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Yout h departs

1

Since long before the conming of Gods and nortals, the great rock of Krasnegar
had stood amid the storms and ice of the Wnter Ccean, resolute and eternal
Throughout long arctic nights it gli mered under the haunted dance of aurora and
the rays of the cold, sad noon, while the icepack ground in usel ess anger around
its base. In sunmer sun its yellow angularity stood on the shining white and
blue of the sea like a slice of giants' cheese on fine china. Wather and season
came and went and the rock endured unchangi ng, heeding themno nore than it
heeded the flitting generations of mankind.

Two sides fell sheer to the surf, pitted with narrow | edges where only the
crying seabirds went, but the third face ran down | ess steeply, and on that |ong
mad slope the little town adhered as grimy as a splatter of swallows' nests.
Above the hunble clutter of the houses, at the very crest of the rock, the
castl e pointed black and spikey turrets to the sky.

No mere human hand coul d have rai sed those stones in a land so renmote or a
setting so wild. The castle had been built |ong centuries before by the great
sorcerer Inisso, to serve as palace for hinself and for the dynasty he founded.
Hi s descendants ruled there still, in direct nmale |ine unbroken... but the
present monarch, good King Holindarn, beloved of his people, had but a single
chil d-hi s daughter, |nosolan

Summer cane |ate to Krasnegar. Wen inhabitants of nilder |ands were counting
their lanbs and chicks, the brutal storms still rolled in fromthe Wnter Ccean.
Whi | e those |ucky southerners gathered hay and berries, the wynds and al |l eyways
of the north lay plugged with drifts. Even when night had been al nost bani shed
fromthe pallid arctic sky, the hills ashore stayed brown and sere. Every year
was the same. Every year a stranger mght have given up hopi ng and assuned t hat
sunmmrer was not about to happen at all. The locals knew better and in patient
resignation they waited for the change.

Always their faith was rewarded at last. Wth no warning, a cheerful w nd would
bl under in to sweep the ice floes fromthe harbor, the hills would throw off
their winter plunage al nost overnight, and the snowdrifts in the alleyways woul d
shrink rapidly to sullen gray heaps sulking in shadowed corners. A few days

rain and the world was washed green again, fair weather follow ng foul as fast
as a blink. Spring in Krasnegar, the inhabitants said, had to be believed in to
be seen.

Now it had happened. Sunlight poured through the castle w ndows. The fishing
boats were in the water. The tide was out, the beaches were clear of ice and
obvi ously eager to be ridden on. Inos cane early down to breakfast, busily
spinning plans for the day.

The great hall was al nost deserted. Even before the fine weather had arrived,
the king's servants had driven the |ivestock over the causeway to the mainl and.
O hers woul d now be outside attending to the wagons and the harbor, cleaning up
the winter's |eavings, and preparing for the hectic work of sumer. Inos's
tutor, Master Poraganu, was conveniently indisposed with his custonmary
springtinme rheumatics; there would be no objections fromhim and she coul d head
for the stables as soon as she had grabbed a quick bite.

Aunt Kade sat at the high table in solitary splendor

Monentarily I nos debated the wi sdom of naking a fast retreat and finding
sonmething to eat in the kitchens, but she had al ready been noticed. She
continued her approach, therefore, practicing poise and trusting that a rega
grace woul d conpensate for shabby attire

"CGood norning, Aunt," she said cheerfully. "Beautiful norning."
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"Good norning, mny dear."

"You' re earlier than-ooof!" Inos had not intended to make that |ast remark, but
her breeches tried to bite her in half as she sat down. She sniled uneasily, and
her sleeves slid quietly up her wists.

Aunt Kade pursed her lips. Aunts could be expected to disaprove of princesses
arriving at neals in dirty old riding habits. "You appear to have outgrown those
clothes, ny dear. "

Kade hersel f, of course, was dressed as if for a wedding or a state function.

Not one silver hair was out of place, and even for breakfast she had sprinkled
jewel ry around her neck and over her fingers. In honor of the arrival of sumrer,
she had donned her pale-blue linen with the tiny pleats. Inos restrained an
unkind i nmpul se to remark that Kade appeared to have outgrown the pal e-bl ue
Iinen. Kade was short,

Kade was plunp, and Kade was grow ng pl unper. The wardrobe she had brought back
with her two years ago was barely adequate now, and the | ocal seanstresses were
all at |east two generations out of date in fashioning attire for |adies of

quality.
"Ch, they'll do," Inos said airily. "I"monly going along the beach, not |eading
a parade. "

Aunt Kade dabbed at her lips with a snow napkin. "That will be nice, ny dear
Who is going with you?"

"Kel, | hope. O Ido... or Fan..." Rap, of course, had | ong since departed for
the mai nl and. So had nany, nany others.

"Kel will be helping ne." Kade frowned. "ldo? Not the chanbernai d?"

Inos's heart sank. It would not help to nmention that 1do was an excellent rider
and that the two of them had been out six or eight tines already recently in
much worse weather than this. "There'll be sonebody. " She sniled thanks at old
Nok as he brought her a dish of porridge.

"Yes, but who?" Kade's china-blue eyes assuned the tortured | ook they always did
in these confrontations with her willful niece.

"Everyone is very busy just now | shall need to know who is going with you, ny
dear. "

"I"'ma very conpetent horseworman, Aunt."

"I"'msure you are, but you nust certainly not go out riding wthout suitable
attendants. That woul d not be ladylike. O safe. So you will find out who is
avai l abl e and | et ne know before you | eave?"

Restraining her tenper, Inos made noncommittal noises to the porridge.

Kade smiled with relief... and apparently with conplete i nnocence. "You prom se,
I nos?"

Trapped! "O course, Aunt."

Such babying was humiliating! Inos was ol der than Sila, the cook's daughter, who
was al ready married and al nost a not her.

"I am having a small salon this norning. Nothing formal, just sone |adies from
the town... tea and cakes. You would be very welcone to join us."

On a day like this? Tea and cakes and burgesses' fat wives? Inos would rather
muck out stables.

Di saster! There was no one. Even the youngest and nost inadequate stabl eboy
seened to have been assigned duties of world-shattering inportance that could
not be postponed. A frenzy of activity possessed everyone still remaining in the
castle, and there were few of those anyway. The boys had gone to the hills or
the boats. The girls were busy in the fields or the fish sheds. There was no
one.

No one of her rank! That was the real problem Al of Inos's friends were the
children of her father's servants, for Krasnegar possessed no nobility belowits
ki ng, and no nminor gentry either, unless one counted the nmerchants and
burgesses. Her father counted them Aunt Kade did so unwillingly. But servants
and gentry alike, the boys were vanishing into trades, the girls into matrinony.
There was no one around with leisure to escort a princess, and the prospect of
that spirited gallop along the sands began to fade |ike a nirage.

The stables were al nost deserted, by man and beast both. As she went in, |nos
passed I do bearing a bundl e of washing on her head.
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"Looking for Rap?" Ido inquired.

No, Inos was not |ooking for Rap. Rap had | ong since gone |andward with the
others and woul d not be back before winter. And why shoul d everyone al ways
assune that it had to be Rap she want ed?

She spent a wistful while agroom ng Lightning, although he did not need it. Wat
he needed was nore exercise. She had inherited Lightning fromher nother, and if
her nmother had still been alive, then they... well, no point in thinking about
that. As Inos left the stable, she passed ol d Hononin, the hostler, a gnarled
and weat her beat en nonunent whose face seened to have been uphol stered in the
sane | eather used to make his cl ot hes.

"Morning, mss. Looking for Rap?"

Inos snorted a denial and pranced by him although snorting was not regal. And
probably that way of departing was what the witers of romances called a
"flounce," and that woul d not be regal either. She would not be able to go
riding, and Aunt Kade woul d know she was still around the pal ace. Wuld she hunt
down her niece to inpose the tea-and-cake torture on her? Wth sone relief, Inos
deci ded that Aunt Kade probably wanted her at the affair no nore than she wanted
to attend. Unfortunately, Kade m ght decide that duty required her to pronote
Inos's education in the social graces.

At that point in her msery, Inos found herself out in the bailey, and there was
a wagon heading for the gate.

She had prom sed Kade that she would not go riding alone. No one had said she
could not go down to the harbor unacconpanied... or at least into the town
itself... not recently, anyway. The guard was the problem The token sentry
woul d not likely say anything; but nosy old Sergeant Thosolin liked to sit in
the guard room and watch who cane and went all day. He mi ght consider that he
had authority to question Princess Inosolan. Even if he didn't, he probably

woul d.

She hurried across the cobbles to the wagon, then strolled casually beside it as
it clattered and jingled through the archway. There was just roomfor a slim
princess to wal k between the high rear wheel and the greasy bl ack stones. The
noi se reverberated astonishingly in that narrow space. She was shielded fromthe
guard roonm she marched past the sentry without a glance; a nonent | ater she was
in the outer court, feeling |ike an escaped ferret.

If a king could safely wal k unacconpani ed around the town, then his daughter
coul d, yes?

Inos did not ask the question aloud, so no one answered it. She was in no
danger. Her father was a popul ar nonarch and Krasnegar a very | aw abidi ng pl ace.
She had heard tell of large cities where what she was doi ng m ght be foolish

but she was certain that she would cone to no harmin Krasnegar. Aunt Kade ni ght
obj ect that being unacconpani ed was unl adyli ke, but Inos could see no reason why
her father's independent kingdom need be bound by the custons of the Inpire.

A single wagon road zi gzagged down the hill, but Inos preferred the narrow
stairways and alleys. Sone of those were open, sonme roofed over. Sone were
bright and sunny, sone dark, others partly lighted by wi ndows and skylights.
They were all steep and winding, and this fine day they bustled. |Inos was
recogni zed often. She received snmles and salutes, frowns and surprised gl ances,
all of which she acknowl edged with a confident and regal little nod, as her
father did. She was grow ng up-they nust expect to see her around often in
future. And yet, hurrying down the steep little town, Inos saw no one of any
interest, only thick-shoul dered porters and w de-hi pped matrons, tottering
crones and stickynouthed toddl ers. None but the dull remained in Krasnegar in
sumrer .

Fromtinme to tine she caught glinpses of slate roofs bel ow her and the harbor

bel ow those. Two ships had arrived already, the first of the season, and there
she was headed. The early arrivals always made Krasnegar nervous, for in sone
years they brought sickness that would slash through the town like a scythe-it
was | ess than two years since one such epidemc had carried off the queen. But
the harbor was where the excitenent woul d be, where the fishermen and whal ers of
Krasnegar itself mngled with visitors cone to trade, stocky, urbane ships
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captains fromthe Inmpire and the foreboding fl axen-hair jotnar of Nordland-tal
men with ice-blue eyes that could send shivers down Inos's arns. She m ght even
see a few sinister goblins fromthe forest, each |leading a party of his w ves,

| oaded wi th bundl es of furs.

Then I nos stunbled to a halt hal fway down an open staircase. It was wi de and
sunny. It was deserted except for two wonen standing in conversation, but one of
them was Mot her Unonini, the palace chaplain. Fromthe way the two were poised
to nove, they were just about to conplete their chat. If Mther Unonini | ooked
up and saw | nos unescorted, she would certainly have questions to ask

A door opened beside Inos, emtting a wonan with a package under her arm 1nos
smiled at her, took hold of the door, and went in, closing it firmy in a tinkle
of silver bell. The small roomwas |ined by shelves bearing rolls of fabrics.
The large lady in the mddle was M stress Meol orne. She | ooked up, hesitated,
and then curtsied. Rather flattered by that, Inos bobbed in return. She had cone
shoppi ng, she deci ded-a nost | adylike occupation to which no one, even Aunt
Kade, coul d possibly object.

"Your Highness is the only lady in Krasnegar who could wear this.
"I an®? | nean, why do you say so?"

M stress Meol orne beaned and bunched rosy cheeks. "Because of the green, your

Hi ghness. It exactly nmatches your eyes. Your eyes are exceptional, remnarkabl e!
They are the key to your beauty, you know. | believe you have the only truly
green eyes in the kingdom"

Beauty? I nos peered at the mirror. She was draped in a flowing mracle of green
and gold silk. O course she had green eyes, but now that she thought about it,
who el se di d?

"I'nmps |ike nyself have dark brown eyes," Meol orne said

"And the jotnar have blue. Everyone but you has either brown eyes or blue."

Rap had gray eyes, but Meolorne could not be expected to know a mnor pal ace
flunky. Everyone el se was either jotunn or inp, one or the other. Inps were
short and dark. Jotnar were tall and fair. In sunmer, jotnar turned red and
peel ed di sgustingly. Inps tended to sicken in winter

"I"'mneither, aml1? Mstress, | don't think |I've ever thought of that!" Inos's
father had brown hair and... brown eyes. Paler brown than nost, she deci ded.
"You are a diplomatic conprom se, your Highness, if | may say so? Your roya
father rules both inps and jotnar here in Krasnegar. It would be inappropriate
for himto favor either one or the other. "

I nos was about to ask if that nmade her a hal fbreed, then thought better of it.
O course the kings of Krasnegar could not be a pure strain. For generations
they had played off their predatory nei ghbors by taking wives fromfirst this
side and then that. Normally when inp and jotunn married, the traits did not

m ngl e, and the children took after one parent or the other, but so many roya
out crosses had eventually produced a true mixture in Inos. She nust renmenber to
ask her father about it. How curious that she had never noticed before! She was
neither tall nor short. Her hair was a rich deep gold, not the flaxen of a
jotunn. She did not peel in sumer-indeed she took on a splendid tan. And she
certainly did not pine in the long nights, as the inps did. She was a true
Krasnegari an, and the only one.

"The bronze for your conplexion, the gold for your hair, and the green for your
eyes," Mstress Meolorne nurnmured. "It was designed by the Gods especially for
you. "

Inos | ooked again at the miracul ous fabric that envel oped her. She had never
owned anything like this before. She had not known that such material existed.
What a gown it woul d nake! Gold dragons on green fields and fall foliage..
Whenever she noved t he dragons shimrered, as if about to fly. Aunt Kade woul d be
ecstatic over it and delighted that Inos was taking an interest in clothes at

|l ast. And her father would certainly not object, for she nust expect to start

pl aying her part in formal functions soon, as she neared her com ng of age. She
woul d ask Kade to advise her on the design

"I't's the nost beautiful thing | have ever seen," Inos said firmy.

"l absolutely nust have it. How nuch is it?"
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No one had ever suggested that M stress Meol onme night be a sorceress, but the

t hought occurred to I nos as she panted up the last alleyway that led to the
castle. Three and a half gold inperials? How had she ever been bew tched into
agreeing to pay so nuch for a nere swatch of silk?

Aunt Kade woul d have hysterics.

Aunt Kade must not be allowed to find out.

The best strategy was certainly for Inos to go to her father at once and explain
that she had saved himthe trouble of choosing a birthday gift for her. True,

her birthday was still some tinme off. Al so true, he had never given her anything
worth three and a half gold inperials-not close, even-but she was growi ng up and
she needed such little luxuries now Surely he would understand when he saw t he
silk itself and she expl ai ned why she had chosen it and why it was so suitable.
He woul d be pl eased that she was beginning to take nore of an interest in

| adyli ke matters... Wuldn't he?

She had sone jewelry of her own that she might be able to sell-if she was able
to sneak back into the town again. She night raise a hall inperial that way. A
straight "three" would sound a nmuch neater, rounder sort of nunber.

Fat her woul d understand, of course, that the only alternative was his dear
daughter's tragi c suicide fromthe highest battlements. Possibly she could live
wi t hout the sil k-she had nmanaged so far-but she could certainly not endure the
shame of having to return it. So he would congratul ate her on her good taste and
see that the noney was sent as she had prom sed.

Woul dn't he?

She reached the top of the |lane and paused to catch her breath, and also to
reconnoiter the courtyard. There was only one gate to the castle and it opened
into this cobbled outer court. Now there was no wagon in sight to provide cover,
only a few anbling pedestrians. The sunmer sun was hi gh enough to snmile in over
the ancient stone walls and brighten the pigeons that strutted around, cleaning
up the horse droppings. Relics of winter snow bled quietly to death in corners.
A man-at-arnms was standing as rigid as his pike beside the gate, with two mangy
dogs snuffling ainlessly beside him Wthin the big arch of the entrance, nosy
old Thosolin would be lurking in his guard room

It was none of Thosolin's business, she decided firmy. Wether or not he had
the right to stop her going out, he certainly could not stop her coming in. She
did not recognize the petrified man-at-arns, but he | ooked as if he were taking
his job unusually seriously and so would not interfere. She squared her

shoul ders, adjusted the silk bel ow her arm and began to march.

She had every right to go into the town by herself, and if she chose to do so in
shabby ol d jodhpurs and a | eather doublet that might have been thrown out by one
of Inisso's stablehands, well, that was certainly not Thosolin's business

ei t her.

She wondered who the guard on the gate was, he nust be sonmebody new. It was not
until she had al nost reached the arch that--

He rolled his eyes in alarmand al nost dropped his pike. Then he cane even nore
stiffly to attention, staring straight ahead, not |ooking at her. Inosol an
bristled angrily.

H s cone-shaped hel met was too small, sitting |like an oversize egg in the nest
of his unruly brown hair. Hs chain mail was rusty and rmuch too |arge. His very
plain face was turning frombrown to pink, showing up his freckles.

"What on earth are you doi ng?" she demanded. "I thought you were off on the

mai nl and. "

"I'"'mjust back for a couple of days,
toward the guard room door.

"Wl l, why didn't you tell ne?" She put her hands on her hips and inspected him
crossly. "You | ook absurd! Wy are you dressed up like that? And what are you
doi ng here? Wiy aren't you at the stabl es?"

Puddi ng, the gang had called Rap when they were all small together. He'd had

al nost no nose then, and not nmuch nore now H's face was all chin and nouth and
big gray eyes.
"Pl ease, |nos,

he muttered. His eyes rolled warningly

he whi spered. "I'mon guard duty. |I'mnot supposed to talk to
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you."

She tossed her head. "Indeed? | shall speak to Sergeant Thosolin about that.
Rap never suspected a bluff. "No!" He shot another horrified glance toward the
guard room

He had grown, even in the short tine he had been gone, unless it was those
stupid boots. He was taller than her now by quite a bit, and the arnor made him
seem broader and deeper. Perhaps he did not |ook quite so bad as she had thought
at first, but she would not tell him so.

"Explain!" She glared at him

"A couple of the nmares had to cone back." He was trying not to nove his |ips,
staring straight through Inos. "So |I brought them 1'm going back with the
wagons. O d Hononin had nothing for me to do, with the other ponies away.
"Ha!" she said triunphantly. "Well, you still aren't doing anything very nuch.
You will take nme riding after lunch. I'I|l speak to the sergeant."

A m xture of fury and stubbornness cane over his face, winkling his w de nose
until she half expected the freckles to start popping off |ike brown snowfl akes.
"Don't you dare!"

"Don't you speak to nme like that!"

"I won't ever speak to you again!"

They gl ared at each other for a nonment. Rap as a nman-at-arns? She renenbered now
that he had expressed sone silly anbition to play with swords. It was an idiotic
i dea. He was trenendously good with horses. He had a natural gift for them

"What good do you think you're doing standing here with that stupid pike? "
"I'"mguardi ng the pal ace!"

I nos snorted before she renenbered again that snorting was not regal. "From
what ? Dragons? Sorcerers? Inperial |egions? " He was growi ng very angry now, she
was pl eased to see, but he made a great effort to answer civilly. "I challenge
strangers."” Tommyrot! She suppressed another snort; and there, as if sent by the
CGods, a stranger cane strolling across the yard toward the gate.

"Right!" Inos said. "Challenge this one."

Rap bit his lip. "He doesn't | ook very dangerous."”

"Challenge! | want to see howit's done." He clenched his big jaw angrily.

"Stand back, then!" As the stranger drew near, Rap swung his pike to the |evel,
took one pace with his left foot, and demanded | oudly, "Wo goes there--fiend or
froe?"

The young nman stopped, raised his eyebrows, and considered the question. "You're
new at this, aren't you?" he asked in a pleasant tenor

Rap turned very red and said nothing, waiting for an answer. |nos suppressed a
snigger, letting just enough escape that Rap would know it was there.

"Well, I'"'mnot a fiend." The stranger was quite young, slim and not very tall
but a blond jotunn nonethel ess. Anyone less Iike a fiend Inos could not inmgine.
He wore a brown wool cloak with the hood back, a |eather doublet, and rather
baggy brown hose. She decided that his clothes were all too big for him which
made hi m seem shabbier than he truly was. He was fresh-faced and scrubbed and

cl ean-a point of note in Krasnegar-and the sun blazed on his white-gold hair.
"Definitely 'mnot a fiend," he repeated. "I'ma wandering mnstrel, so

suppose |'meither a to or a froe. Yes, | nmust be a froe. "

"What's your name, mnstrel?" Rap demanded hoarsely.

"My nane is Jalon. " But the stranger's attention had wandered to I nos. He
bowed. "And I know who this is. Your hunble servant, Hi ghness."

He had big blue eyes, with a dreany air that she found quite appealing. On

i mpul se, she held out her hand. He took it in his long mnstrel's fingers and
kissed it.

"l saw you when you were very snall, Hi ghness." He had a charming smle. "I knew
then that one day you woul d amaze the world with your beauty. But | see that |
underestimated it." He was a very nice young nan.

"If you're a minstrel, why haven't you got a harp?" Rap was still holding his
pi ke at the chall enge position

"How |l ong did you see ne?" Inos asked. He could not be so very many years ol der
than she was. She could not recall any minstrel so young. Perhaps he had been an
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apprentice acconpanyi ng his master.
He smiled vaguely at her and turned to Rap. "Harps are heavy.
froma pocket in his cloak and played a trill.

"Do you sing, too?" Rap was still suspicious.

"Not at the sane time," Jalon said solemly.

This time the snigger escaped conpletely, and Rap shot Inos a nurderous glare
fromthe corner of his eye.

Jalon did not seemvery worried by the pike. "But | do play the harp and there
used to be a good one on the mantel in the hall, so | can borrow that again, I'm
sure.” He did not seemas if he woul d be very worried by anything at all-and
there certainly was a harp on the mantel

"Wait here!" Rap put his pike over his shoulder rather clunsily and swung
around, stanping his boots and apparently headed for the guard room

That would not do at all! Inos did not want Sergeant Thosolin, and perhaps

ot hers, conming out and seeing her wandering unacconpani ed, carrying home her own
purchases. "Rap? Should you go off and | eave ne hel pless with this dangerous
stranger?" Rap stopped and spun around, alnost grinding his teeth.

"And the castle!" she exclainmed. "What if a troll cones, or a griffon? And
you're not here to guard us! "

"You come with nme, then!" He was quite furious now.

"No! " Inos said. "I think you should take Master Jalon to the guard roomwi th
you if you think he is dangerous. You are welcone in ny father's house,

m nstrel." That sounded very gracious and regal

The stranger smled and bowed to her again. He strolled toward the guard room
with Rap. Inos lingered for a nonent, then slipped through the archway,
unobserved and very sati sfi ed.

Like the town itself, the castle was all up and down, and she was soon puffing
again as she hurried up the endl ess steps toward her chanber. Hal fway there she
met ol d Kondoral, the seneschal, picking his way carefully down an especially
dark staircase. He was small and stooped and white-haired, with gray, wthered
skin and eyes so rheuny that she did not like to |look at them.. but quite a

pl easant old relic when he did not talk your ears nunb. His nmenory for recent
events was failing. He repeated the sane stories endlessly, yet he could
renenber the renote past quite well
"Good day to you, Master Kondoral,"

He pull ed a pipe

she said, stopping.

He peered down at her for a nonment, clutching the rail. "And to you, Highness."
He sounded surprised, as if he had expected sonmeone nuch younger
"Do you know a minstrel called Jalon?" Inos was still bothered by her inability

to recall that polite young man. Mnstrels cane but rarely to renote Krasnegar
"Jal on?" Kondoral frowned and pulled his lip. "Wy, yes, ny lady! A very fine
troubadour." The old nan beaned. "lIs he come here again?"

"He is," she said crossly. "I don't remenber him"

"Ch, no, you wouldn't." The old man shook his head. "Dear ne, no. It has been
many years! But that is good news. W shall hear sone fine singing from Master
Jalon if his voice has not lost its thrill. | remenber how he brought tears to
all our eyes when he sang ~The Mai den and the Dragon'--"

"He doesn't ook very old," she said quickly. "Not nuch ol der than nme." Wl
not very nuch.

Kondoral shook his head again, |ooking doubtful. "I can recall hearing tell of
hi m when | was young nyself, ny lady. This nust be a son, then, or grandson? "
"Perhaps!" she said, and dodged quickly by, before he could start rem niscing.
Several staircases |ater she reached her sunmer chanber, at the top of one of
the shorter spires. She had taken it over the previous year and loved it,

al though it was nuch too cold to use in winter. It was circular and bright, with
walls so I ow so that the high conical ceiling swoped alnost to the floor. There
were four pointed dorner wi ndows and from here she could | ook down on all of
Krasnegar. She laid her precious packet of silk on the bed and started pulling
of f her riding clothes and dropping themon the rug.

To the north lay the Wnter Ocean, sparkling blue now and sniling under the
caress of sunmmer. The swell broke lazily over the reefs, showi ng hardly any
white at all, and seabirds swooped. To the west stood the castle's towers and
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yards, roofs and terraces, a thicket of black masonry. Sout hward she could see
the town, falling away steeply to the harbor. Beyond that |ay the beach and then
the hills, rounded and grassy. Those hills were certainly part of her father's
denmesne. He also clainmed the nmoors that |ay beyond the horizon, although she had
seen those only rarely, when she had gone hunting with her parents.

Stripped to her linen, Inos grabbed up the silk and attenpted to drape it over
hersel f as M stress Meol orne had done for her. She did not succeed very well,
but the effect was still spectacular. Never had she seen such a fabric. She had
not known that threads could be so fine, so soft, so cunningly woven; nor that
it was possible to make such pictures with a loom Gold and green and bronze-the
col ors shone even brighter in her roomthan they had in the dingy little store.
And there was so nuch of it! She tried arranging a train and al nost fell over,
maki ng the gol den dragons withe. Oiginally it nmust have come from di stant
Guwush, on the shores of the Spring Sea, Meolorne had said-a great rarity in
these parts. She had bought it many years ago froma jotunn sailor, who had
probably looted it in a trifling act of piracy. O perhaps it had come over the
great trade routes and been pillaged fromsone unfortunate city. But it was old
and very splendid and obviously destined to display the royal beauty of the
Princess | nosol an of Krasnegar. Three and a hal f inperials!

Inos sighed to the mrror. Her father nmust be made to understand. Suicide was
the only possible alternative.

But why had she promi sed that the noney woul d be sent that very day? She shoul d
have | eft herself nore tinme for strategy. Yet a gown fashioned fromthis glory
woul d be worn only on special occasions, so it would | ast for years. She had
stopped growing taller, so she would not grow out of it. She still had to grow
nmore in other directions-she certainly hoped she had nore to grow i n other
directions-but that could be handled with a little discreet padding that could
be renmoved when it was no | onger required. She wondered how nmuch paddi ng Aunt
Kade woul d al | ow.

Well, there was nothing to be gained by standing in front of the mrror. She
must talk to her father. She began to fold the silk again, while pondering what
to wear for the interview Probably her dowdy brown worsted, too small now and
pat ched. That would do very wel |l

3

It took Inos sonme tine to |locate her father, but she was eventually informed
that he was in the royal bedchanmber, which was astoni shing news at that tine of
day. It also nmeant nore stairs, but anywhere neant nore stairs in Krasnegar

The royal chanber was |ocated at the top of the great tower, known as |nisso's
Tower, and she wound her way up the spiral stairs that ran within the walls.
There were far too nmany | evel s--throne room presence chanber, robing room

ant echanber... Pausing to catch her breath in the w thdrawi ng room |nos
wondered, and not for the first tine, why in the nanmes of all the Gods her
father did not nove his quarters to sonmewhere nore convenient.

The wi thdrawi ng room was her favorite, though. When Aunt Kade had returned from
Ki nval e two years ago, she had brought a whole roonful of furniture-not the
heavy, antique, stuffing-falling-out furniture that cluttered nost of the

pal ace, but suprenely elegant gilt and rosewood, with incredibly slender |egs,
with roses and butterflies enbroidered on the cushions, and the woodwork all

gl ossy. There was no room nore gracious in all of Krasnegar. Even the rugs were
works of art. Wile Inos would never be so disloyal to her nother's nenory as to
admt the fact, she | oved the withdrawi ng room as Aunt Kade had renade it.
Sufficiently recovered to nove, she crossed the withdrawi ng room went up nore
stairs, across what they now called the dressing room but which had been her
bedroomuntil quite recently, and finally-nmore slowy than when she had
started-up the final stair to her father's door

It was ajar, so she wal ked in.

Wth very mxed feelings, she glanced over the clunsy, nassive furnishings. She
cane here rarely now, and for the first tine she saw how shabby they all were,
the trappi ngs of an agi ng wi dower who clung to old fanmiliar things wthout
regard to their state of wear. The crimsons had faded, the golds tarnished,
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colors and fabrics becone dull and sad. The drapes were shabby, the rugs a

di sgrace. Her nother's portrait still hung over the fireplace, but it was

bl urred by snoke stain.

Many, many icy nornings Inos had cuddled into that great bed between her

parents, under the heaped furs of winter, and yet those nenories were overlain
now by a last transparent image of her nother, burning away in fever when the
great sickness had conme on the first ship of spring and stal ked all that
terrible sumer through the town.

Never mind that..

No one was there!

Furiously she pouted, glaring around as if the furniture itself were at fault.
The drapes on the four-poster were pulled back, so her father was not in bed,
and she could not inmagine himgoing to bed in the middle of the day anyway. She
eyed the wardrobe, but the chances that King Holindarn of Krasnegar woul d hide
inside a wardrobe did not seemwrth crossing a roomto investigate. The w ndows
were deeply recessed, but on those, also, the drapes were open. There was
nowher e. .

Uneasily Inos turned to retrace her steps and then hesitated. A vagueness

ni ggled at the back of her mnd. She took another quick gl ance around, shrugged,
and noved toward the stair again... And stopped again. Her scalp prickled. There
was sonet hing wong, and she could not place it.

Well! Setting her teeth firmy, she faced the room Forcing oddly reluctant feet
to nove, she began to walk very slowy all around the chanber, | ooking

suspi ciously at everything, in everything, and even under everything. This was
her father's bedroom and she was a princess and there could not possibly be
anyt hi ng dangerous to explain this curious apprehensi on she--The high dresser at
the far side had been pulled forward, away fromthe wall

No, that could not be inportant..

VHY?

Why had the dresser been noved? And why had she not noticed it at once? Wth
goose bunps crawl i ng over her arns, she forced herself to peer around behind
this errant dresser. The door there was ajar. The shivery feeling vanished,

| eaving a sense of disapproval. Wiy had | nos never known that there was a door
there? She glanced up at the horizontal beans and the planked ceiling. In all
the other towers, the top roomhad a pointed roof, as her own chanber did. So
there was anot her room above this one! She had never realized.

How very curi ous!

Procrastination was not one of her failings. Carefully holding her precious silk
away fromthe cobwebby back of the dresser, Inos noved to that diabolically
tenpting door.

She saw steps, of course, as she had expected-another flight curved around
inside the wall, just like all the other stairs. These were very dusty. The tiny
wi ndows set every few paces were exactly as she woul d have expected, also, but
gray with grinme and draped in cobwebs. The nusty air was rank with the odor of
mol d. A secret roonf? How very, very interesting! Now she did hesitate, but only
for a couple of seconds. Curiosity overcane caution and even the silk was
forgotten as she slipped through the narrow gap and started to clinb.

Qui etly, though

Probably there was not hing up above here at all, and her father would wel cone
her just as happily as he would do anywhere el se. On the other hand, it was very
pecul i ar that she had never heard anyone ever nention this unknown room It
could not be any of her business. She was trying to be on her best behavior. She
was hol ding a packet of silk that had cost three and hal f inperials.

She. .
" is much too young!" said her father's voice.

Inos froze against the icy stones of the wall. She was al nost at the top and
obvi ously the door was open. The voice had echoed as if the unseen chanber were
bare and unf urni shed.

"She's not as young as all that," another voice replied. "You take a good | ook
at her. She's very nearly a young |lady now. " Her father nuttered somnething she
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did not catch.

"In the Inpire they woul d regard her as old enough already," said the other. Wo
could that be? She did not recogni ze the voice, yet it nust be sonmeone who knew
her, for there could be no doubt who was bei ng di scussed.

"But who? There's no one in the kingdom"

"Then Angil ki, perhaps?" It was a dry, elderly voice. "O Kal kor? Those are the
obvi ous choi ces."

Now | nos coul d guess what was bei ng di scussed. She gasped, and for a nonent
consi dered marching straight in through the door and announcing that she had no
intention of marrying either Duke Angil ki or Thane Kal kor or anyone el se for
that matter. So there! Only the packet of silk stopped her

"No, no, no! " her father said loudly, and Inos relaxed a fraction. "Either of
those two, and the other would start a war."

O | shall! she thought.

An infuriating silence followed, one of those pauses when neani hgs pass w t hout
words, in snmiles or nods or shrugs, and the speakers are not even aware that
they have stopped speaki ng. But eavesdroppers are. It was not regal--it was not
even polite--to eavesdrop. Inos knew that. But she told herself firmy that it
was not polite to talk about soneone when they were not there, either. So she
was perfectly entitled to listen to..

"I never net Kal kor. " That was her father again, farther away.

"You can |ive without the experience, ny friend."

Friend? She knew of no one who addressed the king that way.

"Bad? "

"Rough! " The stranger chuckled quietly. "Typical jotunn... w nter-long drinking
parties, probably westles she-bears for exercise. Sharkskin underwear, |

shoul dn't wonder."

"That one's out, then!"

Inos certainly agreed with her father on that.

"Angilki's too old for her," he said. "It will have to be a neutral. But you're
ri ght about Kinvale. Next year, perhaps. " The stranger spoke quite softly, so
that she had to strain to hear. "You nay not have that nuch tinme, friend."

Then anot her pause, but not so |ong.

"I seel " Her father's voice, curiously flat and expressionless.

"l amsorry."

"Hardly your fault! The king sighed. "It was why | sent for you-your skill and
your honesty. Honesty and wi sdom And | knew you woul d not hold back the truth."
Anot her pause. "Are you sure?"

"OfF course not." Inos heard footsteps on bare planks, receding. Then the
stranger, fromfarther away: "Have you tried this? "

"No! " That was her father's nonarch voice

"It might tell you."

"No! It stays shut!"

"l don't know how you can resist."

"Because it causes trouble. My grandfather discovered that. It has not been
opened since his tine."

"Thinal saw one like it once," the visitor nuttered. "It stayed shut, also. For
the sane reasons, | suppose.” She had no idea what they could be talking about.
They seened to have noved to the far side of the room near the south w ndow.
She strained to hear the voices over the thunping of her own heart.

"Even if | amright... about you... then there might be hope... if we tw were
to cooperate. "

"No, Sagorn, ny friend. | have always refused and | always shall, even for that.
Don't think | don't trust you." The stranger-Sagorn?-sighed. "I know whom you do

not trust, and you are right. And you have not told your daughter?"

"Heavens, no! She is only a child. She couldn't handle that!" Handl e what? | nos
wanted to stanp her foot with frustration, but of course she was hardly daring

to breathe, |let al one stanp.

"But you will? " Another pause.

"I don't know," her father said softly. "If... if she is older when... or maybe
not at all."
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"You nust! " The stranger spoke in a tone that no one used to a king. "You nust
not let it be lost!" H's voice reverberated in the enpty room

" Must ?"

I nos could guess at her father's nocking, quizzical expression

"Yes, nust! It is too precious... and it is Krasnegar's only hope for survival

You know that."

"I't would al so be her greatest danger."

"Yes, that is true," the stranger admtted. "But the advantages of having it
out wei gh the di sadvantages, do they not?" His voice becane diffident, al nost

pl eadi ng. "You know that! You... you could not trust ne with it? If | prom sed
that later | would tell her?"

She heard her father's dry chuckle. He had cone closer. She nust be prepared to
run.

"No, Sagorn. For her sake. | trust you, friend, but not... certain others."
The other man sighed. "No, certainly not Darad. Never trust him O Andor
"You keep them away, both of them" That was a royal command.

"Yes, | will. And so will Jalon. "

The stranger's voice was suddenly very close. |Inos wheel ed around and started
down the stairs as fast as she could safely and silently go. Jalon? The

m nstrel ? She was sure that was the nane she had just heard. What had he to do
with this? And who was this Sagorn?

Then- -

Dust! Wth horror she saw her own footsteps bel ow her, mngled with those of her
father and his visitor, giveaway nmarks on the deposits of years. Comi ng up, she
had not noticed them but going down they were obvious, even in the dimglow
com ng through the griny panes. Panic! They would know that she, or at |east
soneone, had been li stening.

At the bottom she stunbl ed agai nst the heavy door and the rusted ol d hinges
creaked horribly. She squeezed through the opening, dashed across her father's
bedroom and was plungi ng down the next stairs when she heard a shout behind her
and then a clatter of boots.

It was a race, then. She nust escape fromthe tower and, certainly, she nust

hi de her precious packet of silk until the stormblewitself out.

She reached the dressing room skidded on a rug in the mddle of it, regained
her bal ance, dashed down the next flight, and burst into the w thdraw ng room
into an astoni shed collection of six matronly | adies just sitting down to Aunt
Kade's midnorni ng salon. For a |ong nonment | nos wavered on one foot, with the
other still in the air and arns spread like a cornorant. She stared her horror
back at their surprise, poised on the verge of sprinting through their mdst and
out the door on the far side. She was very tenpted-at | east she would be able to
di spose of the silk-but the way was cluttered by all those | adies on the edges
of their gilt and rosewood chairs, by Kel the footman with a serving trolley

| aden with Aunt Kade's finest china and her magnificent, enornous, silver tea um
giving out its usual disgusting odor of burning whale oil... And then Aunt Kade
had risen, and all the others did so also, and it was too |ate.

Aunt Kade's plunp face was turning pink and assunming that fretted | ook that I|nos
so often provoked these days. Wether to wel come or scold... She was probably

al so chewi ng over problens of protocol and the dowdy brown worsted. Then she
made her deci sion.

She beaned. "lnosolan, ny dear! How nice that you can join us! May | present
these | adies? Mstress Jiolinsod, Mstress OGazi..."

Feeling as if her head had cone off and floated out through a wi ndow, I|nos
forced a smle on a face not there. Tucking the silk behind her in her left

hand, she offered her right to each of the sinpering matrons. To be invited to
one of Princess Kadolan's tea parties in the palace was a scream ng soci al
success, and to neet Princess Inosolan as well was probably a stupid honor
Especially, she realized, when the princess was wearing her dowdy brown worsted,
regal |y enbl azoned-at |east on the right sleeve-with silver cobwebs. Oh,

horrors! There were probably cobwebs on her hair and face, also, while the
society ladies were all dressed in their best gowns and bonnets, and | oaded with
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every piece of jewelry they owned or, likely, had been able to borrow. Boots on
the stairs! Wth a wail, Inos junped | oose fromthe fourth introduction and
started backing away fromthe door

Her aunt spluttered at such gaucherie. "lnos!"

And then the door flew wide and a man appeared in the doorway-an el derly nan,
tall and stooped. He folded his arns and strai ghtened, and his gaze swept the
room |nos had never seen him before, she was certain, yet he had known what she
| ooked li ke. He had a gaunt face, with a hooked nose |ike an eagle's beak and
fierce blue eyes. Deep clefts ran down at the sides of his nouth, enphasizing
the nose and the strong chin. Wsps of white hair showed under the brown hood of
his cloak. Hi s gown bore traces of cobwebs

"Doctor Sagorn! " Aunt Kade exclainmed in delight. "How nice that you are able to
join us! May I..." Her voice tailed away as she saw how t he newconer was staring
ferociously at her niece, as that niece continued to edge backward.

Inos was fighting a spring tide of panic, drowning in rising terror before that
deadly glare. Her hips touched the trolley and she coul d back away no farther
Where was her father? Wiy had he not cone, also?

And how in the world had this sinister old man cone down the stairs so quickly?
He must have outrun her and her father both, yet he was not even panting. She
was.

"I nosol an?" Aunt Kade sounded vexed. "Wat are you hol di ng behi nd your back,

dear ?"

Her nout h opened and not hi ng cane out.

"Silk!" said the terrifying Sagorn. "Silk with yellow dragons on it. "

A sorcerer!
I nos screaned in terror and turned to fl ee.
The trolley crashed over, spilling cakes and wine in all directions.

Aunt Kade's special and enornous silver tea umseenmed to shake the castle as it
struck the floor with a deafening boom Tea expl oded over half the |adies.

St aggering, Inos trod a creany chocolate flan into the rug and alnost fell. Then
she hurtled out and down the stairs, |eaving Aunt Kade's midnorning salon in
ruins and confusi on.

4

VWi npering in her panic, Inos fled down all the rest of the staircases; raced in
turn across antechanber, robing room presence chanber, and throne room burst
out into the great hall; and there alarmed a group of small children being fed
an early lunch. Qut on the terrace she ran, not at all sure where she was going.
Startl ed pigeons and seagulls clawed their way skyward, while the yellow cat
that had been stal king themflew over a wall. She rounded a corner and saw ahead
of her the open doorway of the pal ace chapel. She dived through it, seeking
refuge in religion. Surely she would be safe froma sorcerer in the house of the
CGods? She skidded to a halt in the cool dark interior, panting and deaf ened by
the thunder of her heart, which seemed to be beating inside her head. The chape
was a small building, with roomfor only twenty or thirty people on its ancient
pi newood pews. Its walls were imensely thick and it was said to be even ol der
than the rest of the castle. At one end stood the offering table, before the two
sacred wi ndows, one bright, the other black and opaque, and on the table stood
the sacred bal ance, its pans of gold and | ead symnbolizing the battle between

good and evil. The air was clammy and nusty. She hurried forward to the table
and was about to drop to her knees when a dry voice spoke behind her.

"Well!" it said. "Do we have a sudden repentance?"

Inos uttered a shrill squeak and junped.

Arns fol ded, Mother Unonini was sitting stiffly erect on the front pew. The
pal ace chaplain was a dark, grimwoman, who seened very tall when seated. Wth
swart hy face, black hair, and bl ack robe, she was indistinct in the gl oom
except for a clear glint of satisfaction shining in her eyes. "To what do the
CGods owe the pleasure of this visit, my dear?"

"There is a sorcerer in the pal ace!"

"A sorcerer? How unusual!"

"Trul y!"
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"Conme and sit by ne, then, and explain," the chaplain said. "W can't have you
spouting random prayers in your condition--you might sumon all the wong sort
of Gods. Long neditation and right thinking are essential prerequisites for

prayer."
Still trenbling, the reluctant Inos went and sat beside her. Her head was
i mredi ately | ower than Mdther Unonini's, but at |east Inos's feet still touched

the floor. The chaplain had never forgiven Inos for imtating her waddling gait
during the last Wnterfest party, even though the king had nmade his errant
daughter apologize in public afterward. Inos's attendance record at church
school was not going to help rmuch, either

"What is that you have in your hand? Let nme see." Unonini took the silk and

unfol ded sonme of it and held it down for the light to shine on. "Well! You were
bringing this as an offering, perhaps?"

"Er... no."

"The table could certainly do with a new cloth. This is very nice. Were did you
get it?"

"I't's ny birthday gift from Father..
"Does he know t hat ?"

"Well... | nean, not yet." Inos twisted round to nmake sure that the sorcerer was
not standing in the doorway. She felt trapped now, snared in this dark little
roomw th the unfriendly Mther Unonini, and a sorcerer possibly lurking
out si de.

"Perhaps you had better begin at the beginning."

I nos hung her head and began at the beginning. Her breath was returning and her
heart slowing down. Little as she cared for Mther Unonini-who bore a strong
snell of fish that day-at |east a chaplain ought to know what to do if that
terrifying Sorcerer Sagorn cane after her. Wen she had finished, there was a

Inos trailed off weakly.

pause.
"I see. " Mother Unonini sounded as if she had been inpressed in spite of
herself. "Well, let us hear your interpretation of these strange events. "
"What ?"

"Don't say what' like that. It is not |adylike. You know what | nean. Al

things and acts contain both the Good and the Evil, child. W mnust try to be on
the right side in their eternal conflict. It is our duty always to choose the
Good, or at least the better. Let us begin with the sorcerer, if that is what he
is. Is he evil or is he good?"

“I... 1 don't know. If he is a friend of Father's... Perhaps he nurdered Father?
"I hardly think so. Don't junp to conclusions! H s Mijesty probably stayed
behind to close the door again. He certainly would not want unauthori zed
prowlers up in Inisso' s chanber. "

"You knew about that roon?"

"Certainly! "

"You' ve seen it?"

"No," Unonini adnitted, with a hint of annoyance. "But | could guess that it
woul d be there. Inisso was a great sorcerer-a good one, of course-and so he
woul d have had a place of puissance at the top of his tower. There nmay be al
sorts of arcane things still up there, things that do not concern prying young

| adies." Inos decided that the old witch was probably right. She had not been
choosi ng the Good when she went snooping, nor when she listened to the
conversation. So perhaps she had been on the wong side of the eternal conflict.
In that case, the sorcerer nmight be a good sorcerer, and his anger had been
directed agai nst the wickedness in her. It was very upsetting to think that she
nm ght be on the side of the Evil, and she suddenly wanted to weep. Preferably on
sonmeone' s shoul der, but certainly not on Madane Unonini's.

"This silk, now," Mther Unonini remarked. "Let us talk about that. Tell ne what
good and evil lie in this silk." Suppressing a snivel, Inos said, "I should not
have taken it until | could pay for it."

"That is correct, child. G on."

"Or at least until Father agreed to buy it for ne.
"Very good! So what must you do now?"
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"Take it back?" Inos wondered if this was how a breaking heart felt.

"Ch, | think it is too late for that." Mdther Unonini sighed a heavy waft of
cod. She wiggled her dangling feet. "M stress Meol orne may have al ready nade
arrangenments to spend the noney you prom sed her. "

Hope flared in Inos like the brightness of the window "I can keep it?" Then she
saw the I ook in Mbther Unonini's eye and the brightness of the Good turned to

t he darkness of the Evil. "No?"

"We nust not seek to profit frommal efaction, Inosolan. Is this not correct?"

I nos nodded.

"So, what nust you do?"

Inos tried to think of the appropriate text. "Find the greatest good?"

The ol der woman nodded with satisfaction. "Now, as | said, the offering table
could do with a new cover-"

"Don't bully the child!" said a voice with the brazen authority of a trunpet
fanfare.

In front of the offering table stood a God, a figure so brilliant as to be
unbearabl e to | ook on, although it shed no light on the rest of the room

Wth sinmultaneous gasps, |nos and Mother Unonini fell to their knees and bowed
their heads to the floor

Per haps Sagorn was a sorcerer, Inos thought, or perhaps not; but this was
certainly a real God. Al her terror cane pouring back tenfold and she wi shed
she could nelt into the ground.

"Unonini, " said that terrible voice-sonehow it sounded |ike thunder and yet it
was not loud and it did not echo, "what do you know about this man Sagorn? "
Mot her Unoni ni made a sort of croaking noise and then whispered, "Hi s Mjesty
told me that he was com ng. That he is a great scholar..." She paused.

"Go on! "

"That he was an old friend of his Majesty's. They traveled together in their
youth." There was a tense silence. That dark and icy chapel should be hot and
brilliant fromthe divine fire, but it was not. The flags were cold and gritty
under I nos's knees. They snelled of dust.

"So? " the God asked in a voice that Inos thought would not be heard outside the
door and yet could have laid low the hills.

Wth obvious reluctance, Mther Unonini said, "So | do not think he is evil, or
a sorcerer. |... | should have told her that, to reassure her. "

"Yes, you shoul d!"

I nos had covered her face with her hands. Now she opened her fingers just a tiny
bit and peered through them She could see the God's toes. They bl azed so

brightly that her eyes hurt, yet the floor beside themwas still dark. Geatly
daring, she sneaked a glance upward at the glory of the God.
He... it... she... No, They, she renenbered. Gods were always "They." They were

a female figure, or so it seened. They seened to be wi thout clothes, but she
felt no shock or shane as she woul d have done if They had been really naked. For
one thing, her eyes were watering so much that she could not see Them properly.
For another, there was a white rai nbow gl ow about Them a radi ant ni nbus that
flowed incessantly, a surging tide of iridescence. Wthin it she seened to catch
glinpses of a femal e body of incredible beauty and grace, radiating al so
conpassi on and affection--

Then suddenly it had a nal eness of strength and power, and a terrifying anger
that made her very glad she was not Mdther Unonini. Inos could feel the chaplain
trenbling at her side as that divine wath washed over her

Her eyes ached so nmuch that she closed them quickly and bent her head again. It
had been like trying to see the rocks in a tidal pool when the sun was shi ning
on the ripples, but these ripples were waves of beauty and strength and nal eness
and femninity and | ove and spl endor-and now anger. Yet in that glinpse of
unbear abl e bl azing glory, she had the strange feeling that she had seen
famliarity. Her nother, perhaps? Could that have been her nother's face in
Their coldly burning radi ance? She did not feel quite so fearful, then. Probably
the God was wel |l meaning and just could not hel p | ooking so awesone.

"Unonini, " the voice runbled, and sonehow it was now mal e, also, although the
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pitch did not seemto have changed, "what is wong with the cloth on this

t abl e?"

The chapl ai n whi npered. "Nothing, God."

"So where is the Good and where is the Evil in frightening the girl into naking
an offering of sonething she does not own and does not want to offer? "

The chaplain wailed |l ouder. "CGod, | was wong! It was nore an Evil than a Good."
"You are sure? Gods can nislead, also, remenber!"

"I amsure, God. | was being spiteful."

"Very well, " They said, nore gently. "Repent!"

The waves of anger faded, to be replaced by sonething which so wenched Inos's
heart that she wanted to weep and | augh at the sane tinme. After a nonent's
silence, the cowering Unonini began to nmake very curious noises that |nos
eventual |y deci ded were sobs.

Then the God spoke again, and this tinme the voice had returned to being softer,

fem nine. "Inosolan?" Now it was her turn and she had been on the side of the
Evil .

"Yes, God?" she whi spered

"You will have to try a little harder, won't you?"

Inos heard teeth chattering and realized they were hers. "I shall return the
silk, God."

"No need for that. "

She | ooked up in astoni shnent and had to cl ose her eyes at once against the
sudden agony. "You nean Father will buy it for me?"

The God | aughed. It was simultaneously a quiet chuckle and an awe-inspiring
expl osion of vast, imortal enjoynment. It shoul d have been deafening and it
shoul d have echoed around and around the tiny chapel, but it did neither. "That
and nany others. W do not say that you deserve this. W are only naking a
prophecy. There are hard tinmes ahead for you, Inosolan, but you may find a happy
ending if you choose the Good. "

She said, "Wat must | do, God?" and was astounded to realize that she was
questioni ng Them

"Seek to find the Good, " They said, "and above all, remenber love! If you do
not trust in love, then all will be lost. "

And They had gone. Wthout waiting for a reply or thanks, w thout demanding
prai se or prayers, neither worship nor ritual, the God had vani shed.

5

Mot her Unoni ni had uttered a great wail and prostrated herself conpletely.

I nos considered that procedure for a nonent and then decided that it was not
called for. Nor did the chaplain seemto want to continue their earlier
conversation. Conme to think of it, old fishy-breath Unonini had been nobst

di vi nel y snubbed and put down.

The God had made Their appearance to save Inos from Mdther Unonini's spite.
Feeling very cal mand pl eased now, |Inos rose and wal ked out of the chapel,

bl i nking at bright sunshine that was nothing conpared to the brightness of a
CGod. She had seen a God! Mst people lived all their lives wi thout such an
honor. What a pity she had been wearing her dowdy brown worsted, she thought,
and then scol ded herself for such inproper vanity.

Nevert hel ess, she decided to go back to her room and change. Once she was

|l ooking a little nore regal and princessy she woul d see what she could do to
patch things up with Aunt Kade and the man who was obviously not a sorcerer. And
she nmust show Father the silk that he was going to buy for her. That and many
others, the God had said? Mst curious!

She had seen a God! It would be a topic of general interest at dinner.

She headed toward her chanber, wal king with her head very high, feeling

el evated. Yes, elevated! It was as if she weighed nothing at all and had to
reach her toes down to touch the ground as she wal ked. |If she passed anyone on
the way, she did not notice. She came to the stairs and began to float up
them ..

But by the tine she struggled to the top, her nood had changed totally and she
seenmed to weigh as nuch as the whol e castle. She dragged her reluctant carcass
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up the last few steps and could hardly find the strength to open the door. She
staggered in and the first thing she saw was herself, in the mrror, her hair
still all sneared with cobwebs and her face as white as a seagull, with a
seagul | 's round, bright eyes.

And behind her reflection, her father was sitting on her bed, waiting for her.
She saw an expression of inpatience change instantly to alarm He junped up and
hel d out his arns and then he was huggi ng her tight and hol di ng her head as she
buried her face in his soft velvet collar and began to sob

Still holding her tight, he sat her down beside himon the bed and held her for
a long tine as she sobbed and sobbed and sobbed. And sobbed.

At |ast she was able to find one of her mother's |inen handkerchiefs and wi pe
her aching eyes and bl ow her nose and even, sonmehow, manage a small snile. Her
father regarded her with a worried frowm. He was wearing a deep-blue robe and he
| ooked very regal with his short brown beard-very conforting and reassuring. A
little tired, perhaps. H's velvet collar was stained with tears and cobwebs, and
she dabbed at it with her handkerchief, feeling stupid now, and chil dish

"Wl II'" he said. "You haven't had a good cry like that in a long time, young
| ady. What provoked all that?"

Wiere to begin? "I thought he was a sorcerer!"

"Sagorn?" Her father snmiled. "No! He's a very | earned man, but he's not a
sorcerer. | don't think it would be possible to eavesdrop on a sorcerer, ny
princess." Then the snmile faded. "He's also a very private man, | nos. He does
not like to be spied on. How nuch did you hear?"

"You said you would not marry ne off to Kalkor. O Angilki." She paused and

t hought carefully. "I didn't understand the rest, Father. I'msorry."

"Sorry?" He laughed ruefully. "You realize that you al nost burned down the

castl e?"

"No! How could I... Oh, no! The urn?"

"The urn," he agreed. "That disgusting, snmelly, hideous old thing that your aunt
is so absurdly attached to. The oil went everywhere. Luckily young Kel was

qui ck-wi tted enough to throw, a rug over the flanes... Wll, don't do it again!
And that's all? Al that weeping because you thought you'd nmet a sorcerer?"

She wi ped her eyes again and fought down an insane desire to |laugh. "No. Then |
met a CGod."

"What ? You're serious?"

She nodded, and told him He believed her, listening solemly. Then he stared at
the floor and tugged his beard for a while, |ooking worried.

"Well, I'mnot surprised you were upset," he said at |ast.

"Meeting Gods nust be a very scary experience. | fear it means trouble. W nust
discuss it with Sagorn. But |'mnot sorry to hear about Mother Unonini, | nust
say. " He glanced sideways at her, his eyes twinkling. "I can't stand the woman,

either! But don't tell anyone | said that! "
"You can't?" She was astoni shed at both his words and his conspiratori al
grin-not regal at all!

He shook his head. "It's very hard to find a suitable, well-educated chapl ain
willing to live in a place |like Krasnegar, |nos."
"There's nothing wong with Krasnegar," she protested. He sighed. "Well, | agree

with you. But many woul dn't. Now, what was all this about silk?"

She junped up and fetched the silk fromwhere it lay beside the mrror. She
shook it | oose and draped it over her shoulder for himto see and, before he
coul d speak, she hurriedly explained howthe gold matched. her hair and the
bronze was just right for her skin and the green for her eyes. "I was hoping you
woul d buy it for my birthday?" she finished hopefully.

He shook his head and notioned for her to sit again. She dropped the silk,
feeling her spirits drop with it. As she sat, he lifted a small |eather box from
the bed beside him

"I am giving you these for your birthday. " He opened the |lid and she gasped.
"Mother's jewel s!"

"Yours, now. "

Pearl s and rubies and eneral ds! Gold and silver!

"They're not a great fortune," he said, "but they are all good pieces. Beauty,
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not riches. Sone of themare very old. This belonged to Aliola, Inisso's
wife..."

She was overwhel ned, listening with open nouth as he told her the history of
some of the jewels. Then she hugged himand wanted to start trying themon, but
he cl osed the box.

"As for the silk... "

Troubl e! "Yes, Father?"

"Where did you ever find sonething |ike that?"

"M stress Meolome's."

"I mght have guessed!" He smled. "How nuch?"

"Well, nmore than | neant to pay, but-"

"You sound just like your nother," he said. "How nuch?" Inos bit her lip and
whi spered the terrible truth.

"What ?" He stared at her. Then he quickly turned away, and after a nonent she
realized that he was | aughing.

"Fat her! "

He | ooked around at her, and his |aughter expl oded al oud. He bellowed with

| aughter. "Oh, Inos, nmy pet! Oh, princess!" He | aughed sone nore.

She felt hurt, and al nost angry.

"Cone!" he said at last, still fighting down anusenent that she did not

under stand. "Cone and neet Doctor Sagorn."

Once it had been called the Queen's Room but now it was His Majesty's Study.
Inos had not been in it very nmuch recently, although it was al nost the only
place in the castle that could ever be classed as cozy in the winter. She
preferred now to seek warnth and friendship in the kitchens, nostly. The
famliar chairs and sofa had not changed since her nother's tine, but they
suddenly registered on her as the furniture in her father's bedroom had done-ol d
and shabby, and not regal. She was annoyed to see the | ong and bony form of
Doctor Sagorn stretched out in her nother's favorite chair.

He rose awkwardly and bowed to her, and she curtsied. She had insisted on
changing and felt nuch better in her cypress-green wool. It was too warm for
this weather, but it did have a hint of padding and it did nmake her | ook ol der
Keepi ng her gaze firmly on the threadbare rug, she apol ogi zed.

He bowed again. "And ny apol ogies to you, Hi ghness, for frightening you. " She
t hought he could have put a little nore conviction into the words. "Your father
and | were perhaps a little too trusting in not |ocking the bedroom door." The
old blue eyes gleaned nastily. "W put too nmuch faith in the aversion spell. It
must be wearing thin, | suppose, after so nmany centuries."

"Spel I ?" I nos echoed. "Sorcery?"
"Did you not feel it?"

"She thought you were a sorcerer,'
a big joke.

"Alas, no! | should hardly go around looking like this if | were a sorcerer, now
woul d 1 ?" Doctor Sagorn attenpted to match her father's smile, but his angul ar
face | ooked even nore predatory when he did that.

Inos could not think of a |adylike answer to that question, so she countered
with one of her own. "How did you know about the silk and the dragons?"

"l saw you in the road! You were clutching it as if you thought all the Inperial
armes would be trying to snatch it fromyou. You went by ne at a trenendous
rate.”

Her father chuckled and gestured for her to sit. "Like the time you befuddl ed
the custons nen in Jal Pusso, Sagorn?" Sagorn guffawed and fol ded hinsel f back
into the chair. "Mdre like you and the neat pies!"

Her father | aughed in turn. Evidently these were old adventures that |nos would
not be invited to share. Now he had produced a decanter of dwarfish-cut crysta
that she had only seen once or twi ce before, and three of the precious natching
gobl ets-three! To her astoni shnent she found herself sitting on the edge of the
sofa and hol ding one of those goblets. Sagorn nmust have noticed her surprise,
and her father had noticed that he had noticed. "I think Inos has earned this,"
he said. "Sip, ny dear. It's powerful. "

her father renmarked, snmiling as if that were
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Sagorn sipped and sighed. "Superb! | would not have expected this in Krasnegar

El vi sh, of course.”

The king smiled. "Valdoquiff itself. Kade brought a cask of it fromKinvale. |
hoard it like a dwarf."

He was answering a question that had not been asked. Ooviously Sagorn and he
knew each other well. Inos felt a little reassured, and sipped at her drink. She
did not care for the taste--like drinking nettles, and the funes burned the

i nside of her nose--but certainly it was an honor-and a sign of forgiveness? She
felt very grown-up

"Now, Inos," her father said, settling back in his chair. "Tell Doctor Sagorn
about the God."

"God?" The eagle's eyes flashed to her again.

Inos rel ated her experience once nore. Wen she was done, she thought she had
managed to nmaintain a very matter-of-fact decorum There was a | ong silence.
Sagorn scratched at his cheek in deep thought. He enptied his goblet. Her father
rose and refilled it.

"Had the God not cone, Holindarn, what would you have done?"

She had never heard anyone except her nother and Kade call her father by nane

l'i ke that.

Her father shrugged at the question. "G ven ny daughter a hard scol di ng, sent
Meo a couple of crowns, and dispatched Unonini out of here on the first boat."
The ol d man nodded, then smiled nockingly. "The silk would have stayed in the
chapel, then?"

"I do not steal from Gods!"

"Quite! The silk seens uninportant. If the Gods did not want this chaplain wonman
to return to the Inpire, They could have found a sinpler way to produce the

effect, | should think. " Sagorn turned his calculating eyes on Inos again. "So
the nmessage to you seens to be the inportant part. But Gods do not neddle in
trivial matters... Are you in |love at the nmonent, young | ady?"

Inos felt herself turn very pink. "No! O course not!"

"Hardly!" her father protested nildly.

Sagorn sent him an odd glance. "So she is going to fall in love? She will have a
choi ce to nake? Hi ghness, has your father ever explained the inportance of
Krasnegar ?"

I nos shook her head dunbly.

"Wel |, Krasnegar is very unusual. You have jotnar here and you have inps. There
are very few places in all Pandem a where that comnbination exists in peace. Did
you ever hear of the Mad Sorcerer? "

She shook her head, surprised at the sudden shift in subject.

"It's a name that was given to Inisso. Does it not seem strange that a man of
such vast power woul d choose to build his tower in a barren, isolated spot |ike
Krasnegar? But he was not so crazy as he seened, | think. This is a very
strategic little town. It has the only good harbor in the north."

Wiy was he telling her this? He seenmed very solem. Inos glanced at her father,
and he frowned as if to tell her to listen carefully.

"Both Nordland and the Inpire think they should owmn Krasnegar. |s that not so,
Maj est y?"

"I't has al ways been so.
"And it has always had a king, not a queen regnant!" Sagorn said triunphantly.
"So you see, Highness, the thanes and the Inpire will all take a great deal of

i nterest in whonever you choose as husband. Yet they both need you."

"Need ne?" she asked. "Us?"

He nodded. "Need Krasnegar. There is much your father nust teach you if you are
to rule here after him Salt, for instance. Even hunble things like salt. The
jotnar need salt to store their nmeat over the winter. Salt doesn't sail well, so
nmost of it conmes overland fromthe south in the summer, to Krasnegar. CGoblins
and jotnar trade furs for it. The Inpire wants furs. Things like that. The

i mperor would not like to see a jotunn king in Krasnegar. Nordl and wouldn't |ike
you to marry an inp."

"But they'll both accept ne as queen?" she protested, |ooking to her father. She
had hardly ever thought about being queen. That would be after he died, and she
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was not going to think about that.

He nodded-a little doubtfully, she thought. "If you are old enough and strong
enough, and if they approve of your choice of husband. Myst husbands like to
give the orders, you know." She snorted, not caring that snorting was not regal
"Wel |, that doesn't have to be for years yet, does it?" For just a nonent..

then he seened to change his mnd. "I certainly hope not. Wat | think ny

| earned friend is saying, though, is that you may have to choose a husband quite
soon-in a year or two, even. And your decision will be inportant to very many
people. The God was telling you to renenber | ove when you deci de-a divine hint.
Ri ght, Sagorn?"

I nos spoke first, suddenly seized by a horrible doubt. "You're not going to
marry me off to some horrible old duke, are you, Father?"

Her father |aughed. "Not unless you want ne to. No, Nordland woul d not stand for
it, anyway. That's what | nean-your decision mght start a war, Inos!"

She gasped at such a horrible idea, and swall owed the | ast of whatever it was in
her glass. It nmade her cough. If enjoying this vile stuff was a requirenent for
adul t hood, then she had farther to go than she had thought.

Her father rose. "I'll send for sone |unch, Sagorn, unless you'd prefer the
hal | ?"
It was a hint of dismissal for Inos, and Inos had still not settled the terrible

matter of the silk.
"No. A snack here woul d be fine,

the old man said, with a strange smle at her

father. "As you know, Sire, | amnot nuch of a party man. "
"Toni ght, perhaps, though? |I understand that we have a very fine nminstre
visiting us. Kade is organi zing sonething." Inos was being edged to the door

"Fat her? The sil k?" He | ooked surprised, then | aughed | oudly again. "Three and a
hal f inperials, you said?"

She nodded miserably, and he | aid heavy hands on her shoul ders. "lnos, darling,
that nmuch woul d buy Meo's whol e stock!"

"Meo?"

He smled and, perhaps, blushed a little. "Meo and | are very old friends. You
used to play with the servants' children when you were little; so did I. |'ve
knowmn Meo all ny life. | even thought | was in love with her once. Who went with

you this norning?" he added, suddenly suspi cious.

She confessed-no one.

He sighed and patted her shoulder. "This has to stop, Inos! You' re growi ng up
You're not a child anynore. You can't run around by yourself. Nor with

st abl eboys and scullery maids clanbering after bird' s eggs, digging clans...
I've been neglecting you." He chuckl ed. "Perhaps Meo thinks | have been

negl ecting her-1 haven't seen her in years. O else she was sending ne a
nmessage. "

"Message?"

He nodded. "A nessage that ny beautiful daughter shoul d not be wandering the
town by herself. No, Meo doesn't expect three and a half gold inperials! "

That was better. Mich better.

Her father chuckled. "I'mvery tenpted to send the guard down to arrest her for
extortion and then sentence her to stay to dinner, but her neighbors woul d
gossip. Did she have any other quality stuff?"

Wth sudden excitenent, Inos renenbered what the God had said. "Only one other
silk, Father. It had flowering trees on it. Apples, she said. Do apples really
grow from flowers? But she has a drooly turquoise satin and three soft linens
and a roll of silver mohair-"

He | aughed. "I was going to send you out with your aunt this afternoon, but
perhaps 1'Il cone as well. If Doctor Sagorn will excuse nme for alittle while,
shall visit ny old friend Meo. She's a wi dow now. | expect she's lonely. But you
can have all of those, and nore besides-all the fine dresses and gowns we can
make or find for you. "

"Father! You nean it? But-but why?"

He smiled sadly. "I wasn't going to tell you yet, but | suppose | nust. Because
you have to | eave Krasnegar. "
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6

| loved a nmiden, Miden oh..

I loved a mai den, Long ago..

I left nmy land, | left ny kin,

I left my all, her heart to wn.

Mai den, naiden, maiden oh..

Long ago...

Jalon's voice floated through the great hall like flower petals. Inos felt

shivery listening to it. She thought of the glory of the God she had seen that
mor ni ng; she thought of noonlight on snow, of the string of pearls she was
wearing, and of white gulls against blue sky. Great beauty al ways nade her
shivery and she had never known such singing. Any other ninstrel she had ever
heard was a honki ng goose conpared to this Jalon. The hall was full of people,
yet there was no sound except the trenul ous throb of the harp and a gl oriously
clear tenor voice floating under the high rafters.

Fl ower petal s!

Inos was sitting with her father and his guests at the high table, on the dais
at one end of the great hall. Mre townsfol k and the senior castle staff flanked
tabl es along both sides. At the far end the lesser folk sat on the floor in
front of the big fireplaces. The stones above them were black with the grease
and snoke of centuries, and the high rafters overhead were bl ack, also. Many a
winter's day she had shivered at this table, staring wistfully along the |ength
of the hall to the |eaping flanes hissing and spluttering as grease dripped into
them fromthe creaking spits, a princess envying servants. But today the hearths
were dark and bare and the hall was hot, not cold. The sun | oved Krasnegar in
sunmer and would not leave it. Men fell down from exhaustion before the sun did,
and after an hour or so it came smling back, ready for another endless day. So
the sun was still shining in the w ndows, |aying sparkling bridges of |ight
across the roomin the floating dust.

I gave her gold, and rubies, too,

I gave ny all, her heart to woo.

