be sold into servitude, then?”
“He’s too young. The slavers won’t take them until they’re
at least six.”
The women fell silent. Someone was chopping vegetables
on a butcher block, and an ember popped on the hearth, but
otherwise the room was silent.
“Do we know who the father is?”
“She said it was Tar-Lintoron. He’s from an ancient house,
one of the Great Families of Umbar. I hear he’s been
supporting the two of them all this time: the rent on the
cottage, an allowance for food, everything. He even visits
sometimes.”
“Would he take the boy, then?”
“I doubt it. He has a wife and family of his own, and a
reputation to protect.”
“Even so, the boy has nowhere else to go. It can’t hurt to
ask.”
A few days later, Urzahil climbed the marble steps up to
the grandest house he’d ever seen, his small hand completely
enclosed in his father’s. There was a portico over the double
door, and stone balconies at each of the upstairs windows.
Before they reached the door, it was opened for them from
within. They entered, and a servant took his father’s cloak and
walking stick.
He looked around. As his eyes adjusted to the dim interior,
he saw a floor of polished white stone with an inlaid pattern
that looked like waves. A long walnut table dominated the
room. Under it was a thick red carpet with a complicated
pattern of flowers and animals. Recesses in the wall held silver
vases with flowers. A sculpture of a fish sat on the table.
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He realized they were being watched. A woman with hair
the color of honey stood in the entry hall, her body stiff and
her mouth set in a hard line. Behind her, a girl a year or two
older than Urzahil, with the same honey-colored of hair,
poked her head around the woman’s skirts and smiled.
“I don’t want your bastard in our home, Eädur,” said the
woman.
“I have no choice, he has nowhere else to go,” said his
father.
“The rumors that you took up with a farm girl when I was
huge and clumsy with our first child were bad enough, but
displaying the evidence where all our friends can see it is too
much.”
“He’s just a child, Vanimeldë. He’s blameless in all this,”
his father said.

By the time he was eight, Urzahil struggled to remember
his mother’s face, even though he still loved and missed her.
That fragment of memory was all he had of her, and it was
precious to him.
One day when he was walking in the marketplace with his
sister Aranelaith, he saw her. It was her, he was sure of it. He
let go of Aranelaith’s hand and ran to her. The woman
gathered him in her arms and kissed him.
“You’ve gotten so big, I missed you so!”
“Mother, it’s really you.”
She laughed and kissed him again.
“No, it’s Nanny. Don’t you remember? I looked after you
when you first came here,” she said. Aranelaith was laughing
too, but Urzahil hung his head, blinking hard. He had no
memories of his mother at all.

Urzahil thought he heard voices and came downstairs. It
was late for a ten-year-old to be up. He thought everyone else
in the household had gone to bed, but a lamp still burned in
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the dining chamber. Urzahil pressed himself against the
plaster wall just outside, holding his breath and listening hard.
“…he’s a constant reminder that, barely a year after we
were married, you fell in love with a sweet and pretty girl who
gave you a son. Every single time I see him, it’s like a slap in
the face.” Lady Lintoron’s voice rose well above its usual
pitch.
His father murmured something in response. Urzahil
couldn’t make out the words, but the syllables were low and
soothing.
Urzahil was glad his father was never far from home. The
fathers of his friends were often away for months at a time,
hunting down the enemy’s ships at sea, or riding with a
caravan through the desert along the spice routes.
Without his father acting as a buffer between himself and
Lady Lintoron, he didn’t think they could live together under
one roof. He was sure that if Lady Lintoron had her way,
she’d have his things tossed into the street and the door barred
against him.

When Urzahil was sixteen and his two brothers had reached
the age at which boys begin school, a tutor was hired to teach
the three of them. Pellardur was the younger son of a noble
family. He had a University education, but since his family’s
estate was entailed to the first-born heir, he had to make his
own way in the world.
He lived with Urzahil’s family as a teacher and companion
to the children, a common occupation for the younger sons of
noble houses with no property of their own.
Urzahil realized Pellardur would be with them only until his
family secured him a position as a ship’s captain or an advisor
at Court. That’s how it had always been with younger sons,
first sons ran the family estate and younger sons entered the
professions. Urzahil didn’t even want to inherit the Lintoron
fishing fleet, he wanted to become a scholar.
As the oldest of the three boys, and having a love of
learning like his father, Urzahil got the largest share of
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Pellardur’s attention. His brothers were more athletic, and
preferred playing sports to studying.
The young tutor tried to teach them enough astrology and
geometry to navigate by the stars, and enough geography to
travel cross-country, but the younger boys had no interest in
the history of Númenor or in ancient languages.
“Urzahil, you’re a natural. You should consider staying on
at the University to teach, after you finish your course of
study,” Pellardur said.
Urzahil was flattered, and the more he thought about it, the
more he thought that’s what he wanted to do.

Urzahil picked his way down the steep road that led from
the seaward gate to the harbor below. He reminded his
younger brothers to hang on to the railing and watch where
they put their feet. The road from the city to the waterfront
was so sharply inclined that, here and there, the steeply sloped
cobblestones had been replaced by stairs.
The day was already hot, but in the shadow of the walled
city on the cliffs hundreds of feet above them, they were
shielded them from the sun. Wildflowers grew from cracks in
the stone bluff and stirred in the breeze from the ocean,
glittering in the west.
The walled city of Umbar dominated the harbor below.
Behind the city, on the highest part of the bluff, a stone pillar1
held a crystal globe that glittered in the sun. It was said that on
a clear day, the pillar could be seen miles out to sea.

“…on the highest hill of the headland above the Haven they set a
great white pillar as a monument. It was crowned with a globe of
crystal that took the rays of the Sun and of the Moon and shone
like a bright star that could be seen in clear weather even on the
coasts of Gondor or far out upon the western sea.”
1

Christopher Tolkien, The Peoples of Middle-earth
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The Haven of Umbar stretched out before him, an inlet of
the Bay of Belfalas and one of the most important strongholds
on the coast of Arda. From this height, the hundreds of ships
in the harbor, fishing boats and cargo ships and the oceangoing vessels of the Corsairs tied up at the quay or anchored
further out, looked like model ships that children launched in
the shallow waters of sandy coves.
Of all the havens on the coast, the Númenorians had chosen
Umbar for their stronghold when they decided to extend the
reach of their power into the mainland.
Urzahil stood up a little straighter. Umbar was a mighty
city. With its double ring of walls and so many ships to
resupply it from the sea, it could withstand any siege.
The steep road gave way to the level quay surrounding the
harbor. By the time they reached the quay, Urzahil’s calves
ached and his clothes were sticking to his skin. The harbor
smelled of salt spray, dead fish, and mud flats. Urzahil
breathed it in, it was the smell of sea voyages and adventure.
To their left were the waterfront grog shops, shuttered at
this time of day. They turned right instead, and followed the
quay along the well-appointed storefronts of Merchants’ Row
where the moneylenders and import-export firms had their
offices.
“Do you think he’ll let me hold the tiller?” Aldamir spun
around to look at him.
“Only if he wants you to capsize us.” Urzahil was unsure
about the whole adventure. He only went along because, as
someone of Númenorian descent, he was supposed to like
boats.
Every day when the weather was fair, the fleet left before
dawn and returned in mid-afternoon with their catch, great
quantities of fish spilling out of the nets, tails flapping and
panting through crimson gill slits.
The boys weren’t normally allowed on the family’s fishing
boats. Even Tar-Lintoron usually stayed on shore when the
boats were working, saying he didn’t like to get in the way.
His brothers begged for weeks before their father finally
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agreed to take them on a pleasure trip on the bay after the boat
returned to the wharf and unloaded its catch for the day.
A great ocean-going vessel was tied up at the pier opposite
Merchants’ Row. Strong men were carrying crates down the
gangplank and loading them onto a cart that had been driven
onto the pier.
Further up the quay were the smaller vessels, including the
fishing boats.
“It’s one of Father’s boats!” Aldamir shouted. He ran to the
edge of the quay, close enough to risk falling in. Urzahil
looked at the stone curb, the pilings sharp with barnacles, and
the approaching vessel. He leapt forward to pull his brother
away from the edge.
The boat dropped sail, turning nimbly and coming to rest
against the quay. Coils of rope tossed over the side unwound in
the air towards the quay, where dockhands caught them and
cleated them down. Urzahil and his brothers watched the boat
unload its catch, the silvery fish spilling from the nets like silver
coins.
To his brothers, it was just an exciting day at the waterfront,
but Urzahil had heard the adults’ conversations, and he knew
that, along with the rents from a few farms somewhere up
north, the fishing boats were the main source of the family’s
wealth.
“Are you ready to go sailing?” Urzahil turned around, and
saw Tar-Lintoron, dressed in old clothes. He helped the
younger boys climb aboard. Urzahil, with his long legs,
stepped across the gap between dock and boat, trying not to
look down at the water, which looked oily and cold.
They found places to sit along the bow, where they would
have the best view. The deckhands cast off, and a crewman
raised the sail. The boat heeled over as it caught the wind, and
they headed out to sea.
They cleared the harbor and reached the relatively open
water of the inlet, where cliffs pressed in from either side. The
bow rose and dropped, spray dashed his face. It was exciting.
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It was hot, and the smell of fish began to bother him. Or
perhaps it was the bilge, with its odor of mildew and rotten
eggs. He wondered how long it would be until they turned
back. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand, his mouth
was filling with spit.
“Are you all right? You look pale.” His father frowned, a
chisel-line between his brows.
“Come on, Urzahil. Númenorians are a seafaring race, we
don’t get seasick,” said Aldamir.
Urzahil laid his head against the gunwale, feeling
completely miserable.

“How dare you take that tone with me!” Lady Lintoron spat
out the words, then turned on her heel and slammed the door
behind her.
Urzahil sighed. He’d chosen his words with care,
addressing her by her title and inquiring after her health. The
trouble was, he’d spoken them in an amused, contemptuous
tone. She hadn’t liked it any better this time than she had in
the past.
He stormed up to his room, a small space under the stairs
to the attic. It was on the same floor as the rooms of his
brothers, but it lacked a fireplace, and it had a view of the
blank wall of the house next door rather than the gardens and
the sea beyond.
He flung himself onto the narrow bedstead. The ceiling
over his feet was close enough to touch, if he stretched and
pointed his toe. He kicked it a few time while his eye moved
over the plain furnishings, a table and chair, an oil lamp, a
shelf for books, and a clothes chest that doubled as a place to
sit.
Urzahil and Lady Lintoron had never gotten along. He
understood why she resented the daily reminder that, in the
first year of their arranged marriage, Tar-Lintoron had fallen
in love with a pretty farm girl, who’d not only won his heart
but given him a his first son, a son he seemed to prefer over
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their legitimate children. But even though he knew what she
was feeling, it didn’t seem to stop what came out of his mouth.
To her credit, while his father’s wife was distant and cool
towards him, and treated him as a poor relation, she’d never
been cruel. Most of the time she just ignored him.
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Chapter 2

An Aristocratic Upbringing

U

rzahil sat on the stone steps to the garden,
watching his father teach his two brothers how to handle a
sword. After the first few bouts, sweat plastered their hair to
their faces. From his perch in the shade, Urzahil felt hot and
dusty just watching them.
Unlike his father and brothers, Urzahil wasn’t required to
bear arms to protect their city, the Havens of Umbar. Nothing
prevented him from training in swordsmanship, he could
have been a hired blade when he came of age if he wanted to,
but he wasn’t interested. He did wear a sword on his belt on
formal occasions, but if he’d pulled it out, he would’ve
dropped it.
The drills weren’t as interesting to watch by the tenth
repetition, and Urzahil started to get bored. He picked up a
sword his brother wasn’t using and swung it back and forth to
see how it felt. He felt very dashing. His father came over,
holding his own sword and smiling.
“Would you like to spar for a few rounds?” his father
asked.
They circled each other, holding their swords away from
their bodies, tense and alert. It was harder than it looked, and
Urzahil didn’t really know what he was doing. His father
swung his sword, and Urzahil flinched away.
“Oh, come on, It’s just a practice weapon, it can’t hurt you,”
his father said.
The next blow landed on Urzahil’s hand, and his sword fell
to the ground. His fingers tingled, and drops of blood beaded
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along a line on his wrist. Urzahil clutched his hand and
wailed.
“That’s nothing, it’s barely a scratch,” his father said, but he
wrapped it in a strip of linen when Urzahil insisted. The
wound stung. Urzahil expected blood to soak through the
bandage, but it didn’t.
Urzahil was glad he wasn’t expected to go into battle2. He
wasn’t a swordsman, he wasn’t good at any sport. He would
serve from within the city, writing documents or adding
columns in a ledger book. Or possibly he would navigate the
complex political waters of Umbar. Men standing around
talking could be as dangerous as men wielding swords, maybe
even more dangerous. Alliances, conspiracies, intrigue, that’s
where the fortunes of the great rose and fell.
Urzahil had a gift: he could read men’s thoughts by
watching their hands, the muscle in their jaw, their posture. If
he was called upon to defend the city, politics, not warfare,
would be his realm.

“It’s cruel to raise him as a nobleman, Eädur. You’re putting
him in a terrible position.”
The voices wafting from the dining chamber stopped
Urzahil in his tracks. He flattened himself against the wall next
to the door and held perfectly still, listening.
“What will happen when he comes of age and realizes that
all the professions he’s ever considered are reserved for the
nobility? Or that he can’t marry any of the girls he grew up
with?” Lady Lintoron’s voice sounded shrill.
His father answered, but Urzahil couldn’t make out the
words.
“His only skills are going to school and conducting himself
at Court. He can’t even handle a boat; he gets sick on the
“…the other quailed and gave back as if menaced with a blow. ‘I
am a herald and ambassador, and may not be assailed!’ he cried.”
2

J.R.R. Tolkien, Return of the King, “The Black Gate Opens”
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water. He has no titles and no lands; he won’t be able to
support himself when he grows up. You should have
apprenticed him to a blacksmith or a shipwright,” said Lady
Lintoron.
“I’ve left him enough to finish school and set himself up in
business afterwards,” said Tar-Lintoron.
“Oh? Does he have a head for business? Because I’ve never
seen any sign of it. Please, do you know anyone in the skilled
trades? Maybe it’s not too late to get him an apprenticeship,”
said Lady Lintoron.
Urzahil leaned against the wall and clenched his teeth. She
was trying to get rid of him. Let her try, he was under his
father’s protection.

During the Summer Solstice festival, Pellardur took Urzahil
and his brother and sister on an outing to the oldest part of the
city to watch students from the University perform a play. At
seventeen, Urzahil felt he was too old for a tutor, but until he
entered University, Pellardur was responsible for his
education.
The square where the play would be performed was inside
the original city walls, which in addition to the Temple,
enclosed several dozen houses and shops. The buildings
inside the walls were small and crudely built, sometimes just a
single room with a loft above it. Some dated back thousands of
years, to the time when Umbar was a colonial outpost of
Númenor.
Urzahil stopped in front of an ancient mud-brick house,
preserved as a historical site. He bent down to study the brass
plaque beside the door.
Home of Er-Mûrazor, First Captain of the Haven, SA 1900
Behind him, Pellardur was reciting interesting facts.
Interesting to him, maybe.
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“Er-Mûrazor, the Black Prince, was the younger son of
Ciryatan the Shipbuilder, twelfth king of Númenor. He was one
of the founders of Umbar, and the first Captain of the Haven3.”
Urzahil sighed heavily. Pellardur could turn anything into a
lesson, even a holiday at the Summer Solstice festival.
“Er-Mûrazor sailed from Númenor and led the early coastal
campaigns. A great general, he captured huge swaths of the
coast, but the most important, strategically speaking, was this
port, the Haven of Umbar. High above the harbor, he built a
fortified city and made it his capital.”
The door to the ancient structure stood open. Urzahil
stepped through to escape the lecture, but Pellardur followed
him, still talking.
“No, really, it’s an interesting story. Er-Mûrazor was fiercely
loyal to his father, the king. They say he led the military
campaign hoping to win his father’s approval. But instead of
being impressed, his father ordered Er-Mûrazor to gift Umbar
to his older brother, who already stood to inherit the throne. ErMûrazor refused to give up the Haven, even at the risk of being
disowned. And that’s how Umbar became independent.”
Urzahil ignored him. By now, his eyes had adjusted to the
dimness. The primitive space had a hard-packed dirt floor and
a huge walk-in fireplace built from round stones. The low
ceiling was supported by beams black with smoke, and a
ladder led to the attic.
The dwelling resembled something a homesteader would
make for himself using simple tools, yet the furnishings inside
this primitive shelter were spectacular. The table and chairs
were made from imported hardwood, carved with more skill
than modern craftsmen possessed. A casket inlaid with ivory
sat on the table.
In the far corner of the room, there was a magnificent fourposter bed. The embroidered silk hangings were finer than any

In TA 1350, Er-Mûrazor acquired a new title, the Witch King of
Angmar.
3
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he’d seen in the home of wealthy friends. The conquerors must
have brought them here from Númenor.
“Are those the original bed curtains?” Urzahil asked.
“They’re copies. The originals would be five thousand years
old, they’d have crumbled to dust by now,” said Pellardur.
The rest of the furnishings were just as splendid. A painted
chest against the wall was the work of an artist. A bowl on the
table, an oil lamp, a sword in a leather scabbard, they were
finer than anything that could have been made in colonial
Umbar.
Pellardur was still lecturing. “Er-Mûrazor was born during a
solar eclipse. He had the blackest hair any of them had ever
seen. His given name, Tindomul, means ‘Twilight’.”
“I suppose you’re going to drag us into the City of the Dead
to see his tomb on the way home?”
“He isn’t buried in Umbar. He was a powerful sorcerer, and
it’s said that after the quarrel with his father, he traveled east,
to Mordor, looking for a spell to lengthen his own life. He never
returned.”
Urzahil liked history as much as the next person, but he
didn’t see what any of this had to do with him,
unless….
“Was Er-Mûrazor one of my ancestors?” asked Urzahil.
“No, he never married, he didn’t have any children,” said
Pellardur.
“He could’ve had children outside of marriage,” said
Urzahil’s sister Aranelaith.
“He could have, but they wouldn’t count, would they?”
Pellardur snickered, and then his hand flew to his mouth. “Oh
Urzahil, I didn’t mean that.”
Sure you didn’t. Urzahil glared at him.
By this time, a large crowd had gathered in the square to
see a play about Sauron’s surrender to Ar-Pharazôn. Urzahil
and Pellardur were tall enough to see easily, but the others
weren’t, so they pushed between people to get close to the
front.
A chair decorated like a throne had been set up on the stone
platform surrounding the fountain in the center of the square.
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Around the throne were half a dozen soldiers, heavily armed.
A tall man with untidy hair and the embroidered silks of
Númenor stood on the dais. He introduced himself as Caldûr,
an instructor of Númenorian History at the University. His
baritone voice boomed across the square.
“People of Umbar, today the History of Númenor class will
present a play about one of Númenor’s greatest military
triumphs, an event which occurred on this very spot over
three thousand years ago. The play will be as historically
accurate as possible, not only because my students are
dedicated scholars, but because their grade depends on it.”
The crowd tittered.
“It is the year 3262 in the Second Age. Ar-Pharazôn the
Golden has challenged Sauron of Mordor for the title, Lord of
the Earth. Ar-Pharazôn raised a great army, and Sauron’s
forces dropped their weapons and flee before the might of
Númenor. Now, to save his realm, Sauron has come to kneel
before the throne of Ar-Pharazôn and speak the words of
surrender.”
Urzahil loved stories about the renegade, a figure out of
legend, larger than life.
Just then, a man dressed in magnificent robes and wearing
a crown ascended the dais and took his place on the throne,
Ar-Pharazôn the Golden, last king of Númenor. He looked
over the crowd, his face stern and commanding.
There was a stir on the far side of the square. The crowd
parted to reveal a man in simple blue robes, with smooth black
hair that hung to his waist. Alone and unarmed, he held his
arms away from his body, the palms turned upward. Urzahil
craned his neck to see better. On one hand, he wore a plain
gold ring. Like all the Holy Ones, he looked Elvish. Where did
they find an Elf to play Sauron? But Elvish merchants often
passed through Umbar, the students must have hired one.
The guards in front of the king stepped aside, and he
approached to the king and knelt at his feet.
“I surrender to one greater than myself, and express regret
for my crimes,” said the Elf playing Sauron.
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“I meant to have you killed, but I will allow you to become
my vassal instead,” said Ar-Pharazôn.
Sauron placed his hands between Ar-Pharazôn’s and swore
the oath that made him Ar-Pharazôn’s servant in which he
vowed never to harm the king, either by his own hand or
through the hand of another4.
When Sauron got up to go, soldiers seized him and clapped
him in irons.
“No! You promised me I could leave afterwards,” cried
Sauron.
“I changed my mind,” said Ar-Pharazôn.
The actor playing Sauron was forced down the steep road
to a ship waiting in the harbor. The crowd lined both sides of
the road and jeered at the prisoner.
Caldûr’s voice turned ominous. “Ar-Pharazôn didn’t know
it at the time, but he had just made the greatest mistake of his
life. When Sauron was finished with Númenor, all that
remained of the island kingdom was a smoking crater on the
floor of the ocean.”
“Even so, the surrender of Sauron to Ar-Pharazôn was one
of the most important events in Númenorian history. A
thousand years later, the Pillar, a monument to Dúnedain
strength, was raised to commemorate the occasion.”
The crowd broke up, and the five of them went to look for
the sweets vendor who sold cold lemon juice.
“It’s a true story, and it really did happen in this very
square, three thousand years ago. That’s where Ar-Pharazôn
throne stood when he accepted Sauron’s surrender, and this is
the road where Sauron was marched to the waiting ships. It’s
just about the most important thing that’s ever happened in
Umbar,” said Pellardur.


However, the oath did not preclude Sauron from talking the king
into doing something so stupid he would get himself killed.
4
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It was the morning of the summer solstice. Urzahil stood
with his father and brothers in the front hall, washed and
dressed in the best clothes they owned.
“Let’s see your nails.” Lady Lintoron inspected his brother
Êruhil’s nails. “Go give them another scrub. Hurry, we should
have left already.” She pointed, and Êruhil scurried off.
She scrutinized the rest of them, but must have decided their
hair was sufficiently combed, their collars straight, and their
boots polished, because she didn’t say anything more.
The Temple was in the oldest part of the city, within the
inner walls built when the city was founded. Tar-Lintoron led
the family, followed by the household servants.
“Today is the longest day of the year,” said Êruhil.
“It only seems that way because we’ll be stuck in the Temple
for most of it.” Urzahil grinned, knowing he was speaking
blasphemy. His father swatted at him, and he ducked.
They approached the old city walls, built when the city was
founded. Above the walls, the gilded dome of the Temple
glittered in the morning sun. A slender wisp of smoke escaped
from its peak. Urzahil’s chest tightened.
“Look at the smoke. Will there be a sacrifice today?” He
hated having to watch.
His father squeezed Urzahil’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about
it. We haven’t captured any prisoners of war or arrested any
traitors lately. I’m sure they’ll use animals instead. They
haven’t done what you’re worried about since I was a boy.”
The main road passed through a gate in the wall and
emerged in the market square, the heart of the city. To the right,
one whole side of the square was taken up by the front of the
Temple. Its coral façade was blinding white.
The square was crowded with people pushing towards the
broad stone stairways that led to the great doors of the Temple.
The interior of the Temple was dark, but there were candles
inside, pinpoints of light broke up the gloom. A red glow flared
up, revealing intricate stone carvings on the interior walls.
Urzahil caught a glimpse of statues and ornamented pillars,
and then the glow receded.
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The Lintoron family joined the crowd inching towards the
steps leading to the great doors, flung open to admit them.
Urzahil stood for several minutes without moving, and when
he did, it was a step at a time.
Urzahil studied the Temple wall beside him. The stone near
the ground was darker than the white coral above it, and pitted
with age. The line between them was jagged as a broken bottle.
Where he was standing, the older stones reached his shoulder,
while a few paces away, were they only knee high. His father
touched Urzahil’s arm and pointed.
“See the darker stones? That’s a remnant of the original
building. In 933, invaders from Gondor overran the city walls,
seized control of the Haven, and burned the Temple to the
ground. A few fragments of wall and the foundations beneath
them are all that remains.”
Finally, they made their way up the steps into the great
space within, divided into alcoves by rows of pillars.
The altar was in the center of the Temple, on a raised dais
beneath the dome. A wooden railing fenced off a wide expanse
around it. Laymen were forbidden to approach the altar, so in
spite of the crowding in the Temple, the marble floor around
the dais was empty.
Tar-Lintoron led the way to one of the low-walled
enclosures reserved for the Great Families who sponsored the
Temple. Built against the rail as close as laypeople were
allowed to go, they offered an unobstructed view of the
ceremony. Each box had a bench built around three sides, so
the family could watch in relative comfort compared to the
majority of worshipers, who would find themselves standing
for four or five hours, for the most part watching the heads of
the people in front of them.
Urzahil found a seat between his father and sister. The altar
was ten or twelve paces away. Acolytes moved around the dais
near it, lighting torches and arranging sprays of greenery
nearby. Urzahil noticed they didn’t touch the altar itself.
The Temple Bell tolled once and fell silent, and the bronze
doors were closed. The shutters were sealed, plunging the
Temple in darkness. Apart from the pinpoints of light from oil
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lamps and candles, the bonfires flanking the altar gave off the
only light. Sparks lifted by the fragrant smoke rose to the roof
of the dome and disappeared.
The sound of drums signals the arrival of the anointed
clergy. A line of priests entered in silver robes, hoods pulled
low over their faces and hands concealed in their sleeves. His
father nudged him. “There’s Súrion, third one from the front.”
Urzahil didn’t know how he could tell. The priests of Melkor all
looked alike.
Urzahil’s father whispered, “On High Holy days, the priests
go through ritual purification before the ceremony. They fast,
abstain from speaking, and kneel before the High Altar all
night. It helps to put them into the trance state from which they
conduct the sacred rituals.”
The sacred rituals: that meant prayers in Black Speech,
which he’d never learned. It meant burnt offerings, and on
occasion, blood sacrifice. Urzahil dug his nails into his palms. If
the High Priest performed a sacrifice today, it would be an
animal, but even so, Urzahil would rather not see it happen.
Tar-Lintoron started to say more, but his voice was drowned
out by a crescendo of drums. Fires flared up from every recess
of the Temple. Unseen singers, their voices droned the ancient
chants.
There was a clash of cymbals, and the High Priest entered
the Temple of Melkor. His heavy robes showed no color other
than black. An acolyte walled before him carrying a standard,
black with a crown bearing three white gems, the emblem of
Melkor.
One of the most powerful men in Umbar, the High Priest
was a tall man with proud bearing. It was said he occupied this
world and the supernatural one at the same time. Secluded
behind Temple walls, the High Priest rarely appeared in public.
Urzahil had never met him, but Tar-Lintoron had.
“A cold and distant man, and politically ambitious. I suspect
his high rank is due as much to court intrigue as it is to piety.”
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The procession passed through a gate in the rail, but
stopped three or four paces from the altar. The standard bearer
fell back, and the lesser priests stepped to either side.
The High Priest reached to his throat. He undid the clasp of
his mantle and let it fall to the floor, revealing a robe of pristine
white wool that stopped just above his bare feet. He
approached the altar and, extending his arms, spoke the holy
words.
“Melkor, Giver of Life, hear our prayers.” He used Black
Speech, the tongue spoken in Utumno, and later, in Mordor.
Urzahil knew only a few words of Black Speech, but like
everyone else, he’d been forced by his parents to memorize the
chief prayers, so he had no trouble following the ceremony. He
knew what was coming next.
A pair of acolytes carried in a lamb, bound and struggling.
They placed it on the altar and held it down. A priest placed a
ceremonial blade in the High Priest’s hand. He raised it high
above his head. Light from the altar fires reflected red from the
steel. Urzahil covered his face and squeezed his eyes shut.
There was silence, and from the crowd behind him, the hiss of
breath. He lowered his hands. The High Priest’s white garment
was splashed crimson. The cuffs of his sleeves were soaked
with it, and his stomach was more red than white. Urzahil
covered his face again. He breathed deeply, held it, and let it
out.
The lights went low and the drums began again. The hard
part was over; everything after this was just repetitious
chanting and the drone of unseen instruments. Before the end
of the ceremony, Urzahil had been drawn into a trancelike state
himself. At that moment, he believed. Melkor would give him
the years of life he longed for, if only Urzahil would worship
him.
The ceremony drew to a close. One of the silver-robed
priests said a blessing over the assembly. Urzahil found himself
in the street with the rest of the crowd, blinking in the sunlight
and no more of a believer than he’d been that morning when he
went in.
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Urzahil often spent the evening in his father’s study, where
he and his father played chess while discussing politics or
historical events. Urzahil wanted to go to University when he
was old enough, and to stay on as a scholar when he finished
his course of study. He would give lectures to the young
university students when it was required of him, but
scholarship was his real interest.
“The University only needs so many instructors,” said his
father.
“If I can’t teach at the University, I want to be an emissary,”
said Urzahil.
“Well, when they do those role-playing exercises in
diplomacy class where they tell you to look bored and roll your
eyes, I’d say you’ll do fine,” said his father.
Urzahil stuck out his lip. “And you’re always telling me not
to be sarcastic. At least when I do it, it’s funny.”
“But I meant it, you should consider diplomacy as a
profession. Remember, history isn’t just something that
happened long ago, it’s happening all around us.
“The tension between Gondor and Umbar began in
Númenor during the reign of Ar-Pharazôn, then moved to the
mainland after the island kingdom was destroyed. Three
thousand years later, the Black Númenorian and the Faithful
are still deadly enemies.”
“Which are we?” Urzahil asked with pretend innocence.
His father cuffed him. “We’re Black Númenorians. We seek
long life through the worship of Melkor, as you well know.”
The Temple taught that Sauron revealed the secret of
immortality to Ar-Pharazôn when he was a hostage on
Númenor. Ar-Pharazôn was captivated by the secret
knowledge. He elevated Sauron from prisoner to trusted
advisor and built the Temple to Melkor; Sauron was its first
High Priest.
Urzahil rolled his eyes. He thought the whole Cult of Melkor
was a scam. It was possible that Sauron invented the whole
religion for the sole purpose of winning over the king and
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driving a wedge between the Black Númenorians and the
Faithful.
He considered sharing his views with his father, but decided
not to. It wasn’t worth a lecture about how he was risking his
chances for a long life, maybe even for immortality itself.
Urzahil wanted more years than he was entitled to, everybody
did, but he couldn’t make himself believe something when he
didn’t. In the meantime, Urzahil kept his lack of faith to
himself.
Luckily, his family wasn’t very observant. They didn’t
attend the daily ceremonies in which the priests sang prayers
and gave blessings to those assembled. Urzahil got nothing
from it but excruciating boredom. Thankfully, his family only
went on High Holy Days, when the Temple put on an excellent
show.
“And while we’re thinking about careers for you, you might
want to consider the Priesthood,” his father said.
Urzahil was in the middle of drinking from his wine cup. He
snorted, and wine went out his nose, but it didn’t sting badly
enough to make him stop laughing.
“Don’t look at me like that, you might like it. Much of the
work of a priest is scholarship. It’s a prestigious profession, the
priests come from some of the best families in Umbar. One of
my closest friends went into the priesthood,” his father said.
“Well, I’m going to be a scholar, or possibly a diplomat,”
said Urzahil.
A shadow passed across his father’s face. “I’m sorry,
Urzahil, I was forgetting. It’s imposs…very hard to enter those
professions unless you have an ancient family name, and
unlike myself and your brothers, you’re not officially a
Lintoron.”
Sometimes Urzahil hated being illegitimate. He really, really
hated it.
“But there are so many other things you could be, a store
owner or a clerk or a clerk in a counting house, or you could
apprentice yourself to a shipwright or a blacksmith…”
Urzahil had the build for manual labor, but not the
inclination.
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“There’s no way I would ever fall so low that I’d agree to be
apprenticed to blacksmith,” he said.
Yet, if his mother’s family had raised him, he’d be unloading
cargo on the docks now, assuming he hadn’t been sold into
servitude first. He started to feel afraid, and looked to his father
with pleading eyes.
“Don’t worry, it won’t come to that,” his father assured him.
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First Day of University

I

n one week, Urzahil would enter the
University. Family connections had secured his place, and the
first term’s fees had already been paid. He would still live at
home, but he felt like a new phase of his life was about to
begin, in which anything was possible.
“You’ll study history and geography, vital for a diplomatic
career,” said Pellardur, his tutor.
If Urzahil didn’t become a scholar after completing his
studies, he wanted to be an emissary and travel to the lands in
the east.
“You’ll take practical courses, like astronomy and geometry
for navigation at sea,” said Pellardur.
Urzahil liked math. He didn’t mind that it had practical
uses, even if he personally wasn’t planning to get his hands
dirty, now or ever.
“You’ll learn to speak Sindarin,” said Pellardur.
Urzahil wrinkled his nose. He couldn’t imagine how that
would ever be useful.
“Remember, there’s only one course of study, no matter
what profession you’re planning to enter. To graduate, you
have to do well in all subjects, even the ones that don’t interest
you.”
Urzahil wasn’t worried. He was a good listener and had an
excellent memory. He was organized, he worked hard, and he
didn’t put things off. His years at University were going to be
the best of his life.
“What about a class in Sorcery? I’d like to learn to summon
storms, read minds, and extend my own life,” said Urzahil.
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“The University only teaches things you might actually use
after graduation. Unless you plan to enter the Priesthood,
sorcery is not a practical skill,” said Pellardur.

Urzahil joined the other first-year students crowding around
the corkboard where the schedule of classes was posted:
diplomacy, Sindarin, coastal geography, astrology, and the last
class of the day, history of Númenor.
Urzahil followed the other first year students to the
diplomacy classroom. The best places on the student benches,
in the center of the middle rows, were already beginning to fill
up. He scanned the class for a familiar face, and brightened
when he saw his friend Tas. Tas waved him over, and Urzahil
dropped onto the bench beside him.
Urzahil looked around the room. One wall of the classroom
was completely covered with a huge map of Umbar and the
nations surrounding it, some friendly and some not. The desert
nation of Harad was their traditional ally. Gondor, to the north,
had warred with Umbar off and on throughout the history of
the two nations. To the east, Mordor, an enemy of Gondor and
therefore Umbar’s friend, stood empty and abandoned.
Urzahil predicted the first lecture would either be a history
of all the interactions between Umbar and its neighbors, or
possibly a lesson in diplomatic protocol. He expected to be
bored. Why should he have to take this course? He wasn’t
going to be an emissary any more than he was going to be a sea
captain, but the University offered only one course of study,
and every class was required.
He leaned close to Tas and whispered, “Why did the
university student cross the road? Because it was required.” Tas
snorted and punched him in the arm.
Urzahil watched the other students as they arrived. As a
group, they looked much like himself and his friends, with
shoulder length hair, neatly trimmed beards, and the bright
colored clothes of the nobility.
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Except for one. A plump young man in the solemn-colored
wools of a tradesman came in and took a seat on a bench near
the door. Although drab, his garments were well made and
probably more expensive than Urzahil’s silks. He looked like
the son of a wealthy merchant. Urzahil watched as he
unpacked his books and writing box. What was he doing here?
He wasn’t going to serve as an emissary, nor would a merchant
have any use for Sindarin, as the Elves they traded with were
Teleri, not Noldor.
The boy noticed Urzahil staring and his apple cheeks pulled
back in a smile. Maybe he was socially ambitious and had
enrolled in University to rub elbows with their betters, but he
would never be one of them. The merchant class controlled
substantial wealth, but they lacked the manners and
sophistication of the nobility.
Urzahil lifted his chin and looked away. I didn’t think you
could buy your way into this place, but apparently I was wrong.
And then his jaw dropped. Two youths in homespun shirts
and wool leggings entered the classroom. Judging by their
short hair and clean-shaven jaws, they were day laborers who
built roads or unloaded cargo on the docks. The two of them
walked to the front of the classroom and sat down on the first
bench, right in front of the lectern.
Just then, the instructor entered the room, and every student
in class got to his feet. The instructor spoke to the ones dressed
like day laborers. “Hello Caran, and this must be Gaerna.
Welcome aboard.”
The teacher, whose name was Wynne, introduced himself
and said a few words about the course. “I expect everyone here
has the same question. Why do I have to take diplomacy? ‘I’m
going to be a ship captain or a scholar or a commander in the
army.’ Few of you want to become emissaries. Am I right?”
There was murmured agreement from the student benches,
and a nodding of heads.
“Diplomacy isn’t just about joining the diplomatic corps. It’s
about aristocratic manners, it’s about negotiation skills, it’s
about developing an almost supernatural sense of the message
that’s spoken, and the message that’s being withheld.
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“In your chosen profession, will you need to read a man’s
face and know when he’s lying? Will you need to make
someone like you? Will you need to create a situation where
someone can back down without losing face?
“What if you’re a merchant leading a caravan, you’re
surrounded by dessert raiders, and you need to talk you’re way
out? What if you’re trying to buy a plot of land from your
neighbor, and you want to conceal how badly you need it? Or
most perilous of all, what if you’re attending the Castamiri Yule
banquet, and two men, both of whom you need to please, ask
you to settle an argument between them?” Several students in
the back tittered.
The teacher broke them into groups and had them role-play
to practice the skills needed to conduct a negotiation. It was a
spirited exercise, and emotions ran high. Urzahil knew to be
courteous when dealing with another nation’s emissary, but he
lost his temper and insulted the other ‘ambassador, and worse,
revealed information he shouldn’t have. He was embarrassed
by his performance, but he still had fun.
At the end of class, the instructor critiqued their
performance. “Urzahil, that was an impressive display of
temper. Can you tell me what you’d do differently next time?”
asked Wynne.
“Listen and nod, and keep my mouth shut,” said Urzahil.
He was embarrassed by his performance, but he still had fun.
“Correct. And one more thing, listen to your counterpart
and remember what he said. There’s a lot of information
revealed in a negotiation, but we don’t always pay close
attention to it.”
The instructor addressed the class. “Over the next few
weeks, we’ll do a series of exercises, each requiring more skills
than the one before. You’ll learn to hold your temper, to listen
without getting defensive, to remember names, dates, and
sums without writing them down. After you’ve master those
skills, you’ll learn to manipulate people using their own
qualities: guilt, anxiety, or a desire to be fair.”
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Urzahil decided he liked diplomacy. It required knowledge
of history and geography, his two favorite subjects. To
understand the relationship between two countries, it was
necessary to understand what had happened between them
over the course of centuries. Umbar and Gondor were a good
example. The tensions between them began with a schism
between the Black Númenorians and the Faithful.
And the importance of Geography was obvious. In addition
to the borders between two nations, there were strategic
features to be fought over: ports, mountain passes, and rich
tracts of farmland.
He began to consider the possibility of becoming an
emissary. It was a glamorous profession involving travel all
over Arda. It would be a life of be state dinners, important
people, and fine clothes and manners. He imagined himself as a
guest in a foreign capital, being formally greeted by high
officials and hosted in luxurious accommodation. His father’s
influence and connections should be enough to secure him a
diplomatic post, especially now that his sister had married a
Castamiri.

Urzahil was only taking Sindarin because it was required.
Like most Black Númenorians, he had little use for the Noldor
language. He raised his hand.
“Why are we learning Sindarin? The Elvish traders who pass
through here are Teleri.”
“Like traders everywhere, the Teleri speak the language of
the people they trade with.”
“By why Sindarin? Why not Black Speech?”
“Black Speech isn’t spoken anymore, except in religious
ceremonies, and hasn’t been since Mordor was abandoned. You
need to learn Sindarin because it’s spoken almost everywhere
in Arda. You don’t believe me? Look at the map. Almost every
place name in Arda is Sindarin. Go on, name something on the
map, and I’ll translate it.”
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“Númenor”
“Anduin”
“Belfalas”
“Tol Sirion”
“Haradwaith”
“Mordor”
“Umbar”

“Sindarin for Western Land”
“Sindarin for Long River”
“Sindarin for Great Coast”
“Sindarin for Island in a River”
“Sindarin for Southern People”
“Sindarin for Black Land”
“I have no idea, that’s just what it’s called.”

Urzahil chewed on the end of his pen holder. Maybe
Sindarin wasn’t as useless as he’d thought. Even so, after the
excitement of the role-playing exercise in diplomacy,
memorizing Sindarin root words was pretty dry.
“How do you say gold?”
“How do you say silver?”
“How do you say iron?”
“How do you say jewel?”
“How do you say wood?”
“How do you say rock?”
“How do you say stone?”

“Mall”
“Celeb”
“Ang”
“Mir”
“Eryn”
“Gond”
“Sarn”

Urzahil thought his brain would turn to stone. As soon as he
left this awful class behind him, he would make a point of
forgetting every single Sindarin root word he’d ever learned.
Elan, the coastal geography instructor was standing in front
of a map of the coastline of Arda which stretched from the
headlands of Lindon to the Bay of Belfalas, a deep indentation
in the southern coast, large enough to be a sea in its own right.
Along the coast were a number of havens, the largest and
most protected of which was the Haven of Umbar, lay at the
back of a deep and narrow inlet. To the north, the mouth of the
Anduin, a complicated system of estuaries, was hidden behind
the island of Tolfalas.
Castamir leaned over and whispered, “This class is great for
future ship captains, but I’m only here because it’s required.”
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Elan rapped his pointer. “coastal geography isn’t just about
navigating ships up and down the coast. It’s also about politics
and war.” The class fell silent.
“For instance, Númenor disappeared beneath the waves
three thousand years ago, but its colonies on the mainland,
Umbar and Gondor, still speak the ancient language, still
uphold the manners and customs, and still call themselves
Númenorians. Now, you would think two such nations would
be allies; they might even unite under a single flag. But what
happened instead?” asked Elan.
“We’re the bitterest of enemies,” said one of the day
laborers.
“Why is that?” asked the instructor.
“Because we practice the Cult of Melkor, and they despise us
for it.”
“No, that’s why they split from us originally. Why did
Gondor attack us in 933?”
The class fell silent.
Their teacher traced the River Anduin with his pointer from its
mouth to a point far inland.
“Osgiliath, capital of Gondor. A hundred miles upriver, yet
home to a great navy. Like us, they were a seafaring nation.”
The instructor used his pointer to circle the Bay of Belfalas.
“Early in our history, the Corsairs of Umbar controlled the
Bay of Belfalas, and Gondor’s access to the sea, but when
Umbar attacked Gondor’s ships, Gondor invaded Umbar and
seized control of the City. Umbar was a subjugated nation for
over five hundred years, until civil war and the plague that
followed it loosened Gondor’s grip.”
Urzahil dipped his pen again and wrote, Occupation of
Umbar, 933 to 1447. He’d probably have to know those dates for
the exam.
The invaders had burned the Temple to the ground, traces of
the old foundations were still visible, but it happened
thousands of years ago. In spite of the tensions, mainly in the
form of clashes at sea, the idea of Gondor invading Umbar in
this day and age was preposterous.
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Urzahil sat on the bench and looked around the Astrology
classroom. The ceiling was painted dark blue, the background
to scores of constellations of stars.
On a table in the front were astrological instruments. There
was an astrolabe for navigating at sea, a variety of telescopes,
and a globe showing how the sun and the moon rotated around
the earth.
The study of the stars, although primarily for navigating at
sea, was also used to foresee the future. It was the only one of
his five subjects with an element of sorcery about it. He
shivered. Sorcery was a closely held craft. It was rumored that
the priests in the Temple were trained in sorcery, but it was
said that they received their instruction behind locked doors,
and never spoke of it to lay people.
While they waited for class to begin, the other students
talked about their Astrology instructor, whose name was Palan.
“We’re lucky he’s teaching our class, given that he’s often
called upon to advise the High Priest and the Council of
Captains.”
“And he spends long hours watching the stars. You can’t see
the omens if you’re not watching for them.”
Urzahil learned that, before Palan came to the University,
he’d trained as a priest. That meant he was almost certainly a
trained sorcerer. Urzahil knew his teacher couldn’t talk about
it, but he hoped, if he were able to gain the man’s trust, Palan
might drop a few hints.
When the room was full and everyone was seated, the
astronomy teacher strode to the podium and rapped for silence.
He was a tall man with silver hair, perfectly groomed, and
dressed in expensive clothes, even for a nobleman.
Castamir leaned over and whispered, “Did you know he’s
the most famous Astrologer living? He wrote the book
Astrologers learn the craft from. Father’s invited him to the
house to talk about it.”
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The lecture was about navigating at sea by the stars, and the
instructor was articulate and funny. This was going to be his
favorite teacher.
Caran, the charity student, went up to the lectern after class
to talk to him.
“You were admitted to the University? Do you know how to
read? And you understand most of the words I’m using? That’s
great!” The astronomy teacher spoke slowly, enunciating his
words.
Urzahil personally didn’t think charity students belonged in
the University. If he were an instructor, he wouldn’t have given
them so much attention.
After class, Urzahil was walking through the crowded halls
and found himself behind the two day laborers.
“You let him talk to you like that? He treated you like the
village idiot, when you’re the smartest person I’ve ever met,”
said his friend Gaerna, a tall youth with beefy arms and
shoulders. “You should’ve told him you’re already a scholar in
your own right.”
“I suspect he knows. If I’ve judged him right, he’s someone
who makes himself feel big by making somebody else feel
small,” said Caran.
“Well, tell him to stop it.”
“He’s not going to change.” Caran adjusted his book bag on
his narrow shoulder. “And nothing says I have to take it
personally.”
Urzahil couldn’t understand why they were speaking ill of
this accomplished man who’d just delivered a dazzling lecture.

History of Númenor was the last class of the day. Urzahil
followed his friends into the classroom. On the dais that held
the podium, the instructor, a tall, slender man, strode back and
forth across the planks, a tribal robe billowing about his legs.
His striped headscarf framed a fair complexion and blue
eyes, and unlike every Easterling who’d ever lived, he wasn’t
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wearing kohl. Lacking the swarthy complexion of the east, he
looked less like a tribal warrior than like a Númenorian who’d
traveled to the east and returned with a trunkful of souvenirs.
Urzahil found a place on the bench and put down his
satchel. He wasn’t too sure about this teacher.
The class began with a lecture about the first king of
Númenor. Urzahil expected to hear something like, “Tar-Elros,
first King of Númenor, who ruled from….” but their instructor
took the sort of interest in the lives of ancient kings that other
people took in the private business of their neighbors, and he
made their stories come alive. He told a riveting story about
two kidnapped children, the twins Elros and Elrond, and the
agonizing decision Elros made when he chose a mortal life to
become Númenor’s first king.
History had always been Urzahil’s favorite subject. If he
didn’t become a scholar or a teacher, he would find some
other profession that used a knowledge of history, like
diplomacy.

History of Númenor was the last class of the day. After the
lecture, the flamboyantly dressed teacher, whose name was
Caldûr, invited everyone in class to the Philosopher’s Stone, a
coffee shop that served tiny cups of strong, sludge-like
espresso and the flaky pastries soaked in honey he’d heard
other students speak of.
The double doors were open, to the square, and the sounds
from the blue-tiled fountain in its center of the square reached
every corner of the small shop. The students pushed several
knee-high tables together, and a dozen of them crowded
around on low stools. Urzahil found a place for himself on the
ledge in front of the unlit fireplace.
Caldûr caught his eye. “Is this your first time at the Stoned
Philosopher?” and laughed at his own joke. Urzahil smiled
wanly.
Castamir leaned over and told him, “Caldûr produced the
skit performed in the marketplace last year, the one where
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Sauron surrendered to Ar-Pharazôn.” Urzahil looked at his
teacher with increased respect.
Urzahil knew most of the other students there, his
neighbors and the sons of his father’s friends, but there were a
few he didn’t know. One of the day laborers he’d seen in class
that morning was speaking passionately about naval history.
“Scholars don’t appreciate how much the spring floods on
the river Gwathló affected Tar-Ciryatur’s tactics5. He was a
brilliant admiral, we all know that, but the way he was lying in
wait for Sauron when Gil-galad’s army backed him into the
river6. Now that was one for the history books!”
Urzahil elbowed Tas. “Who is he?”
“That’s Caran, a charity student. When the son of a farmer or
dockworker is admitted to University but can’t afford to go,
and if the student is really brilliant, sometimes the University
will waive the fees.”
There was a lull in the conversation, and Urzahil asked
Caldûr about the skit his class performed the year before.
“Whatever happened to Sauron? All the stories about him
are from the Second Age. We never hear of him now.”
“He survived the Drowning of Númenor, but soon after, he
was killed in the War of the Last Alliance,” said his teacher.
“Killed? He survived the Drowning of Númenor, but died in
battle?” asked Urzahil.
“The Ring was cut from his hand. He couldn’t survive
without it,” said his teacher.
Caran got up to go. “If you’ll excuse me, we start setting up
for the evening meal in less than an hour, and I can’t be late.”
“Why does he have to work? I thought his tuition was
waived,” said Urzahil.
Tar-Ciryatur was the Witch King’s uncle, who defeated Sauron at
Tharbad and turned the tide on Sauron’s nearly successful bid for
world domination.
5

Battle of the Gwathló, SA 1701. Sauron had just been defeated by
Gil-galad at the Sarn Ford, then backed into the forces of TarCiryatur and was decimated.
6
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“He still has to eat,” said Tas.
“They’re no fun. All they do is study and work,” said Marös.
Later, Tûlmir, the young man in somber wool, bought a
round of coffee for everyone. By custom, he was allowed to
pick the next topic of conversation.
“Last night my father said, ‘The nobility doesn’t do much,
yet they own all the ships and all the land around Umbar and
they hold every position on the Council of Captains.’ Let me
ask you, what is the nobility for?” Tûlmir’s plump face was free
of guile, he just wanted to know.
“The nobility defend the city.”
“The nobility bear arms, which entitles them to wealth and
privilege,” said Tas.
“One must fulfill the obligations of the nobility to earn its
privileges,” said Marös.
Urzahil nodded in agreement. He’d been hearing that for as
long as he could remember, but Tûlmir frowned. He didn’t
look convinced.
“Yes, but the merchants do something important too, we
feed the city. We send caravans into the desert and ships out to
sea, and we bring back grain and spices and nuts that don’t
grow here. And not just food, textiles and furs and mineral
ores, and all manner of household goods.
The conversation moved on to other topics. Tûlmir
whispered to Urzahil, “One can grow rich in commerce, rich
enough to marry a title, I mean, a titled daughter from an
impoverished noble house. You just wait, one of these days
you’ll call me Tar-Tûlmir.”
Urzahil moved away from him, glad that his own sister was
already married.
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U

rzahil sat in his Sindarin class, daydreaming out
the window. The drone of other students reciting was making
him sleepy.
They were making place names by taking a root word and
adding the suffix for “land”. The trouble was, sometimes the
suffix was -dor and sometimes it was -nor. There was no rule,
each one had to be memorized.
“How do you say land of stone?”
“How do you say noble land?”
“How do you say black land?”
“How do you say lonely land?”
“How do you say land in the West?”
“How do you say land of the Valar?”

“Gond-dor”
“Ar-nor”
“Mor-dor”
“Eria-dor”
“Núme-nor”
“Vali-nor”

On the cover of his Sindarin book, he wrote, “In case of fire,
throw this in first.”

Palan sent to the Temple Library to copy a passage from a
rare book. Armed with a note from the famous astrologer,
Urzahil was admitted, with an escort, into the great collection
of books and scrolls which lay people were seldom allowed to
see.
A librarian brought him a book, falling apart with age, and
helped him find the passage he’d been sent to copy. The
librarian sat with Urzahil while he wrote.
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Urzahil finished writing and wiped the nib of his pen on a
small square of cloth before putting his writing tools back in
the pen box.
“I wondered, do you have a copy of Treatise on Astrology?”
“We have the original. Would you like to see it?” The
librarian led Urzahil to a stand in the middle of the room
where the oversized volume stood open to a map of the sky.
“May I touch it?” The librarian nodded. Urzahil lifted it to
look at the cover. The names of two authors were on the spine,
Merric and Palan, and Palan’s was listed second. Urzahil’s face
fell.

“Urzahil, I’m having trouble with the diplomacy assignment
on reading people. Can you come over after class and help
me?” asked his friend Tas.
Tas was the same age as Urzahil, but far more
sophisticated. Tall and athletic, he had an aura of worldliness
and self-confidence.
Tas lived in the largest house on the street. A house? It
would be more accurate to call it a palace. It was five doors
down from his father’s house, and on the same side of the
street. He’d been in and out of it since childhood, and was as
comfortable there as he was in his own home.
Urzahil knocked on the front door and was admitted by a
servant. A shout invited him upstairs. Their friend Marös was
already there. Short and built like a tree trunk, his bulk was
comfortably settled in a delicate chair.
Urzahil looked around. Tas had magnificent rooms, bed
hangings, marble balcony overlooks gardens, fountain in the
center of the gardens, fine carpets with the tiniest of knots.
Tas read the assignment from his notes. “You’re meeting
with the emissary from an allied nation. He is speaking words
of peace and supplication. Does his posture agree with his
words?”
Urzahil thought before he answered. “While he is speaking,
you watch him closely. If he leans forward, that means he’s
friendly. If he holds his arms away from his body with the
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palms up, that’s a sign of supplication. If he crosses his arms,
that’s hostile. If he lifts his chin and looks down his nose at
you, smiling with one side of their face, that’s contempt.”
“Can the gestures be faked?” asked Tas.
“Of course. Actors do it all the time,” said Urzahil.
“How can you tell when someone’s lying?” asked Tas.
“Well, you start out by asking them questions that are
going to have true answers, like their name, observations
about the weather, that sort of thing. Then you ask your real
question and listen for a change in tone,” Urzahil said.
He looked toward the window, trying to remember what a
liar sounded like. “They’ll distance themselves from the lie.
They won’t say ‘I’, they’ll speak in the past tense or use
passive voice, and if their answer sounds rehearsed, it
probably was.”
Tas scribbled down notes. “Now for the second half of the
assignment, ‘You’re negotiating to buy grain from a
neighboring nation. If they knew your nation was in the grips
of famine, they’d double the price. How do you keep your
secret?’”
“Arrange your features in a neutral mask, and keep your
hands still. Keep your feet still as well. It’s almost impossible
to keep both still at the same time, so do something else, like
curl your toes inside your shoes or clench your stomach
muscles, something they won’t see,” said Urzahil.
“You’re good at this, Urzahil. You haven’t been taking the
class any longer than the rest of us. How did you learn to read
people so well?” asked Tas.
“He practiced by playing high stakes card games. Oh, wait!
That would be me,” said Marös.
Or by being a poor relation in an aristocratic household.
After a few years of being dependent on the whims of others,
Urzahil could read minds from a pinched nostril or a twitch in
a jaw muscle.
Both Tas and Marös were the younger sons of Great
Houses. They were not going to inherit the family lands or
business, so they would enter the professions.
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“Father wants me to be emissary to Harad someday, or
maybe even Gondor. Gondor is the most prestigious
assignment in the diplomatic service. That’s the one I want.
But Tas will probably get it, because the House of Castamir is
the most well-connected in Umbar,” said Marös.
“You’re assuming I have the knack for it. More likely, I’ll be
given a ship to command and told to stay out of the way,” said
Tas.
“Why do we have an emissary in Gondor? They’re the
enemy.” Urzahil frowned.
“To learn their plans. We’ll keep an emissary in their capital
until the moment open war breaks out, when he’ll either be
recalled or expelled,” said Marös.
“Wouldn’t they just kill him?” asked Urzahil.
“An emissary can’t be assailed,” said Marös.
Tas made a dismissive gesture. “There won’t be a war.
Gondor is a shadow of what it used to be, they can’t do
anything to us now.”
Marös was no longer smiling. “A few years ago, I would
have agreed with you, but….”
He was interrupted when Tas’s sister Aranel came in the
room. She’d shot up in height this year, and for the first time,
Urzahil could imagine her as a grown woman. He was
smitten.
Aranel wasn’t like other girls. She had the same education
as her brothers, and she shared Urzahil’s interest in history
and politics. Urzahil’s thoughts roamed into the future. He
and Aranel would stay up late into the evening together,
talking about books and politics like Urzahil did with his
father. She wouldn’t fill her days with luncheons and charity
work like the wives of most noblemen, she would oversee her
holdings. She might even be elected to the Council of
Captains.
He imagined his father bringing Tar-Castamir a betrothal
contract. The two men would sip coffee and make small talk
before moving on to the serious business of uniting their two
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houses, continuing what was begun with the betrothal of his
sister to Tas’s second cousin.
Then he recoiled as if kicked in stomach. There would be no
arranged marriage for him, not to Aranel or anyone else.
Arranged marriages were for the nobility, not for the
baseborn. Urzahil kept his face still, his expression blandly
positive. With an effort, he kept his hands still as well, and his
feet. Listen attentively, nod and smile. He would not let his
friends know how upset he was.
He grew up with Tas and Marös. They lived on the same
street, they went to University together, and they did things
together after classes. He wore the same clothes they did, and
had the same amount of pocket money. It was so easy to forget
he wasn’t one of them.

Urzahil went into the Philosopher’s Stone between classes
one afternoon, looking for a quiet place to read other than the
library. The two charity students, Caran, the expert in naval
history, and his friend Gaerna, were sitting around a table
near the back.
“May I join you?” Urzahil sat down at their table.
He pulled up a stool and sat down with them. As a poor
relation, he sometimes felt like he had more in common with
them than he did with his wealthy friends. The charity
students were the most serious scholars in the school, and they
were at University because they wanted to be there. Some of
his wealthy friends were there only because their families
made them.
But Caran slurped his coffee when he drank and left the
spoon in the cup rather than lay it on the table like a wellmannered person would do.
And Gaerna talked endlessly about sports. Not even an
interesting sport like swordsmanship or falconry, but fisticuffs
fought for money in grog shops. Urzahil sat with them for a
while, his eyes glazing over, and left earlier than he’d planned.
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“Let’s drink to the House of Castamir. Huzzah, Huzzah!”
Tar-Lintoron raised his wine cup, and everyone else in the
room did the same.
After weeks of maneuvering and negotiation, the House of
Castamir and the House of Lintoron had come to an
agreement. Urzahil’s sister Aranelaith was going to wed a
Castamiri.
The Castamiri weren’t as wealthy as the House of Marös,
but they were better connected and more influential. It was an
excellent match. Granted, the bridegroom was a second
cousin with no real wealth or influence, and he lived far away
in the provinces, but still, it would forge an alliance between
their two houses.
To close the deal, Tar-Lintoron had pledged a portion of the
family’s wealth into Aranelaith’s dowry. Most of the Lintoron
family’s wealth came from their fleet of fishing vessels, but
they also owned a number of farms. To pay the dowry, the
rents from those lands for the next three years were pledged to
the House of Castamir in lieu of gold or land.
Aranelaith was excited about her betrothal. She already
knew the boy slightly; he came in from the provinces to attend
the Castamiri Yule banquet every year, and he was her own
age.
The betrothal ceremony was held as soon as the agreement
was reached. The couple stood in the Great Hall at the
Castamiri house, five doors down from the Lintoron house. In
front of witnesses, they exchanged rings and spoke the words
of promise. Once the vows had been spoken, the betrothal
contract became legally binding and couldn’t be broken.
The household was swept up in the preparations for the
three days of feasting, public festivities, and giving gifts to the
poor, traditional for a marriage between noble houses. The
ceremony took place in the morning of the third day.
Aranelaith stood with her betrothed on the marble steps of the
Temple of Melkor, arrayed in a gown of green silk with gold
embroidery, the finest she had ever owned.
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All the nobility of Umbar and a good portion of its ordinary
citizens crowded into the square in front of the Temple to
witness the vows that would join the House of Lintoron to the
House of Castamir.
After the ceremony, the guests came to the Lintoron house,
where the servants had set up long trestle tables and brought
in great platters of food. The feasting lasted for the rest of the
day and well into the evening.
After most of the guests had gone home, Súrion, a priest at
the Temple and one of his father’s closest friends, accepted an
invitation to stay a little longer. The two men put their feet up
and reminisced, partly about Aranelaith, but mostly about
their childhood together.
“You know, as someone who’d always wanted to be a
scholar, you would have done well in the priesthood,” said
Súrion.
“Except that I’m not observant. Wouldn’t that be a
problem?” Tar-Lintoron grinned at him.
“Less than you might expect,” said Súrion. They both
laughed.
His father turned serious. “Do you like the priesthood?”
“Yes, very much. My duties in the Temple allow me to
spend time reading and studying, but the position also carries
great social prestige. I move in higher circles than I ever could
have if I’d chosen an ordinary career,” said Súrion.
“How about you, Urzahil? Do you have an interest in the
priesthood?” he asked.
“It’s not for me. I’d rather stay on at the University and
teach,” said Urzahil.
A few days later, Aranelaith finished packing the last of her
clothes and cherished possessions, and moved with her new
husband to his estate, far up the coast. He hoped some
business or errand would bring her back to Umbar, he missed
her terribly.