Mai den, nai den, maiden oh..

around at the guests. She'd had her hair blue-rinsed. Smiling at the thought of
Ki nval e? No! No! Think of that tonmorrow. M stress Meol one was there, beam ng
happi |l y, perhaps musing on all the wonderful fabrics she had sold to the court
that afternoon-and all of themfor less than a single inperial, as the king had
predi cted. He and she had | aughed together like old friends. Her father did | ook
tired, alnmost as if he were sitting in shadow when everyone around himwas in
sunshine. There were nmerchants there, with their wives, and a few ship captains,
and t he bishop and the school teachers; old Kondoral, cupping his ear, tears
running in his winkles; Chancellor Yaltauri; and Master Poraganu. There were
few of the castle staff, for so many were away in the hills, and especially not
many young fol k, but she could see Lin, who had broken his armcutting peat of
all things-how could he have managed that?-and Kel and |do and Fan..

And Rap of course

They were all sitting on the floor at the far end, near the great
fireplace-small, w de-eyed children at the front, cross-Ilegged or huggi ng knees,
entranced by the nusic; the junior staff |ike Rap gathered behind him As

al ways, the pal ace dogs had clustered as close to Rap as they coul d get.

Before the children, flanked by the | esser tables, the center of the hall was
enpty except for one chair, and on that chair the mnstrel sat and pl eated
noonbeans.

| loved a nmiden, Miden oh..

I loved a mai den, Long ago. .

| traveled land, | travel ed sea,
| traveled all, by her to be.
Mai den, mai den, nmi den oh..

Long ago. ..

It was warmup there at the high table with her father and Aunt Kade and all the
di stingui shed guests who had been rounded up fromthe town at very short notice
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to hear this mnstrel... and perhaps to say good-bye to Princess |nosolan? No,
never mnd that. Aunt Kade had dug out her ancient lapis lazuli velvet, which
made her seem plunper and shorter than ever and was usually worn only at
Wnterfest. It was nuch too hot a garnent for this weather and her face was pink
and shiny as she sniled contentedly Mother Unonini was not there. Mther Unonin
was under the care of the physicians, resting in a dark roomon a |light diet,
and I nos could not help but think that there was a small good in that evil, and
the thought made her feel guilty.

The fearsone Doctor Sagorn was not there, either-another small good. Even if he
was an old friend of her father's, his glittery eagl e gaze and beak nose stil
frightened her, and she was quite happy that he had pl eaded travel weariness to
excuse his absence. Jalon's song ended and the hall exploded with

appl ause--cl appi ng and cheering and drumm ng of heels on the stones. The
mnstrel rose and bowed to the king and then to the rest of the conpany, and
then he canme back up to his seat at the high table.

"Your throat nust be dry, minstrel?" her father said.

"Alittle, Sire. And the audi ence could use a rest, also."

"That | do not believe. Steward!"

Jalon gratefully accepted a new tankard and sai d sonet hing about fine northern
beer before quaffing it. Al around the hall conversations began to poke up |like
spring flowers through snow, as the spell he had painted faded away.

"The inperor has appointed a new nmarshal of the armies, mnstrel?" denanded one
of the ponpous burghers.

Jalon sniled vaguely. "The old one died, didn't he?"

The burgher nmade an inpatient noise. "But the new one? |Is he warlike? " 1nos
could not recall that burgher's nanme. He | ooked |ike a rooster, with red wattles
and hair that stuck up. He had perhaps drunk a little too nmuch of the fine
northern beer.

"l expect so," Jalon said. "They usually are, aren't they?"

"And the witch of the west is dead?" another asked.

The nminstrel |ooked blank and then said, "Yes," uncertainly.

"This dwarf who's replaced her-what do you know of hin®"

"Er... nothing? Yes, nothing."

One of the stately matrons frowned at himseverely. "Then the Four now consi st
of three warlocks and only one witch, isn't that so? Only one of the wardens is
a wonan, Bright Water."

Jal on | ooked even nore bl ank. "Her Omi potence Unthrunf? She's a wonman, isn't
she?"

There was a | ong, puzzled pause, and then a little, ferrety sailor said, "She
di ed years ago. Before | was born."

The nminstrel sighed. "I'mafraid politics is not a great interest of m ne,

mast er. "

Jalon had conme fromHub itself, capital of the Inpire. The honored guests, eager
for news and gossip, had been firing questions at himall evening, but he never
seenmed to have answers. He was a very sweet young man, |nos thought, but as

i nsubstantial as a norning mst. She wondered how he ever found his way from
castle to castle or town to town; he was probably always fro-ing when he shoul d
be to-ing, she thought, and chuckled to herself, with a glance in the direction
of Rap.

"W have heard runors of nuch dragon danmage in the southern provinces," another
burgher proclained, neaning it as a question to Jalon. "On Kith, especially."
"Ch?" the minstrel said. "I"'mafraid | nmust have nmissed that."

The worthies of Krasnegar exchanged gl ances of exasperation

"What sort of gowns are the ladies wearing in the Inpire these days, Master

Jal on?" That was Aunt Kade, who nust be worrying about all those fabrics and how
many of them she could purloin for her own use and where she would find enough
seanstresses to sewthemall in the few days before departure.

"Very high waists," Jalon said firmy. "Flowing out like trunpets at the floor,
with fairly short trains. Puffed at the shoul ders, sleeves tight at the top,
flaring at the wist. Lace cuffs. Necklines are high, with lace trim also.
Floral prints are very popular, in cottons or silk."
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The tabl e reacted with stunned silence to this unexpected note of authority.
Inos noticed that her father was grinning.

"Master Jalon is a fine artist, also,"” the king remarked.

"Whul d there possibly be tine for you to paint ny daughter's portrait before you
| eave, Jal on?"

Jalon studied Inos for a nonent. "Had | a lifetine to spend | could hardly do
justice to such beauty, Sire. "

Inos felt herself blush and everyone el se | aughed. They did not have to | augh
quite so hard, she thought.

The minstrel turned back to the king. "If | can lay ny hands on nmaterial s,
Sire... they mght not be readily available here. But a drawing, certainly. It
woul d be a | abor of love. "

"Coul d you sketch us sone of these gowns you have just described, Mster Jal on?"
Aunt Kade inquired, blinking eagerly.

"Of course, Highness."

Aunt Kade beaned with evident relief and turned to Mstress Meol orne to ask her
opi ni ons on seanstresses.

I nos | ooked longingly at the young fol k beyond the tables. They were chattering
and | aughing, Rap telling a story, Lin topping it. What use was it to be a
princess if you could not do as you pleased? Wiy did she have to be trapped up
here with all these stuffy old folks? Quietly she eased her chair back

Aunt Kade's head flicked round. "Inos?"

"I thought | mght-"

"Let her," the king said softly. He did not say "It is the last tine," but she
thought that he was thinking it.

Gatefully Inos rose, smled a politeness around the guests, and nuttered
sonet hi ng i naudi bl e. Then she hurried across the so-enpty center of the hall to
the group on the floor. The young ones saw her coming and started to open a path
for her, and they cleared an opening all the way to Lin and Rap. Rap shoved at a
coupl e of dogs, and Lin heaved hinself aside one-arned. Now why did they al
assune she would want to sit just there?

But she did.

As she settled down, he turned to | ook at her and his big gray eyes grew even
bi gger at the sight of the pearls.

They smled doubtfully at each other.

"How was the man-at-arnsi ng?" she whi spered.

He grinned sheepishly. "Boring!"

She smled. Good! In that case... "I"'msorry | was nasty to you, Rap."

He turned a little pink, |ooked down at his knees, and said, "Then we can stil
be fiends?"

They sni ggered in unison

She put her hand on the floor, next to his.

Hi s hand slipped over hers.

No one woul d noti ce.

He had big, strong hands, warm and cal | oused. Man's hands. Yes, he was taller
It had not been the boots, and his worn old doublet was tight across the

shoul ders. A friendly snell of horses always hung around Rap.

Runni ng about w th stabl eboys, her father had said..

"Rap, |'m going away!"

She had not neant to nention that problem He |ooked at her with surprise all
over his plain pudding face, though it was a lot |ess pudding than it used to
be.

"Sout h," she said quickly. "To Kinvale. To learn howto be a |ady. Wth Aunt
Kade. On the next ship."

Inos bit her lip and stared at the distant high table. The hall had gone rather
m sty.

Hi s hand tightened on hers. "How | ong?"

"A year." Inos took a deep breath and nade a big effort to be regal. "You see,
the duke is a sort of relative-Duke Angil ki of Kinvale. Aunt Kade was married to
his uncle. And ny greatgrandfather's sister was his... Ch, | forget. Inisso had
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three sons. One becane king here after him one went south and becane duke of

Ki nval e, and one went to Nordl and. Kal kor, the thane of Gark, is descended from
him But it's nmuch nore conplicated..."

She st opped, because Rap would not be interested, and it was not very nice to
talk of all those ancestors when he did not have any. Well, none that he knew
of , she decided. He must have had just as many as she had, only not of noble

bl ood. Her father said that the branches of her family tree were all knotted.
There were not many noble famlies in the north country, so they tended to
intermarry every few generations, as soon as it was decent. |nisso had had three
sons. Apparently that was inportant.

"When you are queen of Krasnegar, then | shall be your sergeant-at-arns," Rap

sai d.

Oh, Rap!

"I would rather have you as master-of-horse, | think. "

"Sergeant-at-arns!" he insisted.

"Mast er - of - horse! "

Pause. "Both!" they said together, and | aughed together. Apparently Jal on was
not going to start singing again just yet.

For a few nminutes nothing nore was said, and Inos realized she was sitting
smling like a dunmy at Rap, and he was snmiling just as stupidly back at her

Why shoul d she be sniling at a tinme like this?

Go away? To horrible Kinval e? What good was it to be a princess if you had to do
things like that? And creepy old Sagorn had hinted that she might start a war if
she ever fell in love with a man. ..

"l saw a God today. "

She had not neant to nmention that, either. In fact she had proni sed her father
that she would not.

But Rap's solemm gray eyes were waiting for her to explain. So she did. And she
told himabout Doctor Sagorn and the silk and everything that had happened. She
was not sure why she did, but she felt better afterward. After all, Rap could be
trusted not to bl abber to others, and no one was nore | evel headed t han Rap.

He listened carefully and then ignored the God. "Who's this Doctor Sagorn? Is he
up there?"

"No," she said. "He was tired by his journey. Not a party nan.
"Are you sure he isn't a sorcerer?" He was being very serious.
"Ch, of course! " she said. The idea seenmed so idiotic now-she had been a fool
"He's an old friend of ny father's."

"Who has not seen himin many years?"

"Yes, but..." she said. This was not like Rap at all! "And even the God had
said..." No, They had not said; it had been Mther Unonini who had said that
Sagorn was not a sorcerer. She fell silent, worried by the | ook on Rap's face.
"Tell ne again what he | ooks like."

"Tall, gray-haired. Big hooked nose. Deep clefts down here. Rather pale face. |
expect he doesn't go out nuch-"

"What's wong, Rap?" Lin had appeared to be toying with the cast on his arm but
he had been listening nevertheless. Lin was purebred inp-short and dark and

not ably nosy. He had grown, also, Inos noted; but his voice was still treble. A
| at e devel oper. Rap was scow ing. "Nobody |ike that cane in today."

Inos's heart junped a beat and then carried on as if nothing had happened.
"Don't be silly!" she said. "You nust have missed him You couldn't possibly
have seen every single person who cane through the gates."

Rap said nothing, just scowl ed at the floor

"Tell her, Rap!" Lin said.

"Tell ne what, Rap?"

Rap stayed silent.

Lin said hotly, "Thosolin was a pig to him Inos. He put himon guard and nmade
himstand there all day in the sun. In arnor! Didn't even let himgo for a pee.
No lunch. He does that with beginners. Testing, he calls it, but he just |ikes
to see themfaint fromtoo nuch standing."

She squeezed Rap's hand fiercely. "Is that true?"

He nodded. "But | didn't faint." He turned and | ooked hard at her. "And your
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Doctor Sagorn didn't cone in the gate.

"Rap!" Inos squeal ed. That was absurd! "I expect he wal ked i n besi de a wagon.
went out that way. "

"l saw you," Rap said, without smling. "You wal ked right by ne. But no wagons
came in today."

"He was following ne up the hill, he said. And it wasn't very long after that

that | heard himtalking to Father-less than an hour
"He did not cone in the gate," Rap said.
His big jaw | ooked as stubborn as the rock of Krasnegar itself.

Yout h departs:

There are gains for all our |osses,
There are balms for all our pain,
But when youth, the dream departs,
It takes sonmething fromour hearts,
And it never cones again.

Stoddart, And It Never Comes Again

TWO
Sout hwar d dr eans

1

The wind is in the south, we shall have rain.

So Rap's nother woul d have said. Probably it had been true where she had cone
from but it was not true in Krasnegar. The wind was fromthe south, off the
land, so it was going to be another fine day. It was the north wind, fromthe
sea, that brought rain, or snow nore usually. H's nother used to have many
strange notions like that, Rap knew now, although he could not renenber very
much of her. He could hardly recall what she had | ooked |ike, but he could
remenber sone of her strange notions.

One of those was to wash every norning. That was not always easy in Krasnegar
Sometimes in winter the ice was so thick that it had to be broken with an ax,
but in sumrer it was pleasant to wash in the nornings, and at any tine he |iked
the habit. It made himfeel good, so he did it, although nost of the other nen

| aughed at himor called himcrazy or said it was unhealthy. A few of them never
seened to wash at all, but he liked the tingle he got fromwater and the way it
wi ped the sleep off his skin. And he often thought of his nother as he did it.
That norning he had not even bothered to take a bucket of water indoors. He was
standi ng bare-chested by the trough in the shadowy, dewy stableyard when old
Hononi n canme marching out, pulling off his shirt. Rap felt uneasy. Being
shirtless out in the fields was all right, but Krasnegarians were puritanica
about dress, and he felt unconfortable at being discovered in a state of

sem nudity. Seeing the old nman |ike that was even worse, and quite
unprecedented. H s skin hung | oose on himand a patch of gray hair in the mddle
of his chest looked as if it might have fallen off the bald spot on his scalp.
Rap wondered if he ought to |l eave, but he nerely noved respectfully to the far
end of the trough and sai d not hi ng.

The little old hostler seenmed even nore gnarled and grunpi sh than usual and he
did not speak, either, just thrust his whole head into the trough. That
expl ai ned matters.

He energed spluttering and shivering, then started cupping water with his hands
and rinsing his arnpits and shoul ders.

"The big one's fixed," he growl ed wi thout |ooking at Rap.

"Want you to take it out before the next tide."

Rap | ooked around to nake sure there was no one behind him There wasn't. Well
The sunlight brightened. A wagon ride was a nmuch nore enticing thought than nore
sentry duty, even if Thosolin did not indulge hinmself in other petty testings.
South to the mainland, where there was nore to keep a man occupi ed. .

But I nos expected to go riding and she woul d not have many nore chances before
she left. He felt a sudden, nasty pang and told hinself to grow up and be nanly.
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There was sone evil in every good, as the priests said, and a man nust obey
orders.

He thought tides. It would need fast work to rig up four horses. "Wo's
driving?"

"You. "

IYSE

"Deaf today?" Hononin splashed his face again. Rap took a deep breath. Then
another. He tried to speak calmy.

"Who's going to nother me?" A lo, probably. He was around and he had brought the
big one in.

"No one. "
Rap put his head in the water to give hinself tinme to think. It proved to be a
stupid idea, like being kicked. It filled his ears and ran up his nose and he

came up feeling much worse than when he went in. But then he had not been
drinking last night. Maybe it felt better than a hangover. He gasped and spat.
It had not hel ped his thinking much.

Wiy the change of plan? The second wagon al so woul d be fixed before evening.

One wagon by itself was unusual. If the driver ran into trouble on the causeway
on a rising tide, then he mght need another team quickly! O a good sorcerer,
as the saying went. One man al one was unusual, too. And a begi nner? By hinsel f?
Rap had held the reins often enough on the easy bits, but that was all. Wiy him
at all? Wiy not Jik or Olo, who knew what they were doi ng? Wiy him by hinsel f?
Per haps Hononin had heard about the testing yesterday. He night be frightened
that Rap had inmpressed Thosolin and woul d be taken away fromthe stables to be a
man-at-arnms. O perhaps the hostler did not want one of his hands treated |like
that again. Yet Rap had never been trusted with a wagon on his own before, or
not far, at least. Certainly not for the whole trip. He shivered with tingles of
excitenent. He would be one of the drivers, then-perhaps only the junior driver,
but more than a stabl eboy. He could eat at the drivers' table! Mn-at-arnsing
coul d wait awhil e-he was young yet.

"You can do it, can't you?"

"Yes," Rap said firmy, and tried to look matter-of-fact. He could handle it.

"You'll see me down the hill, though?"

"Can you do it?"

"Yes."

"Well, then," Hononin said. "I trust you, even..." He began wiping his face with

his shirt and wal ked away. The rest of the sentence renai ned unspoken or was
lost in the shirt.

| trust you, even... Even what?

Snowbal | had | oosened her right front shoe. Rap went and tol d Hononin; Hononin
cursed and headed for the castle commpns. Apparently the farrier was not there,
because the man who arrived to deal with the matter was Rap's friend

Krat harkran, the smth's apprentice, ostentatiously w ping crunbs fromhis nouth
and pouting at being dragged frominportant business. Although his father was an
imp, Krath was nore jotunnish than nost jotnar and had been sprouting |like a
snowdrift lately. Rap had spoken with himthe previous evening, but in his

| eat her workcl othes he seemed to have grown nore overni ght.

Despite his height, he had an absurdly squeaky voice. He peered down at Rap with
di sbel i eving blue eyes. "How | ong have they trusted you with a wagon?"

"As long as they've trusted you with a hamrer!"

They grinned in nutual satisfaction, and Krath set to work. Wen he had fixed
the shoe, he solemmly asked Rap's approval, calling him"driver."

Equal |y solemly, Rap thanked himand said it was a nice piece of work, which it
was. Krath agreed and wi shed himluck, then strode off to resune his neal.

Al'l of which had been very businesslike and felt good, but by the tine Rap had
the team harnessed and ready, he knew he was going to be cutting the tide very
close. He found the old man counting sacks in the feed room

"I"'mready," he said, trying to | ook and sound rel axed.

"Go, then." Hononin did not even turn around.

"You don't want to look it over?" The old man never, ever, let a wagon go off
down the hill without a personal inspection, not even if Alo or Jik was
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driving. And surely he would want to | ook at Snowball's shoe?

He still did not turn, obviously mad about sonething. "Just go!" he barked.
"Don't mss the tide!"

Rap shrugged and |left. He had not even been given the inevitable warning to take
care through the town. Most odd! Hurrying back to the yard he met Fan on her way
to feed the chickens. He asked her to tell Inos that he had to rush off.

Shivery with excitenment, he clinbed up to the bench. Before he could crack his
whi p, he heard a hi gh-pitched shout behind him Lin was running across the yard
with a bag in his one good hand. He | ooked up hopefully at Rap. "Want sone
conpany?"

"Sure," Rap said. Lin was a terrible gossip, but bearable. No one could find
anything useful for himto do since he broke his arm "Wat's in the bag?"
Awkward with his cast, Lin clanbered up to the bench

"Cheese, nostly, and a bit of |eftover nutton. Rolls. "

Rap's inside was too junpy to want food yet, but he should have thought of it
for later. "Enough for both of us?"

Lin nodded solemly. "The old man said you'd had no tine for breakfast.
Rap | owered his whip again. "Wat's into himtoday?" he demanded. "He's acting
odd! Since when has he cared if | mssed ny breakfast? Wiy's he running ne out
of town like this?"

Lin had great ears for scandal. H's dark eyes twi nkled. "You were hol di ng hands
with Inos last night."

"So?" Rap asked uneasily. "Wat's that to do with hinP"

"Not hi ng, Rap. Nothing."

"Qut withit!"

Lin giggled. "Her daddy noticed.
| trust you, even if others don't.

Rap sl ammed the brake handle fiercely, cracked his whip much | ouder than he had
meant to, and sent the wagon runbling forward.

Bet ween the castle gate and the harbor were fourteen hairpins. Going down was
easier than comng up with a load, but it was still tricky. Rap had watched it
done often enough, but he had never been allowed to handle brake and reins in
the town. It was odd that Hononin had not known that.

The first two were easy, but he breathed a hearty sigh of relief when they had
rounded the third, which was canted steeply. A wagon out of control could be

al nost as bad as a shipweck. He was aware that Lin was watching himclosely and
hangi ng on very tight with his good hand. Fortunately it was still very early
and there were al nbst no pedestrians around to mangl e.

Four and five were not too bad. Six was a horror, with the wagon standing on its
head above the team wheels scratching on cobbles. Too close to the wall, the
unl oaded, too-light rig started to slither sideways. Rap discovered that he was
soaked with sweat and needed two nore hands than the Gods had given him

The next one was the worst.

He was going to catch the tide. He was not going to nake a ness of this. If he
fail ed he woul d never forgive hinself, and Hononin would never trust himagain.
And I nos woul d hear how he'd run over pedestrians or smashed up a wagon or even
knocked in the side of a house and killed horses-it happened sonetines. Trust
yoursel f, his nother had said. If you don't, who will? He yel ped, pulled the
reins, tightened the brake, and the rig stopped. Silence. Lin |ooked at him
curiously. "Wat's wong?"

Rap wi ped an arm across his stream ng forehead. He was panting as if led run al
the way up fromsea to castle. "Listen!" Lin |istened and his eyes

wi dened- cl oppi ng hooves and the runble of iron on cobbles. Then it grew suddenly
| ouder and anot her team appeared ahead of them craw ing round bend nunber
seven, horses wi de-eyed and steam ng, hugging the buildings to have roomto
swing their load through the curve. Then cane the wagon, with the driver
shouting curses and a | oad of new peat dribbling water off the back. Nasty
stuff, fresh peat. It was heavy and it could shift, but peat couldn't be stacked
over the winter in that clinmate, so the first | oads were always still wet.

"Boy, if wed nmet that..." Lin said, and shivered. Sonetines it could take hours
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to straighten out a neeting on one of the bends, backing the | oad down the hil
jackknifing it, even.

The oncomi ng team strai ghtened up and began to nove faster

I ki was, the driver. He grinned and then showed surprise when he saw ony Rap and
Lin. Struck dunmb by the thrumm ng of wheels, he pointed back down the hill and
hel d up one finger. Rap nodded and signaled zero and tried to look as if he did
this all the tinme. Then I ki had gone and Rap reached for the brake again.

"Rap!" Lin said. "How did you know?"

Rap hesitated. How had he known? His own team had been neking far too nuch noise
for himto have heard. Could the horses have heard and sent hima signal with
their ears, a signal that he had seen w thout knowi ng? Not likely at all. Could
he have caught a reflection in a wi ndow? The sun was shining on the w ndows, so
that was not very likely, either. But he had known. He had been quite certain
that there was a wagon coning at that corner. That was rather an eerie feeling.
How had he known?

"Just one of the things you youngsters have to learn," he said.

"You go scout for ne."

Lin made an obscene suggestion. He studied Rap with a very puzzl ed expression
for a nonent before junping down and heading for the corner

They were losing tine. Lin was clumsy with only one good arm and Rap had to
stop dead each tine he needed to cone aboard, then stop again to let himoff
before the next hairpin. They finally net the second wagon between twel ve and
thirteen, and then it was a fast run down to the harbor

There were few ships there that day. The sun blazed hard from qui cksilver water
the gulls were bobbing and preening, and the air bore the tangy scent of fish
and seaweed. A very slight breeze was ruffling the surface, but there were no
waves. Anxiously Rap eyed the causeway ahead.

"Too late!" Lin sighed.

"Not much swell," Rap said stubbornly. "I'"Il risk it." He stood up and thunped
the reins on the horses' backs, urging themto a canter, wondering if Lin would
demand to be let off. He would not be able to swmwth that cast on his arm
but Lin probably did not know how to swi manyway. There was no point |earning--a
man died of cold in a fewmnutes in the Wnter Ccean. Then Rap renenbered that
he coul d not swim either

Lin did not speak. The wagon picked up speed, thundering along the top of the
quay toward the long curve of the causeway that led to the distant shore. Mst
of it ran over land-low islands and rocks, dry land except in the big w nter
storns-but there were four |ow spots and the tide was al ready running over three
of them The wagon bounced and rolled and sent seabirds screaming; then there
was water on both sides of the way and Big Danp was comni ng up ahead.

Rap took that one at full speed. It was straight and shallow and he did not
sense any worry fromthe horses. Water shot out in silver sheets and salt spray
spl ashed in his face and then they were safe on the other side, Duck Island. It
had been deeper than he had expected, though.

Lin, still sitting and thus | ower than Rap, had been soaked. He whistled and
then laughed, a little nervously.

"l hope that new wheel stays on," he remarked.

Little Danp was still dry, except for a few spray pools, where wavel ets were
starting to splash over.

Now t hey were climnbing over Big Island, and Rap sl ackened the pace so as not to
heat the horses. But he stayed standing. The rocks and shingl e al ongsi de the
road gave way to the harsh, stubborn grasses that enjoyed the challenge of
living so close to the sea, and for a noment the water was out of view Then the
wagon rolled roughly over the crest and started steeply down.

Ahead lay the main stretch of causeway... except that nost of it wasn't there.
Lin squeal ed, "Rap!" and strai ghtened up

Rap had not expected the gap to be quite so wide yet. Already the blue tide was
pouring through, shiny and beautiful under the sunshine. He had never seen this,
except from shore. The wi nd was strong now and col d, whi ppi ng the horses' nanes,
but the waves were very snall. The raised roadway ran out into the sea ahead for
a short way and then dipped under. Far away to the left, jutting out from Tall ow
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Rocks, was the other end.
There were two bends in the road. Sonewhere.
"Rap, you can't!"
"Get off, then! " Rap snapped, w thout slow ng the wagon. He was not going to
sit for six or seven hours on Big Island and be | aughed at for the rest of his
days. In truth, he was already too |late to stop, for the roadbed was rai sed and
there was no roomto turn; this part would be underwater in an hour or so.
Backi ng up would be tricky. Then hooves started splashing and he saw ei ght ears
begin to flicker with alarm He could cal mhorses by singing to themnot that he
had any sort of a voice, but horses were not nusic critics. He started singing
the first thing that canme into his head.
| traveled land, | travel ed sea..
"Rap!" Lin howed. "You'll go off the road! Stop, for the Gods' sake!"
"Shut up!" Rap said, and went back to singing. The horses' ears rose again as
they listened to him They kept splashing their big hooves and the wagon
continued to roll steadily forward. A couple of swinmng gulls watched intently,
bobbi ng up and down as the waves fl owed under them
"Shut up, Lin!"
Mai den, naiden... nmaiden, oh. Miden, naiden, naiden, oh..
Far off to his left, two fishing boats were setting sail fromthe quay, and Rap
wonder ed what they thought of this strange horsedrawn vessel plying their
harbor. There were a couple of big rocks comng up on his right, green with weed
and purple with nussels, being | apped by the small waves, and he knew about how
far those were fromthe road. A fraction nore to the left...
There was just enough wind to nake the water ruffled and i npossible to see
through, but he could tell where the edges were by the way the waves surged over
them It was safer than it | ooked, he told hinself.
Lin was starting to whinper.
I gave her love, | gave her snmles,
I wooed with all nmy manly wiles..
Now he coul d i nmagi ne that watery blue roadway making its turn. He pulled on the
reins and the wagon curved slowy round and apparently he had guessed right,
because they continued their slow progress.
Lin had started to pray to sone God Rap had never heard of. A new one, maybe
One of the fishing boats was heading in their direction
The wagon had al nost stopped bunping. The tide was stronger here, in the mddle,
| eaving a wake as it flowed by the horses, and they were getting very nervous
now, no matter how hard he sang.
Mai den, nmaiden. ..
" SNOABALL! "

mai den. .
The rocks floated past on the silvery water, and the swell was beginning to
trouble the horses, comng well up their |egs now, over the wagon axles. They
were finding the wagon hard to pull. They were towing it.
The wat er was deeper. The waves no | onger showed the edge very clearly.
"Turn, Rap!" Lin sobbed. "W're at the bend, Rap! W nust be! We'Il go off!" He
rose to his feet, awkwardly hol ding the seatback with his one good arm They
were going to get wet boots in a mnute. "Rap! Turn!"
Rap was not sure. Distances were deceptive when they were all covered with water
and there were no | andmarks at hand. He was thinking of the road itself, beneath
the water, two stone walls filled in | evel with shingle and rocks, greeny bl ue,
probably, with the strands of weed waving in the current. There woul d be shadows
of ripples noving over, like cloud shadows noved over the summer hills. Fish? He
had not expected so many fish, little ones..
Too far to the right!
He eased the lead pair to the left and they carried on. But if the wagon began
to float, then it would surely drag the horses off the road.
The second bend, a big, wide curve... the wagon seened to lift, skew left, then
settle, then lift. He blinked sweat fromhis eyes, squinting against the sun's
glare, visualizing that underwater causeway, easing the horses around the bend.
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Staying away fromthe edges.

Then Tal | ow Rocks were straight ahead and the current was behind them and the
road was starting to rise. He flicked the reins for nore speed and |icked salty
lips. He'd done it!

H s hands were shaking slightly and his neck felt sore. He arched his back to
ease it and then sat down.

"Sorry, Lin," he remarked, "what were you sayi ng?"

Lin's eyes were big as oysters. "How did you do that?"

Cone to think of it, how had he done that? Rap began to feel very shaky. It was
alnost as if he'd been able to see the road under the water. He'd known where it
was, what it |ooked like, alnobst. He had not seen it, but he'd felt as if he
knew what it would ook like if he could... or as if he could remenber having
seen it like that. Wich he never had; no man ever had.

Just as, earlier, he'd known there was anot her wagon around the seventh bend?
He did not say anything, just shrugged.

"Anot her thing we youngsters have to learn, | suppose?"

Rap grinned at him "Practice by yourself, though."

Li n used sonme very special obscenities. Were had he | earned those?

"Lin?" Rap said. "Lin, please don't go and nake a big story out of this?"

Lin just stared at him

"Lin! You'll get me in trouble."

"l suppose you weren't getting me in trouble?" Lin yelled. He nust have been
nmore scared than Rap had realized

"I't was nothing rmuch, Lin. | was standing up. | could see where the water was
flowi ng over the edges."
"Ch... sure!"

But Lin reluctantly prom sed not to nake a big story out of it. They left the
water and followed the lunpy track across Tall ow Rocks, wheel s spraying silver
drops in the air. The last dip was deep, but very short. The wagon ni ght fl oat
there, but it would not matter for there was no current and the road was not

rai sed above the shingle. He had done it!

The king had ordered himoff Krasnegar before the tide. Gods save the king.
"You shave now?" Lin asked suddenly.

"Of course." Rap had shaved the previous night for the fourth tine and incl uded
his chin for the first time. He would have to get a razor of his own soon. Lin
had a faint dark haze on his upper lip. And he still had a very odd look in his
eye. "Wiy?" Lin shrugged and turned away, but after a nmonent, he said,

"Funny thing, growing up. Isn't it?"

Yes it was, Rap agreed, and concentrated on the next water barrier. But once
they were safely through that, he relaxed and began to enjoy hinmself, enjoy the
feeling that now he was one of the drivers-if the old man woul d ever trust him
again after that nad stunt he had just pulled.

"Yes," he said. "One nmonent you're feeling all manly and the next you find
you're behaving like a kid again. It's like being two people." A fellow s body
started nmaking all these odd changes without as nuch as asking perm ssion..

what right did his face have to start growi ng hair wthout asking hinf

Li ke being two people... and you knew only one of those people. G owi ng up was
becom ng a stranger to yourself again, just when you thought you'd got to know
yoursel f. And part of growi ng up was wonderi ng what sort of person you were
going to be. How tall? How broad? Trustworthy? A strong nan or a weakling? And
what were you going to do with that nman? Master-of -horse? Man-at-arns?

"Grls!" Lin nuttered to hinself.

Grls.

I nos.

Now they were rolling along the edge of the shingle, passing the lonely cluster
of shore cottages with their racks of fish and nets and a ranshackle corral and
a coupl e of haystacks starting to sprout. There were stacks of driftwood that
the ol d wonen gat hered and heaps of peat nobss. Bonfires of kelp were sending up
bl ue snoke. There were girls there and they waved. The nmen waved back. The | ong
bent grass waved, al so.

"W could eat here," Lin said thoughtfully.
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"Later. "
Beyond the shiny blue harbor |ay Krasnegar, a towering triangle with a castle as
a topknot. Yes, it did look |ike a piece of cheese. Perhaps Rap was hungry after
all, but he'd said later, so later it would have to be. A vyellowtriangle. Were
had the sorcerer found bl ack stone for his castle?
Inos was in that castle.
He thought of horse rides and clamdigging and surf fishing; of Inos running
over the dunes, long legs, gold hair streaming in the wind, and her shrieks and
gi ggl es when he caught her; of Inos scranbling up the cliffs in the sunshine,
daring himto cone after her; of hawking and archery. He thought of her face,
not bony like a jotunn's or round like an inp's. Just right. He thought of
singsongs and winter firesides with singing and joking and his arm around her as
they sought pictures in the enbers.
It hurt, but it was for the best. There could never be anything between a
princess and a stabl eboy, nor even a wagon driver. He supposed that it had crept
up on them He really had not noticed it until the previous day. They had been a
bunch of kids together, a dozen or nore of them It had only been near the end
of the last winter that he and Inos had started to drift together, and together
start drifting to the edge of the bunch. And then he had gone off to the
mai nl and when spring cane.
She had ki ssed hi m good-bye, but even then he had not thought very nuch about
it-not until they were apart. Then he had realized how he nissed her snile and
the confortabl eness of having her near-and realized that she didn't kiss other
men good-bye. And lately he had started to dream about her. But she would go off
to Kinvale and find some handsone noble to cone back and be king after Holindarn
di ed.
And he would have to find some other girl to kiss.
Troubl e was, there weren't other girls like Inos.
"Can you renenber nuch of your nother, Rap?"
Rap | ooked in surprise at Lin, who was still a little paler than usual. "Wy?"
"Sonme of the wonmen say she was a seer."
Rap frowned, trying to renmenber if his nother had ever admitted anything |ike
that or done anything like that.
"So?" he said.

"Gowing up," Lin said. "I just wondered... You' ve been doing sone strange
things today, Rap. You've never been able to do things |ike that before, have
you?"

"Like what? | didn't do anything!"

Lin was unconvinced. "Could it be sonething that comes with growing up, like
shavi ng?"

Rap woul d not tal k about such things with chatterbox Lin.

"Does that cast bother you?"

Lin | ooked down at his arm "Yes, sone. Wy?"

"Because," Rap said, "if you start hinting that ny nother needed to shave, then
you're going to have two of them"

2

Sunmer, said the hardworking fol k of Krasnegar, was the two weeks they were
given to prepare for the other fifty. There was no snmall truth in that.

True, sumer usually lasted | onger than two weeks, but it canme late and | eft
soon, and it was narred by endless toil. Wthout the profit of their summer

| abors, the people would not survive the nerciless winter that was sure to
follow A few hardy crops were sown and nobst years those could be harvested
before the first snows, to augnent the grain that nust be inported by ship. The
other years were destined to bring fam ne and sickness before sunmmer cane again.
Peat must be cut and dried and carried to the town in load after |oad, to blunt
the deadly teeth of frost during the Iong nights. Hay, also, standing high upon
t he wagons, crossed the causeway at every tide so that the king's horses could
eat until spring cane again and the cattle nmght give mlk for the children the
next year. Fish nust be caught and snoked, |ivestock slaughtered and their beef
salted; seal neat or whale neat laid by, also, if the boats were bl essed with
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fortune. Vegetables and berries, rushes and driftwood and furs... the scanty
fruits of the hard Iand were carefully gathered and jeal ously hoarded away.
Here and there in the bare hills stood forlorn ham ets and clunps of cottages,
where life was even harder than it was in the town. But for nobst of the year
there was nothing for men to do on the | and except survive, and survival was
easier in the city--or death less lonely--and so the cottagers also huddled in

with the townsfolk during the long winters, |like badgers in their earth. \Wen
the snows streaned off the hills in spring, they energed once nore to their
toil, and voices were heard again under the sky.

W thout careful nmanagement their efforts would never have sufficed, and the

| eadership came fromthe king, or nore directly fromhis factor, a tall and
rawboned j otunn named Foronod, who was everywhere at all tines and reputedly
wore out three horses a day. H s water-blue eyes saw everything, and he
commanded everyone in sharp, laconic phrases |ike small knives, never wasting a
word or a nmonent, never sparing a soul, least of all hinself. In high sumer he
seened to sleep even less than the sun. Hi s gangling figure could appear at any
time anywhere in the kingdom |long |l egs hanging Iinp at the sides of his pony,
silver hair flashing a warning before himas he canme into view. H's nenory was
as capaci ous as the pal ace storeroons. He knew to the inch how much hay had been
gat hered, how nmuch peat; he knew the state of the herds and the tines of the
tides and he could call down the wath of the Gods or the Powers on anyone
caught sl acking or sleeping except for reasons of total exhaustion. He knew t he
strengths and abilities and weaknesses of every man and worman, girl and boy in
hi s whol e great workforce.

Foronod noted that a wagon had been repaired and returned. He doubtless noted as
wel |l that a certain stabl eboy had been pronoted to driver, and that fact, also,
woul d have been stored away until it mght be needed. But the factor had many
drivers and that boy had talents that others did not.

By nightfall, Rap was back with the herds

3

"Turn around, ny dear," Aunt Kade said. "Charm ng! Yes, very nice! Definitely
charming."

Inos did not feel charnming, she felt wetched. There was a nasty hard feeling at
the back of her throat and a dull coldness all over her. Her arns and | egs were
made of stone. Last night she had slept in her own bed for the last tine. An
hour ago she had eaten her last neal in the palace-not that she had been able to
eat anything. Every tine she did anything at all nowit was for the last tine.
And her sliny nmobod was not hel ped by the charningness of her dress, either. She
was wearing her precious golden dragon silk and she hated it. Somehow she bl anmed
it for starting all this. Nowit had been made up into a gown, and she thought
it looked Iudicrous, not charming. She could not believe that ladies in the

I mpire wore anything so outlandish. The minstrel nust have been fantasizing when
he sketched such absurdities as |ace dangling over her hands and shoul ders |ike
smal | pillows. Trunpets indeed!

And if the dress was bad, the hat was unthinkable-a smaller trunpet, a high

gol den cone all frilly with nore lace. She felt like a freak init, a clown.
Every small boy in Krasnegar was going to |augh hinself hysterical at the sight
of her as she rode down to the dock. The sailors would fall off the ship

| aughi ng. Probably the ladies in the Inpire would kill thenselves. Inos was sure
they would all be wearing bonnets |ike any sane wonan wore.

The only consol ati on was that Aunt Kade | ooked worse. Her conical hat stuck up
i ke a chimey pot and her dunpy form could never be made to resenble a trunpet.
A drum naybe, or even a lute, but no trunpet. She had appropriated the

appl e- bl ossom si | k, which was all wong for her shape, although Inos had to
admt that the colors natched her white hair and pink cheeks. Aunt Kade,

nmor eover, was excited, bubbling with happiness, chattering |like a flock of birds
in joyful anticipation

"Charming!" Aunt Kade repeated. "Of course we shall have to acquire many nore
gowns when we are established at Kinvale, but at |east we shall not seemtoo
rustic when we arrive. And the good citizens of Krasnegar shall see how | adi es
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shoul d dress these days. | do hope the coachnman renenbers to go slowy. Hold
your head up, dear. You look |ike a unicorn when you bend forward. Ch, Inos, you

will love Kinvale! " She clasped her pudgy hands

"l so look forward to showing it all to you-the dancing and the balls, the
banquets and the el egant conversation! | was not nuch ol der than you when

first arrived, and | danced every night for nonths. The nusic! Fine cooking!
Gentl e countryside... you have no idea how green and prosperous the | andscape
is, conpared to these harsh hills. And the handsone young nmen!" She sinpered and
t hen si ghed.

Inos had heard all that about a million tinmes in the | ast week. Now was the tine
of spring tides, she thought bitterly. There would have been good cl am di ggi ng
thi's norning.

"And Duke Angilki!" Aunt Kade was in full gush now. "He was a very striking
young man in his... well, | nmean, he is a nost civilized person. His artistic
taste is quite inpeccable.”" He is also thirty-six years old and has two
daughters. He has buried two wives already. Al though Inos had never net her

di stant cousin, she was quite certain that he was utterly detestable. She was
determined to hate him

"He will be so happy to see us!" Kade peered into the mrror and patted her
blue-tinted hair where it enmerged under the silver trunpet on her head.

"l always thought that one should not go visiting without an invitation," Inos
sai d bl eakly; but she had tried that argument before and it had not worked. It
woul d hardly work now, not with a ship waiting.

"Don't be absurd!" Kade said, but without heat. "W shall be very wel cone. W
have a standing invitation, and there sinply has not been tine to wite and wait
for areply. Wnter is comng. You will |ove the sea voyage in sumer, ny dear,
but it would not be possible later. Ah! The sea! | do so enjoy sailing!"

"I's Master Jalon ready?" Jalon was an infuriatingly vague person, but he woul d
at | east nake the voyage bearable. Kade turned to her niece in surprise. "Ch,
did he not tell you? He has decided to go overland."

"Jal on has?"

"Yes, dear."

"He's crazy!" Inos tried to imagi ne Jal on wandering through all those weeks of
dangerous forest, and her mnd went |linp. There were goblins in the forest.

Jal on?

"Ch, quite possibly.

Kade shrugged. "But your father seens to think he can

manage; he gave hima horse. He left this norning. | know he went | ooking for
you to say good-bye."

"l expect he was distracted by a seagull, or sonething. "

"Yes, dear..." Kade peered around at the trunks and baggage. "Wich ones shal

we be using on the voyage?" she inquired of Ua, her maid. Inos had not been
allowed a nmaid. One would suffice for both of them Aunt Kade said, because
there woul d not be roomfor nore on the ship; and they could hire girls with
better training when they arrived at Kinvale.

U a was short and dark, dull and al nost sul ky. She was show ng no excitenment at
all, but then she probably did not understand where she was headed, or what a
month or |onger on a boat nust be |ike. Nor, probably, did Inos herself, she
realized. On the charts it seened sinple-west to the Caw Capes, south into
Westerwat er, and then east again to Pando Gul f-but that al so seened an
unnecessarily prolonged and roundabout torture when the land route was so much
shorter, and so nuch nore interesting! Aunt Kade had sailed back and forth

bet ween Krasnegar and Kinval e several tinmes before, during, and after, her
marri age. Her enthusiasm about the prospect of doing it again was oni nous.
Anyt hi ng Aunt Kade enjoyed woul d have to be a ghastly bore.

Why coul d they not have gone by land? If a nitwit |ike Jalon could rmanage it,
then anyone could. That argument did not work, either. Aunt Kade did not |ike
hor ses, nor coaches.

Boxes and bal es and trunks... How coul d they possibly have anassed so nuch
luggage? It snelled of soap and |lavender. U a indicated two | arge trunks and
Aunt Kade began to cross-exam ne her closely on their contents. Inos did not
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bother to listen. She gave herself a last angry inspection in the mrror and
stuck out her tongue at her ludicrous reflection, then stalked to the door. She
woul d take a final walk through the castle and say a private good-bye to sone of
her friends.

The past frantic week had been so doni nated by dressmakers and seanstresses that
she had hardly spoken to anyone el se. Since that shattering day when the God had
appeared, she had been lost in a blizzard of silks and satins, of |ace and
lingerie. She had not ridden Lightning once, not once! Rap had vani shed the next
nmor ni ng. The sinister Doctor Sagorn had growl ed a brief farewell a few days
after that and di sappeared as nysteriously as he had come. And now Jal on had
gone riding off into the hills. By Wnterfest he would probably still be going
round in circles sonewhere, she thought-if he had not been tortured to death by
a band of ferocious goblins.

Bef ore I nos reached the door, however, it opened to admit Mother Unonini, stark
in her black chaplain's robe, smling with responsibilities and clutching a rol
of papers. She stopped and regarded Inos with surprise, and then nade a curtsy.
On her absurdly short legs it was a clunsy nove, but she had never done that
before. Suddenly Inos did not feel quite so hostile to Mdther Unonini. She was
another fam liar face not to be seen again for a whole interm nable year.

I nos returned the curtsy.

"You | ook very charm ng, ny dear," the chaplain said. "Turn around!
I nos decided she must | ook |ike a weathervane, the way everyone kept wanting her
to turn around. She turned around.

"I't does | ook nice," Mther Unonini said warmy. Inos felt tenptation and

succunbed. "It's only an old tablecloth. "
Unoni ni frowned, then suddenly | aughed and put her arns around |nos and hugged
her... garlic today, not fish. "W shall niss you, nmy dear!" She turned

hurriedly toward Aunt Kade and curtsied again.

"l brought the text of the prayer you will be reading, your Hi ghness. | thought
perhaps you would Iike to | ook it over beforehand; practice a little."

"Ch, dear!" At once Kade was flustered. "I do hate having to read prayers! |
hope you wote it big? The light is so poor in the chapel. "

"I think so." The chaplain fussed with her papers. "Here's yours. You will be

i nvoki ng the God of Travelers. Corporal Qopari wll address the God of Storns.

The ship's captain will be doing the God of Sailors, of course, and he will have
his own text. H's Majesty will invoke the God of Peace... his own choice," she
added di sapprovingly. "It does seemcurious."

"Di pl omacy, Mther," Aunt Kade said. "He is concerned with rel ati onshi ps between
Krasnegar and the Inpire and so on. " She held her script at armis |length and
blinked at it.

"Can the corporal read?" Inos asked. OQopari was a pleasant young man. He and his
men woul d doubtl ess do a good job of protecting her on the voyage, but she could
not i magi ne hi mreading.

"No," said Mother Unonini. "But he has been rehearsed. You, |nosolan, wll speak
to the God of Virginity, and--"
"Nol! "

Inos had surprised herself as nmuch as the others. There was a shocked silence
and the two | adi es both col ored.

"Inos!" Aunt Kade breathed. "Surely-"

"Ch, of course not!" said Inos, aghast. "That's not what | neant!" She was
certain she had gone pinker than both of them now. She |ooked to the chaplain.
"I want to speak to the God who appeared to us that day. They are obviously

| ooking after me. Well, are interested..."

Mot her Unoni ni conpressed her lips. "Yes, | agree that it would be appropriate,
but we don't know who They were. | shoul d have asked, of course... "

There was an awkward pause.

"Well," Inos said brashly, "then we shall have to think of a name. They told ne
to try harder, so the God of Good Intentions, perhaps?"

Mot her Unoni ni | ooked doubtful. "I'mnot sure that there is one. | should have

to look at the list. | mean, They all believe in good intentions-the good Gods,
of course."
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"Religion is so difficult!" Aunt Kade remarked, studying her paper again. "Wy
can't Inos just ask for "the God | saw here in the chapel'? They woul d know,
woul dn't They? |Is this word 'devote' or "“devout'?"

" “Denote,' " Mther Unonini said. "Yes, that is a good idea. And she can ask
for help in trying harder."

"Tryi ng what harder?" a voice asked, and there was the king in the doorway,

| ooking very grand in a long scarlet robe trimmed with ermine. It brought with
it a scent of the cedar chest in which it snoozed away the centuries. Inos
smled at himand turned around before he could ask her to.

"Very nice! Charming!" He was carrying his crown under his arm He did not |ook
very well. He had been suffering fromindigestion a lot lately, and the whites
of his eyes had a nasty yellow tinge to them "Trying what harder?" he repeated
Mot her Unoni ni expl ai ned and he nodded gravely.

Aunt Kade was studying her brother with care. "Kondoral wll be saying the
prayer for the palace and those who live in it?"

"OF course!" The king chuckled quietly. "W couldn't teach hima new prayer at
his age,'and we can't stop himsaying it."

"And |," Mther Unonini proclained proudly, "will invoke the God of Wedlock to
find a good husband for the princess." She flinched under a royal frown.

"I think perhaps that would not be in the best of taste, Mdther. It sounds

rat her predatory. After all, the purpose of her visit to our ducal cousin is
merely to experience courtly life and conpl ete her education. Husbands can
wait."

Unonini | ooked flustered and Inos felt a sudden wash of relief. Both her father
and Aunt Kade has insisted she was not being sent off to find a husband, nerely
to | earn deportnment, but she still secretly dreaded that matchmaki ng was behi nd
it all. This sounded like a very firmdenial, though, being nmade to the

chapl ain, and hence indirectly to the Gods. Perhaps her father was reassuring
her. She nust find tine for another private tal k before they sail ed.

"Ch!" Mther Unonini was at a | oss now. "Then which God should | speak to?"
"You could take the God of Virginity," Aunt Kade suggest ed.

Ki ng Hol i ndarn of Krasnegar caught his daughter's eye nonentarily, blinked a
couple of times, then turned hastily away. Inos stared back blankly. Certainly
that remark of Kade's could be taken in a very catty way... but surely he had
not thought that Kade had neant it |ike that? Anyone el se..

But not Kade.

The service in the dank, dark chapel was horrible. Silk was not warm enough

I nos shivered the whole tine. No Gods appeared. The drive down to the harbor was
worse. She tried to smle and wave to the politely cheering crowds while rain
spl ashed into the open carriage. Her stupid, stupid hat wanted to blow off all
the tine.

Al'l this ponp had been Aunt Kade's idea. She had talked the king into it.

The farewell on the dock was the worst of all, saying fornmal good-byes to the
not abl es of the town, being polite, snmling when she wanted to weep. None of her
own friends was there. They were working in the castle, or out on the hills: Lin
and | do and Kel ..

And a young man with gray eyes and a big jaw. A young nman stupid enough to drive
a wagon through the sea itself when he thought it was his duty.

She blinked. The rain nust be getting in her eyes, even although Ua was
standi ng behind her holding a | eather unbrella. Aunt Kade was bei ng inpossible,
chatting with everyone, taking ages.

The captain badly needed a bath, but she was glad when he interrupted all those
intermnable polite farewells to announce that they were going to mss the tide
if they did not go soon. H s ship was even dirtier than he was. And it was so
tiny! Inos tried to hold her gown off the grubby deck and tried to hold her
breath in that revolting--

"What is that stink?' she demanded in horror. A nonth of this?

"Bilge! " Aunt Kade positively chuckled. "Try not to get your gown dirty, dear."
"Dirty?" Inos protested. "We'll all be pig litter in five mnutes. "

"That's why we brought old clothes for the voyage, dear."
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Then she was bei ng hel ped-none too gently-down a | adder and into a black and

vile hold. The cabin... These were her quarters? A closet! She pulled off the
hat and she still could barely stand upright. "This is ny cabin?" she wailed at
her aunt. "I have to live for weeks in this?"

"Qur cabin, dear. And we have two trunks com ng, renenber. Don't worry, you'l
get used to it."

Then her father was there, also, and those could not be raindrops in her eyes
now and she nust not upset him by weeping. "Safe voyage, ny darling." H's voice

was gruff.

She tried to smile. "This is exciting."

He nodded. "It will seem strange, but Kade will take good care of you. | hope
ol d Krasnegar does not seemtoo horribly small and bl eak when you return. "
She swallowed a lunmp in her throat and it was still there. She had things she

wanted to ask him things she shoul d have asked | ong since and had not wanted
to, and now there was no tine.

"Fat her?" Then she blurted it out. "You truly don't want me to marry Angil ki, do
you?"

They were so cranped in that odious little cabin that he hardly had to nove in
order to put his arns around her and hug her tight.

"No, of course not! I|'ve told you-it mght cause all kinds of trouble with
Nordl and if you did."

Relief! The Gods were not as cruel as she had feared.

"But keep your eyes open," he said.

"For what?" she asked, and the ermine collar was tickling, her nose.

He | aughed softly. "For sone handsonme young nman of good family. Preferably a
younger son, and certainly one with sonme brains and tact. One who pl eases you
One who would be willing to live in this wild, far-off country at your side and
hel p you keep Krasnegar out of the clutches of Nordland and Inpire both." She

| ooked up and the |augh was not in his eyes. Even in the bad |ight she could see
the yellow. He |ooked ill!

"Your Majesty!" the captain said urgently from outside the door

"Tides do not wait for kings, ny darling." Then he was gone. She was horribly
aware of Aunt Kade standing there and she wanted to be al one.

"W can go back up on deck and wave, if you want," Aunt Kade said quietly.
"There was so nuch | wanted to say!" Inos was very nuch afraid she was about to
weep. "And | couldn't say it because there was no tine. Al those formalities!"
"That's why we have them dear." Kade patted Inos's arm "They keep us behaving

like royalty."

4

Southward lay the hills. On the hills were the herds, and therefore the herders.
Herdi ng was lonely work and usually dull. The cattle and the horses were the

first toreturn to the land in the spring, as soon as the winter hills began to
molt into brown. Rack-boned and staggering, they were driven across the causeway
and then by gentle stages up to the higher slopes to join as nmany of the sheep
as had survived. There they prospered nmightily. They grew fat and sl eek and
produced young-and al so began to devel op i ndependence of nmind. In particular,
they took to hankering after the hayfields and crops. Miuch of the herdsnen's
time was spent in keeping the livestock awmay fromthe farmng. Cattle especially
were stubborn creatures that could not see why they nmust graze the scanty grass
of the uplands when the valley bottoms were nmore |ush. Undi scouraged, ever
hopef ul and bovinely stupid, they would spend all day circling around, | ooking
for a new approach. A few stout fences would have nade life sinpler for the
herders, but in Krasnegar the cost of |umber made fences unthinkable. So there
were no fences and the dreary contest continued, day after day, year in and year
out.

Not long after his return, Rap was anbling the high hills upon a gray gelding
nanmed Bl uebottle while three | arge, tangle-haired dogs bounded al ong at his
side. He was wearing beige | eather trousers that he had purchased in the spring.
Thei r many patched patches bespoke a |l ong history of previous owners, but they
were very confortable, and he regretted that his ankles were already grow ng out
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of them He carried a shirt tucked in his belt on one side and a |unch poke on
the other. Earlier there had been rain to give the world a clean, fresh snell,
but now the sun sniled froma cloudl ess sky, the wind played lazily in the
grasses, and a curlew wailed its mournful cry.

DulI'! Al nost he could have hoped for a wolf or two conming after a lanb or a calf
or a long-1legged foal, but wolves normally found easier pickings in the sunmer
anong the coneys and mice. And even wolves were not very exciting-the dogs took
care of them upon request.

That day Rap was ninding the horses. They were not quite so idiotic as the
cattle, but their |eader was a stallion naned Firedragon who had a driving
anbition to keep his herd as large as possible. He objected mightily to having
its nenbers conscripted and driven off to take their turns at wagon duty. He was
willing to forget about the hay crops in the nane of freedom dreani ng of sone
promi sed land to the south, beyond the reach of nen, to which he was determ ned
to |l ead his people. These tendencies, also, it was Rap's job to discourage, with
the ent husi astic but nuddl ed assi stance of his dogs.

The norning had been spent, therefore, in maneuvers, with Firedragon seeking a
breakout to the south and Rap persistently cutting himoff. At noon the game was
post poned for sonme serious grazing and rolling, and Rap was then able to start
t hi nki ng about lunch. Hi s viewpoint | ooked down upon the highway, and it was
then he observed a solitary traveler in obvious trouble. Having confirmed that
Fi redragon had tenporarily suspended his planned m gration-being presently nore
interested in one of the nmares--Rap pointed Bl uebottle down the hill and went
off to assist. On the way he donned his shirt to be respectable for human
conpany. The highway was a barely visible track through the hills, here
following a winding valley nmarked at long intervals by the graves of sonme who
had tried to follow the trail in winter, but otherw se barren of any other sign
of mankind. Plodding upon it was the traveler. Sone way ahead of him a saddl ed
horse net hodically cropped the grass. Every few nminutes it would wander a few
steps and return to eating, but those few steps were deceptively effective. The
gap between quarry and pursuer was growing no narrower. It certainly never
woul d, unl ess the horse was unlucky enough to catch its reins in a bush. There
were very few bushes. The wayfarer noted Rap's approach and stopped to wait for
him undoubtedly with relief. He flinched as the dogs bounded up, but once they
had sniffed himthoroughly and deci ded that he was not a wolf in minstrel's
clothing, they wandered off to inspect the scents upon the road.

Jal on was garbed in the sane brown cl oak and oversi ze doubl et he had worn when
Rap chal l enged himat the pal ace gate, and the sanme baggy hose.

"You are a wel cone sight, young man!"

Rap returned the snile, slid fromBluebottle's back, and eased his aching | egs.
"It is along walk to Pondague, sir. "

"You think perhaps | should ride the horse?"

"I't would be quicker." Oohviously Rap had not been recogni zed, which was not
surprising, for men-at-arns did not wander the hills. He unhooked his grub bag
fromhis belt. "I was about to eat, sir, if you would care to join nme? Conpany
with lunch would be a rare luxury. "

Jal on glanced at his nount, which was pretending not to be watching but had

noti ced Bluebottle. "I was going to do the sanme about an hour ago," he
confessed, "but | forgot that a horse is not a harp, which stays where you put
it. " Then his snmile turned to alarmas he saw Bl uebottl e al so wandering off in

search of lusher nourishnent. "Have you not just nmade the sanme m stake?"

Rap shook his head. "He'll cone if | call. "

Now Jal on had noticed nore and was staring in disbelief. "No saddle? No bridle?
No reins?"

Hi s surprise was understandable. Rap squirmed slightly. "It was a wager, sir.
Some of the other nen bet ne that | could not ride herd all day like that.
Usual ly | use saddle and bit, sir. Except for very short journeys."

The nminstrel, studied himfor a few nonents in astonished silence. "You can
control a horse without?"

"Most of them " Rap felt nore enbarrassed than flattered. It was no great
trick, for the horses had known himall their lives.
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Jal on frowned. "Then can you call mine over? | have sone royal provisions that I
shal |l be happy to share. "

Rap nodded. "That one | can. Sunbeaml Cone here!"

Sunbeam r ai sed her head and sent hima | ook of studied insolence.

" Sunbeam "

She twi sted her ears a fewtines, bent for a few nore nouthfuls to show that she
was pl easing hersel f, and then began to drift toward the nen, nibbling as she
care.

"They don't like to be rushed," Rap explained, but he did not have to cal

again. In a few nonents Sunbeam arrived and nuzzled his hand. He | oosened the
saddle girths and tied the reins back out of harmis way. Then he detached the
saddl ebag and laid it down. He patted Sunbeanmis runp and she wandered off to
join Bluebottle.

"I'ncredi ble!" Jal on said.

"Sir, the way you sing is incredible. You nust allow ne a knack for horses."

Rap thought he had nmade rather a cute little speech there-for a stabl eboy-but it
had an astoni shing effect on Jalon. He started. Hi s nobuth opened and cl osed a
few times. He al nost seened to | ose col or

"I nmpossible!™ he nuttered to hinself. "But... you are the one the princess went
to!"

Rap did not answer that, but his face nust have reacted, for the mnstrel at
once said, "I beg pardon, lad. | nmean no harm™"

He knelt to funble with the saddl ebag.

His supplies were certainly nore appetizing than Rap's. One spot being as good
as another, the two of themsat down where they were. Jalon laid out a fine

I unch of cold pheasant and fresh rolls, wi ne and cheese and big green pickles,
but obvi ously he had encountered sone problemand his eyes kept com ng back to

Rap's face.
"Your nane is Rap, right?" he asked suddenly. "And you were the guard, also!"
"Yes, sir. | usually work in the stables, not on the gate. You were correct when

you said that | nust be newto it. You were the first stranger | ever
chal | enged." He had al so been the last. Thosolin had bounced Rap strai ght back
to his post and then baw ed himout thoroughly, telling himto stand there and

| ook pretty and chal | enge nothing short of a gang of armed pirates in future.
"I"'mnot surprised you work in the stables," Jalon remarked, |icking fingers,
"with that kind of ability. Tell me about yourself. "

Rap shrugged. "There is nothing to tell, sir. My parents are dead. | work for
the king. | hope to stay in his service and be a nman-at-arns one day."

Jal on shook his head. "I can tell fromyour face that there is nore to it than
that. | do not nmean to be personal, but your nose does not come from Krasnegar."
However it was neant, that remark seenmed personal to Rap.

"You have brown hair," the mnstrel added thoughtfully. "The Kransegarians are
either lighter or darker than you. Even if they are of m xed parentage, they are
one or the other. Gray eyes? So your parents cane fromfar away. From Sysanasso,
I would guess. You're a faun."

"My nother, sir. My father was a jotunn."

"Tell me! " Jalon chewed a pheasant |eg and fixed his strangely dreany bl ue eyes
on Rap, although there was certainly interest in those eyes at the nonent.

Rap did not see that it concerned the man, but Jalon was a friend of the king
and was therefore due respect froma servant of the king.

"My father was a raider, sir, one of a crewthat roaned far to the south

Sl avers. They found good trade selling their captives. My nother was one, but ny
father took a fancy to her and kept her. Later he settled in Krasnegar and
became a net maker."

Jal on nodded thoughtfully. "Was he captain of the ship?"

Rap shook his head. "Just a crewran, sir. "

"And what happened to hinP"

This was none of any minstrel's business! "He broke his neck. " Rap did not hide
his bitterness. Maybe it would shane the man out of his curiosity.

It did not. "How?"
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"He fell off the dock one night. Perhaps he was trying to swim but the harbor
was frozen solid-he was drunk. | amnot of noble birth, sir!"

Jalon ignhored the sarcasm "It wasn't him then."

He sat in silence for a nonent, pondering. Rap wondered what that |ast renmark
had neant.

"And your nother, this slave who was not sold with the others... was she the
common property of the whole crew, or just of your father? "

"Sirt"

Jalon sniled apol ogetically and then stretched out to | ean on one el bow while he
ate. "Put up with nme for a nonent, friend Rap. | amnot good at this sort of
thing. | know others who would do it better. But | sense sonething here...

have travel ed widely and | have heard tales and seen sights that you have not.
have been to Sysanasso. It is hot and jungly and unhealthy. Fauns have wi de,
rather flat noses, and brown skins-browner than yours, nostly-and they have very
curly brown hair. So your hair is a conpromise." He grinned. "O an argunent ?"
Rap smled as politely as he coul d manage and sai d nothing. Far away, Firedragon
whi nni ed. Sunbeam replied, and Rap swung around and shouted at her. She seened
to sigh regretfully and went back to grazing.

Jal on was anused. "Fauns have the reputation of being very good with aninals."
"That explains me, then."

The ninstrel nodded. "All the keepers in the inperor's zool ogical gardens are
fauns. So are nmany hostlers."

Rap had tal ked about fauns with sailors, but he had never heard that before.
"What el se can you tell nme about them sir?" Jalon w ped the neck of the bottle
and passed it. "They are supposedly peaceful, but dangerous when roused.

Woul dn't be human ot herw se, would they?" He smiled. "People like to | abe
peopl e. Jotnar are always said to be big and warlike, but |ook at ne!"

"Yes, sir." No one could have | ooked | ess warlike than this slight,

fl axen-haired mnstrel

He cleared his throat awkwardly. "That's understandable, too. | don't usually
mention it in this part of the world, but there's elf blood in ny fanily. Wen
I"mnear |lrane, of course, | apologize for ny jotunn part. | can't pass as an
el f, though. "

Rap had never net an elf. He'd heard they had unusual eyes.

"So there's nothing wong with alittle outcross!"” Jalon said in an unusually
firmtone.

"No, sir." Rap sipped sparingly at the wine. He didn't care for wine. If there
was nothing wong with being a hal fbreed, then why was the minstrel going on and
on about it? Perhaps he thought he was putting Rap at ease by nentioning his own
el vi sh descent.

"Fauns?" Jalon muttered. "Ch, yes... they have very hairy legs." He glanced at
Rap's protrudi ng ankles and then grinned at his angry flush. He began nusing
again, alnobst to hinself.

"Krasnegar is a hard place to live, but no worse than Sysanosso, | suspect. How
old were you when your father died?"

"About five, sir."

"You don't need to “sir' nme all the tine, Rap. I'monly a minstrel. Punch ne on
the jawif you want to. Wat happened to your nother then?"

Rap scowl ed at the question. He twisted around to | ook at the horses. Firedragon
was grazing, and apparently play had not resuned yet. "The king took her into
hi s househol d, and she was found to be a fine |lace maker. | suppose she had been
maki ng the nets ny father sold. She died of fever about five years later."

Jalon rolled back on his side and stared at the sky. "No brothers or sisters?"
Rap shook his head, then said, "No."

The ninstrel pondered for a few mnutes. "What sort of a person was your

nmot her ?"

"Loving!"
"I"'msure she was, Rap. You won't tell nme any nore?"
"Sir, there is nothing to tell!" Rap was very close to losing his tenper, and

that awareness would only make himlose it faster. Jotnar had notorious tenpers,
and he was half jotunn, so he tried never to let hinself get really nmad about
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anyt hi ng.

Jal on sighed. "You did not ask how | knew your name."

No, he hadn't. "How did you?"

"Why, yesterday it was being shouted all over the palace. There was a terrible
rowin the royal famly. A week or so ago sone idiot wagon driver apparently
crossed the causeway at high tide--which is inpossible, of course. It seens that
the king had ordered himto | eave the island and he had taken the orders a
little too strictly for his own safety. "

Rap's heart sank. He had hoped that his fool hardy escapade m ght have escaped
notice, but of course Lin was a bl abbernouth, and the crew of the fishing boat
must have seen.

"It wasn't high tide
Jalon ignored the interruption. "The king blaned the hostler, who del ayed the
man by requiring himto take a wagon, instead of just putting himon a horse as
the king had expected. The hostler probably nmeant no harm but the result was

that the man did expose hinself to... certain dangers. The word "miracle' was
bei ng tossed back and forth. "

Rap groaned.

"It was only yesterday that Princess Inosolan got wind of the affair. She
scol ded her father royally. In fact, | have sel dom heard such a tantrum "

"Ch, Gods!" Rap nuttered. Way in the world would I nos have done such a thing?
Then he said, "Gods! " mnuch |ouder, and junped to his feet.

Fi redragon was noving his herd toward the top of the hill, heading west. It
woul d be a long chase to cut himoff now. .. unless he was still wthin earshot?
The wi nd was behind Rap, so it was worth a try. He cupped his hands and
bel | oned. For a nonment nothing seenmed to happen, but he kept calling, choosing
the horses that responded best. He was just about to give up, leap on

Bl uebottl e, and give chase-knowi ng that the pursuit mght |ast for days-when the
herd faltered. Two mares split away and headed for Rap. Qutraged, Firedragon
rushed after themto restore discipline.

Now Rap switched his attention to the other side of the herd. A ready they were
al nrost too far off to recognize, but he thought he could identify some and he
began calling them By the tine Firedragon had recovered the first pair, three
nmore and a foal had departed.

For alittle while the battle continued, the stallion roaring with fury as he
pounded back and forth across the hillside, trying to bully his charges back on
the right track, Rap calling them away again as soon as his tail was turned.
Then the stallion swng to stare at this puny and audaci ous rival and even at
that distance he could be seen to be dancing with rage, head down, teeth bared,
tail arched. He bellowed a challenge and began a |long, |ong charge.

Rap began to worry. He would rather face an angry bull than a nad stallion. At
first he let the horse cone, for the confused herd had ended its mlling and
begun to follow, but when Firedragon had covered about half the distance and was
showi ng no signs of second thoughts, Rap decided that he had better try to do
sonething. If he couldn't, then herdman and minstrel would have to beat a very
fast retreat.

"Firedragon!" he roared. "Cut that out! Go back! Back!"

Wuld it work? The stallion was very responsive to Rap, usually. He held his
breath. Then the attack faltered. Firedragon veered away, bouncing and cavorting
in frustrated fury. In a few mnutes he seened to cal mdown, then went cantering
back to his herd. And apparently he had given up his attenpt to sneak away over
the hill. The horses seethed around briefly, then slowy settled down to eating
once nore. Bluebottle and Sunbeam had been watching with interest. Deciding that
the show was over, they, too, went back to cropping the sunmer grass.

Rap rubbed his neck, for his throat felt raw. He sat down again to find Jal on
staring glassily, his lunch forgotten

"Thirsty work," Rap said, uneasy at that w de blue gaze. "May | have another sip
of that wne, sir?"

"Have the whole bottle!" Jalon continued to gape for a while, then added, "Wy
do you bot her shouting? You didn't believe they could hear you at that distance,
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surel y?"