Urzahil skipped the coffeehouse after school and got home
early. On the way to his room, he stopped by his father’s study
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to look for some ink and a few sheets of paper. The door to his
father’s study was closed. His hand was on the latch and he
was about to open it, when he heard voices murmuring on the
other side.
“… attacks on our shipping….”
Urzahil closed his eyes to hear better.
”…population has grown…no, Tharbad’s still empty, they’re
expanding south.”
“…their steward is a charismatic leader….” His father’s
voice sounded worried.
“…regained much of their former strength….” TarCastamir’s booming voice carried into the hall.
Urzahil felt sick. How could that be? Two hundred years
ago, the Corsairs raided up and down the coast of Gondor,
from Belfalas to the mouth of the Isen. Gondor used to be
weak, devastated by civil war. What had changed?
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U

rzahil, wait.”
Urzahil was walking home from class when Tas caught up
with him. It was a perfect day, still warm like the end of
summer, but a chill in the shadows gave a hint that the
weather was changing.
“Urzahil, what do you say to an evening of drinking,
wenching, and gambling in a bad part of town? We’re going to
The Merchant’s Last Coin to play the Silver Penny game,” he
said.
The game of Silver Penny was shrouded in mystery.
Urzahil knew little about it, other than it was a drinking game
based on dice and it was expensive to play. He had the sense
there was something disreputable about it.
“I’m in,” Urzahil told him.
Urzahil scraped together a handful of coppers, enough to
buy several rounds of drinks. He took a silver penny from his
savings, then on impulse, added two more.
The next day, Urzahil asked Mírdain, another classmate, if
he was going. “No, I don’t have a silver penny, but I’ve played
before. I’d join you if I could afford it.”
“Is Caldûr coming along?”
“Absolutely not. He’s a responsible adult. If he knew we
were going to the waterfront to play the silver penny game,
he’d put a stop to it. He might even tell our parents.” That
made Urzahil want to go even more.
The sign of The Merchant’s Last Coin marked the entrance
to a large and noisy pub.
“Here we are,” said Tas.
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It was starting to get dark. This section of the waterfront
could be dangerous, even in daylight. Men from the docks
were hanging around for no apparent reason, watching them.
Urzahil didn’t think it was a good idea to be here in fine
clothes with a purse full of money on his belt.
They pushed open the door and stepped into the common
room. Smoke filled the air, either from the fire or the pipes of
the patrons.
“You’ll like this place,” said Tas. He was in his element.
Strongly built and taller than most men, Tas exuded selfconfidence.
Urzahil stood near the door as his eyes adjusted. A
toothless man at was trying to grab the barmaid’s bottom, who
twisted out of reach. Someone else overturned a small table,
sending cards and money flying. Urzahil wanted to flee the
shouting and fistfights, but it was already darker outside than
when he’d arrived, and he didn’t dare walk home by himself.
The landlord came over up to greet them. “Tas, it’s good to
see you again. And how is your older brother? Let me show
you to the Merchant’s room, your table is ready.”
He led them to a private alcove on the far side of the room.
It was quieter in here than in the main room. The woodwork
smelled of honey and beeswax, and the tables had chairs
rather than benches.
“They make it nice for customers like us, customers with
wealthy parents and full purses. We have the most money to
leave behind,” Tas sat down at the table, and Urzahil sat down
beside him.
A tall serving maid with yellow hair wiped down the table
and draped it with a clean linen cloth. The maid, whose name
was Arlis, took their orders and returned with a tray of wine
cups. Tas settle the bill, and sent her for dice and dice cups.
Arlis came back with a dice cup and set it beside Tas. He
spilled four dice into his palm. He rolled them from hand to
hand as he explained the rules.
“Silver Penny is an ancient University tradition, played as
long as there have been undergraduates. This is the first time
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we’ve played since last spring. Since then, my brother and his
classmates have graduated, and a new batch of first-year
students joined our ranks.
“For those of you who haven’t played before, this is how
it’s done. First, we divide into two teams, one on each side of
the table.”
Those sitting at the end of the table moved their chairs to
the sides, and the ones in the middle bunched together to
make room for them. Urzahil counted five players on one side,
six on the other.
“We alternate turns between the two teams. When it’s your
turn, you roll the dice. If you roll all-of-a-kind, you forfeit, and
must drink a cup of wine. If you roll all sixes, there’s a special
forfeit, you must pay a silver penny,” said Tas.
A silver penny was more than most working people earned
in a week. This was a high stakes game.
“The actual price is far more than a Silver Penny. For
convenience, we call it the Fate Worse Than Death. But don’t
worry, rolling four sixes is rare. During the course of the
evening it might happen once, or not at all. And since there are
eleven playing tonight, most of you won’t be victims,
regardless. I’ve played twice before, and I’ve never rolled four
sixes. Most people never do.”
Tas put the dice back in the cup, shook it, and spilled the
dice on the table. 2, 2, 2, 1. He passed the cup across the table
to one of the upperclassman, who shook it and rolled three,
one, four, four. Marös had the next turn, 3, 5, 5, 2.
Twenty minutes later, the dice cup had been passed round
the table at least ten times. No one had rolled a forfeit of any
kind. It was a boring game.
Arlis wiped down the table next to theirs and spread a
clean cloth over it.
“We have company. What if they know our parents? We
can’t get caught playing Silver Penny.” Tas looked around the
room as if scoping out the exits.
“Maybe they won’t know what it is.”
“Of course they’ll know. They went to University, too,”
said Tas.
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“Then we’ll have to play ordinary dice. And no one can say
one word about Silver Penny,” said Marös.
“Here they come. Look innocent, everybody,” said Tas.
The game seemed tame enough. What was the big deal?
That it’s a drinking game? That they risked a silver penny on a
roll of the dice? A silver penny was a lot of money, but they
could afford it, they had wealthy parents.
A dozen officers from a Corsair ship came in, with curved
knives at their belts and covered with body art. They looked
rich, but their wealth came from smuggling and piracy. Arlis
set cups of wine in front of the Corsairs and brought them a
dice cup. They heaped coins in the center of the table. The
rattle of dice was accompanied by shouts and cursing.
“They’re scary,” said one of the younger students.
“At least they don’t know our parents. That’d be scarier,”
said Tas.
The students ordered another round. A kitchen maid
brought in a heavy tray and set a cup of wine in front of each
of them. Her cap was crooked, and strands of dull blond hair
hung in her face, but she had a sweet smile.
“What does it come to, Kyna my love?” asked Tas.
A look of fear crossed her face. “Eleven cups of wine at a
copper and a half apiece comes to…half of eleven is four and a
half so…no wait …”
Tas handed her two large coins. “It comes to sixteen and a
half. Here’s twenty, I don’t need any change.”
Relief washed over her plain features. She nodded and
scurried off.
“That was a large tip for someone who’s not at all pretty,
and not very good at serving, either,” said Urzahil.
“She’s a nice girl. Not a good girl, but nice,” said Tas.
Tas picked up the dice cup. “The danger’s past. Let’s get
started again.”
Urzahil was ready to play something else. “Is this game
supposed to be slow? We’ve been playing for almost half an
hour, and we haven’t seen a single four-of-a-kind.”
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Marös took the cup from Tas and removed one of the dice.
“Let’s play with three dice. That ought to speed things up.”
Tas shook the cup and rolled two, two, three.
A student across from him rolled next. They went around
the table with no forfeits. The second round was the same.
When were almost finished with the third round, Marös
rolled the dice and called out “Triple threes!”
“Forfeit, forfeit!” the other team shouted and pounded on
the table.
Marös lifted his wine cup and drained it to the dregs, to
loud applause. “That’s more like it,” he said, wiping his lips.
“It’s a faster game with three dice. Usually it takes half an
hour to reach the first forfeit, but that took less than five
minutes,” said Tas.
Several rounds later, Urzahil rolled triple ones and had to
drink a forfeit. Every five minutes or so, someone on one team
or the other had to drink a forfeit, although depending on the
dice, sometimes there were two forfeits in the same round.
Urzahil was beginning to feel it.
Half an hour into the accelerated version of the game, Tas
took the dice cup from a player across the table, shook the cup,
and rolled. His face froze.
“Triple six,” said Marös.
Everyone on the other side of the table hooted, stomped
their feet, and beat their cups against the table.
Tas arranged the dice in a line, eighteen spots showing all
at once. He laid his silver penny beside them and sat back in
his chair with his hands on the arms of the chair, very still.
“Now you must pay the forfeit.” Marös leaned back in his
chair and smirked.
He left the room and returned with Kyna, the untidy
kitchen maid who’d served them earlier. Kyna looked at the
row of dice and the coin. Then she looked at Tas, nodded, and
pocketed the coin.
“All right, then,” she said.
She took Tas by the hand and led him to the narrow stair by
the kitchen. His face was white.
“What just happened?” asked Urzahil.
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“The forfeit for rolling all sixes is the Fate Worse than
Death. Under the rules of the game, the loser has to go
upstairs with a girl and lie with her. Nothing unnatural, just
like husband and wife,” said Marös.
“He’s not really going to…Melkor’s chains! They barely
know each other. Why would she agree to it?” said Urzahil.
“Because he paid her. The silver penny is her price. Some of
the barmaids here make extra money by going upstairs with
the customers. That’s why we play the game here, rather than
in a respectable tavern,” said Marös.
“I didn’t know a girl’s favors could be bought,” said
Urzahil.
“They can, but it’s expensive, and you only have ten
minutes or so. You have to get in and out in a hurry, so to
speak,” said Marös.
Urzahil glanced at the narrow stair where Tas had gone
with Kyna.
“Why did you bring him Kyna? Arlis is prettier.” And
cleaner, he didn’t add.
“Arlis is a good girl. She won’t do it, but Kyna will,” said
Marös.
Tas came downstairs whistling, his hair untidy and his
collar open. He took his seat, arm draped an arm over the back
of his chair, and legs stretched out in front of him.
“Someone looks happy,” said Marös. Tas grinned.
One table over, Arlis was wiping down the polished surface
of an empty table and spreading a clean white cloth over it.
“This is a first rate inn, there’s new linen between every
customer. That’s true in the dining room as well.”
“You don’t mind if they give you a plate someone else has
used?”
“I don’t expect to be the first customer to use a plate in a
tavern. As long as it’s been washed in hot water and soap, I
have no complaints.”
Urzahil tipped his plate to catch the light. There were knife
scratches on the shiny pewter surface, but it was perfectly
clean.
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“That’s not what he was talking about, Urzahil,” said
Marös.
They resumed the game. Urzahil rattled the cup and rolled
the dice. Two turned up six, and the third die sailed off the
table and hit the floor with a clink. Several people got out of
their chairs and crowded around to look. The die had fallen
between two floor tiles and lay cocked at an angle. It could
have been either a one or a three.
“Roll again,” said Marös.
Urzahil scooped up the dice and put them back in the cup.
“Just roll the one that fell on the floor.”
Reluctantly, Urzahil took out two dice and placed them on
the table with the sixes facing up. He blew on the remaining
die and whispered, “Anything but a six”. He rattled the cup
and cast. The ivory cube tumbled across the table.
“Triple six!” Marös cried.
Urzahil blanched. Six spots showed on the upward face. He
leaned across the table for a closer look, but there was no
mistake. He’d rolled three sixes.
He tossed a silver penny on the table. “Pass. I surrender the
coin.”
“You can’t pass. Our team will get docked eighteen points,”
said Tas.
“Can I let give the honor to another?”
“No, you cannot,” said Tas.
Kyna appeared with another round of drinks, tendrils of
blond hair escaping from her cap.
“Kyna, my love, we have another victim, I mean admirer,
who wishes to pay his respects.” Tas put a hand on Urzahil’s
shoulder and shook him lightly.
She studied Urzahil for a moment, then scooped up the
silver coin and dropped it in her pocket. Urzahil’s mouth went
dry. The girl took him by the hand and led him towards the
stairs. She smelled of kitchen fires and soap.
“I’ll show you what to do. It’s not hard,” she said.
“It will be, once she puts her hand on it,” said Marös.
Urzahil allowed the plain-featured barmaid to lead him up
the stairs. Ribald comments and laughter followed them.
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Urzahil’s mouth was dry. He tried to swallow, but couldn’t.
The silence was oppressive.
“Why do you do this? Do you really need to buy baubles
you can’t afford on a kitchen maid’s wages?”
“Six months ago, my dad was working on a boat when a
surge in the harbor, the wake of a large ship, lifted the boat
unexpectedly, and his leg was crushed between the deck
and the underside of the pier. He was brought home with
his leg shattered, blood everywhere. We had little money,
but without the doctor, he’d have died. So that evening,
when I was supposed to be waiting tables, I went upstairs
with a man I didn’t know. In fifteen minutes, I’d earned
enough to pay the doctor’s fee. There were more doctors’
visits the weeks that followed, and each one meant another
trip upstairs.
“His leg mended eventually, but the accident left him
crippled. He couldn’t work, and we couldn’t pay our rent.
The landlord said he would throw us out in the street, so
Mum was going to pull the little ones out of school. There’s
always work at the rug weaving shops, especially for young
eyes and tiny fingers. But since I’m doing this, we still have
our cottage, and the little ones are still in school.”
They reached a landing which opened onto what looked
like a supply room. Barrels, small crates, and sacks of grain
filled the unlit space. She held up her lantern, and
something small and furry fled from the circle of light on
the planks of the floor.
Another step led to a narrow passage, lined with doors, all
shut. She stopped in front of the first store they came to and
pushed it open. She stepped inside and hung the lantern from
one of the sloping rafters. Yellow light revealed a room barely
large enough to hold the narrow bedstead. The bed was made
up with a bottom sheet and nothing else. Ropes supporting the
straw mattress wove in and out through the side rails.
A three-legged stool beside the bed held a small sandglass.
She turned it over. “We have as long as the sand is running.”
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She faced him and smiled, then undid the pin at the neck of her
dress.
His feet froze. He stood in the doorway of the room, unable
to take another step.
She took his hand. “Come. I’ll show you what to do.”

They reached the base of the stairs. She went back to the
kitchens, and Urzahil returned to the table feeling like the
tomcat that rules the alley. He tossed his head and draped an
arm over the back of his chair.
“That was thirsty work. Give me a wine cup.” He drained it
in one swallow.
“You need to replace what you’ve lost, but so much?” Tas
said with mock incredulity. The others laughed.
They played for another hour. Urzahil hit more triples, a
two, two, two on one turn and a one, one, one on the next. The
rules required him to drink a forfeit for each one, and he was
beginning to feel it.
“Triple sixes! We have another victim!” called out an
upperclassman on the other team.
A fair-haired youth, a boy younger than Urzahil, stared
white-faced at the three dice. “I can’t, I didn’t bring enough
money,” he said.
Urzahil tossed a silver penny on the table. “There you go.”
The boy went even paler, if that was possible.
“The rules are clear. You have to pay the forfeit,” Urzahil
commanded, his voice without mercy.
“Pay the forfeit, pay the forfeit,” the others chanted. Kyna
took him by the hand and led him away. The boy looked over
his shoulder with an expression of fear and desperation.

At midnight, bells rang in towers around the city. It was
time to begin the long hike from the harbor up to the walled
city on its high crag of rock.
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“Time, gentlemen. When we leave, we all need to leave
together. This part of town is dangerous at night, and there are
those who’d be more than happy to beat and rob a couple of
drunken university students.” Tas started herding them
towards the door.
“I’ve arranged for some guards from our warehouse to
walk us home. Their shift ends at midnight, they’ll meet us
here in ten minutes,” said Marös.
“Can I give you something towards the cost?” Tas loosened
the strings on his purse.
Marös waved him off. “Put that away, it’s taken care of.”
Urzahil knew how wealthy Marös’ family was. Whatever the
bodyguards cost, Marös could afford it.
“Don’t leave without me, I’ll just be ten minutes.” Urzahil
got up and went to speak to one of the barmaids. “Is Kyna still
working? I wish to speak with her.”
The barmaid stuck her head in the kitchen. “Kyna, there’s a
gentleman who wants to see you.”
Kyna came out of the kitchen, wiping soapsuds from her
arms. Her sleeves were rolled up to the elbows, revealing arms
that were chapped red. Urzahil gave her his last silver penny
and followed her up the stairs.

The eleven of them stepped into the street, where the men
from Marös’ warehouse waited for them. The surface of the
harbor was smooth and oily black. Lamplight from the quay
reflected on its undulating surface. The tide must be low, the
night air smelled of seaweed and fish.
Dark silhouettes of warehouses dominated the sky. Urzahil
jumped when he heard footsteps in an alley, he imagined
footpads and cutthroats concealed in the shadows. Urzahil
had to walk briskly to keep up with Marös’ guards, large,
supremely self-confident men who carried their cudgels like
they knew how to use them.
This must be what it felt like to be someone of high rank,
with a personal guard to guarantee his personal security. With
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the guards around him, he had courage; he could walk past
dangerous alleys without fear. If this is how high rank felt, he
liked it very much, very much indeed.
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O

pen the door, open the door, I must see TarLintoron!” The shouting was accented by heavy pounding on
the door.
Urzahil looked through the small slot cut in the door at eye
level, and then pulled open the door, which could be locked
but never was. A young man stood on the front steps. He was
clean-shaven with short red hair, and he wore the homespun
shirt and wooden shoes of a laborer. There was purple bruise
across his cheek and he was highly agitated, to the point that he
could hardly stand still.
“My name is Naro, and I’m one of Tar-Lintoron’s tenant
farmers. My farm is inland, near the desert. I was attacked last
night and I need protection.”
Urzahil asked him to wait on the steps, then shut the door
and went to look for his father. He found his father in the
study, bent over his account books.
“There’s a man here to see you, one of your tenants. He
needs your help,” said Urzahil.
“Show him into the Front Hall,” said his father, putting
down his pen. The Front Hall was the public part of the house,
where tradesmen and tenants were received. Urzahil showed
the man in and announced his father, then stayed to listen.
“I woke in the night to frantic barking, which stopped
suddenly. There were hoof beats outside, and light from their
torches shown through the window. Men with tattooed faces
and long curved swords broke down the door. They dragged
me from my bed and beat me, then ransacked the cottage.
They took two pigs, a sack of grain, and a purse of coins, then
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threw a torch on the thatch of my cottage and rode off. A big
swath of the roof is blackened.
“In the morning I learned they’d killed my dog, ran him
clean through with a spear. What’d they have to kill my dog?
I’ve had him since he was a pup.” The man looked away,
blinking hard.
“I’m a good tenant, I’ve always paid my rent on time. Now
I invoke your protection from these dry land pirates. It’s not
just for me. I’m not a married man yet, my intended still lives
with her parents. She won’t come to the farm while there’s
danger, and I don’t even want to think about what those
desert raiders would do to a young woman,” the farmer said.
“Urzahil, go down the street and get Tar-Castamir, then find
Tar-Adûmir, Tar-Miruvor, and Tar-Númendur,” said TarLintoron. The men were his father’s friends, all noblemen
trained in swordsmanship from earliest youth. It was close to
time for the evening meal, and Urzahil found all of them at
home. They followed him back to the house, and Naro told his
story again. Tar-Lintoron asked Naro to wait outside while he
and the other men conferred in private.
“We owe him protection. In large part, that’s what the
nobility is for,” said Tar-Lintoron.
“And this raiding has to be stopped before they start
attacking isolated farms all up and down the coast,” said TarCastamir.
They decided to ride out at first light, to find the raider’s
camp and kill their leader. Urzahil was looking forward to
hearing about it at the dinner table tomorrow night.
“Urzahil, you’ll come with us,” said his father.
“But I’m not a swordsman.” Urzahil’s stomach twisted. His
younger brothers would be more use on this expedition than
he would.
“You won’t be fighting, but I think you should witness it
anyway. Consider it part of your education.”
“I’d go with you, but I have a History test tomorrow,” said
Urzahil.
“You need to participate in the obligations of the nobility,
as well as its privileges,” said his father.
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They set out before sunrise the next morning, suited up in
leather armor and steel helms, with daggers in their belts. They
all wore swords, even Urzahil. The scabbards bumped against
the flanks of their horses whenever they kicked them to a trot.
After passing through the city gates, the road turned north.
A green strip of land hugged the coast, dotted with small
farms. These were Lintoron lands. Tar-Lintoron pointed to a
grassy path rutted by wagon wheels. “That road goes to the
village where your mother’s people live.” Urzahil stood up in
the stirrups to look, but he didn’t see anything.
Presently green farmland gave way to thorn and scrub.
Further inland was the endless desert, where only stunted
plants and thorn bushes grew in sand and bare rock. The wind,
a sea breeze most of the time, blew from across the desert
today, fragrant and dry.
“It hasn’t rained much this year. We don’t notice it much
because of the coastal fogs, but inland, the drought has
shriveled most of the grass for their herds. That’s what’s
driving them onto your lands,” said Tar-Adûmir.
“Whatever their reasons, they need to stop it,” said TarLintoron.

Tar-Lintoron knew the way, but even before he pointed it
out, Urzahil spotted the small hut with part of its thatch burned
black. In the distance, a tall column of smoke rose in the still air.
“That looks like another homestead burning,” said TarMiruvor.
“No, it’s too far inland, they couldn’t grow anything but
thorns and scrub brush. I expect the smoke is coming from the
raiders’ camp. Let’s pay them a visit,” said Tar-Castamir.
They rode as close to the raiders’ camp as they dared, then
drew rein and dismounted. In their brown linen and leather
clothing, hidden in the shadow of a boulder, they didn’t draw
the eye. The desert folk, dressed in bright reds and oranges,
every button and dagger hilt polished to catch the sun, stood
out like beacons.
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“Let me talk to them. If their people are starving, perhaps we
can buy them off with food,” said Tar-Adûmir.
“They’re little more than animals. No one can negotiate with
them, not even a diplomat like you. All we can do is give them
a reason to leave.” Tar-Númendur half-unsheathed his weapon.
The blade hissed against the leather, and the edge looked razorsharp.
“How many of them are there?” asked Tar-Miruvor.
“Urzahil, climb that rock and see if you can get a better
look,” his father said.
The rock was a jutting formation about twice his height. As
Urzahil approached it, he could feel every pebble underfoot.
The sole of one boot was as thin as glove leather. Unlike his
brothers, he wouldn’t get a new pair until the sole had a hole in
it. Sometimes he hated being a poor relation.
The rock formation had plenty of handholds. He had no
trouble climbing it and peering over the top.
“I see five or six men sitting on saddles around the campfire.
They look like they’re finishing a meal. There are half a dozen
sturdy desert ponies hobbled nearby, a large herd of sheep, and
a few dogs. Those men are just herders, unless…oh wait! That
must be their swag: a pile of clothing, furniture, copper cooking
pots, and farming tools all heaped together.”
“We’ve found our raiders. Let’s watch the camp to learn
which one’s their leader,” said Tar-Castamir.
They saw the biggest one, a swarthy man with tattooed
cheeks and blue-black hair that fell to his waist, bark orders at
the others, who were quick to obey. The man was bare-chested
under an embroidered vest, and he wore bronze wrist guards
studded with spikes. Urzahil wondered how he avoided
hurting himself on them.
“That’s their chief. I’m going after him, cover my back,” said
Tar-Castamir.
Urzahil stayed behind and held the horses while the men
crept to the edge of the camp. Curved scimitars and horn bows,
the weapons of the east, lay on the ground near the raiders.
None of them wore armor, just the padded gambeson normally
worn beneath chain mail. One of the raiders was an older man,
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and two were youths. Only the leader and one other man,
almost as tall and bulky as he was, were in their prime, and
even they were short statured compared to the men from
Umbar.
Tar-Castamir raised his hand, and they all struck at once.
The noblemen were professional swordsman, skilled with
weapons and better at teamwork than the desert raiders. TarCastamir drew his sword and advanced on the leader, who
closed the distance between them, making the sword useless.
The tattooed raider drew he dagger, Tar-Castamir drew his
own dagger, and for a moment, they appeared to be equally
matched.
Then Tar-Lintoron came up from behind, wrapped his arm
around the raider’s throat, and squeezed. The man struggled in
his grip, and his dagger flailed dangerously close to TarLintoron. Urzahil gasped, but Tar-Castamir knocked the dagger
out of the man’s hand and sent it spinning in the dust. The
raider chief tried to break Tar-Lintoron’s grip, but Tar-Lintoron
grabbed him by the hair, pulled it to lift his chin, and cut his
throat.
The Easterling tried to stanch the flow of blood with his
hands, but it poured between his fingers. His mouth opened to
scream, but it came out as a gurgle. Tar-Castamir shoved him
back towards his own people. They tried to save him, but
couldn’t.
The raiders fled, abandoning their livestock, the stolen
goods, and the body of their leader. Urzahil watched them
disappear into the desert. His father and the other men rejoined
him and collected their horses.
There was blood on his father’s sleeve, a diagonal line across
the upper arm. The brown fabric of the tunic was torn, so was
the linen shirt beneath it.
“He cut you with his dagger, I saw it happen!” Here, take off
your shirt and let me bandage it for you,” said Urzahil.
“It’s nothing, a scratch from his spiny armband.” His father
lifted his shirt over his head. Urzahil tore a strip of cloth from
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the hem of his own shirt and wrapped it around his father’s
arm.
“It’s a deep scratch, it will leave a scar. Wash it out with
soap, and put honey7 on it as soon as we get home. Promise?”
said Urzahil.
“I promise,” said his father.
On the ride home, Tar-Lintoron talked about what had
happened.
“I killed a man today,” Tar-Lintoron looked straight ahead.
He looked tired. Urzahil knew his father had killed men in
battle before, but Tar-Lintoron didn’t talk about it. “I tried to
make it quick, I didn’t want him to suffer.”
The wind picked up. Clouds over the ocean looked huge,
ominous. Their edges were rimmed gold from the setting sun
behind them, but their underbellies were bluish green. As they
watched, lightning within the clouds lit them up inside. The
sea beneath them looked dark, and spotted with whitecaps.
“That weather will reach us soon. We’re going to ride home
in the rain,” said Tar-Castamir.
The temperature dropped, the wind picked up, and a wall of
rain swept across the landscape. In minutes, Urzahil was
soaked to the skin.
When they got back to the house, an older man waited for
them in the front hall. He looked like a boson from the fishing
fleet, dressed as if he’d come straight from the ship. He shifted
his weight from foot to foot, twisting a cap in his hands.
“Whatever it is, can’t it wait? I’m dead on my feet,” said his
father.
“Tar-Lintoron, I need to speak with you right away. In the
squall, one of your ships was severely damaged. She lost her
mast, and in all the confusion, what with rigging everywhere
and the surf foaming over the deck, a man was swept
overboard,” said the boson.
“Does he have a family?” Tar-Lintoron asked.

7

Honey was widely used as a medieval antibiotic.
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“He has a wife and baby. I should have gone to their cottage
and told her straightaway, but I hadn’t the heart,” said the
boson.
Tar-Lintoron sighed. “Take me to her house, and I’ll tell her
what happened. And I’ll bring her enough money to live on
until I can arrange a pension, although I’ll not blame her if she
throws it in my face.”
They set out in the rain together, Tar-Lintoron and the
boson. His father came back hours later, in the dark and rain.
He was grey-faced and looking ten years older.
“Eädur, put on dry clothes, you’re dripping on the floor,”
Lady Lintoron scolded, but she watched with concern as he
went upstairs.
The family had already finished dinner by the time TarLintoron came downstairs again, but they stayed at the table to
keep him company. A plate was set in front of him, but he said
he wasn’t hungry. He excused himself and went to bed early.
The next day was clear, almost cloudless, after the storm.
Tar-Lintoron left the house early and went down to the docks
to see the damage inflicted by the storm on his fleet. Normally
he would have stayed all day, since one of the boats had lost its
mast and others were severely damaged, but he came home at
noon and went upstairs to bed.
“He’s tired after that skirmish up north, but it’s more than
that. He killed a man, that’s bad enough. Then the minute he
came home, he had to go back out again and tell that poor
woman her husband died on one of his boats. If he’d been on
the docks yesterday morning and seen the line of squalls out at
sea, he never would have let the fleet leave the harbor, and the
accident never would have happened. So leave him be, just let
him sleep,” said Lady Lintoron.
Tar-Lintoron didn’t come down for dinner that evening.
Lady Lintoron went upstairs to check on him, and returned
with her mouth pressed in a thin line.
“Urzahil, fetch the healer. You’re father has a fever.”
Urzahil came back with the healer, an old man with long
corkscrews of grey hair. A servant showed him upstairs.
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Urzahil followed, and watched from the doorway of his
father’s bedchamber.
The room was brightly lit, oil lamps burned in every niche.
The bed hangings were tied back, and in the massive carved
bed, his father lay propped against the fine linen of the pillows.
The laces of his shirt were undone, and his hands rested on the
sheet on the dark red counterpane.
The healer pushed the sleeve up Tar-Lintoron’s arm,
revealing a neat white band was wrapped around his bicep. It
looked fresh, unmarred by blood or weeping from the injury.
The healer unwound the bandage, which was neatly hemmed
on one side and torn on the other. It was the strip of linen
Urzahil had torn from his own shirt.
“Father! You never took the bandage off! You said you were
going to clean the cut and put honey on it.” Urzahil said.
“Did you apply honey? Did you even wash it?” asked the
healer. Tar-Lintoron shook his head no.
“But you promised! You said you would take care of it.”
Urzahil was furious.
“I’m sorry, Urzahil, I meant to,” said Tar-Lintoron.
The last winding of linen was unwrapped and lifted away.
The scratch, and a wide swath of the skin around it, was dark
red and swollen.
“The wound is infected. I’ll prepare a poultice to draw out
the poison. I’m afraid it will sting, but that can’t be helped. If it
does its job, by morning the bandage, and possibly your
bedclothes, will be soaked yellow-green from the discharge.
Don’t worry about it, it means the wound is healing.”

His father stayed in bed all the next day. The bandage
soaked through just at the healer had said, but he didn’t seem
to be getting better, the fever continued to climb. That evening,
Urzahil went out after dark and came back with the healer.
There was something wrong with the bedchamber, it
reminded him of the time a mouse died in the wall. The healer
pushed up the sleeve of Tar-Lintoron’s nightshirt. Urzahil
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gasped. Purple blue lines, jagged and forked, radiated from
underneath the bandage. The healer unwound the bandage
released a stench like putrid meat. Urzahil gagged. Where the
scratch had been, there was a black canyon. The flesh was just
gone.
The healer sat back, and his hand fell useless into his lap.
“It’s septic. I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do.”
Lady Lintoron pulled herself up to her full height. “You can
amputate his arm at the shoulder,” she said.
“At this stage, it wouldn’t help,” said the healer. He packed
up his instruments and tinctures, and a servant showed him
out.
ding ding. ding.
The bell rang three bells in the Predawn watch. It was
answered by another bell, fainter and further away, from
another tower further along the curtain wall. Bells in the towers
rang to mark the time, calling out the fractions of hours within
each watch, the same way time was kept at sea.
Aranelaith came out and held the door for him. He was
looking at the ground, and didn’t meet his eye. Urzahil slipped
in and sat next to his father’s bed, breathing through his nose.
Lady Lintoron was asleep beside her husband, on top of the
counterpane, in her clothes.
Tar-Lintoron stirred. “Vanimeldë?”
“Eädur, I’m here. I’m right here.” She raised herself on her
elbows and put her face close to his. He stared through her,
unseeing.
She looked up. “Urzahil, leave us please? I need to be alone
with him.”
Urzahil got up and joined the others waiting in the hall. “It’s
not fair, it’s still my turn.”
ding ding. ding ding.
Four bells. It was his brother Aldamir’s turn now, although
Aldamir made no move to go in. Lady Lintoron cost us both our
turns. Urzahil ground his teeth.
Sometime later, Urzahil heard Lady Lintoron sobbing. He
yanked open the door, and they rushed into the bedchamber.
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Lady Lintoron was draped over his father’s chest, her
shoulders heaving.
Tar-Lintoron’s face was still. His lips were blue, so were his
fingernails. Urzahil shrank back, unwilling to touch a corpse.
Aldamir went to the side of the bed and touched his father’s
hand. “Goodbye, Father.”
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T

he sun beat on Urzahil’s face. Everything around
him was dazzling white. The tombs were crowded together, the
white stone monuments barely separated by paths of gravel and
crushed shell which crunched underfoot when he shifted his
weight. Wisps of grasses grew against the marble walls, moving
slightly when the air stirred. The City of the Dead. And behind it
all rose the Great Dome of the Temple.
An iron door stood open beneath a lintel carved with the
name Lintoron. Inside the chamber, a stone slab lay waiting, cold
and hard, as long as a man is tall.
“Tar Lintoron was a noble man,” Tar-Castamir addressed the
crowd in his booming voice.
Tar-Lintoron’s body lay on a bier before the open door,
dressed in his finest ceremonial robes. His hand rested on the hilt
of his sword, and a crown of leaves and late fall flowers, the last
vestige of autumn, circled his brow. Bits of the wreath moved
slightly in the breeze, but the stiff brocade of his father’s sleeve
remained still.
“He was courteous and brave, everything a nobleman should
be.”
The immediate family stood near the bier, with the household
servants beside them. Lady Lintoron was the chief mourner,
along with her sons. Urzahil’s sister Aranelaith was there, along
with her new husband. Urzahil was glad the message had
reached her in time. His father’s friends, and every noble of the
city including the Council of Captains, was in attendance. At the
edge of the crowd, where the bright colors of the nobility gave
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way to the grays and browns of working folk, were fishermen
and farmers who, indirectly, belonged to the household too.
Tar-Castamir’s voice, trained to carry in storms at sea, reached
the far edge of the crowd and reflected back from the sides of
tombs and the city wall beyond. The mourners listened in silence.
It was a disgrace they couldn’t afford an effigy for his father’s
tomb. Most families commissioned the best sculptor they could
to sculpt a portrait in stone. Urzahil was ashamed they couldn’t
honor his father’s memory until things improved.
Tar-Castamir finished the eulogy, and others were invited
to speak. When his turn came, Urzahil moved to the front,
although he didn’t know what he wanted to say. That he loved
his father and missed him. That he’d thought the time they
had left together would go on and on, but it was cut short.
None of those sentiments seemed worthy, they were all about
his own loss. He tried to speak but his voice broke; he feared
he would sob before everyone he’d ever met. He was grateful
when the priest conducting the ceremony stepped over and
rescued him.
“I’d like to say a few words about my friend, Eädur Lintoron,”
said the priest.
The priest seemed familiar. Urzahil tried to place him, and
realized he’d come to the house after Aranelaith’s wedding.
What was his name? Súrion, his father’s friend from childhood.
“When I heard he’d died defending his tenant, I was grieved,
but not surprised. Tar-Lintoron was a nobleman, most of us are,
but he was noble in the purest sense of the word, exalted,
worthy, having a superior character. Although born to wealth
and privilege, he spoke oftener of obligation, the obligation to be
a good friend, to give more than you take, to defend the weak,”
said Súrion.
When he finished speaking, Súrion motioned for the other
pallbearers to come forward. The four men stood at each corner
of the bier. Tar-Castamir said, “On my mark”, and in unison,
they lifted the bier to shoulder height. Urzahil’s arms shook with
exertion, and even Tar-Marös struggled under its weight.
Urzahil took small steps and placed his feet carefully,
especially when he stepped over the high threshold at the mouth
66

Emissary

of the tomb. Inside, the walls pressed in on him, and the ceiling
barely allowed him to stand up straight. Stone effigies of
Lintorons past filled niches in the walls, their bones encased in
the walls behind. Most of the floor space was taken up by two
plain slabs. The pallbearers held the bier over one of them, and
with shaking arms, lowered it onto the stone surface.
Lady Lintoron entered the tomb with a silk veil, transparent as
a spider’s web. She draped it over the body, and Urzahil’s
younger brothers helped her to tug the edges straight. The fabric
over his father’s nose and mouth didn’t move. It was time to go.
Urzahil followed the others out into the blinding sunlight, and
the iron door of the tomb clanged shut.

Three days after the funeral, the traditional day for the
reading of the will, his father’s legal advisor came to the house.
“I’m sorry to tell you, but Tar-Lintoron did not leave a will.
He meant to; we often discussed the provisions he wanted to
include, but he had never actually sat down and wrote his
wishes as a legal document,” he said.
“But you’re familiar with his wishes?” said Lady Lintoron.
“Your husband’s wishes were remarkably consistent over
time. He wanted to make some charitable bequests, provisions
for the widows of fishermen from the Lintoron fleet, bequests to
the University and the Temple, and a gift of a fountain for a
square that didn’t have one. But without a will, those bequests
were just talk.” The advisor held out his hands in a gesture of
helplessness.
Urzahil felt cold all over. If there were no provisions for
charities, there were no provisions for children begotten on the
wrong side of the blanket, either.
“Did you write any of it down? Perhaps the document he’d
wished to write could be reconstructed.”
“I took notes of our discussions, but they’re just notes,
unsigned and unwitnessed. They wouldn’t stand up in a court
of law,”
“What will happen, then?”
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“The division of property will be determined by law: half
will go to the widow, with the remainder to be divided equally
among the legitimate sons.” The room was spinning. Urzahil
clung to the arm of his chair for support.
“Can you provide me with enough gold for repairs on the
fishing fleet? Our largest boat lost its mast, and several others
were damaged in the storm last week. If they can’t go to sea, we
lose the income they would have brought in.”
“I’m afraid whatever gold the estate left behind will be tied
up until the oldest son comes of age,” the advisor said,
indicating Urzahil’s younger brother Aldamir. “In the
meantime, you’ll have to live frugally, but at least you have the
income from your lands,” he said.
The color drained from Lady Lintoron’s face. “We won’t
receive any rents from those lands for two more years. All the
income from them was pledged to the House of Castamir in lieu
of Aranelaith’s dowry.”

Later that day, Lady Lintoron dismissed the workmen
repairing the roof, even though they hadn’t finished replacing
the tile. The building was centuries old and needed work. Some
of their bedrooms had water stains on the ceilings, but she
wasn’t being a good steward to a historic house anymore.
Then she sold the horses, his father’s good-natured bay, the
grey palfrey, and the boys’ ponies. Urzahil hated to see his
father’s horse sold. It was the one he rode into the skirmish
when he was wounded. Aldamir and Êruhil wept over the loss
of their ponies. Urzahil was furious with her and ground his
teeth in helpless rage.
Lady Lintoron pulled Urzahil aside. “I’m thinking of
dismissing Pellardur. Can you tutor the boys in the evening?”
“But I’m busy studying in the evenings. And why can’t you
afford him? Tutors are paid almost nothing beyond room and
board.”
Pellardur remained with the household. Perhaps he had an
allowance from his own family, or didn’t care about money.
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Younger sons were placed with other families to cement
connections among the nobility.
In the weeks that followed, Lady Lintoron dismissed all but
one of the family retainers, including one who was very old,
who napped by the kitchen fire pretending to shell peas but
couldn’t work anymore.
“Can you take Old Nan? It’s just for a year until Aldamir
reaches his majority and his inheritance comes out of trust,”
Lady Lintoron asked her sister, who was visiting.
“Every time I see you since Eädur died, you have your hand
out. Fine, I’ll take her this time, but this is it. You’ve just
acquired a wealthy son-in-law in the Castamiri family. They’re
getting the rents from you dower lands, why don’t you ask
them for some of it back?”
“I did. They said ‘no’ in the nicest possible way, but they
gave me their best wishes. When I left, Aranelaith pressed her
dress allowance into my hand and promised she’d send more
when she could.”
The term was half over. Urzahil inquired at the University
about next term’s school fees. He’d had no idea they were so
high. He had to figure out how to ask Lady Lintoron for the
money to pay them.
He did his best to get along with her. He bit back sarcastic
remarks, avoided the temptation to roll his eyes, and tried to
stay out of her way. After a few days, when he judged she was
in a good mood, he pulled her aside and asked.
“Lady Lintoron? The second term at University begins right
after Yule. I wondered if I could trouble you for my school
fees?”
“That won’t be possible, please don’t ask me again.” She
turned her back.
“My education is all I have in this world. It was the legacy
Father meant to leave me,” Urzahil was about to add
something sarcastic, but stopped himself when he saw her face,
gray and exhausted.
“I’m sorry, Urzahil. I just don’t have the money.”
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I

n the Philosopher’s Stone that afternoon, he
asked the serving maid if she knew of anyone who needed
someone to wait tables, preferably after classes. She named the
Broken Sword and the Once Proud Goose, but both of them
were near the University and catered mostly to students. He
knew he had to work, he accepted that, but it would be
humiliating if anyone at school saw him.
“Do you know of anything else?”
“You could try the Boiling Frog. It’s on the main road, just
inside the inner walls. As soon as you’re through the gate, look
to the right. You’ll see the sign.”
It was just as she said. Just inside the old city walls was a
tavern sign of a black cauldron with bubbles rising from its
surface. A green frog peaked over its rim, a look of dismay on
its face. This must be it, the Sign of the Boiling Frog.
He looked through a wide opening in the wall and saw a
courtyard surrounded by buildings on three sides, typical of
the better sort of Inn. On the left was a stables for
accommodating the guests’ horses, a stone water trough in
front of it. Opposite the stables was the tavern associated with
the Inn. A Boiling Frog sign hung over its glass-paneled door.
Urzahil tried the handle, and it opened easily. Harness bells
jingled against the door frame. He squared his shoulders and
stepped inside. A long room full of tables and benches, with a
stone fireplace at the end.
“I’m sorry, we’re not open yet. Come back at six bells.” The
Innkeeper stood behind the counter, drying earthenware
tankards with a rag.
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“I’ve come about the position. Did you need someone to
wipe tables?”
“I don’t know how you heard of it, I scarcely told a soul, but
aye. Grab an apron and help me with these.”
By suppertime, he was wiping down tables and scraping
plates in the kitchen. The wages were meager, the real money
came from tips. If he served ale or worked at the bar, he could
earn enough for next year’s tuition by the end of the term, but
that assumed the tips were as good every night as they were
tonight.
He asked Allard, the Innkeeper, about a second job. The Inn
provide accommodations for the guests’ horses in the stable
across from the Inn. Allard said he could come in at first light
to water the horses and muck out their stalls.
Urzahil never went out with his friends anymore, and most
days he came home exhausted. He had no time to study unless
he stayed up past midnight or got up before dawn, so his
schoolwork began to suffer.
One evening, a few of his classmates came into the Boiling
Frog and saw him behind the bar, rinsing tankards.
“Urzahil, what are you doing in here?”
“Well, there’s a perfectly good explanation, and, um…I’m
writing a story, and I’m collecting material for it. But it’s just
for a day or two.”
Urzahil had already been working at the Boiling Frog for
several weeks, but his classmates didn’t need to know that.

“I’m sorry I missed class. My father died suddenly.” Urzahil
felt his throat getting tight.
“My poor boy. I’m so terribly sorry.” Palan’s eyes were full
of sympathy.
At the end of class, Urzahil stayed behind to get the
reading assignments he’d missed during the last five days.
“Remind me, why were you out?” Palan asked him.
Urzahil’s mouth hung open. How could anyone not remember?
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After coastal geography, Urzahil followed his classmates to
the Refectory for the noon meal. Tûlmir appeared at his elbow
like a plump, overeager puppy, blind to rejection.
Urzahil didn’t feel like sitting beside him, so he put his
satchel on the bench where he though the merchant’s son
would want to sit. It made no difference, Tûlmir sat down
across from him
“Urzahil, you’ve got yourself quite an admirer.” Marös
laughed and sat down a few places over.
As best Urzahil could figure, the merchant’s son had
identified Urzahil as a low caste member of the nobility and
regarded him as more approachable than the others. He’d
latched onto Urzahil as an aristocratic toehold in his planned
social climb.
“I’m sorry about your father. I don’t know what to say,” said
Tûlmir.
How about saying nothing? I’m not in the mood to talk.

It rained hard during the night, in the morning, the
pavement was wet and covered with leaves and small branches
knocked down by the storm. Urzahil splashed through puddles
on his was to school.
When he arrived, class had already started. Caldûr was
striding back and forth across the small stage in the front of the
classroom under a huge water stain on the ceiling. Every so
often, a drip fell from it. Hopefully the University would repair
it, but the broken bench in the back of the classroom was still
listing to one side, so Urzahil didn’t expect much.
Caldûr seemed unaware of the drip above his head as he
strode back and forth across the small stage in the front of the
classroom, waving his arms as he spoke.
“It was the year 1700 in the middle of the Second Age, when
out of nowhere, a seemingly invincible warlord swept across
Arda, burning everything in his path. He called himself TarMairon, or Admirable Lord, a generic title that said nothing
about who he was or where he came from. It was the Elves who
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first realized he was the spirit who’d accompanied Melkor from
the Underworld in ancient times, the one called Sauron
Gorthaur.”
Caldûr stopped pacing and faced the class.
“You’ve been studying Sindarin all term. How would you
translate ‘gor-thaur’?”
“dread-horror,” the class answered in unison.
“And so he was. He was a demon, and no ordinary one.
When he first appeared in Arda, he took the form of a giant
wolf and ate the Firstborn Elves. How do you think they felt
about him?”
There were a few responses scattered around the classroom.
“Fear?” “Horror?” “Terror?”
Caldûr waved a hand dismissively. “These were Elves. They
didn’t cringe, they fought back. Here’s a hint. How would you
translate ‘saur-on’?” 8
“excrement - large amount of,” came a voice from the back
of the class.
Urzahil turned around on the bench and glared at the
speaker, Mírdan, a non-serious student who attended
University only because his father made him. Hopefully only
the offender would be punished, and not the whole class. But
when Urzahil looked back at the stage, Caldûr was smiling.
“That is correct. I’m surprised only one of you was able to
translate. Your Sindarin instructor must not be teaching you
any Elvish swear words. Yet contrary to popular belief, Elves
do curse, they say ‘saur’ when they stub their toe. But don’t
repeat it in polite company, it really is a bad word. My point is,
the Elves despised Sauron. They still do.”
Caran, the charity student fascinated by naval history, raised
his hand. “Wouldn’t the Black Númenorians also have hated
Sauron, after he destroyed their home? They’d rallied around

’Neither does he (Sauron) use his right name, nor permit it to be
spelt or spoken,’ said Aragorn. J.R.R. Tolkien, The Two Towers,
“The Departure of Boromir”
8
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him when he first came to Númenor, but that must all have
changed when Sauron killed their king and sank Númenor.”
“I think they felt much the way Black Númenorians do
today. We find him…interesting,” said Caldûr.

Urzahil answered a question brilliantly, expecting praise,
but Palan turned away, his mouth pressed into a thin line.
Palan says, “a pale, indistinct star more like a fuzz ball than
a true star. But’s it’s no more real than a glass reproduction of a
Silmaril, or a bastard passing himself off as a nobleman.”
Urzahil recoiled as if slapped. Do you realize what you just
said? But it probably wasn’t on purpose, Palan wasn’t good at
remembering details about people. Even so, it was tactless.
Urzahil wondered if he stay after class and speak to him about
it.

Now that his father was gone, the friction between himself
and Lady Lintoron was getting worse.
One evening when Urzahil came home from the Boiling
Frog, his school satchel wasn’t on the table where he’d left it.
He looked in his room, but it weren’t there either. The rest of
the household had already gone to bed. He needed those
books, he had to memorize a script for diplomacy the next day,
and he hadn’t even read it yet. In desperation, he pounded on
the door to Lady Lintoron’s chamber.
“Where are my books?” He didn’t bother to hide the
annoyance in his voice.
Lady Lintoron opened the door and stared at him through
the crack. “I moved them. We needed the table for eating.”
Her voice was thick with sleep.
“I need my books to study. You’re going to make me fail
diplomacy. Why are you being such a witch?”
“Urzahil, apologize at once!”
“I’m sorry I called you a witch, I didn’t realize you thought
it was a secret.”
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Lady Lintoron yanked open the door and drew herself to
her full height. She was in her nightclothes, and her hair was
hanging in her face.
“Urzahil, this isn’t working. You need to find somewhere
else to live.”
He went to his room feeling stunned, even though he didn’t
think she meant it.
The next night, Urzahil came home late, exhausted from a
long evening at the Frog. He needed to memorize a list of
Sindarin verbs for class tomorrow, but he was tired, and
decided to go straight to bed.
He climbed the stairs to his room, opened the door, and
froze. For a moment, he thought he’d entered a storeroom by
accident. Wooden crates lined the walls, and the curtains and
bed hangings had disappeared. The drawings he’d hung on the
walls, the inlaid box his father had given him last birthday,
everything that made the room his own was missing. He
wanted to crawl into bed and pull the blankets over his head,
but he couldn’t. The bed had been stripped.
He lay in the dark on the bare mattress, so angry he couldn’t
fall asleep. When he did, he woke to bad dreams. It was still
dark outside when he got up. There was an oil lamp in a niche
in the wall, but he didn’t have an ember to light it. He
discovered by feel that his clothes were still in his clothes chest,
he packed a small bundle in the dark.
On his way to the back door, he passed his father’s study,
and on impulse, he went inside. The room still smelled like his
father. Urzahil stood there for a moment, remembering, then
shook it off. He felt in the back of a desk drawer and removed a
pouch of coins. If the theft were discovered, he would never be
able to enter this house again. He hesitated, and put the purse
in his pocket.
It was beginning to get light. From the corner of his eye, he
saw something orange and red in the bookcase behind his
father’s desk. It was the painted crab Urzahil made for his
father when he was small. He and his father used to walk along
the jetty together and watch the brightly colored crabs climbing
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over the rocks. Once Urzahil found a stone he thought was
crab-shaped. He brought it home and pained it red and orange
and blue, with its legs tucked and its eye stalks lying flat. He
didn’t realize his father had kept it. Urzahil picked it up and
studied it, then slipped it into his other pocket.
Urzahil stepped into the alley between houses and pulled
the side door shut behind him. He whispered goodbye to his
brothers, still asleep in their beds upstairs, and walked away
from the house he’d grown up in without looking back.
He walked with his school satchel and bundle of clothes
through the streets of Umbar, which were already filling with
people at this hour even though the sun wasn’t fully up. The
shortest day of the year was approaching, and it was already
beginning to get cold. There was frost on the ground and he
could see his own breath. Earlier in the year, he would have
slept outside until he found somewhere to stay, but he couldn’t
now.
He reached the Boiling Frog and slipped into the livery
stable, hoping he hadn’t been seen carrying the bundle. It was
warm inside the stables, sheltered from the wind, and even
though there was never a fire for heat, warmth from the horses
made it comfortable.
In the dim light, he climbed the ladder to the hayloft. A drift
of hay against one wall would make a good bed. If he wrapped
himself in a horse blanket and slept here, he’d be comfortable.
He concealed his things under the hay in a corner, then climbed
down the ladder to water the horses.
If he were to live here, he couldn’t light a lamp because of
the danger of fire. He didn’t know how he was going to study,
but i was just for a few days, until he could find a friend to say
with, or if he were desperate, take a room in a rooming house.
Urzahil thought of friends he could move in with. Of all the
people he knew, there wasn’t one who could put him up. Most
of his friends were from noble families. The ones from Umbar
mostly lived with their parents, the ones from the provinces
mostly stayed with relatives in Umbar. The charity students
either lived with their parents or were already sharing with
someone else. Urzahil felt sure Tas would take him in if he
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asked, but it was better to sleep in a hayloft than let his friends
learn that he was destitute.
After class, Urzahil asked about rooms at rooming houses
near the University, but they were prohibitively expensive. He
looked in the rougher parts of the city, on the streets closer to
the docks, but rooms on the waterfront didn’t cost much less.
He resigned himself to sleeping in the hayloft that night.
The truth was, he couldn’t afford to rent a room, any room,
not even one he shared with another student or on a street
where it wasn’t safe to walk at night. If he wanted to enroll next
term, every cent he made had to go towards school fees.
He went back to the livery stable and saw to the horses. He
climbed the ladder to the hayloft and studied until it was time
to go to the Boiling Frog and help set up for the evening meal.
He took orders, served ale, and wiped tables.
He took an armload of dirty plates to the kitchen and started
to scrap the table scraps into the slops bucket for the hogs, but
hesitated. Why waste a half-eaten meat pie and an untouched
piece of bread? He looked up and saw that he was alone, then
ate them himself and drank a few inches of ale left in a tankard.
His cheeks were burning, but he wasn’t going to bed hungry.
He didn’t have to live like this. He had two jobs, he earned
enough to rent a room and buy his meals at a pub. The trouble
was, he could afford his living expenses, or his school fees, but
not both. He wasn’t ready to give up the dream of being a
scholar, or failing that, a position in the Diplomatic corps.
Unless he finished University, he had nothing.
The end of the term was approaching. Urzahil counted
down how much money he still needed for tuition against how
many days there were in which to earn it. He asked for extra
shifts at the Frog, and took on additional work at the livery
stable. He was exhausted. He’d given up all time he spent with
friends, and all recreations.
Even the charity students were better off than he was. They
worked, but they only had to pay for lodgings and food, as
their tuition was waived. If he were a charity student, he could
afford lodgings, a rooming house that provided meals. He
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could have new clothes, maybe second hand, but not as worn
and faded as his own. But asking for charity would mean
admitting how low he had fallen, and he was too proud.

Urzahil was in the kitchen of the Boiling Frog, elbow-deep
in soapsuds and hot water. His back was tired. He needed to
be studying for his diplomacy exam, not scrubbing grease off
plates.
Why did his father have to die? Or to be exact, why did his
father have to die without a will? He’d told his advisor what
he wanted in it, so why didn’t he? Urzahil’s schooling would
have been for and he would be living the same sort of life as
his friends, if only his father had found time for that one little
chore.
The crash startled him. A starburst of soap suds clung to
the wall for a moment, then slid to the floor. Urzahil’s hand
flew to his mouth and he looked around, hoping he hadn’t
been observed.
“What was that? I thought I heard something fall,” the
landlord called from the other room.
“It’s nothing. I dropped a plate,” said Urzahil, as he bent
down to pick up the shards. His eyes welled, and he despised
himself for being so angry with someone he loved so much.
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C

aldûr looked over the classroom.
“We’re going to do something different today. Instead of me
lecturing you and telling stories, your classmates are going to
perform a skit.
“Let’s pick our first actor. I need someone physically
powerful, supremely self-confident, someone who would do
anything on a dare.” Several hands went up. “Marös, come up
here.” Marös ascended the stage. Built like a bull, broad in the
chest and well-muscled, he exuded self-confidence.
“Class, meet Ar-Pharazôn the Golden, twenty-fifth king of
Númenor, and at this moment the most powerful man in the
world.” Marös grinned and struck a pose. “But you’re king
only because you forced the ruling queen, Tar-Míriel, to accept
you as a husband. Incidentally, she’s also your first cousin, and
marriage between cousins is not legal in Númenor. You’ve
never been in her bedroom, and the marriage has produced no
children.”
“You’ve just seized the throne, but you’re anxious because
the courts could have your marriage annulled at any time,
which, incidentally, would invalidate your claim to the throne.
Your crown hangs by a thread. You have to do something
spectacular to prove you deserve to be king.
“Now, let me ask the class, how many of you have ever
moved to a new neighborhood? What’s the first thing you do?”
Gaerna, the burliest of the charity students, raised his hand.
“You show them how tough you are. Challenge the meanest
one of all, and wipe the floor with him. If you don’t, the others
will think you’re weak, and they’ll hurt you.”
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“How do you know you’re going to win?” asked Caldûr.
“You don’t, but there are things you can do to even the odds.
You pick your time carefully, catch them when they’re tired,
then hit them with everything you have It’s a risk, but
sometimes you have to be ballsy,” said Gaerna.
“Correct. Ar-Pharazôn, that’s the position you find yourself
in today. Your rivals in Númenor who would love to see you
fail, so you have to do something spectacular that says,
‘Challenge me at your peril.’ You need to thrash the toughest
foe you can find, in the most public way possible. Now, who’s
the most dangerous person you can think of?
“A rival at Court?” asked Marös.
“Think bigger.”
“Gil-galad, High King of the Elves?”
”That would be a good choice, except that you and Gil-galad
are nominally on the same side. It has to be an enemy, one so
dangerous that if you subdue him, the kingship is yours
forever.”
Marös fell silent.
“Let’s pick someone to play your adversary. I need a student
who’s resourceful and clever, someone who’s adaptable and
keeps his emotions hidden.” No hands went up. “Urzahil,
come up here.”
Urzahil put his writing tools on the bench and ascended the
stage.
“You have a keen intelligence and enormous strength.
You’re proud, and you have almost no sense of humor. Your
chief emotion is anger. You feel slights keenly and can nurse a
grudge forever. But more than anything, you can’t bear to be
humiliated. Class, meet the one they call Dread Horror, Sauron
Gorthaur.
“Now, Ar-Pharazôn, you want to show your rivals back in
Númenorian just how tough you are by defeating Sauron
Gorthaur, said to be the most dangerous creature in Arda. If
you can pull that off, your claim to the throne is secure.”
Caldûr gave them each a slip of paper. Marös read his, then
raised his chin. The corner his mouth lifted in a half-smile.
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“Get on your knees,” Marös ordered. Urzahil knelt. The hard
planks pressed against his kneecaps, and looking up at others
from the floor was embarrassing.
Urzahil read from his own script. “A great king must have
his will.” 9
Marös referred to his script again. “I want to see you eat
dirt.” Marös watched Urzahil with hooded eyes, his lips parted
in a sneer. He was enjoying this way too much. Urzahil’s hands
curled into fists.
Caldûr was looking down his nose, his lip curled in a halfsmile.
“Sauron, are you aware that your personal guard is
watching this? If you expect them to keep the story to
themselves when they reach home, think again. Your people
will learn that the king from the sea made you crawl, and you,
with your great need to be admired, will fall in their esteem.”
Caldûr’s voice was gloating.
The city bells rang, signaling the end of class. Urzahil sagged
with relief. But the usual sounds of the end of the last class of
the day, a murmur of conversation as students gathered up
their belongings, the scrape of benches against stone, never
came. Urzahil stole a sideways glance. His classmates were
leaning forward on their benches, transfixed.
Urzahil looked up to Caldûr for help, but his instructor
stood with his arms crossed over his chest, his face unsmiling.
“Do it,” he ordered Urzahil.
“I said, I want to see you eat dirt,” said Marös.
Urzahil didn’t move. Caldûr took the back of his neck and
shoved his face to the floor. The smell of dust rose from planks
which hadn’t been swept recently. One of his classmates
tittered, several more laughed out loud.
“Do it,” said Caldûr.