Rap considered that question while he drank. Not understanding it, he decided to
ignore it. "Thank you." He put down the bottle and resunmed his |unch

After a long silence the mnstrel spoke, but in a whisper, although the hills
were enpty of people as far as eye coul d see.

"Master Rap, would you consider sharing?"

"Sharing what, sir?"

Jal on | ooked surprised. "Your secret. What lets you do that... and cross the
causeway when apparently no one el se would even have tried. My singing is of the
sanme essence."”

Rap wondered if soft brains were a necessary qualification for ninstreling. He
coul d see no connection between singing and causeway crossing, and very little
resenbl ance to horse calling. This Jalon was a fine bard, but any nman who | et
hi s horse wander away from himunintentionally in this country had clearly | ost
a few nails sonewhere. Perhaps it went even farther than that. He m ght be a
total lunatic.

"I call the horses' nanes, sir. They all know nme and they trust ne. | adnit |
wasn't sure about calmng the stallion... he does sort of like ne, | think. The
causeway story must have been exaggerated. The tide was coming in, but there was
no danger."

"So you can call nmares away froma stallion?" Jalon nodded ironically. "O
course. You can journey where others can not. Kings are reprinanded for their
treatnment of you? Princesses want you to hold their hands..." He suddenly seened
depressed. "lIs there anything | could ever possibly offer that woul d persuade
you to share with me? | have wi der resources than are presently apparent. "
"Sir?" Rap could nake no sense of the conversation at all

The ninstrel shrugged. "OF course not! And why would you trust nme? Wuld you be
so kind as to call Sunbeanf? | have far to go before dark. "

Rap hoped the man would not try to ride his horse until then. He would | ane her
for certain. But that was not Rap's affair. He called Sunbeam over and adj usted

her girths again and repl aced the saddl ebag. "I thank you for a fine |unch,
mnstrel," he said.

"May the Gods go with you. "

Jalon was still |ooking at himoddly. "Darad!" he said.

"Sir?"

"Darad," repeated the mnstrel. "There is a man cal |l ed Darad. Renenber the nane.
He is very dangerous and he will |earn of you."

"Thank you for the warning, sir," Rap said politely.
Not just nails-the man was nissing a few shoes, as well.

5

Al'l things include Both the Evil and the Good.

Inos repeated that sacred text a hundred times, but she still could not find the
good in seasickness. It had to be totally evil. She desperately wanted to die.

The cabin was cranped and | oathsone. It was snelly and dirty and dark. It went
up. It went down. It rolled and it pitched. For two days she lay and suffered
abom nably. Aunt Kade was infuriatingly immune to seasickness, and that fact
hel ped I nos no nore than her aunt's twittering attenpts to cheer her up

I n the begi nning was not hi ng. She sought help in religion, there being no
earthly help in sight except hopefully a shipweck and fast drowni ng. The Good
parted fromthe Evil and the Evil parted fromthe Good. Just as she had so
pronptly parted fromthe nouthful of soup she had been persuaded to try. The
world is created in Their eternal conflict. Certainly there was an eterna
conflict going on inside Inos.

On the third day she began to feel a little better.

At tines.

But not for |ong.

The slightest change in the nmotion of the ship and she was back in total evi
agai n.

But there nust be sone trace of the Good in seasickness, for the sacred words
said so. Perhaps it was humlity. Fat, twittery Aunt Kade was a far better
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sailor than she was. Meditate on that. The God had said there were hard tines in
store, but she had never dreaned that tinmes could be so hard as these. Only we

have free will, only humanki nd can choose the Good and shun the Evil. What
choi ce had she ever nmade that had | anded her in this? Only we, by finding the
greater good, can increase the total good and decrease the total evil in the
wor | d.

Start by abolishing seasickness.

Slowmy iife began to seem a possible option again. Slowy Inos started

contenpl ating her future in Kinvale. Her father had gone there once, as a young
man. He had pronised that she woul d enjoy hersel f-year-round riding there, he
had said, and good parties. Even Jalon had spoken well of life in the Inpire,

al t hough he did not know Kinvale itself. Perhaps, she thought in her better
monents, perhaps it mght be bearable. It was only for a year, after all.

On the fourth norning, she awoke feeling ravenous. Aunt Kade was not in her
bunk. Throwi ng on thick wool sweater and slacks, Inos prepared to neet the world
agai n. Now she could accept that there was indeed a snmall good in seasickness-it
felt so marvel ous when it stopped. Geatly conforted that her religion had not
been di scredited, she headed for the deck

She was horrified. The world was a heaving grayness. There was no sky, no |and,
only hilly green-gray water dying away into haze in all directions. The ship had
shrunk. It seened so pathetically tiny and cranped, a little wooden box under a
cage of ropes and dirty canvas, riding up and down over those gray hills. The
wind was icy and cruel and tasted of salt... not even a seagull.

Two sailors stood tal king at the back of the ship, and there was no one else in
sight. She felt a stupid wave of panic rising and suppressed it. The rest of

t hem nust be around somewhere, and Aunt Kade, also. She started toward the two
sailors, discovering that wal king on a rocking ship was not as easy as she had
expected. The wi nd whi pped her hair and nade her eyes water, and she finally
reeled up to them grabbed the rail they were | eaning on, and blinked tears
awnay.

The tall one was hol ding the wheel and regarding her with interest displayed on
those parts of a craggy, weatherbeaten face not totally conceal ed by
silver-streaked whi skers. The other was extrenely short, squat, and unbelievable
in pants and a huge fur jacket... bareheaded, filny white hair nussed beyond
recognition by the wind, cheeks burning like bright red apples and bl ue eyes
shiny wi th happi ness.

"Inos, my dear! | amso glad to see you on your feet again." Inos, |ooking
around in horror at the featurel ess desert of water, was beyond speech.

"You will need a jacket, dear," her aunt said. "The wind is quite chilly. "
Chilly? It was an ax.

Kade beaned encouragingly. "W are nmaking excellent time--North Cawin four
days, the master predicts. The air will be warmer when we reach Westerwater. "
Inos' teeth began to chatter. "I think I need sonme breakfast. " She hugged her
arnms around herself. "Perhaps they woul d have sonething down in the kitchen?"
"Gal l ey, dear. Yes. OF course you nust be starved. Let us go and see, then."
"No need for you to cone," Inos said, "if you are enjoying yourself. "

"Of course | must cone."

"Of course?"

Aunt Kade assuned her nost primexpression. "This is not Krasnegar any nore,

I nosol an. | amyour chaperone and | nust, |ook after you. "

A terrible suspicion washed over Inos's mind. "You nean that you don't let ne
out of your sight fromnow on?"

"That is correct, dear. Now let us see if we can find you sone breakfast. "

The ship sailed on, but Inos' heart sank... all the way to the bottom of the
Wnter Ccean.

There were worse things in store than seasickness.

Sout hwar d dr eans:

The hills | ook over on the South,

And Sout hward dreans the sea;

And with the sea-breeze hand in hand,
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Cane i nnocence and she.
Franci s Thonpson, Dai sy

THREE
Cl ear cal

1

"Why doesn't sonet hi ng happen?" Inos denmanded in an urgent whisper

"Why shoul d anyt hi ng happen?" Aunt Kade repli ed.

Inos ground her teeth quietly, glaring hatred at her enbroidery. They were
sitting in the willow grove at Kinvale with many other |adies of quality, al
sewi ng or crocheting or nerely chatting in the heavy sunshine. It was afternoon
in late sunmer and nothing was happening. Nothing, it seened, ever happened at
Ki nval e. Not hi ng was supposed to-that was the whol e idea.

"Besi des," her aunt continued placidly, "sonething did happen | ast night. You

| ost a brooch."

That was a devastating and unwel cone truth, and an unusually pointed reproof
from Aunt Kade. Inos was being as difficult as possible, but her pleasure at
havi ng punctured her aunt's maddeni ngly constant good hunor was spoiled in this
i nstance by the rem nder of her own stupidity. Losing a dearly | oved heirl oom
did not conpare with painting one tooth black and sniling excessively at dinner
Enbroi dery was too intricate for Aunt Kade's eyes. She was knitting sone usel ess
garnment that woul d undoubtedly be given away to a servant as soon as it was
finished. The process was inportant, the result was not. Inos was nmaking a
horri bl e mess of stitching a nosegay pattern on the corner of a linen kerchi ef
and suffering acute agonies of frustration and boredom She had been at Kinvale
for a nonth. She would be there for nine or ten nore nonths yet and not hing ever
happened.

Except a few things she had made happen, of course

She coul d concede that Kinvale was beautiful, a very great estate set in rolling
hills, lush and rich as she had never inagined a |and could be. It lay northeast
of Pando Qul f, near the great port of Shal dokan-of which she had seen nothing at
all -but far enough fromthe sea that it had never been pillaged by jotunn

rai ders, even during the worst periods of disorder in the past when the Inpire
had been weak. She had seen little of the smaller manors and haml ets nearby, but

enough to know that they were old and settled and dull. The nearby town of

Ki nford she had visited briefly, and it was also old, prosperous, and apparently
dull. The huge, spraw ing ducal estate was old, |uxurious, and driving her
crazy.

The will ow grove, where she was presently enduring a particularly acute boredom
was picturesque to a fault, flanking a | ake that was itself resplendent with
water lilies and graceful swans, set about with sculptures and little marble
pavilions. Beyond the | ake lay the park, where nyriad servants tidied up the
droppi ngs of snall deer and carved the boxwood trees into fantastic and amusing
shapes. For soneone who had seen exactly six trees in her life, Inos had tired
of trees surprisingly quickly-they did not do anything. She had been inpressed
by the green hills, the farnms, and the vineyards, but she had glinpsed all those
only at a distance. Young |ladies of quality were not encouraged to go nucking
around in farnyards, and she had been swiftly intercepted on her one attenpt to
go exploring in that direction.

She passed her nornings now in | essons-dancing, elocution, and lute playing. In
the afternoons she would sit and sew and talk with Aunt Kade and ot her natrons.
In the evenings there was dancing or listening to nusic and then bedtinme. And
that was all. She had been allowed to go riding a fewtinmes with other wellborn
mai dens, but their path had been restricted to a cinder circle through the park,
the horses had been anci ent hacks, and their riders no nore

i nteresting-well-educated virgins whose brains had been wapped up in enbroidery
and tucked away in sonme safe drawer at birth. Inos was permtted to read books,
provi ded she did not overdo it. She nmight stroll on the terrace, so |l ong as she
did not |eave Aunt Kade's sight or talk to strange nen. She could also sit and
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grind her teeth at needl ework and wonder what woul d happen if one evening she
were to tear off all her clothes and turn cartwheels across the ballroom fl oor
Am d the splendor and wealth she was niserably honesick for barren, shabby old
Krasnegar. Amid nobility and personages of the hi ghest breeding, she | onged for
the conpany of Father and Lin and Ido. Even dull old Rap woul d do.

She was not supposed to be out of Aunt Kade's sight unless sonme other old..
gentl eworman. .. had been designated her keeper for a short while. It was
humiliating! Did they think she was some sort of wanton? That she could not be
trusted? O course she was trusted, Aunt Kade would explain patiently. It was
appearances that mattered. Cdinbing out casenents, sliding down banisters..
Materializing in dignified silence, a young footman offered a tray of sweetneats
to Aunt Kade, who declined, and then to Inos.

"Thanks, Urni. " She pointed to one of the yumry little cakes.

"That one! Did Al opa bake these?"

The tray wobbl ed dangerously. Scarlet flowed out of his high, tight collar,
rising all the way to his powdered hair. "M mnm' an"

"Just wondering." Inos flashed hima benign but triunphant snile. "I thought
maybe it was her baking that you were after in the little pantry two nights
ago?"

U ni al nost dropped her chosen cake fromhis tongs. The tray swayed again in his
ot her hand, and he swallowed hard. "No, ma'am | mean... No, ma'am"

She chuckl ed quietly and said no nore, letting himbeat a speedy retreat. Of
duty, he was rather fun, was young Urni-or so the chanbernmaids reported.

As Inos was about to pop the first norsel of cake in her nouth, Aunt Kade sighed
heavily. "You really should not speak to the donestics |ike that, dear. "

"Ch?" Inos laid down her fork in case she was tenpted to throwit. "It upsets
you that all these old crones will see ne failing to live up to their nmunmfied
standards of nose-in-the-air snootiness? You would prefer ne to behave like a
mar bl e statue? Exactly what harmis there in treating a man |i ke a human bei ng?"
Kade finished the row and turned the knitting. "None," she told it. "Treat him
like a human being by all means. "

"I don't believe |I understand that remark.
"You were not treating himlike a human being. You were treating himlike a

tet hered bear."

"I..." Inos fell silent, nmouth open

"They can't fight back, ny dear. They, at least, would certainly prefer marble
statues." Kade's eyes had never strayed from her knitting, but now she added,
"And here cones the duke."

I nos | ooked up. Duke Angil ki had emerged onto the terrace with a conpanion

That, Inos decided bitterly, probably qualified as an excitenment. She had
expected that a man who had buried two wives m ght be a nonster, but she was now
certain that they had di ed of boredom Angilki was quite the dullest nman she had
ever nmet. He was tall and portly, with a flabby red face and a pendul ous | ower
lip-the face of an overgrown, slowwi tted child. He was utterly dominated by his
fearsone not her, the dowager duchess, and his only interest seened to be
interior decorating. He was extending Kinvale in all directions, but the
architecture was incidental. Neither the building activity nor the final purpose
mattered. It was style that counted, and the process itself. So the duke spent
his days with artists and artisans in blissful contenplation of plans, sketches,
and swatches. His artistic taste was inpeccable, his results inpressive. Kinvale
was beautiful. But what good was it, Inos would demand of her aunt when they
were alone, if it doesn't do anything?

At | east she no |onger need worry that Duke Angil ki would force her to marry him
so that he might beconme king of Krasnegar. Krasnegar woul d appeal to AngilKi

much | ess even than Kinval e appealed to I nos, and the duke hinmsel f had no
visible interest in wonmen. Had she been a roll of chintz, now, or a sanple of
wal | paper, then she night have caught his eye and brought a flush to his cheek

A conspiratorial twitter fromthe | adi es announced that the duke and his friend
wer e advancing toward them over the lawn... probably conming to ask his nother if
he coul d take a bath, I nos decided, but a quick glance around showed that the
dowager duchess was not present. And the conpanion was a man. That was unusual
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Houseguests cane and went by the dozen at Kinvale--friends and relatives to the
farthest degree--and they were alnost all fenale.

Where were all the nen? Possibly sonme were off soldiering somewhere, and perhaps
others had soldiered at sone tine in the past and failed to recover fromthe
experience. The few men who did show up at the banquets and balls were al nost

all nmuch too old to be of interest and all basically dull, as well. Their

prof ession seened to be the el egant doing of nothing, their only recreation the
sl aughtering of birds or animals. A few of themhad admtted to having usefu
occupations |ike overseeing estates. One or two had even let slip the fact that
they engaged in trade. There had been travel ers pass through, and soldiers and
Inperial officials and priests. But were there no young, interesting nmen in the
I nmpi re.

Lately Inos had begun to perceive Kinvale as a zoo, a gane farm where the
worrenf ol k were confined while the nen stayed away and ran the world. This

i nsi ght depressed her greatly. Already the ship road to Krasnegar woul d be
closing dowmn for winter and she had all those dreary nonths to |l ook forward to
before it opened again.

Now Duke Angil ki had reached the edge of the grove of |adies and was naki ng

i ntroductions. He was beautifully dressed, of course, his bul ging doubl et

gl eami ng white and his hose bright scarlet. His cloak was a rich bottle green
with a narrow ermine trimprobably much too hot for this tinme of year, Inos

t hought, but the heavy material woul d disguise his stoutness better than a
lighter fabric. He had an excellent tailor. He noved on to the next snall
cluster of |adies, and she caught her first good | ook at his conpani on

Ml Not bad at all!

The stranger was a conparatively young nman, a rarity. Inos had net al nost no nen
of her own age at Kinvale. Apparently nales still in their acne and Adam s appl e
met anor phosi s were kept out of the sight of genteel conpany, and now she thought
she mi ght even settle for early twenties. This one would do for a start. He was
as tall as the duke, dark and slim and his deep-blue doubl et and white hose

out shone even the duke's tailoring. He was wearing no cloak, which was daring of
himit enphasized his youth. He noved with grace. Yes! Alittle older than she
woul d normal Iy have preferred, but... not... bad... at... all

"Don't stare, dear, " Aunt Kade nuttered, holding her knitting at armis length
and screwi ng up her eyes. "They're comng as fast as they can. "

"What! | nean, beg pardon?"

"I't woul d appear that they're heading toward us," Aunt Kade tol d her needl es.
"But of course they nust pay their respects to the others first. "

"That's what they call a young nman, isn't it? | think we used to have sone of
those around Krasnegar. "

"Sarcasmis not ladylike," Aunt Kade said mldly. "Try not to drool over himtoo
much. He was at the ball |ast night."

"I didn't see him "

"He noticed you. " Aunt Kade's smle registered satisfaction. Angrily Inos
pretended to concentrate on her enbroidery. Mention of the previous night

rem nded her yet again of the tragedy-she had | ost her nother's ruby brooch. She
could not forgive herself for being so careless. She was certain that it had
still been there when she retired to bed and that she had unpinned it and laid
it on her dressing table. Yet that was obvi ously inpossible, because there had
been no brooch there in the norning. O course the door of their suite had been
bol t ed- Aunt Kade al ways insisted on that. They had even considered burglary as
an expl anation, but had been forced to discard it. Ateamof circus cats could
not have reached their windows. O all the heirloons that her father had given
her, her nother's ruby brooch had been the nost precious to her, and now she had
been so unthinkably carel ess and stupid and ungrateful and--

The duke! She bounced up hurriedly fromher chair.

"Sir Andor," Duke Angil ki explained. "Princess Kadol an of Krasnegar."

The young nman bowed over Aunt Kade's hand. Yes, very nice indeed! He was an inp,
of course-and how I nos | onged now for the sight of a tall, blond jotunn just to
break the nonotony-but he was not short and he was not swarthy. H s hair was
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bl ack, but his skin showed a gl eam ng, healthy tan, a snmooth conplexion with
just a hint of blue chin to save the perfectly regular features fromany hint of
fem ninity. Handsonme! Then he straightened and turned to her and she saw sniling
dark eyes and perfect white teeth. Handsome did not do justice.

"And Princess Inosolan," said her portly host, "may | present to your Hi ghness
my friend Sir Andor? Sir Andor, this is Princess Kadolan's niece."

"I shall always renmenber this day," Sir Andor said, "when all my standards of
beauty and grace had to be discarded as i nadequate, when all other |adies faded
in ny sight, when ny highest dreans and aspirations were suddenly made worthl ess
by nmy first glinpse of fem nine perfection in the divine formof the Princess

I nosol an. "

He stooped to touch his lips to her hand. Inos was still trying to think of sone
equal Iy outrageous reply when their eyes nmet again and she saw that he was

| aughi ng. She was so surprised that she did not hear what she said, but
apparently it was satisfactory.

"You have just arrived at Kinvale then, Sir Andor? " Aunt Kade inquired.

"Two days ago, ma'am"

"l have been trying to persuade himto spend sone tinme with us," the duke
huffed, "but he insists that he nust rush off."

"A month at the nost!" Andor said. "I have npbst urgent responsibilities to cal
me away, although | know already that ny heart will never |eave. Even the
presence of such celestial beauty is insufficient..."

I nos resuned her seat as the flowery phrases were tossed around, the duke and
Aunt Kade apparently serious, while she was quite certain this young Andor was
treating it all as ludicrous nonsense and offering to share the joke with her

It was a wonderful surprise to discover that she was not the only sane person in
the world. Then the duke nade sone excuses and noved off, pausing to dispense
nmore greetings. A nmiasma of disapproval arose fromthe conpany in
gener al - obvi ously the sensational young Andor had been brought out especially to
meet I nos, and that was being regarded as sneaky favoritism

Aunt Kade took the hint and asked himif he would care to sit.

He did so, studying her with an expression of wonder.

"COf course that is your portrait in the gallery," he said. "I noticed it at

once. It quite puts all the other so-called beauties to shane, and yet it does
not do you justice."

Aunt Kade preened. "It was painted many years ago."

"But a silver setting enhances the finest gens, and nothing el se has changed.
Your coloring... "

I nos had heard sonme outrageous flattery sessions in the previous nonth, but

not hing that could have touched the performance that followed. Wth quick, deft
strokes, like a skilled fishwife filleting, Andor reduced Aunt Kade to sinpering
bl ushes. Conplinents so excessive could not possibly be intended seriously, yet
that did not stop thembeing effective in the hands of an expert. Then he turned
his attention to I nos. She wondered what heights of hypocrisy he would scal e
now, but the cynical twi nkle was back in his eye again, and he surprised her
once nore. "But you, ma'am.. on reconsideration, | find your appearance nost

di spl easing. "

Inos had been preparing a snall smile of |adylike nodesty; taken unaware, she
stamered. Aunt Kade opened her nouth to protest, then closed it.

"To cone so close to perfection, " Andor said, putting his head on one side and
pretending to study her, "and then fail to achieve it is a sin against all art.
It offends one's sensibilities. A nuch | esser beauty that confined itself within
its own linmtations would not inpart this aura of failure, of excessive anbition
unreal i zed. "

He | eaned back to consider her further. "Wat is required, | think... yes..

what is really needed... is a touch of fire. Then we should see divinity!"

He held out a hand with Inos' brooch on the palm

Speechl ess with astoni shnent, I nos exam ned the brooch. Aunt Kade expressed

pl easure and denmanded an expl anation

"A nost curious tale!" Andor said solemly. "Just after dawn this norning | was
putting a hunter over a few junps, over on the far side of the park there, when
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| saw a bird fly overhead with sonething shiny..."

Had he told it with a straight face, Inos thought, she would certainly have
believed him but every tinme Aunt Kade's eyes left his face he gl eaned a secret
grin at Inos and she found she was sliding closer and closer to an attack of

gi ggl es.

"l believe you can even see the very tree in which the jackdaws have their
nest," he said, rising and peering over the lake. "Yes, there." He pointed and
of course Inos had to rise to see where he was pointing. "No, farther to the

left... " He led her around one of the willows.

In a few nonments, still trying to see the tree with the jackdaws' nest, I|nos
found that she was out of earshot of Aunt Kade. Still pointing, Andor said,
"Doesn't this place make you want to puke?"

"Ch, yes!" Inos peered along his armfor the benefit of the many di sapproving
wat chers and said, "Raving nad. Is there really a jackdaw tree?"

"Gods, no! | found your brooch on the rug last night. The pin was |oose. | had

it repaired. Do you like riding?" He was |ooking back and forth fromher to the
hori zon and she was nodding as if he were pointing out |andmarks; |eading her
eye to the nythical jackdaws. "Fishing? Boating? Archery? Right!"

He | ed her back to her chair and gave Aunt Kade a di sapproving frown. "Your
niece tells nme she has not yet seen the water caves! " What water caves?

"Well, we have only recently arrived at Kinvale," Aunt Kade protested.
"But this is the best tinme of year to see them when the river is low. Don't you
agree?"

He skillfully cornered Aunt Kade into conceding that she had visited the water
caves in her youth. Thus she could hardly object when Andor announced that he
woul d organi ze a party of sone young | adies and gentlenen to view the water
caves. He went on to discuss the annual sal nmon run, when the rivers were-red
frombank to bank with fish as large as sheep, to grape tranping in the
vineyards, to the giant sequoias, to treasure hunts, to royal tennis, to

hayri des and waterfalls and boating expeditions with picnic |unches, to bathing
in the natural hot springs, to falconry and fly fishing, to a dozen other
entrancing possibilities. There was no suggestion that any of these ventures
woul d i nvol ve | ess than a dozen people and he tossed out the nanes of very
respect abl e conpani ons, evidently being on terns of friendship with al nost
everyone at Kinvale and nost of the surrounding countryside as well. It was a
staggering presentation and it left Inos' head whirling.

"OfF course ny niece is kept very busy with her nusic | essons.”

"But nmy tinme here is so short!" Andor |anented. "Surely a week or two's delay in
her rmnusical career would not prejudice her future irreparably? The water caves
will take a couple of days' preparation, but tonorrow. .."

Eventual |y sone of the other |adies decided that he had been nonopolized too

| ong, and he was delicately renoved to nmake conversation el sewhere. |nos sighed
deeply and snmi | ed down at her negl ected enbroidery.

Suddenly Kinvale no | onger seened quite so nmuch of a prison. If that stunning
young Andor nman was going to deliver on a fraction of what he had prom sed in
the way of entertainnent, Kinvale was going to be fun. There had been no one in
Krasnegar who coul d even approach himfor charm O |ooks. There was an

exci tement about himthat Inos had never net, or even known exi sted.

She realized that the silence was becom ng too expressive.

"What a... pleasant person.”

"It is nice to see sonething well done," Aunt Kade agreed conpl acently.

I nos wondered what exactly that renmark inplied. "Perhaps sonmething is going to
happen at |ast! "

"Per haps, dear." Aunt Kade held her knitting away from her again and squinted at
it. "But it's nmy job to see that it doesn't."

2
The noon was a silver boat floating above the sunset as a sodden punt drifted
down the river, bearing Inos and Andor... and sone others.

"You did not scream Hi ghness.
wakening in the east. "All the other |adies screaned.

Andor's eyes twinkled like the first stars

file:/l/G|/rah/Dave%20Duncan%20-%20A%20Ma...His%20Word%201%20-%20Magic%20Casement.txt (46 of 174) [2/14/2004 12:03:30 AM]



file:///G|/rah/Dave%20D uncan%20-%20A %20M an%200f%20Hi s%20Word%201%20-%20M agic%20Casement.txt

"Did you wish ne to scream sir?"
"OfF course! W brutish nen gain savage pleasure fromhearing you | adi es scream

"I must ask nmy aunt to arrange for ne to take screaning | essons.
"Do so! And what did you think of the water caves?"

"They are ugly and dull. They cannot be viewed wi thout getting soaked to the
skin. "

"This is true, ma'am"

"Which is why ny aunt declined to cone."

"And several other aunts. "

"Do you think we can go back there-often?"

He | aughed, |eaning on his pole, bright eyes and white teeth gleamng in the
dusk. "I think the water caves only work once. But there are other
possibilities."

The noon was a gi ant punpkin, flooding the mdnight world with golden light, as
the revelers in the hay wain returned fromthe berry pickers' ball..

The noon was a thin grin in the east as the astoni shed occupants of Kinvale were
awakened at dawn by the strains of a small private orchestra performng on the
terrace bel ow their w ndows, being conducted by Sir Andor in a serenade to honor
the birthday of Princess |nosolan..

There was no noon as Andor |ed Inos out on the bal cony. The heavy drapes cl osed
behind them nuffling the tuneful sounds of the ballroom Stars had been poured
|iberally across the deep black sky, but there was a taste of fall in the wnd,
and the air was cool on her flushed skin.

Very gently Andor slid his hands around her and turned her to face him At once
her heart began dancing far faster than all those prancing couples they had just
left.

"lnos..."

He paused. She wondered if he would dare try to kiss her, and how she woul d
react. It was rare indeed for the two of themto have a nonment al one, but she
sensed that this was for nore than idle chat. How long until Aunt Kade tracked

t hem down? Then she noticed the concern in his face.

" Andor ?"

He seened to be having trouble finding words, and that was rare indeed for him
Suddenly he broke away from her and pounded his fist on the balustrade. "I
shoul d never have cone here! "

"What ? But-"

"Inos... your Hghness, I... | told you the first tine we net! | said then that
I could not stay long. A nmonth, | said. | have been here five weeks. "

How her heart stopped dancing. Indeed it seened to stop altogether. "You are

| eavi ng?"

He spread his palnms on the marble and stared out over the dark-shrouded trees.
"I nmust! It tears ne to ribbons, but | nust |eave. | have given ny word. "

Happi ness cracked, shattered, crashed down in a mllion shards |ike breaking
ice. And a brainless little princess could find nothing better to say than
"When?"

"Now At once! My horse is to be ready at midnight. | have stolen every mnute
could. | nust be in Shal dokan by dawn." Inos took several deep breaths and
forced herself to consider the matter rationally. She was only a child, after
all. Andor was a nan of the world-charning, |earned, cultivated, experienced..
"There is an elderly friend... " Andor paused.

"Pl ease! The details do not concern nme. "

It had been inevitable. She should have known. She had known, but she had not
admtted it to herself. Wiile visiting friends, as the gentry of the Inpire so
often did, Andor had taken pity on a lonely youngster. He had armused hi nsel f by
passing the tinme in her conpany. It had been light entertainment for him He
probably did not even realize that for her it had been life itself, that he had
saved her sanity in the boredom of Kinvale, that he had shown her what |ife was
really for, that if she lived to be a hundred--

"Yes, they do concern you. To this nan | owe a great debt. He is frail and he
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needs nmake a long journey. | promised to escort him and the tine is cone.
After all, Inos should be grateful that she had enjoyed five whol e weeks of such
a man's conpany. The fact that the rest of her life was going to be a barren
desert. ..

Andor turned to her again. He took her in his arnms again. "But | swear to you,
my darling, that | will return! | vow by the Powers and by the Gods that only ny
sol enm word al ready pl edged would drag nme fromyou now. " Her heart went nad.
Darling?

"l have asked you for no conmmitnent." His voice was taut, his manner intense.
"And | ask none now. | beg you only to believe two things-that nothing in this
wor |l d but honor itself would drag ne fromyour side, and that nothing save death
will keep me fromreturning as fast as | amable."

"Andor... Oh, Andor! There is danger?"

He | aughed, as if to dism ss such childish fancies. He paused. Then he sighed.
"Yes! There may be danger. | could deceive nbst wonen, but you woul d see through
my lies if | denied it. And | owe you the truth. If this task were

sonet hing--anything at all!--that | could delegate to others, my |love, then I

woul d never hesitate. But there is sone risk."

Ch, Andor! Danger? And had he said LOVE?

"I will return! And when | do return, ny npost adored princess, then | shal
kneel and beg you to accept ny service-" He pulled her against him and the
whol e worl d seenmed to whirl away into nothing. There was only Andor, Andor's
so-powerful arns clutching her tighter than she had ever been held, Andor's
superb mal e body hard agai nst her, as she had often dreaned that one day it

nm ght be, Andor |ooking down at her with starlight shining in his big dark
eyes-eyes that should be full of joy, and instead were haunted by the agony of

parting.

"My service," he repeated softly. "My life. | cane to Kinvale to while away a
few days until | must go to aid an old famly friend. You |ost a brooch;

returned it and lost ny heart. Even that first day, | knew. You are like no

ot her woman | have ever net. If you want a knight to slay your foes, then ny arm
is at your command, and ny blood is yours to spill. If you want a stabl eboy,
then | will be your stabl eboy. Kennel naster, poet, boatman... | will be for you

what soever you want, your Mst Wonderful Hi ghness. Forever. And if, once in a
whil e, you night condescend to smile in ny direction, then that would be all the
reconpense ny soul would ever seek. "

She could not answer. It was unbelievabl e. She had not dared to hope. She raised
her lips to be kissed--

Li ght flamed across the bal cony as Aunt Kade pushed aside the drape. "Inos, ny
dear, they need another couple for the quadrille. "

3

Sunmer aged gracefully.

As the first blush of fall was tastefully tinting the | eaves at Kinvale, the

| egions of winter marched in triunph into the hills of Krasnegar. Like a
defeated arny in retreat, the workers fell back on the shore cottages, there to
regroup and nake a |l ast defiant stand. The hilltops were white, the skies dark,
and even the salt tide pools showed ice in the nornings. WId-w nged geese,

wi ser than nen, fled southward overhead, honking sad warni ngs.

Now the nights were as |ong as the days. The causeway coul d be crossed in
darkness only if the moon was full and the clouds scanty, but one tide in two
did not give enough work tine to clear the backlog. Every year these last two
weeks were critical. In sone years the noon was hel pful; in others it was not.
The wagons spl ashed out onto the causeway as soon as the tide ebbed, and the

| ast crossing was made in the teeth of the flow Oten on the island side they
did not waste time clinbing to the castle-urgent hands threw out their |oads on
the dock and sent them back for another. Men and horses worked and rested, the
wagons t hensel ves roll ed unceasingly, and when the tide was high they brought
their cargoes to the | andward end of the causeway and went back at once for
more. The piles were still growing larger instead of snaller.

To the epheneral settlement by the shore cottages came the herdboy Rap, driving

file:/l/G|/rah/Dave%20Duncan%20-%20A%20Ma...His%20Word%201%20-%20Magic%20Casement.txt (48 of 174) [2/14/2004 12:03:30 AM]



file:///G|/rah/Dave%20D uncan%20-%20A %20M an%200f%20Hi s%20Word%201%20-%20M agic%20Casement.txt

in the charges the herders had guarded jeal ously all sumrer so that they night
die now He arrived just after sunset. Flakes of snow drifted ainmess in the
air-a warning fromthe God of Wnter, but not yet a serious assault.

Rap fastened the corral gate, threw his tack on the heap, and headed of f through
the gat hering darkness in search of food. He was bone-weary and grubby inside
his furs, and he had a gratifying stubble on his lip, but his nost urgent
probl em was hunger. The shingle beach was an inferno of controlled confusion
Here the excess cattle were being slaughtered and butchered, their flesh salted
i nto casks, bones boil ed, hides cleaned and bundled for |ater curing. Blood and
entrails were being collected and made into sausage. It was only here and at
this time that fresh neat was freely available to the common fol k of Krasnegar,
and his nouth watered at the thought of it.

The flickering flanes of the driftwood fires danced si deways bel ow the w nd,
throwi ng unearthly glows on the high stacks of hides and peat and hay. Curls of
snowf | akes swirl ed over the hard dark ground, seeking sheltered places in the
shadows to make snall drifts. The wind brought snoke-tainted first with
del i ci ous cooking odors and then with the unbearable stench of the abbatoir. It
brought the sound of cattle bellowing in the corrals and the rush of waves on
the shingle. Men and worman hurried by, swathed in the anonynmity of fur, stooped
and huddl ed agai nst the cold like bul ky m sshapen bears.

As he picked his way between the grotesque nmountains of produce, Rap wondered
how many wagonl oads they represented. He wondered al so how many days were |eft
before the road would close. But those were Foronod's problens, not his. The
king's factor nmust be a literate nan, so however Rap might serve the crown of
Krasnegar in his coming nmanhood, it would not be in the post of factor. He found
the grub line and joined on the end, noting that nost of the nen and wonen there
| ooked just as listless and filthy as he did.

"Hi, Rap! You've grown!" the woman in front of himsaid. Her name was Ufi o,
Verantor's wife, and she was pretty. Rap grinned and said he was sorry, he
hadn't neant to, and how was the baby. It seenmed weeks since he had even seen a
woman, |et alone had a chance to talk with one.

Men he knew arrived and exchanged greetings; old friends, people he had not seen
in nonths. They told himhe had grown.

The line grew shorter before him |onger behind. He shivered and he shifted from
one aching leg to the other. He pondered what task he m ght be given next. He
was very nuch in between now. too old for the best of the kids' jobs, not old
enough to be trusted with nen's. Whatever it was, he would do his best. That had
been anot her of his mother's principles.

Then he was trudging off over the shingle bearing a nmug of sonething hot and a
pl atter heaped with steaning beef. Seeking shelter fromthe cold, he edged into
one of the cottages. It was packed |like a fish barrel. The single bench was
crammed with people, and the floor also was covered with bodies, eating or

tal king or snoring. The air was as thick as whale oil, reeking of men and food,
but at |east he was out of the wind. One lanp guttered on a littered table in
the center. He found a space, sank down on the ground, and prepared to gorge.
"You' ve grown!" a man behi nd hi m sai d.

Rap peered, shifting his head to let light fall on the face.

"Lin? You' ve got a new voice! "

"About time, too!" Lin spoke with deep satisfaction

"How s the arn?" Rap asked, with his nouth full.

Lin | ooked down at his armin surprise, as if he had already forgotten his
summer accident. "Fine."

Rap gestured with his head toward the door. "The work?" he rmunbl ed, stil

eati ng.

Lin shrugged. "They say it'll be all right if the weather hol ds.
At sunset the sky to the north had been bl acker than the castle walls, but
nei ther of them nmentioned that. A wagon runbled by outside, making the dirt
fl oor throb.

"What's the news?" Rap asked. "I've been stuck up in the hills like a boul der
all sunmer."

"Not rmuch," Lin squeaked. He scowl ed at Rap's chuckl e and managed to find his
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| ower register again. He listed a few births and narri ages and deaths. "They
say..." His voice sank to a husky whisper. "They say the king is not well."

Rap frowned and chewed at a rib and wondered about Inos, far away in Kinvale.
She woul d not know, of course, so she would not be worried. But what happened if
the king died when she was not here to succeed hin? The thought of young I nos
suddenly being el evated to queen was staggering. Still, being unwell did not
necessarily | ead to dying.

Then, feeling bearish, as if he would never need to eat again and could
cheerfully sleep fromnow until spring, Rap added his platter and tankard to a
nearby pile. He wiped his greasy nouth with the back of his hand. Lin had found
roomto stretch out and was already into the droopy-eyelid stage. Probably he
ought to do the sane, Rap thought. There woul d be work enough in the norning and
all the others in the cottage had been here | onger than he had, so they should
be called first.

A tall man stooped through the door and stood for a nmonent. He pushed back his
hood and silence fell at the sight of the silver hair. H's face was gaunt and
pal e as driftwood, with blue shadows under the eyes and a white stubble that was
al nrost a beard-the factor. Fromthe way he stood, he m ght have been inspecting
his workers, or perhaps he was letting the troops inspect him their |eader. He
was their synbol of defiance against the com ng onslaught, his obvious
exhaustion both a challenge and a confort. Al eyes not closed by sleep fastened
on his.

"Any wagon drivers in here?" Foronod denanded.

Rap scranbled to his feet as a voice fromacross the room said,

"Yes, sir."

It was A lo, and he was the best. Rap was already sitting down again as Foronod
nodded to Al o, but he did acknow edge Rap with a faint snmle that probably
meant next year. The two nen departed and the cottage sank back into weary
apat hy agai n.

"He said drivers, not sailors,"” Lin nuttered sleepily.

"Was it you who started that garbage?”

"No, it was you." Lin rolled over and put his head on one arm

Pity about Olo... Rap very nuch wanted to drive a wagon again. Once was nhot
enough. He could hardly sit at the drivers' table when he'd only run a team
once, and never up the hill, only down.

The bodi es around hi mhad shifted and penned himin. He had no roomto stretch
out. He was too weary to go | ook for sonewhere else. He | eaned his arns on his
knees and yawned. They were not going to start breaking in new drivers at this
point in the year, not in the final sprint.

Hi s head dropped forward and jerked hi mawake again. It was good to have nore
conpany-he had grown very tired of the same few herder faces. He wondered what
Inos was doing. He told hinself not to be foolish. He thought of the castle and
the stabl ehands' quarters and the nen and boys and girls he woul d neet again.
Only one woul d be m ssing.

Hi s head fell over once nore, waking himagain. He would have to find sonewhere
to stretch out... unless he could lie on his side and stay curled up..

Soneone shook his shoul der. "Rap? You're wanted."

He sat up, confused and muzzy, uncertain where he was, then scranbled to his
feet and | unbered after his guide, stunbling over bodies to the door. The air
outside hit himlike a bucketful of ice water; he gasped and pulled up his hood.
The world was filled with streanmng snow, a yellowglare in the light fromthe
cottage. He hurried into the darkness after a rapidly di sappearing back. The
snow settled in his eyes and on his eyel ashes and began pl astering his parka.
He was led to a group planted around one of the fires, which was shooting
flashes of |ight between their legs. The circle opened to admit himand he

| ooked around the hunped, anonynous figures, nost hol ding hands out toward the
bl aze. A caul dron bubbl ed there, and steaned. Shivering and blinking, Rap
recogni zed the tall Foronod at the far side and waited to hear why he was
needed.

"Rap?" The factor was staring at him They all were. "Could you follow the trai
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in this? On a horse?"

Rap turned and | ooked out into the night-nothing! Nothing at all. The snow had
turned the night black, not white. He'd seen guiding done in other years--mnen
with lanterns | eadi ng a wagon--but tonight a [ antern woul d show not hi ng but
endl ess snow rushing past. The air was solid with it, stream ng insanely

sout hward. Wthout a lantern there was nothing to be seen at all. Nothing!
Scared now, he turned back to face Foronod. "On foot, naybe. "

Foronod shook his head. "Too late. Tide's comng."

So that was it? Rap wanted to be a driver, or a man-at-arns. They wanted a
sorcerer, a seer. A freak. A dammable freak! He'd pulled that fool stunt with
t he wagon, and now t hey thought he could work miracles. Once could be denied.
Twi ce woul d be proof. And what they were asking himto do was nmuch nore than
driving through water. In this weather a man woul d barely see the ground from
hor seback. Hi s nother, they thought, had been a seer, so he nust be. He opened
his mouth to say "Wy ne?" and what he said was "Wy?"

The factor's head jerked and the pale blur of his face inside his hood seened to
stiffen. "Answer the question!"

Rap hesitated. He couldn't answer the question. "Il... why?"

" Boy!"

"I"'msorry, sir... | need to know. | don't know why. | mean | don't know why
“why'... " Rap stuttered into unhappy sil ence.

"W need a guide."

And again Rap's nout h denanded "Why?" before he could stop it. He did not know
why why was inportant, but it felt as if it should be.

The nenaci ng sil ence was broken when 'a snow dappl ed man standi ng next the
factor said, "Tell him If you're going to trust him then trust him "

Rap did not know the voice and what little he could see of the face was
unfamiliar. Foronod glanced at the intruder. "What do you know about it? Who the
Evil are you, anyway?"

"I"'mfromthe south," the voice said. It was a gentleman's voice. "A visitor

But |'ve met seers before. You must give himyour trust or he can't help you."
Foronod shrugged grunpily and | ooked back at Rap. "All right. |I'mscared that
this is the big one. It may not be-it's very early. But we have three | oads of
beef we absolutely nmust get across.”

Despite the bone-cracking chill of the wind, Rap's head was still so cl ogged
with sleep and weariness that it seemed to be running on one foot. The big one
was the stormthat closed the causeway for the winter, and it would bl ow for
days. Slabs of sea ice and snowdrifts caked by frozen spray plugged the road-nen
and animals could cross afterward, but not wagons. He knew what three | oads of
sal ted beef neant, or he could guess. It would buy much tine in the spring if
the town was starving. Any risk was worth taking if this was the big one.

If it was not, then losing a wagon would cripple the supply train. That m ght be
al nrost as bad-they needed every one. He might even lose all three if he trapped
themin the path of the tide, and that woul d be catastrophe for Krasnegar
Foronod nust be frantic if he was willing to take the ganble and trust the town
to a boy-to a seer.

Trust hinP Rap started to shiver

A harder gust struck and the nen staggered and |eaned into it.

Snow hissed in the fire and steaned.

Rap turned again and | ooked at the night. Alantern would be little help in
this, hard enough even for the drivers to follow, useless to see where a horse
was goi ng. They were asking himif he could ride across with his eyes shut. He
tried to renenber that strange feeling when he'd brought the wagon through the
wat er. There had been sonething there, sonething unusual, unwhol esone. He did
not want to admit he was a freak, but there had been sonething. Foronod nust be
desperat e.

Trust yourself! Rap squared his shoulders. "I'Il try.
"You and two to flank you?"

He hesitated and then nodded.

"Jua," the factor said. "And... Binik. Go--"

"No," Rap said. That did not feel right. "I want Lin. And..."
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He did not know why he wanted Lin, except that Lin had survived this sort of
madness before, so he would not argue. And one other? He surprised hinmself as
much as he surprised everyone else. He pointed at the stranger. "Hmnm"

Foronod grow ed and demanded, "Wy hi nP"

The stranger said quietly, "Trust him™"

"You ever been across the causeway, naster?"

"No." The stranger sounded insanely unruffled. "That may be why he wants ne. My
ideas won't interfere with his."

Rap wondered if he nmerely wanted soneone who believed in seers. He did not think
he believed-not in hinself as a seer. But there had been sonet hi ng.

Foronod shrugged. "Go ahead. It's your neck, stranger. You've got an hour at the
nmost, lad."

"Lin's sleeping where | was,"” Rap said to the man who had brought him "Bring
himto the horses." To Foronod: "Sir, |'lIl need lanterns." Then he nodded at the
stranger. "Cone and get a horse."

He bl undered off into the dark without waiting for any replies.

He had never given orders to grown nen before. Trust yourself!

If you don't, who will?

The stranger's hand settled on Rap's shoul der. The darkness was that thick

The best thing Rap could do now was wal k into an offal pit and break his |eg.
Then they woul d know, wouldn't they? This was a test: find the corral. If he
could not find that, then he could not find the causeway. He tried to renmenber
where all the piles of hay and peat were, but he had not cone this way when he
arrived. He put a hand up to shield his eyes fromthe snow, but he could stil
see not hi ng.

He st opped.

Obst acl e?

"What's wong?" the stranger asked at his ear

Rap reached out his right hand and touched hay. He shivered and changed
direction. "This way." It worked at armis length, then. O had he just felt the
wi nd eddyi ng around the stack? He found the corral, but he could have been
following the snell, or the noise. He | eaned over the rail and he could barely
make out the big shapes steam ng and chanping in the nurk.

"Mustard? Dancer! Walrus!"

"How about Swi mrer and Diver?" the stranger said with a | augh

"Sir, please don't talk to ne." Wiy not? What was Rap doi ng? H s head was
starting to throb. Miustard edged through the other horses toward him Walrus, he
knew, was cowering over on the far side. But he did not know how he knew t hat.
By the tinme Lin and others arrived with |l anterns, Rap had extracted the three
unhappy horses. They were all old, all likely destined to follow the cattle into
the abattoir with their stringy old nmeat reserved for energency supplies, but
they were calmand solid. Docility was what he needed, not fire.

Then everyt hi ng happened very quickly and he found hinself at the head of the
procession, holding on his shoulder a stick with a lantern swinging on it. Lin
and the stranger sat their nounts on either side of him also holding | anterns.
Anot her flickered and wi nked on the | ead wagon cl ose behind them What the
lights showed nostly was racing snow.

Foronod was | ooking up at him his face an ivory mask of anxiety alnobst as white
as the snowcrusted fur that framed it.

"Ready. The Gods be with you, lad. "

Rap did not answer, because he did not know what to say, nor trust hinself to
say it. He raised and |lowered his light as a signal, then held it out in front.
He urged Mustard forward. The horse was shivering, but nore with fear than cold,
so Rap stroked his neck and nuttered consol ation... How had he known that? He
gritted his teeth in anger at this unwel cone power, these uncanny abilities that
seened to be sprouting in his mind, as uninvited as the hairs that grew now on
hi s body.

H's lantern showed little nore than a cloud of streaking white and a tiny vague
patch of ground around his horse. The snow was coating the shingle, even
deadeni ng the sound of the hooves and the runble of the wagons. He had no qual ns
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over this first stretch-he could hear the waves off to his right, so all he need
do was keep the snow conming fromthat direction, also, caking ever deeper on
that side of his horse and his parka. This way he was | eadi ng the wagons al ong
the beach and there was no danger. Eventually he nust nake a turn. No sooner had
he started to think about that than he felt urgency-now So soon? He wavered in
his mind and the urgency grew. He turned Mustard slightly, edging Walrus and the
stranger over until they were facing into the wind. The nuffled wagon noi se

foll owed them The shingle rose, then sank again, and the snow | ay thicker

Anot her slight ridge, then bl ackness-water

"You two wait here!" he said, yelling against the storm Then he forced a
reluctant and ill-named Mustard forward, into the water. There were no waves, so
it was the lagoon, but had he blundered into the deep part? The sound of the
wagons had stopped behind himand all he could hear was waves, sonewhere. A few
creepy mnutes of splashing ended and he saw the vague |ightness of snhow again
bel ow his horse's feet. So far, so good. He began to breathe nore easily. He had
found the ford. He turned around and through the black fog he could just barely
detect the lights he had | eft behind. He waved his |lantern up and down, and they
began advancing to neet him Mistard was a little happier standing with the w nd
on his tail, but he was shivering violently.

Now Rap nust find the end of the causeway. He left the others to follow at the
wagons' creaking pace and pushed forward al one into the blizzard. Snow covered
his face and dribbl ed down his neck. H's headache was getting worse. It was hard
to keep Mustard noving. The lights were growi ng faint behind him.. he nust not
|l ose his followers. Mre inportant, though, he must find that causeway before

t he wagons runbl ed down to the water's edge in the wong place. Turning them
woul d be bad enough; backing themup if they got between rocks m ght be close to
i mpossi ble. He strained his nenory to recall the exact direction and adjusted it

for the way he thought the wind was conming... and he was too far to the right.
How did he know that? He hesitated, then trusted his instinct and not his
menory.

In a few moments Mustard's hoof struck rock. That was it! He'd done it again.

He was a seer and his flesh crawl ed at the thought. He cringed.

Wy ne?

Now t hi ngs ought to be sinple for a while, and he becane aware that his body was
knotted with the strain, running sweat inside his shirt.

Lin and the stranger reached their places on either side of himand they could
foll ow the edges of the nade road-the snow had not buried it yet. He kept
positi on between them The wagons followed the three bright blurs.

Seer: one who sees. But he did not see, he just knew. He gai ned know edge

wi t hout using his senses-hateful! Then he remenbered the minstrel's strange
belief that the horses had not been able to hear himthat day. Coul d he speak

wi t hout using his voice, at least to horses? He tried a silent word of confort
to Mustard and thought he felt it received. |nagination? Hateful! Detestable!
Freak! He had not tried calling the nares away from Fi redragon since that day
with the mnstrel and now he knew why-he had been afraid of what he nmight learn
about hinself. They had crossed Tall ow Rocks al ready. Waves were spl ashi ng

agai nst the side of the road, sending up salt spray. There was no snow on the
ground anynore, and the lanterns' faint gl ow was an uncertain reflection. Black
ice-the deadliest stuff to try to walk a horse on, or drive a wagon. It was Lin
and the stranger who were bearing the | oad now Rap half expected one or other
of themto vanish w thout warning, plunging off the edge into darkness and

qui ck, cold death.

Walrus started to panic and slither. Stop that! Rap thought, and WAl rus stopped.
Coi nci dence.

They crawl ed al ong, and the waves were throwi ng water over the road, running off
in glinting black sheets. Better than ice. This was the main causeway and the
tide would be over it now Not so deep as last tine, but nuch rougher. This was

important... think of fanine.

"Lin!'" he snapped. "Watch where you're going!" They were coning into the turn
"I can't see, Rap." It was a boy's sob. Lin's voice had changed back under the
strain.
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"I can't, either," the stranger said calmy.

Rap muttered a silent prayer to any God who m ght be listening. He was al
knotted up again now. This was it. "Close in a bit and follow ne, then."

He advanced al one, feeling by some neans he did not understand that the others
were near behind. He forced old Miustard down the center of the wave-swept
causeway. It nust be the exact center, else either Lin or the stranger would
slide off. They nust be sweating with the strain of staying out to the sides,
resisting the tenptation to creep in directly behind Rap hinself, but the wagon
drivers had to know where the road was, how nmuch was safe.

The center! Stay in the center. He did not try to think what the causeway woul d
| ook I'ike underwater this tine. It would be utterly black down there. He groped
sonmehow for its weight, its mass, its hard solid edges in the cold water surging
around it.

Stay in the center

He heard and felt the first team beginning to panic and he sent reassuring

t houghts back to them realized that he had been doing the same to Miustard and
Wal rus and Dancer for sone tine. His head was bursting, as if someone had pushed
fingers down inside and was trying to pull it apart. This was inportant! There
m ght be famne in the spring-babies dying, children starving. The water was not
deep. The waves were rolling up over the causeway and pouring off again. It
woul d be easy to see the edges if there was light, but all he had to | ook at was
flying snow, a bright cloud around his lantern, and he could not even see the
spray splashed up by his horse's feet.

The waves grew deeper.

The second bend... He shouted a warning to his conpani ons, knew that they were
safely far fromthose deadly edges, checked the wagon al so behind hi mw t hout

| ooki ng round, kept talking to the horses in his mnd.

He opened his eyes and wondered how | ong he'd had them shut.

Shal | ower. ..
Then the waves were not flowing all the way across. He was coming up on Big
Island. Big Danp and Little Danp were still ahead, but the worst was over

The rest was a blur.

He stood on the dock road, clutching reins and weeping. Lin and the stranger
were beside him he knew, in a nob of shivering, trenbling horses and shouting
people... and sone idiot was holding up a lantern and Rap wi shed to all the Gods
that they'd take the dam thing away. Men were running down fromthe town,

com ng to hel p, asking questions, disbelieving the answers. There were tears
pouring down his face and he was shaking with sobs. Shameful, but he could not
stop. He was shivering nore violently than the horses and he coul d hear hinself
weepi ng- - havi ng sonme sort of stupid fit, but the drivers were conmng to himand
punping his free hand and thunpi ng his back and he wanted themto stop and go
away. He would not listen to what they were saying.

Sonmeone took Mustard's reins fromhim An armwas |aid over his shoul ders and at
| ast that dammed | antern was taken away and there was darkness. "Let's get the
man to bed!" a voice said angrily. "He's beat, can't you see?"

Not a man, sir, just a weak, sniveling boy.

Then canme bl essed relief, as that so-conforting armwas holding him | eading him
away fromthe crowd and the voices and the faces, taking himaway. Vaguely he
knew that it was the stranger, the man fromthe Inpire, and that stranger had
done a fair job hinself that night.

"Thank you, sir," Rap nunbl ed.

"You don't need to call nme “sir,' " the voice said.

"l don't know your nane. "

"My nane is Andor," said the stranger, "but after what |'ve seen tonight, Mster
Rap, 1'd be very proud if you would just call ne “friend."' "

Clear call:

I nust down to the seas again, for the call of the running tide
Is awild call and a clear call that nmay not be deni ed.

Masefi el d, Sea Fever
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FOUR
Thousand fri ends

1

The king's face was pinched and strawtinted, his beard visibly grayer than it
had been only a few nonths before. The wists protruding fromthe sleeves of his
heavy bl ue robe were as slender as a boy's. He was restless, unable to settle,
shifting fromw ndow to hearth and back, clutching his right side and keeping
his jaw cl enched nmuch of the tine. ,

Rap sat very straight on the extrene edge of a thickly padded | eather chair and
felt nore unconfortable than he coul d have believed possible. He was the owner
of the largest and nobst obvious pair of hands in the Powers' creation and he did
not know what to do with them He was wearing his best, which was in truth but
his better, for he possessed only two doublets and they were both too small for
him H's boots were clean, after he had worked a whol e hour on them but he was
sure that his Majesty would snell horse. He had shaved and scrubbed and he had
pl astered his shaggy brown hair down with egg white, which was what he thought
his nmother had used on it sonetines; but he still probably stank of the dogs who
had shared his tent for the last nonth. Thinking of the dogs gave him an
unbear abl e desire to scratch. The sky was bl ue beyond the w ndows. The wagons
were rolling again and the stormhad faded with the tide.

When the king had thanked himfor that was why he had been sunmobned-Rap had
mentioned the sunshine. His efforts had all been in vain, unnecessary. Hs

Maj esty had said that it did not matter, that it was the attenpt that counted
Krasnegar should be just as grateful to himas if he had indeed staved off a
fam ne. Now the king seened to be having trouble finding words, or deciding

whet her certain words should be said. "Master Rap," he began, then paused agai n.
"I's that your real nane, or is it short for sonething?"

"It's ny nane, Sire," Rap said automatically, then renenbered that this was his
king he was addressing. Before he could say nore, the king continued.

"I received letters on the |ast ship." He paused to | ook out the w ndow.

"I nosol an and her aunt arrived safely at Kinvale. "

Rap did not know what to say and was afraid that his face would be turning red.
"Thank you, Sire." Hononin had told himhe should say Sire sonetines instead of
your Majesty always. Next tinme would have to be your Mjesty, because that was
two Sires in a row.

"I thought you would like to know," the king nmuttered. He swung around and

wal ked back to the fireplace. The king's study was a very intimidating room

bi gger than the dormitory that Rap had shared the previous night with six boys.
It was fortified with lunpish |leather furniture and books, haunted by shadows,
made warm by the glowing peat in the fireplace and by wool rugs on the floor, a
brown and gold room There were tables littered with papers, piled or rolled or
| oosely scattered. Maps hung on the wall, mysteriously inscribed with script

i nconprehensible to Rap. A massive iron-bound chest in the coner contai ned many
things, including the king's crown... angrily Rap told his mnd to stop prying.
The fire inpressed himnost, though. To squander precious peat so early in the
winter with the sun yet shining outside was a truly royal luxury. He found the
roomvery warmthat nust be why he was sweating-and yet the king kept returning
to the fireplace as if he were chilled inside his volum nous robe, his deep-blue
robe with its gold piping. The aimess prowing of that big, bundl ed man hinted
of a bear at bay, cornered, and the dogs cl osing.

"Friend Rap, | owe you an apol ogy."

Rap gul ped and burst out, "Ch, no, sir!" and forgot the your Majesty.

The king did not seemto notice. "No one had ever told nme about your nother's
skill, or | should surely have guessed after your first exploit on the causeway.
Per haps | shoul d have trusted ny daughter's judgnent nore, too." He | ooked
ruefully at the Ot her Man.

The Other Man was not hel ping Rap's edginess at all. He was elderly and tall and
white-haired. He had a |l arge curved nose and very glittery, deep-set blue eyes,
and he stood as notionless as the furniture alongside one of the tables, a
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I ong-fingered hand resting on it. He wore a long robe like the king's, but dark
brown, and he had done nothing but study Rap since he cane in. |If sorcerers
ground herbs in nortars, then Rap was the next herb. This vulture-eyed sentine
must be the Doctor Sagorn that Inos had described-the one who had lied to her,
or else was a sorcerer. And if he wasn't a sorcerer, he had still lied.

The Gther Man smiled slightly in reply to the king and returned to staring at
Rap. Rap | ooked away.

"Wl |, what reward can we offer?" the king asked. "Wat can we do for a young
man who performs such a miracul ous act for us?"

"Nothing is necessary, Si-your Majesty."

The king smiled thinly. "I insist on rewarding you."

God of fool s!

"Then | should like to be one of your Majesty's nen-at-arns, Sire," Rap said
hopeful | y.

The king frowned, glanced at the Gther Man, and stroked his beard. "You're a
little young yet... and I'mnot sure that that woul d be a very good idea anyway,

Rap. You are going to find that sone nen resent your abilities, you know. By
forcing you to reveal themin public, Factor Foronod and | have done you a grave
di sservice. Sword practice is dangerous enough w thout grudges and jeal ousies
creeping in... although you would then have the ability to defend yourself, |
suppose. |Is there soneone you especially want to mai n?"

"No, your Majesty!" That was a horrible thought.

"Then why do you need to be a nan-at-anus?" The ki ng seened puzzl ed.

Rap stamered.

"Dragons, Sire?" nurmured the Gther Man. "For rescuing beautiful naidens fronP"
"l shoul d have thought of that!"

Rap suspected he was blushing. They were | aughing at him

The king turned serious again. "Can you read?"

"No, your... Sire. "

"I think you should |l earn, Rap. Both for your own sake and... and for your
future queen, if you plan to remain in her service. "

Now Rap was certain that he had bl ushed, fromhair roots to belly button, and he
could only nod.

"Well, that takes care of two hours a day." The king chuckl ed.
"I think I shall appoint you as assistant to Foronod-serve himright! | shal
tell himto teach you sone of his cares and worries. You will learn a great dea

about the palace and the town if you do nothing but follow himaround-and |I am
sure that he will find nore than that for you to do. "
There was nothing to say then except "Thank you, Sire."

Then the royal eyes nmet Rap's and seened to drill right through

"I think you are an honest nman, |ad. A queen of Krasnegar... even a sly old
king... can always use an honest nman's loyalty, and especially so if that man
has useful know edge, also."

Rap gul ped and nodded. "I shall be proud to serve, sir-Sire. " But he wondered

whet her he was pleased or not. He felt that he had hoped for sonething a little

nmore manly than factoring

"I'n another nonth or two, we shall see again. " The king was wandering toward

t he wi ndow once nore. "Now, | am sure that your nother warned you carefully, and
you are fairly safe here in Krasnegar, but renenber to guard your secret. It is

comon know edge now. There can be evildoers even in Krasnegar. "

"Sir-Sire-1 have no secret."

The king frowned at himand | ooked to the O her Man, who shrugged. The king cane
back to the hearth and eased hinself stiffly into a big chair. "Then how do you

perform your wonders? "

"They... they just happen," Rap said.

"Your nother did not tell you a word?"

Rap shook his head. "No, your Majesty."

"How | ong have you been able to do these things?"

"That day | got nmy chance to drive a wagon," Rap expl ai ned

"That day was the first tine... er... Sire. "

The king | ooked again at the G her Man and said, "Sagorn?"
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The old man was sniling. He had an old man's smle, thinning the |ips wthout
showi ng teeth. Hs |ower jaw seened to slide up between the clefts that flanked
his mouth, closing tight like a trap. Not a conforting smile-sinister. "Wen
Foronod asked you if you could find the trail, you asked why-or so | amtold.
Why did you ask why?"

"I don't know, sir. It seened inportant.

Doctor Sagorn nodded in satisfaction. "It was the inportance that was inportant,
I think. You don't |ike using your power, do you?"
"No, sir!"

Again the gruesone snmile. "So you suppress it. You only do it, or think you can
doit, when it matters a |ot?"

Rap puzzled about that. He did not want to know that the king kept his crown in
that big chest, at the bottom under the fur rug, and he had just about
convinced hinself that there he was only guessing. The first time on the
causeway he had desperately wanted to do a good job of driving the wagon-that
had certainly been inportant to him "Perhaps that is so, sir. Then you nean |
have al ways had it?"

"Since it was given you, certainly,
not her who gave it to you. "

the king said. "And it rmust have been your

"But... like nmy nose, your Majesty? O ny brown hair?" The king shook his head.
Rap was bewi | dered. "I thought maybe it was sonmething | was growing into, |ike
shavi ng. "

"Or holding hands with pretty girls?" The king snmled--al nost grinned. "Ch, that
was not fair! | amsorry, ny young friend. Just a joke! Forgive nme! | think what
you are growing into is responsibility-serious matters, where such powers can be
of use to you. | amtold you have an uncanny knack wi th horses, also. "

"That | don't mnd, Sire." Rap risked a smle of his own.

Sagorn nade a sniffing noise. "He can call mares away froma stallion
The king | ooked up, startled. "You jest!"

The old man gave hima curiously cryptic glance. "So | was inforned by a certain
m nstrel who, quite typically, had lost his horse in the hills. Master Rap saved
him Then, not wanting to interrupt his lunch, he broke up a herd by shouting."
The king | ooked from Rap to Sagorn and back again several tines. "Rap," he said,
"I am al nost nore inpressed by that than what you did | ast night! Has this

m nstrel returned, also, then? | should like to hear the story. "

He | ooked to Sagorn, who hesitated.

"No, Mnjesty."

The king started angrily, then turned to Rap. "I understand that you had two
hel pers. One was a stabl eboy?"

"Ylinyli, Sire. He is known as Lin."

"I must thank him also, then. The other was a stranger?"

"A gentlenman, Sire," said Rap. "He told ne his name was Andor
The king's jaw cl anped shut and he nodded, as if he had suspected as nuch. He
gl ared again at Sagorn. "Wy has he cone?" The old nan seened al nost as angry,

but very careful. "I could not stop him could I ?"
The king | ooked furious now. "The mnstrel ?"
Sagorn nodded and the king turned to Rap. "I repeat what | told you before, |ad.

Guard that secret of yours-it may easily be worth nore than your life!"

Rap wondered how he coul d guard sonething he did not have, but the king had not
finished. "And in particular, watch out for that Andor man. He is as warm as
sunshine and as slippery as ice. | shall have to |lock up every maiden in the
kingdomif he is around. "

Rap was very confused now. Wiy could the king not sinply order the man away?
True, the ships had gone and a journey by land at this tinme of year would be
dangerous in the extrene. But a king was a king, was he not?

Thi s king sank back stiffly in his big chair. He grinmaced, as if in pain, and
pressed his fingers against the lunp in his side. Wat |unp? Stop prying!
"Sire?" the Sagorn man said.

"It's all right," the king nuttered, although his forehead was shining wetly.
"Tell Master Rap about the words. Warn him of the dangers. He does not seemto
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know, and who better to tell himthan the |earned Doctor Sagorn?"

There was nore to that remark than there seened to be. The old nman fl ushed
angrily.

"Wth pleasure, your Majesty! " He turned to Rap. "Have you never heard of the
wor ds of power?"

"No, sir. "

Sagorn shrugged. "All magic, all power, conmes fromcertain words. There are a
great nmany of them no one knows how many. But they are what gives sorcerers
their abilities.”

Rap's jaw fell open. "You are not saying | ama sorcerer, are you, sir?"
Horri bl e t hought!

"No. " The old man smiled slightly and shook his head. "But you nust know at
| east one word-and an unusually powerful one, because to be a seer nornally
requires nore. It takes at least three to nmake a sorcerer. | think that the
words nmay be growi ng weaker. Were | to set up in public as a sorcerer, | should

want no |less than four. Inisso, however, had but three." He glanced at the king.
"Never mind that!" Evidently the spasm had passed, for the pain had left the
king's face. He glowered angrily.

Sagorn bowed slightly, ironically. "As your Majesty w shes. One word, Master

Rap, does several things, but nostly it enhances natural talents. You obviously
have inherited a knack for animals fromyour faun ancestors, and the word has
raised it to occult proportions. Your nother was reportedly a seer. W asked the
seneschal about her. He says that she could foretell events--when a girl would
marry, or the sex of babies. Can you do such things?"

Bewi | dered, Rap shook his head.

"Can you sing? Dance? \Wat are you good at?"

"Horses, sir, maybe. Good with horses. "

"You did not know that the king would summon you today before you were actually
tol d?"

"No, sir."

"You wanted to be a man-at-arms. Have you ever had fencing | essons? "

"The sergeant tried nme out, sir, with a wooden sword."

"Were you good?"

Rap's face grew warm again. "He didn't seemto think so."

Sagorn exchanged nods with the king. "Then we nust assume that you know only one
word, and the skill you displayed yesterday nust be another natural talent in
you, although what it is in other people | amnot sure-a sense of direction,

per haps. Sonme people never get lost. O just good guessing?" He stroked his chin
thoughtfully. "After all, foresight is just a sort of guessing. "

The king interrupted. "The jotnar have | egends of nen they call farsighted, able
to pilot boats through shallows, or fight in the dark."

"Ah! " Sagorn | ooked pleased. "I had forgotten that! So it nay be that he gai ned
sone talent for farsight fromhis father, and again the word has magnified it
greatly."

He paused, |ooking quizzically at Rap, who nodded, although all this sounded
very confusing. Yet his nother had told himonce that his father had been a good
pilot-and he had wal ked home in the dark a hundred tinmes, she had said, before
at last he fell off the dock.

"So one word nmekes you a sort of genius in your own field. But even one word can
do other things, as well. It nakes its owner an effective sort of person
Successful . Lucky. Very hard to kill, they say. " He glanced nonentarily at the
ki ng.

Lucky? That settled it, Rap thought-he did not have a word.

"Tell himabout two words," the king grow ed.

Sagorn raised an ironic, shaggy eyebrow, then again he bowed and turned to Rap.
"Not all the books agree, you understand? Wrds of power are not discussed
openly, and there is much that even | have not been able to discover, in a |long
lifetime of searching. But it seens that with two words you start to get
somewhere. Knowi ng two of the words nmakes an adept. Not a true sorcerer, but
sonmeone who can do al nost anyt hi ng-anyt hing human. |If you knew two words, young
man, then one | esson would be enough to turn you into a swordsnman, as you
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desire. Or an artist, or a juggler. Nornmally the true occult powers like
farsight start to cone only with a second word. Do you understand?"

"Not very nuch, sir. Do you nean like spells? | didn't say any spells to cal
the horses or find the causeway. "

The ol d man shook his head inpatiently. "No, no! You do not say these words. You
only have to know them They are passed down from generation to generation as
the nost precious thing a famly can own. They are usually told only on

deat hbeds. " Hi s eyes wandered back toward the king.

The king was gritting his teeth again. "So you see why we think you know one of
the words of power, Rap?"