'This is a hard doom,' said Sauron, 'but great kings must have
their will', and he submitted as one under compulsion. J.R.R.
Tolkien, The Tale of Years of the Second Age: Appendix B, History of
Middle-Earth, Vol. xii: The Peoples of Middle-Earth
9
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Urzahil licked the rough wood. Particles of grit stuck to his
tongue. He sat back on his heels, spitting, and wiped the back
of his hand across his mouth. His chest heaved with anger, and
his breath whistled through his nostrils. He clenched his teeth
so hard they hurt.
“Ar-Pharazôn, how do you feel right now?” asked Caldûr.
“That was fun! I want to do it again.” Marös had a big grin
on his face.
Urzahil struggled to stay in character, and kept his face still,
a mask of submission and acquiescence. It was hard, he was so
angry his ears were ringing. He didn’t think he’d ever been this
furious.
“Sauron, how do you feel right now?” asked Caldûr.
“I will kill him. I don’t care how long it takes, but I am going
to f…I am going to kill him.” With difficulty, Urzahil bit back
the word that could have gotten him suspended from school
for a day.
“You can’t kill Ar-Pharazôn. You just swore an oath that
forbids it,” said Caldûr.
“I’ll have someone else do it, then.”
“You can’t order someone else kill him, your oath precludes
that, too.” Caldûr lowered his voice. “But consider this. You’re
patient, you’re cunning, and you have almost supernatural
powers of persuasion. Now, what will you do next?”
“I’d…” Murderous rage gave way to an icy, calculating
hatred. “I’d dare him to do something stupid enough to get
himself killed. Swim long distance in the open ocean, climb the
outside of a tower, taste the flesh of the puffer fish, the one that
makes your skin tingle,” said Urzahil.
Caldûr pulled Urzahil to his feet and draped an arm across
his shoulder.
“You’re the greatest king who ever lived. Yet the Valar
won’t even let you set foot on the lands that confer immortality.
Like all mortals, you’ll die at your appointed time, and you
have no heir to continue your line. A great king would seize
those lands by force.”
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Caldûr released Urzahil and turned to the class. “What’s the
most dangerous thing Sauron could possibly have dared ArPharazôn to do?”
Hooting and stamping their feet, the class shouted with one
voice,
“Invade Valinor!”
That evening, as Urzahil filled tankards from the bung tap,
he could still smell the dust from the floor boards, still feel the
grit on his tongue.
“Why would Caldûr order me to do that? He could tell how
upset I was.” Urzahil muttered as he carried the heavy tray to a
table on the far side of the room, where a dozen paying
customers sat. “He must know that making someone lick a
dirty floor, with all his classmates watched and jeered him on,
was humiliating.”
Urzahil rested the tray on the table, a broad smile on his face
for the customers, and set each order in the right place.
“And Marös watched me the whole time as if I were a girl
undoing her dress and letting it drop to the floor. He was
enjoying it so much, I thought he was going to.…”
Urzahil banged down a tankard harder than he’d intended.
Ale slopped out and spread across the table.
“Excuse me!” Urzahil yanked a rag from his belt and tried to
wipe up the growing puddle before it reached the edge of the
table and overflowed onto the customer’s lap.
If he was this upset from playacting, how angry would he
have been, had it been real?

The next morning, Urzahil was still upset about what
happened in the skit the day before. He didn’t want to talk
about it, and made a point of arriving for diplomacy just as
class was about to start.
Marös and Tas were already seated on the bench. Urzahil
took his usual place beside Tas and avoided looking at Marös,
but Marös leaned around Tas to talk to him anyway.
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“I hear Caldûr thinks you’re the best actor he’s had.” Marös
said.
Urzahil acknowledged Marös with the slightest of nods and
looked straight ahead, a little cool, a little distant. Marös was
about to say something else to him, but just then, Wynne, the
diplomacy teacher, rapped on the podium and began his
lecture.
“It is the year 3319 in the Second Age, and the entire island
of Númenor had just been destroyed following the failed
invasion of Valinor, which provoked, shall we say, a larger
reaction from the Valar than anticipated. The greatest fleet ever
assembled was gone, the island of Númenor and the entire
civilian population were gone.
“As survivors reached the mainland, word of the disaster
began to trickle in, and the coastal colonies were thrown into
turmoil. Coastal politics became a free-for-all as every colonial
governor and minor lord scrambled to reposition himself in the
unexpected power vacuum.
“When Sauron pulled himself from the bottom of the ocean
and returned to Mordor, the Black Númenorians of Umbar
were quick to ally themselves with him.”
Caran asked, “Now why would the Black Númenorians ally
with Sauron, when he’d just killed their king and destroyed
their island nation?”
Tûlmir, the merchant’s son, put up his hand. His plump face
looked thoughtful. “It didn’t matter whether they were mad at
Sauron or not, the Black Númenorians couldn’t afford to have
him as an enemy.”
Caran’s friend Gaerna, who enjoyed fistfights in grog shops,
waved his arms in the air and practically jumped off the bench.
“It was more than that. They weren’t friends initially, but
they were forced into it because they shared an enemy.
“How can I explain…oh, I know! Let’s say that nations are
people, and Umbar is Gondor’s younger cousin. Umbar has just
embraced the Cult of Melkor against Gondor’s advice. It caused
a rift between them, and they’re no longer speaking.
“One night, they run into each other in a tavern. Both have
been drinking. Gondor is a head taller than Umbar, and heavier
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by three stone. Umbar knows it’s in trouble. But Mordor is also
in the tavern that night, and Mordor has a score to settle with
Gondor. This is the end of the Second Age, remember, when
Mordor is at the height of its power, and just might be able to
beat Gondor this time.
“And if Mordor beats Gondor, Mordor might take an
interest in Gondor’s smaller, weaker cousin. Let’s just say
Umbar is scared.
“Let’s say Gondor and Umbar were to join forces and take
on Mordor, Mordor would go home bloody and humiliated.
But they’ll never join together, the rift between them is too
deep.
“Now, Umbar is stepping to the middle of the floor and
rolling up its sleeves. Do I dare wager a copper that Umbar will
beat Gondor? No, I’d be throwing my money away. But then,
Umbar does something brilliant, Umbar allies with Mordor.
That accomplishes two things, Gondor can’t invade Umbar,
and Mordor won’t.”
The diplomacy teacher looked stunned. “I have to admit,
Gaerna, I’ve never heard global politics explained in terms of
fistfights in taverns, but to your credit, you’ve got it exactly
right.”
ding ding. ding ding.
“And with that, we are out of time. For tomorrow, I want
you to compare the geopolitical situation in the Second Age, so
vividly described by Gaerna, with the tension growing between
Gondor and Umbar today. Gondor is just as threatening now as
it was in the Second Age, but with Mordor empty, we’re on our
own.”

The next morning, when Urzahil was leaving diplomacy, he
saw Caldûr in the hall. Too angry to speak to him, he turned
away and increased his pace, but Caldûr caught with him and
up and touched his arm.
“You absolutely nailed the part of Sauron. I’ve never seen
anyone get inside his head the way you did.” He paused, as if
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making a decision. “I want you to play Sauron in the skit next
summer.”
“I thought Sauron was always played by an Elf.” Urzahil
was noncommittal.
“I just learned that Sauron assumed the form of a
Númenorian when he appeared before Ar-Pharazôn.”
“What’s his true form?” asked Urzahil.
“No one knows. A demon, I expect. But unlike other
demons, he can take any form he likes, that’s why he’s so
dangerous.”

Urzahil sat in his Sindarin class, daydreaming out the
window. The drone of other students reciting was making him
sleepy.
‘Gil-galad’
‘Palan-tir’
‘El-rond’
‘Mor-gul’
‘Ar-wen’
‘Mith-ril’
‘Mal-orn’
‘Celeb-orn’
‘Sil-mar-ril’

‘Star light’
‘Far looking’
‘Star dome’
‘Black knowledge’
‘Noble maiden’
‘Grey gleam’
‘Gold tree’
‘Silver tree’
‘White jewel gleam’

Then Chaered called on Urzahil. ‘Tol-siri-on.’
Urzahil could read Sindarin reasonably well, but he couldn’t
seem to understand the spoken language as well as his
classmates did.
Chaered was waiting for his answer. Urzahil wrote the word
on his slate tablet and studied it. ‘-on’ meant ‘great’ or ‘a lot’.
Other than that, he had no idea.
The instructor finally rescued him. “Tol sirion means an
island in a great river.
The bells rang, and class was dismissed.
“Urzahil, a word?” Chaered didn’t look happy with him. “I
can’t understand why you’re not doing well. Are you staying
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out in the pub until all hours?” Chaered had his hands on his
hips.
If only he knew.
“Why is it that the charity students all have jobs, yet they
earn better grades than you. Maybe it’s because, unlike you
aristocrats, they expect to work hard.”
“I work hard.” Urzahil spoke through clenched teeth.
Chaered snorted.
“No, really, I’m working two jobs, sleeping in a barn, and
eating what I scrape off the plates at the tavern where I work.
I’d gladly trade places with a charity student.” Urzahil realized
what he’d just said, and his hand flew to his mouth. “Forget I
said that, I was just making it up.”
Chaered looked him up and down. Urzahil was dressed like
a nobleman, but his tunic was faded and there was a hole in the
knee of his leggings the size of a copper coin. He looked less
like a nobleman than like a servant wearing his Master’s handme-downs.
“Urzahil?” His teacher’s eyes were kind. “Go to the Head of
the School and ask to have your tuition waived on the basis of
hardship. No one else needs to know.”
Urzahil’s felt his face getting hot. Chaered probably hadn’t
meant to insult him, but charity was for the sons of
dockworkers and day laborers, not the sons of noblemen.
Urzahil would never fall that low.
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T

his is an astrolabe. It’s used to measure the
angle of a star above the horizon.” Palan held up a brass
instrument for them to see.
“Now, there are several ways to use it. My old mentor
developed a formula that yields a crude estimate of the angle,
but my formula will calculate the angle to the utmost precision,
if you’re willing to put in the time.”
“But sir, what if you need the angle right away? Or what if
you’re on the deck of a ship in heavy seas, where it’s impossible
to get a precise reading? Wouldn’t you use the old method?”
Urzahil asked.
“Did you not hear me say that my method is more
accurate?” The astronomy teacher’s his voice was tight.
“The precision doesn’t matter when you’re on the deck of a
ship at sea and can’t take a precise a measurement anyway,”
said Urzahil.
“I’m worried that you’re not clever enough to understand
my technique. Or perhaps you couldn’t be bothered to do the
reading at all.” The great man was red-faced and spitting.
“I did the reading, it’s just that I could imaging using
different approaches in different circumstances.”
“Perhaps a baseborn member of the aristocracy is more
likely to be a rebel and reject the established order?”
That was unfair, Urzahil wasn’t a rebel at all. All he wanted
in life was to be part of the established order.
Urzahil was so rattled, his hands were shaking. After class,
he saw his diplomacy teacher in the hall and ran to catch up
with him.
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“I wanted to ask you something. Let’s say you’re in
diplomatic negotiations with another nation, and someone on
the other side says something that’s grievously insulting. What
do you do?”
“You pretend you didn’t hear. Usually these things are an
accident. But if it was intentional, you don’t want to take the
bait. Stay focused on the subject at hand. Give short, factual
answers. The minute you lose your temper, you’ve lost.”

The next day, Palan asked Urzahil to stay after class. Urzahil
assumed his teacher was going to apologize, but Palan acted as
though nothing had happened.
“I have something for you.” He recited lines in an ancient
tongue. “Recite it back to me.”
Urzahil did as he was told, then asked, “What is it?”
“It’s a fire lighting spell. Not everyone can make it work.”
That night while working in the kitchen at the Boiling Frog,
Urzahil waited until he was alone and spoke the fire lighting
spell over the stub of a candle. Nothing happened.
He wanted to ask his instructor what he’d done wrong, but
hesitated. He could hear Palan saying, Not everyone can do it.

On the last day of term, as they were leaving Númenorian
history, Tas pulled Urzahil aside in the hall.
“I’m getting a group together to celebrate our last night of
freedom before Exam Week. I thought we’d go down to the
waterfront and play Silver Penny again. Want to come?” Tas
winked.
“I can’t make it. Maybe next time.” Urzahil feigned
indifference.
“Didn’t hear me? I said we’re going to play Silver Penny.
You loved that game last time we played, and you might get to
see Kyna again.”
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Urzahil couldn’t even think about risking a silver penny on a
roll of the dice. That was more than he made in a week, and he
couldn’t afford even a few coppers for dinner or a bed. Tas
didn’t know, and Urzahil was grateful for that small mercy.
“Thanks, but I can’t make it. Maybe next time.”

Every day during Exam Week, Urzahil spent the entire day
in the library, preparing for exams. The final exam for
diplomacy would be a role playing exercise, he didn’t even
have to think about it. Númenorian history would take work to
prepare for. Caldûr taught it as a series of stories, but there was
still a long list of names and dates to memorize.
Coastal geography was like diplomacy and Númenorian
history, only with maps. Urzahil wasn’t worried about
astronomy either. He would never navigate a ship by the stars,
given the motion of the waves made him ill, but he could tell
time at night by the height of the constellations above the
horizon, and whether they were rising or setting. It ought to go
fine.
It was Sindarin he was worried about. Everyone else in class
seemed to speak it fluently. He’d memorized whole lists of root
words, and while he could read Sindarin, the spoken language
raced past him, with no more meaning than the sounds of wind
and the water.
The instructor hadn’t told them what to expect, but Tas’s
older brother, the future Tar-Castamir, had taken Sindarin the
year before. He said the instructor wrote a few sentences on the
slate board, and the students wrote the translation on paper
and turned it in.
If the exam was written, Urzahil thought he could pass it.
Throughout exam week, he put as much effort into studying
Sindarin as he did into the other four subjects combined.
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Urzahil finished work in the late in the evening. He was
wiping down counters in the kitchen, and waited until the
Innkeeper, was in the front room, before he lit a covered lantern
from an ember in the stove and set it on the back step. No light
escaped from the shutters latched over it’s the glass sides. He
opened the kitchen door and set the lantern on the step leading
to the kitchen garden behind the tavern.
“Urzahil, are you about done? I’m ready to lock up for the
night,” Allard called from the common room.
Urzahil ducked back inside and pulled the kitchen door shut
as quietly as he could.
“I’m just finishing up.” He rinsed out his mopping-up rag
and hung it near the stove to dry.
Urzahil collected his things, said goodnight to Allard, and
stepped out into the darkened courtyard. The door clicked shut
behind him, and he heard the bolt slide home. He waited until
all the lights in the tavern were out, then circled around to the
kitchen garden and collected the lantern from the back step. No
light escaped from the covers over the lantern as he crossed the
yard to the stables.
He reached the safety of the darkened barn and set the
lantern on the ground between the horses’ stalls, and opened
one of the covers. Somewhere between the tavern and the barn,
the lamp had gone out. Only the tip of the wick glowed orange,
and as he watched, it winked out. He cursed under his breath.
He couldn’t go back to the tavern to light the lantern, the
common room had been locked up for the night. He couldn’t
study by moonlight; the moon was waxing, but not yet bright
enough to read by. The Sindarin exam was tomorrow, and he
was ill-prepared for it. He needed a spell to light the lamp.
Palan had given him a fire-starting spell, but he hadn’t been
able to make it work. Maybe he hadn’t tried hard enough.
The lamp was a shade against a dark background. He knelt
beside it. He couldn’t see the wick at all anymore, he could only
guess where it was. He knelt in front of the lamp and pictured
the wick in his mind, the frayed cotton string, charred at the
end, still warm. He gathered all his thoughts, focused them like
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a clenched fist, and spoke the words of the spell with all the
authority he could muster. Nothing.
He sat back on his heels and puffed out his cheeks. After a
moment, he gathered his thoughts and recited the spell again,
his shoulders hunched with the effort. Some sorcerer he was, he
couldn’t even summon up an orange speck on the end of the
wick.
He smacked the earthen floor in frustration. It took a few
minutes to calm down. When his breath had slowed to almost
normal, he tried again, his will like a clenched fist. He spoke the
words for the third time. Yellow light flared up and flooded the
floor around his feet.
Suddenly nervous, he looked in the direction of the Inn.
Hopefully Allard had already gone to bed, or if he hadn’t, he
hadn’t looked across the Inn yard and seen the yellow light in
the barn. Urzahil had never asked permission to sleep here, and
had done a certain amount of sneaking around to avoid being
noticed.
Hours later, when he finally snuffed the lamp and climbed
up to the hayloft, the stars had wheeled around in the sky, and
the bells tolled two hours into the Midnight watch.

Urzahil opened his eyes to full daylight and let out a yelp.
What time was it? The Sindarin exam might already have
started.
He pulled on yesterday’s clothes, slid down the ladder, and
hit the floor running. He was almost out the door when he
remembered the horses.
He hesitated. It wouldn’t hurt them to stand in dirty straw
for half a day, but it would be cruel to leave them hungry and
thirsty. With a curse, he saw to the horses as quickly as
possible, giving them hay but no oats, and a bucket of water
apiece. It should be enough to hold them until he got back that
afternoon.
He tossed the water bucket aside and bolted out of the
stables, through the Inn yard, and into the street.
92

Emissary

The towers rang six bells, the time when the exam would
start, just as he was just reaching the edge of the University.
Minutes later, he stumbled into the Sindarin classroom,
sweating and so out of breath he was coughing. He was the last
to arrive. His classmates were spread out over the student
benches, paper and ink pots arranged between every student.
The slate board had been wiped clean for the first time since
the beginning of term. All that remained of the lists of
vocabulary words, verb stems, and grammar diagrams were
smudges of chalk dust on the grey-green slate. In a few
minutes, Chaered would arrive and fill the vast, empty space
with complicated lines of Elvish poetry which, even in
Númenorian, didn’t make a lot of sense. Urzahil drummed his
fingers. He’d crammed for this exam for days. It ought to be
manageable.
It wasn’t like Chaered to be late. About ten minutes after the
exam should have started, they heard the sound of footsteps in
the hall. They had the accelerated pace of one who is late.
Throughout the classroom, writing boxes were being
opened, paper rustled, and ink bottles uncapped. Urzahil
opened his writing box and dug through the steel nibs until he
found the narrow, flexible one he used to write Tengwar
cursive. He chose a wooden handle and jammed the heel of the
nib into it.
Chaered appeared in the doorway, looking disheveled, with
his arm in a sling.
“What happened to you?” someone asked.
“I was late to class so I ran down the stairs two at a time. I
missed my footing on the bottom step and took a header. A
word of advice, if that happens to you, don’t catch yourself
with your hands.” He wiggled the fingers poking out from the
sling. “Happily, the Infirmary people patched me up in record
time.”
“However, until my wrist mends, I can’t write the lines on
the slate board, and more to the point, I can’t grade your
translations. That means that, for the first time ever, this will be
an oral exam. I’ll speak a line of Sindarin, and you translate.”
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Urzahil’s mouth went dry. He was doomed. He could not
pass an oral exam in Sindarin, and he was going to fail this
course. He would have to retake it, which meant he would
have to take a heavier course load later. He didn’t think he
could manage six courses at once. He had to pass this test.
The exam began, and the teacher called each student in turn.
“Sí nef aearon”
“Na-chaered palan”
“O galad hremmin ennorath”

“O menel palan-diriel”
“Silivren penna míriel”

“Here by the ocean”
“Gazing into the distance”
“From tree-tangled middle-earth”
“From the firmament, gazing afar”
“White light slants down jewel-like”

Then it was Urzahil’s turn. Chaered spoke the words.
“In gil ernediaid menel”
The passage sailed by him in a rush of beautiful Elvish
gibberish. Urzahil froze. He didn’t recognize a single word.
They began the second round of recitation, and it didn’t go
any better than the first. He was seriously rattled, and his
hands were shaking.
On the third and final round, he pulled himself together and
gave it his best shot.
“O menel aglar elenath”, the teacher said.
He knew this one, it was on the tip of his tongue, just out of
reach.
“Come on, Urzahil. O menel aglar elenath. It’s not that hard.
Think about stars and the night sky.”
Urzahil couldn’t do it. A long minute went by, and someone
laughed. Finally, he was dismissed and allowed to sink down
on to the bench, his face burning. The next student was called,
Mírdan, the one who only attended University because his
father made him.
“Sí di'-nguruthos”
“Here beneath death-horror”, Mírdan recited perfectly.

94

Emissary

When the exam was over and everyone was getting up to leave,
Urzahil took a slate and stylus from his satchel and wrote out
the line he hadn’t been able to translate.
O men-el agl-ar el-en-ath
The word for ‘star’ appeared twice. The second instance was
followed by suffixes.
el
el-en
el-en-ath

star
stars
all the stars

That was it! Elenath meant host of stars. The phrase meant,
“from something star something host of stars.”
He studied the syllables around the first instance of star. ‘men’
meant ‘region’ or ‘neighborhood’. So that meant,
men-el

region star

That didn’t make any sense. Yes it did, ‘menel’ was an archaic
term in Quenya for ‘firmament’.
So what was agl-ar? ‘ar’ usually meant ‘high’ or ‘noble’.
ar-wen
ar-nor
ar-tano
ar-an

noble maiden
noble land
noble smith
noble man

But that didn’t help him translate ‘agl-ar’.
As a suffix, it modified the word before it. When ‘-ar’ was
used as a suffix, it meant ‘extreme’, just like ‘-on’ mean ‘a lot’.
Urzahil was reduced to guessing. What did the Elves say
about stars? ‘The countless stars in heaven’s field’. No,
countless was different than noble. How about ‘the glorious
host of stars’?
ag-lar

glorious
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“From the firmament, the glorious host of stars!” Urzahil
shouted in triumph.
A group of students in the hall turned to stare at him.
Chaered was with them, he must have heard, too. His face
burning with embarrassment, Urzahil shoved the slate into his
satchel.
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A

fter the exam, Urzahil walked back to the Inn,
his feet dragging. Something glittered beyond the city walls.
Urzahil looked up, and the dazzling light caught him full in the
face. He jerked away, blinded; purple after-images danced
behind his eyelids.
The Pillar. Every time he saw it, he felt sick. It was
humiliating. a constant reminder that Gondor had overrun the
city, burned the Temple, and seized control of the Haven. Why
hadn’t anyone pulled it down?

When he reached the Boiling Frog, he crossed the courtyard
and went straight to the stables to see to the horses.
He found a shovel and lifted pile after pile of manure into
the wheelbarrow. He muscled the heavy barrow outside and
dumped its contents onto the dung heap.
In his mind, he was at court, his silk robes sweeping the
floor, the chain of office heavy around his neck. One nobleman
and then another sought him out, asking a favor, spreading
rumor, seeing alliance. Urzahil was in his element. He could
read the ebb and flow of court intrigue with the skill of a sea
captain studying ocean currents.
I always thought this is what I’d be doing when I came of age. I
just assumed it would be metaphorical.
It took longer than usual to muck out the stalls, since he
hadn’t done it in the morning, and it was now later afternoon.
When he finished, he carried bucket after bucket of water, then
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gave each of the horses an extra measure of oats, to make up for
neglecting them this morning.
A big auburn stallion rubbed its broad forehead against his
chest, either affectionate or itchy, it was hard to tell with horses.
Normally that was something Urzahil liked, but today he
wasn’t in the mood.
“Yeah, right. I feed you, I water you, I shovel your poop, you
should be grateful.”

He’d been up later, his eyes were closing. When he was
finished, he picked up his satchel and climbed the ladder to the
hayloft for a few hours’ sleep before he began his shift in the
tavern. The heavy satchel bumped against his hip with each
rung, the noise woke the pigeons in the rafters, who stirred
with a soft cooing and flapping of wings.
His head cleared the platform, and he froze. The hay was
thinner near the edge of the loft, and piled up higher further
back.
What if someone had seen his belongings, and realized he
was living here? Or worse, found the purse with his tuition
money in it? He sprinted across the loft and clawed through the
hay in the corner where the ceiling was low. There were his
clothes, and the school essays he had been saving. He kept
digging. His fingers brushed the leather bag, fat with coins. He
scooped it up and held it against his chest until his pulse
returned to normal.
Urzahil emptied the leather pouch into his hand and
counted the money. Tuition for the second term was due in
three days. He didn’t have quite enough, but he was only short
by a little; two days’ worth of tips on a good night, or five days
on an average night.
What would bring someone up here? An amorous
encounter? Ick. More likely, they just needed some hay. This
was the hayloft, after all. He had no reason to think that anyone
who worked in the stables was a thief, but he no longer felt
comfortable leaving his money in the loft, unguarded.
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What to do? He could hide it inside the feed bin, but he
wasn’t the only one who took grain from it to feed the horses.
Sometimes a traveler low on funds who’d carry water and
shovel manure in exchange for bed and board.
Urzahil hung his purse on his belt, but it had gotten so fat
and round, it would show through the fabric. He put it in his
coat pocket instead. He would hide his coat under the bar near
the cash box where it would be safe.

Urzahil crossed the Inn yard and pushed open the door
under the Sign of the Boiling Frog, jingling the door chimes as
he came in. The Innkeeper stood behind the bar, rinsing
tankards.
“Yule’s almost here, we’re going to be busy tonight. Set up
some extra trestle tables in the middle of the room.”
Urzahil nodded, and hung his coat on the peg near the door.
He put on his apron, brought the trestle tables up from the root
cellar and set them up in the middle of the common room, then
brought up the long benches that went with them. He carried a
keg up from the cellar, and set out extra tankards.
The dinner rush began in earnest. Urzahil took drink orders,
carried heavy trays, and fetched extra loaves of bread. He set
twelve tankards in front of twelve customers seated the length
of one of the trestle tables.
“I didn’t want the pale ale, I wanted the dark, my friend
wanted the pale.”
The man spoke politely, but Urzahil could tell he was
exasperated. Urzahil couldn’t keep making mistakes, it would
cost him tips. Right now, he needed every copper. He reached
over to switch the two tankards. One slipped through his
fingers and struck the table, splashing ale on the scarred wood.
Urzahil was lucky the whole thing hadn’t tipped over.
Later in the kitchen, when he was scraping plates into the
slops bucket, he looked around to make sure he was
unobserved, then lifted a slice of bread and a chicken leg from a
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dirty plate for his own supper. Getting something to eat should
help wake him up.
The Boiling Frog was busy that night, and Urzahil earned as
much in tips as he ever had. One more night like this, or two
more ordinary nights, and he could walk into the registrar’s
office with his bag of coins and register for the second term.
After closing, when all the chairs were empty and the pegs
by the door were bare, Urzahil washed tankards and lined
them up on the bar to dry. He took off his apron, upended the
chairs on the tables, and swept the floors. For the first time all
evening, he had a quiet moment to think. The tips were good
tonight, but what if the next two nights were slow? What if he
didn’t make his tuition? He hated to think about that. He could
ask Allard for a loan, but Allard was a careful businessman and
tight with his money.
If he absolutely had to, he could take a coin or two from the
cash box. Maybe it wouldn’t really be stealing if he paid it back
as soon as he could. But he couldn’t get caught; he needed this
job for next term, both for the tips and the meals. And Allard
has always been kind to him, looking the other way when he
took a piece of bread from a plate going back to the kitchen and
slipped it into his pocket for tomorrow’s breakfast, even though
it took something away from the hogs.
He stepped behind the bar to look at the cash box. It was a
heavy iron casket with a lid, bolted to the floor behind the bar,
unlocked during business hours. Right now, it was locked up
for the night. Something was wrong. His coat wasn’t beside the
cash box. He looked up and down the length of the bar. Maybe
Allard had moved it when he locked the cash box.
“Urzahil, can you break down the trestle tables?” the
Innkeeper shouted from the kitchen.
Almost the same words as when Urzahil came in that
afternoon, right after he took off his coat and hung it on the peg
by the door.
Urzahil looked at the door. The row of pegs was empty.
There was a roaring in his ears, and he clutched the counter for
balance. Maybe it had been taken by mistake, and would be
returned tomorrow. Unlikely. But even if his coat were still on
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the peg, the coins might still be gone. Anyone coming through
the door could have seen the bulge in the pocket. He slapped
his forehead and cursed himself.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid!”, but it didn’t make it any better.
He walked home, hugging himself for warmth. It was a
small thing, considering his other troubles, but he couldn’t
afford to lose a coat with winter coming on, and he didn’t
have any money for a new one.