"The mnstrel, Sirel" Rap said. "He asked ne!"

The king nanaged a twisted smle. "Any man who can sing like Jalon is
automatically suspected of knowing a word. Any suprene talent like... any
genius..." He broke off, took a deep breath, then grunted at Sagorn, "Tell him
of the dangers."

Sagorn kept his eyes on the king, but spoke to Rap. "The words resist
telling-they are hard to say. You truly do not renmenber your nother telling you
hers? "

"No, sir. "
"Yours is undoubtedly stronger than nost," the old nman nuttered, but his
attention was still on the king. "Perhaps it is naking you forget that you know

it, although | have never heard..
The king uttered a groan and withed suddenly. H's hand was pressed to his side
and now sweat dribbled down his ashen face. "Mdre of the cordial, Mijesty?"
Hol i ndarn nodded wi t hout speaking. The old man turned and went to a corner
table. He returned bearing a glass and a tall vial full of sone snoky green
liquid. Rap rose fromhis chair, feeling out of place. Sagorn caught his eye and
nodded.

Rap bowed and backed toward the door

He was outside before he realized that he had not been told of the dangers.

2

Next norning Rap found Foronod standing with a group of other nen on the shingle
in the sunshine. The snow had al nost gone. He waited patiently on the outskirts
until the others had all been assigned tasks, then stepped forward in his turn
H's only greeting was a nod. Although he | ooked as if he had not slept since the
ni ght of the blizzard, the factor made no comment on that affair at all, nerely
rubbing his eyes and listening in silence as Rap expl ai ned the king's comrand.
Then the silver mane nodded. "Can you read?"

"No, sir. But | amto learn."

"I't will have to wait, though. Ready to start hel ping ne now?"

"Yes, sir. "

"I'mtold there's a whal e beached on Tangl estone Point. | need to know if it's
fresh enough to harvest. Take a good horse." Tangl estone would be a |long ride.
Rap took Firedragon, returning that evening weary and content, having achi eved
what he set out to do. And even Firedragon, had he been gifted with speech,

m ght have reported enjoying the outing. It had been years since any other nan
had attenpted to ride the stallion. No one el se ever succeeded in staying on him
very |long, but Rap he never m nded.

Three weeks later, Rap and Foronod fought their way through a blizzard,
following the | ast caravan to cross the causeway. The big one had cone at | ast
and Krasnegar was now closed for the winter... or, as the inhabitants put it,
the world was cut off. The two rode in weary silence through the town. Foronod
halted at the foot of a long flight of steps. He slid stiffly fromthe saddle
and handed his reins to Rap. "Tonorrow, then," he said, and headed off on
foot-to family and warm bed, to a long rest that no one had earned nore, and
possibly even to a hot bath. Rap took the horses to the castle stables,
wonderi ng where he woul d go afterward. Dim and warm and rankly snelly, the
stabl es thensel ves were nore honme to himthan anywhere el se was now. Cobbl ed
floor, rough plank walls, shabby untidiness... they all offered a wel cone
famliarity, but after so long out of doors -he also felt oppressed by being
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confined. He felt as if those walls were | eaning over hi mwhenever he turned his
back-and there was always a wall behind him He rubbed down Foronod's nare and
was still working on his own pony when ol d Hononi n appeared out of the shadows
as if one small patch of darkness had just decided to solidify. He | ooked
grunpi er and surlier than ever. He grunted a sort of greeting.

"It's good to be back, sir," Rap said

Anot her grunt. "Is it? Wiere are you |iving now?"

"l was wondering the sanme. "

Nei t her said the obvious-that Rap was too old for the boys' dormtory. It mght
even be full, anyway. But a factor's assistant would presunably be paid nore
than a stabl eboy, and perhaps al nbst as nmuch as a driver. Rap had not asked.

"I shall find |lodgings in the town, sir."

The little man scow ed and snatched the wi sp from Rap's hand.

"I''"ll finish this; you | ook beat. You know the garret next the drivers' office?"
Rap nodded, surprised.

"It's been cleaned out. There nay even be a bedroll init. A nman could stay
there until he found sonmewhere better. "

"Thank you, sir. That was kind of you
Honi nin just grunted.

Krasnegar m ght be battened down for the winter, but the factor still had nuch
to do, and nuch of that he could delegate to his new apprentice. Rap was partly
diverted by his norning lessons in the arts of reading and witing and sunm ng,
squeezed unhappily into a desk at the back of a schoolroomfilled with children
who gi ggl ed and found himan amusing gi ant. He chewed his knuckles, ruffled his
hair, and westled with the nysteries of know edge and the vagaries of a quil
pen just as stubbornly as he had battl ed Firedragon

The royal appointnents of Rap as assistant to Foronod m ght have been well
intentioned, but it greatly w dened an already extensive noat. O necessity, as
the accounts were closed on anot her season, the king's factor nust investigate
many matters that had been pushed aside in the summrer rush. A wagon crash,
unpai d taxes, unexplained injuries, and nysteriously vani shed goods-all of these
came under review. Every year brought its accountings, to attribute blanme or

mal f easance, and that year had no nore and no | ess than others.

Yet where the respected factor could rush in, his juvenile hel per nust tread
with care. Rap found hinsel f asking questions whose answers were not readily at
hand, testing nenories suddenly at fault. He spent a whole week in quest of a
certain valuable keg of inported peach brandy that had vani shed between the dock
and the pal ace cellar; and he gained no friends thereby.

When he finally nade his glumand quite negative report, Foronod scow ed and
asked grunpily, "You can't just see it?"

"No, sir. | tried."

That was a lie. Rap had tried very hard not to see it in his wearying treks
through town and castle. Always he tried very hard not to use his farsight, if
that was what he had. Yet he had an inexplicable conviction that the m ssing-and
now enpty-keg was | ocated under the staircase by the arnory |latrines. He had

al ready passed beyond the popul ous domain of childhood, but the well-settled
real m of manhood still | ay ahead. The borderlands are thinly inhabited and never
easy goi ng, being roanmed by nonsters that prey nost readily upon the solitary
travel er-and now Rap had no conpani ons.

When he set about a search for |odgings, he discovered what ol d Hononin had

al ready guessed-that roonms were in short supply. Rap snelled now of the uncanny.
An odor of sorcery hung about him and while no one was so unkind as to snub him
for it openly, his friends would drift in other directions when given the
chance. The brand was unobtrusive, but it was there. He was human and he
suffered. Wnen suspected that he could see through their clothes and they
shunned hi meven nore than nen did. And no one wanted a | odger who coul d spy
through walls. O necessity, Rap's tenporary residence in the garret above the
st abl e becane his permanent abode. He noved his scanty possessions in and
squandered nost of his savings on buying a bed and was m serably content. He ate
in the castle commons, but he did not sit at the drivers' table.
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H s work for Foronod night |ack the romance of being a nan-at-arnms but it was a
challenge; it inplied that he was trusted. The factor was a hard

mast er - demandi ng, saturnine, and slow to praise-yet he was fair. Rap respected
him did his best, and strove to be worthy.

The blizzards canme nore frequently, the days dw ndl ed. Wagons rolled no nore,
even within the tow itself. Yet Krasnegar had been built for its clinate and
pedestrians could travel by covered alleys and staircases. A man could wal k from
castle to deserted harbor wi thout nore than a hal f-dozen brief dashes out of
doors. Peat fires glowed. The business of |life continued safely bel ow the
stornms, and pl easures continued, also. There was food in plenty and drink and
conpani onshi p; singing and dancing; talk and fell owship and romance-but not for
Rap.

He was not conpletely without friends. He did have one, a sophisticated man of
the Inpire, for whomthe supernatural held no terrors; a man wi thout visible
occupation to fill his hours and yet of apparently unlinmited financial
resources-wel |l spoken, nuch travel ed, synpathetic, and even proficient in the
use of swords

"Fencing?" he said. "Wll, I'"'mno expert, ny friend, and I would not venture to
draw at the inperor's court, where any young squire may turn out to be a
swordsnman of prowess, but | am probably as conpetent as any of the wood-chopping
rustics | have noted here in the castle guard. So if you want a | esson or two,
lad, | shall be nobst happy to oblige. "

Rap said, "Thank you very nuch, Andor."

Krasnegar had never before nmet anyone |ike Andor. He was young, yet as poised as
a prince. A gentleman and apparently wealthy, he nmingled freely with both the
lowy and the high.

He was as handsone as a young God, yet seened unaware of the fact. One day he
could be found wapped in filthy furs in the common sal oons, tradi ng vul gar
ribaldry with sailors; the next he would be seen in satin and silk, holding
respectabl e matrons spell bound at an el egant soiree; or with Kondoral, |aughing
heartily at the old seneschal's interninable, threadbare nonol ogues. The very
candl es seemed to burn more brightly near Andor

It was runored that the king disapproved of him and certainly he was never seen
in the king's conpany, not even at the weekly feast for the palace staff, over
whi ch the king presided. As the days shortened, however, his Mjesty stopped
appearing at those functions, and then Andor began to attend-sonetines sitting
at the high table with Kondoral and Foronod and the other dignitaries, sonetines
squashed in with the servants near the squeaking spits of the fireplace, his arm
around a wench.

Hi s success with wonmen becane an instant |egend; it verged on the uncanny.
Resent ment was inevitable and he was an inp--sone jotunn would have to educate
the intruder. Very soon after his arrival, while Rap was still on the mainland
foll owi ng Foronod, one tried.

It happened in a bar near the docks, and the details were never very clearly
establ i shed. The vol unteer enforcer was an enornous and ill-reputed fishernman
naned Kranderbad, who tersely invited the stranger outside. Reportedly Andor
first attenpted to talk his way out of the challenge, then yielded with
reluctance. The inps in the group sighed unhappily, the jotnar grinned and

wai ted eagerly for Kranderbad's return. But it was Andor who returned, and very
soon. It was said that he had no bruises on his knuckles or sweat on his brow,
and apparently none of the blood on his boots was his. Kranderbad was not seen
in public for many weeks thereafter, and the extent of his injuries inpressed
even that rough frontier conpany.

Anot her attenpt occurred a few days later and now the chall enger had a friend
wai ting outside to help. Both joined Kranderbad in the infirmary, and one of

t hem never wal ked again. That one had a brother who was a barber, and the sane
eveni ng he was overheard vowi ng vengeance. Before norning he was found in an
alley without his razor, his tongue, or his eyelids, and thereafter Andor was
left in peace to woo whom he pl eased. He established | odgi ngs at the hone of a
weal thy wi dow. Her friends censured but were too intrigued to ostracize. They
whi spered anong thensel ves that she seenmed to have shed ten years. Soon he knew
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everyone and everyone knew him Wth very few exceptions, nen found him
irresistible and were pleased to call himfriend. Wiat wonen called himwas |ess
easily established, but none seened to bear grudges, as they would have done if
they had felt jilted or cheated. He was di screet-no match or marriage fail ed
because of Andor.

He showed Foronod a better system of bookkeepi ng. He gave Thosolin's nen-at-arns
tips on fencing and he advi sed Chancellor Yaltauri on current politics in the
Inmpire. He could dance superbly and play the lute well by |ocal standards. He
had a passabl e singing voice and a bottom ess store of stories, fromthe
literary to the scatol ogical

Krasnegar fell at his feet.

Yet even Andor could not be in nore than one place at a tine, and he spread
hinself thinly. He rejected any efforts by his admrers to beconme followers, for
the young nmen of the town woul d have fl ocked al ong behind himlike baby

duckl ings had he given themthe chance. He roaned Krasnegar from pal ace to
docks, and none of the hundreds who called himfriend could claimto know him

well or see himoften... with one exception.
Why a sophisticated man of the world, a wealthy gentlenman, should be interested
at all in a solitary, awkward adol escent-a minor flunky |acking grace, famly,

and education-was a major nystery. But for Rap, it seemed, Andor had unlimted
time.

Thousand fri ends.

He who has a thousand friends has not a friend to spare,
And he who has one eneny will meet him everywhere.
Enmerson, Translation from Orar Chi am

FI VE

Denon | over

1

In the whole of the Northwest Sector of Julgistro Province, there was no grander
soci al event than the Kinvale Ball. There were many balls at Kinvale during the

season, but the Kinvale Ball was the one held each year just two nights before
Wnterfest. It alone supported half the costune and jewelry trades of the
region. Being added to the guest list had been known to induce bankruptcy anong
the Il esser nobility. Being dropped fromit was generally regarded as justifiable
cause for suicide

Thousands of candl es sparkled anmid the crystal droplets of the chandeliers.
Hundreds of guests danced in a whirl of opal escent finery-silks and genstones,
satins and | ace, color |ike shredded rai nbows. The wi ne, the food, and the nusic
wer e unmat ched anywhere in the Inpire. Anid the dark and cold of midwi nter there
was gai ety and happi ness, laughter and |ight.

Ekka, the dowager duchess of Kinvale, was |ong since past indulging in dancing
hersel f. She wal ked now with a cane and as little as possible, but the
Wnterfest ball was a Kinvale institution that she guarded and cherished. She
had probably attended seventy of them herself-she could not renenber how old she
had been when she saw her first-and she would |l et nothing dimnish the
tradition. She could not inprove on the pattern, for as far back as she could
renenber no expense or ostentation had been spared to nake the ball as grand and
enj oyabl e as possible, and she took care that it never dw ndled by as nuch as a
fly's eyel ash. Every year she watched the youngsters swirl past in their
quadrill es and gavottes, and she was renorseless in her intent that they would
enjoy thenselves as nuch as she had done in her faraway youth. Ekka was a tal
and bony woman and had never been a beauty, although she had al ways had
presence. She still did. Her nose was too |arge, her teeth too prominent, and
age had increased her resenblance to a horse until she half expected her
reflection to neigh at her every tinme she looked in a mrror. Frail now and

unst eady on her cane, white-haired and winkled and ugly, she ruled Kinvale
tyrannically, knowi ng that she terrorized everyone and gai ni ng secret anusenent
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fromthat fact. She had no power except the power to send them away, so what did
they fear? That, she supposed, was presence.

She sat as straight as her crunbling bones pernmitted in a high-back chair on a
smal |l dais at one end of the great ballroom Fromthis vantage she oversaw the
spl endor with both pleasure and the unwi nking stare of a snake. Should she

noti ce any nmai den whose decol | etage fell bel ow her standards, or any young
cockerel dipping too deep in the wine bow, then would she thunp the parquet
with her gol d-topped cane to sumopn a nessenger froma small arny of pages that
stood near to hand. The offender woul d be requested to attend her G ace
forthwth.

Fromtinme to tine her friends and guests would pause in their progress to w sh
her merry Wnterfest, or thank her for the hospitality, or nmerely to remnisce.
Persons of especial interest she would pernmit to perch briefly on the chairs
besi de her to exchange a few fleeting words, but that was an honor sparingly
granted. Now the band was playing a reel. The ballroomflashed and surged with
color as the dancers pranced and | eaped through the intricate patterns. Ekka
wat ched the pairings formand reform all the pernmutations and conbi nations
flickering together in her nmind, for Kinvale was both a finishing school and a
marri age bureau. Mtchmaki ng was Ekka's lifelong skill and recreation. To
Kinval e canme the eligible young | adies of half the Inpire, with nothers or aunts
or grandnothers in attendance, and few i ndeed were those who did not find
thensel ves betrothed to their elders' satisfaction when they departed. Rank and
weal th and | ooks and breedi ng-the possibilities and requirenments were

i nnunerable. It took a rare touch to blend themall in satisfying coal escence,
and a di pl omacy and knack bordering on sorcery to see that the young persons

i nvol ved believed that they had foll owed nothing but their own w shes when they
united in the pairings Ekka had sel ected.

Now t he coupl es she had paired in her youth were sending their children or even
grandchildren. At times she felt |ike godnother to the Inpire.

The frenetic whirling reached its climax in the final chord, then an instant of
silence. The nmen bowed to their partners, the partners curtsied. And all over
the hall they each took a deep breath, for the tenpo had been fiery. The

bal | room seened to gasp, then the tableau disintegrated in smles and | aughter
and conversation, nen noving to |lead | adies back to their seats. Cose by Ekka,
Legate Ooniola was escorting Princess Kadol an of Krasnegar through the crowd
with the sanme single-mnded dedi cati on he woul d have applied to naneuvering his
| egion. Ekka lifted her cane and caught Kade's eye. The | egate obediently
right-turned and delivered the princess to Ekka's dais. He bowed. Kade thanked
him He depart ed.

Puffing mightily, she sank down besi de the duchess. Fans were in vogue again
this year and Kade took advantage of the fact vigorously.

"CGood!" she said. "I allow ny anmbitions to exceed ny abilities! | feared | was
goi ng to have an apopl exy hal fway through that one."

"I am sure you woul d never do anything so gauche, ny dear. It is going well, |

t hi nk?"

"Marvel ous!" Kade sighed contentedly. "Wnterfest is a dry crust anywhere but
Kinvale. It is wonderful to be back again." Her eyes were raking the hall

"Over by the far buffet," Ekka said. "Wth the legionary, the tall one."

Kade nodded and rel axed. "A great experience for her. She will never forget
Wnterfest at Kinvale. No one ever does. "

"Kind of you to say so." Ekka frowned at the sight of the Astilo girl talking
with the weedy Enninafia youth. His famly did not need her noney, and it could
use an infusion of brains that her bloodlines would not supply. "Your niece does
you great credit, m' am"

Kade sinpered and they both chuckl ed. They had been-and i ndeed nust stil
be-sisters-in-law. Their acquai ntanceship dated back for alnbst half a century.
They needed very few words to convey neanings to each other

"She benefits nore fromthe current fashion than |I do," Kade said wistfully.
Ekka was too kind to snmile. Only short weeks before Wnterfest the dramati c news
had come from Hub-trunpets were out, bustles were back in. Dress plans had been
changed at very short notice, but the [ast thing Kadol an needed was a bustl e.
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She had done the best she could, staying with dark-blue satin and a single
strand of pearls, borrowi ng Ekka's own pearl|l tiara, but even in such sinplicity
she was still dunpy, and the bustle nocked her

"At the back she benefits perhaps,"” Ekka remarked. "She is a little young yet
for the necklines. " She disapproved of the present style in necklines. They
took the nen's minds off conversation

"Well, in necklines | amqualified. " Kade raised her fan to conceal her nouth.
"My niece had the audacity to tell nme that ny figure was altogether two things
of a good nuch."

Ekka's thin dry |ips sketched a smle. "OF course you chided her for unladylike
t hought s and unseemy vulgarity?" The orchestra was striking up a gall opade, and
the floor began to swirl again with eager couples.

"Of course! But Kinvale has been wonderful for her! Six nonths ago she woul d
have said it in public.”

"That was what | wanted to ask you, dear. How is our young hussar faring?"

Kade si ghed again. "She suspects that he may have left his helnet out in the sun
too long. Wth his head init. "

"It is not unlikely," Ekka agreed. "I fear that | amrunning out of candi dates,
Kade. If you are still intent on leaving in early sumrer, we are facing a
shortage of tine. Shall we review the requirenents? "

The gal | opade was in full ronp, and | nosol an was bei ng passed down a |ine of
men, | aughing and smling. Her dancing had i nproved beyond all recognition. The
| adi es continued their conversation while watching the dancers.

"Character, | fear, cones first," Kade said sadly.

"That is a problem Anything else is easy. And character is not nerely rare, it
is hard to detect soon enough. Although nothing brings it out |ike matrinony. "
"Too late then, of course." Kade accepted a sparkling goblet froma footnan's
tray. "Holindaminsists that she nake a free choice, as | told you." She paused.
"Even if her happiness requires her to remain in the Inpire, he said. "

Ekka was startled and said, "Indeed?" noncommitally, while she nulled this
interesting conplication. She could think of several famlies that would be
gratified to pick up a neaningless royal title, so long as their son did not
have to go and dwell in the barren north for it. Her own, for exanple-and there
were other interesting inplications.

"That certainly widens the field, then. He would allow her to relinquish the
throne, you nean?"

Her sister-in-law hesitated again. "It nmay not be hers to relinquish, dear. "
Silence was the best lubricant for confidences..
Kade frowned, as if she had not neant to go so far. "In the Inpire you have had

several inperesses.
"Mostly very conpetent!"”

"H story is not ny strong point." Kadolan was still watching as Inos drew cl oser
in the intricacies of the dance. "But in Nordland there is no doubt-only nen can
rul e. Krasnegar has no precedents in the matter."

"So who makes the decision?" Ekka asked, nodding to sonme passing | adies.

"He does," Kade said confidently. "He will nane his heir." Ekka waited for nore,
then pronpted. "But can he make it stick after his death?"

Kade smiled unwillingly. "Tinme has not blunted you, dear."

That will depend on a lot of things. WII| the people accept her?

"WIIl Nordland? WIIl the Inpire?"

Mm .. obviously sonething nore topical was bothering her. Sonething had
provoked this confidence, or it would have cone out nonths ago.

"And his decision, and all the others' decisions, will depend on her choice of
husband?"

Kade nodded absently, acknow edging friends whirling past.

"Very much so, | think. Certainly Nordland's." Mre silence and then she said,
"And the timng."

Ah! "Timng, dear?"

I nos cane dancing by. She noticed her aunt and sniled radiantly, then was swept
away into the pattern. She was al nbst the only woman in the room who coul d wear
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a green like that. It set off her eyes beautifully-and al nost as much as her
gol den hair, it let Kade pick her out in the crowd.

"Hol i ndarn can train a successor," Kade said, "whether |Inos herself or her
husband. Ruling a ki ngdom even a single-bed-size kingdomlike Krasnegar, does
take a certain knack." This time silence was not enough lubrication. "He is a
relatively young man yet," Ekka suggested.

"Of course."

But there had been a hesitation. Travel between Krasnegar and Ki nval e was not

i mpossible in winter. Trappers and other rough nmen could do it. Such nmen woul d
do it for noney. |If Kade had been concerned about her brother's health, then she
woul d certainly have arranged for sonmeone in the pal ace hierarchy to keep her

i nformed-she was not nearly as scatterbrained as she pretended.

"You have had no word | ately, have you? No news is good news. "

"So they say," Kade agreed, with a tranquility that did not deceive the dowager
duchess for a nonent.

For if Holindarn did not want his sister to hear, then he was quite capabl e of
| earni ng whom she had recruited and then derecruiting them Had any nessage
arrived at Kinvale, Ekka would surely have heard of it. No news, then, was bad
news, and that was what was rankling.

And if Inos did not succeed, who was next in |line?

"So the hussar we send back to his horse, " Ekka said, "or we may aimhim

el sewhere-the Astlio girl, perhaps... Have any of his predecessors dropped
sparks on the tinder?"

"Yes indeed. | wanted to ask you about him You built a blaze with your first

attenpt, dear, and left no fuel for the others."

Ekka was surprised. "That nerchant youth? What was his nane? The one fromJin
Fanda?"

"CGood Gods, no!" Kade spluttered in a very unusual display of enption. "Even
couldn't stand him No, the Andor boy."

"Ardor? Ch, that one! Still?"

Ekka frowned. "He wasn't one of mne, Kade. You gave me no warning, renenber. It
took a little time to call themin fromthe pasture. Angilki invited that one. "
At that noment she noticed her son, dancing with the Yyloringy wonan, his face
as blank as a well-polished table.
"Perhaps a fortunate chance, then,
"Per haps. "

This time it was Kadol an who detected the hesitation. She turned to her hostess
with an inquiring glance.

"It is his house, after all," Ekka said. "I can hardly stop himfrominviting
his own friends to stay. "

"COf course not, ny dear."

But this would not be the first time Angilki had unwittingly thrown
conmplications into his nother's plans. She had told himnore than once that he
could invite anyone he |iked except nmen--or wonen. The joke had escaped him
Jokes usual ly did.

"Well, Sir Andor undoubtedly had character," Kade said, "or at least charm If
diplomacy is a requirenent for ruling Krasne-, gar-and it certainly is-then he
woul d qualify on that. What el se do we know about hinP" |Inos was comning around
again. A very good question! Ekka did not think her menory was failing her yet.
She was rather proud of her nenory. But on the spur of the nonment, she could
recall nothing at all about that Andor boy. She had engaged himin conversation
several tinmes, of course. She had begun a careful probing. Curiously, though, it
seened that the subject of Sir Andor's background had al ways slipped out of
play. Al she could renenber was | aughing very hard at some of his jests.

"Way don't we check the files in the norning?" she suggested. "He brought

Kade remar ked sangui nely.

letters, of course... and ny notes. Just |look at that wetched Ithinoy girl! How
coul d her grandnmot her ever dream of allowi ng her to wear puce, with her
col ori ng?"

"Ekka?" Kadol an said sharply.
Ekka si ghed. "You should have suggested hi msooner. W could have invited himto
the ball."
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"He is probably not available. He told Inos that he was | eaving on sone ronantic
m ssion of honor and danger. He has not witten. She does not wite to him"

The two | adi es exchanged puzzl ed gl ances.

"But why | eave?" Ekka said. "If that's what he was? If that was what he wanted?"
"If that was what he wanted, then he succeeded. She has not | ooked seriously at
anyone else. "

"He did not..." Ekka paused. Even with a very old friend, there are sone
questions. ..

"No! I'mquite sure. One can always tell. But he certainly could have done, had
he wanted. She was very innocent, renenber. Now she is perhaps a little w ser
but he knew every trick in the box. I fancy |I know nbst of them but that young
man coul d have sidestepped nme with no trouble, had he w shed."

From Kade that was an astoni shing confession. In her years at Kinvale, even
before their respective husbands had di ed, she had been Ekka's pupil and partner
in matrinoni al nachinations. Anything the Princess Kadol an did not know about
chaperoning and the wiles of swains should not be worth know ng.

Still, Ekka was relieved. Three juvenile donestics had been di sm ssed soon after
Sir Andor's departure, and probably several others had been nore fortunate in
their follies.

"So what was he after, | wonder? The crown?"

"Then why | eave?" It was very unlike Kade to |l et worry show on her face. "Wat
busi ness coul d possibly be nore inportant?"

"Perhaps he went off to take a | ook at Krasnegar?"

That remark provoked |oud, unladylike guffaws fromboth of them

The gal | opade had ended. Angil ki went by, |eading the Yyloringy woman, breathing
much too heavily and still half asleep with boredom

"Well," Kade said cheerfully. "There would seemto be no use worrying about the
Andor man. |nos does not know where he is, and if she doesn't, then | assume
that no one does. W'll just have to keep the parade goi ng and hope that she
takes to soneone el se.™

"Or until he chooses to return?"

"Exactly."

"And if he brings a proposal ?"

"Ch, Inos would accept with her next breath. He bewi tched her. And | have ny
orders. Unless | have very-very-good reasons, she is to be allowed to nake her
own choice." She sighed wistfully. "I can't blane her. He certainly did sparkle.
G imold Krasnegar would be a nerrier place with himaround."

But . .

Ekka nodded as the nusic began again for the gavotte. If Inosolan did not
succeed, who woul d? How soon was Hol i ndam goi ng to di e? She had been thinking in
terns of years, and now it sounded |i ke perhaps nonths. There was a title

i nvol ved. There was a kingdom Mrre than that, there was alnost certainly a
word, part of the Inisso inheritance.

Ekka deci ded to keep her own options open. She woul d sumon Angil ki and inform
hi mthat he need not propose to the Yyloringy wonman this evening after all

2
Two days before Wnterfest, a fencing | esson ended when Andor's wooden sword
t hunked across Rap's arnored abdonmen hard enough to split the leather, spill the

peat - noss paddi ng, and force an agoni zed " Goof! out of the victim

"That will do for today, | fancy." Andor's anmusement was evident even in a voice
muf fl ed by a fencing mask.

"Not fair! " Rap protested, straightening up with difficulty.

"You said-"

Andor pulled off his mask and | aughed. "I said that the point was al nost al ways
better than the edge, yes. But | did not say that one shoul d never use the edge,
my friend. That's why swords have edges! And you left yourself w de open for
that one. Let's go and have a drink. "

Ruefully Rap noticed that Andor's hair was barely ruffled after al nbst two
hours' vi gorous exerci se.

They put away the protective garnments, the masks, and foils; they washed
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thensel ves at the communal trough; they prepared to depart. There were no ot her
fencers in the garrison's gym Krasnegar was preparing for Wnterfest.

"A beer at the Beached Whal e woul d soften the tissues pleasantly," Andor
suggest ed, expertly snuffing candles. He was carrying a |arge and unexpl ai ned
bundl e of furs, which Rap was trying not to worry about.

"I''"ll keep you conpany for a while." Rap thought glumy of the lonely attic to
whi ch he nmust return, the long hours until the evening neal, and the |onger
hours after that until he could expect to sleep. Foronod's affairs were shut
down now for Wnterfest, so Rap would have nothing to do for days. Yet he had no
great longing to linger in the crowded, ill-lighted Beached Whale with its thick
fug of beery odor and oil funmes and reek of unwashed bodi es. The gam ng woul d
stop as soon as a seer entered; sonetines wonen woul d ostentatiously depart. For
Andor's sake he would be tolerated-briefly-but he was not the nost popul ar of
custoners. He never stayed for |ong.

"On second thought," said Andor, who al ways seened to know what a nman was
thinking, "let's go straight to your place. | have sonething private to discuss.
They stepped out into one of the covered stairways of the palace and pi cked
their way carefully down toward the light of a distant torch sizzling inits
sconce.

"How m | doi ng, Andor?" Rap asked. "In fencing?"

Andor frowned in the darkness... Rap thought he frowned.
"Well, you're still growing like a sorcerer's sunflowers, and that throws a
man' s coordi nation off. You'll soon be over that, which will help.

O herwi se-you' re average. Thosolin would be happy enough to take you on now. The
Tenth Legion would not. "

After a nonment of echoing footsteps he added, "It's a pity you only have

farsi ght and not sone foresight as well; they often go together. Foresight nmakes
deadl y swordsnen, unbeatable. Even so, you should have known that carpet-beater
was conming just now. It was not exactly a subtle stroke. "

Rap snarled. "Damm farsight! | still won't believe it! | don't see anything."
"It's a nane, that's all. And a precious gift. Stop fighting it! " They went
through a door and crossed a courtyard between hi gh snowbanks, spectral in the
starlight. The sky was a black crystal bow, clear and bitter and infinitely
deep. Soon the noon would conme to dull the stars, but the sun was a brief

visitor to Krasnegar at Wnterfest. The air was deadly as steel. It could kill a
man in mnutes
Then came nore ill-lighted stairs and corridors. Starlight glimrered but faintly

on the windows, yet Rap led the way w t hout hesitation, his conpanion follow ng
closely. The final stair was black as a closed grave, but Rap hurried up it to
his room He went to the flint and candle on the shelf. He struck a spark and

| ight danced over the floor. "There!"

"Most peopl e keep their candles by the door," Andor said dryly.

Rap swore under his breath. He went out again and hurried along to the drivers
office to borrow a couple of chairs. There was no light at all, but he put his
hands on them wi thout hesitation. He told hinself that he was doi ng nothing out
of the ordinary-he had put the chairs back there after Andor left the last tine,
and no one cane near that office for six months at a stretch, so he had known
exactly where they would be. But as he carried themto his room he knew that
Andor's coment was valid-he did wander around in the dark. He had nothing to
trip over in his little attic, only his bed and one snall box, but he could

al ways put his hand on anything he wanted. The thought troubled him He was
slipping, starting to nake use of an ability that he refused to recogni ze or
accept.

By the tinme he arrived with the seats, Andor had extracted the wine bottle from
his nmysterious bundl e and was standi ng under the candle on its high shelf,
fiddling with the seal. The bundle lay on the bed, a cushion shape of obviously
fine-quality white fur, bound with a ribbon. Rap | ooked away fromit quickly and
told hinself that it was not what he feared it was.

It was, though.
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Andor gl anced around for goblets, shrugged, and held out the bottle. "You first!
Merry Wnterfest!" He grinned. "Merry Wnterfest," Rap echoed obediently. He did
not care nuch for wine on principle, but he took the bottle and swall owed a

mout hful . He did not like the taste nmuch, even. He tried to return the bottle,
but it was refused.

"You are not your father. You have a word! People who know words of power do not
have nasty accidents like he did. " Andor did not usually discuss such persona
matters, and Rap was surprised that he knew the story. He took a long swig and
col l apsed into coughi ng and gaggi ng.

"A man of taste and di scernnent, | see?" Andor sat down and sipped snall

mout hful s for a while in silence. Neither man had renoved his parka. The w ne
woul d freeze if they took very long to drink it, but that was not unusual in
Krasnegar. Only the rich could afford peat. Rap's garret did not even possess a
stove, although it did gain sone warnmth fromthe horses that |ived bel ow. Andor
was probably confortable, for his parka and fur pants were thick and down-Ii ned.
Rap's were neither, and had he been al one he woul d have crawl ed into bed.

For the thousandth time he wondered why? He | ooked at the coarse plank walls,
the low, canted ceiling, the equally rough floor. Every nailhead in that ceiling
was highlighted by a small cap of ice. The tiny wi ndow was a shine of starlight
through frost, a square eye of cold silver. Wiy would a man who could afford
such clothes, a man who coul d enter al nost any chanber in the city-with or

wi t hout a beautiful hostess waiting-why woul d such a nman spend hours in a place
like this? Rap had not forgotten the king's warning, yet Andor seened |ike a
true friend, inprobable though that was. He had never suggested any w ongdoi ng,
he did not pry. And he was the only friend Rap had. For a man who had once
fancied hinmself as popular, that was a galling reflection. Andor offered the

bottle again. "Drink up! | want you good and drunk. "
"Way?"
Andor's teeth flashed in his irresistible grin. "You'll find out! |I need your

hel p on sonet hi ng.
"You can have ny hel p sober, for anything. Rap took another swig.

He meant that. Andor was lavish with his tine. By day he would often acconpany
Rap on his errands for Foronod, expertly checking the addition on a tally,
carrying burdens |ike a common porter, throwing in a rapier question or two when
a nmenory stunbl ed. Many eveni ngs he had spent in this bare box, patiently
expl ai ning the nysteries of the al phabet and the arcane ways of nunbers. He had
pretended to enjoy being introduced to Rap's other friends, the horses.

Why ?

Andor had been everywhere. As Rap knew Krasnegar, Andor knew the I|nperia

capital of Hub, the city of five hills. He had described its avenues and

pal aces, its fountains and gardens, in words enchanting to a son of the barren
north. Silver gates and gol den dones, lords and fine |adies, crystal coaches,
orchestras and zool ogi cal collections-he had paraded themall through this dingy
attic under the protection of glittering Inperial cohorts with bands playi ng and
bri ght banners wavi ng.

And not only Hub. Andor had visited great cities uncounted. He had travel ed the
far south and seen devastation wought by dragons. For so young a nan, he had
visited an incredible Iist of places. He had been to Faerie itself, bathing on
its golden beaches, paying a silver penny for a ride on a hippogryff. He had net
gnhonmes and dwarves and el ves. He had haggled for tapestries in crowded bazaars
and edged along walls in sinister alleyways; he had wat ched beautiful slave
girls dance before their masters in opulent courts. He had sailed the Sumtmer Sea
in barques with silken sails curved by the scented wi nds. He had wept at the

bal eful song of merfolk |amenting a dyi ng noon.

He had al so sat long hours in this rough wooden attic and tal ked of canni ba

i slands and castles of glass, of unicorns, of elven trees that touched the
clouds and of the jeweled cities nestling on their boughs, of enornous aninmals
with noses |ong enough to wap around a nan and pick himup, of floating sea
nmonsters so huge that men built houses on their backs and cultivated gardens
there, of volcanoes in eruption and hot springs in which the |ocals boiled whole
oxen for feastings and the guests afterward for entertai nnent. He had descri bed
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the lairs of trolls and ancient ruins half digested by desert sands. Tal king
statues and mrror pools that showed the future were famliar to him and he
knew many tal es of wonders greater yet.

Wy ?

Only once had Rap even dared to ask why? Wiy was Andor his friend? Wiy did Andor
help him keep himconpany, tell himof the wonders of the world, and even
assist in his education? Wat, he had inquired diffidently, was in it for Andor?
Andor had | aughed. "For friendship! The others are only acquai ntances. And
because | admre courage nore than anything in the world. "

"Cour age? Me?"

"Renmenber the first tine we nmet?" Andor had asked in apparent seriousness. "I
had just arrived with the caravan, and a blizzard had just arrived, also. | was
| ooking forward to a confortable bath and a hot bed. | discovered that the tide
had cl osed the causeway and there was a crisis on. | didn't understand, but |
made it my business to find out, because I"'mnosy. It wasn't difficult to |locate
Foronod and see that he was the boss. And then he sent for a boy! | said to
myself, “This man is crazy!' But he asked you if you could guide the wagons and
you didn't say 'Sure!'-which a fool mght have done. You didn't whinper excuses.
You | ooked over the problemand set that big jaw of yours and said, “1'll try!’
And then | said to nyself, "He neans he'll try his dammdest. And this Foronod
hasn't sent for a boy; he's sent for a man!' "

"Ch!" Then Rap had hoped he was not blushing, for he had felt i mensely pleased
that Andor of all nen should think that of him "And then | picked you! "

"You did. And | nearly panicked, right there. But you weren't just risking your
own neck. Any fool can do that. You were going to carry the whole town. That
takes a backbone stiffer than nost nmen's. So | decided if you had that kind of
courage to lead, | would have the courage to follow you. So | did."

And al t hough Rap could hardly dare to believe that explanation, he had never
asked again. If he nmade Andor think nore about the natter, then Andor m ght cone
to the correct conclusion. He mght just say "You're right; there is nothing in
it for ne," and | eave.

But Rap was thinking over the problemnow, for Andor was being
uncharacteristically silent, passing the bottle back and forth in silence,
staring nmoodily at the floor. Usually he was irresistibly good conpany, |eaving
no time for Rap to brood. This day he seened to have a problem Ws he thinking
of all the festivities going on, the dozens of parties at which he would be

wel conme, so long as he did not arrive with Rap in tow?

Then Andor | ooked up and grinned. "Drunk enough yet?"

"For what? "

"I want a promise. I'mgoing to tell you a secret and | want your prom se not to
tell anyone. Ever. "

"You have it. Drunk or sober
"Don't be so rash! Suppose | told you | was planning to kill the king?" Andor's
eyes twinkled, reflecting the candle-fl ane.

"You woul dn't."

"Al'l right, here goes. |'ve never told anyone this, though. " He held the bottle
up to examine its contents. "You and | have sonething in comopbn. W both have a
word. "

Rap's heart crawl ed out of a chrysalis and gently opened butterfly wi ngs. "You
have farsight, also?"

Andor guffawed. "If you knew how nmany collar studs | |ose, you wouldn't ask! No,
not farsight."

The wi ngs were fol ded away again.

"Then what's your tal ent?"

Andor grinned nore widely. "Grls!"

"Ch!" Rap knew that he nust not show his distaste, or he would seemlike a
narr ow m nded provincial. Andor was a sophisticated citizen of the Inpire. Rap
knew of his reputation, but he had always thought it to be nostly jeal ous
gossip, wild exaggeration like the stories of nmen being kicked to jelly in

all eyway brawls. He would certainly not believe that of Andor, even if the girls
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part were true. "I'd be willing to trade," he said.

"Not |ikely!"

"But why are you telling me this? Wiy aren't you out exercising your talent? Al
the girls are in holiday nood."

"You' re probably not drunk enough yet, but I'll risk it. I'mleaving."

Rap's first thought was one of despair. Krasnegar seemed suddenly unthi nkabl e
wi t hout Andor. "Wat? Why?"

The bottle was thrust back at him "Take a big drink. Listen! I'm/leaving,
because |'m bored. | thought a winter in the north would be exciting, but it's
dull as shelling peas."

"Who's going with you?"

Andor shrugged. "I've knocked about the world a lot. | thought Id just take a
horse and go."

"You're crazy! Mad! Mad! Mad! What about the green nen?" Andor shrugged, took
the bottle back, and stretched out his legs. "I've been asking about them [|'m
told that one man is usually safe. Goblins respect courage and they honor a
solitary traveler. A group may get into trouble."

"Fingernails!" Rap shuddered. Goblins nurdered travelers in horrible ways. It
was said they woul d hand a nman a pair of tongs and denand a fingernail as road
toll. If he had the courage to pull out one of his own fingernails, they would
let himgo. If he didn't--they didn't.

"The only alternative is an arned escort, at |east a dozen. Better two dozen
And | can't afford to hire that nmany."

"Andor, this is the northland. The cold is a killer. It's not like hiking across
a desert or sonewhere warm You shoul d take soneone with sone experience."
There was a pause while the candle flane danced in silence. "I have a better

i dea, " Andor said. "By the way, nmerry Wnterfest!" He pointed to the bundle on
t he bed.

"You shouldn't have!" M serably Rap | eaned el bows on knees and buried his face
in his hands. Fromthe wine or fromenbarrassnent, he felt sick

"WIIl the boots fit? Aman's feet are usually the first part of himto stop
growi ng."

"They look all right." Rap did not even turn his head to | ook at the
bundl e- nukl uks and fur trousers wapped in a parka, fur fromyoung pol ar bears,
lined with the down of ducks... garnents of a quality he could never hope to own
in his lifetime. He did not have to open the dammed parcel. "It's very, very

ki nd of you, Andor. No one's given ne a Wnterfest present since my nother died.
But what could | give you in exchange? Horse buns?"

"It is a bribe, of course," Andor admitted cheerfully. "I was hoping that you
m ght agree to share. Yours seens to be stronger than mne, so a sharing would
be a gift to nme. "

"Share what?" Rap | ooked up in both hope and puzzl ement.

"You tell me your word and I'Il tell you mne. Two words nmake an adept. On ny
trip, 1'll be safe fromcold and goblins both-if you'll do that for ne."
Unhappi |y Rap shook his head. "I don't have a word. The king asked ne; | told

himthe same. Do you think I would have lied to ny king? | know no word of

power. These horrible things just started happening to nme by thensel ves."

"You nmust have a word! It's too late to deny it, Rakkie-boy! Yes, they're
usual |y kept secret, but yours is conmmon know edge now. "

Rap remenbered how his | ecture from Sagorn had been cut short. "The king told ne
that there were dangers in knowing a word. Wat dangers?"

"CGods, man!" Andor al nost shouted. "They're valuable! Incredibly val uabl e!
They' re magi c- proof thenselves, so they can't be extracted by sorcery, but every
sorcerer in the world always wants one nore word, to becone nore powerful. One
of these days soneone's going to nail you to a post and start heating irons!

That's another reason we should share-we'll be rmuch safer as adepts, because
we'll have abilities we don't have now "

"l don't want to be a sorcerer!" Rap cried. "I want to be a man-at-arns and
serve Queen Inosolan. That's all | pray the Gods for! "

"Rap!" Andor said inpatiently. "Two won't nmake you a sorcerer, but with two you
can be a chanpi on what ever-you-want, including a chanpi on swordsnman. You'll be
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abl e to beat anyone in the world, except another adept or a nmmge or sorcerer.
Doesn't that idea appeal to you? "

"I't sounds sort of sneaky. " Rap surprised hinself by grinning. Andor chuckl ed
and | ooked hopeful. "And in the forest I'Il be in no danger at all. Well, not
much. "

The forest! Swordnmanship forgotten, Rap canme back to sad reality. "But | don't
have a word to share."

Andor sighed and held out the bottle again. "All right! If you won't, then you
won't."

Rap slid off his chair, onto his knees. "Ardor, if | could, | would! | d give
you mne and not want yours, and |I'd try to forget mne. But | don't have any
magi ¢ words! | swear it! "

"You nust have! Don't grovel-it's not manly. Tell nme how your nother died and
what she said to you the last tine you saw her. The words are usually passed on
a deat hbed. "

Rap clinmbed back on his chair. He felt dizzy with the wine and sick to his
heart. He woul d oh-so-gladly tell Andor what he wanted to know if he coul d.
Andor was a good friend, the only friend he had, and he felt soiled and petty at
refusing him "Jalon has one?" he asked. "He offered to share, too, and |I didn't
under st and! "

"OfF course he does. No one could sing like that otherwise. " Rap knew that Andor
had nmet Jal on. "Wy not share with him then?"

Andor hesitated and then said, "W tried. W both know the sanme word, so nothing
changed. Now, your nother?"

But Rap knew that there was no help there. As happened every few years, fever
had swept into the town froma visiting ship. People had been dying every day.
Anyone beconing ill in the palace was renoved at once. It was his first year in
the stables. He had spent a norning rmucking out and gone hone, expecting his

nmot her to be there working at her |lace, as she usually was, with his |lunch ready
and a smle and a hug and a little joke about her working man. It had been two
days before anyone thought to tell himwhere she was, or why she had gone. Even
then he had not been allowed to go and see her. She had died on the third day.
So there had been no deathbed farewells, no secret words of power passed.

He told the story and Andor | ooked baffl ed.

"She came from Sysanasso,"” Rap said. "Perhaps their magic is different and they
don't use words of power?"

"Yes they do. |I've been there." Andor had been everywhere.

He fell silent, |ooking sulky.

Despite hinself, Rap reached out with his mnd and saw t hose gl orious soft furs
on his bed. The thought of owning themwas |ike the thought of a hot sumer's

day and a picnic on the shore with... with Inos or soneone. He could not accept
such a gift.
"WelI!'" Andor brightened again. "What | really need is a good sorcerer, as the

sayi ng goes, but | shall find a conmpanion, sone nan who is good w th horses,
cour ageous, dependable..."

"I'mglad to hear that, Andor. To go by yourself would be very foolish. |I'mvery
sorry you're leaving, but | shall feel happier if | know you took sonmeone with
you who knows the north. And I'mvery grateful for the gift, but | can't accept
it."

"I hadn't finished! Here, last drop." Andor handed back the bottle. As Rap was
draining it he said, "Courageous, dependable, preferably a seer-"

Rap choked.
He finally stopped coughing and gasping. "No! I'mnot a trapper or a sea
hunter! I'"'ma city boy!"

"You're a man, Rap. A good one."

Rap shook his head. He certainly was not man enough for that nmadness-weeks of
trekking through forest, with wolves and goblins..

"You're a man!" Andor insisted. "Being a man is not a matter of whether hair
grows on your chin, lad. It's inside your head. Sone nal es never nmake it at all
Being a man is rolling up your sleeves and telling the world "Now I'I| play by
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the real rules-no nore wooden swords. |If | succeed, then the credit belongs to
me, not my parents or teachers or enployers, and | shall savor the prizes

without guilt, knowing | earned them And if | fail, then I'll pay the penalties
wi t hout whi npering or blanming anyone else.' That's what manhood is, and it's up
to you to decide when it starts. | think you nade the decision that night on the

beach, ny friend. Friend? But what was this friend asking himto risk? Rap was
very glad he had declined that gift. Brave was good, rash was not.

"I amproud to be your friend, Andor," he said, struggling for words with a
strangely heavy tongue. "And if | thought ny help would be of value, then |
would give it eagerly. But | think | would just be aliability to you. Really!"
"The king is dying."

Ri ght on cue, the candle guttered and went out, leaving faint starlight and a

| ong sil ence.

"You're sure?"

"Sagorn is. |I've spoken to him Do you want to hear it fromhim or will you
trust me?"

"Of course | trust you! Wen?"

"Can't say when. Not today or tonorrow, but he'll never see grass again. That's

what Sagorn says, and there are no w ser doctors than he."

The enornity of it felled Rap. Al his life King Holindarn had rul ed Krasnegar,
a renote, benevolent, all-seeing father to his people, and all the nore so to a
boy with no father of his own. He had seened as stabl e and pernmanent as the rock
itself. The thought that one day he night suddenly not be there was inpossible
to grasp.

"I nos! Oh, poor Inos! when spring conmes, she'll be waiting for the first ship to
bring his letters and instead it will bring that news. "

"Who knows what news it wll bring?"

"What do you nean?"

In the darkness, only his farsight told himthat Andor shrugged.
"When a king dies, his successor had better be on the spot and ready.
"You nmean soneone nmay try to steal the throne?" But obviously that was what
Andor neant-stupid question. Try to behave like a grown man, dunmmy! "Wo woul d
do that?"

"Anyone who thought he'd get away with it. Sergeant Thosolin has the armed mnen.
Foronod may think he'd make a better monarch than a slip of a girl, and nany
woul d agree. Furthernore, the news is sure to reach Nordl and before it gets to
Kinval e, and the tenptation to the thanes will be fresh seal to orcas. If Inos
is not right here, then she has very little chance of ever beconi ng queen

That's my guess, anyway. "

The injustice of it burned like lye. "Then why doesn't the king send for her? "
Andor sighed and adjusted hinself to a nore confortable position. "Sagorn says
that he refuses to admt he's that sick. He can't keep food down, he's in
constant pain-but he's not going to adnit anything. Secondly, he refuses to risk
men's lives. Wich is stupid, since half the men in town would volunteer. But he
has forbi dden any expeditions. "

Poor | nos!

"I's that the real reason you're |eaving, Andor? To tell her?" Andor's teeth
showed faintly in the gloom "It's nothing to do with nme, |laddie. "

More silence, then he said quietly, "But we could travel together until we got
over the nountains. Once we're in the Inpire, it's easy, and | would see you on
the right road for Kinvale. W could hire a guide, if you want one, but you'd
have no problemthere. "

Rap' s hands were shaking, and he clasped themtogether on his |ap.

A | ong pause..

"Whoden swords, Rap? O the real thing now?"

"I have no authority! Who would believe nme?" Andor did not even bother to
answer. |nos, of course.

"Appoi nt nysel f? Di sobey the king' s conmrand?"

"Where is your loyalty, Rap? To the king or to her?"

Dar kness and sil ence.

"I'f you rmust choose-and now you nust-then where is your loyalty? Do you not

file:/lIG|/rah/Dave%20Duncan%20-%20A%20Ma...His%20Word%201%20-%20Magic%20Casement.txt (72 of 174) [2/14/2004 12:03:30 AM]



file:///G|/rah/Dave%20D uncan%20-%20A %20M an%200f%20Hi s%20Word%201%20-%20M agic%20Casement.txt

think that Inos would want to be at his side in his |ast days?"

Rap did not need to answer that question

It was a craziness. The odds were appalling. But Inos would want to be at her
father's side, and Inos was his friend-or would be, were she not a princess.
Andor was right, as usual. In such an energency, Rap nust prove his courage,
prove his manhood to hinself, and show Inos his to... |oyalty.

He shivered. He was not sure which scared himnore, the weather or the goblins.
He had seen goblins hangi ng around the harbor. They were short, very broad
people with gray-brown skin and jet-black hair. They called thensel ves the green
men, and in certain lights their skin did have a greenish tinge in the brown,
like old tarnished brass. In sumrer the nmen wandered around wearing an i ndecent
m ni mum each one usually followed by three or four wonen covered fromhead to
toe. But all the stories agreed that they practiced torture.

It was a hair-raising thought-setting off with Andor on a journey through that
cold, a journey that would take weeks. The air itself could kill

"When?"

"Now. " Andor was sniling again now.

" Now?"

He pointed to the wi ndow, which was glowing nore brightly silver. "The noon is
rising. Everyone is so busy getting ready for Wnterfest that we won't be

m ssed. "

"But... we need supplies!"

"Name them 1've got ny list, let's hear yours."

"Four horses. Beddi ng. Food. Fodder-lots of oats. Wapons. A pot to nelt snow. ..
" He dried up and Andor chuckl ed.

"I thought of a few nore things, but it isn't really very many. No wooden

swor ds?"

Rap gul ped, sniled, and said, "No wooden swords."

Andor reached out a hand to shake. "Good man! |If we get caught by bears in the
harbor or by a blizzard in the hills, we'll die, but that we have to chance.

O herwi se we just keep going--the hills, then the noors, then the forests, then
the nmountains. Once we're over them then it's plum cake. Three weeks in

sunmer... say five now. Then a week for Inos to get ready. Angilki will Iend her
sone nen, | think, or she can hire sone. Five weeks back. Three nonths, or four
at the outside. Sagorn thinks he may just |last that |ong. Renenber, he has a
word of power, and that will help him "

Sagorn had said the words nmade their owners hard to kill, and he had gl anced at

the king when he said it.

"The king has a word, too?"

Andor nodded. "Inisso had three, it is said, and he divided his power-one word
to each of his sons. | can't believe he woul d have done anything so stupid, but
that is the |l egend. Kal kor of Gark probably knows one of them even yet. He's a
superb killer, a thane's thane. Duke Angil ki nust have one, 'cos he's an utter
idiot, but a denbn with wall paper-so |'ve heard-and the kings of Krasnegar have
al ways had one. That's how they have retained their independence for so |ong.
But if Inos doesn't get back here before her father dies, then it will die with
him The throne is not all she will be cheated out of, Rap."

"But how could we collect all that stuff and get away unseen?"

"I told you-Wnterfest. No one will question you, anyway. They'l|l assune you're
doi ng sonething for Foronod. And you can wal k around in the dark! \Were are the
bedrol s kept, the thick ones? "

"I don't know. In the storeroomby the smthy, | suppose.”

"Look for them "

Rap scowl ed, and knew that his scowl would show in the silvery tendrils of
nmoonl i ght spreading into the little room

"Rap! | wouldn't risk this nmadness with anyone else but you, and I won't if
you're going to be a nmul e-headed pig. That farsight of yours will be our trunp
card. Nothing can sneak up on you, if you'll use it. But use it you nust! And
you need practice. Now, are the bedrolls there?"

Rap thought about the storeroomand said, "In the corner beside the axes."
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"Axes! Good! | forgot those. You get the bags and-"

"The stable gate is |ocked. The keys are on Hononin's belt."

"Then I'Il get those."

"You?" The hostler was one of the very few people in Krasnegar who did not |ike
Andor. Hononin detested him apparently. The hostler was a grunpy old denon.
"Yes, ne!'," Andor |aughed. "Where can | find him do you suppose?”

3

For the next two hours, Rap felt as if he were fighting a blizzard. The new

cl ot hes al one woul d have been enough to put himin a daze, and the thought of
trekking off into the wastel ands of the taiga, the prospect of an adventure with
a hero |like Andor, the chance of seeing Inos again... Enotions swirled through
himlike a spring tide. Myreover he now must force hinmself to use his uncanny
sensing ability instead of suppressing it, and soon his head was throbbing wth
the effort. Yet farsight was a wonderful assistance for a comon thief.

The realization that he was stealing upset himeven nore than the thoughts of
danger ahead. He tried to convince hinmself that everything he was taking woul d
be returned eventual ly, except the food. Andor had said that he would handl e the
food, and he had promi sed he would | eave payment. Sweating in his opul ent new
furs, Rap scurried around the pal ace storeroons, collecting things and carrying
themto the stables, using no lights, yet rarely having to hesitate or funble.
The beddi ng was where he had known it would be, and so were axes and oats and
spears and shovels... he cached his loot in an enpty stall and then set to work
on horses.

Firedragon was a tenptation, but he was stud for the royal herd, so the
tenptati on woul d have to be resisted. Young animals woul d be the best, but even
some of those were beginning to show the effects of their harsh w nter
confinement. In the cold, uncaring noonlight he saddl ed Joyboy and Crazy; he

| oaded Peppers and Dancer with the bags of fodder and equi pnent.

Then he was ready and he sl umped down on a bag of chaff to catch his breath,
wonderi ng what he m ght have forgotten. The stable was dark, warm and snelly
with horses, filled with their little snufflings and shiftings, honely and
famliar... and as Rap sat there, the inplications of what he had done suddenly
struck himlike snow falling off a roof. The storeroons had opened to him
because he was Foronod's hel per-Foronod's trusted hel per. He had been entrusted
with the keys, and he had betrayed that trust! He was di sobeying his king. Wo
was he to sumon Inos to a perilous trek back through the winter forest, when
her father would not? Had Andor bew tched hin? He began to shake and streamwith
sweat. Traitor! Thief!

He was crazy! Perhaps there was just tine to correct his error before Andor
arrived-then no one woul d ever know. Frantic with guilt, with fingers that
seenmed clunmsy as toes, Rap began unl oadi ng the ponies.

He had hardly started when a door creaked. He jumped, but he knew it was Andor
before he could see him

Andor thankfully slid a huge pack of supplies off his back

"Good man! Al nost ready, | see. You' re a wonder, Rap, even anong northerners-and
you know what peopl e say about them "

"No? What do they say about us?"

"Ch," Andor said vaguely, "you know. Self-reliant, tough, dependable. That sort
of thing. Now to business!" Ginning, he held up Hononin's keys and jingled

t hem

How had he managed that? Rap's heart punped cold terror as he renmenbered the
tales of the fisherman Kranderbad and the others. "Wat did you do to hinf Tel
nme! "

"Not a thing, ny lad. He's still drinking Wnterfest punch at the King' s Head.
"He gave you the keys?"

"No. He dropped themon the floor right here, but he doesn't know that yet. Now,
what are we m ssing?"

Ten minutes later they unlocked the stable gate and wal ked out into the bailey
and the deadly col d.

"Dam!" Andor said. The expedition had run into trouble already. Al though the
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outer gates were never |ocked, only barred, a giant snowdrift |ay across them
The postern was open, and a path through it well tranped, but the packhorses
woul d not be able to pass that way with their burdens.

"We'I'l have to unload and | oad up again outside," Rap said, feeling the bite of
the col d al ready.

"l suppose so," Andor nuttered. "Is there anyone out there to see?"

“I... | don't know"

"Use your farsight.
"I can't! " Rap felt a sudden panic. WAs his nysterious power going to fail him
now, when he had just agreed to use it? He could sense nothing-which told him
how much he had al ready becone accustomed to using his farsight without
realizing. Atrenor of guilt teased at his conscience again. Wre the Gods about
to withdraw their gift to hinf

Then Andor chuckled. "Try this, then. Go outside and see what happens."

Puzzl ed, Rap handed himthe lead rein and stepped through the postern. A nonent
|ater he returned. "You're right! The gate stops it-whatever it is."

"Shoul d have known! The castle is nmgic-proof."

"Magic? |'mnot a sorcerer!”

"No, lad, but your farsight is sonmething nore than nundane. Wiy do you suppose
old Inisso built a castle, anyway? There are no armes here! Sorcerers fear only

other sorcerers, so the castle wall is magic-proof. Magic'll work inside or
outside, but not through the walls... 1've heard of that. | d forgotten. Well
cone on! W'l| freeze to death if we don't start noving!" Wth Andor follow ng,

Rap led their string down through the alleys of Krasnegar and the Gods seened to
be cheering themon. The few people they net were so far advanced in festive
preparations that they did not wonder where Rap mi ght be going with horses at
that tinme of year. Mdst did not even recognize himin his new clothes, and the
rest were content to call a cheerful greeting as he went by. The town gates were
unl ocked. Andor swung up the bar, Rap followed himout to the docks-and stopped
to check for bears.

Not hi ng noved in the black stillness. Neither eyes nor farsight detected danger
Spring and fall were when white bears roaned the coast. M dwi nter should be

saf e-but not necessarily.

"Can't see anything," Rap nuttered nervously.

"Right!" Andor led the way to a boat ranp, and the insane escapade had begun
Wndl ess and still, the night was yet cold beyond belief. Steam fromthe horses
rose |like the snoke of bonfires. Sealed cozily inside his new furs, Rap could
feel the deathly touch only on the small conmers of his face that were stil
exposed, but the insides of his nostrils crackled. Snow crunched noisily bel ow
hoof and boot.

The hal f npbon had bani shed the aurora and nost of the stars. Now its ghostly
light fell froma clear black sky to glitter on the ice-covered bay. The i sl ands
of the causeway were drifted over and tangled with piled floes, but the bay ice
itself would be safe enough-if they could ever get to it, for its edges were a
crunpl ed horror of tilted blocks and jagged nonoliths, sharp ice and soft snow
m xed in random confusion. Drifts and shadows conceal ed deep hol es, deep enough
in some cases to reach down to the water itself, with only a treacherous thin
cover of newice. For the first few m nutes Rap fl oundered, convinced he woul d
never find a way through such a trap, tripping and constantly sinking through
surfaces that | ooked hard and yet were not. The horses behind himwere doing no
better and he could sense their terror

"Take your tinme," said Andor's voice fromthe back, calmy. "The farsight wll
hel p you."

Rap's right foot sank deep into soft snow. He stunbled against a crystal wall
extracted that foot and |ost the other, then both, and stopped of necessity,
buried up to his thighs. He was gasping with nervousness and exertion, blow ng
clouds of steamthat glistened faint rai nbow colors in the moonlight. He thought
of the endless | eagues before him At this rate they would starve to death
before they even reached the nmainland, far |less the forests.

"Wait! " Andor called as Rap struggled to free hinself. "C ose your eyes!"

Rap cl osed his eyes. He knew that there was a giant canted slab on his right,
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and a heap of nmassive blocks to his left, but of course that snooth stretch
ahead was all snowdrift and the ice bel ow sl oped steeply down. H s eyes had not
told himthat. Over there, however, the snow was thinner..

It seenmed a long time, but it could hardly have been nore than ten mnutes
before he had found a route through the labyrinth, out on to the snoother
surfaces in the center of the bay, where the floes had not been so contorted by
the tide. Then it seened safe to nobunt the horses. He had mastered the
technique. He did not need to close his eyes now, he could blend the two types
of sight in his mnd and reach out ahead. When they canme to the junble on the
opposite shore, he led the string through wi thout having to backtrack once.
"Magni ficent! Rap, ny lad, you're incredible! This is going to be a joyride."
Prai se from Andor was a hot drink, sweet and warmall through Rap.

And his magic worked on land, as well. He soon devel oped a sense for the depth
and packing of the snow where the horses could go and where they could not. In
truth there was not nmuch snow on the ground. Krasnegar was a dry place and the
snow seened i npressive only because the wi nd nade every fl ake do the work of
ten. Open areas were nostly swept clear, and drifts forned only in the |ee of
obstacl es. Hi s headache faded as his confidence grew, or perhaps that was an
effect of the clear and frigid air. Their route was |less direct than would have
been possible in sumer, but they began to advance steadily into the hills, four
horses in line sending up thick clouds of steamin the noonlight, the jingle of
harness blending with the crackle of the snow crust, their shadows tracking

besi de.

As the sun rul ed Krasnegar's sky in summer, so the noon prevailed in winter. A
full nmoon hardly set at all, riding high around the sky, ducking but briefly
bel ow the northern horizon to hide fromthe transient sun. But now t he noon was
waning and it would fail themin tinme. Yet even at mdw nter there would be sone
daylight, and a brash new confidence was telling Rap that he perhaps did not
need light at all.

They took their first break in the same little valley where he had net Jalon the
m nstrel, many nonths before, although now the countrysi de was strangely changed
by the snow and the spectral light. This far fromthe shore bears were unlikely,
because bears ate seals in preference to people.

Rap dug out a canteen fromunder a grain sack on Dancer, whose body heat had
kept it unfrozen

"Careful with this," he warned as he passed it to Andor. "It will freeze to your
lips if you let it." He felt an unworthy twi nge of pride in his superior

know edge, the jotunn guiding the inp. They chewed pemmi can and spilled sone
oats on the snow for the ponies. Rap nmuttered over their gashed ankles, he
scraped the packed snow out of their shoes and carefully picked the icicles from
their nostrils. He was al nost | aughing aloud with excitenent, exhilarated by
adventure and a sense of escape. Krasnegar had been a jail for himhe had broken
out into freedom He nmade a pronmise to hinself: this journey would be the start
of his manhood. If the air had not been so cold, he would have been tenpted to
si ng.

They nmade canp in a peat cutting under the glorious canopy of stars. If there
was sone way to pitch a tent when the ground was iron, then Rap did not knowit.
They finally used their tent as a giant sleeping bag, putting the bedrolls
inside it and then wiggling into them

"This," Rap said firmy, "is fun!"

"Great Gods!" Andor nuttered. "He's mad." After a m nute he added, "But it's
different, I'lIl grant you."

After another mnute Rap whispered, "Andor? Have you ever had an adventure |ike
t hi s?"

"I"'mnot sure. I'll tell you afterward; this one may be different."
" How?"
"Because the others, | survived."

About two hours before noon, a faint glow appeared in the south and gradually
spread into a vague twilight, then a dimand foggy daylight. For a few mnutes
an edge of the sun showed. Soon it was gone and the day faded as slowy as it
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had conme. The noorlands were difficult, the rough ground heavily laced with
drifts, the best trail winding and twisting |like a tangled cord. But now Rap's
head did not ache at all, and he could choose the firmest route w thout even
havi ng to think.

Once that day they saw wol ves far off, or at least Rap did, but they slunk away
into blurry distance without any signs that they m ght be contenplating attack
If the weather held... and the weather did. On the third day, while Krasnegar
woul d be feasting and cel ebrating Wnterfest, the noors di pped away and the
first stunted trees stood as sentries for the great taiga ahead. Here ended the
real mof the king of Krasnegar. Ahead lay a |and that neither he nor the inperor
could claimwith conviction. Yet it was not no-man's |and. Trees were shelter
fromeven the worst that a blizzard could do, but they were shelter for other
men, al so, and those could be nore deadly than any blizzard.

Seven days into the forest, they were still alive.

For two rank begi nners, Rap thought, they were doing well. True, Andor was an
experienced traveler, but he was a man of the south. Rap was a native, but a
city dweller. Only trappers, seal hunters, and prospectors left Krasnegar in
winter. Al that he had known of life in the wastel ands had been gl eaned from
conversations with men such as those, and there was nuch that nust be | earned
the hard way.

But Rap and Andor |earned. They |learned not to build fires under branches |aden
with snow, they learned to take their boots into their bedrolls with them at
night; they learned to stay in the densest forest, where the undergrowh and
snow cover were least. In that prinmeval gloomthere were gane trails and
mysterious paths along which Rap | ed the horses unerringly with the aid of his
supernatural vision

So far they had seen no signs of the dreaded goblins. Even aninal tracks were
scarce and neither of the nmen could read what stories they mght have had to
tell. Only once was there obviously wolf spoor, and for two hours thereafter
Rap's ghostly farseeing was stretched to its Iimt as he nervously scanned the
forest. Andor grunmbled that he would never eat pemm can or pancakes again, but
Rap seenmed to thrive on the nonotonous diet. The horses were doing | ess well,
and he hated to drive the poor creatures so hard. Their ribs showed |ike sapling
groves. They staggered often. They spent the hours of rest pawing at the snow in
search of the neager forest grass bel ow

And the human food supplies were dwi ndling fast. The sel f-taught pioneers woul d
have to | earn hunting soon or face starvation, but they agreed that they should
press on southward as far as they could, as fast as they could, as long as the
weat her all owed. Sone days they endured a bitter wind and Iight snow, but the
trees gave shelter and no real killer stormhad come seeking them Rap had seen
trees before. There were a few twi sted specinens in the castle gardens, and he
had acconpani ed a search party southward two sunmers earlier, pursuing

Fi redragon and his herd. Yet he had never conceived that there could be as many
trees in the world as he saw now in a single day; nostly spruce, black in their
Wi nter coats, silent and unfriendly. He had expected the taiga to be endl ess and
featurel ess and unchanging, but it did change. It rolled up and down, it broke
sonetines into open clearings, old firebreaks, which were tangled and hard
going, and it had rivers and game trails and frozen marshes peppered with tiny,
stunted spruce. He had never seen rivers before and he tried vainly to inagine
how they would | ook with water in theminstead of solid ice.

Sone peopl e never get |lost, Sagorn had said, and Rap's sense of direction was
unfailing. In the darkest dark or the whitest ice fog, he could always face to
the south and he could always find his way back to the wagon trail whose genera
course they were following. The trail itself, however, was often plugged with
drifts, and for nmen and horses, the trees nmade easier going. On the seventh day
they were still alive

4

"Rap! Let's canp!" Andor's voice was a croak. There was no noonlight now, and
the endl ess blindman's bluff was enotionally exhausting for him as well as for
the horses. Rap had becone so expert that even in daylight he sometines wal ked
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with his eyes closed, if the I ow sun shone in them

Now t he sun had just set, and Rap woul d have been willing to go on for |onger
But he was secretly becom ng concerned by Andor's weakness-inps did not fare
well in winter. Rap had jotunn blood in himand was enduring nuch better

"Good idea," he said. "I was just about to suggest it."

They found a canpsite in a small clearing and set to work building a fire. Soon
the light fromthe flames danced over snow and the encircling woods, and Andor
had his eyes back. He rummaged for the food, while Rap set to work cutting nore
firewood and spruce boughs to build a |l ean-to. They were beconing efficient and
they had | ong since discarded the tent as usel ess baggage.