Tuition was due in two days. If he didn’t pay it, he wouldn’t
be in school next term. He considered his options. He could ask
Lady Lintoron again, but even if she had the money, he wasn’t
on speaking terms with her right now.
Urzahil considered from whom he might borrow the money.
He could only think of one person, Tar-Castamir. Tar-Castamir
wasn’t the wealthiest man in the Haven, that would be TarMarös, or possibly a merchant prince like Tûlmir’s father, but
Tar-Castamir had been his father’s closest friend, and Urzahil
had known him since childhood.
Urzahil rehearsed what he would say. He was asking for a
loan, not a gift. He would only asking for exactly what he
needed for tuition, not a copper more, and considered the terms
of repayment to propose.
He went to the Castamiri house and knocked on the door.
While he waited on the doorstep, he imagined being shown
to Tar-Castamir’s study, and being invited to sit, and making
small talk until the servant who poured the tea left the room,
and it was time to bring up the reason for his visit. His mouth
was dry. He hated being here. He didn’t think Tar-Castamir
would refuse him the loan, but he was deeply ashamed that he
had to ask.
There were footsteps inside the house, and a servant opened
the door.
“Please tell Tar-Castamir that Urzahil of the house of
Lintoron wishes to see him.”
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“I’m sorry, Tar-Castamir’s been at sea for two weeks. He’ll
be back for the Yule banquet he hosts every year.” The servant
closed the door. The sound of his footsteps inside the house
faded and disappeared. Urzahil stood on the doorstep,
uncertain what to do next.
The Castamiri Yule banquet was always held on the first day
of Yule. That was one day after the deadline to pay tuition had
passed.

Urzahil left the house and went back the way he’d come to
avoid passing in front of his old house. Before he reached the
safety of the square, his youngest brother Êruhil ran into him
coming the other way. Urzahil kept his head down and picked
up the pace, hoping Êruhil wouldn’t see him.
“Urzahil, wait!” His brother’s eyes were filled with pity.
Urzahil knew he looked bad; he was thin, his clothes were
worn, and his hands were chapped from drawing water for the
horses in the cold.
“Here, take this.” Êruhil held out a few coins, the whole of
his childish allowance. Urzahil refused but thanked him
profusely, moved and embarrassed at the same time.
These last few weeks, Urzahil had only thought of himself.
Êruhil, who was just a little boy, had serious troubles of his
own. He’d lost his father only six weeks ago, and since then,
the family had been plunged into a desperate situation. Urzahil
missed him and wished he could move back home.




It was the last day of exams, and the last possible day to pay
tuition and enroll in Second Term.
The sky was clear that morning, as it often was when the
days got shorter. It would be cold tonight, there might even be
a hard frost on the ground by morning. Winter was coming,
and he couldn’t go on sleeping in the loft much longer. He
hugged himself to stay warm, and hurried towards the
University for an exam on Númenorian history.
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Caldûr collected their essays and dismissed the class, saying,
“Enjoy your time off during Yule, and I’ll see you all for history
of Umbar next term.”
The class was in a holiday mood, talking and laughing as
they headed for the door.
Urzahil gathered up his books, reluctant to go. He wasn’t
coming back next term. He looked around, trying to commit
every detail of this room to memory: the water-stained ceiling,
the maps on the wall, the broken bench in the back row. Finally
he hoisted the strap of his satchel over his shoulder and got up
to go. His classmates had already gone. He hadn’t said
goodbye to anyone, he just wanted to slip away unseen.
He’d gone the length of the corridor and almost made it to
the outer door when Caldûr caught up with him and put a
hand on his arm.
“We need to talk. Will you join me for coffee?”
Urzahil allowed himself to be steered towards the
Philosopher’s Stone. It was warm inside, and it smelled of
coffee and baking. They sat on the benches built into the wall, a
low table in front of them. A serving maid came over, and
Caldûr gave her his order.
“I’ll have a coffee. Oh, and can you bring me a honey pastry
too?”
“Nothing for me,” said Urzahil. His stomach cramped with
hunger. Whenever he saved a piece of bread from the Boiling
Frog while scraping dishes after the evening meal, he ate it for
breakfast, leaving nothing to eat at midday.
The serving maid came back and set the tiny cup and the
triangular pastry with green nuts in front of Caldûr. Urzahil’s
stomach growled; he jammed an elbow into his side to stifle the
sound, hoping his teacher hadn’t heard.
“I can’t eat all of this by myself. Will you help me?” Without
waiting for an answer, Caldûr cut the pastry down the middle
and put half in front of Urzahil. They ate in silence for a few
minutes before his teacher turned to face him.
“What did you want to talk about?” Urzahil said, his voice
carefully neutral.
103

Leaving University

“You haven’t register for Second Term. I know how much
you like going to school, and how much you want to be a
scholar afterwards.”
Urzahil looked away to avoid Caldûr’s eyes. “I decided to
get an early start on the rest of my life. I want to join the
diplomatic service.”
Caldûr slammed down the tiny cup so hard, the sludge-like
coffee slopped on the table.
“You left school after one term, before you secured a
position? Don’t you realize it’s almost impossible to enter the
diplomatic service without completing University? Do you
have any idea how stupid that was?”
Urzahil turned away. The smoke from the peat fire made his
eyes sting, and he wiped them with the back of his hand.
Outside, the clouds were low and grey, heavy with snow.
When he looked back, Caldûr was staring at the hole in the
knee of his leggings. Urzahil crossed his legs to hide it, but he
couldn’t hide that his clothes were faded and threadbare, and
that his hair needed cutting.
“Is this about money, then? I understand the pressure to
work for wages rather than sit in a classroom. I know there are
costs to going to school, even if your tuition is waived.”
“I know, there’s also room and board.” Urzahil wished
Caldûr would drop the subject.
“It’s not just that, I was thinking of the lost wages. On the
docks, a boy of fifteen or sixteen can earn as much as a grown
man. My family really needed the money I could have earned,
but every morning, I gathered up my books and went to school,
and when I came home, I studied.
“I was the oldest of seven. We lived in a cottage with two
rooms. A space walled off at one end served as my parents’
bedroom. The baby’s cradle was in there, too. The rest of us,
and whatever relatives were staying with us at the time, lived
and slept in a large room that was also the kitchen.
“It was noisy and crowded, and sometimes it was hard to
concentrate. I used to sit at the table with my books around me,
writing my assignments with someone chopping vegetables
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across from me, the younger kids fighting over a slingshot, and
the dog barking.” Caldûr looked off in the distance, smiling.
“Sometime, when there was money for oil, I’d light the lamp
and stay up after all the others had gone to sleep. That was my
favorite time to study, it was quiet, and the yellow lamplight
washed over a dozen blanket-covered kids on their straw
pallets. It kept the others awake, so I was only allowed to do it
during exams at the end of term.
“We barely had enough for food, there wasn’t a single
copper left over for tuition, I couldn’t have gone to University
if they hadn’t waived my fees.
“Go to the Head of the University and ask for help. Do it
now, you have only a few hours before school closes for the
Yule break.”

Urzahil ran back to the University. The front door was still
unlocked, but there were very few people around.
He leaned against the doorjamb of the Head’s office, out of
breath from running. After a minute, he straightened up and
knocked. An aide opened the door and ushered him into the
study of the Head of the University. The Head himself came in
a moment later. He invited Urzahil to sit down on the far side
of the massive table he used as a desk.
“I need help. My father died, and until the estate is settled,
I’m without funds. I wanted to ask that my tuition be waived
on the basis of hardship.”
“I’d like to help you, Urzahil, but you don’t have the grades
for a waiver,” the Head sat with his fingers tented.
Urzahil’s hands balled into fists.
“Two of my teachers recommended me, Sindarin and
history of Númenor. I began the term with excellent grades; it
was only after I started working two jobs that my grades
slipped. If my tuition were forgiven, I could focus on my
studies again and do as well as I did early in the term.”
“Most of the charity students have jobs, sometimes more
than one. They still maintain excellent grades. But even if you
had the grades, hardship waivers are traditionally for the sons
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of farmers and dockworkers who couldn’t go to school
otherwise, not the sons of wealthy noblemen momentarily
strapped for cash.”
Urzahil didn’t want to reveal more, but unless he accepted
charity, he’d have to leave school.
“I’m not a wealthy nobleman, I’m a poor relation. When my
father died, I had to leave his house. I’m eating out of rubbish
bins and sleeping in a barn. If you waived my tuition, my
wages at the tavern would be enough for room and board at a
lodgings house. I could have a desk, and an oil lamp to read
by.”
His face burned. He felt like an artist’s model who had just
undone the last fastener and let the smock drop to the floor.
“I have a confession of my own. Normally, a student in your
circumstances with recommendations from two instructors
would have been approved without question, but right now,
we just don’t have the money.
“The University is dependent on gifts from wealthy patrons
and bequests in wills. We haven’t received any this term, so we
can’t buy books for the library, maintain the buildings or
grounds, or take on any new charity students. I’m sorry.”
Urzahil nodded. Politeness required that he say, “That’s all
right” or “I understand”, but the words stuck in his throat and
he stumbled out of the room without saying anything.
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he sun was already up when Urzahil opened his
eyes. Today was the first day of Yule. There were no classes to
go to, all he had to do was look after the horses.
Actually, there was something he had to do. Every year, the
House of Castamir hosted a celebration to welcome the Winter
Solstice. It was always held on the first day of Yule. Even so, all
during exam week, Tas kept reminding him of the date and
making him promise to come. Tar-Castamir had been his
father’s closest friend. He couldn’t skip the banquet just
because he wasn’t feeling festive right now.
He had another reason to attend. Urzahil hoped TarCastamir could help him secure an appointment to the
Diplomatic Corps.

Urzahil heaved a shovelful of manure into the wheelbarrow,
then went back into the stall to collect another. While he was
poking through the straw, the auburn-colored stallion stood
stiffly and took an extensive leak. Urzahil was used to horses.
He paid no attention until the spreading puddle surrounded
his boot and soaked his stocking. He jerked back, surprised. His
boots used to be waterproof.
He put a hand on the side of the stall for balance and
inspected the bottom of his foot. White wool peeked through a
hole the size of a coin. The leather was almost worn through
beneath the second toe as well. He checked the other boot. It
wasn’t much better, but there was nothing he could do about it
now.
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Once he finished with the horses, he climbed back up to the
hayloft. He laid out his clothes in the straw and considered
what to wear to the banquet that afternoon. Everything he
owned was threadbare or dirty. Urzahil couldn’t wear any of
them, they were rags. But he couldn’t skip the banquet, either.
If he’d been at home, he would have borrowed something of
his father’s. He was almost as tall as his father now. His father’s
clothes might be a little loose, but they would fit. Urzahil
started for the ladder. He would go to the house and borrow
something of his father’s.
Unless his father’s things had already been given to charity.
That was sometimes done with the clothing of someone who’d
died. Urzahil stiffened. He’d hate for his father’s clothes to be
given away to strangers. To a stranger, they were just clothes,
or even scrap fabric.
He slid down the rails of the ladder and landed on the dirt
floor with a thump, dusted himself off, and raced up the street
to his father’s house.

The house was silent. It appeared to be unoccupied. The
grounds were tall with weeds, and the roof tiles that had come
off during the storm hadn’t been replaced. He looked around
for his brothers, but didn’t see either of them outside. He
would have preferred to ask one of them to go inside and get
the clothes for him.
He pushed open the gate and stood on the front walk,
thinking. He could slip in by a side door to avoid being seen,
but that was foolish, this had been his home for most of his life.
He climbed the steps to the front door and raised his hand, but
let it fall without knocking. He tried the latch. The door swung
open at a touch. He stepped inside.
The front hall looked strange, as though everything were the
wrong size. A moment later, it was normal again. That’s when
he noticed how bare it was. The ordinary cutter of family life
was missing, as if nobody lived here anymore. A model ship
that had always been over the archway was gone, only the
brackets that held it remained. The patterned carpet under the
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hall table was gone too, and so was the copper fish that had
perched on it since before he could remember. He’d always
liked that fish, it troubled him that it was missing.
He listened, but heard no voices, no footfalls from within the
house. It was past noon, they might have left for the Castamiri
banquet already. He crept up the stairs as quietly as he could.
On the landing, he stood outside the door to his father’s
bedchamber and looked in. It was the same as before, sunlight
came in from the balcony overlooking the garden, dark red
bed-hangings hung from the carved wooden bed frame. He
didn’t want to go in, his father had died here.
At the foot of his father’s bed was a large wooden chest,
once filled with everything from tunics and leggings for
everyday use, to embroidered silks formal enough for Court.
Last year, his father wore the green brocade with gold
embroidery. It wasn’t the most expensive thing he owned, but
it was his favorite. He was wearing it now, in the quiet of his
tomb, the stiff fabric as still as the hands folded over the hilt of
his sword. Urzahil blinked hard and pushed the thought away.
Urzahil stepped inside. The connecting door to Lady
Lintoron’s bedchamber stood open. The tapestry that used to
hang in his father’s room was gone, so were the carpets. He
knelt in front of the clothes chest and raided the lid. It was
empty.
“Urzahil! What are you doing here?” Lady Lintoron swept
through the doorway between the two rooms. The lid slipped
from his grasp and dropped on his hand.
Her eyes were cold. Why wouldn’t they be? He’d entered
the house to steal something, and she’d caught him at it.
“I can explain.…” Actually, he couldn’t. “I have nothing to
wear to the banquet. I wanted to borrow something of
Father’s.”
She sighed. “You couldn’t just knock on the door and ask?”
She left the room and returned a few minutes later with a
wicker hamper. A tawny silk tunic with gold embroidery,
which his father used to wear on formal occasions, lay neatly
folded on top.
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“The ladies from the Fishermen’s society were supposed to
pick these up, but they haven’t come by yet.”
She gave him the hamper. Urzahil knelt on the floor to look
through it.
In addition to the golden-brown tunic, there were leather
gloves, stockings, and linen shirts and wool leggings for
everyday. At the bottom of the hamper, his fingers closed on
soft leather, the long brown coat his father used to wear in cold
weather. He folded each item and returned it to the hamper.
Lady Lintoron stood behind him for a moment, then reached
under the bed and pulled out a pair of his father’s boots.
“I expect you could use these, too.”
She must have seen the holes in his boots. He squeezed his
eyes shut, mortified.
“Try them on and see if they fit.” She held them out to him.
He pulled them on. His father’s boots were loose on him, but
with two pairs of stockings, they would be fine. More than fine,
they were well-made and new. He thanked Lady Lintoron and
returned to the Inn, wearing the boots and carrying the hamper
in his arms. The clothes smelled like his father, reassuring and
poignant at the same time.

Urzahil climbed the ladder to the hayloft with the basket
under his arm. He put on the brown and gold tunic and made
his way to the House of Castamir.
The Castamiri Yule banquet was the most lavish event of the
season. There would be at least seven removes, each one
having three dishes or more. The entertainments between
removes would include music, acrobats, and humorous skits
between each remove. The banquet always began in the middle
of the afternoon and ran until almost midnight.
Between the trip to the house where he grew up, going back
to the Inn to change, and retracing his steps to the Castamiri
house, Urzahil arrived at the banquet when the festivities were
well under weigh. By then, so many people had packed into the
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cavernous entry hall, it was hard to move. Strains of music
floated over the buzz of conversation.
He looked around. Even though he was used to it, the foyer
of the Castamiri house always impressed him. Marble columns
three storeys tall, life-size statuary on pedestals, weaponry
mounted on the walls dating back to the Kinstrife, the civil war
that devastated Gondor.
The marble foyer had been transformed. Garlands of
greenery were draped over every doorway, wrapped around
every pillar, and suspended from every railing. The room
smelled of pine and juniper. A swag of evergreen hung from
the balustrade over the heads of the musicians on the landing
of the staircase, and the two statues at its base had been given
wreaths.
When it was time to be seated for the feast, Urzahil followed
the crowd into the Great Hall. The High Table was set up on a
dais, with the Castamir family in the center and the highestranking families, the Marös and the An-Ardûmir, to their left
and right. Lady Lintoron and her sons, Urzahil’s half-brothers,
were seated at the same end of the room, just below the dais in
high-backed chairs with the other nobles.
Urzahil gave his name, and a servant showed him to his
place in the back of the Great Hall. He took a handful of topazcolored silk and lifted it high enough to step over the bench,
taking care not to snag the gold embroidery. His seatmates
were dressed in the subdued hues of the learned trades. One
was a respected physician, another was the tutor for the
younger Castamiri children. Urzahil was pleased about sitting
with educated people. Last year, he had been seated between
the captain of the guard and the steward who kept accounts for
the estate. They were nice, but it was hard to find things to talk
about.
His friend Tas, sitting at the High Table near Tar-Castamir,
spotted Urzahil and waved. Urzahil waved back.
“I take it you’re one of the nobility,” said the physician.
“Tar-Lintoron was my father.” Urzahil sat up a little
straighter.
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“Then why are you seated below the salt?” the physician
asked.
“Lady Lintoron is not my mother.”
During a break between removes, Urzahil got up and
threaded his way through the throng in the entry hall. Beeswax
candles burned in the chandeliers overhead; the scent of pine
was joined by the scent of honey.
Fragments of conversations reached him as he moved from
group to group.
“Tar-Adûmir is looking for a tutor for his sons. He’ll be at
home tomorrow to meet with applicants.” Urzahil had never
met the man, but he knew who he was, a minor envoy in the
Diplomatic Corps.
A servant with a tray of spiced wine offered him a cup, but
he waved the man away.
…assemble enough men-at-arms to begin drilling in
earnest.…” Urzahil couldn’t worry about the threat of war right
now, he was focused on one thing.
He spotted Tar-Castamir was at the far side of the foyer,
talking to several important men. Urzahil waited until they
were finished, then approached Tar-Castamir before anyone
else engaged him in conversation.
“Urzahil, I wanted to thank you for all the help you’ve
given my son. He tells me he wouldn’t have passed diplomacy
without your help. He says you can read a man’s mind from his
face and posture. That’s a key skill for a diplomat.”
Urzahil swallowed hard. “Tar-Castamir, that’s what I came
to talk to you about. I’m out of school now, and I’d like to enter
the Diplomatic Corps.”
“You left school after just one term. Before they’ll accept you
as an emissary, the Diplomatic Corps requires you to complete
your course of study.”
“I don’t need to be an emissary. I’ll take any position
available, scribe, clerk, aide, it doesn’t matter. I’ll start at the
bottom and learn the trade from within. I’m a hard worker.”
Urzahil’s voice was rising, he tried to control it.
A shadow crossed Tar-Castamir’s face. “Your education isn’t
really the issue. The Diplomatic Corps is driven by tradition
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and protocol. All of its members belong to the nobility. You
don’t have an ancient family name, and you can’t be a diplomat
without one.”
“My father acknowledged me and raised me as his own. I’ve
always gone by the Lintoron name.”
“Legally, you aren’t entitled to use it.” Tar-Castamir looked
severe.
The next remove was announced, and people began to move
toward the Great Hall. Tar-Castamir pulled Urzahil between
the pedestals of two statues and lowered his voice.
“If it were up to me, I’d give you a position today. The
trouble is, I have to think of our counterparts from other
nations. If a foreign emissary learned we’d sent them someone
baseborn, he might take it as a slight. It could hurt the
negotiations.”
“I could work behind the scenes, writing out fair copy and
making duplicates. The foreign embassy would never know I
was there.” Urzahil tried not to beg.
“I’m sorry, Urzahil, the stakes are too high. I can’t risk it.”

Urzahil joined the crowd going back to the Great Hall, and
returned to his seat between the physician and the Castamirs’
tutor. The next remove had already been served to the High
Table and the nobles at the tables around the dais, and now the
servers were setting dishes below the salt, one platter to every
four people.
This remove consisted of meat pies with currant jelly, pears
poached in red wine, and a green salad with pomegranate.
Urzahil filled his plate and his wine cup too, though he had no
appetite for either. He pushed food around on his plate with
the tip of his dagger, pretending to eat.
He hadn’t expected to be an envoy right away, not without
completing University, but he had thought he could start as a
clerk and work his way up. He’d never guessed that his
illegitimacy would bar him from the entire profession, even the
invisible, behind-the-scenes roles.
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Perhaps he could be a private secretary or assistant to a great
lord. He would attach himself to the most powerful man he
could find, and make that man’s fortunes his own.
When the dishes were cleared away, a group of musicians
filed in and arranged themselves in the center of the square of
tables, facing the dais. He would have liked to stay and listen to
them, but he had work to do.
People got up and walked around during the breaks
between removes, creating an opportunity to conduct business.
All twelve members of the Council of Captains were here
tonight. Urzahil knew Tar-Castamir, of course, and Tar-Marös,
Adûmir, Miruvor, and Númendur. At least one of them must
need a clerk, scribe, or an assistant of some sort, but none of
them did.
He approached the other members of the council, great lords
he barely knew by sight, but none of them needed a scribe.


It grew late, and the celebration began to wind down.
Urzahil sat with Tas on a marble balustrade that separated a
stone terrace from the sunken garden beyond it.
The waxing moon was high overhead, bleaching out the
stars around it. To the west, the Sickle of Melkor10 swung low
on the horizon, its handle plunged into the sea.
It was cold out here. The chill crept through the thin silk of
his formal clothes. He hugged himself and shivered.
“You’re quiet this evening. Is something wrong?” Araman
swirled the wine in his goblet.
Where to start? Urzahil hadn’t told Tas that he was working
two jobs, or that he’d been kicked out of the house, and was
sleeping in a barn. Saying nothing was a form of lying, and it
had gone on for so long, he was embarrassed about it.
“I don’t feel very festive right now. This is my first Winter
Solstice without Father. He always loved this season.
“I’m sorry.”
10

the Big Dipper
114

Emissary

Sounds reached them from inside the house, a few notes of
music, the murmuring of peoples’ voices, laughter. Bells rang
in the distance, and then closer.
“There’s something I haven’t told you.” Urzahil’s mouth
was dry.
A door banged open and a servant called, “Castamir, your
father is looking for you. It’s late, and the guests are starting to
go home. He wants you to come inside and say goodbye to
them.”
“I should go.” Tas slid off the balustrade.
Castamir went inside, and Urzahil crossed the darkness of
the garden to the main road.
He was approaching the gate through the old city walls
when it occurred to him, he should have spoken to Tar-Adûmir
about the tutoring position before he left the banquet. He
would speak to him about it first thing in the morning.

Urzahil reached the sign of the Boiling Frog as the bells were
tolling midnight. All he had to do now was climb the ladder,
fold his father’s good clothes, and collapse into the straw and
fall asleep. Across the stable yard, the tavern windows were
yellow squares of light. Inside, the Innkeeper was wiping tables
and sweeping the floor.
Urzahil’s hand flew to his mouth. The University closed for
Yule, he’d assumed everything else did, too. It never occurred
to him to ask for the evening off.
He sprinted across the yard towards the tavern, but stopped
before he reached the door. He didn’t want Allard to ask what
he was doing here at midnight. He stepped into the shadows
and crept toward the barn, taking care not to be seen.
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t was full daylight when Urzahil opened his
eyes. He realized he hadn’t saved any fruit or bread from the
banquet the night before, so he had nothing for breakfast. He
put on his oldest clothes and spent the morning mucking out
the horses’ stalls. When he finished, he stripped off his shirt
and washed in the trough where the horses drank, then
changed into his father’s best clothes, the ones he’d worn to the
banquet yesterday.
He left the stable and headed for the Adûmir house to ask
about the tutoring position he’d heard about the night before.
Urzahil took his time getting there.
A tutor, usually a poor relation in a noble family, was paid
in room and board but little else. It was understood that a tutor
remained in the job only until a better offer came along, an
officer’s berth on a warship or a position as secretary to a great
lord. Urzahil was no different, as soon as something better
came along, he would thank them and give his notice.
He arrived at the house, a white coral-block manor house ten
or twelve doors down and across the street from his father’s
house. He lifted the doorknocker, a bronze dolphin, and let it
fall. There were footsteps within, the spyhole slid open, and an
ancient servant peered through the grid.
“May I speak with Tar-Adûmir? I’m here about the tutoring
position.” Urzahil kept his voice deep and authoritative, and
hoped his anxiety didn’t show.
“Tar-Adûmir isn’t available at the moment, but he’ll be free
this afternoon. Can you come back in the hour past noon?”

116

Emissary

Urzahil agreed to the appointment and went for a walk
through the city to pass the time. He followed the main road
through the seaward gate down to the waterfront. Seabirds
wheeled overhead, mewing. The wind carried the scent of salt.
Urzahil walked along the docks, looking at the ships tied up
at the wharf. The scores of fishing boats were dwarfed by the
great ocean-going warships, the sleek lateen-rigged vessels of
the Corsairs. The largest, which bore the crest of the House of
Castamir, unloading at the dock. Urzahil stopped to watch.
Corsairs with facial tattoos and greasy hair wrestled a long
ramp through a gap in the bulwark and positioned it on the
weather deck. They climbed the ramp onto the ship and came
back down lugging gilded furniture, a rolled-up carpet, and
crates packed with straw. They must be returning from a
successful raiding trip up the coast.
They marched a group of five or six prisoners down the
ramp, farmers or fishermen unfortunate enough to have
crossed paths with the Corsairs. Chained together and were
naked except for a rag tied around the waist, they’d soon be
sent to the mines or put to the most dangerous work in the
shipyard, unless they were sold to the desert traders first.
Urzahil felt bad for them, their fields left untilled, their families
worried where they were, but like piracy, slaving was an
ancient tradition in Umbar. Urzahil tried not to think about it.
Urzahil continued down the wharf. The sound of
hammering from the shipyards carried across the water. Spars
and planks were being assembled into ocean-going vessels, the
pride and strength of the Haven of Umbar. He watched as ribs
were raised and made fast against the keel.
At the next pier, a wagon filled with barrels had been driven
onto the dock., where broad-shouldered men loaded them into
nets to be lifted by cranes into the cargo hold. Each barrel was
marked with a heraldic device, a green mermaid on a white
shield. He frowned. It was rare to see an unfamiliar emblem,
since most of the nobility knew each other and recognized each
other’s badges.
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The façade of the building opposite the pier sported a garish
mural of a caravan of camels bringing cargo to a fleet of ships,
which suggested it housed the offices of an import-export firm.
Above the doorway arch, a shield was decorated with the same
mermaid that appeared on the barrels. On closer inspection, it
wasn’t a heraldic device at all, it was a commercial painting like
a tavern sign.
“Urzahil!” Tûlmir called the doorway, his plump cheeks
bulging in a smile. “Come inside and have a cup of tea with
me. We have pastries to go with it, the triangular kind with
green nuts on top, and I’ll have some meat pies sent in too, if
you’re hungry.”
It was close to noon, and Urzahil hadn’t had anything to eat
since the previous day. His stomach growled. He pressed a
hand against his middle to silence it. He hoped his classmate
hadn’t heard. Urzahil weighed the prospect of a good meal
against its price, an hour of listening to the bouncing puppy
dog. The merchant’s son meant well, but he was exhausting to
be around.
Urzahil followed Tûlmir inside. The lower part of the walls
had been paneled in exotic woods, the costly materials carved
with no particular skill. Above the paneling, the walls had been
painted with a series of murals. Unfortunately, they had no
more artistic merit than those on the façade.
Tûlmir showed him to a private room behind the main
chamber. A servant poured tea. Another brought in a platter of
food and set it on a low table. Tûlmir filled a plate for Urzahil
and made small talk.
“What did you think of the price of kippers in the
marketplace this morning? I never saw anything like it!”
Urzahil had no idea what he was talking about.
“Come on, your family owns a fleet of fishing boats, you
must have heard. The catch was thin this morning, and
someone bid the price up higher than it’s ever been before.
Even without a stake in the game, my heart was pounding!”
Tûlmir’s round face glowed with excitement.
“That’s the first I’ve heard of it.” And the last, he hoped.
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“You really hadn’t heard? Father says that the nobility care
more about the 12th king of Númenor11 than they do about the
price of fish in this morning’s market.” Urzahil lifted a shoulder
and let it drop.
“Urzahil, what I really wanted to ask you was, I saw next
term’s roster, and you’re not on it. I’d hoped we’d be
classmates again.” Tûlmir looked genuinely grieved.
“I decided to start the rest of my life early. I’m looking into a
position with the diplomatic service.” As a tutor to a diplomat’s
sons, he didn’t add.
“Without finishing school? I didn’t know that was possible.
Oh, what am I saying? You have family connections.”
For what good it did. Powerful men all over Umbar had
wished him well, but they hadn’t actually used their influence
on his behalf.
“But if the Diplomatic Corps doesn’t work out, you should
consider clerking for a merchant. No, seriously. You could
travel with the caravans to Harad or Khand, and when you got
there, you’d use every bit of diplomatic skill you have,
negotiating the price of cloves. Even in diplomacy class, half
the exercises were more about commerce than politics.”
“I really don’t think…” Urzahil glanced around the room,
looking for the door.
“Don’t be too quick to dismiss a life as a merchant. We may
not defend the city, but we do something just as important, we
feed the people in it. We buy and sell the fish and the grain and
the spices, we move things from where they’re grown to where
they’re needed. We do things that matter to ordinary people,
right now, today.”
Judging from the openness of his face, Tûlmir really believed
what he was saying, but this life was not for him. He glanced
toward the door, and looked for a chance to make a polite
excuse and get away.
“Father’s looking for a counting-house clerk. The position
comes with bed and board. You’d have to share a room with

11

Ciryatan the Shipbuilder, father of the Witch King
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the apprentice, but you’d have your own bed. Living quarters
are above the shop.” Tûlmir mentioned a wage, and Urzahil’s
jaw dropped. A merchant’s clerk made that much? Tûlmir must
have misread Urzahil’s reaction, because he added, “You could
always ask for more. Father can pay, he’s just careful with
money. Act disinterested and walk away, he’ll come around.”
Maybe…no, it was impossible. Urzahil was not about to be
drawn into Tûlmir’s world, where people got excited about the
price of fish and spent their money on bad art. Urzahil got to
his feet and said goodbye.
Tûlmir followed him to the door, talking the whole time. “If
you want the position, I’ll tell my father I know you, and put in
a good word. He should be back by mid-afternoon. Shall I tell
him you’ll stop by at, let’s say, six bells?” To end the
conversation, Urzahil agreed, even though he didn’t plan to
keep the appointment.