Rap had noved into the trees, sone yards fromthe flickering firelight. Hs
attention nust have wandered, for it was a sense of alarmin the ponies that
alerted himfirst, and his farsight confirned the danger a nmonent later. He

pl unged back through the snow to the canp and said: "Andor! Visitors!"

Andor | ooked up fromwhere he was kneeling by the fire. H's black inpish stubble
was caked with ice. His face was darkly filthy, and only a glint of firelight in
his eyes showed frominsi de the shadow of his fur hood. "How many?"

Rap counted. "Twenty or so. They're noving around, nmaking a circle." H s hands
wer e begi nning to shake, and he was astonished to hear Andor utter a | ow
chuckl e.

"Then this may be your |ast chance."

"Last chance for what?" Rap did not want to raise his voice, and yet obviously
the fire and the sound of his ax had already proclainmed their location |ike a
carillon.

"Your |ast chance to share your word with nme, of course. An adept would be in no
danger, but | doubt that nmy talent will work well enough on these fellows. Spit
it out, Rap! Quick!"

"I have no word!" Rap protested, horrified. Had Andor been thinking hima Iliar
all this tinme?

Andor threw down the knife he had been using on the penm can and put his mtted
hands on his knees. "Last chance, Master Rap!"

"Andor... " Rap felt his world crunbling. His terror of the goblins faded before
a heartbreaking sense of betrayal. "Is this all a trick? The king isn't dying?"
"Ch, he's dying. That doesn't natter nmuch now, does it? You know what the
goblins will do to us, don't you?"

They were closing in now, the circle shrinking. Yet eyes could not have detected
them and they nmade no sound. Only a seer could have known.

Rap wavered on the brink of panic.

"I have no word to tell! You tell nme yours, then! If | do have one, then two
will make me an adept, won't it? Then | can save us! "

Ander uttered a snort of derision. "Not likely!" He clinbed to his feet. "Wich
way are they coning?"

Rap searched with his mind. The circle had stopped shrinking and there was a
knot of men advancing. "That way. "

"You're quite sure you won't tell ne? It would be nicer than having bits pulled
of f. "

"I can't! Tell me yours!"

Andor shook his head in exasperation. "That woul dn't work! You'd need tine to

learn to control it. | don't even need to becone an adept, really-not for this.
Al | need your word for is to boost the talent | already have, nore power. Then
I"lI'l win over the goblins, and we'll be nade wel conme. So you have to tell ne

yours, don't you see?"

Tal ent? Wn? How coul d he have ignored the obvious for so long? "It's not just
girls, isit?" Rap said bitterly. "It's all people. Men, too. You tricked ne."
Andor had done to Rap what Rap had done to Firedragon's mares. Thief! Traitor
Andor shrugged heavy, furred shoulders. "The goblins are no trick, and | don't
intend to stay around to entertain them You're being foolish, Master Rap. "
Then he turned to face the arrivals.

Three shadowy figures had energed fromthe dark into the edge of the firelight,
vi sible even to eyes.

I f goblins valued courage, then they were not going to be inpressed by Rap's
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qui vering jaw, or the way he was keeping his knees pressed together. He resisted
the tenptation to sidle in behind Andor and hi de.

The three came slowy closer, spears raised, inspecting their catch with care
They were short and very broad. They wore jerkins and trousers and boots, but
made of buckskin instead of fur, gaudily decorated with fringes and beadworKk.
The fire's glimrer showed hard, unfriendly faces, dark-skinned and marked by
conplicated tattoo patterns around the eyes.

The one in the center seened older than the others. He had the npbst ornate
decorations on his clothes and on his face, and he spoke first, barking out a
question that Rap could not understand, acconpanied by a threatening noverment of
t he spear.

Andor seened to straighten up, tall and inposing. He rolled off a long answer in
the sane tongue, and his voice was harsher and nuch deeper than usual. Rap
junped with surprise when he heard it. It had never occurred to himthat the
gobl i ns spoke anot her | anguage.

Then he wondered how Andor knew it.

The spear points dipped slightly. The | eader spoke another question, sounding
surprised.

Andor replied and pointed to his face. Now Rap could catch a word or two. It was
a strangely coarse dialect, but not a totally different tongue.

The chi ef snapped an order to his two conpani ons and then advanced al one,

hol ding his spear at wai st height now. He peered up into Andor's hood.

Rap had just noticed that he could barely see over Andor's shoul der. Andor was
much taller than he ought to be and certainly nuch broader. Hi s parka strained
over nmssive arns and shoul ders. He | ooked wong to Rap's eyes, and also to his
farsight. There was a bigger nan in there than Andor

The chief had rattled off nore questions, Andor replying. The chief showed
irregular teeth in a broad grin. He reached out a mtt and turned Andor around.
He wanted to see Andor's tattoos in the firelight, but in doing so he showed
that face to Rap. It was not Andor. It was a huge nan, a man with the ugliest
and nost terrifying face Rap had ever seen-nose crushed over to one side, one
corner of his nouth Iifted by a scar, the corner of one eye pulled awy by

anot her. Andor's dark, stubbly beard had vani shed-this man | ooked new y shaved.
He was not a goblin, but he had goblin tattoos around his eyes-pale jotunn's
eyes, which now net Rap's and crinkled with contenptuous anusenent. He gri nned.
H's front teeth were nmissing, top and bottom giving hima nost hideous and
sinister wolfish |eer.

Rap backed away in dismay, alnobst into the canpfire. "Where is Andor?"

"You won't be seeing himagain, not likely."

Rap's heart was spinning, and he thought he m ght be going to faint. Andor had
been there only minutes before. "W are you?" he cried.

"Afriend of his," the big man said. "I'm Darad. You were warned about ne.

5

The chief inspected Darad's tattoos by the trenbling light of the canpfire and
apparently approved of them He sniled and dropped his spear, attenpted to
enbrace the giant, and received a bear hug in return. That ought to be a good
sign for Darad, but who was going to hug Rap?

The chief's two conpanions were sniling al so and coning forward for

i ntroductions and nore enbraces. The rest of the goblins floated in fromthe
trees, silent as nobonbeans, appearing suddenly in the firelight |ike ghosts.
They were younger nmen, nostly, bearing spears or bows, and all wearing the sane
fringed and beaded buckski ns.

What was goi ng on? Obviously there was sone sort of sorcery at work, yet Andor
was nost certainly not a sorcerer. Sorcerers need not endure the hardships of

| ong days' trekking through the wastel ands; they had abilities to avoid such
dangers and disconfort. |f Andor was a sorcerer and wanted that damabl e nmagic
word that he thought Rap possessed, he would surely have reveal ed his powers
sooner .

And who was this Darad, against whom Jal on had warned him this Darad who so
conveniently tore goblins' tattoos and spoke their tongue? Rap trenbled as he
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t hought of Kranderbad and the others who had tried to fight Andor and had then
been so callously maimed. The idea that the soft-spoken, kindly Andor night
commit such atrocities, even in the heat of a fight, was just as unthinkable as
the notion that he mght be a sorcerer. Darad, however, |ooked capabl e of
anyt hi ng. Perhaps Darad was a denon who canme to Andor's rescue when he was in
trouble. If so, and if the goblins were going to be friendly, would Andor now
reappear?

But the goblins were not being totally friendly. The four horses had been caught
and led forward into the firelight, tugged unwillingly by their nanes, too weak
and dispirited to resist. Darad and the chief were in guttural argument wth
much pointing and wavi ng of hands. As the voices rose, Rap began to catch a few
of the words: horse and four and saddle. The old chief turned and | ooked at Rap,
who quivered instantly and rem nded hinself sternly that goblins respected
courage. The thought brought himlittle confort.

The chi ef asked a question, Darad replied. Rap nmade out his own nane, but little
el se. The argunent seened to go back to the horses, then to himagain.

Dar ad stepped over, took Rap's armin a grip that nmade his bones creak, and
turned himaway fromthe fire, toward the dark of the forest.

"I''"ll give you one nore chance. " His voice was | ow and harsh, blurred by the

m ssing teeth.

"l don't know any words of power!" Hopefully Darad-and the goblins, too-would
think it was the fearsonme cold that was naking Rap trenble so nuch. Wiy coul dn't
he stop?

"The chief nust have a gift. | offered two horses. He wants all four. But he'l
settle for sonmething less."

"What ?"

"You. "

"You woul dn' t!"

Darad grinned. Hi s tongue and his eyeteeth were very prom nent because of the
gaps, and his grin was |lupine and i nhuman. His eyes were shiny and cold as the
polar night. If Rap had been able to give himwhat he wanted, those eyes al one
woul d have been persuasi on enough

"l don't know any-"

Dar ad pushed contenptuously. Rap toppled into a snowbank. By the tinme he had

pi cked hinself up, Darad and the chi ef were enbraci ng again.

Experi enced woodsnmen woul d not have nade their canp half a mle froma goblins'
village. As soon as Rap was pointed in the right direction and jabbed forward by
the point of a spear, he could sense it at the limt of his range. He had been
carel ess; now he was going to pay dearly for his stupidity.

He staggered along, dimly aware of the guards around him and of Darad and the
goblin chief walking armin armat the front of the line. They were an

i ncongruous pair, for the huge Darad nade the other seemlike a dwarf. The big
man was hobbling, as if Andor's mukl uks were hurting him

Havi ng regi stered that the horses and the equi pnent were being brought al ong,
Rap concentrated on sensing out the clearing ahead, where four |og structures
stood in a square. He could soon tell that the closest was a stabl e containing
three runtish ponies--small wonder that the chief had wanted all four of the
Krasnegari an horses-but the farthest was nmuch |arger than the others and there
were many people in there, nostly wonen. O the two others, one seened to be
reserved for wonen and girls, and the smallest for boys. Al three houses were
sendi ng up lazy columms of snoke into the crystal-cold night, but the big one
was the comunal house, and it was there that the procession headed. As it left
the forest and crunched over the snowy clearing, a chorus of barking broke out
in greeting.

Before Rap had any tine to study all the details with his sensing, he had
reached the | argest but and was hurriedly pushed inside. Blinded by a bl aze of
light, half choked by a fog of acrid snoke and fetid odors, he recoil ed and was
shoved forward bodily into a nelee of undressing nen. He tripped and roll ed
anong greasy legs and snelly feet. He began to cough; his eyes streaned tears;
he gasped in heat unbearable to himafter a whole week of arctic cold.
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Al'l around himnmen were stripping off clothes; he rose and copi ed t hem out of
necessity. The goblins stopped just short of total nudity, retaining only brief

| oi ncl oths, the same i ndecent garnents he had seen on goblins at Krasnegar. Wth
head swi nmi ng and stomach all knotted up at the stench, quivering and sweati ng,
he struggled to maintain control. Courage! he told hinself. Brave nmen do not

vomi t!

He stripped to his shirt and shorts, and saw his furs tossed into a conmunal
heap of buckskins by the door. Then an elderly, near-nude goblin shouted at him
Seeing that Rap did not understand, he ripped Rap's shirt off and hurled it
furiously to the floor--apparently wearing a shirt indoors was an insult. He
shoved Rap ahead of him over to a corner, and gestured that he nust sit down.

G ad to obey, tornented by this shanmeful undress, Rap crouched down, hugged his
knees, and nade hinself snall.

The buil ding was one giant room |onger than King Holindam s great hall, nade of
enornous | ogs. The center held the place of honor, a | ow stone platformaround a
bl azi ng hearth, where Darad was al ready stretching out on a pile of furs and

| ooki ng confortabl e.

The wonen were clustered around a nuch srmaller fire at the far end of the hall
and farsight told Rap that they were preparing food. Neither hearth had a

chi mey; reluctant to depart through the hole in the roof, the snoke gathered
overhead in a whitish cloud, billowi ng up and down |ike a sea swell.

Probably nowhere in the | odge was truly warm except near the fires-Rap had been
decei ved when he first entered by the sudden change and by having furs on. Were
he was sitting now, down |ow, the air was freezing, and polar drafts knifed in
through chinks in the logs to ice his back. He shivered constantly and was hard
put to keep his teeth fromchattering. Perhaps the snell was not quite so bad
down there, but his eyes still smarted unbearably. It was unfair to ask a nan to
pretend to have courage when he was so cold, and the air so snoky.

The wonen were invisible, swathed in vol um nous buckskin robes reaching to the
ground, their heads covered with w nples of woven stuff, and only their hands
and faces showi ng. The few goblin wonmen he had seen in Krasnegar had been
shrouded |ike that, even in sunmer.

The nen, by contrast, were al nost conpletely visible, their dark-khaki skin
shining greasily and displaying in the firelight the greenish tinge of which the
gobl i ns boasted. They wore their heavy black hair matted into a tail with fat
and draped over one shoul der to hang down their chests like a bellrope. Al of
the nmen seened short, although that was partly because Darad towered over them
like a swan anmong nal |l ards, but they were w de and deep, their linbs thick and
heavy. Rap wondered how much of that neat was fat and how nuch nuscle; seeing
the easy and |inber way the goblins wal ked around, he decided that it was nostly
muscl e. Their eyes were wongly shaped and set at an odd angle in their heads,
their Iinbs and bodies snooth, although nost sprouted scattered black bristles
around their nouths-goblins had big mouths, full of teeth that seened too | arge
and pointed. Darad dwarfed themall. Hi s pal e-pink jotunnish body was furred in
yel l ow hair, but also heavily scarred and nuch tattooed. Andor's flinsy
underwear clung on himin shreds, provoking loud hilarity until a suitably |arge
| oi ncloth could be found to replace it. He had been given the thickest rug, next
to the chief, and two young nmi dens had been set to work rubbing grease into his
pelt. Looking like a white walrus basking anong seals, drink in hand, surrounded
by admrers, he was obviously prepared to enjoy a fine evening.

Knowi ng that he nust seemas odd to the goblins as they did to him Rap was
happy to remain as i nconspi cuous as possible. But he did not only | ook wong, he
smelled wong. His farsight warned him and he turned around hastily to nmeet the
slitted eyes of the | argest dog he had ever seen. It mght even be a full-grown
ti mber wol f-silver gray, and certainly weighing alnbst as nuch as he did. Its
lips were curled to display teeth |ike white daggers. Its hackles were raised,

it was already tensed to spring. None of the goblins was paying any attention
and the visitor was surely about to be savaged.

Quickly Rap turned on the charmthat he used for dogs, |ike the charmthat

wor ked on horses. He smiled, he raised a hand..

"Here, Fleabag," he whispered. "N ce doggi e?"
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Fl eabag postponed his attack to consider this unexpected devel opment. As Rap's
soot hing thoughts sank in, his ruff began to settle. He edged forward with great
suspicion and sniffed at the hand. His tail started to twitch

Rap di scovered that he was shaking. Having his throat ripped out by a wolf m ght
be much pl easanter than whatever the goblins had in store for him but it was
still an event better avoided. Other dogs arrived to inspect what Fl eabag had
found, sniffing and then licking. Apparently Rap had an interesting taste. The
dogs stank foully, but not as badly as their owners did, and while Rap m ght
have been able to send them away, they were conpany and they hel ped to shield
himfromthe goblins' view. They lost interest eventually and settled down to

sl eep, spread out untidily on the floor around him Even in Krasnegar, the

pal ace dogs had tended to foll ow hi mabout.

The nen around the central hearth-the nbst senior sprawing on the platform
itself, on furs, youngsters sitting on its edge or squatting on the floor-were
all busily rubbing grease on thensel ves or on one another, conbing and greasing
their hair. The goblin chief was a m ddl e-aged man, potbellied and thi nshanked,
but bearing hinmself |ike one who accepts no questions. H's facial tattoos were
richer and nore conpl ex than anyone else's, his rope of hair was streaked in
silver, and he wore a necklace of many strands of bear claws, which clicked and
cl acked when he noved. He reclined beside Darad and the two of them nonopolized
t he conversati on.

Darad was a guest. No one offered Rap a drink, or even a fur. Was he guest or
captive? He mght even be a slave if Darad had given himto the chief. It was
hardly flattering to be second choice to two horses, but perhaps that was a
realistic evaluation. Meanwhile he could only sit and shiver in cold and fear
and lonely silence. He ought to say a prayer or two, but he wasn't nuch of a
praying man and it seened shaneful to change now, when he was in trouble, after
so seldomoffering thanks for the good life he had enjoyed back in Krasnegar

The Gods might feel that his ingratitude was being well rewarded. If he'd done
sonme serious praying sooner, he m ght have known that stealing the king's horses
was very wrong behavi or

In the end he decided it would be all right to ask the God of Courage to send
himstrength to endure whatever was com ng. Darad was holding forth, waving his
beaker with one hand and pointing to his various scars and tattoos with the
other. The goblins listened intently, seem ng inpressed. Rap began to catch sone
of the | anguage, especially Darad's words, and the nane Wl f Tooth kept
recurring. He concluded that this nust be Darad's goblin nane and he was tal king
of hinself, telling of WoIf Tooth's triunphs and all the various tribes he

bel onged to worl dwi de, as evidenced by his tattoos. Sysanasso was nentioned.

So were nurder and rape. Quite evidently Darad was a horror, as different from
the gentle, sociable Andor as it was possible for man to be. Yet if a quarter of
his tales were true he had traveled as wi dely as Andor had. He was also a
braggart and probably stupid, but the goblins did not seemto nind that. After a
whil e the wonen began to bring their nenfol k di shes of food. Rap sat and wat ched
them gorge. Hi s nouth watered, hoping sonmeone nmight think to throw it a bone.
The dogs snored and twitched in their dreanms. Rap was weary, but fear and cold
kept himalert. He wondered why wonmen so greatly outnunbered the nen. Scanning
the other buildings with farsight, he saw that there the nunbers were nore even;
girls in one, boys in the other. The difference was the adult nen, therefore,
and a reasonabl e guess would be that a war party was out raiding sonewhere
Fromtine to tinme wonen would slip out the door and cone back with nore wood for
the two nonstrous fires. They at |east wore robes, but nen wandering out to
relieve thenselves did not bother to dress, although even the thought of going
out unclothed into that unbelievable cold made Rap shudder. The buckski ns that
the goblins had worn earlier were nuch flinsier than his furs, so obviously
goblins felt cold nmuch I ess than faun -jotunn hal fbreeds did, and the hearth was
a place of honor, rather than of confort. The meal was finished. The drinking
continued. After an hour or two, the chief |ooked across toward Rap and asked
Darad sonething. Darad grinned and beckoned. Reluctant, feeling horribly
enbarrassed and vulnerable in his state of undress, Rap rose and advanced to the
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edge of the ring of junior goblins spraw ed around the hearth.

Hi s hosts inspected himwith curiosity, with amusenent, then w th contenptuous
comments that he could not catch. There was |aughter. He knew he rnust | ook
strange to themthe reverse of the way they | ooked to him He would seem a very
pal e brown, very stringy, and too tall. His tussock of unruly brown hair would
be entertaining, also. The mnstrel Jalon had told himthat fauns had hairy

| egs, and certainly Rap's | egs had been been busily growi ng hairy recently. They
obvi ously amused the goblins. But evidently he had overl ooked the feature that
amused them nost. The chi ef said sonething that provoked especially |oud

| aughter. Darad's reply brought nore.

He | eered at Rap. "The chief offered to give nme your nose, because mine is
broken. | said nine was still prettier. " He |laughed again and took another

dri nk.

The goblins all had w de, plunp faces, but their noses were thin and very | ong.
They al so had big ears.

"When do | get to eat?" Rap asked

Darad showed his tooth gap in another leer. "Wy waste good food? "

"What's goi ng to happen, then?" Even if courage was inportant, Rap just could
not feel courageous-but now anger was coming to his aid. If they were going to
kill him he would rather they got started than just left himin suspense.

Again that wolfish grin. "Wait and see! | wouldn't want to spoil your surprise."
The chief turned and grunted an order. One of the youngest men sprang up and ran
al ong the big roomand out the door. As Rap watched with farsight, he hurried to
the smal |l est building, the one where the boys and youths of the tribe were
sitting or lying around a fireplace. There seened to be one grown nan there,

per haps a supervisor, and he now rose to follow the chief's nmessenger. Yet,
whi |l e the nmessenger ran back, the newconer took his tinme, idly kicking snow with
his bare feet, brazenly strolling through that deadly arctic cold while clad in
not hing but a strip of deer hide.

He sauntered into the hall and up to the fireplace, folded his arns, and | ooked
expectantly at the chief. He was not a grown man, but not far off it-about Rap's
age, alnpost as tall and twice the depth, a barrel-chested, powerful youth, as
big as any goblin in the room He already had nore noustache than nost, and the
bl ack rope of his hair hung alnost to his waist. There were no tattoos on his

wi de, ugly face, but there was much arrogance. The chief said sonmething. The
yout h | ooked Rap over and then grinned hugely with his oversized teeth. He held
a nmeaty arm agai nst one of Rap's to allow a conparison. The audi ence expl oded in
appreci ative |laughter.

"This is Little Chicken," Darad expl ai ned hel pfully. "H gh Raven's son. You'l

be seeing nore of himin future. Mre than you want, | fancy!" He | aughed and
then translated his joke for the benefit of the audience. They found it equally
anusi ng. H gh Raven nmust be the chief. That and his size explained this
youngster's superior air.

"Do | have to fight hinP" Rap demanded, uneasily studying Little Chicken's

i npressively thick linmbs and chest.

"Just hold your end up! " Darad said, |aughing again.

The chief snapped an order. Little Chicken nodded and grabbed Rap's wist. The
gobl i ns respected courage; Rap felt pushed beyond all endurance by this nockery
and ill treatnment. He jerked his armaway and swung a fast punch with his other
hand.

He hit nothing. He had no tine to register the horrifying inplications of that
failure before Little Chicken doubled himover with a left hook in the belly and
then flattened himto the floor with a thunp on the back of his head. Dimy he
heard the audi ence erupt in screans of nirth.

Little Chicken m ght be shorter, but obviously his greater weight was conbi ned
with nuch greater speed. He kicked at Rap to drive hone the point and his father
shout ed what sounded |like a warning. So Little Chicken casually knelt, tucked
Rap under one arm and rose to wander away while the spectators were stil
bel | owi ng and hooting and rolling around on the platform Hands and feet
trailing on the gritty snow, Rap was borne ignom niously over to the boys
bui I di ng and dunped in a corner. The boys clustered around to inspect the dazed
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and still nauseated captive. They found himjust as entertaining as their elders
had done.

6

Princess Kadol an peered around the south drawi ng room being careful not to
appear to be peering-she did not think it seemy for a lady to screw up her eyes
merely to see properly. In a nonent she | ocated the burgundy dress she sought,
and t he highpiled honey-blond hair. She set off at a neasured pace, smling and
nodding to a few friends. The big roomwas al nost enpty, and also strangely
drab. The snow fl oating down outside had nuffled the norning sun and nuted the
normal Iy joyful tones of Angilki's decor.

In searching out the brightest light for her sketch book, Inos had curled up on
a |l ove seat by the wi ndow. Her bright gown burned hot against the wi nter
whi t eness without and the potted plants within. Behind her, beside the casenent,
an oversize grandfather clock steadily chopped away at the seconds, contrasting
the relentless march of tine with youth and beauty. Portrait of an artist..

Kade knew well that in npst wonen such a pose would be a deliberate stratagem
but in Inos it cane frompure instinct. |Inperceptibly Kinvale had nelted away
her awkward adol escence to reveal a stunningly beautiful young woman. She had
gai ned poi se and grace, and yet she still retained her bl oom of innocence. That
woul d vani sh, of course, as soon as she herself becane fully aware of the
change, but-as Ekka had renmarked only a few minutes ago-the snallest part of the
probl em now was notivating the prospective suitors.

Inos flipped over a page and frowned at it. Then she noticed Kadol an's approach,
sat up straight, put her feet down..

"Don't get up, dear." Kade settled at her side. "Does this snow nake you

homesi ck?"

Inos flashed her a smile that could have denolished an Inperial |egion. "This? I
don't think a Krasnegarian would call this snow, Aunt. You couldn't |ose a horse
inthis. "

"You could barely | ose a copper groat in it. No, unless it gets nuch deeper it
shoul d not spoil the skating party."”

"l hope not," Inos said, gazing happily out at the w nter-shrouded | awns and
hedges. She had not known how to skate until a few weeks ago-skating was not a
practical pastine in Krasnegar-but she had taken to it like a horse to oats.
From her father she inherited a natural ability for such vigorous pursuits. She
gl anced around to see who might be within earshot. Kadol an had al ready
determined that no one was.

"You have cone to scold nme, Aunt. You have that this-will-hurt-me-nore | ook
about you."

"Ch, dear! Am | becom ng so obvious in ny old age?"

I nos chuckl ed and reached out to squeeze her hand. "Of course not! | amteasing.
But | certainly ought to know when | have distressed you; | do it often enough,
do | not?"

"No, dear..." Kade found herself being studied by the greenest eyes in the
Impire, large and deep and unreadabl e.

"Well, | did!'" Inos said, nmuch anused. "I was quite horrid to you when we first

arrived, ny dear Aunt, and | amtruly repentant. But | am seeing that expression
much | ess often, so either you have given up on nme, or | amgetting better
Which is it?" Wen Inos chose to be charning, she was irresistible.

"You are doing wonderfully, my dear."

A tiny gl eam of pleasure was nasked at once by a coquettish snile. "But..
"Well... That naval person has departed-"

"Captain Eggoli?" Inos contrived to | ook shocked. "Should he be traveling in his
present state of health? In this snow?"

"He seenmed quite eager to | eave-and not at all eager to cone and nmeke his
farewells to you."

Inos threw up her hands dranmatically. "And | did so hope to hear just once nore
how he keel haul ed those poor nutineeers! Surely it would have been proper for an
Inperial officer to have conme to say good-bye?" She could not quite keep the
satisfied twi nkle out of her eye, although she was becom ng much nore skilled at
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hi di ng her feelings now. |nosolan was much nore skilled at al nbost everything
now.

And it really was very funny.

"What | cannot understand," Kadol an said, playing along, "is how a strapping
young sailor like that could have conme down with such a terrible cold when
everyone el se seens perfectly healthy. "

Still Inos kept a straight face. "I did hear runors that he spent a night in a
potting shed."

"That seens an unwi se thing to do. The whol e ni ght?"

"A good part of it, | expect. He has very strong opinions."

"Of hinself, you nean? Oh, Inos! How could you?"

"Me? | wasn't there!"™ Wth dermure innocence, she turned to gaze out at the big
cottony flakes drifting past the windows. Eventually she | ooked back at Kadol an,
and then they both | aughed. Their |aughter was rather |ong and i moderate for
hi gh-born | adi es.

Inos recovered first. She snpbothed her sketch book with her hand, took a deep

breath, and said, "He really did deserve it! | don't mind the ones who are

| ooking for wives, Aunt. | nmean, | don't mnd themlooking. I mnd sonme of them
thinking I would be interested... Ch, I'mnot saying this very well. "

"Take your tinme, dear. | think we ought to have this out now "

Inos | ooked startled. "Hair down? A woman-to-worman chat? "

"A lady-to-lady chat." The sort of chat they could not have enjoyed even a few
short weeks ago.

"Al'l right! You and the dowager dragon-"

"Inos! " Kadol an nurnured reprovingly.

"Hair down, Aunt! You two have been paradi ng your breedi ng stock-"

"l nos! "

She chuckled. "All right, but why do you think I had hysterics that tine at the
Ki nford Horse Show?"

"I knew exactly why, dear, and so did everybody else."

"And | should have grown out of it by now? |'msorry, Aunt. | just can't take it
all seriously!" But her fists were cl enched.

"You have to, ny dear. You will be a queen one day. Your choice of husband is a
matter of state. You know that. " Inosol an sighed and pouted. "Father promn sed
was not being sent here to be married off!"

"Your father wants you to choose, for love. Few kings would be so considerate.
Qoviously there is no one suitable in Krasnegar, so he hopes you will neet
sonmeone here. Here you have been introduced to some of the nost eligible-"
"Dul l est, fattest, ol dest-"

"Don't be so conceited,"” Kadolan said primy. "People do visit Kinvale for other
reasons than you." Her niece colored slightly and said not hing.

"Al so, Ekka has many other |adies visiting, also. She can hardly hand her
gentleman friends a nmenu when they arrive, now can she?"

Kadol an did not add that all those other |adies were in despair, that Ekka's
renowned mat chrmmaki ng venture had not produced an engagenent in nonths, that no
living, breathing male guest had eyes for anyone but the fabul ous princess.

I nos nodded repentantly. "I amtrying, Aunt. | really am | nade sone m stakes
at first, but I think I"'mdoing all right now "
"You're doing splendidly, nmy dear. |I'mvery proud of you."

"Well, then! But there have been one or two, |like the hearty Captain Eggoli ..
The big green eyes grew round with wonder. "He really believed ne! He really
thought | was going to nmeet himin the potting shed; of all places, so he

coul d-"

"I think I can guess what he thought."

I nos chuckl ed again, then sighed. "It isn't fair! It just isn't fair! Just
because they're higger and stronger than we are, they think they can run the
world to suit thenselves. And run us, too." Kadol an coul d renmenber thinking
things like that. "W are not totally w thout resources. Captain Eggoli is much
bi gger and much stronger than nost, but he | ooked very miserable as he left. Hs
nose was red, and his eyes were puffy as | anbswool bedsocks. "
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I nos sniggered, then became suddenly wistful. "Ch, we can win a point or two,
now and then. But it still isn't fair. "

"No, it isn't. What are you going to do about it?"

"Ch! |'ve just nmade an epochal discovery, haven't |? Inosolan's GQuide to the

Uni verse! | suppose everyone sees it in her tinme! Did you experience the sane
shattering revel ation at ny age?"

"I was older than you, | think. But it is the way of the world, and we nust just

play the cards we are dealt."

"Or refuse to play at all?"

Kadol an sighed quite genuinely. "No, my dear. That is not an option-not for
anyone, and especially not for you. And even if the rules are unfair, all we can
hope is that everyone plays honestly. "

Inos showed her teeth. "I'Il keep them honest!"

Over confi dence woul d be her next danger, of course. Regretfully Kadol an deci ded
that she woul d have to be frank, although she hated to hazard this precious
bridge of trust and understanding they had so painfully built to each other. But
now t he stakes were high, tine was very short, and the perils great. She reached
out to the sketch book on Inos's Iap and turned back the page that Inos had so
casually flipped just before seeming to notice her aunt's approach

The big clock tick-tocked, tick-tocked, thin-slicing eternity. Kade said, "It's
a very good |ikeness, ny dear. | had not realized how tal ented you were."

Inos was scarlet, eyes glinting furiously. She did not speak

"Tell nme about him™"

"I love him™"

"Yes, | think you do. But tell me about him"

"What nore is there to tell?" Inos was hurt now, and angry, and defensive. "Wat
el se matters?"

"Quite a lot, dear. You see, Sir Andor was a mistake." |Inos drew a deep breath,
and Kade interrupted before enotion could provoke indiscretion

"I mean that he was not invited here to neet you. He was not invited here to
meet anyone. He was not invited here at all, Inos. He brought letters of

i ntroduction, of course. It was the duke who asked himto stay. "

"Ch. " Inos was far fromstupid. She snmiled triunphantly. "So it was chance? Not
t he dowager dragon? The Gods intervened!"

"Possibly. The trouble is... his letters were signed by sone very odd peopl e.

H s Gace has many curious friends for a man of his rank-artists and buil ders.
The nobility wite introductions for one another all the time, of course, but
one of Sir Andor's references cane froman artist, and another froma schol ar.
Most nobl es woul d not accept such letters."

"And the others?"

"From quite nminor gentry. Ekka has been naking inquiries. They now admt that
they hardly know him "

A dangerous frown canme over her niece's face. "Are you suggesting that Sir Andor
is a fraud? An inposter? Because--""1'm not suggesting any such thing, |nos. You
spent five weeks in each other's conpany. You nust have tal ked about yoursel ves.
So you tell ne about him "

Inos turned away quickly to stare at the wi ndow. Her hands noved restlessly. "He
had to | eave upon a matter of honor. It nmay be dangerous, he said. But he
promised to return, and | certainly trust-"

"That wasn't what | asked, dear." Kade spoke softly, treading gently. "Wo is
his father? Does his famly have noney? Land? Titl es?"

Looki ng suddenly much younger--1ooking rather like a cornered fawn--1nos said,
"Those things do not matter!"

"They do not matter very nuch, | agree. A good man is a good nman, and | believe
that you father might even accept a comoner, if he was a man of honor and good
qualities. But they may matter if Sir Andor deliberately set out to win the
heart of a princess by pretending to be sonmething other than what he is."

"He did. Did win the heart of a princess.”

"Then it does matter. Inos, you nust see that?"

Again Inos turned her head to study the snowy scene beyond the casenent, the
drifting flakes. The big pendul um behi nd her stroked nore seconds off their
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lives.

"Yes," she said at last. "I see. | do see, now. | don't know-he told me nothing
about his famly. "

"You did not ask?"

"No. | didn't. | would now, | think... He is know edgeable, very well travel ed.
He has had very wi de experience. And charmi Ch, Aunt, you nust admt he has
charm ™"

"Mount ai ns of charml Ranges of nountains of charm Very good conpany, | agree.
Krasnegar would be a nuch brighter place with Andor there."

"Even the jotnar would like him In a week he woul d have the rock itself turning
cartwheel s. "

"Pol ar bears would bring himthe catch of the day." That had been a chil dhood

j oke between Kade and Hol i

Inos mssed it. "He is obviously a gentl eman.
"Cbviously he acted Iike a gentleman while he was here."

I nos blushed furiously. "Yes, he did!"

"I did not nean it that way, dear. He did not say when he would return? "

"No. But he will! |I amcertain."

"Then we nust just wait, | suppose.”

"And neanwhil e keep the parade goi ng?"

"Ekka says she has al nost run out of candidates."”

"Good! "

Kadol an bit her lip. Gbviously this conversation had served its purpose and
shoul d now be drawn to a close, but she had one nore necessary spoonful of
wisdomto administer. It also would hurt, but better to hurt nore now, while

I nos was al ready upset, than to wound her again on another occasion. Still no
word had cone from Krasnegar, and there should have been sonething. It would not
be fair to burden Inos with nere suspicions-and Kade kept rem nding herself that
they were only suspicions-but tine mght well be running out, and the child had
perhaps forgotten the stakes in this game she was being forced to play.

"How do you judge, ny dear?"

I nos frowned. "Judge what ?"

"Whom How do you judge the candi dates? Against Sir Andor?"

"Agai nst Father."

That coul d never be true. "Then you are conparing very young nen in a difficult
and unfam liar setting against a mature king in his own kingdom Is that fair?"
"Is it fair that | should have to judge at all?"

The situation was hopel ess. Holindam had insisted that his daughter be all owed
to choose, and obviously she woul d have the Andor nan or no one, and the Andor
man was not avail able. Maybe in another year or so, when she had grown up nore
and had tinme to forget that first awesone flash of romance... all of which was
exactly what Kade had told Ekka hal f an hour ago.

She sighed and rose. "Just be grateful that you have the chance to judge at all,
dear."

"I's that a threat?" Inos was reaching for her anger

"COF course not. I'mtrying to give you a warni ng: Renenber what your father
said. "

The anger was hel d back, nonentarily. "About what?"

"About war. If the Inpire and NOrdl and went to war over Krasnegar... whichever

side won, do you think you would be allowed to choose a husband then?"

But I nos had not forgotten the stakes. The Kinval e | acquer cracked to show the
frightened child hiding under the | adyli ke decorum "Ah, yes! Wiat a pity Thane
Kal kor is married! What a pity you and Ekka can't invite himhere, also, so you
could parade nme around in front of that one!"

Kade had no need to fake a shudder. "Hi s manners woul d be the probl em dear, not
his marriage. If he fancied you, then he'd just give his current wife to one of
his churls and take you in her place. They do that all the tinme."

7
Fai nt daylight was seeping through the chimey hole in the roof when Rap was
jerked away by a snowy boot being wi ped on his face. The nightmare figure of
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Darad was | oonming over him swathed again in furs, with his gap-toothed |eer
sonmewhere near the ceiling.

Rap had found a tattered rug to wap hinself in and had even gai ned a pl ace
fairly close to the fire by the sinple nmethod of throwi ng sonme of the snmaller
boys out of the way. The ol der ones had found this action anusing and had not
obj ected. They had allowed himto drink fromtheir communal bucket, but he had
still not been fed. His belly cranps cane from hunger as well as the
aftereffects of Little Chicken's haynaker.

Wodsnoke froma single hearth, the rank stench of bodies and rancid grease,
snelly rugs on a packed dirt floor-the boys' but was a snaller version of the
adults'. At the nonent Rap was the only occupant. He had slept well and felt
rat her pleased at that.

"l canme to say good-bye, Stupid. "

Rap lay and scowl ed up at Darad for a nonent, gathering his wits. "Good-bye."
What el se was there to say?

The big man glowered. "This is your |ast chance, Stupid. "

He had said that the night before. "What's ny choice, then?"

Darad took a nonent to answer, while frowning with the pain of thinking. "Tel
me your word and I'Il get you out of here."

"O what ?"

"Or you get tested. Against Little Chicken."

"What sort of test?" Rap made a quick scan with his farsight and discovered that
the m ssing boys were all over in the big building, eating.

Darad had struggled through to a decision, and now he dropped to one knee,
poking at Rap with a mtted hand the size of a small shovel. "They like |ots of
wi ves, see?"

Rap did not see, but he stayed silent.

"So they get rid of the weaklings, see?" Darad sorted out another thought and
continued. "It's their winter fun. Wien two boys are old enough, they test them
The wi nner gets his tattoos. "

"And the other dies?"

"Right!" Darad smiled at Rap's brilliance.

"And | | ook Iike a pushover, so the chief's son gets ne?" Darad nodded
vigorously. "And you haven't got a hope."
"I haven't got a word, either," Rap said. "Tell ne yours and I'll get both of us

out of here."

Darad junped up furiously. "You think I'mcrazy? Gve you half ny word? You're
stupid."” He drew his foot back, and Rap hastily curled up, waiting for the kick
But the giant nerely | aughed and stal ked away, slammi ng the door. Relieved, Rap
rearranged his furs against the cold air. Then he watched Darad's departure.
Joyboy staggered when that huge carcass scrabbled up onto his back. He didn't
want to go, and the giant kicked himhard enough to bring tears to Rap's eyes.
Eventual |y Darad prevailed and rode off into the forest, |eadi ng Peppers.

He was headi ng south. Darad would have no interest in visiting Kinvale to warn
Inos of her father's illness. There would seemto be no reason why Andor shoul d
do so, either, were he to reappear in Darad's place. But |Inos nust be tol d-which
meant that Rap woul d have to escape and do it hinself.

St ubborn, his nmother had called him Inos had, also, although usually she had
preferred pigheaded. Well, if stubborn was what it was going to take, then

st ubborn he woul d be.

Rap sat up, wapped hinself in fur, and again scanned the big house. He had
never felt hungrier, but sonmehow he was certain that he was not going to be fed.
The boys nust have crept out very quietly, deliberately not waking himbig joke!
He was expected to run over and try to join them so Little Chicken could have
the satisfaction of making himbeg, and then refusing. Rap deci ded he could
stand the pangs a little longer, and postpone his captors' satisfaction. If
torture was what they had in mnd, then they would not |et himbecone too weak.
He began to puzzle again over the nystery of Andor and the nonstrous Darad. Wat
was Darad? Man or denon? Wuld a denon be as lean-witted as that? The m nstre
Jal on had nentioned Darad, and Andor knew Jal on. They had all wanted his word...
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Then somet hing Darad had said finally registered. Revelation fell over Rap |ike
grain froma burst sack.

G ve you half nmy word?

That was why Andor had refused to share! Wen you shared a word you divided its
power. If that was not so, then the words woul d be passed around |ike

j okes-everyone woul d know words.

Pandem a would swarm with sorcerers. There had to be a reason why words were not
freely shared; and that nust be it-sharing reduced their power!

Andor had not nentioned that!

Nor had Jal on.

Nor had Sagorn

The king had. "Renenber to guard your secret," he had said, thinking that Rap
woul d under st and.

Now he understood! Inspiration after inspiration flashed through his nmind. Wrds
were usual ly passed on deat hbeds. Sagorn had said so, and Andor, also

Two peopl e sharing a word each got half the power. But the words had been passed
down for generations. Chviously they did not |ose half their power at every
telling, or they would | ong since have di sappeared conpletely. So! So-if two
peopl e shared, they each got half the power, but when one of the two died, the
other had all of it again?

Ri ght! That was certain.

Di ed--or was mnurdered.

That was why it was dangerous to know a word.

And why it woul d be even nore dangerous to share one.

If Rap had possessed a word to share and had told that word to Andor, then Andor
or his Darad-denmon would have killed Rap at once, to gain the other half, also.
That was sonething el se that Andor had not expl ai ned.

Denon | over:

A savage pl ace! as holy and enchanted

As e'er beneath a wani ng moon was haunt ed
By wonman wailing for her denon |over.

Col eri dge, Kubl a Khan

SI X
For est weepi ng

1

Soon after Darad departed, the boys returned fromtheir nmeal. Little Chicken
beckoned Rap and | ed hi mout across the conpound, barefoot and virtually naked.
The air felt worse than ice water, freezing the tears that ran down Rap's
cheeks. Wthin seconds he was shaking uncontrollably; his toes and ears were
nunb: Little Chicken was wearing no nore than he was, but he grinned at Rap's
di sconfort and sauntered at a |leisurely pace to show how little the cold

bot hered him Their destination turned out to be a garbage tip at the back of
the big house, where scraps were being dropped out through a flap. Fleabag and
his pack were snuffling and growling as they scavenged anong the remains.

Anyt hing worth eating was grabbed by the nearest dog, which then raced off to
dine in private. Everything el se was soon tranpled and frozen to the ground.
Littl e Chicken made eating gestures and pointed.

Rap shook his head and turned away, but not before he had seen the gloating
anusenent -a man woul d eat anyt hi ng when he was hungry enough. Tonorrow, or the
day after, Rap would be at the garbage, disputing with the dogs for offal

Back in the hut, Rap soon discovered the rules. He could go out any tine he
want ed, but he rust not take any of the fur robes or the buckskins that |ay
heaped by the door. Bare feet and his shorts were all he was all owed. That
restricted his novenents |like a chain on an ankle. Nor mght he enter any of the
ot her bui | di ngs.

The | og house was home to thirty-four boys, ranging in age fromtoddlers up to
Littl e Chicken, who was easily the ol dest and |l argest, and certainly the ruler.
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Mal es had little to occupy themin the great forest in winter, for the wonen did
all the work. The boys spent their time in sleeping, conbing their long hair,
and rubbing thenselves with the well-mtured bear grease that gave themtheir

| oat hsone stench. Thinking it mght have sone val ue for keeping out the cold,
Rap tried it hinself, but the only advantage he could find was that it stopped
his skin cracking. He felt no warmer for it and thereafter he stank as badly as
the others. They al so played conplicated games with sticks and a board; and they
westled. Little Chicken |Ioved westling, but there was no one there | arge
enough to give hima reasonable match. Rap woul d have been the cl osest, but
there seenmed to be sone reason why Little Chicken nust not tackle him for which
Rap was duly grateful. Little Chicken, therefore, would organi ze teans bf the
others, usually Fledgling Down and Cheep- Cheep, the two next in age, but
sonmetines four or five of the smaller boys. Then he would take on the whol e
team He al ways won, usually endi ng by bouncing his opponents off the walls.
Wthin a few hours, and nerely by sitting and listening to the boys' chatter,
Rap began to uncover the secrets of the |language. It used conparatively few
words, and only in sinple ways. Many were exactly the same as the words he knew,
and nany others were al nbst the same with certain sounds switched in a

predi ctabl e-fashion--th tot and f to p, and a few others. Soon he was maki ng
sense of the talk.

Then he made the nistake of asking a question. Little Chicken barked out, "Not
answer!" and junped up. He scranbled across and arranged hinself cross-1legged in
front of Rap. "You speak now?" he dermanded intently.

"l speak slow. "

That was very satisfying news. "Seven days | get my nane!" Little Chicken
grinned, showi ng his oversize goblin teeth.

Rap | ooked bl ank

"New name! Not Little Chicken-Death Bird."

"Good nane!" Rap said politely. Not knowing the word for tattoos, he waved a
finger around one eye, and a vigorous nod showed that his guess was correct.
Obviously this was all a cheat. Little Chicken was at |east two years ol der than
any of the other boys, and Rap had al ready noted sone tattooed and married nen
who could be no older. So Little Chicken had been held back, the fruit kept on
the tree until it was overripe, so that he would have an unfair chance in the
testing, whatever that m ght be. Now this pushover stranger had arrived to nmake
the contest even nore unfair. Little Chicken was justifiably confident.

"Tel ]l ne about testing?" Rap asked.

Little Chicken | ooked surprised, and then an expression of great delight cane
over his big ugly face as he realized the extent of Rap's ignorance. "No!" He
swung around and snapped orders to the others-no one nust talk of the testing.
Happily he turned back to his victim

"After testing | have good ideas!"

"Yes?" Rap was certain that he was going to disagree.

"I light small fires on your chest! "

Rap di d di sagree.

"I pull off ears and make you eat them™

"I pull feathers off chickens," Rap said firmy

"Flat Nose!" Little Chicken sneered. "I push your toes up your nose.
Rap made a | oud cl ucki ng noi se and flapped his arns. That worked. Little Chicken
al nrost gnashed his teeth with fury, while a few of the braver boys behind him
shi cker ed.

Frequently thereafter Little Chicken would conme to sit and stare gloatingly at
Rap and announce some new atrocity he had just thought of, but the clucking

noi se was a potent reply. It drove himalnbst to distraction, and often drove

hi m away. Either some rule prevented himfromusing violence, or else he was
saving that for later.

The grisly threats were unbelievable, Rap decided just another strategy to
unnerve the victim as the garbage had been. He firmy resolved not to let it
rattle him but that was not an easy resolution to keep. By the tine the village
settled down to the sleep that night, his head was swimring with the weakness
brought on by hunger.
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But he had farsight. He had easily located the food store, in a roomat the back
of the single wonen's | odge, and there seenmed to be no | ocks on any of the
doors. Kept awake by his howling stomach, he lay in his fur robe anong the

sl eepi ng boys and waited through the long hours until the whole tribe seened to
be asleep and all activity had ceased, even in the married quarters. Then he
arose, dressed hinself in the |argest buckskins he could find in the heap by the
door-they could only be Little Chicken's--and quietly staggered out into the

dar k.

There were no sentries in that climte. The dogs kept guard and Fl eabag hi nsel f
was the first to notice him but Fleabag seened to be peculiarly susceptible to
what ever it was Rap could do with aninmals. He came up sniffing and all owed his
ears to be scratched. If Fleabag was not a purebred wolf, he was sonething close
toit, but for his new friend he lay down and required that his chest be rubbed.
Then he acconpani ed Rap past the big | odge where the nen slept anbng their

wi ves, over to the house of the single fenales.

Gatefully Rap slipped inside, blocking Fleabag's attenpts to follow. He stood
in the dark, until his violently shaking |inbs were under control again. At the
far end lay the young girls, old wonmen were at the front. There were two
hearths, but the fires had been banked and the roomwas dim Quivering with
hunger and nervousness, he began picking his way very slowy toward the big

| arder that nmade up the rear half of the building, stepping around or over the
sl eepers. Here was the tribe's holy of holies: the winter food and the unmarri ed
girls. Nowhere could be nore off Iimts for a stranger, but certainly Rap had
nothing to lose. Holding his breath, nouthing a silent prayer agai nst creaking
hi nges, he eased open the big door and swi ftly grabbed up a lunp of frozen fish
He cl osed the door again, turned-and his heart nade a wild leap, as if trying to
escape on its own and fly away to Krasnegar. A very tiny woman was standing
right in front of him peering up with difficulty because of her extrene stoop-a
dim hunched figure canopied in the vol um nous robe and hood of a fenml e goblin.
Her face was dark and dim unclear in the crawing glow of the enbers, but he
could see winkles, and she was obviously very ol d.

For what seened a small eternity, neither spoke. He felt sweat trickle down his
ribs like ice. Wiy did she not raise the alarn? "Faun?" she said softly. Her
voice was the dry crackle of a boot on frozen grass. "Wy a faun here?"

Rap said nothing. He tried to lick his lips and tasted bl ood fromtheir open
frost sores.

"Far fromthe vales, the crone warbled in a tuneless but fortunately quiet
croak, "Wiere his ancestors manifest... No, that's not right. Not nanifest!

Magni fy?"

She showed a few sharp goblin teeth, gnawing her winkled bottomlip. "Wy is he
usi ng power here, eh?"

Rap tried to speak, and his tongue stuck to the roof of his nouth. Apparently
she had not thought to shout an alarm He forced his quaking |inbs to obey,

si nki ng down on one knee to be | ess conspicuous if anyone el se roused. Now their
eyes were about |evel

"I'"'m hungry," he whispered. "That's all."

She did not seemto hear. "What goes creeping where ny | ove |lies sleeping? Eh?
Fauns near mny sweeting? Power in the dark woods. Fauns!"

"Pl ease don't wake the others."

"He uses nastery on the dogs, that's all.'
mad.

Then his heart made another frantic bound-she was not there!

Hi s farsight was detecting nothing where his eyes saw her, and his eyes could

al so see the enbers on the hearth shining through her robe.

An evil spirit? He tried to rise and his | egs would not nove. He rubbed his
eyes, and the vision seened to solidfy, blocking out the gleamof the hearth. He
clenched his teeth to stop them chattering.

"Strange," she nuttered. "Can't see himproperly."

"I'"'mhungry," Rap repeated, barely hearing the words hinmself. "That's all. |
mean no harm"

She was very, very, old, and probably
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He noved a hand, to see if it would pass through the apparition, and his fingers
touched buckski n-he whi pped them away. The ol d hag had noticed. Her eyes seened
to narrow and focus nore securely on him "You! Faun! Wy can't | foresee you?"
Rap shook his head, confused. "I'm hungry," he whi spered again.

"Hungry? You?" She cackled in sudden mad merrinent, and Rap cringed, expecting
all the sleepers to | eap up; but no one stirred.

The crone's | aughter stopped abruptly. "My sweeting!" Her voice was qui et again,
like wind on hay. "You nust not hurt !"

"Hurt who?"

"Death Bird. He is the prom sed one."

Rap coul d not remenber the name. None of the boys was called that, he was sure,
and he did not think he had overheard "Death Bird" in their conversation. He
shook hi s head.

The little hag worked her nouth, as if chewi ng, then hunmed for a nonment, and
finally began to croon again. "Wen sumrer cane to Uthol's valley... Renenber,
faun-he is precious.” And she was gone.

Sonmeone turned over by the near fire and nmunbled for a noment in sleep.

Rap waited until his heart stopped beating |ike hailstones, then struggled
shakily to his feet. Apparently none of the sleepers had heard the mad ol d
worman, not even her snatches of song. That seened very inprobable! He began
maki ng his way back to the door, his whole body quivering violently in reaction
But he coul d al nost convince hinself that he had merely seen-and heard and
touched-a hal | uci nati on brought on by starvation

He slipped outside swiftly lest a cold draft awaken any sl eepers, then hurried
back through the bl ack agony of the night, nentally forcing the dogs' attention
away from his precious bundl e. Wien he reached the boys' dormitory, he could
feel painin his mouth at the thought of food, but he laid the frozen | unp near
the enbers and nmanaged to restrain hinself until it was al nost half thawed,
praying that the hiss and crackle woul d not awaken Littl e Chicken or any of the
others. He scorched his fingers retrieving the disgusting, delicious ness of raw
and charred fish, and crawl ed under his rug to gorge on it, and he ate every bit
except a few bones, which he burned.

Then he sl ept.

Every night thereafter, he returned to the |arder and stole food, for there was
nowhere he could hide a supply fromboth dogs and nmen. He was not detected, and
he did not see the cryptic delusion of the little old woman again. He did not go
near the garbage tip, to Little Chicken's great disgust and nystification

The ot her boys were forbidden to speak to Rap, even to tell himwhat the testing
woul d involve. It could not be physical strength, because he was bi gger than

ei ther Cheep-Cheep or Fledgling Down, yet he was obviously Little Chicken's
preferred opponent. He supposed it nust be sone forest skill, |ike archery. The
only thing he would not expect was fairness. Nor did he intend to stay around to
find out.

He spent nost his tinme planning his escape, but every idea he could think of was
ei ther inpossible or was at once made so, alnpst as if the goblins could read
hi s thoughts. Darad had taken Rap's nukluks. H gh Raven had confiscated Andor's
and kept themin clear view beside his sleeping place, so footwear woul d have to
wait for last. Rap had to make a | ong search with farsi ght before he located his
parka and fur trousers, only to learn that they had been di sassenbl ed and
stitched together as a rug, again for the chief's personal glory.

That news was terrifying, as if a captive in a dungeon had | earned that the key
to his cell had been nelted down. It threw a depression over himsuch as he had
never known. His nightly prow s had shown himthat buckskins were nuch inferior
to furs. Wthin mnutes his teeth would be chattering. He was no goblin, able to
survive in the forest without furs. He was inprisoned by invisible bars of pure
col d.

Dancer and Crazy had been placed in the stable with the goblins' stock, and he
could see no problemin stealing them when he was ready to nake a break-unti

the fifth day, when two nen saddl ed them up and rode them away. They did not
return. Rap, therefore, would be forced to steal one of the stunted goblin
poni es and woul d not have the advantage of a better mount in the inevitable
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chase.

He had abandoned his early idea that half the men were away on a raiding party.
There were no other nmen. Darad had expl ai ned what happened to half the

adol escent males in the tribe, and Rap had reluctantly cone to believe that
Little Chicken's grisly jokes were not nere sadistic hunor-they were real plans.
The | oser woul d be di snenbered by the wi nner.

Unfortunately, his escape was going to be certain suicide. Wth the aid of his
farsight he could likely steal the nukluks and a pony of sorts, but not the

cl ot hes he needed. He would freeze to death in buckskins, unless he was
recaptured first. Neverthel ess, freezing seenmed |like a nore enjoyable death than
the procedures Little Chicken kept devising, so to the forest he nust go.

He left it too late. A wicked wind sprang up at sunset on the day he had pl anned
for his departure, and he glumy decided to wait for the next night, although
that would be his last chance before the testing. And either Little Chicken had
been lying, or had made a m stake, or else Rap had m scounted, but he awoke to
find the boys excitedly dressing thenselves in their buckskins, which he had not
seen them do before. He could detect frantic activity in the wonen's but and the
married quarters, and soon he saw other goblins streaming in fromall points of
the conpass, bringing their wonenfol k and their children along on horseback to
wat ch the fun. Cbviously this was the day of the testing. He still did not know
what was expected of him except to die bravely.

And sl owy, of course.

2

The wan pol ar day gl eaned hesitantly through a white ice fog, a nere watery gl ow
on the southern horizon, casting no shadows, and barely brighter than good
moonlight. Wnd was lifting wisps of snow and trailing them al ong the ground.
The feasting had been going on in the main but for several hours and the only
persons not included were Rap, Little Chicken, and sone of the nobst ancient
worren, who arrived at the boys' cabin with bags of equi pnment to prepare the
contestants. They began by sitting themon stools and snearing themboth with
bear grease. They dressed Little Chicken's hair in the usual sliny rope, but
Rap's tangl ed nop frustrated them He did not recognize any of them as the woman
he had seen in the night.

The crones toiled in silence, ighoring Rap's questions, but Little Chicken
chattered in great spirits. He sat on his stool as the wonmen worked on him
gloating at Rap and rehearsing all the vilest torments he could think of.

"You nmeke good show, Flat Nose!" he begged. "You die |ong!"

Al Rap could do was try his clucking noise, and today even that failed to
ruffle Little Chicken. "Death Bird!" he insisted, and grinned happily.

Oh, Gods!

Rap reel ed back on his stool, choking dowmn a cry of despair.

He is precious? Even if his hunger had nade him hallucinate a vision of a goblin
sorceress, how could it have put that name on its lips? Had the apparition been
real, after all? Was he dooned to fight a chanpi on guarded by sorcery?

Then he renenbered that Little Chicken had mentioned his new name earlier, the
first tine they had spoken. Rap had forgotten it, that was all. So this was
merely anot her instance of Rap's mnd playing tricks on him There had been no
ol d woman. Cbviously she had been nothing but a fignent of his tornented brain.
And Rap had evidently conceal ed his nonmentary horror, because Little Chicken had
not noticed it. "Clover Scent!" he added, and sighed with pleasure.

Any Change of subject was wel cone. "C over Scent?" Rap asked shakily.

"Also today | marry Cover Scent! | give her bits of you for wedding present.
Rap did not ask which bits, and the prospect put his conpani on back on his
grisly litany again. Rap scanned with farsight and detected a very young girl
bei ng grooned in the single wonen's hut.

But now the contestants were al nost ready. The ol d hags produced thick fur mtts
for them then fur shoes of a type Rap had not seen before. They seened

i npractical garnents, cut |ow on the ankle, useless in snow, but they were
enough to tell himwhat the testing would involve and why he, a nongoblin, was
preferred to the small er Cheep-Cheep and Fl edgli ng Down.
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Little Chicken watched himwork it out and grinned.

The mitts and shoes woul d be worn to prevent fingers and toes falling off, and
soon earmuffs appeared as well. But there would be no other garnments except the
usual | oi ncl ot hs.

A strong stud nmakes a strong foal -Rap had heard that at |east once a day from
old Honinin for years. Darad had said the goblins weeded out their weaklings,
and obviously they bred their nen to be resistant to cold.

"Very cold day, Flat Nose. Bad wi nd."

The feasting ended; the villagers and their guests cane stream ng out into the
fading twilight and the bad wind. It was a very bad wind, swirling the snow
around the conmpound and stream ng the snoke fromthe chimeys. The cold was so

i ntense that the snow creaked underfoot. Even the goblins did not like it, and
the children had been wapped in furs as well as their usual buckskins. The
spectators huddl ed together, nore in bunches than in an even circle, waiting to
view the contest. They stanped their feet and grunbled, and their breath was

whi pped away in quick white clouds.

In the center of the circle lay a tree trunk, and the sight of it gave Rap the

| ast clue he needed as he was led forward, swathed in a thick fur cape. Even
with that, he was shivering. The wind stung his bare ankles with gritty snow and
bit his face. It was hard to breathe in such cold; his eyes watered, his nose
streaned, and the nucus froze on his stubble. He cringed at the know edge that
he was surely going to be stripped of the cape very shortly and he wondered

whet her the resulting torture of the wind could be very nuch | ess than what
Little Chicken would do to him afterward

Yes, it could. H's best strategy was to hang on as |ong as possi ble and hope to
freeze to death.

"Just hold your end up," Darad had said.

Little Chicken marched to one end of the tree trunk; Rap was directed to the
other-the thicker, heavier end, of course. Four nen advanced to lift the |og,
and Rap wondered whether he would be able to support the load at all, even

wi thout the cold to worry about. He | ooked down the horrible I ength of it-rough
bark and nasty stubs of branches sticking out at intervals. The nen stooped and
heaved, and up it canme, caked still with snow on its underside.

Then his cape was shatched away and the sudden inpact of the air on his skin was
wor se than being plunged into ice water. He gasped with the pain of it and saw
Little Chicken enjoying his reaction. At once he was pushed forward, under the
end of the tree trunk, and the nen |lowered it. Sharp, hard bark bit into his
shoul der, the wei ght al nbst buckled his knees, and he scrabbled for a grip with
his fur mtts.

Little Chicken took hold of a convenient stub of branch. There was no such
handhol d at Rap's end, so he had |l ess | everage to work w th-H gh Raven had

m ssed no bets at all. The goblin gripped firmy and stepped back, pulling.

Rap had not been prepared to do anything but take the weight. The sudden jerk

al rost pulled the log off his shoulder. He stunbled forward and started to fold
under that nonstrous | oad, then straightened up with a huge effort, ripping skin
fromhis shoulder in the process. Little Chicken grinned happily and pushed; Rap
st aggered backward, and again alnost fell. The spectators cheered and shouted
ribald comments.

Qovi ously anything went in this game, but after those two playful attenpts
Little Chicken gave up his efforts to dislodge Rap's grip-he would spoil the fun
if he succeeded. He spread his feet, steadied the log with one hand, and put the
other on his hip in a show of bravado. Then he just stood and smiled, waiting
for the cold to do its work

The spectators were silent now, hunching their shoul ders agai nst the wi nd,
stanping their feet in the snow, waiting also. Small children fretted. Dogs
sniffed curiously around the visitors' ankles. Waiths of snow circled across
the conpound and the chi mey snoke hurried away.

They woul d not have to wait long. Rap could feel the life draining out of him

It could only be a few m nutes before his body tenperature fell to the point at
which he would faint. O else he would sinply drop the log, for his nuscles were
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| eaping in uncontroll abl e spasns, his legs trenbling violently; he could hardly
stop his knees frombuckling. His teeth were rattling, his skin turning white.
Soon he would be as pale as a jotunn. He tried a quick heave on the log and it
was i movable. Little Chicken did not even have to raise his spare hand to
steady it, nor nmove his feet. H's grin was growing wi der and wi der as he wat ched
Rap weaken. Another couple of minutes ought to do it.

Rap recalled his vision of the old woman warning himnot to harmLittle Chicken,
and t hought that ought to be funny, sonehow.

What use was a word of power here? What use stubbornness?

What use was Rap going to be to Inos, who woul d be robbed of her throne because
he had failed in his attenpt to warn her? Wiy did his talent have to be
farsight, instead of physical strength or stamina, or Andor's irresistible
guile? Only farsight and a knack for horses..

O dogs! Rap uttered a silent scream He felt Fleabag's equally silent bristle
of alarm from somewhere in the crowd. Either the light was fading nuch faster
than usual or Rap was on the point of fainting, for dark waves were surging
across the conpound.

Little Chicken had raised his free hand back to the |og, so he was probably
about to try another push, or a pull, and that would be the end-Rap was barely
abl e to keep upright standing still. The slightest jerk would fell him

Fl eabag! Hel p!

Just for devilment, Little Chicken gave the trunk a quick tw st. The bark
scraped on Rap's shoulder. He was too nunb to feel nuch pain, but also too nunb
to react properly, and the log alnost rolled off. He recovered and sent a
desperate appeal to Fleabag, a picture, directions..

The waves of bl ackness were coning faster, naking rushing sounds |ike water on
the shingle at Krasnegar. The conpound rose and fell, flickering now The end
was very close. Little Chicken could tell. He began rocking the log to and fro
gently, amusing both himself and the audi ence by watching how Rap tilted to and
fro beneath it, his legs | ocked, his eyes barely open, his breath coming in
short gasps. The sw ngs began to grow larger, to and fro... Wich way woul d Rap
fall?

FI eabag!

A dog as large as a full-grown tinber wolf cane raci ng across the conpound at
full wolf speed, heading for Rap. As it passed Little Chicken it veered
unexpectedly, careering into the backs of his knees. Dog and boy and | og
collapsed in a heap. Rap staggered wildly, but he had nanaged to hold up his end
of the tree for an instant |onger than Little Chicken had. The other . end had
fallen first. Then he toppled into the fur robe that was thrown around him
Wai ti ng hands snatched himup and rushed himto the lodge for treatnment. Fleabag
sl unk away, |ooking confused. The spectators burst into noisy debate as they
streanmed off in search of warnth.

Little Chicken was | eft where he was, prostrate on the snow, beating one fist
against the log in fury and weeping bitter tears that froze before they reached
hi s chin.

3

Barely conscious, Rap was carried into the comrunal cabin, and there bl acked out
completely fromthe shock of sudden warnth. But the wonmen were experienced in
dealing with cases of severe exposure and they had their renedies ready. In a
few m nutes he becane aware of their attentions, and of a |arge audi ence, also.
Not all the torture of the goblins' testing was reserved for the | oser.

Repeat edly he recovered consciousness and fainted again fromthe agonies as his
i mbs and body thawed, as he was conpelled to nove when he wanted to die, as hot
fluids were forced down a tube into his stomach. He was massaged and rubbed and
punmel ed. Yet he hung on stubbornly to the thought that he was enduring this in
public, and goblins adm red courage. Mre inportant, he thought that Little

Chi cken woul d be watching. So he choked back the screans, to sweat and shudder
through his ordeal in jaw clenched silence.

The faintness passed in time, but he was | eft dazed and confused by shock and by
the potions that had been forced into him He was vaguely aware of voices asking
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what man-nane he woul d take and he heard his own sniggering reply that Flat Nose
was fine. He barely registered that they spent a long tinme working on his face.
Finally the mists inside his head began to clear and he found hinsel f sitting on
the men's platformaround the central hearth in the big house. He was the only
one on it, as if he were a king on his throne. The building was packed with

resi dents and guests--nmen and boys in their usual shanel ess state of undress,
worren and girls swathed |ike tents-all standing or sitting six or eight deep
around the walls, |leaving a vacant space in the center of the room between the
two hearths. The great fire was blistering his back and the snoke billowed | ow
overhead like a ceiling.

He squirned as he realized that he was thus on display while wearing nothing but
a loincloth. Then he saw that the enpty floor in front of himwas not quite
enpty. His long shadow jiggled and danced on it, while sitting cross-legged in
the center and deliberately placed in that shadow was Little Chicken, face
expressionless, stoically awaiting his fate. H s | ong queue, of which he had
been so proud, had been hacked off at the roots, and he was wearing nothing at
all. In mxed conpany? The shock of that discovery was enough to jerk Rap out of
his confused | ethargy. He | ooked around.

That was the signal. Hi gh Raven cane strutting forward, his bears'-tooth collar
clicking, his rope of gray hair hangi ng down over his paunch. He also wore a
cerenoni al cap of black feathers with a high-curved raven's beak, sticking out
above eyes that glittered in the firelight, full of hate and fury.

He raised his arns and bowed low. "Hail to Flat Nose of the Raven Totem "

The audi ence echoed him "Hail to Flat Nose of the Raven Totem "

Rap had no i dea what was expected of him so he staggered to his feet. He was at
once enbraced by Hi gh Raven in a hug made slippery and snelly by their nutual
coatings of bear grease.

"H gh Raven honors his son, Flat Nose!" H gh Raven enbraced hi m agai n.

Two younger nen cane forward, |ooking no happier, and al so enbraced Rap-Dark
Wng and Raven C aw. These were Little Chicken's brothers and now apparently
Rap's, also, but the words and gestures of wel cone stopped short of their eyes.
Then the new nenber of the family was presented with gifts--a cerenonial stone
dagger and a conpl ete set of buckskins, fromboots to hood. Obviously these had
been prepared in advance for Little Chicken. Equally obviously, sonme words were
then expected from Rap, so he stammered that he was honored to be adnitted to
Raven Totem and t he beadwork on the clothes was the finest he had ever seen
Then he ran out of ideas.

But apparently he was perform ng satisfactorily, for nowthe visiting chiefs
were brought forward to be introduced-Death Hug of the Bear Totem Many Needl es
of the Porcupines, and a couple of others. None of them was bothering to concea
hi s anusenent at the way Hi gh Raven had outsnarted hinself and | ost a pronising
son. They were | aughing at their host, and that humiliation was |ikely hurting
hi m nore than any regrets he had for Little Chicken

Each chief said a few words, and Rap soon gathered that the inexplicable

assi stance he received from Fl eabag was bei ng regarded as divine intervention,
whi ch expl ai ned why Little Chicken was not howing for a rematch. Rap thought of
the strange ol d womman he had seen. Chosen one... he is precious? Her prophecies
had not cone true. Cbviously she had been nothing but a delusion

The [ ast of the honored visitors returned to his seat. So far, so good! Rap was
beginning to feel nore like hinself, his head was cl eari ng, and now he was
apparently a goblin in good standing. He wondered if he coul d obtain assistance
for his journey south. He could dream again of reaching Kinvale! And after he
had gi ven I nos her warning, he m ght even nanage to track down Darad and gain
revenge.

Hi s pl easant specul ati ons were shattered when the next stage of the program
turned out to be a wedding. He had forgotten young C over Scent, but now she was
|l ed forward, swathed fromcrown to toes. She stood in expectant silence, eyes
downcast, only her rather dull and plain face visible in her wi nple. Her name
was i nappropriate. She | ooked much too young to be a bride, but under the gown
she had a very pronmising figure, soft and rounded, yet youthfully firm Rap had
now accepted that he knew what people |ooked like inside their clothes. He just
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coul dn't hel p know ng.

But he did not want a goblin wfe.

How shoul d he address Hi gh Raven? "Honored Father," he stammered "I nust soon go
away. The way of ny people is to have but one wife..."

He was worried that this refusal mght be interpreted as an insult, but no-for
the first tinme H gh Raven's burning resentnent seened to cool a fraction. He
bared yellow teeth in a predatory and approving smle. Darad had expl ai ned, of
course, that the purpose of this nurderous cerenony was to | eave fewer nen to
share the wonen.

"I will take her for you?"

Rap thought that O over Scent mght prefer one of Little Chicken's brothers, but
he was not going to argue the matter. He nodded, and that was enough. In no tine
H gh Raven, as chief, perforned the cerenony, marrying Cl over Scent to hinself,
as bridegroom The bride's expression did not change by a flicker, so either she
did not care or she was being very tactful. H gh Raven had | ost a son and gai ned
a wife. He seened to be pleased by the exchange.

Rap had not eaten all day. A quick steak would be a very nice thought.

But now cane the nonment he had been unconsciously dreading. C over Scent had
been renobved. He was | eft standing in his place of honor with H gh Raven-and
Little Chicken was still sitting in the mddle of that arena. He knew the
agenda. He rose and cane forward, head held high in spite of his nudity, the
center of attention. He dropped to his knees in front of Rap.

"My life is worthless," he proclainmed, in what was obviously a ritual speech,
"and nust be short. Let ny death be long. " Then he stared up at Rap
unwi nki ngly.

Rap studied himw th astonishnent. In Little Chicken's place he would be a

qui vering, gibbering, ashen-faced jelly. Did he really not care? Then he saw the
tiny flags of fear: the tightness in the strong neck nuscles, the tenseness
around the eyes, a fine dew of sweat sparkling on the greased forehead. Only the
brave truly know fear, Sergeant Thosolin |liked to say, for only they have
mastered it. Rap felt admiration then. Little Chicken was afraid, but he had
mastered his fear.

"You know our custons?" Hi gh Raven inquired.

Even | eavi ng asi de warnings fromdel usive old wonen, Rap had no intention of
damagi ng any part of the young goblin-but he could not resist taking a little
revenge for the days of taunting.

"Little Chicken has told ne many good i deas.
H gh Raven seened pl eased. He nodded. "How do you work?"

Seeing Rap hesitate, the chief explained-sone perfornmers |iked to hang the
victinms by the hands, which nade the show easier for the audience to see. Qthers
preferred to stake himout on the floor, where he was nore accessi ble, or over
trestles. The choice was Rap's, for this was to be his show

Rap pursed his lips, as if considering the matter. Then he appealed to the
victim "Wiich do you think best?"

The irony did not escape Little Chicken; his eyes narrowed briefly. "On floor!"
he said enphatically. "Last |onger."

Now Rap's conscience rebelled. This teasing was a torture in itself. "I do not
wish to do this thing. "

Fat her and son reacted with shock

"It is duty!" Little Chicken shouted, |ooking quite horrified.

"I will tell you things to do! Many things, nmuch pain!"

"Silence, trash!" H gh Raven turned to Rap. "Wwo will you have do this, then?"
Per haps he was hoping to be appointed substitute torturer as well as substitute
bri degroom to be avenged on this son who had so shamed hi mand his house.

Rap was sweating now, and not only fromthe heat of the roaring furnace behind
him He suspected that if he said the wong thing he m ght yet find hinself
staked out and providing the entertai nnent. Much worse was the realization that
Little Chicken's fate might be unavoi dable, in which case the kindest course
woul d be for Rap to undertake the job and give hima quick death in a clunsy
amateur's mstake. Could he bring hinself to do that?
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"What happens," he asked, "if | do not say another to do this?"
Little Chicken how ed and hurled hinself forward to enbrace Rap's feet. "No!" he
shouted. "I will make good show | wll die very slow Long pain! Mich agony!"

Unbel i evabl e! Rap stared down at him speechless. Wat alternative could

possi bly be worse than what he was asking for? H gh Raven had colored in fury
and he glared up at Rap. "You bring shanme upon the clan! You di sappoi nt our
guests!™”

"I't is not the way of ny people!" Rap protested, glaring back. He had | ong ago
di scovered that sonetines the only way to handle old Honinin was to use that

gl are-stubborn. It did not work on Hi gh Raven, though

"W are your people! The Raven O an!"

"Also | have anot her people. "

The chief was alnost foaming with rage. "lInsult! Renegade! You will leave this
house. Go! Take trash with you!"

Rap thought of the arctic night waiting outside and the flimsy buckskins he had
been given. He wondered if he would be allowed to take even those, or woul d just
be driven out as he was. "I amyour guest! | wore good furs. You send a guest
away, keep his furs?" He knew what had happened to those furs.

So did H gh Raven, but he did not know that Rap knew. He scow ed and gl anced
around. "Furs will be found. You will go tonorrow. " He | ooked down at the
groveling Little Chicken, who was wailing and rubbing his face in the dirt. "And
take trash." The audi ence was muttering with di sapproval and di sappoi ntnent, but
it sounded as if Rap would be allowed to depart safely, and al so that he had
just acquired a conpani on-a conpani on who woul d have every incentive to break
his neck at the first opportunity.

But Little Chicken was harder to convince than his father. He rose to his knees
and rai sed clasped hands in a | ast desperate appeal to Rap. "Flat Nose! Do not

| eave me in shane! | nmake good show! Never cry out! Long, long pain! "

Hi s distress seened so real and so intense that for a nonment Rap hesitated. He
had certainly played foul in the testing, cheating Little Chicken out of what
shoul d have been an easy victory. Was it fair now to cheat himout of the
lingering death he dearly wanted? Little Chicken, it seemed, would not be able
to live with hinself... but Rap had to live with hinself, also, and he had been
the wi nner. He shook his head.

The burly goblin threw back his head and wailed a | ong, |ong how of |ament.
Then he clanbered to his feet and slunk away, doubled over with shanme, hiding
hi s nakedness now wi th hi s hands.

Fromthe look in H gh Raven's eye, Rap was no |onger welcone in the place of
honor. He was about to | eave when he saw his gifts still lying on the platform
Thi nki ng he ni ght persuade Little Chicken to accept them he gathered them up
qui ckly, then wal ked away. The crowd parted to let himthrough, glaring

cont enpt uousl y.

H gh Raven raised his arns to the conpany. "Raven Totem does not di sappoint
guests! Mre food! Mre beer! Cheep-Cheep, Fledgling Down-cone forward."

Rap's knees quivered in a sudden surge of horror-he had just condemmed one of
the younger boys to take Little Chicken's place on the butcher bl ock. He thought
that Little Chicken deserved it nore, but then he remenbered that it was only
his arrival and betrayal by Darad that had prevented either Cheep-Cheep or

Fl edgl i ng Down being there anyway, so really nothing had changed. Not his fault.
He reached the back of the crowd and stopped, baffled. Sone of the spectators
were still turning to send angry glares in his direction. He had no friends in
that place, but now he was probably not eligible to sleep in the boys' house, so
he woul d have to stay. Then a hand fell on his shoulder like a falling tree. He
was spun around to face Little Chicken

He had found a loincloth, but his face was still filthy with the dirt fromthe
floor, streaked by tears. It also wore an expression of urgency. "You cone!" He
nmoved toward the door.

Rap dug in his toes and tried to resist the pull. Go out into the night with
Little Chicken? Instant suicide!

The young goblin seenmed puzzled by Rap's reluctance, then he guessed the reason
He smled bitterly. "Flat Nose frightened of trash?"
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Rap squared his shoul ders and went. Little Chicken did not saunter this tinme. He
dashed through the unbearable dark cold. Rap ran at his heels, bare feet rapidly
going nunmb in the snow. They arrived at the boys' house and plunged in.

It was enpty and dark, the fire shrunk to enbers. Little Chicken scooped up an
icy rug and draped it around the quivering Rap, who dropped his bundle of gifts
to huddle the fur tight about him H's conpanion set to work at the hearth,

bl owi ng and poking and stirring life into it. Soon he had flanes | eaping again.
Then he | ooked up to study Rap-who was shivering mightily inside his robe.
Little Chicken squatted in nothing but a | eather apron, yet apparently at ease
in the freezing tenperature.

"Not go tonmorrow. Go now "

"Why?" Rap's mind screaned at the thought.

"Dark Wng, Raven Claw. My brothers follow us."

They woul d want revenge? But a man who had so recently begged for death should
not be suddenly eager to escape it. Rap was suspicious still.

"I need ny furs," he said.

Little Chicken scowl ed. "Furs bad! Buckskins better. | show you."

"You stand the cold better than | do." That remark was not enornmously tactful,
and the goblin heaved a sigh of regret.

"Yes. But | |ook after you now.

"Why should I trust you?"

Little Chicken junped up and stanped his bare foot furiously.

"I look after you!" he shouted. Apparently Rap had di scovered yet another way to
hum liate him He was dark-faced and breathing hard, and his big fists had
clenched until the bones showed white. Rap kept a puzzled silence.

Little Chicken grunted. "I amyour trash-slave. My duty to |look after you. Were
we go?"

"South. Across the nmountains."

Little Chicken nodded as if that were two doors down the street and not weeks
away. "l take you. W go now. "

The fire was starting to flame up noisily and brightly, but Rap was stil
shivering. Then his fur robe was snatched away and Little Chi cken began sl apping
bi g handfuls of grease on him spreading it in a disgustingly thick |ayer

"Here, | can do that, " Rap protested, trying to take the bucket.

Littl e Chicken knocked his hand away and kept on working. In a few nonents Rap
di scovered that the grease did seemto keep the cold out, when it was thick
enough. Then he was being hel ped into the new buckskins, his protests conpletely
ignored. They fitted surprisingly well, yet Little Chicken fussed and adj usted
ties and straps on wai st and ankles and wists, taking a long time to dress his
new master to his satisfaction. Then he said, "Sit!" and began greasi ng hinself.
Rap tried to help and got shouted at, but was grudgingly allowed to coat his
slave's back for him For trash, Little Chicken was remarkably lacking in
respect. He donned his old buckskins, which had been lying in |onely neglect by
the door. Then he said, "Stay! Back soon," and vani shed out into the noonlight.
Rap's farsight traced himautomatically, discovering then that the whol e horde
of goblins was pouring out fromthe big house. The boys were ready, and a
bonfire had been lighted to brighten their comng contest. Little Chicken dodged
around the far side of the stable, nade a quick dash to the wonmen's house, and
headed for the food store.

Cheep- Cheep and Fl edgling Down were led out in fur robes. Now Rap tried
desperately not to watch, but apparently farsight could not be turned off at
will-not, at |east, when there was sonething of interest happening. He tried to
distract hinself by inspecting the horses in the stable, for the visitors had
brought twenty or nore of the scrawny ponies with them and he nust be sure to
sel ect the best for his escape... but in spite of hinself, he was a spectator

He knew how the youths staggered as they took the strain of the |oad, how they
began to trenble when the cold ate into their exposed fl esh. They did not push
and pull as Little Chicken had done; they just stood and stared doggedly at each
other and tried to endure. They lasted nuch | onger than Rap had, but then

Cheep- Cheep buckl ed wi thout warning. Fledgling Down was w apped up and rushed
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off into the | odge again. The spectators foll owed, two of them dragging the
unconsci ous Cheep- Cheep. Then Little Chicken returned. He carried a very snmall
backpack, nobst of which seened to be occupied by a wallet of bear grease. It

al so contained fire-maki ng equi pment, a couple of knives, alittle food, and
much cord, which mght be for trapping or fishing. From sonmewhere he had

obtai ned two short bows and two quivers of arrows. Rap was a sorry archer, but
he deci ded he could carry his set as a spare for Little Chicken to use.

"Eat! " The goblin thrust a wad of hard wafers into Rap's hand. They tasted like
hay m xed wi th honey, but he was starved and chewed t hem greedily, crouching by
t he hearth.

Little Chicken had not eaten that day, either; he sat by the door and munched

| oudly, apparently finding the vicinity of the fireplace too warm for confort.
He al so tal ked continuously with his mouth full, in his usual |aconic phrases.
"Moon up. Go to Porcupine Totem No rush now. Cheep-Cheep nake good show. |If

Fl edgl i ng Down, not l|ast so |ong."

"How can you know that?" Rap asked, squirming. His farsight told himthat

Fl edgl i ng Down was already sitting on the platform being hail ed by whatever his
new name was. He had recovered nmuch faster than Rap had done.

"Good blood!" Little Chicken expl ai ned: Cheep-Cheep's brother Sweet Nestling had
lost to Raven Claw two winters before and had done very well, the best show in
many years. "First dug out toenails," he said. "No scream Said " Thank you.

Then hamrer toes flat, one by one, with rocks. Said “Thank you.' Muich appl ause.
Then-"

Rap had lost his appetite. "I don't want to hear!" he squeal ed. For an instant
the ol d nockery gleaned in Little Chicken's eye.

"Then sharp stick fromfire..." If Rap disliked hearing such barbarities even
when they did not concern himpersonally, then here was a way to get back at

him So Little Chicken proceeded to narrate all of Sweet Nestling' s death
agonies in neticulous detail. He spoke with great admiration, sounding sincerely
regretful that he had not been allowed to try to better the performance, and

wat chi ng Rap's nauseated reaction with bitter joy. By the tine the neal was
over, Rap knew that Cheep-Cheep was already hanging in the niddl e of the |odge,
waiting for his long ordeal to start. He nust get out of range quickly.

"Let's go," he said, wondering if he would freeze to death before Cheep- Cheep

di ed. "How many horses do we take?"

Little Chicken frowned. "No horses. Run."

"Run all the way? No horses?"

"Horses?" Little Chicken spat. "Horses for babies and old wonen. Men run!"

Bef ore Rap could argue, a handful of bear grease was pushed in his face. Little
Chicken spread it with care, on Rap's |ips and eyelids and even on the insides
of his nostrils. Then he adjusted Rap's hood, pulling down and | acing a nmask
that Rap had not known existed, covering his face conpletely except for eye and
nose holes. He did the same for hinself and turned for the door, conversation
now bei ng al nost i npossi bl e.

He was serious, obviously-they were going to run to the nountains. He began a
slow jog as soon as his noccasins touched the snow. Rap fell in behind him not
truly believing that the feat was possible. Al the way? The cold woul d freeze
their lungs in mnutes.

They jogged out the gateway and started across the clearing. Two nmen agai nst the
wast el ands? Two boys... Rap felt horribly vul nerable, much nore so than when he
had set out from Krasnegar with Andor. Perhaps, it was the absence of the
horses, perhaps just that now he knew nore. Only the two of them naster and

sl ave? He had trusted Andor conpletely. How could he ever trust Little Chicken,
who might well intend to inprison Rap in some conveni ent spot and then put his
good ideas into practice? One nore conpani on woul d be a w se precaution, Rap
deci ded.

Fl eabag, sl eeping happily in his snow hollow, jerked his head up as if he had
heard a call. He rose and shook hinself. He bowed |ow to ease his front legs. He
poi nted his nose at the sky to stretch his back | egs. Then he set off into the
forest in a wlf's long, easy |ope.
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Buckski ns were indeed better than furs-for running. They wei ghed nothing, they
seened to let the sweat out without letting the cold air in, and feet could flex
i nside the soft nobccasins and so stay warm Encased in grease and | eather, Rap
jogged over the noonlit snow behind Little Chicken and gradually began to fee
nmore confident. Fleabag soon joined themand then took up position ahead.

After covering a | eague or so, Little Chicken dropped to a wal k. He snapped off
the icicles below his nose so that he could open his nmask, but when Rap raised
his mtts to do the sane, the goblin knocked his hands down.

Red and puffing, he studied Rap inpassively for a nonent, then asked, "Blisters?
Rubbi ngs?"

Rap munbl ed sonet hi ng i ncoherent and shook his head.

Littl e Chicken nodded in grudging satisfaction. "You run good, town boy."

Rap grinned, but only to hinself. He nodded.

"CGo nuch faster, then?"

Rap nodded with | ess certainty, and the goblin chuckled as he closed his hood,
but when he broke fromthe walk into a jog again, he kept the sane pace as
bef or e.

Any resident of Krasnegar needed good | egs. Rap had hoped that his week on

hor seback m ght have left himin better shape than Little Chicken was. As the
hours crept by, he discarded that idea. The ni ght becane a blur of snow and
trees, of shadows and noonbeans, of pounding heart, of snmoky breath out and icy
breath in, of chest burned by the frigid air, of Fleabag |oping along, always at
a distance, of Little Chicken ever just ahead, usually jogging, rarely taking a
wal k break. At tines they must run with hands held high to divert branches, at
times they were slowed to a snail pace by cluttered deadfall. But nostly they
just ran. There was no conversation and Rap woul d not have been capable of it
anyway. He was soon unable to think or feel anything except a steady, grinding,
suicidal resolve that the town boy was going to keep up with the goblin.

Just before noonset they cane to Porcupi ne Totem and when the dogs began to
bark, Little Chicken stripped off the masks. He pushed Rap ahead as they
approached the doors. By that tine Rap was too weary to wonder why, but he was
accepted as Flat Nose of the Raven Totem wi t hout question. Mst of the clan were
absent, visiting Raven Totemfor the entertainnent, but there were a couple of
young nen left in charge, and many old folk, and some children too young to
travel .

The village | ayout was very sinmlar to the Ravens', perhaps a little larger. Rap
staggered into a | odge that seened quite identical and net insufferable heat and
glare. H's knees al nost buckled on the spot. Yet the househol d had been asl eep
and was only just reviving the fire for the visitors, so perhaps the hall was
really quite cool. Little Chicken's fingers expertly unfastened Rap's buckskins
for him and he stepped out of themwith relief, sank down on the hearthstones,
and greedily drank of whatever it was they gave him H's nmind was as full of
smoke as the ceiling. Al he wanted was sl eep, sleep, sleep..

Then Little Chicken, stripped to a |loincloth as he was, pushed himdown flat on
the big fireplace and produced a bucket of the inevitable grease, contributed by
the hosts. He inspected Rap's feet carefully, then set to work at giving his

| egs a vigorous massage, skillfully unknotting the tendons and easing the aches.
It was heaven.

"Soft, town boy," he grow ed contenptuously.

Rap agreed, thinking that he could not have run another two steps. \Wen the
massage was over, he offered to do the sane for Little Chicken, although he knew
he woul d be very unskilled. Little Chicken's eyes flashed in anger. "For trash?"
Probably he did not need a massage. He | ooked as fresh as when he had started
out, hours before. After snatching up a dish of food that was waiting by the
side of the fire, he stalked to the door. Rap's farsight showed hi m headi ng for
the boys' building. It was then that Rap realized why he had been pushed forward
for the introductions, and why the skin around his eyes hurt--which he had not
noticed before. It was only after he had gul ped a quick nmeal and thanked his
hosts and rolled up in a greasy, stinking fur to sleep that he wondered what

I nos was going to say about that.
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He had hardly closed his eyes, he thought, when Little Chicken was shaking his
shoul der and starting anot her nassage to | oosen nuscles knotted up in sleep
Then he sternly ordered Rap to go out to the pits right away. Two of the wonen
rushed to prepare food for the guests even as Rap was being dressed again by his
handl er. Little Chicken obviously took his duties seriously, whether they be to
die entertainingly or to serve a master. He would allow Rap to do nothing that
he could do for him not even |lace a boot; he would accept no help for hinself.
In his own eyes he was trash, neither boy nor man, nerely a possession that
should try to be useful and nust panper this fragile nongoblin. He | ed the way
sout hward wi t hout another word. Had it not been for the first glimers of dawn
light, Rap would not have believed that his stay at Porcupi ne Totem had | asted
nmore than a few m nutes.

The foll owi ng days passed in the sane way. Each norning Little Chicken obtained
directions. By noonlight he brought his owner safely to another vill age.
Conversation was inpossible in the masks, and when the journeys ended Rap was
too exhausted to try. In any case, his conpanion refused to stay in the adults
bui |l di ng once he had given Rap his massage and seen himsettl ed.

Rap talked a little with his hosts, but he had nothing to tell them and their
news was neaningless to him H s questions about Darad brought only angry
silence just by asking, he was breaking the rules for guests. He was never
refused hospitality or courtesy, but the wel cone was grudgi ng, partly because he
was not goblin-born, nostly because of Little Chicken. To own trash was a crine.
Rap had of fended by not giving his defeated opponent the death he deserved and
want ed.

Gradual |y Rap's fitness inproved, aided each evening by the npbst enornous neals
he had ever eaten, nmuch of themfresh neat that was a great luxury to him
Gradual ly Little Chicken raised the pace, but only slightly, for the villages
were set an easy day's run apart, and greater speed woul d have brought no
advant age.

The daylight was becom ng noticeably |longer as the sun began its slowreturn to
the northlands and the travel ers worked their way south.

About the sixth norning, just as it was tine to fasten the nmasks and | eave the
| odge, Little Chicken paused and regarded Rap with a glint in his eye.

"Sal nron Totem" he said, "then Eagles, then El k. Three days?"

"Right."

"Or sleep in snow, then El k. Two days?"

Any perceptible hint of a challenge fromLittle Chicken was unbearable. "Let's
do that, then."

The goblin's angul ar eyes wi dened. "And run faster?"

"Fast as you like!"

"Town boy! " Little Chicken | aughed, and contenptuously pushed a handful of
grease in Rap's face.

A few hours later, grimy aware of the tearing pain of the faster pace, Rap

t hought to wonder why his conpani on had not brought food if there was to be no
| odge at the end of the day's trek. The answer, obviously, was that a goblin
could live off the land. They stopped when Little Chicken judged the |ight too
poor for running-he did not know that Rap could see in the dark. He lighted a
fire and then made two others. Three snmall fires were better than one big one,
he said, and then he screaned in fury when Rap tried to help by gathering
firewood. Needing a bucket to nmelt snow, the goblin used his backpack, dropping
hot rocks in it. Wiile the resulting water was necessary and wel cone to Rap, it
was the strangest-tasting brew he had ever swal | owed.

"I find food!" Little Chicken announced. He pointed scornfully at Fl eabag, whom
he had conpletely ignored until that nonent. "You keep that here?"

Rap agreed, and did so. He was glad of the conpany, sitting in the darkly
haunted forest, watching the shadows of the densely enclosing conifers dance
around his triangle of firelit snow, and trying not to wonder what he would do
if Little Chicken failed to return. Fleabag just pawed out a hollow and went to
sl eep.

But Little Chicken did return, in an astonishingly short tine. He came bearing
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two white rabbits, which he had caught beyond farsight range, so that Rap did
not know how he had done it. He could hardly have been quicker had he run to a
mar ket for them He was an expert skinner and a skilled cook, too, dam him The
canpsite was in a hollow, half filled by a deep snowdrift, and Rap soon

di scovered that this was not by chance. As soon as he had eaten, Little Chicken
set to work digging out a snow cave there, scooping |like a dog, and again

i ndignantly refusing assistance. Wen it was dug deep enough, he began gathering
spruce branches, breaking themoff trees nmade brittle by the fearsonme col d.
Again Rap tried to help and this tinme Little Chicken did not shout at him

I nstead he denonstrated his vastly greater strength by snapping with apparent
ease any bough that Rap had failed to break. Rap gave up in huniliation and
returned shivering to the fires.

Finally the cave was lined to Little Chicken's satisfaction. He backed out and
nodded to Rap.

"You first," he said. "I follow, close door."

"What about Fl eabag? He woul d keep us warm "

Little Chicken's expression should have been invisible in the dark, but Rap knew
that he was regarding Fleabag with hostility.
"Wn't conme."

Rap hesitated and then said, "He will for ne.
After a noment's pause, the goblin said, "Show" very quietly.

Rap crawl ed into the cave and sumoned the dog without a word. Fleabag awoke,
trotted over, and peered into the hole to see what his friend wanted. Then he
obediently crept in and |l ay down al ongsi de Rap, panting foul carrion breath in
his face, sw shing boughs with his tail.

The cave was a narrow tunnel and it seened inpossible that a third body coul d
find room but Little Chicken entered by Iying on his back and wiggling, using
his feet to push snow agai nst the entrance until it was closed to his
satisfaction. That was strenuous work and he ended crushed agai nst Rap, puffing
as hard as Fleabag. Rap would certainly be warm enough during the night between
those two, sheltered fromthe wind and insulated by snow. There was no |ight and
Little Chicken's face was too close to be seen properly if there were, but Rap
knew the thoughtful expression it bore in the darkness. He waited for the

quest i on.
"How you do that?" said a whisper close to his ear
"I don't know, Little Chicken. | talk in my head. It works on horses, too, but

nmost of all on Fl eabag."

The goblin stared blankly at nothing for a while and then asked,

"You knock ne down in testing?"

Here it cane! "Yes. It was not the Gods. It was ne."

Rap was not sure why he had provoked this revelation. He did not think he was
boasting. Probably he was clearing his conscience. He sensed the big nouth
opening as Little Chicken bared his fangs and for a nonment Rap half expected to
feel themsink in his throat.

It was a snile. Unaware that he was being observed, Little Chicken was grinning
into the darkness. "Good! Town boy won." After a while he chuckl ed. "Good foe!
Did not know. Know now. "

He said no nore. He was still lying there leering at the dark when Rap fell into
an exhausted sl eep.

Recogni zing no rules, the goblin could not resent cheating.

Hi s satisfaction came fromlearning that he had been beaten by a nortal and not
some superhuman freak event... or so Rap concl uded

Rap was w ong.

Three fl eabags enmerged the next norning, into a thick white ice fog. The forest
vani shed within yards, trees fading away into the pervasive grayness in al

directions. Still, bitterly cold, and treacherous, ice fog nmade all ways seem
t he sane.
"Ni ce cave," the goblin said sarcastically. "Stay long tinme."

"South is that way. | will lead."
"Co in circles."
Rap shook his head. "Not me. South to the river, then upriver to Elk Totem
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right? "

Hi s conpani on shrugged, probably thinking that the exercise would do no harm
and he coul d al ways backtrack, or make another cave. So that day it was Rap who
led, trotting through a white world striped with gray tree trunks, a silent
goblin at his heels. The river appeared where it was supposed to and they
followed it upstream Farsight told Rap where to cross the ice and cut through
the forest again, and he brought Little Chicken right to the door

He was wondering what reaction he would get to this second revel ati on of

super natural power-awe? Respect? But when the buckskins canme off in the firelit
| odge, Little Chicken nerely smled with nore secret anusenent and nade no
commrent .

Rap went to the hearth and was introduced to the rest of his hosts, being given
the usual oily enbraces. Little Chicken appeared with the inevitable grease
bucket .

"I don't need that any nore," Rap said firmy. "My legs are strong now. No
massage. "

He turned his back. He had forgotten that Little Chicken took his duties
seriously and was an expert westler. Wthout warning Rap was flat on his face,
with the goblin kneeling on him The audi ence enjoyed that nassage nore than Rap
di d.

Lynx Totem .. another Eagle Totem..

At Beaver Totemthey were stornbound for four days while the worst weat her of
the winter how ed |ike giant wol ves around the cabins. So unbearable was the
chill of the wind that even Little Chicken dressed in his buckskins to run from
cabin to cabin, or to attend to calls of nature. The goblins strung lines

bet ween the buildings |est they becone |l ost in the snow and freeze to death
within yards of their own doors.

Rap spent nost of the time in lonely brooding. He had been four weeks on his
journey now. The king m ght be already dead and I nos had not been told of his
illness.

O had she?

He wat ched the goblins as they lived their boring winter |ives, studiously

i gnoring himexcept when hospitality demanded that they nust offer himfood or
drink. He endured Little Chicken's nobcking contenpt on the rare occasi ons when
he appeared in the adults' building. He wished fervently that his talent for
befriendi ng ani nals woul d work on people, |ike Andor's.

Al ways his thoughts came back to Andor

Ki ng Hol i ndarn knew a word of power. So Andor had said.

If Andor had gone to such trouble to try to |earn Rap's word, then he would al so
try to steal the king's.

Words were passed on deat hbeds. If Inos could return to Krasnegar in tinme, her
father would tell her the word that had been passed down fromlnisso. Mre and
nore, Rap was becom ng convinced that Darad woul d revert to Andor, and Andor
woul d seek out Inos at Kinvale. He would use his occult charmupon her to win
her trust, then acconpany her back to Krasnegar. She nust be told about her
father, but she nust al so be warned agai nst Andor

He had gained a week while Rap was a prisoner at Raven Totem He night be
gaining tinme now if he were already over the nountains, beyond the stornms
reach. As soon as the weather cleared, Rap would tell Little Chicken to increase
t he pace again.

Sonehow he nust keep up

The weat her cleared at |ast. The journey resuned and becanme nore than an
endurance test. Now it was a contest. The runs becane | onger, the rests shorter
Little Chicken would offer the chall enge, and Rap woul d stubbornly accept. He
ran until blood flowed fromhis nostrils and |ife was an endl ess tornent of pain
and exhausti on.

It was madness. Wth his farsight, Rap was incredibly surefooted, but if Little
Chi cken sprained an ankle, the two of themwould die in the wilderness. They
both knew that. Rap was not going to admt that he was in any way inferior to
the goblin. But he was, as Little Chicken could denpbnstrate with no apparent
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effort. Rap's supernatural abilities he nerely ignored, so that they did not
count. Day by day he raised the wager. Day by day Rap would call his raise. He
despised hinself for it, but he could not stop. He had cheated the goblin out of
the opportunity to torture himso now he was torturing hinself. The agonies

m ght not be quite so severe, although at times that seened debatable, but they
went on | onger-much, nuch |onger, day after agoni zing day. The harder Rap tried,
the nore amnusing the goblin seenmed to find him.. and the harder he tried.

Then one night, Rap thought he saw his chance. It had been the worst run yet-as
they all seemed to be-and he reeled on his feet as he gathered firewod. The
goblin allowed himto help with that task now, because his efforts were so
obviously inferior. Suddenly, through the blur of fatigue and pain, Rap sensed
nmovenment within his range. He straightened, searched, and decided that it was a
smal |l deer. Calling for silence, he sent Fleabag out to circle beyond the doe
and then drive it. Puzzled but inpassive, Little Chicken squatted down, watching
wi thout a word. Rap strung his bow, notched an arrow, and waited, trenbling with
exhaustion and nmental effort, carefully tracking his quarry's approach. The deer
burst through the trees where he knew it would, at easy range. He shot.

He mi ssed.

Wthout seenming to hurry at all, Little Chicken rose, lifted the bow from Rap's
hand, stooped to pick up an arrow, aimed, shot, and unerringly nailed down their
supper just before it vanished into the trees. He handed the bow back with a
smle that showed nore enanel than any human nmouth shoul d contain.

Shrouded in silent msery, Rap watched the skinning and cooking. It had been
fatigue maki ng his hands shake, of course. Even as clunsy an archer as he was
shoul d not have nissed that one. He had tried to | ook clever and he had nade a
fool of himself again. Every joint and nuscle in his body was shaking. This | ast
| eg of the journey seenmed to have | asted for days without a break. Had he
thought to notice the nmoon's position when they started, he could have estinated
the tine, but he knew only that it had been many, nany hours. He was so grossly
exhausted that he was not sure he would be able to eat any of the venison
anyway. He could barely keep his eyes open, his chest burned, his |egs
ached--and Littl e Chicken seened as fresh as if he had just clinbed out of bed.
There had to be a linit to the anmount of this torture that a nman could take, and
Rap was certain he had reached it now.

Wiy not just admit that the contest was hopel ess? Who cared?

What did it matter?

Then Rap saw that the goblin was studying himfromhis crouch by the cooking
fire, and his big ugly nouth was curled in disdainful anmusement again. "Eat now,
Fl at Nose. Then sleep? O run nore?"

Rap gl ared back at the snirk.

Somet hi ng i nsi de hi m whi npered as he spoke.

"Run nore, of course,” he said.

5

A hiss of rain rushing over glass died away into petty dripping noises. Logs at
the far end of the roomspat and spluttered sleepily in the great hearth, and
somewhere far off a door was tapping.

Rain was a sign of spring, |Inos thought happily, and she narvel ed once nore that
it should cone so soon. For long nonths yet the iron heels of wi nter would stanp
on poor old Krasnegar, but yesterday she had gathered snowdrops. Flowers! Trees
had never inpressed her much, but flowers did.

It was a drowsy do-nothing afternoon and she was curled into a big chair in the
library with a book of wide erudition and archaic, inscrutable handwiting. Near
the fire Aunt Kade nodded over a slimronmance. Various other |adies and

gentl eman were al so pretending to read-few of them seriously. Inos was serious,
but about ready to admit defeat. She could ask to have a scrivener transcribe
the key passages for her, of course, but she had an inexplicable certainty that
she was not supposed to be troubling her pretty little head over this particul ar
tome. The request would not be refused, she thought, but the results night be a
long tine in com ng, and neanwhil e the book itself would be unavail able. Spring!
Sunmer would arrive in its turn and her ship would be waiting. She sighed and
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twi sted a | ock of golden hair and stared at the rain-blurred wi ndows. Krasnegar?
To be really honest, she did not |Iong so much for Krasnegar now. She nissed her
father of course, but who el se? There was no one of her rank there, and no one
of her age who woul d understand one word she m ght say about Kinvale.

Inos turned to gaze for a nonent at Aunt Kade's drooping eyelids, wondering how
she had stood it. Forty years or nore she had lived in Kinvale, as w fe and

wi dow, and then she had thrown it all up and gone back to Krasnegar to nother a
suddenly bereaved niece. A mere niece-a niece who had not appreciated her unti
she had seen what the old dear had given up. To return to stark and barren
Krasnegar for a niece, when Kinvale had of fered so nmuch?

And she? O course she nmust go back. She could not doubt it. She would return in
the summer, unwed and unbetrothed, apparently.

Fi ve nont hs since Andor had gone..

Aunt Kade and her Grace-or Disgrace?-the duchess had run out of candi dates at

| ast. The long parade of suitors that had begun with the glorious Andor had
ended now with the unspeakabl e Proconsul Yggi ngi. Andor had been an accident and
Yggi ngi was a di saster. Yggingi had not been invited to Kinvale for |nos

sake-- Kade had assured her of that quite vehenently. After all, he was tw ce her
age and already married. Unfortunately Yggingi hinself did not seemto

appreci ate such considerations. He was the worst yet, the bottom of the barrel,
and not even the official barrel. Any barrel. There were a few pl easant young
men in residence at the noment-men who might be allowed to brighten a nmaiden's
day, if not share her life-but not one of them dared conme near |nos now.

Yggi ngi 's nmenaci ng gl are had wal |l ed her off as his private preserve.

One of the reasons she had fled here, to the library, was to escape the creepy
attentions of Proconsul Yggingi. Alibrary was the |ast place that man was
likely to visit.

How beautifully Andor had read poetry to her

None of the others had ever conpared to Andor. O course she had never expected
that a lightning strike of romantic passion would be waiting in the clouds. A
princess nust expect to settle for rank, character, and a purely conventiona
physi cal relationship. Al she could hope for there was that the man not be
totally disgusting. But even being practical, she had found nothing of a size to
mat ch her nesh-except Andor. |If she discounted him there was no second best.
And she nust di scount him Five nonths..

She rai sed the book again and made another attenpt. A Brief History of the Late
and Dearly Murned Beneficient Sorcerer Inisso, Hs Heirs and Successors, with
an Adunbration of Their Acts and Acconplishments. Dull to the risk of |ockjaw,
but relevant. A strange man |nisso nust have been. Wy should he have built his
tower on the far shores of the Wnter Ccean? Stranger still, why should he have
divided his heritage? For it seemed that he had bequeat hed each of his three
sons an equal share of his nmagical powers, and apparently that was a nopst odd
thing for a sorcerer to do. There were broad hints here, she had discovered,
that sonme of that magi ¢ had been passed down in her own fanmily. She would ask
Fat her about that when she returned. She sniled at the thought of her practical,
matter-of-fact father secretly performng sorcerous rituals.

She had never even had a chance to visit that forgotten chanber of puissance at
the top of the main tower. It was curious that she should have found this
tattered and dogeared tome in the library at Kinvale. Very dog-eared-it had been
much read over the centuries... By whon? O course the Kinvale fanily was al so
descended from I nisso. She and the droopy-lipped Angilki were related through

I nisso, as well as by countless later cross-linkages. So was the sinister Kal kor
of Gark, gruesonme man.

Kade had noticed her settling down with the nonster volune and had asked what it
was. Her first reaction had been approval --Wtless Young Maiden Starts Taking
Interest-but that had been followed by a strange uncertainty. Inos could not

i magi ne her aunt ever reading such a nightmare of ennui, but knowi ng Kade, she
m ght very well have a good idea of the gist of it-better than I nos would gain
by her studies, likely. Wiat she really needed was soneone to discuss it with.
But whon?

The library door swung open on well-oiled hinges to admt a footnan, a gawky,
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baby-faced footnan, |ooking around with | arge eyes, seeki ng soneone.

So spring woul d be followed by sumrer and Inos would return to Krasnegar with
Aunt Kade, and in a year or two they would cone back to Kinvale and try again.
She was young yet. Andor could not be the only bearable man in the worl d.

The rain sl apped again, |ouder than usual, and Inos turned to stare at the

wi ndows without really seeing them Wy had the Gods been so cruel ? Wiy produce
the perfect candi date before she could understand how i ncredi bly superior he
was-and then whi sk himaway agai n? He had saved her sanity, of course. He had

bl azed through Kinvale |ike a vacationing God. In a few short weeks he had shown
her how to live, had denonstrated what |ife should really be. But conparing

Ki nval e-wi t h- Andor to Kinval e-wi thout-Andor was al nost |ike conparing Kinvale to
Krasnegar. The shadows had returned when he | eft-not so deep, but enptier. He
had sparkled with fun fromdawn till exhaustion, a bottom ess well of anmusenent,
zest, entertainnment, flattery, serious conversation, and-and |iving.

Di sgusting he was not.

Fi ve nmont hs! Now she knew better. O der and nore mature now, she could see that
the naive child she had been then could have held no real interest for a nan of
the world like Andor. But he had taken pity on her and entertained her, cheering
her up. Then, when he had seen the juvenile infatuation he had unwittingly
provoked, he had found a gentle way to end it. The dramatic post-haste flight
into the darkness, the romantic tale of honor and danger-those had been so nuch
ki nder than just saying he had nore inportant things to do now, thank you. He
had known that she would grow up quickly, and then, when she was nature enough
to survive on her own feet-as she now was-then she woul d see that it had al

been a mrage. And all for the best. The sound of a cough caught her attention
and she | ooked up to see that the young footnman was shifting fromone foot to
the other in front of Aunt Kade, while westling with the terrifying probl em of
awakeni ng a sl eeping princess w thout coughing hard enough to disturb the other
assorted nobility slunped in the nearby chairs.

Probably the dressnmakers had arrived with the gowns for the Springtide ball.
Amused, Inos watched to see how the youth would solve his puzzle. In the
ronances, the correct way to tackle that particular assignnment was with a kiss;
but if he were to try that in the library at Kinvale, he would very soon find

hi nsel f being scorched by the breath of the Dragon Herself.

Even at that age, she thought, Andor woul d have gone for the kiss and gotten
away with it.

Then he gl anced frantically around the room and his eyes caught hers. She took
pity on hi mand nodded.

As Andor had taken pity on her. Andor had shown her what she should | ook for in
a suitor-and perhaps done so deliberately, although he had thereby raised her
standards so high that they m ght never be satisfied. The rock of Krasnegar was
a tonbstone. A man |ike Andor had all of Pandem a to play in and need not throw
away his life in the barrenlands. A princess had duty and obligations. She nust
live out her days on the rock, but to ask anyone else to do so, just for her
sake... For the mllionth time, she pondered the ironic truth that a princess

| acked sone freedons a comon serf could take for granted.

The footman arrived before her and bowed. She thought this one was the Gavor her
favorite coiffeuse spoke of, and if half those stories were true then he was
quite a lad. But now he was show ng nothing but polite inquiry on a boyishly
pi nk face.

Inos resisted a tenptation to suggest he try a kiss to awaken Kade. She had

| earned now that excessive famliarity nmerely unsettled donestics; their life
was easier when their place was clearly defined for them "You can give ne the
message, and |I'Il see that the princess gets it," she said.

Gavor, if that was his nane, did not try to hide his relief. "That is npbst kind
of you, ma'anl Her Grace requests that both you and your aunt attend her, should
it be convenient. "

Not the Springtide gowns! Inos slanmed her book shut with a thunp that awoke
hal f the snoozing peers in the roomand she flashed the stupid boy a glare that
made himblush to the ears. He should have cone straight to her, instead of
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doing all that dithering in front of Aunt Kade-sonetines they just did not seem
to have the brains they were born with! But she rose calmy and said nerely,
"Thank you." She headed for Aunt Kade. Ekka did not enjoy being kept waiting,
and I nos nust certainly go around by her own roomon the way and brush her hair.
The dowager duchess's boudoir-which I nos thought of as the Unholy of
Unholies-was a tribute to her son's peerless taste in decor. It was at once
large and light, inmposing and intimate. Wite and gol d and powder blue, it bore
a heady scent of grandeur and a glitter of ponp, yet nothing obtruded. The walls
were paneled in silk within white noldings, the furniture shone in white |acquer
trimmed with gilt. Couds of gauzy | ace sheathed the big w ndows, although that
detail always rem nded I nos of spiders' webs. A cheerful crackling blaze in the
mar bl e fireplace drowned out the sound of rain, keeping the room unconfortably
warm soot hing ol d bones.

Fol |l owi ng her aunt in through the door, Inos first saw Ekka hersel f, straight
and tyrannical on one of the high-backed chairs she favored, with her feet

pl aced tight together on an enbroidered footstool. Her chair was higher than any
of the others, so that she could dominate, as froma throne. One dark-veined
hand rested on her cane, exactly vertical at her side. She wore a hi gh-necked,

| ong- sl eeved gown of shining ivory satin and her white hair was as flaw ess as
carved and polished marbl e, incongruous above a dessicated face of weathered

wal nut .

O her chairs were arranged in a senmicircle before her. Just rising fromone was
the portly duke, immuaculate in aquamarine. He | ooked worried and puzzled, as if
westling with some problem and his drooping lower |lip was even wetter than
usual . He coul d not have been sucking his thunb, could he?

Al ready on his feet beside himwas the obnoxi ous Proconsul Yggingi, a hard, curt
man in his forties. Ugh! H's hair was cropped so short that his square head
seenmed bal d, and as usual he was decked out in bronze and | eather, from cuirass
to greaves. Dancing with Yggingi was |ike westling a water butt. As usual, too,
he was clutching his hel net under one arm perhaps he had a deep fear of

eart hquakes and did not trust the Kinvale ceilings. Oher officers visiting
Kinval e did not wear their unifornms all the tinme. Hs wife was rarely seen in
public, a semiinvalid whose existence he ignored while relentlessly pursuing
Inos. His only topics of conversation seemed to be his nmilitary career and his
unparal | el ed success at massacring gnones in a previous posting. He was so
detestabl e that even Aunt Kade could rarely find a good word for him

So what had provoked this sumons? I nos wondered, as she curtsied to the
spiteful old relic on her raised chair, to the ponderous duke, stiffly bow ng;
curtsying |l ess deeply to the egregious Yggingi; and there was another man,
standi ng by the wi ndow, |ooking out at the--

Andor !

The worl d stopped.

It was Andor, really Andor. She knew that godlike profile even as he began to
turn. He was wearing the sane bl ue doubl et and white hose he had worn the first
time they nmet, but now also a | ong cloak of cobalt velvet trimred with erm ne,
sweepi hg down to silver-buckled shoes. He turned slowy, to |look at her,

i gnoring her aunt and everyone else. Hs dark eyes fixed on her alone. Man as
man shoul d be.

He was thinner, paler... a terrible ordeal? Di saster, or some superhuman
suffering, bravely borne? And not over yet, perhaps, for there was vast trouble
or sorrow in those unforgettabl e eyes--none of the bubbling gai ety whose nenory
she cherished so dearly.

He paced over to her, while she attenpted a snile of welconme and carefully did
not gawk like a nmoron. He took her hands and bowed over them Hi s eyes had

al ready spoken vol unes-regard, pleasure at seeing her... deep sorrow?

Sor r ow?

And finally he said, "My Princess!"

"Sir Andor!" She could say nothing nore. H's princess! Ch, yes!

Fi nal |y Andor acknow edged Kade, swooping her a bow.

"Sir Andor! " She beaned. "How nice that you can rejoin us! " And the old
harridan on the high chair had not nissed an iota of that reunion, not a crunb.
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"Be seated, |adies!" she croaked in her thin, antique voice.

Unable to stop staring at Andor, Inos allowed himto | ead her to a chair and
then watched as he wal ked over to sit opposite her, gracefully swirling his
cloak out of the way as he sat. Kade and the other nen had found chairs
sonewher e

What coul d possibly be so wong?

"Sir Andor has brought news for you, Kadol an," Ekka said.

"For nme, Sir Andor?" Kade was being cautious, her eyes flickering fromAndor to
Inos and to the others. For her, that was a strange failure of poise.

"Your Hi ghness,"” Andor said, pulling his gaze fromlnos, "I amthe unhappy
bearer of grievous tidings. Your royal brother is... is nost gravely ill."

I nos heard herself gasp, but Aunt Kade recovered herself at once. Now she knew
what was invol ved, she registered only polite surprise. "You have cone from
Krasnegar, Sir Andor?"

He bowed his head slightly. "I have. You will wonder why | did not tell you that
it was ny destination when | left here, and that om ssion | nust explain to you
at length. But | stayed there until alnbst Wnterfest. Wen | departed, your
brother was failing fast."

Fat her! 1nos clasped her hands tightly and forgot that this was Andor speaking.
Ch, Fat her!

Andor gl anced at her and then back to Kade. "I have brought a letter fromthe

| earned Doctor Sagorn, but he disclosed its content to nme. He does not expect
his Majesty to recover fromthis affliction. A few nonths at the nost." Taking a
packet fromthe pocket of his cloak, he rose and noved over to deliver it.

Fat her! Father! Dying? No! no! no!

Aunt Kade took the letter and held it out at armis length to scan the
inscription. Then she laid it unread on her lap and fol ded her hands over it,
whi | e Andor swept back to his seat.

"You think then that we should be prepared to depart on the first ship of
spring, Sir Andor?"

"If the venerable sage is correct, na'am that may not be soon enough."

The harsh tones of the gracel ess Yggingi broke in. "Are you suggesting that
these gentle | adies attenpt the journey overland?"

Andor gave hima long and inscrutable stare. "That nust be their own deci sion,
Excel | ency. | have known worse journeys." Wrse! Inos thought of all the horror
stories she had heard and shuddered anew. This marvel ous Andor could disniss
that terrible trek so easily?

"Such as?" Yggingi was scowing at this poised young upstart.

"The Pl ain of Bones. Dyre Channel ? Ant hropophagi frighten ne nuch nore than

goblins do. "

"You net goblins in the forest?"

"Twi ce." Andor spread his hands and smiled. "I prefer not to discuss their
habits in the presence of ladies, but | still have all ny fingernails, as you

can see. Childish savages, but quite hospitable. My westling was rusty, but
apparently acceptable-a few sprains was all..."

Mar vel ous man!

"If Princess Kadol an decided to venture this journey, Proconsul," the duchess
asked in her threadbare voice, "could you provide an escort for her?"

The big sol dier regarded her thoughtfully for a nonent. "I have the troops,
certainly. The worst of the cold is behind us, but it would still be a test of
endurance, even for nmen. For |ladies of quality, it would be a serious ordeal."
He stopped and waited.

"It would certainly be an adventure,"” Kade remarked cheerfully. "lInos and | nust
di scuss it when we have read what the skilled Doctor Sagorn has witten. W
shal | keep your generous offer in mnd, Excellency."

I nos found her nouth hangi ng open and closed it quickly. That her aunt woul d
even think of such a journey was unthinkabl e.

"I amnost curious, Sir Andor," Ekka creaked, "as to why you set out from here
for Krasnegar without informng ny sister-in-law or her niece of your
destination. They woul d have wanted to send letters."” She bared saffron fangs in
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a snmle that should have frozen his bl ood.

Andor acknow edged the point with a token of a nod. "It is not a matter of pride
to ne, your Grace." For a nonment handsone young man stared up at ugly old wonan
in what seened strangely like a contest of wills, but then he continued

pl aci dly.

"I stupidly placed nmyself in a grievous conflict of honor. It concerned a

prom se made to an old friend, one to whom| owe nuch, a dear friend also of ny
father's-"

"I have forgotten your father's name and station, Sir Andor."

"Senator Endram, ma' am"

Inos resisted a tenptation to leap up and cheer. Let them chew on that! An

I mperial senator? No |owly adventurer, Andor, but the son of a senator?

The duchess granted the score. "I did not forget, then. |I had not been inforned.
A younger son, | assune?"

"H's eighth." Andor's smile could have tamed a clutch of basilisks. "A nuch
younger son of a much older father. | honor ny father's nmenory, your G ace, but

| prefer to be judged by whatever | nmake of ny own life, rather than by his
acconpli shnents. "

Anot her point to Andor

"However," he continued, "Doctor Sagorn is an old and dear friend, one who

hel ped me nmuch in ny youth. He, in turn, was indebted to a friend of his, King
Hol i ndarn of Krasnegar, whom he visited |ast sunmer, at his invitation. He saw
then that the king was likely dying."

Fat her! 1nos gasped and | ooked at Kade, who avoi ded her eye. So she had known,
or at | east suspected!

Andor had paused for themto consider his words. He continued, speaking nowto
I nos. "Sagorn knew of potions that could ease your father's suffering, but the
ingredients were not avail able at Krasnegar. So he returned to the Inpire to
collect them and by then the shipping |anes were closing for the winter. He
asked ne, as a favor, if | would escort himback to Krasnegar, for the overland

trail is a long and hard travel at his age. "

Now | nos understood. She sniled her understandi ng and gratitude.

Andor, however, frowned. "It was then that | nade ny foolish error. He needed
sone time to gather his materials and he had nentioned to ne that the king's
daughter was coming to Kinvale. | presuned upon nutual friendships to call and
meet her." He brought the pouting duke into the conversation with a glance. "It
was sheer nosiness... and I-1 lost nmy heart. " Inos felt herself blush scarlet
and qui ckly | ooked down at her | ap.

"You see ny predicanent,” his voice said softly-and surely he was still speaking
to her. "I had been sworn to secrecy by Sagorn, for ailnents of kings are

matters of high inport. So | could not discuss my nission
She rai sed her eyes to neet his. She smiled her forgiveness.

She sniled that she had never doubted him

He returned the snmile, alittle-thanking her for it-but his eyes renai ned grave.
"And so we went to Krasnegar. By Wnterfest Sagorn had no doubt. The Kking
commanded that the secret be kept, and the natter should properly have been no
affair of mine. But now | knew lInosolan. | was his Mijesty's guest, and his
daughter's slave, but not his subject. Once again | found nyself trapped in a
conflict of honor, for |I knew that Inos would want to know. So that was ny
penance for nosiness-that | nust take her the doleful tidings. | bought a couple
of horses, and here | am"

I nos gasped in horror and disbelief. For her he had faced the frozen i Mmensity
of the forest-alone! So lightly! For her! Al one!

"A remarkabl e tale!" the duchess said acidly. "Kade, we should not detain you in
your tinme of grief. Whatever we nay do to aid you, you have only to ask, as you
know. "

It was disnissal. The nmen rose as the |ladies did. Andor was first at the door

He kissed Inos's hand and bowed to her aunt. "If you do decide to go, ma'am" he
said, and it was not clear to which princess he spoke, "then |I would beg of you
to let me accompany you. It would be the least | could do to repair ny folly."
What folly? Inos floated out behind her aunt and, despite the wounds caused by
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the news of her father, sone part of her heart soared like a skylark into the
heavens.

6

The dowager duchess of Kinvale watched the door close. Then she unl eashed her

bl eakest stare. "You are welcone here, Sir Andor. But tell ne-I believe that the
nobl e Senator Endrami died over thirty years ago? "

He did not even blink. "Twenty-six years and three nonths, ma'am | was a

post hunous baby, but not quite so posthunous as that."

"So the Lady | nmagina who married the Mar-grave of M nxinok must have been your
cousi n?"

"My ol dest sister, your Grace. She died when | was very young. | never knew
her."

Endrami had been a distant-an extrenely distant-relative, and the boy's
informati on was correct. So either he was genuine or he had done his homework
wel |, perhaps even well enough to spring those traps she had just tried to set.
The Endrami |ands were all down in South Pithrmot; it would take weeks to confirm
his story. "What chance that the girl can reach Krasnegar before her father

di es?"

He shrugged. "It is in the hands of the Gods."

"But we rmust all help the Gods to aid the Good, nustn't we? How do the king's
subj ects feel about a queen of such youth, and unmarried? "

"I never heard the matter discussed, your Grace. The king's danger was still a
secret. "

"I see." Feeling unusually baffled, Ekka turned to her son, who was staring at
the rug, pulling at his lip in that childish habit of his. "Angilki, you forget
your duties. Sir Andor nust be weary fromhis journey."

The duke awoke with a start and sprang up obediently. The door opened and cl osed
agai n.

Ekka was | eft alone with Proconsul Yggingi, who sat with his helnet on his |ap,
regardi ng her inpassively.

"I't can be done?" she asked.

"Yes. "

She approved of his brusque nanner. "A deal, then?"

"Narme it."

"Make ne an offer."

He shook his cl ose-cropped head and his face was unreadable. "Y ou initiated

this. You invited nme. You have sonething in mnd.
She woul d crack that marble facade. "Ganbling debts, nostly. "

He smiled grimMy. "Mne, or do you al so have a probl en?"

It was she who was shaken. Such insol ence she had not net in half a lifetine.
"Yours. You are runored to have gone through your wife's fortune in tw years."
He shrugged inperturbably. "A year and a half. And | now owe forty-two thousand
i nperials nore."

Incredible! It was much worse than she had heard. "You are in serious trouble,

Proconsul ." He would he in debtors' prison till the rats ate him

"I amruined."

"Desperate?"

The twist of his |ips was barely a smile. "I have no scruples, if that is what
you nmean. None at all. Have you?"

She | aughed, surprising herself. "None. To business, then. There woul d appear to
be a di sputed succession in Krasnegar."

"Or soon will be. Certainly the jotnar there will not readily accept rule by a
woman. "

"I't is along time since ny last history | esson, Excellency. You nust know much
nmor e about such things than | do."

He chuckled. "The Inpire is a shark, and it eats m nnows whenever it can catch
them "

He had a surprisingly apt turn of phrase for a brute soldier. Ekka had not
needed to recall her school days to know that any trouble in other real ns was
usual ly turned to the Inpire's advantage-a disputed succession, a civil war, or
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even a mnor border squabble, and the | egions would march in on the pretext of
guarding one side or the other. It didn't matter which, because both sides were
inevitably swal |l owed up pronptly. They mght fight |oose again in a generation
or so, but by then the | ooting had been done. And she certainly did not need to
| ecture Yggingi on this.

"If the girl cannot rule, then nmy son has the best claim" The big nan cocked an
i mpudent eyebrow at her. "I understood that Thane Kal kor had a better."

Ekka t hunped her cane angrily on the rug-she was wearing a hole there, she

rem nded herself. It nust have becone a habit.

"He has a claimthrough his great-grandaunt. But if a wonan cannot rule, then
she cannot pass on the title! So his case is selfdefeating. H's argunment woul d
be neani ngl ess! "

"Jotnar's argunents are usually pointed." Yggingi crossed his | egs and wiggl ed
hinself into a confortable but not very mlitary slouch. "Granted that your son
has a claim but your son is a subject of the inperor. The inperor cannot deny a
worman's right to rule, because his own grandnother was inperess regnant. So your
argunent is equally self-defeating. Interesting!"

She had not expected himto see that-it had taken her several days to work it
out after Kade had let slip the tiger. Both sides ought to admt that the
other's claimwas better. O course neither ever would. "Mm But if the inperor
decided to... to go to nmy niece's assistance, then he would naturally dispatch
you, as your precinct of Pondague borders on Krasnegar."

He flushed slightly, which surprised her. "Not necessarily, but let us assune so
for the nonment. What exactly are you proposing, your G ace?"

"Take the girl back. If her father is dead-and if he isn't | expect the shock of
your arrival may well precipitate his dem se--then proclai mher queen, and she
will in turn name you as her viceroy. Send her back here to marry ny son. |t
woul d pl ease ne to have ny descendants be kings, even if the title is noot."

He nodded and rose to begin pacing the room That was a rank di scourtesy, and
the thunp of his boots on her expensive rugs was extrenely annoying, but she
kept her face school ed as she had done for generations.

"That's clever! " he said at last. "The inperor will have the rul er-whi chever of
themit is-here in his fist, and Krasnegar will renmt taxes, to help defray the
costs of the protection. "

"Moreover your creditors will be hard-pressed to reach you there, and you can

| oot an extra forty-two thousand inperials to pay your debts.”

He stopped by the fireplace and turned to regard her with a snile that was cl ose

to contenptuous. "Not w thout provoking famne, |I'msure. Fromwhat | hear, it
is a bleak little spot. "

"Scrupl es?"

He shrugged. "I mght becone liable for inpeachnent, or at |east replacenent. "

"My famly is not wthout influence in Hub, Proconsul."

He chuckled. "True. Your son will not go to Krasnegar?"

"He woul d sooner die. "

"But why send the girl? Marry them now, while you have her in hand. She can sign
my comm ssion before | |eave."

This, of course, was the tricky part. She had foreseen this. "Being postdated,
it would be a dubious docunent at best. The people m ght not believe, unless
they saw her, and witnessed her willing signature."

He chuckl ed again. "But what of the jotnar? Giones and goblins are good sport,
but fighting jotnar would be red work. You think Kal kor woul d accept this
conveni ent arrangenent ?"

She shrugged. "1 doubt if he really cares. Looting and raping are his wont, and
he coul d have taken Krasnegar anytine he wanted. You can buy off the thanes."
"Maybe. You want the princess returned with the word."

"What wor d?"
He | aughed coarsely and sauntered back to his chair. "It is combn know edge
that the kings of Krasnegar still hold one of Inisso's words. My luck at the

tables mght change if | had a word. "
She twirled her gol d-knobbed cane, studying it. "Then the girl stays here.
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have I nosol an, and wi t hout her nobody gets the word... if there is one, of
course. "

"l agree, then," he said. "You give nme Krasnegar to hold in fief fromyour son,
and | send back one word-knowi ng princess. You pay the expenses."

"Qutrageous!”

Yggi ngi chuckl ed. "Necessary! In your felicitous turn of phrase, | have already
| oot ed Pondague for all | can take. My nen have not been paid for nonths and are
close to nutiny. So a thousand as seed noney, plus the princess, and | shal
take her to Krasnegar. You shall have her back, with the word if she gets it."
Fromthe first, Ekka had known the weakness in her plan-she would have to trust
this self-admitted scoundrel. But if he needed noney so badly, she had a little

power left. "Your wife, | think, stays here. The journey would be too hard for
her."
Hi s eyes narrowed. "I believe the danger fromthe goblins mght require nore nen

that | first thought. Two thousand inperials for expenses."

Skinflint! But Ekka had nothing to | ose except two thousand inperials and a
sister-in-law. Angil ki could breed a son on the girl and the next duke of

Ki nval e woul d inherit two words. It was certainly worth the ganble.

"Agreed, then," she said.

Tucki ng his hel met under his arm Yggingi rose and sal uted.

" Agreed!"

"So now you nust try to get the child to Krasnegar."

He chuckled. "Ma'am | shall get your princess to Krasnegar if | have to kil
every goblin in Pandem a and drag her all the way through the forest, weeping."

For est weepi ng:

And Sir Lancel ot awoke, and went and took his horse,

And rode all that day and all that night in a forest, weeping.
Mal ory, Le Morte D Arthur

SEVEN
Damsel net

1

Wl veri ne Totem had once been the nost southerly of the goblin villages, set
high in forested foothills, near to Pondague. Long ago it had been raided by a
troop of inmps, the inhabitants slaughtered and the buildi ngs burned. One house,
originally the boys' cabin, had survived the devastation, and it was used now on
occasi on by travel ers.

Rap had found it with his farsight in thickly blowi ng snow as a storm noved i n.
Littl e Chi cken had been unperturbed by the weather, for he was capabl e of
burrowi ng into a snowbank and staying there for days, not energing for any

pur pose what soever. Rap, preferring freedomand fire, had been very glad to
reach the dilapidated ruin. Now the two of them sat by a crackling blaze to wait
out the weather. Shadows | eaped and jiggled over the log walls, wi nd screaned
over head, and whiffs of snow blew in through chinks to pile up in corners. Yet
the cold was nmuch |l ess now, farther south and closer to spring. Near the hearth,
the tenperature was al nost confortable. Rap had unl aced his buckskins, while the
goblin had stripped to the wai st and sat inpassively, staring into the fire,
poking it once in a while with a long stick, probably nounming his |ack of grease
for rubbing hinmself, his favorite occupation. Fleabag was stretched out on the
dirt farther away, paws tw tching as he chased nmenories through a forest of

dr eans.

Farsight failed to show anythi ng noving outside. Even Little Chicken could not
hunt in such a blizzard. Even Fl eabag could not, or Rap could have sent hi m out
to do so. They had enough food for two days, and the first day was al nost gone.
Rap had slept. Perhaps the goblin had. Now Rap realized that this enpty, echoing
ruin had brought himhis first real opportunity to talk with Little Chicken
Through all their weeks of travel together he had al ways been masked and

runni ng, or else too exhausted.
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"I want to tell you my story," he began. "Tell you why we're going south."

The burly young woodl ander | ooked up, but with no interest showing in his

sl anted eyes. "Not inportant to trash."

"But I'Il tell you anyway-don't you like stories?" Little Chicken shrugged.
"Very well," Rap said doggedly. "That nan who brought me-WIlf Tooth, he called
hi nsel f. He was sone sort of denon. "

That brought no reaction. None of it did. Rap told of Inos, and the dying King
Hol i ndarn. He told of Andor and his power to bewitch people into trusting him
He told of their trek together from Krasnegar, and the inexplicabl e appearance
of Dar ad.

At the end of it all Little Chicken was still gazing at himinpassively, wthout
conment or apparent interest. Seeing that the recital had ended, however, he
asked. "Then this chief will give you this wonan?"

"Certainly not! She is the chief's daughter. | amonly a keeper of stores. She
must marry anot her chief."
n \My?ll

That question proved surprisingly difficult to answer. So, also, did the

next -why, then, was Rap going to all this trouble? Loyalty did not translate
into the goblin dialect. Friendship did, but Little Chicken could not conprehend
that a man nmight be friendly with a woman. Wonen were enjoyabl e and usef ul
Friends were necessarily other nales.

Friends... Rap was surprised to discover that he wanted to be friends with
Littl e Chicken.

The young goblin's nmonstrous cruelty was not his fault. It came fromthe culture
of his people, and he had never been taught better. Apart fromthat, he was
admirable in many ways-self-reliant, confident, effective, and a superb
woodsman. Hi s courage was unbreakable, his strange loyalty to Rap apparently
absolute. In a word, he was trustworthy, and Rap recogni zed no hi gher accol ade
than that.

"You run good, town boy." Those first words on their journey had been haunting
Rap ever since. They had never been repeated, and all Rap's efforts had fail ed
to draw another syllable of praise. Al his pains and efforts had gl eaned
not hi ng but amusenent and contenpt. He knew now that no matter how hard he night
strive, he would never match Little Chicken in strength or endurance. That
inferiority rankled deeply.

So he was the | esser man, but even so, surely effort deserved recognition? Rap
had driven hinself to his utnost linmts and failed to recei ve acknow edgnent for
it. The harder he had tried, the nore disdainful his conpanion's reaction. He
had reveal ed his supernatural powers and they had been dism ssed as party
tricks, beneath a man's dignity. Only one thing about the town boy seened to
satisfy Little Chicken-that he had cheated in the testing. For sonme reason that
know edge pleased the goblin greatly. And of that, Rap was ashaned.

By the second day of the blizzard, Rap was growing frantic. If he thought about
I nos or Andor-or anything-then his nmind curdled with anxiety. Tine was running
out, and he should be running, also, not sitting still. The sinister Darad nust
have crossed the mountains | ong since.

Rat her to his disgust, Rap had al so discovered that he was in need of exercise.
Weeks of running had so conditioned himthat he felt stodgy without it, and

i ncapabl e of rel axing.

Snow was still falling, but it was the heavy, wet, warm weather snow of the
south, not fine, dry arctic powder. Wen the storm passed, Rap knew, he and
Little Chicken would be able to travel without their masks, but the drifts would
make the terrain nore difficult.

Travel where? They had left the last of the goblin settlenents behind. There
were inp honesteads in the area, perilous for goblins and to be shunned.
Sonewher e nearby | ay Pondague, an inpish outpost guarding the only pass through
the ranges. Had Rap arrived at Pondague with Andor, it would have neant the
start of friends and safety. They coul d have acquired nore horses, bought food,
and even hired conpani ons, had they wanted them South of the pass lay the
Impire, with good roads and post inns and safety.

Now Pondague was danger and enem es. Rap had no noney. He wore goblin clothes
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and goblin tattoos, so he mght well be cut down on sight if he ran into a
contingent of Inperial troops. Living off the I and south of the nbuntains was
going to be difficult, or inpossible. He knew roughly what farns were and how
farnmers felt about poaching. He did not know where Kinvale was. He supposed that
it was a place |ike Krasnegar, but he had no idea how far fromthe nountains it
was, nor howto find it.

H's first trial would be to sneak through the pass unobserved. Probably he would
be safer south of the nountains, where goblins were no threat and hence woul d
not so readily provoke violent reaction. He would have to find soneone-a priest,
per haps-and explain his problem Wth luck he m ght obtain a gui de who woul d
believe his story and deliver himto Kinvale on the pronise of reward from I nos
Then Rap could dress like a civilized man again and regain his self-respect.
Inos would find enploynent for himuntil he could return to Krasnegar wi th her,
by land or sea, as she chose.

Unl ess Andor had already got to her, of course. Then what?

Eventual |y Rap decided that he did not know the answer to then what? He rose,
took up a spruce bough, and swept clean an area of floor near the fire. The
goblin sat cross-legged and wat ched wi t hout comrent or question

"Rightl" Rap stripped off his jacket. "Come and give ne sone westling | essons.”
Littl e Chicken shook his head.

"You're ny trash, you say? Then | order you to cone and give ne a westling

| esson! "

A firmer head shake. Trash, apparently, could decide what trash was good for
"Why not ?"
"I hurt you.
won't matter. | want to learn, and | need the exercise.
Anot her refusal

Begi nning to shiver without his coat, Rap swallowed any trace of pride he night
have retai ned. "Please, Little Chicken? |I'mbored! It would be fun."

"Too nmuch fun."

"What does that nean?"

Little Chicken's eyes glinted in the firelight. "I start to hurt you, m ght not
stop. Too nuch fun."

He was quite capable of disnmenbering a nan with his bare hands. Hastily Rap took
up his jerkin and dressed again.

The third day... a faint light was glinmering through the chinks in the walls
and wi ndows that had been plugged with branches. Rap had not realized until he
came to this ruined cabin that goblin buildings had wi ndows at all. Apparently
they were normally covered over in wnter.

He sighed and gl anced again at Little Chicken, inevitably sitting cross-I|egged,
bare-chested, idly poking his long stick at the fire. Hs patience was i nhuman.
In the firelight his dusky skin shone greenly. H's curiously slanted eyes were
unr eadabl e.

Try conversation agai n? Just maybe a little conpani onshi p? "Wen we get to

Ki nval e-" Rap's voice sounded strange after so many hours of silence. "-then I
shal |l rel ease you. "

"I amyour trash."

A faint smle played over the goblin's big nmouth. "A few bruises

"Not forever! You have done wonders for ne. | could never have conme this far
wi thout you, so | amvery grateful. If | could reward you, | would." Perhaps
Inos would give himnmoney to reward Little Chicken. Wat would he buy with it,
t hough?

"Rewar d?" The familiar faint snmle of contenpt appeared on the goblin's face.
"You will not give ne what | want. "

"What's that?" Rap rather thought he could guess the answer. "Go back to Raven
Totem Kill slowy, much pain."

Rap shuddered. "I kill you? And then your brothers would do the sane to nme?"
The goblin shook his head. "Not if you do good work, nake good show Kil

sl ow-wi n honor. "

"Never! | could not do that to anyone. And | amgrateful to you. | like you. |
want us to be friends. "
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"I amyour trash." Little Chicken directed his attention once nore to the
sparkling | ogs.