An hour past noon, Urzahil knocked on the door of the
Adûmir house and was shown into Tar-Adûmir’s study.
The interview went well. Tar-Adûmir had been a friend of
Urzahil’s father. They’d been on the Council of Captains
together, and Tar-Adûmir was one of the men who’d helped
hunt down the desert raiders, the natural-born diplomat who’d
have preferred to talk before unsheathing their weapons.
Urzahil gave Tar-Castamir as a reference, and managed to
work into the conversation his fondness for his two younger
brothers and that he’d done well in his diplomacy classes. He
thought that he and Tar-Adûmir got along well.
On the way to the front door, the servant who showed him
out told him the position had been promised to the first
candidate who interviewed that morning, and that his master
was only keeping the other appointments out of politeness.
Urzahil looked up and down the street, trying to think of
another family that might need a tutor. The children who lived
here were either as old as Urzahil, or too small to start school.
A few families had girls, but it was an exceptional father that
spent money on the education of a daughter.
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Socially ambitious tradesmen, the merchants, moneylenders,
fish brokers, and owners of large shops, sometimes hired tutors
to give individual lessons to their children, but it wasn’t steady
work, and it didn’t offer room and board. The houses of
tradesmen weren’t as large as those of the nobility. They didn’t
usually have extra bedrooms, or even space for an extra bed in
one of the children’s rooms.

Urzahil left the Adûmir house with his head down, walking
fast, not looking where he was going. He came to in the center
of the city. It was a market day, and he found himself pressed
in by the crowd, struggling to breath. He started to maneuver
around a slow-moving group of women, but was blocked by a
fruit stand. He tried to squeeze between a donkey laden with
earthenware jugs and a group of men locked in a heated
discussion. He saw an opening and made for it but ran into
someone, hard. Something hit the paving stones with a crunch,
and there was a muttered curse.
“Watch it, you ill-mannered whelp.” A man in brown and
rust colored velvet was sitting on the ground, his cap crooked
on his head. He glared at Urzahil, his narrow black eyes above
a nose like a parrot’s beak.
“You watch it. Don’t you know to step aside for your
betters?” Urzahil snapped back.
The man wasn’t looking at Urzahil, he was on his hands and
knees retrieving the pieces of whatever he’d dropped. It was a
model ship, a nice one. The bowsprit was broken, the foresails
hanging limp in a tangle of rigging. A jetsam of wood and brass
littered the cobblestones. It had been a pretty boat. Urzahil’s
throat tightened.
The man shouted at his retreating back, “You think you’re
better than the rest of us, but you’re not. You’re just a…”
Urzahil turned on his heel and plunged into the crowd, too
ashamed to apologize. He walked through the city streets for
an hour. Over and over, he heard the words spoken at his
father’s funeral. “Tar-Lintoron was noble, Tar-Lintoron was
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courteous…” The scene in the marketplace kept playing
through his head. He wished it hadn’t happened in the first
place, given that it did, he wished he’d held his temper.
ding ding, ding ding, ding ding
The tower bells pulled him back to the present. It was six
bells into the noon watch. Tûlmir must be wondering where he
was.
Urzahil regretted his rudeness in making an appointment he
didn’t plan to keep. Plus, when he thought about it, he might
like to travel to the east with a caravan and be their negotiator,
even if it was only to haggle over the price of cloves.
The position clerking for Tûlmir’s father paid well, and it
came with room and board. His father used to say, if worst
came to worst, Urzahil could always find work keeping the
ledger books for a shipping merchant. It was respectable work,
better than unloading freight on the docks.
He still had reservations about it. He was worried he would
become like them, and cease to be one of the nobility. But it was
only until he found a place as assistant to a great lord.
Urzahil rehearsed what he would say to the merchant. He
pictured a middle-aged version of Tûlmir, a Tûlmir with steelcolored hair, ruddy jowls, and a middle over which the buttons
of his waistcoat would barely fasten, with Tûlmir’s friendliness
and good nature.
Tûlmir liked Urzahil and had said he would put in a good
word for him. Would it be enough? Tûlmir had aristocratic
pretensions, probably his father did too. If so, he would
welcome an aristocrat into their household.
Urzahil squared his shoulders and made his way back to the
shipping office on the waterfront. He arrived at the façade with
the garish murals ten minutes late and out of breath.
The door opened with a jingle or harness bells and a Teleri
merchant stepped out. Like Elves everywhere, he painfully
beautiful but haughty and distant. Ice blond hair fell to his
waist, and his clothes looked like the work of an artist. As he
passed, he glanced at Urzahil but didn’t acknowledge him with
so much as a nod.
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Urzahil caught the door before it closed and went inside.
Tûlmir looked up from behind the counter and gave him a big
smile.
“Father will see you now. I told him all about you.” Tûlmir
came out from behind the counter and led him to a small office.
“Father, this is Urzahil. He’s come about the clerk’s
position.”
The man behind the desk was wiry, black hair showed
beneath his rust-colored cap. A servant was setting out tea and
a small array of pastries. They were nice enough, but not the
substantial meal Tûlmir had given him earlier that day.
The man finished writing and set aside his stylus, then
looked up. His smile froze, and his black eyes narrowed over a
nose like a parrot’s beak.
“I didn’t get the position, did I?” said Urzahil.
“No, you didn’t,” said the man he’d knocked down in the
marketplace. “You may look like a great lord, but you’re
nothing more than a toad-eating boot-licker who’s attached
himself to a great lord.”
He was wrong, Urzahil hadn’t even managed to accomplish
that much.
Urzahil fled the cramped room and stumbled out into the
street. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” Running into Tûlmir’s father
wasn’t the worst thing he’d done. It was his behavior
afterwards, cursing the man and walking away, instead of
apologizing and helping to pick up the pieces. The least of his
problems was that he’d never be able to face Tûlmir again.

123

Chapter 14

The City of the Dead

U

rzahil started walking, turning at random, too
upset to notice his surroundings. He needed to talk to someone,
but he couldn’t bear to be around people just yet. He followed
the back streets and didn’t look up until the lane came to a stop
against a low wall.
He looked up. The Dome of the Temple stood before him.
He must have approached the compound from the back,
because the City of the Dead was right before him.
He climbed over the wall and dropped to the other side.
He’d only ever come here by the main gate, so it took him a
little while to get oriented. The grounds were well cared for,
suggesting wealth.
He searched for a few minutes before he found the Lintoron
tomb. Against the iron door, there was an arrangement, not of
wildflowers, it was too late in the year for that, but evergreen
leaves with winter berries and rose hips, the last vestige of
autumn. A stem had fallen loose from the arrangement and lay
on the ground. He picked it up. It was fresh, it must have been
left within the last two or three days. Lady Lintoron? Although
so many people cared about his father, it could have been
anyone.
He sat on the lid of a sarcophagus on the neighbor’s plot.
The afternoon sun had warmed the stone; it was warm under
his legs. There had been frost on the ground that morning, but
in the sun and the still air, he could still remember the summer.
He swung his legs back and forth, his heels hitting the side of
the sarcophagus.
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He thought of his father inside the tomb, lying on a slab in
his best court clothes. He’d worn them to the Yule banquet last
winter solstice. The robe was green, with gold embroidery. He
probably would have worn it again this year, had he lived.
“I’m not in school anymore, Father.”
Urzahil pulled the stem of grass apart, rolling pieces
between his fingers and letting the bits fall away.
“Ever since you left us, I’ve been so lost.”
The air was still. A thrush scolded in the distance.
“I don’t know what to do. I’ve worked harder than I’ve ever
worked in my life, but it’s not enough. It’s like swimming
against a riptide. I’m so tired, I can’t do it anymore.”
He thought about the other slab in the tomb, how nice it
would be to lie beside his father when the time came. Perhaps if
he’d joined the skirmish with the others, he’d be there now. As
an illegitimate son, was he even entitled to lie in the Lintoron
tomb? He wasn’t sure.
“There’s something else. I’m not in the nobility anymore.
Maybe I never was. You and I weren’t realistic about the
circumstances of my birth, we pretended it didn’t make any
difference.”
He pulled off another part of the plant, and a thistledown
seed floated away on an unfelt draft of air.
But who said a bastard couldn’t be a nobleman? Noble
meant admirable, exalted, possessing an exceptional character.
His father had been a noble man, that’s what they said at the
funeral. They told how he died defended a tenant farmer who
couldn’t bring his bride home because the frontier where his
farm was had become too dangerous. There must have been
countless other instances where his father looked after others.
He brought money to a young widow whose husband had
been washed overboard in a storm. He took in a two-year old
whose mother had died of a fever, even though he risked
shame in the eyes of the neighbors and worse from his wife.
Would Urzahil have done anything that placed himself in
danger, or even made him uncomfortable? He knew that he
would not. Nobility had always meant privilege: fine clothes, a
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grand house, servants to look after him, not having to do
manual labor, the feeling of smugness that accompanied high
rank. Those things didn’t confer nobility, they were privileges,
and they were supposed to be earned.
Urzahil had been trying to understand how he fell out of the
nobility. With a twist of his gut, he realized he’d never been
noble. He’d always thought he was just like is father. What had
his father been like? Courteous, selfless, brave. What was he
like? A spoiled, sheltered youth who expected others to take
care of him. Shame washed over him, his cheeks, his whole
face, even the backs of his eyes burned with it.
“I don’t even know who I am anymore. I look like you, but
I’m not you.”
He couldn’t give his father a tomb, but he could try to be a
living memorial to him. In the future, he would try to be more
like his father.
“I will never be brave or skilled in arms, but I can pledge
myself in service to those who are.”
He dropped the ruined stem onto the ground and dusted off
his hands. His old life was gone. He grieved the loss of it, then
squared his shoulders. Whatever came next was up to him.

By the time the Sign of the Boiling Frog came into view,
Urzahil had blisters on his feet. He would have to spend hours
many more on his feet before he could lay down in the straw
and sleep.
He didn’t mind. After the disastrous interview with the
merchant, he welcomed the chance to wipe tables clean and
scrape plates. It was familiar, mindless work; he wouldn’t have
to think. He pushed open the door to the tavern and stepped
inside. The harness bells jangled and the innkeeper looked up,
looking embarrassed.
“Urzahil, I forgot to tell you, my sister’s family is coming up
from the countryside for Yule. My nephew wants to leave the
farm and live in the city, so he’ll be staying on afterwards.”
That’s nice. Do I care?
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“He’ll be working at the Boiling Frog. The thing is, there’s
two of you and only one job. You haven’t done a thing wrong,
I’m happy with your work, but you have to understand, it’s
between you and my sister’s boy.”
The shock must have shown in his face, because the
innkeeper looked even more distressed.
“I’m sorry to give so little notice. Tell you what, you can
work here tonight. What do you say?”

After the last customer had left, after he’d stacked the stools
on the tables and swept the floors clean for the last time,
Urzahil stepped out into the Inn yard. The harness bells jingled
as the door clicked shut behind him, and the moon hung in the
sky like a silver coin.
He headed for the barn, staying in the shadow and taking
care not to be seen. He had no good reason to be here, now that
he didn’t work at the Boiling Frog anymore. He didn’t want
anyone to know he was living in the barn. Tomorrow, he
would have to find somewhere else to sleep.
He felt his way through the darkened barn. His hand found
the ladder, and he climbed it to the hayloft. It was lighter in the
loft than in the darkened barn below, light from the full moon
came through a square window in the gable and turned the
straw silver-white. Urzahil wrapped his father’s coat around
himself and lay down to sleep.
Urzahil wondered if there really was a nephew. He hadn’t
seen him at the Boiling Frog that evening, although it was
possible the relatives from the country hadn’t arrived yet.
The pale rectangle moved across the straw during the night.
The temperature dropped, and a silvery frost formed on the
roof tiles of the Inn. Urzahil wrapped his arms around himself
and shivered. He didn’t know what he was going to do.
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In the hours before dawn, he gave up trying to sleep. He
considered his options. He could be a servant in someone else’s
house, at least it would let him sleep indoors. But he didn’t
think his father’s friends would engage him to answer their
door or tend their horses.
Perhaps his mother’s people would take him in. His father
had pointed out the path that led to her village. He thought he
could find it again. He was strong enough for farm work, and
he could teach the younger children to read, but it was winter,
there would be no work for a farmhand until spring.
He needed to find work right away. Tomorrow, he would go
down to the docks and stand in line with the other day laborers
for a chance to unload cargo or hammer ribs onto the frame of a
ship.
He got up and put on his oldest clothes, the leggings with
the hole in the knee and a frayed shirt. He added a second shirt
for warmth. Anything he could wear was something he didn’t
have to pack.
The moon was low on the horizon, and the patch of light
had moved to the far edge of the hayloft. He brought his
satchel over to it, and took everything out, his books, some
essays he’d saved, and the box holding his pens and ink. He set
them aside. Most of the books were thick and heavy. The
satchel weighed almost nothing without them.
He packed a single change of clothes. There was still some
room left. History of Númenor went back in the satchel, and
diplomacy, his best subjects. The satchel was so full, he wasn’t
sure he could close it. He’d have to leave his other books
behind. Sindarin, that was easy. He wanted to take astronomy
and coastal geography, but there wasn’t room. He tried to
decide whether to keep his essays.
He was about to buckle the flap closed when he knelt on
something hard. He dug it out from under the straw. A river
rock, his painted crab. The last thing he needed was to carry a
rock around all day. He put it on the pile of things to be
abandoned, but his fingers wouldn’t let it go. He tucked it in
the satchel, wrapped in a shirt so the paint wouldn’t get
chipped.
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Everything else would have to be left behind. There was no
room for his father’s clothes, not even the brown tunic with
gold embroidery he’d worn to the Yule banquet. He’d hide
them in the far corner of the loft, deep in the straw where they
wouldn’t be found, or worse, thrown away.
It was still dark. Before anyone came to take care of the
horses, He slipped out by a side door that couldn’t be seen
from the main building and disappeared down the street.
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U

rzahil left the city by the Main Gate. The sky
was midnight blue, not even beginning to get pale in the east.
He took the path that wrapped around the city walls down to
the waterfront. It was longer than the route through the city
and out the Seaward Gate, but there was less chance of being
seen, although he couldn’t imagine that anyone he knew would
be awake yet.
The sounds of desert insects, unnoticed during the day,
filled the night air. The sun wouldn’t be up for another hour. It
was hard to keep to the path in the dark. Burrs from weeds at
the edge of the path clung the fabric of his leggings.
He rounded the northern tower, and all at once, the whole
harbor was laid out before him. The moon hung just above the
horizon, its reflection a wavering ribbon on the surface of the
ocean, silver white. The harbor was a forest of masts, at least
thirty ships were tied up at the quay, and more were anchored
further out.
Pebbles skidded under his feet as he tried to slow his pace
on the steep slope. Eventually the path leveled, and he found
himself in the shadow of the wall enclosing the harbor. The
path was blocked by a gate in the wall, closed and locked.
Beside it, a brass bell hung from a bracket in the wall. He
pulled the rope to rouse the gatekeeper. The peal was
unexpectedly loud. The spyhole slid back and a face appeared,
the bolt was drawn, and the gate swung open to admit him.
A short path led to the quay. To the left, the great oceangoing vessels were berthed at the busiest part of the quay, at
the foot of the road that led up to the city’s seaward gate. The
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ships rocked on the swell, the sound of halyards slapping
against the masts traveled over the water. In the other direction
was the shipyard. He turned to the right, towards the shipyard.
Even though the sun was not yet up, a line of men snaked
back from the entrance to the shipyard. Who would have
guessed so many would come here in the dark and stand in line
for a chance to wield a tar brush or hammer pegs into the ribs
of a ship under construction? Tomorrow, he would make sure
to arrive earlier.
The men were of every age and nationality. Almost all of
them were muscular through the arms and shoulders. Urzahil,
while strongly built, had never done physical labor in his life.
He was beginning to have doubts about the whole thing.
Urzahil joined the line, which continued to grow behind
him. Seabirds cried overhead. The surge slapped against the
wharf. He switched his satchel to the other shoulder. It wasn’t
even light yet, and already the strap was digging into his
shoulder.
The line moved forward a step at a time. The Foreman
pointed men toward one or another of the vessels under
construction. Soon there were only three men in front of him.
“No experience? Go to the back of the line, I’ll only use you
after everyone else has been assigned,” the Foreman said, and
the poor unfortunate shuffled to the end of the column, his
head down.
The next man must have met with the Foreman’s approval,
because he headed in the direction of a ship that was nearly
completed. The man after that stepped up.
“You! Whenever you’re here, tools go missing. Get out!” The
man almost ran off. The Foreman shouted at his retreating
back, “I won’t have a thief in my shipyard!”
It was Urzahil’s turn next. He had no experience either, the
Foreman would send him to the back of the line, too. Before the
Foreman could say anything, Urzahil spoke first.
“I’m big and strong, and I follow directions. What will I be
working on today?”
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It was a trick he’d learned in diplomacy, act as if the
decision’s already been made in your favor. As often as not, it
worked.
The Foreman looked him over. “Think you can swing a
hammer?” Urzahil nodded. The Foreman turned to the man
beside him. “He’ll be helping Jenris on the new warship under
construction. Show him where he needs to be, and find him
some tools.”
Urzahil followed the Foreman’s assistant into the shipyard.
A dozen or more ocean-going vessels were in various stages of
completion, from bare ribs reaching skyward to vessels with
their masts stepped, complete except for canvas and rigging.
The sound of hammer-blows echoed off the cliffs behind them.
As they walked through the shipyard, his nostrils was filled
with the smell of pitch and new wood. Smoke stung his eyes.
They were passing a low shed. A tink tink came from within, a
hammer against metal. Inside, a man raised a hammer and
struck the glowing metal.
The scarred surface of a workbench in front of the smithy
was covered with an assortment of hammers, chisels, planes,
awls, and other tools of the shipbuilding trade whose purpose
was a mystery. The assistant selected a medium-sized mallet
and gave it to Urzahil.
The man stopped in front of a skeleton of a ship, a keel and
ribs on a frame encased in scaffolding. Two men lifted a plank
and set it on sawhorses, holding the plank with one edge was
upward. Someone drew a two-handed plane along the edge,
raising pale curls of wood from a stepped joint. The ground
was covered with wood shavings and sawdust. Curls of wood
crunched underfoot.
“Each plank is shaped just so before it’s fastened in place.
That man shaping the lapped joint is as skilled as a cooper.”
The Foreman’s assistant climbed a short ladder and
beckoned Urzahil to follow. He spoke to another worker
already in the scaffolding.
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“I’ve brought you a helper. After you proof the sud, he can
clinker the strakes.” 12
Urzahil imagined his Sindarin teacher pacing in front of the
podium. “Come on, Urzahil, it’s not that hard. ‘Clinker the
strakes.’ Think of shipbuilding and new wood.” Urzahil faked a
cough, covering a grin with his sleeve.


The work turned out to be straightforward enough.
Urzahil’s job was to attach the long planks onto the ribs of the
ship by driving large square nails with a mallet. The planks,
softened with steam to make them flexible, were held in place
by two strong men. Jenris painted the lapped joint between
planks with sud, a mixture of pine pitch and wool, to make the
seam waterproof, and Urzahil nailed it in place.
The Foreman’s Assistant moved around the hull, overseeing
a dozen workers. From time to time, the Foreman himself came
over to supervise the work.
Later, Urzahil saw the Foreman talking to an older man. The
Foreman was holding his cap in his hands, his posture
deferential.
“He’s talking to the Master Shipwright,” said Jenris.
The Shipwright was consulting a drawing held open by two
youths who looked like apprentices. The Shipwright traced
along the drawing while he gave instructions to the Foreman,
who nodded but didn’t speak. Clearly, Shipwright was an
exalted position here. Urzahil guessed the apprentices had a
promising future.
Urzahil had been so offended when Lady Lintoron urged
him to apprentice himself to a shipwright. What had he said to
her? “May I never fall so low.…” Had he taken her advice, his
life would be better now.

“… after you caulk the overlap, he can fasten the plank in place”,
traditional Viking shipbuilding terms.”
12
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The city bells struck noon, and all the workmen laid down
their tools. Urzahil put down his mallet, hitched the strap of his
satchel over his shoulder, and followed the other men. They
walked through the shipyard until they reached the corner
where the quay through the shipyard met the wharf where
ocean-going vessels tied up to unload their cargo and take on
supplies.
Crowds had already formed around the stands that served
hot food. Urzahil joined the line in front of a stand that sold
triangular pastries filled with potatoes and peas, and tea in
earthenware cups.
“The cups are a loan. It’s bad form to take them very far
from the stand,” Jenris told him
The men in the crowd were not just shipyard workers, there
were also dockworkers and what looked like sailors from the
big ocean-going ships. One wore a headscarf from Harad,
another had an ornamented belt from a Haven south of here.
They looked like Caldûr, dressed in souvenirs from his travels.
The sailor with the headscarf was saying, “…you don’t
really know your own country until you’ve left it.” Urzahil
agreed. He hadn’t understood what it meant to belong to the
nobility, until he’d left it.
He felt inside his purse, debating how much to spend. When
he reached the front of the line, he pulled out a large copper
coin and asked for two of the pies and a cup of tea. He waited
to hear how much more he owed, but the woman gave him two
farthings in change along with his food.
He joined the other workmen from the shipyard on a low
wall separating the quay from the street and sat beside Jenris to
eat. Even without meat, the pastries were surprisingly good. He
would come back to this stand tomorrow.
A group of Corsairs from one of the warships walked by, with
long knives at their belts. The one with a scar over his eye was
saying to his shipmates, “We used to be able to sail upriver all
the way to Pelargir, but no more. Gondor controls the Anduin
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all the way down to the sea. Their ships are everywhere, and
when we tried to raid a farm on the riverbank, we were met by
armed men.”
“Aye, it didn’t used to be like that, not even five years ago.
Gondor is flexing its muscles. It may come to blows sooner than
we expect.”
What would happen if invaders surrounded their walls?
Every man and boy would be expected to raise a sword or
spear to defend the city. The quay in front of him swam. Don’t
think about it.
Urzahil thought about where he was going to sleep tonight.
He knew how much it cost to stay at the Boiling Frog, and he
simply didn’t have that much. He leaned over to Jenris. “I’m
new here. What’s the price of a bed for the night?”
“If you’re asking about a bed at an Inn on the waterfront, it
would run you at least twelve coppers, with supper and
breakfast extra.”
Urzahil frowned. It was less than the price of a room at the
Boiling Frog, but it was still more than he could afford.
“I’ll expect you’ll be wanting basic lodgings, then. A place
on the floor over an alehouse will run you four coppers, and
that includes supper and breakfast. You have to watch out for
the extra fees, though. If you want a straw pallet instead of the
floorboards, it’s two coppers extra.
“If you want a pillow or blanket, it’s another copper each. Be
sure you arrive before they stop serving meals. You can’t just
get there late and expect them to fix you a plate. It’s not going
to happen.
“One more thing, the places that cost the least go the fastest.
Try to arrive as soon as they open, within an hour of quitting
time. Otherwise, they’ll be full and you’ve have to pay Inn
prices.” The man returned to his dinner.
Between today’s wages and three days’ worth of tips, he
ought to have enough for supper and a bed, or to be exact, a
straw pallet on the floor. The sky was clear. It looked like it was
going to be cold again tonight. He might splurge on an extra
blanket.
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He finished eating and returned the cup. It wasn’t time to go
back yet, and wouldn’t be until the bells rang again, so he went
for a walk along the quay.
A huge warship bobbed on the swell. Its black, lateen-rigged
sails identified it as one of the ships of the Corsairs, a beautiful
vessel, sleek and built for speed. He went over to have a look. A
burly man peered into the water beside the hull.
“It’s not that cold, stop yer complaining.” His voice was
menacing.
There was a splash; two men were swimming beside the
hull. They disappeared under the water for intervals, and a
scraping sound came from beneath the water until they broke
the surface, gasping for breath. The neck of each man was
encircled by a thrall ring, the iron collar that marked one as a
slave.
“There better not be a single barnacle left on this hull, or you’ll
regret it.” The overseer smacked a rod into his palm. It wasn’t
pleasant to watch, so he moved on.
Across from the piers where the cargo ships unloaded was
Merchants’ Row, the buildings that housed the offices of
counting houses and import-export firms.
Most of the buildings had paintings on the façade indicating
the nature of the business. He walked along looking at them,
until a garish mural of camels and ships stopped him in his
tracks.
I know your type. You’re not a great lord, you’re just a bootlicking
little toady who’s attached himself to a great lord.
Urzahil’s face burned. He wheeled around and almost ran in
the other direction.
He’d botched the chance to become a counting house clerk.
It would have been comfortable life, until the ostentatious
house filled with bad art started to get on his nerves, or worse,
until he began to despise the tradesmen’s preoccupation with
wealth and their disregard for duty and tradition. He wasn’t
one of them. He’d had a lucky escape, he wouldn’t have been
happy in their world.
The merchant’s words stung because he was right. Urzahil
knew himself. He wasn’t brave, and he wasn’t courteous, but
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he was hardworking and loyal. He wanted his old life back,
and he wasn’t going to win it by strength of arms. He needed to
find a noble lord, someone who needed an assistant or a scribe,
and serve that lord to the best of his ability.
He went back to the shipyard. The hammering had fallen
silent during the noon break, but the smells of shipbuilding
were all around him, new wood, pine pitch, and the smell of
the hemp used to make rope.
Beyond the new ships under construction, damaged boats
were being repaired. There was one ocean-going ship here, but
the rest were mostly coastal vessels. A large fishing vessel was
tied to the pier, its mast snapped, its hull was covered with
canvas. It had been there for some time, the canvas was
beginning to mildew.
The prow was shaped like a wolf’s head, it was a Lintoron
boat, their largest and the closest thing they had to an oceangoing vessel. It must have been damaged in the storm eight
weeks ago, the day his father was wounded. It didn’t take eight
weeks to repair a mast, nor did it appear that any work was
being done on it. His family must not have the money to repair
it, but if it wasn’t going to sea, the boat wasn’t earning any
income.
Urzahil found he enjoyed the work, which was more
craftsmanship than manual labor. The repetitive hammering
lulled him into a meditative state, and he saw his life with great
clarity, as if viewing it from a distance.
He swung the hammer, driving an iron nail deep into the
wood.
“No wait, the strake isn’t lined up yet!” Jenris cried.
Urzahil immediately realized his mistake. The two strakes
weren’t overlapped. There was a gap a big enough to put a
finger through for the sea to pour in. If the sticky pine pitch
were allowed to cool, it would be much harder to pry the strake
loose.
Urzahil grabbed a chisel and wedged it under the strake. He
pulled, but it didn’t move. He struck the haft with the mallet.
“You have to use a pry bar for that! A chisel is a delicate.…”
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One hard blow, and snap. Urzahil blinked. Half of the chisel
lay in his hand, the other half poked out from under the strake.
The assistant Foreman came over and gave Urzahil a pry
bar. “Don’t worry about it, everyone breaks a tool on their first
day. It doesn’t happen often after that.”
After the assistant Foreman left, Jenris leaned over and
whispered, “They charge you for whatever you break. Good
thing it was the chisel and not the boat.” He slapped his knee,
laughing at his own wit.
ding ding, ding ding, ding.
Five bells into the noon watch. The men around him put
down their tools and began gathering up their belongings. Back
at the University, he’d still be in coastal geography, with
Númenorian history still to go.
Urzahil put on his father’s coat and picked up his satchel.
The assistant Foreman slapped him on the back. “You’re a hard
worker, you’re responsible, and you follow instructions. Come
back tomorrow, and I’ll have something for you. But be here
early, the places go fast.”
Urzahil followed the crowd and joined a line leading to a
plank over two barrels, where a man sat with a ledger book and
cash box. One by one, each of them gave his name and was
paid his wages for the day, eight coppers apiece. Urzahil
reached the front of the line and gave his name.
“I have to dock you four coppers for the chisel. Bad luck,
that. It will teach you to be more careful next time.” The man
counted out four coppers and handed them to him.
Urzahil nodded and kept his face still. He remembered
kneeling on the boards in front of the podium in Caldûr’s class,
grit from the floor in his mouth, his classmates laughing. In
those role-playing exercises, he’d learned to control his temper.
Without them, he would have done something unforgiveable
and not been allowed back here tomorrow.
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The Seminary

W

ork at the shipyard ended in mid-afternoon. If
Urzahil were still in school, he would be in the fourth class of
the day, with one more to go.
Class standings had been posted that morning. Urzahil was
tempted to go to the office of the Head of the University to see
how he’d done, but the University was a long way from the
waterfront. He had more immediate concerns. He needed to
find a place to sleep in an alehouse before they were all taken
for the night, He wanted to do it before the sun set; it wasn’t
safe to wander the alleys near the waterfront after dark.
He wasn’t returning to school after the Yule break, it didn’t
matter if he’d done well or badly. But still, he’d worked hard all
term. Even though he’d struggled in the last weeks, he still
wanted to know how he’d done.
At the corner of the quay, he stopped. The waterfront was to
the right, supper and a bed for the night lay in that direction.
The path up the bluff was left. He paused, then turned left and
retraced his steps up the steep bluff, circling outside the city
walls to the Main Gate.
Ten minutes later, he reached the main hall of the
University. The front door were unlocked, and the empty
classrooms smelled of chalk and wet wool. The halls were
empty, the echo of his own footfalls sounded unnaturally loud.
Urzahil stopped in front of the office of the Head of the
University. The door was flanked by a pair of corkboards. Five
pieces of paper were pinned to each, titled in large block
printing. The pages on the left bore the names of the first year
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courses: diplomacy, Sindarin, coastal geography, astronomy,
and Númenorian history.
Other students said that the lists contained the names of all
the students in class, rank-ordered according to how well
they’d done. The best students were on top. A red line drawn
through the bottom of each list separated those who had passed
from those who had not.
It was ironic, given that his first choice of profession was to
teach at the University after graduation, he was leaving school
after one term, afraid to look at his grades. Some scholar he
turned out to be.
Urzahil looked at Númenorian history first. Caran was at the
top of the list and Gaerna was second, but Urzahil was in the
group right behind them. Diplomacy was the same.
He considered leaving without looking at his place in
astronomy or coastal geography. Had his father lived, Urzahil
would have been safely in the middle of the pack. As it was, he
wasn’t at all sure he’d passed at all. It didn’t matter, he wasn’t
in school anymore. He took a deep breath and looked. His
name was two or three places above the red line in astronomy.
Coastal geography was the same. Not bad.
He might as well know the worst. Sindarin. Just get it over
with. He looked at the list. His name was last. However, the red
line had been drawn below his name. Everyone in the class had
passed. He was the worst Sindarin student in the school, but he
had passed. He strolled towards the front entrance, singing the
only Elvish song he knew that wasn’t sad.