"You won't be able to help ne at Kinvale," Rap said firmy. "Nor back at
Krasnegar."

"I shall look after you." Little Chicken seenmed to think that the conversation
was over. Arguing with himwas like trying to bail out the Wnter Ccean with a

| eaky bucket .

"I will give you your freedom™"

The goblin shook his head at the fire and sai d not hi ng.

"You nmean that you are ny trash forever?" What could Rap do with a slave in
Krasnegar, a slave who refused to be freed? Little Chicken | ooked up now and
stared steadily at himfor a while. He seenmed to nmake a decision. "Not forever
"Good! Until when?"

"Until the Gods release ne. Not you."

This was progress! "And when will the Gods rel ease you?"

"I shall know. "

Suddenly Rap did not |ike the expression on that w de, greenbrown face. "And how
shal | | know?"

"I take care of you until the Gods release me," Little Chicken repeated. He
licked his lips. "Then I kill you."

"Ch, great! You nean that you are ny faithful slave until one day you decide
you're not, then you just kill me?"

The goblin's oversized teeth showed in a sudden friendly grin and Rap | aughed in
relief. He had been afraid that Little Chicken was serious. It was a surprise to
| earn that he did have a sense of humor after all

"You won at testing, town boy. Good foe! | did not know then. | know now. "
Rap's nmerriment died away. "Do | get any warning?" Little Chicken shook his
head, still sniling.

"When do | get this surprise? Soon? O not for years?"

"I shall know when. Then | kill you. Very, very slow. Long, |ong pain. Good
opponent, | give you good death. Light small fires on your chest. Push stick

under kneecap and tw st. Many days. Sand bel ow eyelids and rub with finger. . ."
No, he was not j oking.

Once started, he could not be stopped. Fromthen until dusk, when his voice
failed and he became hoarse, he sat by the fire, slobbering with anticipation,
eyes shining bright with hatred. Trenmbling nuch of the time with the effort of
confining his activities to conversation instead of putting his plan into action
at once, the goblin described in infinite detail the revenge he had been
devi si ng.

2

They were on their way! Inos could hardly believe that it was not a dream But
it was real! She was really sitting in a real coach, facing Aunt Kade and Isha,
her mai d-and sitting next to Andor, too.

Seven days with Andor back in Kinvale! They had been seven days of heaven, and
days of frenzied packing, as well-what to | eave, what to set aside for shipping,
what to try to squeeze into inpossibly small packs. They had al so been seven
days of farewells, of hastily arranged parties, of dancing, and of continuous
heavenly nmusic that no one but she had been able to hear. O had Andor detected
a chord or two? She hoped so. The obnoxi ous Yggi ngi had vani shed, gone ahead to
Pondague to arrange for an escort, and his departure had been al nost as great a
bl essing as Andor's return... No, it hadn't. Having Andor back, know ng that he
had cared enough to cross the bitter taiga in winter, for her-that was the
greatest mracle of all.

They had not had a nonment al one, not one, but even in the crowds she had been
consci ous of hardly anyone but himhis smle, his laugh, his inperturbable
strength. It had been Andor who had made it all possible at so little notice,
purchasi ng a coach and horses, hiring nen to drive it, planning
itinerary-organizing and arrangi ng. Aunt Kade had been grateful to | eave al
those masculine tasks to him There had hardly been tinme, even, to brood very
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much over her father's ill ness.

Andor was coming back to Krasnegar! Because they had never been al one together,
he had not repeated the pledge he had given her before he left, but his eyes had
spoken it many tines. Andor was coming to Krasnegar... to stay? Al ways?

May it be so, Gods! | did renenber |ove, as | was bidden! CQutside the w ndows,
the fields and woods of Kinvale rolled by in watery sunshine under a snoke-bl ue
sky. The end of winter neant the start of spring-soon, but not quite yet. G ass
was green, and shy flowers smiled in the hedgerows. Ahead and behi nd the coach,
Corporal Oopari and his troop thunped erratically along. Krasnegar's nen-at-arns
were not notable riders, but they could nanage on the straight, snmooth roads of
the Inpire. They could certainly keep up with the rocking, clattering carriage.
A couple of the nen were new recruits, replacing others who had fornmed romantic
attachnents and chosen to remain at Kinvale. U a, the nmaid from Krasnegar, was
long forgotten. Stupid U a had disgraced herself w thin days of her arrival and
been hastily married off to a gardener

Andor rearranged the rug spread over their |aps, as the bouncing of the coach
threatened to dislodge it. Her hand found his again, out of sight.

Al those farewells..

"I can't believe it!" Inos said for the hundredth tinme. "W are really on our
way! "

"You may find it all too real before we arrive, ma'am" Andor sniled

Wth that snile beside her, Inos could face anything.

"It will be a great adventure!" Aunt Kade said brightly. Her shiny-apple cheeks
were flushed with excitenent, but not a single hair protruded wongly from under

her cornfl ower-blue traveling bonnet. "I have always wanted to try the overl and
route. "
Well, if she could believe that, who was Inos to contradict her?

Aunt Kade's indestructible good hunor could be very irritating at tines, but it
woul d be easier to bear on the journey than sul ks, and few persons of her age
woul d have been willing to contenplate at all what she was undertaking so
cheerful ly.

Andor pointed out the final glinpse of Kinvale, as the carriage crested a hill.
Then it was gone.

"Well, Sir Andor," Kade said, snuggling into her coner. "At last we have tinme to
hear all the news."

Again Andor's snile warnmed the whol e carriage. "OfF course, ma'anl Renenber that
it will be stale, though-I left at Wnterfest. But, apart from your brother,
everyone in the castle seened to be well. Chancellor Yaltauri's |unbago was
troubling him Doctor Sagorn prescribed a |linament with a powerful odor of
cheese... "

In monents he had the three of themin stitches, even Isha, who was not supposed
to show that she was |istening, and who knew none of the people being discussed.
He ran through the foibles of the whole palace hierarchy and noved on to the

not abl es of the town. Apparently he was al ready acquainted with everyone in
Krasnegar and that was a surprising thought, one that would need a little tine
to absorb. Yet under her |aughter Inos wondered about |Ido. And Lin. What news of
the friends of her chil dhood? A transient cloud shadowed her happi ness. They
woul d be friends no |l onger. An abyss of rank would cut them off now fromthe
princess they had once accepted as one of thenselves. Wat use to tell |do of
the | atest dance craze from Hub? What need to play the spinnet for Rap?
Chatterbox Lin would not care about Kinvale scandal, nor share what |ocal gossip
he had with his queen. Yet she felt an irrational nostalgic |onging to know how
the old gang was faring. Wo was narried, who was courting? Those things would
interest her nore than details of Chancellor Yaltauri's |unbago.

But she could not ask. A gentlenan |ike Andor woul d not have troubl ed hinself
over chanbernaids or scullions. O stabl eboys.

I nos and Kade picked their way carefully down the hazardous staircase, to find
Andor waiting for them norning-fresh and resplendent in tan suede riding habit.
He swept as deep a bow as was possible in the cranped confines of the hostelry.
Despite the early hour, the inn was packed with people, nost of them soldiers,
apparent|y-noi sy, bustling, a noticeably rough and unwashed col |l ecti on
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"Hi ghnesses, you slept well?"

Kade chirruped sonething much nore cheerful than Inos could nanage. A rank
stench of nmen and beer was not a wel cone greeting so early in the norning. Andor
started clearing a path; |eading themthrough the nelee to one of the tiny
tables in a corner by a w ndow.

The inn had been a great shock to Inos. Sonehow she had cone to inmmgine that the
whol e of the Inpire was as confortable and | uxurious as Kinvale, a very stupid
assunption. The tiny bed she had shared with Kade had obvi ously been stuffed by
stonenmasons; the | eaky thatch had been dug out of a silo, and there had been
things living in that thatch. Just after she had retired, a great clanor of

voi ces and horses had arisen outside and continued for hours. That nust have
been all these soldiers arriving, and now they conpletely filled the | ower room
The sun had not yet risen. Barely enough light spilled through the tiny, grubby
wi ndow to show Corporal CQopari and one of his nen sitting at the table. They
sprang up, yielding their stools to the princesses. She wondered if this had
been nore of Andor's foresight. Isha would have to eat on her feet, as many of
the soldiers were doing.

"For breakfast, honored | adies," Andor said in the unctuous whine of a waiter,
"we offer a selection of either porridge or porridge. However, you may choose
whether to eat the lunps or leave them Qur hot tea is cold and unloved. The
chocol ate is passable. "

I nos suppressed a lurching feeling inside her, a yearning for the fresh rolls
and sweet preserves of Kinvale. Porridge? Ugh! "I should | ove sonme porridge,"
Aunt Kade said brightly. "After all that rich food at Kinvale, it will be a

pl easure to return to a sinpler diet. You, ny dear?"

"Just the chocolate, | think."

The man-at-arns was di spatched into the throng. Apparently the hostelry staff
had been immbilized by this mlitary invasion. The table was small, splintery,
and filthy.

"Your Hi ghness!" Corporal Oopari was addressi ng Kade, and his tone snapped | nos
out of her engrossing self-pity. He was an earnest young nman, CQopari, but too
old to have been one of her chil dhood friends, and too stolid to be good conpany
anywaydul | , but dependable as winter. His famly had served hers for
generations. He had the dark coloring of an inp, with enough jotunn in himto
make himtaller and bonier than nost nen in the Inpire. Soneone jostled him at
that nmonent, and he alnost fell over the table. He straightened up w thout
turning around to seek retribution or apology. That al one showed that he was
upset over sonmething, and his face was deeply red.

"Yes, Corporal?"

"I take orders fromyou only, do | not, H ghness? That was what the king told
me. "

Aunt Kade | ooked up at Andor, who was standing at the corporal's side, |ikew se
squeezed agai nst the table.

"Proconsul Yggingi has joined us, ma'am"”

"Ch!" Aunt Kade seened to read sonmething from Andor's tone or expression. She

gl anced around, and suddenly her smle seenmed strangely forced. "All these nen
are here to escort us, you nean?"

Andor nodded solemmly. "A whole cohort. You will be well guarded.
Yggingi hinself? Inos felt a strong upsurge of distaste, and then saw t hat

sonet hing nore was bot hering the others.

"W don't need guarding yet, do we?" she asked. This was only the second day of
the journey, and they were still well within the Inpire. She had caught a
glinpse of the nmountains fromupstairs, but still a long way off. The rea
adventure would begin on the far side of the pass, Andor had said, and he
estimated at |east four nore days to Pondague.

"Apparently you are going to have an escort, whether you need it or not. " Andor
returned his gaze to her aunt. "Corporal Qopari has been inforned that he is now
under the proconsul's orders."

Kade | ooked flustered, while the angry, stubborn expression on Qopari's honely
face rem nded I nos nonentarily of sonmeone, but she could not think of whom
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"What is your advice, Sir Andor?" Wiy was Kade so concerned?

"I fear that the proconsul is correct, Highness. Private armies are not
permitted within the Inpire. Once we are past Pondague, then things will be
different, at least in theory; but | understand that the proconsul is planning
to increase the escort then."

"More than one cohort?"

"Four."

Kade actually wung her hands. Inos had never seen anyone do that before,
certainly not Aunt Kade. The roses in her cheeks had been stricken by a sudden
frost.

"I erred?" she murnured, as if to herself.

"I did, certainly," Andor said. "But there is no other road, and we could hardly
have slipped away unseen. "

Inos did not understand, and she was staying quiet. Surely a large escort would
be good protection against the goblins and, therefore, welconme news? She noticed
that Isha was standing very close to the corporal, closer even than the press of
the cromd required. So that was in the wind, was it? Inos had been wondering why
the girl had agreed to enter the service of ladies who lived in a far country.
Aunt Kade restored her smle and directed it up at Qopari. "I think you had
better agree to what the proconsul wants, Corporal. W can hardly have a divided
command, and a proconsul is one of the Inpire's nbpst senior officials."

The honest, stubborn face flushed very red. "Then ny services are not truly
necessary, your H ghness?"

Kade gl anced again at Andor, as if seeking support, or hearing a nessage. "W do
not question your loyalty or courage, Corporal, but your small band can hardly
conpare with an entire cohort. As Sir Andor says, we are to be well guarded. Do
any nore of your nen wish to remain at Kinval e?"

Through cl enched teeth, Oopari said, "Al of them ma'am But we thought you had
need of us. "

Now it was Aunt Kade who turned red. "I quite understand, and if you wish to be
rel eased, then nowis certainly the tinme. Sir Andor? |If you would acconpany the
corporal... He has our noney. Four inperials for himand two for each of the

ot hers? And woul d you be so kind as to take the rest of it into your own care?"
Obvi ously wenched in several directions at once, Oopari |ooked down at |sha,
and she was staring up at himin dismay. Aunt Kade noticed and si ghed.

A few nminutes later, Inos found herself alone with her aunt, clutching a | arge
and clunsy earthenware nmug of watery | ukewarm chocol ate. Andor and Qopari and
the man-at-arns had gone, and so had Isha. Inos would have to brush her own hair
now, and Aunt Kade's, also. Who would lay out and repack cl othes? Perhaps they
could hire sonmeone el se at Pondague. Anonynous |nperial troops still hemed in
the table, making her feel claustrophobic.

"This chocolate is really very good, isn't it?" Kade said, her normal calm
restored.

"Aunt ? How many nmen in a cohort?"

"Quite a lot, dear. W shall certainly be safe fromgoblins with four cohorts to
guard us. | have too nmuch porridge-"

"But no Qopari! Wiy did you disnmiss himlike that?"

Kade blinked innocently. "Because he wanted ne to. Are you sure you woul dn't

i ke sone of my porridge?”

"What ever he wanted, | would feel safer with himclose." Then a | adylike foot
tapped I nos's ankle, Kade flickered her eyes warningly, and her voice faded
alnost to a nunble. "It was for their own good, dear."

I nos became suddenly nmore aware of all the nen around her. They all had their
backs turned, and they all seened to be intent on other things, but..

"W don't want any accidents." Then her aunt added in a nore nornal tone, "The
porridge is not too terribly lunmpy."

"How many nen in a cohort?"

"Five hundred, | think, but it may be nore. I'mnot sure.” Now I nos understood.
She felt very foolish. Four cohorts? On inportant occasions in Krasnegar,
Sergeant Thosolin could nuster eighteen nen-at-arns.
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3

Dusk on the fourth day... Rap's belly roared | ouder than the storm now, but that
was partly because the wind was fadi ng. There was not nmuch new snow comi ng down.
He had been chewing on a scrap of leather all afternoon, and then his farsight
had sensed novenent in the distance-right at the lint of his range, a snmall
herd of sheep or goats. He could not tell if they were wild or stray, but there
was no herder with them He had started to lace up his noccasins, making Little
Chi cken want to know why. There had been an argunent, the goblin insisting he
was a much better marksman, Rap that he was nore likely to find the quarry in

t hese conditions.

The final result had been a conpromise. Little Chicken had gone to do the
killing, and Rap had sent Fleabag to drive the prey toward him

So Rap now sat in lonely humliation, listening to the wind s nocking wail,

wat chi ng the shadows | eap, and licking his lips at the thought of neat. His role
m ght not be very manly or even dignified, but it was hard work. The herd was
still out at his limt and seened reluctant to cone closer. Even controlling

Fl eabag was difficult at that distance. Rap's head had started to ache as it had
not ached since his first days with Andor..

Forget Andor! Concentrate! "You! Boy!"

Wth a wail, Rap released his nmental hold on Fl eabag and the herd. He spun
around, then fell back on his el bows at the unbelievable apparition in the
corner.

A huge white chair had appeared there-no, it was a throne, with a dais below it
and a silken canopy above. It was built of interlocked curved rods that he
recogni zed right away as walrus ivory, all intricately carved and inlaid with
gens and gold; it was grander even than King Holindanm s chair of state, which he
had used only twice in Rap's nenory, on very solemm occasions. It glittered, as
if it sat in a brighter place than this snoke-filled, dingy hovel

There was a wonan on it. She was very tiny, slunped slacklinbed in the corner of
the cushioned seat, her legs sticking out like a child' s. Her scanty hair was
white and straggling | oose. She was very old, scraggy, and stark naked.

He echoed her: "You!"

Hastily he turned his head away. She could not possibly be real, but even so-no
clothes! It was the sane old woman he had seen the first time he had raided the
Ravens' |arder. He had been very hungry then, too. It nust be a form of madness,
a flawin his character. Real nen did not go crazy just because they hadn't
eaten for a couple of days. Real nmen could starve for weeks before they went
mad. He wasn't a hardened woodsnan like Little Chicken, he was a soft town boy,
a nere stabl ehand.

"The faun again!" The ancient cackled in shrill amusenent. Rap closed his eyes
to concentrate... Sure enough, his farsight detected nothing there except
fragments of firewood and a snowdrift. He was hallucinati ng again. Deternined
not to be distracted fromhis purpose, he reached out for Fleabag.

"Faun! You stop that! Don't you know better?"

"Huh?" Despite hinself, Rap's farsight switched to the source of that voice.
This time it saw. This tine there was soneone there. He tw sted around again.
The throne had gone. The little old wonan was standi ng much cl oser and,
mercifully, she was now dressed in goblin robes, as she had been the first tine
he saw her. Now she seened to be quite solid and real. He npaned.

"Farsight, too?" The old wonman waggled a finger at him "That's all right-safe
enough-but that mastery of yours! Don't you know that sorcerers can feel power
bei ng used like that?" Dunbly he shook his head.

She wal ked a few steps closer, peering around. "Wll, we can. Not that anyone
but ne's likely to be watching in these parts. It's all right to | ook and
listen, see, but do anything, make things happen, and you start ripples. You're
strong, lad. You ought to know that. Wy, you've got goblin tattoos!"

A sorceress! Andor had warned himthat sorcerers were always on the | ookout for
more words of power. He had betrayed hinself to a sorceress! Rap felt the hair
on the back of his head stir. He began draggi ng hi msel f backward on his el bows,
across the dirt floor.

The woman followed, cackling. "A faun with goblin markings? That's new. " She
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grinned at himlike a skull, revealing a perfect set of teeth. "Goblin faun
What. . ." She hissed angrily. "No foresight? You bl ocking nmy foresight? No,
you' re not capable. Wo?"

"Who-who are you?"

"Me? You ought to know. Qught to guess, see? Wo are you, nore to the point?"
"I"'mRap... Flat Nose of Raven Totem "

"Raven?" She | ooked quickly around once nore. "Were is Death Bird? Wat've you
done with hin "

"N-nothing!" Rap quailed before a blast of anger as pal pable as heat froma
farrier's brazier. "Little Chicken, you nean? He's out hunting-"

"Wher e? Show ne!"

Show? Rap reached out to point with a shaking hand, toward where the goblin was
wal lowing in a thigh-deep drift, a long way off.

The old woman stared that way, then shrilled her senile |augh. "So he is! Wll,
all right. But you take care of him you hear! Very precious, that one! See,
you're not to harmhim"

He? Rap? Harm Littl e Chicken? The woman was as nmad as a gunny sack of foxes!
Bracing up his courage, Rap felt for the herd, and it had vani shed. Fleabag was
headi ng hone again. Supper had fled, therefore, and he renenbered that he had
been hungry the first tinme he had nmet this strange sorceress. Even as he

wat ched, she began to shimer and fade, and his farsight had already |ost her

"I'"'m hungry!" he said. "I nmean, Death Bird is hungry!"

She seened to solidify for a nonent and study him head on one side, |eering.
"Fauns!" she sneered. Then she uttered a shrill, childish snigger and cl apped
her hands.

Si nul t aneously she vani shed and a curly-horned, black-woolled sheep thudded to
the floor just before Rap's toes. The inpact shook the cabin, and a great cloud
of dust and snow shot out from beneath the aninmal. Wth a screamof alarm it
scrabbled to its feet. There was no doubt at all that the sheep was real

After her warning, Rap dared not try his mastery on the aninmal, and his |inbs
were still shaking so much that he took | onger than he shoul d have done to
corner it. Cutting a sheep's throat with a stone knife was harder than he had
expected. He splashed a |l ot of blood on hinself and was butted a few tinmes. But
why a bl ack sheep? Had that been easiest for the mad ol d sorceress to see in the
snowy bush, or was she nmaking fun of a faun with goblin tattoos? Rap was too
hungry to care.

He was eating roast nmutton when Little Chicken returned, enpty-handed,
exhausted, and furious. But for the first tinme, the goblin seened to be

i npressed by Rap's occult powers.

4
Wth a louder crack than usual, the rear of the carriage dropped, twisting to
the left. It came to a shuddering halt.

"Are you all right, your Hi ghness?" Andor inquired solicitously. He and Inos
were crushed pleasantly together, holding hands under the lap rug, but Aunt Kade
was now suspended above them grimy hanging onto a strap.

"Quite all right, thank you, except that perhaps nmy highness is nowa little
nmore noticeabl e than usual. "

Andor | aughed appreciatively. "I shall see what has happened this tine, " he
said, unlinking his fingers fromlnos' and preparing to disenbark. There were

| oud shoutings and nervous horse noi ses outside. Water splattered on the roof,
al though the rain had been showi ng signs of turning to snow. Andor opened the
door and stepped out gracefully, managi ng both rapier and cloak w th apparent
ease. Kade clanbered across to sit next to her niece on the |ower side of the
canted vehicle. She took up a ot nore roomon the bench than Andor had.

The fast progress they had nade at first had now ended. On the strai ght and
snoot h hi ghways of the Inpire, the carriage had thundered al ong al nost as fast
as a rider could have done, but now they were in the nountains. The weat her had
turned sul ky and the road upward, soon degenerating into a track. Farm and and
pasture had given way to forest, and the way had becone difficult, with tree
branches often reaching out to finger the carriage as it passed.
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Since the | oathsone Yggi ngi had appeared with his nen, a deep dread had fallen
over I nos. The thought of two thousand Inperial soldiers invading Krasnegar was
terrifying-especially these troops. She could recall being told in Kinval e that
the local mlitary were a despicable |lot, not to be conpared with the elite
corps found near Hub, and that to be posted to a renote frontier station |like
Pondague was a humliation, or even a punishnent, inflicted only on the rabble
and scum of the arnmy. Proconsul Yggingi was rabble and scum also, in Inos

opi nion, but she had not said so.

In fact she had not dared discuss the matter at all, with either Andor or Aunt
Kade, and they, too, were confining their talk to trivialities. Partly this
common di scretion came fromfear of being overheard, for now the coachman and
the footnmen who clung to the carriage were all Yggingi's nmen, and their ears
were close to the windows. Far nore worrisonme to |Inos, though, was the
horrifying certainty that she had been betrayed.

Sonehow the Inperial government had | earned of her father's bad health and had
deci ded to seize Krasnegar before the thanes of Nordland did. Only Hub itself
could have nobilized the arny. That neant tine-tinme for reports and orders to
flow back and forth, time for consultations and deci sions.

But how had the Inperial officials known? Andor nust have passed through
Pondague on his way south. He could have alerted the odious Yggingi to the
opportunity. Yggingi mght then have headed for Kinvale, while Andor reported to
sonme nore senior officer before continuing on to informlnos.

In the clear light of day such fancies seened quite absurd. One gl ance at
Andor's honest face, one smile fromthose steady eyes, and all her doubts blew
away |like dust. But in the |ong hours of night, as she tossed in unfaniliar beds
in dank, snelly hostelries, they becane all too terrifyingly real. Inos had

i nvented stories where Andor had been an Inperial spy all along. She had
frightened herself half to death with doubts about his background, his
parentage, his chil dhood. She knew so little about all of those, and they seened
so very inportant when she was alone... yet they seened so trivial when she was
with himthat she never seened to renenber to bring themup in conversation, as
she had so often prom sed herself she woul d. Wen he was with her, she could
face the future with courage-she would face the whole Inpire, if necessary, and
the jotnar, as well! Away fromhim she felt Iike a lost child.

There was only Andor... and Kade. But soneone had betrayed I nos.

It had been her aunt who had nade the decision to journey north--a sudden and
very inprobable venture for a wonan of her years. Kade had at |east suspected
that Holindarn's health was failing even before she | eft Krasnegar. She would
certainly chanpion an Inperial claimover Nordland's. To believe that Princess
Kadol an woul d betray her brother and niece was quite inpossible... and yet
sonmehow it seened no nore incredi ble than doubting Andor. One of the two nust be
a traitor and Inos did not know which.

She felt very snmall, and al one, and vul nerable. She felt |ike a hunted ani mal,
fleeing home to its lair with a dangerous predator in close pursuit. She had
nowhere else to go and yet her lair would be no safe refuge, for the nonster
woul d fol l ow her in.

Qobvi ously she was on her way to Krasnegar whether she wanted to go there or not.
If she tried to balk now, then her honor escort of five hundred nen would at
once becone an arned guard, and she a captive. Yggingi had all but told her as
much. Nominally she was returning to her hone under his protection, but in fact
she was only his puppet. The odi ous man had not reveal ed his plans, but it was a
fair guess that he would try to force her to sign over the kingdomto the

i mperor as soon as her father died. She could only hope that Father was stil
alive, and still well enough to advise her. She had no one el se she could trust
now.

So Ilnos sat in silent fear and misery, while nmaking polite conversation about
the scenery.

Andor reappeared at the carriage door. "I amafraid you will have to di senbark,
| adi es. Anot her broken axle. "

He handed Aunt Kade down, then Inos. The trail was a narrow w eckage of nud,
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roots, and rocks, curving off out of sight in both directions around a hillside.
Rai n dri bbled down from a canopy of heavy branches that shut off all but a few
glinpses of low gray sky, while enclosing walls of ferns and bracken pressed in
tightly on both sides. This was the third axle to snap in the last two days. It
meant a | ong del ay.

I nos | ooked around hopefully for somewhere dry to sit, pulling up the hood of
her traveling cl oak.

"What enornous trees! Aunt Kade excl ai med. "They cannot be sequoi as, though?"
"Hem ocks, | think," Andor said. "O perhaps cedars. You! Trooper! Hand ne down
that chest. "

The shadows were very deep and nenacing. Inos felt uneasy, shut in by this dark
prinmeval jungle. Even the air was full of danp woodsy scent, as if it never went
anywhere and was a special local air. The small area of road that she could see
was full of soldiers dismounting or jingling around, horses stanping, splashing,
fretting, and tugging their reins, men grunbling and di scussing the problemin
rough, angry tones. Fromfarther up the hill cane rougher shouts yet, as the
advance guard was infornmed of the hol dup. Equally invisible dowhill, the rear
was clattering into silence, also.

The dense woods conceal ed the nountai ns conpletely. Inos had not seen a single
large hill, only trees and a steeply clinbing, w nding road. She took Aunt
Kade's hand, and the two of them stepped carefully over nud and puddles to the
verge, seeking shelter and getting out of the nmen's way. Andor foll owed,
carrying a chest to serve as a bench. Hal fhearted snears of snow fl anked t he
trail, dirty and woebegone in the dingy gl oom

Proconsul Yggi ngi canme cantering back dowmn fromthe front to see what the del ay
was. He disnmounted with a splash and handed his reins to a | egionary, then
bel l owed for silence and started shooting orders. Inos was pleased to see that
he | ooked very unconfortable in his uniform as if the rain were running off his
hel met and down hi s neck. Andor was wearing a big floppy suede hat at a rakish
angl e, handsonme and debonair as ever. Aunt Kade shivered slightly.

"I can fetch a rug, H ghness?" he asked hel pfully.

"No, no!" Kade said. "Silly of me. | was | ooking at these dark woods and

t hi nki ng of goblins."

He chuckl ed reassuringly. "Rugs will not protect you from goblins! But don't
worry-there are none this side of the pass. Correct, Proconsul ?"

Yggi ngi was clearly furious at this latest delay. "None this side of Pondague.
And | have been cl eaning them out beyond, also."

"Are they so dangerous, then?" Inos asked, thinking that a herd of hippogryffs
coul d sneak up on her through that deep darkness.

"Not really. Just vermn."

Andor said quietly, "Goblins are actually a very peaceful people.
"Peaceful ?" Yggi ngi echoed. "They are nobnsters."

"But not warlike."

"No, not warlike! They have other neans of disposing of their surplus nen." An
expression of distaste appeared on his flat, square face.

"What ever do you nean, Excellency?" |nos asked, surprised that anything could
di sgust so coarse a man as Ydggi ngi

He hesitated and then said, "Many races weed out their young nen. Mdst do it by
war fare. Goblins use nastier nethods, but the principle is the sanme, | suppose.

She had never thought of warfare in that horrible way. "Wy? To | eave npore wonen
for the others? "

"I nos! Kade pr ot est ed.

"Sometimes that is the motive," Andor said. "Or extra land, or just to keep the
pl ace peaceful. W are not making very good tine, | fear, Proconsul."

Yggi ngi grow ed an agreenent. "W shall probably not see the top of the pass by
nightfall. There is a guardhouse there, but now you will probably have to

bi vouac, ma'am"

"Perhaps ny niece and | should ride, then?" Kade suggested calny.

The nmen | ooked down at her in astonishnent. "Coul d-would you?" Yggi ngi asked.
"l should love to! I find that carriage very bunpy. How about you, |nos, dear?"
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"OF course! " Inos agreed, anused at the expression on Yggingi's face, and
Andor's. They did not know of Aunt Kade's unlinited ability to astonish

Kade rose, determ ned. "Then we shall ride. Qur habits are in that green box,
Proconsul. If you would be so kind as to have it |ifted down, we can change in
the carriage. "

Yggi ngi actually smled-a gruesone sight. "And we can | eave this weck where it
is. W should reach Pondague tonorrow, and after that you can travel by sled. "
Aunt Kade beaned up at himinnocently. "Ch, | think we can ride in the forest if
we have to. | ama little out of practice, | admt, but | used to be a very keen
hor sewonan. "

It would do her figure no harm I|nos thought, and a horse could be no nore
tiring than that bone-shaki ng carri age.

Yggi ngi, about to speak, stopped suddenly and peered into the trees. "Wat was

t hat ?"

Andor frowned. "I thought | heard sonething, too. "

I nos had heard nothing, but her skin tingled-all the horses had pricked their
ears in that way, also. The proconsul bellowed for silence in the ranks. The
shout ran out along the line in both directions, and then there was only a
steady dripping, and restless splashings of hooves.

"There it is again," Yggingi said, and this tine Inos had heard sonething, also.
"Gobl i ns?" she asked nervously.

"They don't shout. They keep quiet and ran. If |I'd thought there was the
slightest chance of goblin sport, |I'd have brought the dogs."

A distant voice. "Princess |nosolan!"

Inos junped. Her heart continued junping.

Faint though it was, they had all heard it this time-1nos, her aunt, Andor,

Yggi ngi, and the dozens of nud-splattered | egionaries.

"It's a long way off!" Andor's face had gone very stem He pushed back his cloak
to free his sword hilt.

Yggi ngi clicked his sword up and down in its scabbard, once, then again. "Muybe
not so far. The trees deaden sound."

"Princess Inosolan!" No mistake this time...

They were all staring at the woods now. Aunt Kade stepped close to Inos and
gripped her wist, as if fearing she mght run off into the forest to
investigate. Nothing was |ess |likely. Inos shivered. Yggingi's sword hissed as
he drew.

"You had better go back to the coach, ladies! " He shouted an order and swords
flashed out, while other nen pulled bowstrings fromwaterproof pouches. Wrk on
the axl e had stopped.

"No, wait!" Inos said as her aunt began to nobve. That voice? "Princess

I nosol an!" Cl oser yet.

Who? There was sonething fam liar about that voice. "Yes?" she shouted.

"I'nos!" her aunt cried.

And the voice replied: "It's Rap!" Rap? Rap who? Rap?

"No!" It couldn't possibly be.

"Back in the carriage!" Andor shouted, and he also drew his sword. "It nust be
sone sort of denmon, | think. You agree, Proconsul? "
Yggi ngi 's eyes had narrowed to slits. "I never nmet any forest denons. O d w ves

tales!" He cupped his hands to shout. "Cone out and show yoursel f!"

"Tell your nen to lower their bows!" The voice was nuch cl oser, although there
was nothing in sight. "I amal one and unarned. "

"I think it nust be a denon!" Andor insisted. "They can | ook |ike anyone-very
dangerous to trust a denon." He appeared nore upset than anyone. He sounded

al rost shrill, and that was surprising, sonmehow.
Yggi ngi seened to think so. He eyed Andor curiously, then called to his nen to
| ower their bows. "Come out! " he bellowed, nore |oudly than seened necessary.

And a man stepped frombehind a tree right in front of them How he had conme so
cl ose without her seeing, Inos could not guess, but there he was-a slimyoung
man in soiled | eather garnents, hol ding out enpty hands to show his | ack of
weapons. He was panti ng.
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"Inos!" he said. Rap!

He had grown-taller and wider. His clothes were incredibly filthy and his face
i mpossibly grimy, especially around the eyes. It seened greasy, with the rain
running down it in droplets, and it | ooked nuch thinner than she renenbered,
maki ng his jaw | ook bi gger than ever, his nose wider. He had a youth's thin
moust ache and patchy beard. He was bareheaded, his brown hair natted in sliny
tangles. Ugly! But it was Rap

She began to trenmble, stupidly.

"He's no goblin, certainly," Yggingi said to no one in particular. "That's cl ose
enough! Who are you?"

"The princess knows ne."

"Do you?" the proconsul asked.

"Yes," she said. "He's one of ny father's stabl ehands. Rap? Wat are you doi ng
here? And what's that on your face?" Then she caught a whiff of an unbearable
stench. "What's that snell?" Her stomach churned.

"That's goblin stink!" Yggingi said grimy. "Stand back fromthe | adies, you!"
Rap did not nove, except to put his hands on his hips. He had obviously been
runni ng and he spoke in short bursts. "Sorry about the perfume. No bathtubs in
the forest. | cane to warn you that your father is dying, Inos. But | see that
you al ready know. "

Had Rap also cone all this way to warn her? She glanced up at Andor, who had his
jaw cl enched and was scowing. "Sir Andor told ne. "

"Ch, it's Sir Andor, is it?" Rap frowned fiercely. "I have another warning for
you, then." He raised a hand and pointed. "Don't trust that nman! He's a-"
"Rap!" she shouted. "What do you know of Sir Andor?"

"He sold me to the goblins, that's what | know about him " Sold himto... Again
I nos caught a whiff of that terrible snell.

Andor raised his sword and took a step. She laid a hand on his armto detain
him "Andor, do you know Rap?"

"This is not whoever you think it is, ny darling. It's a forest denon. They can
take many shapes. Don't trust a word it says. They are very evil."

"Andor! Rap, how did you get here? Aunt Kade, it is Rap, isn't it?"

"I don't know, dear. | never nmet him"

"What are you?" Yggingi dermanded. "You're not inp and you're not goblin."

"It's a denon!" Andor insisted. "Or a waith!"

A waith? Inos shuddered convul sively. Surely not?

"I"'ma faun." Rap was still watching Inos. "A jotunn-faun nongrel, and goblin by
adoption. But not by choice-that was his doing." And again he pointed at Andor

I nos wondered why she could not just quietly faint, as ladies of quality were
supposed to do in nonments of stress. Rap had al ways been so dependable! Qhers
m ght make up fantastic stories or play el aborate jokes, but Rap never had. And
it certainly seenmed to be Rap, an ol der version of the boy she had knownexcept
for the nmoustache, and those barbaric tattoos.

"Rap," she said, forcing her voice down fromthe squeaks it wanted to use, "what
are those marks round your eyes?"

Rap gaped for a nmonent, raising his hand to his face as if he had forgotten the
tattoos were there. "These?"

Andor stepped back with a laugh. He sheathed his sword. "I did neet him" he
said. "l didn't recognize himin that goblin disguise. | met himin Krasnegar.
Tell her H ghness how a goblin earns his tattoos, lad."

"I didn't!" Rap shouted. "Didn't what?" |Inos asked.

"You tell her, Proconsul," Andor said. "No, you tell her." Yggingi was scow ing.
"He tortured a boy to death."
And I nos said, "No! "just as Rap repeated, "I didn't!"

"He nust have done," Yggingi said. "lIt's their custom" Then Andor put his arm
around I nos, and she was very grateful for it. "And he's the one who sold ne the
horses. "

"Sol d you the horses?" she repeated idiotically.

He nodded, still staring at the apparition fromthe woods. "I asked sone people
where | could acquire horses, and | was directed to that boy. W net in a bar
and he sold ne two horses."
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Rap! They nust have been her father's horses. There were no others in Krasnegar
O course Andor would not have known that. Rap, selling the royal horses? In
bars?

"Liar!" Rap shouted. "He's lying, Inos! W |eft Krasnegar together and he sold
me to the goblins. He bought safe passage for hinmself by selling-"

"Rap! No! | won't listen to-"

"I nos, he's a sorcerer!"

She had rather |iked Rap once, she renenbered, when she was younger. O course
in those days she had known very little about nen and al nost nothi ng about
gentl enen. Fortunately she knew better now, after Kinvale, and she could
appreci ate the way Andor was keeping his tenper in spite of the insults being
shouted by this filthy derelict. Rap had obviously reverted to sone sort of
savage state-his faun ancestry conm ng out, probably.

"If you were sold to the goblins, you're in remarkably good shape!" Yggi ng
said. "Spying for them are you? Cone forward here with your hands high. "
"No!" Rap said. "Inos, you know | wouldn't lie to you!" Ch, Rap! Her heart

| urched. Then Inos | ooked up at Andor again. He sniled sadly and shook his head.
She saw how foolishly juvenile her nmonentary doubts nust seemto himand how
mature he was not to lose his tenper at the insults or at her silly wavering.
She nust not listen to any nore nonsense, and that stench was naki ng her fee
nauseated. Inos lifted her chin disdainfully and turned, letting Andor |ead her
awnay.

"Inos!" Rap shrieked. "He's a nage, or a denobn, or sonething-"

Yggi ngi waved his nen forward. "Bring himin! Tie himup." Then all the horses
reared and screaned in inexplicable panic. Hooves flailed. Men were haul ed off
their feet, or dragged through the mud. It seened to be Inos who was the source
of terrorplunging nounts fled fromher in both directions along the road and
even off into the undergrowh. Enornopus ani nals bow ed over whol e groups of

sol diers. The officers' roars were drowned in oaths and whi nnyi ngs, spl ashi ngs
and thuds. Amid this instant chaos, she found herself, wth Kade and Andor,
isolated on the trail as the whole cohort fought to regain control of its
frenzied livestock. The goblin apparition had vani shed away into dri ppy shadow
under the ancient trees.

Andor hurried Inos back to the coach. "Take cover in here!" he shouted over the
racket. "This may be an anbush." Then he thrust her inside and Aunt Kade, as

well, while the troopers were struggling to restore order to their nounts. |nos
was gl ad to obey.
Wth the carriage still canted at an absurd angle, she found herself being half

crushed by Aunt Kade, and yet she did not mind. The human contact was very
conforting.

"I't was Rap," she whispered, fighting tears and a heart as panic-stricken as the
hor ses.

"Yes, dear."

"But selling Father's horses? In bars?"

"If he really did steal two of the pal ace horses,
have been found out, wouldn't he?"

"Of course!" There were not so nmany horses in the stables that two could go

m ssing undetected, and not so many hands that the thief could long remain
unknown. Stupid Rap! "So he was found out and ran away!"

"And he nmust have taken refuge with the goblins,"” her aunt agreed. "I don't know
why he followed you south, dear. Perhaps he hoped to spin you sone fantastic
story..."

"Perhaps. That mnmust be it." Young nmen did tend to behave oddly at that age, she
knew. That was when the bad appl es showed up-she had heard plenty of stories at
Ki nval e and been given plenty warnings. Ch, Rap! "It wasn't a waith, was it?"
When a soul canme before the Gods for weighing, the Evil was cancel ed out by the
Good, and the balance went to join the Good, and |ive evernore as part of the

Kade said, "then he would

Good. But in bad souls the residue was evil, and the Evil might reject it, to
| eave it wandering as a waith, haunting the night.
Kade started. "Ch, | think it-he-was alive."
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"And Rap wasn't evil!" Yet if he had descended to selling horses in bars, what
el se might he had done before he died? | nos shivered.
"I don't think it was a waith," Kade said firmy. "I don't think waiths would

smel |l that bad!"

I nos managed to chuckle and nod. She was relieved to find that she agreed. It
had been Rap. Rap alive.

She gl anced around. The soldiers were recovering and restoring order, but there
was no one close to the coach. Not even Andor... "Aunt, how did Yggi ngi know
about Father? Wiy was he waiting at Kinval e when Andor arrived? This nust have
been pl anned!"

Kade flinched. "It was ny fault, ny dear."

"Yours? "

"Yes. | let slip to Ekka that | was worried about your father's health.
Chancel l or Yaltauri was supposed to send ne bulletins. He didn't. "
"Then Ekka's behind this?" Now | nos began to understand. "I fear so."
"So when--if--Father dies..."

"The proconsul will proclaimthe duke as king, | think. | have been very
foolish, darling. | did not see-"

I nos pecked a kiss on her cheek. "But it was not Andor?"

"No! | don't think so."

"I trust Andor!" Inos said firmy. "Don't you?"

"I... " Just for an instant Kade hesitated, and then she snmiled. "You re asking
me to choose between himand that very snelly boy?"

I nos | aughed and hugged her. Invisible birds burst into glorious inaudible
synphoni es of song-no one had betrayed her except the odi ous dowager duchess!
Kade had been foolish, but not evil. Andor was innocent-Ilnos would doubt himno
nmore. Seeing Rap again besi de himhad sonmehow shown her how vastly inferior any
ot her man nust be. Andor, oh, Andor

5

A wol f, a goblin, and a faun who had farsight-there had never been any danger
that the troopers would find them

After an hour or so, the expedition noved off along the mountain trail. Inos and
her aunt were riding, and the coach had been left where it was. Inos's nmount was
staying very close to Andor's, but Rap could not tell at that distance whether
or not it was secured there by a tether. He could not have summned it anyway,
because he did not know which horse it was. Andor m ght not know that; but, in
any case, Rap had already discarded that plan as being too dangerous for |nos.

It would also bring the whole inp arny after him and obviously his fantastic
story was not going to be believed.

In thick woods on the hill above the road, he used his farsight to watch them
all go. He was soaking wet and mi serable, hunched on the ground, savagely
digging holes in the noss with a stickjab... jab... Fleabag was sl eeping, but he

al one of the three of them heard the hooves through the nuffling tinber. He
lifted his head to listen. Little Chicken was sitting on a fallen |og, el bows on
knees, waiting as patiently as the trees themnsel ves.

Jab... jab...

Rai n was dri bbling down Rap's neck, and he perversely left his hood down and |et
it. Alnost he wished that the neeting had not happened, that he had m ssed | nos
and gone on to lose hinself in the Inmpire. But unlikely things happened to those
who knew words of power-so Andor had taught him And there was only this one
pass through the nountai ns.

Spur ned! Jab! Rejected, even by I|Inos! Jab!

But Andor had a word of power and he woul d be believed over anyone el se. Trust
was his talent.

Jab! The stick broke. Rap rose to his feet.

"Now we do what?" Little Chicken asked. Rap sighed. "You still mny trash,
gobl i n?"

Thi s show of caution seemed to anuse the burly young woodsman. He nodded.
Despairingly Rap thought of the hard weeks ahead. "Now we run back," he said,
"back to Krasnegar."
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Dansel net:

Fairer than feigned of old, or fabled since
O faery dansels net in forest w de

By knights of Logres, or of Lyones,

Lancel ot, or Pelleas, or Pellenore.

M| ton, Paradise Regai ned

El GHT

Casement hi gh

1

Even to Krasnegar, spring cane eventually. The hills were white and uni nhabited
yet, and the causeway still poulticed with crunpled ice floes and drifts, but

brave men had trodden a footpath across it already, and a few nore weeks woul d
see the horses and cattle staggering back to the mainl and.

There was no noon. Pale auroras danced in the sky like giant ghosts as Rap and
Little Chicken energed fromone of the shore cottages, yawni ng and shivering in
the dregs of sleep. A man could barely see his feet in that uncertain glimrer.
Rap took a few deep breaths of the frigid air, welcomng the famliar salty tang
of the sea and the distant crackling of the tide westling ice. Then he turned
to his compani on. He had made this offer at the end of the forest, but he would
try once nore.

"I release you, Little Chicken. You have paid any debt you owe me many tines
over. Go back to your people. "

"I amyour trash," said the stubborn whisper fromthe darkness. "I | ook after
you. "

"You can't help me here! | amin grave danger, but you cannot help, and you will
be in danger, also. Go, with ny gratitude."

"I look after you. Later | kill you."

So the Gods had still not given the signal. Rap shrugged unseen. "You nay have

to be quick, if you want to be the first. Come on, then."

He began to run. Wen they reached the causeway itself, though, he was forced
down to a walk, steering entirely with his farsight, and at tinmes Little Chicken
had to hold his shoulder to stay with himin a heavy, dense dark |ike bl ankets.
They were hal fway across before Rap remenbered bears. This was a bad tine for
them but now he had so nuch trust in his farsight that he was certain none
lurked in the vicinity.

It had been a bad winter. Below the ice there had been nmuch danage to the
stonewor k, al though no one el se could have known. Somewhere behind themin the
moors, the inp arny was camped. Rap had stayed a couple of days ahead of it al
the way, and the journey had been far, far worse than his trip south. While the
col d had been | ess severe, the snow had been deeper and stickier, the w nds
stronger. Worse yet, Rap and Little Chicken had travel ed as heral ds of disaster,
croaki ng ravens prophesying war. The inps had burned every goblin village within
reach of the road. Had the warnings not flown ahead of them they would
undoubt edl y have massacred the inhabitants, also. The people of the first
village had died, all of them frompatriarch to newborn. Inos' journey back to
her homel and had been marked by pillars of snoke, by wonen and children fleeing
out into the wastel and, by precious foodstocks pillaged, by unprovoked and
unnecessary ranpage. The | eader of the inps, the one with the fancy hel nmet, was
certainly an utter madnman. \Wat he sought to gain, Rap could not guess, nor why
Inos had allowed it. He could only assune that she had been powerless to stop

t he destructi on.

The wagon road to Pondague had been seal ed behind her, for in future the goblins
woul d brook no travel on it. No force less than a full arnmy could traverse the
taiga now. No nore would trains anble north in sumer with supplies. Krasnegar
woul d suffer and its way of |ife becone harder even than before. Madness!

Only once had Rap and Little Chicken departed fromthe trail. They had made a

wi de detour around Raven Totem sending the words of warning by goblin
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messengers, running double shifts to catch the arny again on the far side.

And now he was honme. Rap energed fromthe travail of the causeway onto the dock
road, dark and deserted, swept clean by the wind. He swung up the bar on the
gate. Those gates would stop white bears, but not inpish |egionaries. Once

i nside he began to trot again, out of old habit, with Little Chicken and Fl eabag
at his heels. Dawn would come in an hour or so. Soon the town would be stirring.
He headed for the nearest stairway.

What did the inp arny want of Krasnegar? Did it cone to put Inos on her throne
and defend her against the jotnar, or did it come to loot? Wuld it treat the
town as it had treated the goblin villages? Certainly it could not be stopped
short of the castle itself, and there woul d not be enough food in the castle to
withstand a siege. Indeed, a forner factor's clerk could guess that there would
not be even enough food in the city for an additional two thousand hungry nen.
The crops and the grain ships were nonths away yet, the wagon road inpassabl e.
Rap scanned each corner and branching carefully. In Krasnegar the | aw said that
horse thieves were to be hanged.

He had planned to bring the horses back. He had expected to return with a
grateful Inos, heir presunptive or already queen. Mst of all, he had been
mesneri zed by Andor.

Andor! Rap could not think of Andor without baring his teeth. Wat that sorcerer
had done to Rap was bad enough, but he had al so used his power on Inos, and that
was unforgi vabl e. She woul d have been as hel pl ess to resist Andor as Fl eabag was
to refuse Rap hinsel f.

An early riser energed froma doorway two corners ahead. Rap took cover in a
doorway and waited, puffing gently, hearing Little Chicken doing the sane beside
him and Fl eabag' s noi sy pant.

"You run good, forest boy," Rap whispered. Little Chicken grunted quietly, but
angrily. Rap smiled into the darkness. Goblins were not accustonmed to stairs.
The town nan vani shed into anot her door and Rap set off again, his conpanions
following the tap of his nobccasins on the cobbles and steps. He had spent nany
hours planning this return, thinking while running, wondering whom he woul d seek
out, reviewing all those chil dhood friends who had turned asi de when he had
denonstrated occult powers. Hs final choice had surprised himgreatly.

He was approaching the castle. He could, if he wanted, run right in through the
gates, for no guard was ever posted there, except in sumer when there were
strangers in town. Krasnegar had sheltered too | ong behind the diplomatic skil

of its king, a skill buttressed by a word of power.

If Holindamwas still alive to tell Inos that word, would it serve her in the
same way? Rap had not thought to wonder what change the word woul d produce in

I nos. What was her great talent? Not diplonacy! Gaiety? Zest? Beauty?

Per haps beauty. He would never forget her as he had seen her in the forest,
unexpectedly sprung fromthe child he remenbered to gl ori ous wonman, a sl ender
wood nynph in a nmalachite cloak, with hints of golden hair inside the hood,
green eyes shining in her winter-pale face. He wept hinself to sleep with that
menory. I nos with her beauty augnented by magi ¢ woul d be a goddess. She was

cl ose enough now.

And so he thought again of Andor, baring his teeth. He had plans for Andor that
he had never thought he could have for any man. Al nost, Rap could think of
turning himover to Little Chicken

They stopped in an alleyway by a door and waited for their hearts to sl ow and
breathing to calm Nothing like a few nonths' running to put a man in shape,
even for running up Krasnegar.

Rap scanned, sensing the snall apartnent of two roons and a kitchen. There was a
communal toilet on the other side of the alley, behind Rap. The owner was up and
dressed, kneeling by his fireplace. Hs wife and children had died years ago, in
the sane pestilence that had killed Rap's nother, and he had |ived al one ever
since. Rap had never been invited into this tiny home; he knew no one who ever
had.

He tapped.

Host | er Hononin | ooked around in surprise and then heaved hinself to his feet.

H s feet were bare and his shirt hung down unfastened over his pantal oons and
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hose. H's face was weat herbeaten, |unpy, and wi zened, and his stoop thrust his
head forward aggressively. The tangle of gray curls around his bald spot was
still runpled by sleep; he appeared even nore surly than usual as he padded over
to the door.

"Who's there?" H's voice was | oud enough to nake Rap junp. Rap tapped again,

rel uctant even to whisper his nane.

The little man scow ed, then opened the door a crack-it had not been | ocked-and
light junped in Rap's face, dazzling him "Ch, great Gods, boy!" Hononin
recoiled. "By the Powers! Rap!" He was stunned. Then he pulled the door wide.
"Qui ck! Conme in before anyone sees you! And who the hell is this?"

Then they were all inside and the door closed. Hononin choked and put a hand
over his nouth.

"Sorry, sir. It's bear grease. It keeps the cold out."

The ol d man | ooked hi mover, then the others. Fleabag sniffed suspiciously at
him Little Chicken was staring around the little room his odd-shaped eyes
stretched by al arm and cl asut rophopi a.

"Did you tell her?" the hostler nunbled, through his fingers. "She's com ng.
Tonorrow. "

As his eyes adjusted to the light, Rap glanced curiously around the room He had
been gone so long that furniture seened very strange to himthe table and two
wooden chairs in the mddle, and a big, overstuffed chair near the fire, with
its insides falling out. Crude sketches of horses hung on the bare plank walls.
One candle in a bone candlestick threw a wavering |light over a heap of old tack
in one corner and a small bench with saddler tools. A threadbare rug... Cozy
enough in its way, though

The ol d man nodded. "Good."

"He's still alive?"

"So they say."

Rap breat hed a deep sigh. That was what he had wanted npstthat she be able to
say good- bye.

Hononi n retched agai n and backed away. "You stink |ike you've been bathing in

the honey pit. |'ve got sone soap sonmewhere |'ve been saving. Ever used soap?"
"Once or twice, sir. "
"Use it good. Need hot water. Get those rags off. " He headed for his kitchen

and soon a loud clanking told that he was working the punp. Rap began unl aci ng
and instantly Little Chicken had knocked his hands away and started doing it for
him Rap knew better than to resist; his last attenpt had gi ven hima sprained
Wi st.

Hononin returned with a bucket and stopped to stare at this valet service. "Wo
the hell is he?"
"He's a goblin, sir.
"l can see that, idiot! And what are all those nmarks on your face? You gone
goblin, too? Burn those rags-they'll help heat the water, and maybe get the
stink out of here. Hi's, too. You undress himnow or does he do it hinself?

You' ve grown, |ad. You |l eave any spare clothes behind in that room of yours? No,

they wouldn't fit you now anyway. |I'll go and see what | can find."
"This is good of you, sir," Rap said, naked now and bundling up his buckskins
"Dam sure it is! You'll hang certain if Foronod finds you. So you stay here and

get cleaned up. Here's the soap. Use it all. Filthy putrid pair, you are. And a
| ousy wol f. You didn't bring them back, did you?"

He meant the horses. Rap shook his head. "Pity. Mght'a let you off with a
flogging."

Hononin thrust feet into boots. He grabbed his doublet froma peg, banged the
door, and was gone.

It was a long while before the old man returned, and faint gleans of daylight
were |l eaking in around the curtains. People paraded up and down the alley,
greeting one another in Rap's native tongue and nmaking his heart ache with it.
Along while... but it took all that tine to renove the grease, even with soap
and sand and hot water. Little Chicken resisted and argued, conplying only when
Rap expl ained that the smell woul d be investigated, and then the townsfol k woul d
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find Rap and kill him

For the first time since Wnterfest, Rap found a mirror. Hs own face was a
shock to him the face of a stranger. He did not think it was a boy | ooking back
at himas he w el ded Hononin's razor against some quite inpressive stubble;
illogically, he was pl eased by the stubble and yet disgusted to see how furry
fauns' legs could be when they were not sneared with grease. They were not the

| egs he had departed on. These were hairier and much thicker, while his face was
hairier and thinner.

Fl eabag had di scovered Hononin's breakfast and eaten all of it except the
butter, which Little Chicken had rescued. He wanted to smear Rap with it.

Then the hostler thrust his gnarled face around the door to warn his guests that
he had a lady with him but the guests already knew that and had taken cover in
the bedroom So he tossed a bundle of clothes in at Rap and went back to the
front roomto wait until they appeared. That took tinme, also, as Little Chicken
woul d neither let Rap dress himself nor listen to an expl anation of how hose
worked. Little Chicken was going to be a large liability in Krasnegar

At |ast Rap was ready and could go in. He had already identified the

vi sitor-Mther Unonini, the palace chaplain. Rap knew her, but they had never
spoken. Under a trickle of norning daylight, she seenmed as forbidding as

m dni ght .

She was a tall, stern worman in her black gown, sitting as straight as was
possible in the overstuffed chair by the fireplace, her hands folded in her |ap
She returned a nod to Rap's clunsy bow and | ooked hi m over without revealing her
concl usi ons.

"Eat first, talk later." The hostler pointed to the table. Rap had al ready
scented the hot | oaves and his mouth was watering. Bread! He sat down and began
to gorge. In afewninutes Little Chicken cane in and scowl ed horribly at the
sight of a woman with her head bared. Modther Unonini flinched at a man with his
shirt open-which was not the goblin's fault, for all the buttons had already
popped off. Rap managed a two-dial ect introduction with his nouth full

Little Chicken did not approve of bread, but he was hungry, also. He hel ped
hinmself to a meal and sat on the floor to eat it. The hostler chuckled and took
the third chair.

"Perhaps you can eat and listen, though. " The chaplain had a hard, masculine
voice. "I shall bring you up to date first, Master Rap, and then..." She
frowned. "I do not care for nicknanes. What is that short for?"

"Just Rap," said Rap.

That was not strictly true, for his real nane was a great, |ong inconprehensible
chant that he never used. He supposed it was a Sysanasso nane. "Never tell your
real nane to anyone," his nother had said when she had told it to him "because
a sorcerer may learn it and use it to do you harm" He had believed her then, of
course, because he had been only ten or so at the tinme, and ten-year-olds

beli eve nmost of what their nothers tell them but now he knew nuch nore about
sorcerers, and he could see that that had been only another of his mother's
strange superstitions, like a south wind bringing rain. Hs friends woul d have

| aughed at such a nane, though, so he had never told it to anyone, even I|nos.
The chapl ain pursed her |ips disapprovingly. "Very well Master Rap. The king is
alive, but every day seens like to be his last, poor man. Even the cordials that
Doctor Sagorn left will barely ease his pain now. W who are close to him pray
for his release. It seens astonishing that he has survived so long. "

"He has a word," Rap munbl ed.

She rai sed her eyebrows and paused. "Perhaps! Wat do you know of... But, of
course, you nust have one, also. Foolish of nme. " She fell silent,

reconsi dering. The old hostler grinned fiendishly-a rare and unpl easant
sight-and hel ped hinself to sone of the bread before it all vani shed.

Mot her Unoni ni conti nued, seening now to choose her words nore carefully. At
times Rap had troubl e understandi ng her-like nost Krasnegarians, he spoke a

pi dgin of inpish and jotunnish. Inos could switch fromthat to pure inpish and
back again. So did the king and his senior officials, but they did not sound as
prissy as the chaplain, who had a southerner's accent worse than Rap had ever
heard, even from sailors
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"The city is badly divided-between inps and jotnar, of course. The inps believe
that the princess went to Kinvale to narry her cousin the duke, who has a good
claimto the throne. They expect himto return with her. But the inps thensel ves
are divided; many would prefer that the city be annexed as a province of the
Inmpire. The jotnar are unhappy at either prospect. They tal k of Thane Kal kor of
Nor dl and, who has a claimat |east equal to the duke's."

"Foronod is their leader," Hononin interjected. "Some want to put himon the
throne hinsel f, but he seens to be supporting Kalkor. He's witten to him they
say."

The chaplain frowned, as if he were giving away too nmuch. "Rap ought to know, "
the old man snarled. "Foronod was howing for his heart over the horses. If he
hears that Rap summoned the princess back, then he will be even worse."

She nodded. "Certainly we nmust snuggle Master Rap and his friend back out of the
city tonight. As soon as possible."

Rap stopped eating. After coming so far he was expected to | eave?

Hononi n cackl ed suddenly and they all |ooked at him "I should warn you, Mbther
When you see that jaw set |like that, you mght as well save breath. Cbviously
Master Rap is not |eaving."

"He nust!"

Hononi n shook his head. "Perhaps, but he won't. Even when he was this high, that
jaw was the signal."

Rap grinned suddenly. He had been right to come to the cantankerous old hostler,
and it was good to find a friend at last. "W shall see!" Mther Unonini set her
own j aw.

"And you?" Rap glanced fromher to the hostler and back. "Were are your

| oyal ties?"

He was bei ng presunptuous; the chaplain frowed again. "My objective nust al ways
be the greatest good. Civil war would be a great evil-life is precarious enough
here without that." She considered for a nonent and added, "If | had the power
to inpose a settlenent... Inosolan is not yet of age. A regency council would be
a fair solution-Factor Foronod and Chancell or Yaltauri, perhaps."

Lukewarm at best, Rap thought. He turned to the hostler. "I'll try to keep your

neck its present length, lad," the old man said, "even if it was ny horses you
took. But I'mstaying out of politics. Too dangerous at ny age."

Was no one loyal to Inos, then?

"Can you speak between gul ps now, young man?" the chapl ai n i nquired.

"I think so, Mdther. It's a long story. You knew the nman call ed Andor?"

She nodded. "A fine gentleman."”

"No! | thought so, also, and | trusted himwhen he suggested that the two of us
go and tell Inos--"

"Stop right there! Only two of you went?"

Rap nodded, surprised. She glanced at the hostler.

"I told you there were only two bedrolls mssing," he said. "And the tent was
too snmall for three. "

"Three?" Rap echoed.

"Doctor Sagorn,"” Unonini said. "He left, also. It did not matter, for he had
trained the nurses in the use of the cordial, but he went with you, we thought.
Sagorn, also? O course! And Darad.

Rap pushed the remains of his nmeal away and started to talk. He was interrupted
no nore. In the corner Little Chicken ate steadily, while watching the

i nconprehensible talk with suspicious eyes, but it was a long tale, and even the
goblin's appetite was satisfied before Rap finished.

The hostler and the chaplain | ooked at each ot her

Hononi n nodded. "I believe him He's a good | ad-no, a good man. He al ways was.
She nodded reluctantly and studied her fingers for a nonment. Then she rose and
started to pace back and forth across the little roomw th her hands cl asped
behind her. It was a strangely unfem nine action, and she had an awkward, jerky
gait on her surprisingly short |legs. She no | onger seened tall, as she had in
the chair. At |ast she seened to reach a conclusion, returning to her seat.
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"Very well!" she said. "The hostler supports you, Master Rap, and that carries
wei ght. But | have been thinking, also, of what the Gods want. It is comon
know edge that a God appeared to Inosolan and nysel f. They gave her orders, and
now | suspect that those referred to you."

Rap tried to renenber what Inos had told himof the God and Their words, but it
was a long tine ago and his nenories were blurred. He was about to ask, but she
gave himno chance

"l shall accept your story," she said ponpously. "Cbviously there is sorcery
about, and you are probably right-sonmeone is after the royal word of power.
Inosolan will be in grave danger if she learns it. She nmay not, you know. The
king is rarely conscious now. Yet you think that Andor and this Darad are the
same man? "

"And Sagorn! And Jalon the minstrel, also!" He explained how Sagorn had appeared
in the pal ace the previous summer w thout entering the gate-and Sagorn had
returned in the fall at about the same tinme Andor had arrived, on the night of
the blizzard, when Rap's farsight had becone general know edge.

Jal on had spoken of Darad. Andor had known Jal on, and Sagorn

Yet it was incredible, even to Rap. He had net Sagorn once. He had shared a neal
with the minstrel. Neither had been Andor, and certainly neither had been Darad.
To think of the dreany, aniable Jalon and the savage Darad was to |link water and
firethey were incompatible. There was nmore than shape-changi ng i nvol ved here. If
Jalon could turn hinmself into Darad at will, as Andor seened to be able to, then
why had he not done so when he was alone with Rap in the hills? Darad woul d
surely not hesitate to use any neans at hand to extract a word if he had the
opportunity. For that nmatter, why had Andor not done the same when he had Rap
alone in his attic those many | ong eveni ngs?

Suddenly Hononi n snapped his fingers. "The keys! You say that Andor got them
fromnme? But | never saw himall that day."

"What happened to then?" Rap asked.

The hostler scow ed hideously at himand then at the chaplain. "I don't know.
Found them on the stable floor; thought |1'd dropped them 1d been sure they'd
been on ny belt as usual. It wasn't Andor, certain! Nor that Sagorn man."

"So he may have ot her shapes?" Unonini said. "That is bad news. And yet he can't
be a sorcerer. If he is, then he does things the hard way."

"And what about this arny?" Rap asked. "I don't know why Inos is bringing
troops, but they nust be stopped."”
The chapl ai n shook her head. "Inosolan may have no choice. And we don't, either

Sergeant Thosolin and his men can't fight two thousand. "

"Let themin?" Hononin | ooked di sgust ed.

"W nust," she said. "What alternative do we have? They could burn the town and
starve out the castle. You and | cannot even warn anyone without saying how we
know, for then Master Rap would be in jeopardy. Inosolan is with them Wy
shoul d they savage her real n?"

"Why savage the goblins?" Rap asked bitterly. "They do no harm except to

t hensel ves. "

That remark raised eyebrows and produced an awkward sil ence.

Little Chicken |l et out an enornous bel ch and grinned.

Little Chicken-who would be Death Bird now, had Rap and Andor not bl undered into
the Ravens' territory-how much of this conversation was he managing to foll ow?
"l have a question, Mther," Rap said reluctantly. "Tell nme about the Four,

pl ease. "

The chaplain started. "Wat about the Four?"

"Who they are, what they do."

Her eyes narrowed. She dropped her gaze to her fingers and kneaded themfor a
monent. "I really know no nore about them than you do-than anyone el se does.
What were you taught in school about the Four?"

"Not hing. | haven't had nuch schooling, Mther. "

She nodded, disapproving. "I see. Wll, back in ancient times, the Dark Tines,
Pandem a was a very violent |and. There was nagi ¢ about, and rmuch evil init.
Sorcerers set thensel ves up as kings and waged war anong thensel ves. There are
| egends of great massacres, of pillage and destruction, of nen fighting dragons,
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nmonst ers appearing and destroying whole armies, sheets of fire blasting hapl ess

cities, and there are stories, too, of arm es being rel eased from bi nding spells
and falling on their own leaders. It was a wi cked tine. You nust have heard such
tales!"

Rap shook his head, although he knew a little. "Is this relevant?" she asked,
staring.

"I think so."

Now t he chaplain shot a worried glance at the hostler, who shrugged.

"The Inperor Emne Il set up the Council of Four alnbst three thousand years

ago. He gathered together the four nobst powerful sorcerers in all Pandem a and
charged themto guard the Inpire against sorcery. Hub is the city of five hills,
you know. " She sighed. "The city of the Gods! The nobst beautiful place, the
center of the Inpire, on the shores of Cennmere. | spent three years there
attending... But | suppose that doesn't matter now. Well, the inperor's pal ace
is in the center, and each of the four warl ocks has a pal ace, also: North, East,
Sout h, and West. The inperor hinself nust always be a nmundane, to preserve the
bal ance. No one nmmy use sorcery against the inmperor hinself, or his court, or
famly."

Rap nodded and waited for nore.

Unoni ni seened reluctant to give it to him but after a noment she |icked her
|ips and continued. "The system has worked, with a few tenporary breakdowns, to
this very day. Balance is the key, you see, just as the bal ance between the Good
and the Evil rules the world, so the bal ance between the warl ocks rules the
Inmpire.”

"If an evil sorcerer arises, then the wardens of the Four conbi ne against him
Sorcerers are human, too, Master Rap. They are torn between evil and good, as we
all are-nore so, perhaps, because their power to do good or evil is so nuch
greater. And if one of the Four falls into evil ways, then the other three can
conbi ne against him It is the only way to prevent the sort of anarchy that
prevailed in the Dark Tines. Bal ance!"

Rap nodded. "But tell ne of the present wardens."

"\ 2"

"I think I met one.
Unoni ni gasped, then again | ooked to the hostler, who scowl ed. "Which one, |ad?"
"A very old goblin woman?"

The chaplain closed her eyes for a nonent, and her |ips noved. "Tell us,"
Hononin said, |ooking grimeven for him

So Rap told of the two occasions on which he had seen the apparition, and of how
she seened to have a special interest in Little Chicken. He kept his eyes off
the goblin; he spoke as fast as he could, and in the best inpish he knew.

There was a pause, then the chaplain shuddered. "Bright Water," she whi spered,
and the hostler nodded.

"It sounds like her," he said. "Rap, lad, | think you did neet one. She's witch
of the north, and | egend says she's about three hundred years ol d-sorcerers live
a long tine. She's been one of the Four |onger than any. "

"And?" Rap said.

Again it was the hostler who spoke, and even he had dropped his voice to a

whi sper. "They say she's totally mad."

Rap gl anced uneasily at Little Chicken, and his odd-shaped goblin eyes were very
intent. He grinned his giant teeth at Rap. "Flat Nose, you did not tell ne
this."

"No," Rap admtted. "I thought nmaybe it was ne who was mad. |'Il tell you |ater

| promse."

The goblin nodded.

"Tell me of the other three, Mther," Rap said

She was reluctant. "I do not care to discuss them No one does. There is only
one witch at present. The other three are nmen, warlocks. South is an elf, East
an inp, and the newest is West, a young dwarf. | don't know very much, Master

Rap. You haven't net any of those, have you?"
Rap shook his head, and she | ooked relieved.
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The hostler |aughed uneasily. "There is one other thing that everyone knows that
we can tell him though. As well as claining a quarter of the conpass, each of
the four has a speciality."”

The chapl ai n choked back an exclamation, as if she had not thought of that.
"What sort of speciality?" Rap asked.

The old man smirked. "Little things |ike dragons.”

Mot her Unoni ni thunped her hand on the arm of her chair, expelling a cloud of
dust and feathers. "W don't know this! It is a comonly held belief, maybe, but
peopl e don't go round questioning sorcerers, Master Hostler, and especially not
war | ocks. Who can say what they do or don't do?"