It was past time to go back to the waterfront and find a place
to sleep tonight. He couldn’t afford a bed, but a straw pallet on
the floor would be fine. It would be indoors out of the cold, and
right now, that was good enough.
He still couldn’t believe he’d passed Sindarin. His Sindarin
teacher had been one of those standing in the hall after class
when Urzahil finally translated, “O Menel Aglar Elenath” as
“From the Firmament, the Glorious Stars”. Chaered must have
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heard. Maybe he’d been looking for an excuse to pass Urzahil,
and that had been enough.
Urzahil paused in front of the Philosopher’s Stone out of
habit, before remembering his wages had been docked. He
couldn’t spend money on coffee when he had barely enough
for a place to sleep that night.
Something on the cobblestones caught his eye, a copper coin.
He picked it up. It would easily cover the price of a cup of
coffee. He wouldn’t have spent the money in his purse, but this
was found money, and he wanted to celebrate how well he’d
done.
Flames crackled in the fireplace against the back wall. He
crossed the room and sank down onto the hearthstone,
dropping his satchel by his feet. The fire felt warm against his
back. He felt himself starting to relax.
The serving maid came to his table with a tray resting
against one hip. She took his order and came back with a tiny
cup of thick coffee, which she set on the low table in front of
him. She was pretty, and she smiled at him. He gave her his
found-money copper and told her to keep the change.
The coffee was strong and sweet, he couldn’t remember
when he’d enjoyed it more. He stretched out his legs in front of
him, and his eyes started to close. The towers rang eight bells. If
this were a school day, he’d just be settling into Númenorian
history, with an hour of lecture in front of him, but today,
between lining up for work in the dark and doing physical
labor all day, he could fall asleep at any time.
“Look who’s here! I thought you’d be gone for Yule by
now.” Caldûr sat down on the hearth next to him.
The serving maid came back to their table, and Caldûr
ordered coffee and a pastry. She asked Urzahil if he’d like
another coffee, but he said he was fine. She came back a few
minutes later with the tiny cup and the pastry, which Caldûr
split with Urzahil.
After she left, Caldûr asked, “You’re all set for next term?
They forgave your tuition?”
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Urzahil lifted a shoulder and let it drop. “It didn’t work
out.”
Caldûr’s face went still. “You didn’t apply. Perhaps you
thought accepting charity was beneath you.”
“I did apply, but there’s no money for charity students right
now.”
“I’m sorry. I wish I could help,” Caldûr said softly.
They ate in silence. The serving maid brought a tray to
another table, and an ember popped in the fireplace.
Caldûr sat bolt upright and smacked his forehead. “I’m an
idiot! Why didn’t I think of it before?
“A friend of mine teaches at the Seminary. He came to me in
a panic this morning because one of his students left suddenly
to work in the family business. The Seminary wanted to fill the
slot right away. Did I know of anyone who might be interested?
“I told him I couldn’t help him. My charity students were
already taken care of, and I didn’t think any of the others
would be interested. After he left, I didn’t give it another
thought. Had I known, I’d have given him your name right
away.”
Urzahil wasn’t sure he’d have been interested. Even though
the acolytes’ school fees were covered by the Temple’s
endowment, a Seminary education wasn’t free. Acolytes owed
the Temple a year of service for each year of training they
received.
“I don’t know. I’ve never considered entering the
priesthood.” Urzahil didn’t add that he wasn’t religious at all.
“Did I mention that, in addition to free tuition, it includes
room and board, plus a small stipend for pocket money?” said
his teacher.
The priesthood was a prestigious profession. The Temple
was an impressive building reflecting the wealth of the
community that built it, and unlike the University, the Temple
grounds were lush and well maintained.
“Would they even take me? I’m not very observant.”
“They don’t care what you think. They only care what you
do, and how you look doing it. Look, we’re wasting time. They
want to fill the position right away. Today, if possible.”
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“Why today? The next term doesn’t begin until next week,”
said Urzahil.
“They want to give the new acolyte time to catch up. You’ll
have to spend the entire Yule holiday in the library studying
history of the First Age, Black Speech, and Sorcery. But you’re a
hard worker, I think you can manage.”
Urzahil imagined himself at a table with books piled around
him, reading by the glow of lamplight, his only duty to study.
At regular intervals, the bell would call him to the refectory for
meals he didn’t have to cook himself, or wash up afterwards.
But what chance did he have of being chosen? Slim to
naught. If he went to the Seminary this afternoon, he wouldn’t
get back to the waterfront before dark. At the very least, the
Seminary interview would cost him supper at the lodgings
house. And since the lodgings houses filled up quickly, it might
even cost him the chance to sleep indoors tonight since he
couldn’t afford a bed at an inn. Going on the interview wasn’t
smart.
“Do you want it? I’ll write you a letter of recommendation
right now.” Caldûr flagged down the serving maid and asked
her for writing tools. She came back with a steel-nibbed pen, a
small bottle of ink, and a sheet of paper. Caldûr spread them
out on the small table. Urzahil watched while he wrote. The
letter said Urzahil was intelligent and a hard worker. It said
nothing about Urzahil’s marks.
“Take this to the Hall of Acolytes and give it to Tarcundo.
Don’t entrust it to a clerk, put it into Tarcundo’s hand.”
“I’ll go right away. I just need to change clothes.” Urzahil
was still wearing his oldest clothes, the ones he’d worn to the
shipyard. He lifted his arm and was offended by his own smell.
The Boiling Frog wasn’t that far from the Temple. Both were
within the old city walls, although on opposite sides of the
main road. He could stop by the Frog and change into
something of his father’s. It wouldn’t cost him more than half
an hour.
Caldûr jumped to his feet and started waving his arms. “You
don’t have time to change, they may have filled the position
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already. Go to the Hall of Acolytes right now, with no stops
along the way. It’s already late afternoon, and I don’t know
when they’re going to stop accepting candidates.”
Five minutes later, Urzahil was hurrying along the street,
hugging himself for warmth. This morning, there had been
frost on the ground and a thin skin of ice on the water in the
horse trough. He entered the gate through the old city walls.
He neared the street along the inside of the wall that led to the
Boiling Frog, and kept going.
The Temple of Melkor sat inside a walled compound that
included living quarters for the priests, school buildings, and
the acolytes’ dormitory. It was a self-contained world with
courtyards, walkways, and gardens.
It was late in the afternoon and people were already starting
to go home, but Urzahil was still able to find someone to give
him directions to the acolytes’ hall.
Inside, a bored-looking clerk sitting behind a table was
interviewing a young man who stammered his answers. The
clerk repeatedly asked the next question before the applicant
could finish answering the previous one. After a minute or so,
the official put down his stylus.
“Very good, we’ll let you know.” He bent down and wrote a
few notes on a wax tablet. “That will be all.”
The youth smiled too brightly and thanked him over and
over. After he left, Urzahil squared his shoulders and stepped
up to the table.
He wasn’t going to leave his precious letter of
recommendation with an indifferent clerk.
“I’m looking for Tarcundo.” He held the letter, but didn’t
offer it to the clerk.
“I’m Tarcundo, and you might be?”
“Urzahil of the House of Lintoron. I’m here about the acolyte
vacancy. Caldûr, the history instructor at the University,
personally recommended me for the position.” He gave
Tarcundo his letter. Tarcundo broke the seal and read it, then
looked Urzahil over.
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“This says you’re from a good family. Perhaps you do live in
a great house, as a servant. We’re not looking for candidates
who are only here for a warm bed and free meals.”
“I’m a member of a good family, but a poor relation.”
Urzahil drew himself to his full height.
Tarcundo tossed the letter on top of a pile on the table.
“We’ll let you know.” He didn’t ask Urzahil where he could be
reached.
“I’m an excellent student and a hard worker. I learn
quickly,” said Urzahil. Tarcundo gave no sign that he’d heard.
“May I speak to the Master of Acolytes?” Urzahil wasn’t
going to give up easily.
“He’s already left for Yule. He has family in the provinces,
he won’t be back until the start of term.” Tarcundo picked up
his wax tablet and smudged out whatever he’d written.
A man about his father’s age stuck his head in the door. He
wore the silver-grey robes of a priest.
“Does someone need to see the Master of Acolytes? I’m
filling in for him while he’s gone.” His face brightened when he
saw Urzahil. “Urzahil! You’re the very image of your father.”
It was Súrion, one of his father’s closest friends. He’d come
to the house after Aranelaith’s wedding, and spoke at Urzahil’s
father’s funeral.
“You’d like to join us in the priesthood? Excellent, it’s settled
then. Let me give you the tour, and I’ll show you where you’ll
be sleeping.” Súrion led the way inside, looking over his
shoulder and talking.
Tarcundo started to protest. “The day’s not quite over, there
may be other candidates. What shall I tell them?”
“Thank them for their interest, and invite them to apply
again next year,” said Súrion.




“This is the library.”
The whitewashed walls contrasted against shelf after shelf of
bookcases, and the barrel-vaulted ceiling rose at least two
storeys above his head. A row of tall windows gave a view of
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the garden, the sculpted boxwood bushes just visible in the
deepening twilight.
“This is the refectory. Not many people are around during
the Yule break, but they’ll still be serving a light supper to the
few that are here.”
“This is the dormitory. Traditionally, acolytes slept in rows
of beds like a military barracks, but now there are fixed
partition between the beds.”
The partitions were higher than eye level and enclosed a
space on three sides, creating an alcove for sleeping. There
were no doors, but the doorway was behind a screen, such that
someone walking by wouldn’t be able to see in.
“This is where you’ll be sleeping. Bring your things
whenever you like, but sooner is better.”
Súrion showed him into an empty alcove. The bedstead was
plain wood, without finish or carving, but it was well made.
The walls were whitewashed plaster, and there were some pegs
in the wall for clothes. An oil lamp rested on a shelf.
“I’m afraid it’s austere compared to what you’re used to,” he
said.
“No, really, this is fine.” Urzahil set his satchel on the bed.
“Let me introduce you to the night watchman, so you can
come and go at will.” Súrion led the way through a maze of
corridors.
Urzahil wanted this so badly, but the priesthood was for the
high-born and the pious. He wasn’t either, and if he pretended
to be, he was a fraud. Eventually he would be exposed, and
when that happened, they would throw him out.
“Tarcundo said something that made me think the Temple
only takes noblemen as acolytes. You do know I’m baseborn?”
“You mean illegitimate? Your father was one of my closest
friends. I saw him with your mother when she was carrying
you.”
That was the least of it. How could he become a priest of the
Temple when he didn’t believe any of it?
If it were the Master of Acolytes showing him around, he
would have lied without shame. But this was Súrion, his best
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remaining connection to his father. He couldn’t lie to Súrion,
not season after season, year after year.
“Um … I need to tell you something else. I’m not sure I
deserve to be here. My family has never been observant.”
“I know that. Your father wasn’t religious, I used to tease
him about it all the time.”
“Well, it’s just that, regarding myself, I’m not really sure
that.…”
Súrion put a finger to Urzahil’s lips. “Your private thoughts
are your own. You’re not required to share them with anyone
here.”

An hour later, Urzahil sat at a table in the Boiling Frog with
a basket at his feet. Three books and a sheath of school essays
were piled on top of the folded clothes. He’d changed into a
new shirt and leggings when he’d collected his things from the
hayloft. It felt good to be wearing clean clothes again.
The sun had set, and there was a lantern on every table. He
was sitting at a table near the fire. It had been built up high
against the chill outside, and the draft sent sparks swirling up
the chimney.
A youth with hair a narrow chin and hair the color of straw,
a younger version of Allard, set a tankard in front of him.
Urzahil pushed a couple of coppers across the table. “Keep the
change.” The boy grinned and thanked him.
Allard came out from behind the bar and stopped by
Urzahil’s table. “Urzahil, how are you getting on these days?”
he asked.
“I’ve been invited to join the priesthood. I thought about it,
and this afternoon, I decided to accept.”
Allard let out a low whistle. “That’s quite an offer. The
Temple takes good care of its people. You ought to be set for
life.”
When he left the tavern, it was fully dark. The stars were like
white jewels, even the fainter ones. He picked out a few of his
favorite constellations, then began the short walk to the
Seminary.
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Inside the Temple grounds, the crushed shell paths were
easy to follow in the dark. He made his way back to the
acolytes’ dormitory without stumbling or getting lost. He
pulled the bell chain, and the night watchman let him in.
Urzahil was the only student in residence during the holiday.
The dormitory was deserted except for the servants.
He hoped he could remember which was his alcove, they all
looked alike. It wasn’t a problem, an oil lamp had been left
burning in his, all the others were dark. A glint of light caught
his eye. While he was out, a brass plaque had been installed by
the doorway to his alcove. Lintoron.
He arranged his books in a row on the shelf, five in all
including Sindarin. He set the painted crab on the shelf beside
them, and stepped back to admire them.
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Chapter 1

A Scrap of Parchment

U

rzahil finished his duties in the Temple late in
the morning and was enjoying a free afternoon in the library.
As he moved through the stacks, the whisper of silk, the feel of
the stiff brocade as it brushed the back of his hands, he smiled,
reminded of his new rank. A few weeks ago, on the Summer
Solstice, Urzahil had completed his third year of acolyte
training and submitted to the solemn rituals that made him an
anointed priest in the Cult of Melkor. Now he was entitled to
wear the silver-grey robes of a priest, a high position in Umbar
society.
As a priest, he could roam the restricted stacks freely. He
went straight to the section on sorcery, and scanned the spines
of the memoirs of famous sorcerers, books on theory, and
cookbook-style books of easy spells. Urzahil was looking for
spells to extend his own life, an interest he shared with
virtually all Black Númenorians.
He picked up a thick treatise on theory, and added to it a
thesaurus of the magical symbols used by sorcerers to record
their spells.
Urzahil carried the books to his favorite spot, a long table of
polished wood which had good light and a view of the
courtyard. Water ran down the stone fountain into the lily
pond below. It was the height of summer, and the expensively
maintained Temple grounds were thick with color.
He opened the treatise and found the place where he got
stuck last time, about ten pages in. The material was far harder
than anything he’d studied last term in Advanced Sorcery.

1

A Scrap of Parchment

He turned to the next page. The text described an
enchantment to summon storms. Magical symbols, the
standard ones used by all sorcerers to record their spells, were
strung together like words in a conversation he couldn’t
understand. On the line below, the same spell was written out a
different way. It should have helped him understand the
structure of the spell, but neither version made any sense. He
couldn’t even tell by looking what they were supposed to do.
He opened the thesaurus. In advanced work, the same
symbol could mean different things, depending on context.
Sometimes a diacritic changed the meaning. Sometimes several
symbols formed an idiom whose meaning couldn’t be inferred
from the symbols from which it was made. The thesaurus
didn’t help. He decided to make a copy of the page to study
later.
Gûlon13, the keeper of the archives, sat at his usual table, his
iron-grey hair falling in his face, the tools of his trade spread
around him. A shallow tray numbered 1528 sat at his elbow, its
hinged lid standing open. He was using tweezers and a thin
steel spatula to manipulate fragments of parchment blackened
by fire, or possibly mold, on a linen cloth spread in front of
him. He frowned, then put down the tweezers and made a few
notes.
Gûlon was different from Súrion and the other Lore Masters.
He focused on the physical condition of the documents
themselves, preserving and restoring them, and keeping track
of where they were stored. He was familiar with the
information in the text, but it was secondary for him.
Two or three librarians moved around the stacks on hushed
feet, shelving books and bringing fresh paper to the Lore
Masters. Gûlon raised his hand and one of them came over.
“Can you bring me the, it’s hard to describe, the thing in the
storage cupboard, in a small drawer on the right, I mean left.
Never mind that, maybe I should get it myself.” He got up and
left the room.

13

gûl’ - ‘knowledge’, ‘on’ - ‘large amount of’
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Urzahil laid out paper, uncorked a jar of ink, and began to
write. He dipped the brush and drew a graceful line from the
middle of the letter upward, and twisted the brush as he lifted
it from the parchment, forming a sharp tip. He dipped the
brush again, and starting from the same place, drew a long
downward arc, black all the way to the end.
Up like smoke, down like rain, a trick he’d learned as an
acolyte. The elderly scribe who’d taught them to form their
letters properly explained that the brush held only so much ink;
in order to make the long arc, they must draw it in two strokes,
middle to top, middle to bottom. It was the only way to get
both ends black and sharp.
Laymen, untrained in the proper way to form letters, tended
to draw the long arc in one continuous stroke. As the brush
approached the tip of the descender, the ink often ran low, the
black thinned to grey14, and sometimes, the drying brush began
to skip, leaving a stuttering line of dashes and dots. A layman
was unlikely to notice the change in color or even the stuttering
line left by a drying brush, but to a scribe’s trained eye, details
like that jumped off the page.
Urzahil used to write like a layman, most people did.
However, the Temple required its priests to form their letters in
the ancient style when they made copies of the sacred texts.
Urzahil hadn’t been happy about it at first, but when he got
used to it, he found the formal script more educated-looking
than his own hurried scrawl. Now that he knew how to write
properly, he did it all the time, even for rough notes like the
ones he was taking now.
The door banged open, and the booming voice of TarCastamir rang through the hushed atmosphere of the stacks.
“…whether or not it’s authentic. The thing is, I can’t make
the announcement until I’m sure.”
Urzahil looked up from his writing and saw the two most
powerful men in the Haven of Umbar striding across the room,
Tar-Castamir, Captain of the Haven, and the High Priest of the

14

Egyptology technique regarding hieroglyphics
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Temple. Tar-Castamir raised a hand in greeting. He held a
folded parchment decorated with ink drawings in red and
black, wrapped in the tapes and seals characteristic of a
diplomatic letter.
“The horseman who brought this is outside the city gates,
waiting for an answer,” Tar-Castamir said to the High Priest.
“I’ll find you a handwriting sample.” It was unusual to hear
the High Priest speaking in such a deferential tone to anyone.
“The Temple Archives house an extensive collection, and
Gûlon will turn up something to compare your letter against.”
Curiosity satisfied, Urzahil returned to his task.
They stopped in front of Gûlon’s table. “The Keeper of the
Archives will be able find whatever we have. This is where he
usually sits.” The High Priest indicated the parchment
fragments, tools, and notebooks. “Look at this, he’s
reconstructed half a document from a few slivers. I don’t know
how he does it.”
Just then, Gûlon returned with a handful of tools. “I use
stock phrases, the standard formula for the greeting of a letter,
a well-known proverb, the titles of a king.15 I can recognize a
stock phrase from two or three letters, and often, the phrase lets
me tie two fragments together. But I don’t suppose the Captain
of the Haven came here to talk to me about the archivist’s
craft.”
“We want to see the Founder’s Letter,” said the High Priest.
Urzahil froze, his brush hanging in the air. The Founder’s
Letter was the most important historical document preserved
in the Temple archives. Handwritten in Númenor by Sauron
himself, it conferred upon Tar-Ardûmir, the priest who brought
the Cult to the mainland, the authority to build this Temple.
Sauron’s letter to the Founder was one of the best examples of
Sauron’s handwriting known to exist.
Tar-Castamir wanted to see the Founder’s Letter because …
No, that was impossible. Sauron was a historic figure from the
Second Age who died three thousand years ago. He couldn’t
Without long, predictable German military titles, the Enigma code could
not have been broken.
15

Emissary II

have sent a letter to Tar-Castamir, and he didn’t have a
messenger waiting outside the city gate for an answer.
Urzahil pretended to be absorbed in copying the page from
his book, but the whole of his attention was focused on their
conversation. Nearby, a librarian seemed to be taking far longer
to straighten a pile of books than the task required, but Urzahil
could hardly blame him. If Tar-Castamir really had received a
letter from Sauron, it could be the most important diplomatic
event of their lives. His book of spells forgotten, Urzahil put
down his pen and stared openly.
“Follow me, I’ll show you where it is.” Gûlon led the High
Priest and the Captain of the Haven in the direction of the
entrance to the vault.
Urzahil stood and smoothed the grey silk of his ceremonial
robes, and with the dignified gravity of a newly-minted priest
of the Temple, followed in their wake. By the time Gûlon
reached the entrance to the vault, several librarians and a clerk
had joined them.
Gûlon stopped in front of an iron-bound door set into the
stone wall. He took a key from his belt and twisted it in the
lock. Two clerks pulled the door back and secured it open, and
Gûlon led Tar-Castamir and the High Priest down narrow
stairs into the dimness of the vault.
Urzahil and the others followed, picking their way down the
seven or eight narrow steps hewn into the rock, worn into halfmoons from age. The walls of the chamber were the same white
coral rock, formed long ago in ancient seas. Urzahil’s eyes
adjusted to the dimness, and he looked around the small
chamber.
There it was! His breath hissed between his teeth. In the
middle of a vault lined with shelves of books and scrolls, a
stone slab supported a glass-topped wooden case. Beneath the
glass lay a sheet of parchment, three thousand years old and
written in Sauron’s own hand.
The Founder’s Letter was the Charter founding this Temple.
It described every ritual of the cult, from the prayers said on an
ordinary day to the elaborate ceremonies performed on High
5
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Holy days. He was sorry it was too dim in here to read it. Like
everyone else in the Temple, he worked from a copy of the
Founder’s Letter almost every day, and knew whole sections of
it by heart. He’d seen the original once before, on a class tour of
the archives two years ago during his acolyte training. Seeing it
again gave him chills.
Gûlon turned to one of the librarians. “Let’s have some more
light. The walls down here are white for a reason, but even so,
it can be hard to read faded ink against an age-darkened
background.”
A librarian climbed the steps, and minutes later, a yellow
light appeared in a glass-covered tunnel connecting this room
with another. A second lamp was placed beside the first, and
the vault was filled with light.
“Much better. I’m sure you
understand why I don’t allow a
flame in here, given all the
priceless and irreplaceable
documents,” said Gûlon.
Urzahil approached the case.
In the narrow space between
Tar-Castamir and the High
Priest, he glimpsed mottled
parchment the color of teastained linen. He edged
between the two men for a
closer look. A large sheet of
parchment covered with careful
writing lay beneath the glass on
The Founder’s Letter
a linen backing. It had been
folded at one time, but was otherwise undamaged. Each letter
stood out in high contrast, the ink black and clear against the
pale parchment.
The familiar greeting sat above the body of the text.
Tar-Mairon, High Priest of the Cult of Melkor, to Tar-Ardûmir,
Priest of Umbar, greetings.
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His eye moved over the body of the letter, knowing where to
find each passage. Here was the one about who may approach
the altar and how closely, there, the calendar of solstices and
equinoxes.
He studied the writing itself. The brush strokes of each letter
had been formed in the order and direction traditional to
scribes. The block printing was legible and clear, without slant.
There were no inkblots, no cross-outs, and it lacked
ornamentation of any kind, even the diacritics were plain.
He reached the closing line, set apart and below the body of
the rest,
…given by my hand at Armenelos, SA 3298
Urzahil shivered, as if in
the presence of something
holy.
Tar-Castamir unfolded the
diplomatic letter and placed it
on top of the glass beside the
Founder’s Letter. Urzahil
craned his neck to read over
Tar-Castamir’s shoulder.
“Sauron of Mordor to TarCastamir, Captain of the Haven,
greetings.
I seek the friendship of
Diplomatic Letter
Umbar, and propose that our
to Tar-Castamir
two nations form an alliance
against our common enemy, the nation of Gondor…given by my hand
at Barad-dûr, TA 2951”
Slanted cursive with long ascenders and descenders. Some
of the letters were ornamented with curlicues, and it had
diacritics of crowns and stars. Wherever there was a long arc,
the lower part of the descender was pale, and sometimes the
slender tip was dashed.
“It’s not a match.” Tar-Castamir’s shoulders sagged.
7
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“No, it isn’t. The Founder’s Letter was written by a scribe,
and your letter was written by a layman.” The High Priest
spoke with the authority of someone trained as a scribe. Urzahil
had to agree, the brush strokes told the story.
“It’s not a match.” Gûlon said.
“Could it be a fair copy? We might be comparing the
Founder’s Letter against something written by a clerk.” TarCastamir looked hopeful.
“No, it says, ‘given by my hand.’ That means the one who
signed it wrote the whole text. They don’t match.” The High
Priest shook his head.
“How did I fall for it? I should have known the moment I
broke the seal. ‘Sauron sends greetings’. He wouldn’t have
called himself Sauron, he hated that name. He would have used
his real name, Tar-Mairon.” Tar-Castamir pressed his lips in a
thin line.
“Tar-Mairon isn’t a name, it’s a title. It means ‘Admirable
Lord’,” the High Priest corrected him. “Sauron used a dozen
different names: Annatar, Artano, Gorthaur, and most recently,
Durgbu Dashu, or Tar-of the Earth, and those are just the ones
we know of. No one knows his real name, but speaking as a
scholar, I think it might have been Thû, which means a spirit in
the shape of a wolf.”
Tar-Castamir hung his head, and for a moment, he looked
like an old man. “I wanted so badly for it to be real. The fragile
truce with Gondor is deteriorating, and I’d hoped…” He
wadded up the letter and shoved it in his pocket. “Oh well, it
doesn’t matter.”
“I was trying to say, it’s not a match because the Founder’s
Letter isn’t the original, it’s a contemporary copy,” Gûlon
touched the glass over the three thousand year old document.
Tar-Castamir frowned. “But it says, ‘given by my hand.…’ If
it were a copy, the scribe’s name would be on the final line.”
“You’re thinking of a fair copy, a cleaned-up version of a
rough draft. It’s what you get when you scrawl out a message
full of cross-outs and inkblots, and give to an assistant with
good handwriting to redo. This is a facsimile copy. The layout
and the arrangement of the words on each line are exactly like
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the original. And unlike a fair copy, the ‘given by my hand’ line
doesn’t hold the name of the most recent scribe, it’s copied
verbatim from the original.” said Gûlon.
“I always thought this document was the original. If it’s
exposed as a fake, let’s just say it could reflect badly on the
Temple.” The High Priest stared at Gûlon, his eyes hard.
“The original was lost in TA 933 when Gondor occupied the
city, then went after the Temple with particular violence.
Everything that wasn’t burned was buried in the rubble.
“Copies of the sacred texts, which were considered less
valuable that the originals, made their way into classrooms at
the Seminary, or into private homes. That’s the only reason any
of the sacred writings survived,” Gûlon said.
“So the original Founder’s Letter was lost?” asked the High
Priest.
“All that remains of the original is a fragment three fingers
wide and no longer than the palm of your hand. If you want to
see Sauron’s handwriting, I could try to find the fragment. It’s
here somewhere.” He picked up a list and held it at arm’s
length. “It’s in drawer number 902.”
Tar-Castamir went to the back wall of the vault, lined with
drawers that ran from floor to ceiling. The front of each one
bore a brass plate with a number.
“No, Tar-Castamir, let me do it.” Gûlon scanned a region
right of center and waist high, then touched one particular
drawer. “Here it is, drawer number 902.”
Moving with exaggerated slowness, Gûlon pulled out the
drawer with both hands, then lifted a drawer with a hinged
glass top from its frame, and carried it to the case in the middle
of the room.
“Stand back, please, I don’t want to drop it. It’s three
thousand years old and could crumple to dust if you look at it
cross-eyed.” He set the drawer on top of the glass, beside the
Founder’s letter.
Founder’s Letter, original. Recovered from the debris of the
Temple, TA 973
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Urzahil studied the fragment itself. The size of a dried leaf,
and much the same color, it looked as if it would disintegrate at
a touch. A piece had broken off and lay beside the main
fragment. It was impossible to read the black writing on
parchment dark with age. Gûlon took a silver mirror from his
pocket and used it to steer a circle of light onto it.
The fragment contained four or five lines of text, but each
line had only a few words of text. Parts of words were missing
where the fragment disintegrated at the edges. Urzahil didn’t
see anything he recognized. There was nothing in the text to tie
this fragile scrap to the Founder’s Letter.
“This is where the fragment came from.” Gûlon traced a
shape on the glass above the Founder’s Letter over a passage
about preparing for ceremonies on the High Holy days, the
rituals of purification. Urzahil knew the passage by heart.
Urzahil looked back at the small scrap of parchment. Now
that he was oriented, the truncated phrases and torn-apart
words made sense. Here was the line about fasting and staying
awake all night, there was the one that said, to perform a
sacrifice, the priest must approach the altar naked beneath a
white woolen robe, feet bare against the cold flagstones.
“Can we have another look at your letter?” asked Gûlon.
Tar-Castamir pulled the crumpled parchment from his
pocket and smoothed it flat on the glass over the Founder’s
Letter.
Urzahil looked from the fragment to Tar-Castamir’s letter.
Both were written in loopy cursive with a steep slant, long arcs
that grew pale at the bottom of the descenders, curlicues, and
diacritics of crowns and stars. The hair rose on the back of
Urzahil’s neck.
“It’s a match,” said Gûlon.