Hononin glared at her. "I know what | was told, and no one's ever told ne
different. Earth, water, fire, and air-so ny grandpappy said."

The chapl ain gl ared back, then turned to Rap. "Tradition says that even Emine's
conmpact did not stop the troubles at first-that the Four turned out to be as bad
as any ot her group of sorcerers and strove anong thensel ves for dom nance.
Eventual ly-1 amcutting a thick story thin-eventually the Four agreed to share
out the powers of the world between thensel ves. They had al ready divi ded
Pandemia itself into quarters, calling thenselves North and East and so on, but
then they each took charge of a nundane power, also."

"Dragons?" Rap said. "Are dragons nundane?"

"Borderline." The chaplain rose and started to pace again in her ungainly way.
"The Inpire is not Pandemi a, Master Rap. It is the |argest dom nion, of course,
and because it is central, it has always tended to be the greatest-and of course
it has the Four to preserve it-but there are many other kingdons and territories
beyond the Inpire's borders."

Li ke Krasnegar, for instance. Rap nodded.

"But nothing can hope to withstand the Inperial arny if it extends its ful
mght. "

"Except by sorcery."

"COf course. So the inperor and the Four agreed that no one night use sorcery on
the Inperial arnmy-neither to harmit nor to aid it. Like the inperor hinself, it
must be sacrosanct. The only exception is the warlock of the east. He cam The
arny is his prerogative."

Rap nodded agai n, beginning to see why the others had been so worri ed when he
brought the talk around to the Four. "You nean that the witch | saw"

"You saw a sorceress," the chaplain said, "and it may have been Bright Water
hersel f, but we don't know that! "

"Ei ther way, she couldn't stop the troops on their way here?" The chaplain
paused by the fire and glanced briefly at the hostler before continuing her

| ecture. "That's what they say. Those soldiers are part of the Inperial arny,
and to nmeddl e with them would bring down the fury of the warl ock of the east-and
the others would support himin that instance. So 'tis said. One thing | do
knowt here nust be many great sorcerers and sorceresses around Pandem a, Master
Rap, but there is certainly none who could withstand the Four acting together."
Rap toyed for a nonent with crunbs on the table. Sour old Unonini was keeping
sonet hi ng back.

"l gotta go," Hononin nuttered. "Word gets round |I'msick, there'll be nobs of
nosy ol d wonen bringing jugs of bad soup here, just so they can pry." But he
stayed where he was, on his chair.

Rap | ooked up. "What are the other powers, then? Dragons?" Unonini pursed her

l'i ps, then nodded. "Dragons rarely roam outsi de Dragon Reach, but they are said
to be the prerogative of the warden of the south. Wen dragons waste, then the

i mperor nmust call on South to drive them back. "

"Even if he set themloose hinself in the first place!" the hostler said with a

foul grin.
The chapl ai n wi nced nervously.
"Wl |, why not?" the old nan snapped. "Two years ago a flight of dragons wasted

sonme town on the W nni pango. That's hal fway across Pandeni a from Dragon Reach,
and they didn't touch anywhere in between! You telling me they weren't sent
there? You know that sorcerers neddl e, so why wouldn't a warlock use his own
speci al power when he wanted to?"
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"l never met a sorce-"

"Piddle! | never net a God, but | believe in Gods. And | believe the tales. MWy
grandpappy went to watch a hangi ng once, down in Pilrind; and when they haul ed
the man up, he just disappeared! Faded like mist, he did! Left the noose just
dangling, enpty. Sone sorcerer had rescued him "

The chaplain sniffed. "I never said there weren't sorcerers, nor that they don't
use sorcery. O course they do-all the tine. An old school mate of mne once saw
a poor, denented worman throw herself off a high roof. She should have fallen
into a crowded street, but sonmeone in the crowm nmust have been a sorcerer
because she fl oated down gently; like a leaf, ny friend said."

"What's North's pre-prerogative?" Rap asked.

She hesitated so long that the hostler answered for her, confirmng what Rap had
suspected. "The jotnar. Arny's land, see? Dragons fire. The jotunn raiders are
the sea-water, that is. "

"It's not as true nowadays as it was in the Dark Tinmes," the chaplain added,

"but the jotnar are still the finest sailors of the world. And they don't always
confine their activities to trading, either. "

Rap's father had been a slaver, and a rai der when conveni ent, no doubt.

"Anywhere within reach of the sea,"” Unonini said, "is within reach of the
jotnar."

It was what Rap had expected. "So if the inp arny cones to Krasnegar, and Thane
Kal kor brings his jotnar, then... Wat then?"

Unoni ni sighed heavily. "Then nmay the Good be with us! | don't suppose the Four
often intervene in petty quarrels; little wars and snall atrocities go on all
the time. As long as sorcery is not invoked, then the warl ocks seemto ignore
them But if Inperial |egionaries face off against jotunn raiders-well, then the
war | ocks may very well becone involved-very well! Bright Water is a goblin, and

you say that the inps have been slaughtering goblins. By spring they may be
battling her jotnar, here in Krasnegar." She shuddered and nade the holy sign of

bal ance.

"I must go," the hostler nuttered again.

"Yes!" The chapl ai n strai ghtened her shoulders. "I, also. And you, Master Rap,
and your... conpanions... nust stay here for now, and out of sight. | wish this

wynd were not so nuch travel ed
"What's West's speciality?" Rap asked doggedly. Wre the warl ocks such very bad
news? They m ght even help, as Bright Water had hel ped him They m ght keep
jotunn and inmp apart.

"Weat her, they say. And you think Inosolan will be here tonorrow?" Mot her

Unoni ni nused. "She will go straight to her father. |I shall see that the doctors
reduce the dosage and try to revive himfor the neeting... if he lasts that

| ong. Then they will both be in danger."

" Bot h?"

She nodded sonberly. " 'Tis said that to share a word reduces its power. If the

word is keeping himalive, he may die because of the sharing. And Inosolan wll
be in danger because she knows it."

They all worried over that thought for a while, and then the chaplain said, "If
you insist on remaining in the tow, then we nust find sonmewhere safer than this
for you, Master Rap. "

"He's wel cone here, Mother." But the hostler was eyeing Fleabag with a dislike
that was obvi ously nut ual

"You do not even have a | ock on your door! But where else can we hide himin a
tiny place like Krasnegar? Wth two thousand | egi onaries com ng? They will be
billeted anywhere there is a span to spare. "

Hononi n heaved hinself to his feet. "Nowhere | can think of.
"I was told once of a place,” Rap said, "if you can get us there. A place where
no one ever goes. "

2
A single candle flickered and shivered in the night, casting its uncertain |ight
on the dying king. His face was wasted, yellow and skull-like, his hair sparse

and gray, his beard white. Even in sleep he withed restlessly under the covers.
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The drapes had been drawn all around the high bed, except for one small gap near
the pillow. Sitting beside that opening, the attending nurse patiently waited
out the long hours until her relief would cone at dawn. From her seat she could
not see the door to the chanber, and no one entering fromthe stairway could see
either patient or nurse-unless that person had farsight, of course.

Mot her Unoni ni crossed the roomto talk to her, and to inspect the invalid, her
| antern nmeki ng i nky shadows dance until she vani shed around the corner of the
fourposter. The chaplain was an ideal acconplice for intruders, able to go
anywhere, answerable only to the Gods. Two youths and a dog canme in silently
behi nd her and crept across to the deep shadows on the other side of the bed.
Worns of fire crawl ed over the peats in the big fireplace and the room was heavy
with their pungent scent. Curtains on one wi ndow tapped nonotonously to draw
attention to an ill-fitting casenent. The drugged ki ng npaned querul ously in his
sl umber.

Quietly Rap laid down his bundle and waited, sending a restraining signal to

Fl eabag, who was eager to investigate the unfamliar scents of the sickroom
Little Chicken also bore a bundle, but he continued to hold his, |ooking around
bl eakly at the shadows.

She was a surprisingly slick liar. Tactfully dism ssed--and probably relieved
that she need not listen to an hour's hard prayi ngthe nurse rose and depart ed.
Rap traced her progress as she descended the stairs within the far wall.

He could find no signs that the prow ers had been detected. Even the great hal

at the bottom of the tower was deserted. The pal ace sl ept on, unaware that
intruders had penetrated all the way to the royal bedchanber, unaware, as well,
of the arny poised to invade on the norrow.

Reassured, he tried to check overhead, also, and was seized at once by a strong
desire not to pry. Inos had spoken of a spell protecting the |ong-dead
sorcerer's secrets. Sweat broke out on his face and his head started to throb,
but he forced hinmself to | ook. There was another staircase in the wall-he
established that at the cost of a thunping in his tenples and sick twi nges in
his gut-but it ran up to..

Not hi ng! The flat wooden ceiling marked the roof of the world. He rel axed then,
knowi ng that the effort was fruitless. He had noticed this same opaque bl ankness
when he entered the castle half an hour ago. Indeed he had noticed it when he
left with Andor at Wnterfest, although his farsight then had not then been as
acute as it was now. Now he could sense al nbst every nove in the whole

bui | di ng-even sone irregular activities in one of the naids' dormtories of

whi ch Housekeeper Aganim would certainly disapprove if she knew but his

know edge stopped at the walls. Inisso had throwmn an occult barrier around his
bastion, cut it off fromall the world.

And the chanber of puissance, if it existed-and Rap now felt strongly inclined
to disbelieve in it-was outside that shield. Then the lights and shadows began
to nove again as Mot her Unonini cane waddling around the corner of the bed and
headed toward the hi gh dresser opposite the doorway. Rap noved to join her, and
then they both halted, irresolute.

"It's the spell,"” Rap said. Mwving furniture around when the king was dying-it
seened |i ke a desecration. It felt wong. There couldn't be anything interesting
behind it anyway.

The chapl ai n nodded uneasily. "You do it!"

"Little Chicken?"

The goblin shook his head vigorously, his angular eyes glinting wide in the
light of the |antern.

"Scared?" Rap asked, although his own ribs were dribbling sweat.

The gi be brought the still-reluctant goblin, and the two of themlifted the
heavy dresser away fromthe wall. The nonent Rap saw the door, the strange
reluctance rel eased him He grabbed up his bundl e again as the chapl ain produced
a ring of mmssive keys and began trying them In a nonent the click of the | ock
rang |i ke clashing blades through the silence. Wen she pushed the door, it
uttered a groan that seened | oud enough to waken the whole city.

She paused and raised her lantern to see Rap's face. "Anything?"
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He scanned again, all the way down to the great hall. Two dogs had been snoring
before the fireplaces. They lifted their heads as the departing nurse energed
fromthe stairwell. Wen nothing el se happened, they went back to sleep

"A'l right."

Mot her Unoni ni nodded and | ed the way up the narrow steps, her |antern show ng
matted white cobwebs and dusty treads curving up into darkness. It was as much
as Rap could do to keep Fleabag from boundi ng ahead of her, for at the sanme tine
he was disconcerted by the eerie blankness awaiting himat the top. He felt Iike
a fish being hauled upward to the water's surface. C oser and cl oser cane that
si ni ster nothingness. He was so accustomed now to viewing the world with his
occult talent that he felt he was being threatened with blindness; the conflict
between his two senses dizzied him

Then his head broke through. The uppernopbst chanber rose to a conical roof and of
course it lacked an opposing door |eading to a higher story, but otherw se it
seened identical to all the other great circular roons of the tower. The
fireplace was enpty. The garderobe door was closed, but Rap coul d sense through
t hat .

He coul d sense the city, also. It was the castle now that was barred to him

| ocked within its occult shield. Sheer height nade his head spin, as he felt the
streets and alleys, and the distant icepack piled on the rocks, far, far bel ow
He staggered and al nost tripped on the |ast few treads.

The door at the top stood open and the intruders wal ked through into Inisso's
chanmber, the sorcerer's place of power.

"Wl II'" breathed the chaplain, raising her lantern and then lowering it quickly,
seeing that its rays on the windows might alert any watchers outside. She was a
very nosy person, of course. She had first been shocked when Rap had suggested
this place as a bolt hole, but then her own obvious curiosity and the unexpected
opportunity to pry had overcone her scruples. She nmust be feeling

di sappoi nted-there was nothing to see except dusty foot prints showi ng vaguely
on bare boards, where the king and Sagorn had wal ked on their visit in the
sunmmer. The air was cold and still and musty, but totally lacking in nystery.
Just an enpty room

Bei ng unfurni shed, it seened | arge. Fl eabag began slinking around this vast
circular enptiness, nose to the floor, pausing fromtinme to tinme to anal yze sone
detail of scent.

Little Chicken threw down his bundle and went to peer out of the nearest
casenent. Mther Unonini sniffed disapprovingly at the billow of dust he had

rai sed.

Rap was still overwhel med by his giddy sense of height. Conbined with farsight,
it was intoxicating, exhilarating, alnost terrifying. Far, far below, a nother
nursed her baby in a dark basenent room wth the rest of her famly asleep
around her, bakers' apprentices were already stoking their nasters' fires; a

| over tiptoed past a bedroom door on his way hone...

Was this what it was |like to be a sorcerer? Did warl ocks perch |ike brooding
eagl es, high on their towers in Hub, watching all Pandem a |aid out bel ow them
naked and defensel ess? The wardens, being the strongest sorcerers of all, nust
have a range enornously greater than Rap's-had Bright Water really sensed him
all the way from Hub? Was she even now sl unped naked on her ivory throne in her
own chanber of puissance, scanning the north, waiting for those ripples she had
mentioned, ready to strike down any evil use of magi c? What woul d such power do
to its owner? He shivered.

The chaplain noticed. "I warned you that you would freeze up here!" Satisfied
that her prediction had cone true, she pulled her cloak tight with her free
hand. But Rap was wearing a fur parka over his doublet and he was not cold at
all; infact it was the first tine he had been confortable all day.

"It isn't that. Mther?"

" N

"If the Four guard us all against msuse of nmagic-"

"l do not wish to talk about the Four! Certainly not here. " Wiich is what Rap
had been about to ask: Wy had she been so reluctant to discuss the warl ocks?
Wiy was everyone, always? He had rarely heard them nentioned, ever
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"Look there!" The chaplain raised her lantern a fraction and pointed to the

sout hern casenment. "It's different!"

Little Chicken, having failed to see anything nmuch to the north, now noved
around to peer out eastward. He found gl ass puzzling, because it did not nelt
when he breathed on it.

The southern casenent was certainly |arger than the others.

The dormer was hi gher and wider than the other three and held not only the main
arched wi ndow, but also two smaller lights flanking it. Rap tried to renenber if
he had ever noticed that lack of symmetry from bel ow, and concl uded he had never
really | ooked properly. The pattern of |ead between the panes was nore conpl ex
and | ess regular, and that was another minor difference, but the panes showed
just as black against the ni ght outside.

"I wonder why?" Puzzled, the chaplain wal ked over toward it.

The wi ndow began to gl ow.

She stopped with a hiss of surprise. The many tiny panes between the | eads were
of all shapes and all colors, decorated with pictures and synbols: stars and
hands, eyes and flowers, and many others | ess conprehensible, all vaguely
visible in a pale gleamas if the noon were out there. The colors were as faint
and faded as a very old manuscript-sienna, nalachite, ochre, and slate. Rap's
eyes saw them but farsight told himthere was only a wi ndow there w th nothing
unusual about it. Yet when he tried to make sense of the visual inmmges, he felt
as if they were changing. Each one was constant while he stared at it and
altered as soon as his attention strayed. An unber bird's head in the upper
right comer was now nuch lower than it had been. A ram s horn inexplicably
seenmed to curl to both right and left at the sane tine, and an i nage of a tawny
flanme withing, a rose-and-lilac wheel turning... He shivered again.

Mot her Unoni ni backed away and the noonlight died beyond the gl ass.

Little Chicken grunted angrily. Abandoning the east casenent, he began stalking
round to the south, one hand on the dagger in his belt, his shoul ders bent
forward, | ooking very much |ike Fleabag investigating a porcupine.

"Stop!" both Rap and the chaplain said at the sane nonent. But Little Chicken
kept on, walking slowy on the balls of his feet. The casenent began to gl ow
again, and this tine the light was different; it was warner and restless-not the
nmoon, but firelight? Firelight at the top of a tower, seven stories above a
castle that itself stood a hundred spans or nore above the sea?

"Stop!" Rap said again, nore urgently. He laid dowmn his own burden-it held cups
and food and useful things that m ght nmake a noise if dropped-and he hurried
forward

The |ight changed again, dramatically. By the tinme he had reached Little Chicken
and grabbed his shoul der, the wi ndow was a bl azing, seething brilliance, too
bright to | ook at-surges of ruby, enerald, and sapphire stabbing am d flashes of
ice-white like the facets of a giant dianmond. Now certainly the synbols were
changing nore rapidly, flickering in the corners of the eye. Even to study a
singl e pane was inpossible against that glare.

Rap pulled and the goblin yielded. They backed away and the brilliance faded
again until they were standing once nore in the glinrer of the lantern. Rap's
eyes hurt and the insides of his eyelids were stained with blurs of many hues.
Stiffly the chaplain rose fromher knees, where she had been praying. Her face
was pale and drawn in the gloom "Magic!" she declared unnecessarily. "A magic
casenent! "

"What does it do?" Rap asked, still keeping a firmgrip on Little Chicken

"l don't know |I'ma priestess, not a sorcerer. But | think you had better stay
well away fromit. "

Al'l Inisso's other secrets had gone, but that one was built into the walls and
could not be renmpbved. Was this why the nysterious Doctor Sagorn had come up here
with the king, to a roomlnos had never been told about?

"Ch, | agree. Keep away!" Rap added in goblin.

Littl e Chicken nodded. "Bad!" He turned his back on the of fendi ng wi ndow.

"You still want to stay here?" Mother Unonini asked.

Rap nodded. "It's the safest place. And | can use ny farsight fromhere." He
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woul d have to sit on the stairs to do so, below floor |evel, but she did not
need to know t hat.

"Yes, but what can you do?" She had asked that question a dozen tines.

He gave her the sane answer as before. "I don't know. But sonehow | nust warn

I nos that Andor is not what he seens." She cane close and lifted the lantern to
study his face. "For her sake, or yours?"

"Hers, of course!"

She continued to stare. "If the people want a king instead of a queen, then they
are not likely to accept a factor's clerk, you know. "
Rap clenched his fists. "I was not suggesting that they woul d! "

"Do you think you can overhear what he says to |Inosolan?" Fury flared up in Rap,
and evidently his expression was answer enough. She | owered her lantern. "No. |
apol ogi ze, Master Rap. That was unworthy." She pulled her cloak tighter. "I
shall go, then. You had better come down and replace the dresser."

Rap nodded. "And we'll push the door closed behind it. "

The chapl ai n nodded. "OF course-but renenber that it creaks. | shall return
tomorrow night, if | can, and bring some oil. " She shivered. "I nust be crazy!
I hope that | aminterpreting the God's words correctly... and that They were a

benevol ent God, on the side of the Good. Kneel and | wll give you a blessing; |
wi sh | had soneone to bless this night's work for ne."

Casement hi gh

A casenment, high and triple-arched there was,

Al'l garlanded with carven inagaries

O fruits, and flowers, and bunches of knot-grass,

And di anonded wi th panes of quaint devi ce,

I nnurer abl e of stains and spl ended dyes,

As are the tiger-nmoth's deep-damasked w ngs. .

Keats, The Eve of Saint Agnes

NI NE
Fai t hful found

1

The worst nonment of that whole terrible day was Inos's first glinpse of her
father, the sight of the poor withered relic that was all remaining of the
exuberant, vital nman she renenbered. Conpared to that, nothing before or after
was as bad-none of the murder or horror or sorcery that followed, not even the
news of his death, for that was a rel ease.

O the norning she was to retain only confused i mages, a few fitful glinpses and
recol l ections. She had left Krasnegar in sunmer drizzle, sitting in a |andau
with her father and Aunt Kade, cheered nore or |ess sincerely by amused but

af fectionate townsfol k. She returned on a blustery spring norn, in sunshine
mngled with flurries of snow, riding with Andor on one side of her and the
despi cabl e Proconsul Yggingi on the other. Now the citizens huddled in their
furs to watch, or peered around shutters, their faces reflecting shock and anger
at an invading Inperial arny desecrating their streets.

The pal ace staff and the officers of the realmhad been hurriedly assenbled in
the great hall that now seened |like a shoddy barracks to Inos. They, also,
glared in inmpotent fury. Their greetings were curt, their wel comes insincere.
Fam |liar faces bore unfam|iar expressions-old Chancellor Yaltauri and the nuch
ol der Seneschal Kondoral, Mther Unonini and Bishop Havyili, and the tall, stark
figure of Factor Foronod, his livid face al nost as pale as the silver hel net of
his hair.

How snal | Krasnegar was, how bl eak, how shabby after Kinvale! The pal ace was a
barn. And when she was ushered politely up into the withdrawi ng room she | ooked
around at the gilt and rosewood furniture that Aunt Kade had brought back-three
years ago nowand it seened pathetic, a bitter nockery of what confort and

el egance ought to be. Yet it had not changed and she hated herself because it
was she who had changed

The way she spoke to them the way she noved, the way she returned their
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| ooks-she had gone, but she had not returned. She never would return. The pl ace
was the sanme place. She was anot her person

Then the doctors, bowi ng and rmunbling and maki ng excuses. H s Majesty was

consci ous and had been i nfor med.

It was at that nmoment that | nos issued her first command.

"I shall see himalone!" she stated, and she silenced their protests with the
best glare she could nuster. Even Andor. Even the hated Yggingi. Even Aunt Kade.
Astoni shingly, it worked. They all agreed and no one was nore surprised than

I nos hersel f.

She clinbed the familiar curving stairs alone, noting with surprise that the
treads were dished by centuries of footsteps, noting how narrow the way was, and
how the very stonework of the walls was gl azed by the caress of innunerable
garments. Kinvale had all been so new. She cane to the dressing room and
remenbered it as it had been in her childhood, with her own bed against the

nort hwest wall, although now there was an anci ent wardrobe standing there.

Nur ses and doctors cane troopi ng out the far door and bobbed politely to her and
hurried across the room and off down the stair behind. And when the l[ast of them
had gone, she pushed unwilling feet to the steps and began to clinb once nore.
The drapes of the bed had been pulled back, the roomwas bright with transitory
sunshine, and at first she thought there had been sone terrible nistake, sone
macabre joke, for the bed | ooked enpty. Then she cane near and... and snil ed.
She sat by himfor many hours, holding his hand, making conversation when he was
capable of it, else just waiting until he awoke again or the spasm of pain had
passed. H s m nd wandered much of the time. Oten he mistook her for her nother.
Aunt Kade canme at intervals, tiptoeing and dol eful. She spoke to him and

soneti nes he knew her. Then she would ask if Inos wanted anything, and slip

qui etly away agai n. Poor Aunt Kade! Weeks on horseback... she had ridden all
through the wastel ands, bravely insisting that this was the greatest adventure
of her life, not to be missed. It had not done a dammed thing for her figure.
She was just as dunpy as ever, and today she | ooked old. The lucid nonments were
at once the best and the worst. "Well, Princess?" he asked in his whisper. "Did
you find that handsone man?"

"I think so, Father. But we have nmade no promises."

"Be sure," he said, and squeezed her hand. Then he began to rmunbl e about repairs
to the bandshell, which had been tom down before she was born

Her nother's portrait had been cl eaned and noved to one side. Alongside it hung
Jalon's pastel sketch. It nade her | ook absurdly young, a nere child.

Her father asked about Kinvale and seenmed to understand sonme of what she said.
He tal ked of people |ong dead and troubles |ong since solved. Wen pain struck
and she offered to call the doctors, he refused. "No nore of that," he said.
Much | ater, after a long qui etness, he suddenly opened his eyes very w de. She
thought it was another pain, but it seenmed nore as if he had renmenbered

sonet hing. "Do you want it?" he demanded, staring at her

"Want what, Father?"

"The kingdom " he said. "Do you want to stay and be queen? O would you rather
live in a kinder |and? Now you nust choose. So soon! "

"I think I have a duty," she replied. "I should not be happy evading a duty.
He woul d approve of that, although she could not quite suppress her own
resentnent. Wiy nust she be so bound, when ordinary people were not? She had
never asked to be a princess.

He gripped her hand tightly in pain. "You have grown up!" She nodded and said
she thought so.

"Then you will try?" he asked. "You can do it, | think." H s eyes roaned
restlessly around the room "Are we al one?"

She assured himthat they were al one.

"Come close, then," he said softly. She bent over him and he whi spered sone
nonsensical thing in her ear. She jerked up in surprise, for she had thought he
was cl ear-mnded. He smled up at her weakly, as if that had been an effort.
"From I nisso. "

"Yes, Father."

"Ask Sagorn," he nuttered. "You can trust Sagorn. Mybe Thinal, sonetines, but
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not the others. None of the others. " She thought that statement a harsh verdict
on all the faithful servants and officials who had served Holindarn all their
lives--if that was who he neant. And who was Thinal ? He was ranbling. But
Sagorn? Andor had said that Sagorn had returned after she had left, but she had
seen no sign of him

Her father wi nced suddenly, but then he said, "Call the council."

"Later," she said. "Rest now. "
He shook his head insistently on the pillow. "I nust tell them" Just then Aunt
Kade nmade one of her visits, and Inos told her to call the council. Doubtfully

she went off to do so. In a short while they all trooped in, the bishop and

Yal tauri and half a dozen others. But by then the king was nunbling about grain
shi ps and white horses; the council wthdrew.

After that, he seened to sink rapidly. The silences grew | onger, broken only by
the hiss of the peat in the fireplace and a periodic cry of wi nd through the

| eaky west wi ndow. She recalled how that plaintive wail had frightened her when
she was a child, and how that casenent had al ways defied repair. Once or twce
she t hought she heard a faint creak fromthe ceiling, but she dismssed it as

i magi nati on. On Aunt Kade's next visit, Inos asked her to send a doctor, and
thereafter she allowed the man to stay.

You can do it, he had said. Sitting by the bed as the | ong day passed, as the
monent s of consci ousness becane shorter and rarer, she felt a strange

determ nation enmerging, |like a rock uncovered by the ebbing tide.

For him she would try.

She woul d show theml And that thought seened to give her strength she had not
suspect ed she had. She waited, she endured, and she shed no tears.

The shadows noved. The day faded. Flanmes were set in the sconces. Finally, after
the sun had set, when there had been a long tine with no novenent from her
father beyond the shallowrise and fall of his chest, the doctor cane and laid a
hand on her shoul der, and she knew it was tine to go. So she kissed the wi zened
yel | ow face and wal ked away. She went slowy downstairs, crossed the dressing
room down another flight, and paused in the door of the w thdrawing roomto

| ook, and consi der

2

The council was gathered there, and sone others, all waiting around in

| anplight, for the windows were quite dark now. No one had yet noticed Inos in
the doorway. Queens had no tine for personal grief-she nust |ook to her

i nheritance. She had di scussed the problem often enough with Kade on the
journey, and with Andor. Wuld Krasnegar accept a queen? A juvenile queen? The
inmps likely would, they had decided, but the jotnar were doubtful. Now her
father had given her his realm but he had not told his council; that m ght not
matter very nuch, anyway, for the next nove woul d be nmade by the hatefu

Yggi ngi, whose arny held the kingdom Wat would his ternms be? Wuld she be
forced to swear allegiance to his Inperial Mjesty Emshandar |V?

So they were sitting or standing there, waiting as they nust have waited al

day, talking quietly; and the center of the group was Andor, slimand gracefu
in dark green, tall for an inmp. He was the key to the kingdom she thought. I|f
she was to marry Andor, the council would accept himas her consort. He was
young and handsone and personabl e and conpetent. Even Foronod seened to be
engrossed, sniling nowwith the others at sone tale that would |ikely have nmade
themall laugh aloud in a happier time. If Andor was the key, then Foronod was
the | ock, for he was a jotunn and probably the nost influential. If the factor
woul d accept Andor as king, then likely they all would. Except perhaps Yggi ngi
Andor woul d not have returned with her had he not cared. Then she was noticed.
They turned to await her in synpathetic silence. Mther Unonini was there,

bl ack-robed and bl eak-faced as al ways. Aunt Kade in silver and pink had been
sitting at the bottomof the stairs |ike a watchdog. Bl ess her

She hugged Aunt Kade and was hugged by the chaplain, snelling of fish. She
wonder ed how she coul d ever have been frightened by this dyspeptic little cleric
with her resentful air of failure and bitter exile.

One by one the nen bowed, and she nodded solemly in return: Foronod, grim |ank
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in a dark-blue gown, winter pale, with his white-gold jotunnish hair glow ng
agai nst the outer dark of a window, old Chancellor Yaltauri, a typical inp,
short and swarthy, normally a jovial but bookish man; the nuch ol der Senescha
Kondoral , openly weepi ng; the vague and i neffectual Bishop Havyili; the others.
"I't will not be long," she told them

Mot her Unoni ni turned and headed for the stairs.

"You must eat now, dear." Kade led her to a table that had been laid out with
white linen and silver and fine china, like a small oasis of Kinvale in the
barren arctic, but bearing cakes and pastries that | ooked cunbersone and

| unpi sh. And therewonder of wonders!-balanced on its warm ng flanme, Aunt Kade's

gigantic silver, tea urn, like a forgotten ghost fromlnos's chil dhood. The day
she had nmet Sagorn and knocked over that umabsurd, irrelevant, vul gar
thing! - Fat her had joked about her burning down the castle... That insidious,

unexpected, irrelevant fragnment of nenory nade a qui ck dash around her defenses
and grabbed her by the throat and al nost defeated her, but she averted her eyes
quickly fromthe wetched tea urn and started to say that no thank you she
couldn't eat a thing. Except that her nouth was full of pastry. So she sat down
and stuffed herself, drinking strong tea poured by Aunt Kade fromthat sane
nmonstrous urn, which was now only a very ugly utensil.

Then she | ooked up to see that Mother Unonini had returned. Inos rose slowy and
was gi ven another fishy hug. "lInsolan, ny child-1 nean, your Ma..." The gritty
voi ce hesitated, and then began a knell about the wei ghing of souls, and how
much the Good had exceded the Evil in Father and all the predictable platitudes.
Inos shut it out.

It was over, and she would shed no tears today. It was a rel ease

There was sonme good in every evil.

There was al so a nedic, shuffling and awkward. She asked him "Wat now?"

He began to munbl e about the Iying in state. She renenbered her nmother's |ying
in state in the great hall and the chains of weeping citizens filing by. So she
told the man to go ahead, and sone part of her was standing back, watching this
masterly selfcontrol of hers with amazenment. Then there were nore hugs from Aunt
Kade and Mot her Unonini, and a stronger one from Andor, and bows and nutterings
fromthe other nmen, while she was vaguely aware that people were trooping
through the room heading up to the royal bedchanber. In a little while they
carried the body back down, she supposed, but she turned her face away and

i gnored these necessary unpl easant nesses. Soon the great bell of the castle
began to toll, slowin the distance, nuffled and dread.

But the attendants departed at |ast, and the door was closed, and she coul d not
ignore the world forever. The night had longer to run yet. Wen she turned
around to face the nen again, she discovered a newconer-the odious,
squar e- headed Proconsul Yggi ngi

The king was dead; the ravens were |anding. As always he was in uniform
clutching his crested hel met under one armand resting his other hand on the
hilt of his sword of office, an el aborate and gaudy thing of gilt. She feared
him she thought, but only him Anything or anyone el se she coul d manage.
"Factor?" she said, know ng that Foronod was the npbst conpetent of the council.
"What now? The city nust be informed."” Foronod bowed and sai d not hing.

Wi ch was not very hel pful

"Wel | ?" she denmanded. "Wen shall | be procl ai mred queen?" The craggy face

remai ned without expression, but she could sense the fury burning belowits
jotunni sh pallor. "That decision is apparently not presently within the

jurisdiction of your late father's council, mss. " He was biting the words.
"I nmperial troops have taken control of the palace and the town. Sergeant
Thosol in and his nen have been disarnmed and confined. | suggest you address your

inquiries to Proconsul Yggingi."

He bowed again and stepped back agai nst the wall.

Inos restrained a nmad inpulse to burst into tears or throw herself into Andor's
arns. She had | ed the predator back to her lair and now she nmust turn and give
battle to it, to the nonster whose thugs controlled her honel and. She | ooked
expectantly and col dl y-she hoped col dl y-at the proconsul
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He I owered his head in a hint of a bow "Perhaps we could have a word in
private, H ghness?"

Andor and Aunt Kade both started to protest. "H ghness?" |nos said.

She saw a glint of anusenment in the piggy eyes. "Beg pardonyour Mjesty.
Well! That might be her first victory. "Certainly, Excellency," Inos said. "Cone
with nme."

Hol di ng her chin up, she marched over to the doorway that |ed upstairs, w shing
she had a | ong gown to swish inpressively, realizing that she was still in her
soiled riding clothes. Probably her hair was a mess, but at |east she had not
been weepi ng. She stanped up the stairs into the dressing room with its
war dr obes and chests and one | arge couch. It was really only a junk storage. She
woul d have it cleaned out in the sunmer. The candl es were inadequate, |eaving
the big roomdi mand crowded wi th shadows-which might be a good thing if it
woul d hel p conceal her expression, for surely Yggingi was a rmuch nore
experienced negotiator than she was. But she had nothing to negotiate. He was
going to dictate his orders.

She stopped beside the couch, spun around, and said, "WelIl?" He was stil
clasping his stupid helmet and his arnor flickered with dozens of little candle
flanes. He was a square, broad man, a hard man, a killer. He noved too close,
del i berately threatening.

"Did you get it?"

The question seenmed so neaningl ess that she felt her nouth nove and nothing cane
out.

"The word!" he snapped. "Wat word?"

He flushed angrily. "Did your father tell you the word of power? Inisso's word?"
She was about to say "No!" and then she recalled that anong all the other

gi bberish her father had spoken about 1nisso... Yggingi saw her hesitation and
bared his teeth in a smile. "Do you know what it means?" he asked quietly.

She shook her head.

He took another half step closer and had to bend his head to | ook down at her
Hi s breath was sour, and told her that the palace wi ne cellar had now been

|'i berat ed.

"You have three things of value, little girl. One is a very pretty body. W may
negotiate on that later, but | can find those anywhere, al nost as good. You al so
have a ki ngdom sort-of -have a ki ngdom | never thought | wanted that, and now
I"ve seen it, I'msure. It certainly isn't worth fighting over, but I"'mtold
that the jotnar are on their way, so | may have to fight. But the third thing
you have is that word. And that | want. That is what | canme for. "

G bberi sh! She doubted that she could recall nuch of the nonsense her father had
spoken, but if this horror thought that she had sonethi ng he wanted..

"What's it worth?"

He | aughed. "Your |ooks. Your virtue. Your life. It's worth nore than all of

t hose. "

She pushed down terror. She had expected himto order her to sign away her

i nheritance, or possibly to announce her engagenent to Angil ki. She had never
expected this nonsense about words. "Why? My life for a word?"

"Do you know who's paying nmy troops? Your precious aunt, or whatever she is to
you, the duchess of Kinvale. "

Ekka! So it had been that dammed hag after all! Inos tried to replace fear with
anger, but failed. She did not speak.

"Two thousand inperials she gave me to bring you here, plus whatever | can
squeeze out of Krasnegar. Al she wants is you, with that word-sent back to
marry her idiot son. "

"Never!"

He grinned. "I agree. | never liked that deal. Besides, it's not possible. |
closed the road, didn't |?"

She just |looked at himin silence, bew |dered, fighting to keep hersel f under
control. She was crushed back agai nst the couch and could not retreat.

"No way out until the ships cone," he said. "I closed the road, | roused the
goblins. | wanted to keep certain friends of mne fromconmng after nme, but it
al so neans that no one can get out! We're trapped!"
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"How nmuch?" she said with sudden wi|ld hope. "How much to ransom Krasnegar ?"

He chuckl ed. "Just the word-the word to ransomit fromthe jotnar. | nust have
that word!"

"Why?" He nust be totally nmad, and certainly there was a very strange | ook in

his eyes.

"Because |'ma soldier! | have a talent for stanmping out vermn. Wth a word-"

Then he seened to realize howlittle she understood of this raving. He wheel ed
around, marched back to the door, and shot the bolt. Then he tossed his hel net
down on a chair and stal ked her, as she retreated, until finally he had her

against the wall. He grabbed her shoul der and grinned at the sight of her
terror. He licked his I|ips.

"You begin to believe I'"'mserious? Wll, I'll nmake you an offer, little nmss
Gve me the word, and I'I|l see you're proclained queen. |I'll defend your throne

from Kal kor, and fromyour rebellious subjects, too, and | promse | won't hurt
you. Marry that Andor man if you want-1 don't care about that. But otherw se
shal |l start now by breaking your pretty little nose, and go on fromthere unti
no man will ever want to marry what's left of you. |I think ny offer is worth
consi dering, don't you?"

It was an extraordinary offer. It was better than she could have ever dared
hope. No one could question her rule if she had Yggingi's arned m ght at her
back. But could she believe hin? Could she trust hin? And could she recall the
gi bberish her father had spoken, and could Yggingi tell the difference if she
sinmply made up sone nore gi bberish of her own?

"Wel | ?" he shouted. His fingers dug deeper into her shoulder. She tried to break
| oose and was appalled at his strength.

Wy

A sudden noi se-from above?

Yggi ngi raised his head and regarded the shadowed ceiling. "Wat was that?"

She did not know either. It had sounded |ike furniture noving above them in the
bedchanber, and she had thought all the nmedics and undertakers had gone. Dark

wi t h suspicion, Yggingi wheeled and marched over to the doorway to the staircase
up, drawing his sword as he went.

Inos fled to the other door and began to westle with the bolt, and for a
terrifying mnute it seened to be too stiff for her, then it noved. She haul ed

the door open and fell into Andor's arns.

Well, one of his arns. He was holding his sword in his other hand. "All right,
my darling?"

"Yes," she said. "I think so."

He pull ed the door shut and used both arns, holding his sword behind her. Mich
better! He tried to kiss her, but she was frightened that a kiss might snap the
thin thread hol ding her together, so she declined the kiss. But it was wonderfu
to be held.

"He's a horror! she nmunbl ed into Andor's shoul der

"The worst sort of dreg," he agreed. "You go on down to the others and | eave the
proconsul to nme."

She pull ed away, startled. "No! Andor! He's a soldier-" Andor flashed his teeth

in a confident grin. "I shall be in no danger. It will be a pleasure.”
"Fi ght hin®"
"I"'maquite capable, nmy princess. | just prefer not to do it before w tnesses, so

you go down."

He had never told her that he was a duelist-wonderful man! And no one had ever
offered to commt a nurder for her before. Just for a noment, she teetered on
the brink of hysteria, then she recovered. "No, Andor! He has two thousand nen
here. You nustn't! "

"This may be ny only chance to get himalone, Inos."

"No! | forbid it!"

"If you wish." Looking di sappoi nted, he sheathed his sword. "He's only the
first, you know "

"What ?"

"The first one after your word of power. It's conmon know edge that the kings of

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dave%20Duncan%20-%20A%20M...is%20Word%201%20-%20Magic%20Casement.txt (145 of 174) [2/14/2004 12:03:31 AM]



file:///G|/rah/Dave%20D uncan%20-%20A %20M an%200f%20Hi s%20Word%201%20-%20M agic%20Casement.txt

Krasnegar inherited one of Inisso's words. Everyone will assunme that you have
it, whether you do or not."

She broke loose. "I don't understand.
after her?

"I't would take too long to explain." Even in the darkness of the narrow

Wiy was the proconsul not already com ng

stairwel |, concern glowed on that handsone face. "You mustn't tell the word to
anyone!"

"No, " she said.

"No one! " he insisted. "They're dangerous to know, but nuch nore dangerous if
you tell anyone."

"Yes," she said, not understanding. "I'Il renenber."

He studied her for a nonent. "There's no real defense, Inos, but there is one
thing you could do that would help a little. It mght nmake Yggingi hesitate a
bit, and it would certainly cut off one line of attack."

She was totally confused now "Wat's that, Andor?"

"Marry me. There's a chaplain down there. She can marry us on the spot. Tonight.
Now. "

"Andor!" Again she was at a total |oss for words. Too marry things were
happeni ng too quickly. Finally she said, "Dear Andor, that's a wonderfu
thought, but | can't decide something like that right now. And it would put you
i n danger, also!"

"No!" he said excitedly. He took her hand and began to | ead her down the narrow
stai rway, speaking rapidly as if he were working it all out. "The factor says

that Kalkor's coming to claimthe throne. He'll be here as soon as the ice goes.
Kal kor's a terror. No matter what Yggingi thinks, he'll wad up those inps and
throw t hem away. But then he'll want to marry you."

"I thought he was married al ready?" she protested, before renmenbering what Aunt
Kade had once told her about Nordl anders.

And Andor now confirnmed it. They were already at the bottom of the stairs,
outside the door of the w thdrawing room where everyone nust still be waiting
to hear the proconsul's terns. "Thanes change w ves |like shirts. Probably nore
often. But he can't marry you if you're nmarried to ne."

"He coul d solve that problenm"

"Only if he can find ne!" Andor |aughed. "I'ma good man at di sappearing. Don't
you see, Inos? That's your escape! Marry ne, and |'Il stay out of sight-I
promi se you | can do that easily enough, but | haven't got time to explain now.
We'll let the jotnar kill off the inps. Then we'll go back to the Inpire

together in the spring!"

Agai n she wondered why Yggi ngi was not com ng down the stairs after her. "And

| ose my kingdon? No, darling, | have a duty."

He smiled, and she heard it nore than saw it in the dimess. "Good for you!" he
said admiringly. "lnos, | love you! And if the kingdomis what you want, then
we'll have to save it for youand marrying ne is still your best strategy!"

He was right, she thought. And then he had gone down on one knee before her
"Queen Inosolon, will you marry ne?"

Her first, insane, thought was that she was filthy and bedraggl ed and wearing

riding clothes, shivering in an icy stairwell |ighted by one spluttering candl e.
Al'l those wonderful gowns she had worn at Kinvale, in ballroons, on terraces
under moonl i ghtnone of them had provoked a proposal. And her father... Then she

told her mind to stop evading the question. Wth Andor she could face all of

t hem

"Yes," she whi spered

He junped up and this time he did kiss her. Ch, Andor! Wy had she not called
himin to neet Father? Andor, Andor! Strong, and reliable, and--

"Quick, then!" He glanced up the stairs, so he al so nust be wonderi ng what was
keeping the soldier. "Now, ny darling? R ght now?"

"Yes!" She pushed open the door and marched in, holding Andor's hand. All across
the big circular chanber, the spectators started in surprise. Those who were
sitting on those flimsy gold and rosewood chairs rose slowy to their feet.
"Your Hi ghness, your Holiness, Mther Unonini, gentlenen," Andor said. "Queen
I nosol an has consented to become ny wife."
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She tried to see everyone's reaction at once, but they were too spread out. The

i mps, she thought, all |ooked pleased. Certainly Chancellor Yaltauri beaned.
Bi shop Havyili was asl eep. Foronod frowned, but then he often did that. He did
not speak. Aunt Kade... Aunt Kade was not smling as she should be.

Queen or not, Aunt Kade was her guardian now, until she cane of age. O did that
not apply to queens? How could she be a minor and reign as a queen at the sane
time? Inos | ed Andor over to her aunt.

"Well? Aren't you going to congratul ate us?"

Fl ustered, Aunt Kade gl anced at Andor and then back to Inos. "You are quite

sure, ny dear? It just seems... SO soon. "
"Quite sure!"
Her aunt nmanaged a smile. "Well, then certainly | congratulate you. " But she

did not | ook certainly-she | ooked perhapsly. They hugged.

Still no Yggingi ? Maybe they coul d manage what Andor had suggested-nmarry at
once, before the proconsul canme storm ng down to stop them "Chaplain?" Inos
said. "Marry us!"

That provoked sone reaction. Aunt Kade's rosy conpl exion turned al nost as pale
as her silver gown, and Inos had never seen that before. Mdther Unonini went as
bl ack as her robe. The nen nuttered.

"That seens even nore, well, unseemy," Aunt Kade said. "Your father is
barely... It is very soon. Surely you could wait a while, ny dear. "
Inos glanced at the closed door. "I amsorry that it nust be this way, but Andor

and | think it would be advisable. Very quickly! A matter of state. Chaplain?"
Mot her Unoni ni did not nove fromwhere she was standi ng. She pouted, bl eaker
than ever. "lnosol an, do you recall what the God told you? Renmenber |ove! Are
you renenbering | ove?"

I nos | ooked up at Andor. He | ooked down at her. They smiled. "Ch, yes!" she
sai d.

"I think you should wait a-"

Inos did not |et the chaplain finish. "No!
proconsul cones back! Quickly!"

Mot her Unoni ni flinched and sought support from Aunt Kade, who bit her lip and
muttered, "It might be... a reasonable precaution."”

The chapl ai n shook her head vigorously. The nen were nostly still frowning at
this inproper and irreverent haste. Inos wondered if she should be asking her
council's permssion, but if they did not suggest it, then she certainly would
not .

O course! Inos did not need the horrid chaplain. Indeed, she had been nmaking a
serious error. Gipping Andor's wist, she dragged himacross to Bishop Havyili,
who was noddi ng peacefully on a sofa. The bi shop was notorious for sleeping
anywher eeven on horseback, her father had said.

"Your Holiness!"

"MmP" H's Holiness opened his eyes. "Marry ne!"

"What ?" Bew | dered, the bishop struggled to his feet-old and dunpy and

pat hetical ly uninpressive for a bishop

"Marry us!" Inos shouted, stanping her foot. "A matter of state! It's urgent!
Now! At once!"

Bl i nki ng, but obedient, the bishop nunbl ed, "Dearly bel oved friends-"

"Ch, never mind all that!" Inos stornmed. Yggingi mnmust be on his way now. "Get to
the inportant part!"

The audi ence muttered again. The bishop spluttered and for a nonent seened about
to argue. Then he changed his nmnd. "Are there any here anpbng you present who
know cause why this man and this worman should not be united in sacred
mat ri nrony?" Mercifully he did not pause for answers. "Then do you, er..
"Andor. "

"Andor, take this... "

His voice trailed off. H's gaze went past Inos. The door creaked, and she swung
around in terror.

Slowy it swung open. In cane... |npossible!

That was the second worst shock of that terrible day.

she shouted. "Nowl Before the
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He bowed stiffly in her direction, across the whole width of the room He
swal | owed, hesitated. "Sorry about your father, Inos your Mjesty," he said
hoarsely. "Very sorry." He was hol ding Yggingi's sword of office.

3

Foronod said, "The horse thief! " and it was certainly Rap. He was no | onger the
filthy goblin of the forest. He was shaved and clean. Hi s tangle of brown hair

m ght have been cut with a saw, but it was as tidy as it could ever be. He wore
an ancient, ill-fitting brown doublet and very patched gray wool hose. Only the
sword he was hol ding and the |udicrous raccoon tattoos around his eyes marked
hi m as anyt hi ng other than some commonpl ace flunky in the quaintly rustic pal ace
of Krasnegar. But he did have a nervous, rather sick expression on his very

pl ain face.

And he did have the proconsul's sword.

Inos felt supernatural fingers stroking her scal p-a waith? Wiy would Rap's
ghost haunt her, of all people?

Everyone el se in the room seened to have been turned to stone. "Were is
Proconsul Yggi ngi ?" Foronod demanded.

Rap gl anced down at the inexplicable sword. "Was that his nane?" He coughed, as
if feeling nauseated. "He's dead." No, he was no ghost. Inos gasped with relief.
It was Rap.

A mutter of shock was followed by a flickering of eyes as everyone tried to work
out what his news nmeant-two thousand Inperial soldiers in town and their |eader
nmur der ed?

"Rap!" Inos said. "You didn't!"

He shook his head angrily. "But | hel ped!
And anot her youth stepped through the door behind Rap, a young goblin, shorter
and heavyset, with dark khaki skin and short black hair, big ears and a | ong
nose. He wore boots, hose, and pants, but fromthe waist up he was bare, and the
company hissed in disgust at this vulgarity.

He grinned wi dely, showing long white teeth. He held up a stone dagger-proudly,
like a child bragging. Hand and bl ade glistened with fresh bl ood.

"This is Little Chicken of Raven Totem" Rap said. "He just avenged that village
your proconsul sl aughtered. "

"l thought goblins preferred their victins tied up," Andor renmarked coldly.

Rap seenmed to notice Andor for the first time, and his gaze slid down to where
Andor and I nos were hol ding hands, and back again. "This one nmade an exception
And | don't blame him " Foronod noved to the downstairs door. "Stop!" Rap
shouted, lifting his sword slightly.

Inos glanced around the room Only Andor had a weapon. The inps had di sarned the

city.

The factor did stop. He turned to glare at Rap, who blushed. "Sir... Sir,

gui ded your wagons for you once, didn't |I? And that nmessed up nmy life. | need
your help now... sir?" Foronod's blue eyes were chips of polar ice. "A horse

thi ef? A nurderer?"
"Sir!" Rap hesitated. "Sir, when you heard | was the one who' d stolen the

horses... were you at all surprised?”

The ice-blue eyes stared hard at himfor a long mnute. "Maybe | was at that. "

"Then grant nme a chance to explain," Rap pleaded. "It must be done now. There is
anot her horse thief-and another nurderer. " He pointed his sword at Andor. "Ask

hi m what he did with Doctor Sagorn. "

Stunned sil ence. Then Andor squeezed I nos's hand and | ed her over to the table
and a sofa, near Aunt Kade. "I think you had better stay here a nonent, |adies,"”
he said coldly. "There may be some danger. "

"Danger?" | nos repeated. From Rap?

Then her missing wits seened to fall back into place. "Rap!" she said. "How did
you get here from Pondague?"

Rap | ooked surprised at the question, then a wisp of a grin crossed his face.
“Iran.”

"Inos, my darling," Andor said, "I don't think this is truly the boy you used to
know." He made a scoffing sound. "Ran? That's quite inpossible, obviously.
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Chapl ai n, Holiness-I think we may have a denon here. It appeared to us in the
mount ai ns on our way here. I'mquite sure that no one could have passed us on
the trail. "

Inos was | ooking at Rap's legs. He had grown taller since |ast sunmer and his
face was thin, but she could not recall ever seeing hose filled nore
authoritatively than his were now. Ran?

Everyone el se seemed to be |leaving the situation to Andor. He strode forward a
few steps. "Now, you-boy or denon or whatever you are-put the sword on that
table. You'll be given a fair trial. Isn't that so, Chancellor?"

There was a silence, while nothing happened. Rap seened to set his jaw nore
tightly, but he did not speak. The goblin grinned, eyes flickering around the
faces.

Foronod was scowing. "Qut with it! What are you inplying about Doctor Sagorn?"
Rap answered without taking his eyes off Andor. "Only two of us left here, sir.

You know that by the gear we took-saddles and bedrolls. | was never up in this
part of the palace, but Andor was. What did he do with Doctor Sagorn?"

The factor | ooked at Andor, who said sinply, "I know nothing about Doct or
Sagorn. | left alone, on two horses | had purchased in good faith. As | told
you, | had no idea that they were stolen. | got themfromthis boy, or whatever
he is. "

For onod considered and then said, "There will have to be a trial. The proconsu

is apparently dead and the Imperial forces will denand that we hand over the
perpetrators. "

Again he turned toward the door, and again Rap said, "Stop! " He |ooked to |Inos
and said stiffly, "Sorry, Inos. | have to do this. Factor, you owe me a little
more tine. Bolt the door please, so he can't escape. That man is a sorcerer. "
Inos had to shout over the sudden babble. "Rap, stop that! You insulted Sir
Andor before and I won't have it! He's a fine gentleman and | amgoing to nmarry
him "

Rap shook his head, |ooking miserable. "I amtruly sorry, your Mijesty, truly
sorry, but | have to. | wish it could wait until l|onger after... Well, it has to
be done now. "

"What exactly has to be done?" Andor inquired softly. Again Rap appealed to
Foronod. "Sir, if | ever did anything for you, will, you please bolt that door?"
The factor frowned, shrugged, and went over to the downstairs door, picking up a
massi ve pewter candl estick on the way. He shot the bolt, turned, and stood with
his back to the door, holding the candlestick like a club

I nos caught a pained | ook from Andor and said, "Rap!" angrily.

"Pl ease, everyone stand back," Rap said, and there was a stanpede away from
Andor, leaving himin isolation. Wth studi ed unconcern he unclipped his cloak
and tossed it gracefully over a chair. He was showi ng how a gentl eman shoul d
treat such rudeness, and Inos felt proud of him

"I nos-your Majesty, | nean." Rap blushed at his error. "Wen that Andor is in
danger, he turns into sonmething else. It's the only way | know to show hi m up.
I"msorry."

I nos gasped at such insanity and the audience nuttered. She felt very sad. "Oh,
Rap! What happened to the old Rap | used to know? He was a sane, solid boy, not
given to mad suspicions and delusions. | depended on that Rap! I... | Iiked him
Rap turned very pale. He licked white lips and said, "Sorry, I|nos,"
she coul d hardly hear him

The cal mest person in the room was Andor

"Are you planning to challenge nme to a duel, young man?"

"Sort of," Rap said.

"Just you, or your goblin friend as well ?"

Rap shook his head. "Not Little Chicken." He turned his head and snapped
sonmething in goblin dialect. Little Chicken shrugged and noved away. That put
himcloser to old Kondoral, who becane al armed and edged si deways, out of reach
"Well, go ahead!" Andor said. "If you won't drop that sword | shall have to nake
you drop it, as | amthe only one arned."

"You know you're a much better swordsman than | am" Andor shrugged. "A

so quietly
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reasonabl e assunption, but we shall see. " Rap | ooked disgusted. "But you
al ready know. You gave ne lessons. Didn't you tell her Majesty that?"
I nos knew that Andor had felt confident of beating Yggingi, a professiona
soldier. "Darling," she nuttered, "please try not to hurt himany nore than you
must. "
Andor might not have heard that quiet appeal. H s blade hissed out, flashing
gold flame back at the sconces. "Last chance! Drop that weapon. "
Rap shook his head. "This is what you told ne once, Andordo you renmenber? No
nmor e wooden swords, you said. And sonething about earning the prizes or taking
the puni shment. So we play for real -showdown! Those are the rules. Ready?"
"Yes!" Andor started forward. A huge gray dog slunk in through the door at Rap's
side, a dog as big as a wolf. It fixed yellow eyes on Andor and bristled
menaci ngly. Inos heard herself cry out. She tried to nove forward and Aunt Kade
grabbed her wrist. The pal ace dogs had al ways fol |l owed Rap around... Andor
froze. Then he raised his left hand to his right shoul der, covering his neck
with his arm
Rap pointed, but the nonster was already creeping forward toward Andor, who now
began to back away, holding his sword stiffly in front of him
Then his hip nmet the table and he could retreat no farther. As if that were a
signal, the dog streaked across the roomand flew for his throat like a silver
arrow. Andor's sword stroke was hopelessly late, but his left armwas still high
enough to catch the fangs. Man and beast fell back across the table anid a
chorus of screans. Table toppled; china and silver and sword rattled down; the
conbatants rolled over and crashed to the floor. Aunt Kade rel eased | nos, took
one step, and expertly snatched the burner frombelow the tea urn as the um
itself toppled. Inos junped aside hurriedly to escape a great explosion of
tea-nost of which seened to head for Bishop Havyili-noting with relief that the
castle would not burn down this tine, either, and then both she and Kade backed
off fromthe roaring, tangled scrimmage rolling toward their feet. Mother
Unoni ni seenmed to be screami ng the | oudest. The conbatants withed and thrashed.
The wol f was growling, clothes ripping. Then Rap shouted, "Fleabag!"
The dog broke | oose and backed off, snarling and show ng teeth.
The nman on the floor was not Andor. More screani ng.
The romances told of unfortunate wonen who went nmad with grief. 1nos wondered
now if this was how such insanity felt, for surely what she saw could not all be
real | y happeni ng?
He was huge. Andor's el egant green doubl et and hose had split in places and been
ripped in others, revealing skin and a pelt of yellow hair. H's left armwas
dribbling blood, his chest was ripped and bl eeding, al so, but he was already
sitting up, seem ng unaware of his injuries.
"This is Darad! " Rap said sadly.
He was nuch bi gger than Andor, and at |east twenty years older. A jotunn, not an
inmp. He glared around the roomw th the ugliest, nost battered face inaginable.
I nos shrank back until a chair bl ocked her. Everyone el se seened to be pressed
against the wall, staring w de-eyed.
Then the giant snatched up the sword and bounced to his feet. Foronod turned to
unbolt the downstairs door
"Stop that!" the giant roared, and the factor froze. Darad | ooked to Rap. "Call
of f your pet, or I kill it. "
Rap snapped his fingers and the great dog withdrew unwillingly, teeth bare,
yel | ow eyes fixed on its fornmer opponent. Rap said, "Fleabag!" very loudly. Wth
obvi ous reluctance, the dog slunk to his side. "Inos, |I'msorry about this.
had to warn you. "
She found her voice. "Who are you? \Where is Andor?"
The mangl ed face | ooked at her-cruel blue eyes, cruel. "Cone here, Princess.”
"No!" She tried to edge around the chair, and the nonster noved |ike a striking
snake, taking two huge strides, catching her arm tw sting her round and
crushing her against him her face in his chest, all in one blur of notion
He chuckled gutturally. "Now we have a little security! Any trouble and the girl
dies. "
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Hi s strength was unbelievabl e-that one huge arm bound her i movably agai nst a
chest like a cliff. The icy touch agai nst the back of her neck nust be his
sword. Andor! Andor! There was none of the faint odor of rosewater that she had
noticed on Andor. This nman stank of sweat, and faintly of goblin.

Then she nade the mistake of trying to struggle-to bite and kick. Instantly the
ogre twi sted her armup her back and squeezed all the air out of her, as if to
show how easily he could snap her if he wished. Her ribs would collapse, her
spi ne crack, she could not cry out, there was bl ackness and a roaring in her
head, agony. Then suddenly he eased off, and she could suck in blessed air and
her brain no | onger seened about to burst.

"Don't try that again!" he muttered.

No- I nos gasped, feeling her heart yamrering like a mad bird inside her head, and
al so hearing the slower, level thunp of the man's. He did not seemvery worried
by his predicament. "Nowthe dog behind the door!" he denmanded.

Stupid Rap! Rap had called up this Darad-nonster in place of Andor, but what
could he possibly do to get rid of it? The reverse transformati on woul d not be
S0 easy.

And Rap was evidently trying to reason. She could not see, but she heard his
voi ce, harsh and stubborn. "What are you going to do, Darad? You can't escape
fromhere. Let her go. Gve up! "

She felt a low grow rising inside the nan before any sound cane out. "The dog!"
Col d steel touched the back of her neck again.

The door clicked as Rap obeyed. She felt the giant relax slightly. "Now drop the
sword!"

Wth her head so awkwardly twi sted, all Inos could see was Aunt Kade's horrified
face, screwed up in terror. What was Rap doing?

"Drop it!" roared the giant.

She heard a thunp that night be a sword falling. What were all the nen doi ng?
But they must be all hopelessly frozen. Again she felt that cold touch of stee
at the nape of her neck.

"Now nmeke your friend throw down his dagger!"

There was a pause, and she supposed Rap was obeying that order, also. She heard
the goblin argue, then stop

"That's much better!" the giant said. He spoke poorly and was probably
slowwitted, although he could nove faster than anyone she had ever seen. Bl ood
fromhis armwas soaking through her doublet-she could feel it, |ike hot soup.
"Away fromthe door, all of you!"

"You can't escape!" That was Foronod. "Can't |? Then the girl dies first."

"No, you can't!" Rap again. "Call Sagorn. He's better at thinking, isn't he?"
But the nen nust have cl eared the doorway, because Darad began to edge around
the room half carrying, half dragging Inos, keeping his sword armtoward the
nen.

She saw Aunt Kade and Mdther Unonini, side by side, eyes wide with horror,
mout hs open. Darad went right by them no doubt assuning that wonen were
har m ess.

But Kade was still holding the burner fromthe tea urn, and as soon as |nos was
safely shielded by the giant's body, she renoved the cover, took two fast steps
forward, and threw burning oil all over his back

4

Dar ad' s agoni zed scream expl oded agai nst Inos's eardrums. She was hurl ed aside
and fell headlong to the rug, hearing the sword clatter on floorboards nearby.
She caught a glinpse of Rap and the goblin | eaping forward as Rap seized a chair
and swung it two-handed, shattering it on the giant's head. Even then, Darad
seemed to throw hinself down, rather than fall. He rolled over on his back to
extingui sh the flamng cloth, and Little Chicken | anded on himwi th both feet.
He jackknifed, throwi ng off the goblin, and had already started to rise when Rap
di sassenbl ed nore of Aunt Kade's rosewood furniture over his head. Then Rap
reached for a third chair, but it was not needed.

Kade and the chaplain hurried to help Inos. The goblin bounced to his feet,

| unged across the room grabbed up Andor's discarded cl oak, and was al ready
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ripping it into strips as he raced back to the prostrate jotunn. Wth

astoni shing speed, as if they had been practicing as a team he and Rap bound
the man's hands and feet, and suddenly the enmergency was over

Inos allowed Mother Unonini to | ead her to the sofa, but then she pushed the
chapl ai n away, not wanting anyone very close at the nonent, for she was
trenbling, and queens must not trenble. She sat down and fol ded her hands in her
lap and tried to concentrate on being regal. She was covered in cold tea and
Darad's bl ood, of course, which did not help.

The ol der nmen were gathered around Kade, congratul ati ng her on her

qui ck-wi ttedness. Kade was preening, enjoying it. Not one of those nmen had done
a dammed thing of any use that |Inos had seen, except stanp out a snoldering rug.
It had all been Kade and Rap and Little Chicken

The nonster lay on the floor, tightly bound and reeki ng of burned hair. H s back
must be very painful, and his armand head were still oo0zing blood, but he was
staying silent, just glaring up furiously at the goblin, who was sitting
cross-legged on his chest, leering triunmphantly at himand playfully draw ng
little patterns in front of his face with the bl oodstai ned dagger

Rap was standing guard there, too, with the proconsul's sword in his hand. He
was worried and seened to be watching the goblin as nuch as the jotunn

And now what was goi ng to happen? Surely she could not take any nore shocks this
ni ght? And she did not have Andor to |l ean on any nore. Ch, Andor! She felt a
great enptiness in her life first Father, and then Andor..

Foronod stepped out of the group, accosting Rap. "You said you had an excuse for
your horse thievery?"

Rap flushed. "Yes, | do. Andor!"

"You were still at |east an acconplice!"

"He used occult power on ne!"

Foronod grunted, sounding skeptical. The gangling jotunn could | ook down on Rap
and was doing so now. There were very few nmen in Krasnegar who coul d withstand
the factor's authority when he was in that nood, but Rap thrust out his jaw and

scow ed around the circle of other men, who were all listening intently.
"And on you!" he shouted. "You were going to accept himas king! "
He had struck a nerve there, the factor flinched. "In any case you now nust

answer a nurder charge-you cannot bl ame Andor for that." He paused, suspi cious.
"How did you get up there, anyway? Either you' ve got a |lot nore occult power
than you ever admtted, or you had acconplices."

"Acconplices?" Rap could | ook extraordinarily stupid when he wanted to. He
turned his idiot expression on Inos. "Your Majesty? Do | answer this man's
questions?"

Foronod spun on his heel. He was already at the door before Inos had scranbl ed
to her feet.

"Factor! W did not hear your request for permission to withdraw. " Was that her,
really her?

The tall nman swung around and returned her glare. "Good night, miss!" He bowed
perfunctorily.

"That is not sufficient!" But she was too shrill, and she had al nbst stanped her
f oot .

Foronod was not intimdated by juvenile fenmales. "It will have to do for now,
mss. | shall informthe soldiers that their |eader is dead. | expect they wll

wi sh to take suitable action.
Rap! He had tried to help her, and I nos would have to defend hi m sonmrehow. She
took a deep breath and forced herself to speak calmy. "You will do no such
thing!"

Foronod' s bony face was well suited for registering disdain. He paused with the
door already open. "lndeed? And what do | say when | am asked where the
proconsul is?"

Now there was a very good question! Inos |ooked at Rap, who shrugged; at Mbther
Unoni ni, who frowned; even at the goblin, who scratched his disgustingly bare
chest and grinned all over his ugly, bristled face.

Aunt Kade sighed resignedly. "Tell themhe is in conference in the queen's
bedroom and must not be disturbed.”
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That suggestion was greeted with shock and silent outrage. "What is this tale of
Thane Kal kor?" 1 nos inquired.

The factor smled, thin-lipped. "He has been informed of the situation. W
expect himas soon as the pack ice clears the shore. How many nmen he is bringing
I amnot sure, but | expect they will suffice. Aratio of one jotunn to four
inps is usually anple.”

She noted the scowls on the faces of the inps present, a few grins fromthe

other jotnar. But the door was still open and she nust buy tine to think before
they all started pouring down the stairs and everything got out of hand.
Not that things were very well in hand at the nmonent. "Kal kor is comng at your

i nvitation?"

"An invitation of which | was one signatory, mss. Jotnar will not accept rule
by a woman. "

Hal f the popul ati on of Krasnegar were jotnar

"That may be the law in Nordland, but there is no such | aw here. Chancellor

Yal tauri, how do you feel about this treason?"

"You needn't appeal to him" Foronod said. "Months ago he sent off a letter to
the inperor, petitioning for a protectorate status."

I nos wavered on the edge of despair. What use now was Kinval e? What use danci ng
and el ocution and scal es on the spinnet? Wat use enbroidery and sketchi ng? Wy
had her father not taught her sone statecraft while there was still tine-given
her fencing | essons, even, or explained politics and what nmade nmen act |ike
beast s?

Sonehow she nmanaged to step back fromthe abyss. "Very well!" she said. "You may
wi thdraw, but you will not nmention the proconsul unless you are asked. In that
case you nmay follow nmy aunt's recomendation, and | shall worry |ater about ny
reputation. Al those of you willing to accept me as your rightful queen please
remai n behind. The rest of you may | eave."

Then she stood there and watched her hopes dribble out the door, one by one,
defiant or apol ogetic or shamefaced. The | ast one to go was Mdther Unonini, who
stood by the door and hesitated.

"I offer you a blessing, child."

"If you were a loyal friend you would not be | eaving,
"If you are leaving | don't want it."

The door thanked cl osed.

Inos stal ked across in a nost unregal fashion and slammed the bolt. Then she
turned to survey the weckage of the room chairs awmy or shattered, one rug
bej ewel ed with smashed china and a sea of tea stain, another a charred ness
stinking of burned oil, another bearing a prostrate giant in shredded green
garnents, glaring death wishes at her. The fire had gone out and many of the
candl es, also. The stench of burning hung in the shadows, and the place | ooked
like the aftermath of a riotous party. She wondered what the tinme was-it felt
like the small hours of tonorrow.

Kade and a goblin... and Rap.

"l seemto have inherited a very small kingdom" she said bitterly.

Still standing guard over the prisoner, |ooking absurd in his tattoos, Rap sent
her a very faint, wy little smle. "Then | can be naster-of-horse and

sergeant -at-arns bot h?"

"Ch, Rap! " He thought he had been hel pful, and certainly he had neant well, but
he had cost her any chance she m ght have had of wi nning her kingdom By
exposi ng Andor he had nade her seema fool and had al so nade the nenbers of the
council feel duped. They all resented that and they were bl anm ng her. Qoviously
in their eyes she was not fit to be a queen. Wthout their support she had

not hing. Had Rap not intervened, she would have been married to Andor by now and
in a better position to face down the terrible Kal kor

O perhaps she woul d have been Yggi ngi's prisoner

O wedded to that horrid Darad ogre, al so? She shuddered. So Rap had hel ped and
apparently he was the only one loyal to her. At the same tinme as she wanted to
screamat him she also wanted to run and hug him

And for a nonent their eyes passed that nessage. But it would not be fair. They

I nos replied waspishly.
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were not children anynore. Don't smile too nmuch at the servants, her aunt had
taught her. She nanaged to wal k over to himcalmy, and she took his hands in

hers. Big, strong hands. Man's hands. "Thank you, Rap! | amsorry | ever doubted
you. | was horrid to you in the forest-"

"I't was Andor did that! He made ne steal horses, too!"

"Well, I'"'mvery grateful for all your help and your loyalty. " For a nonent he

just stood there, staring dunbly at her, and she actually saw the shiny gens of
perspiration appear on his forehead. Then he blushed scarl et and | ooked down at
his feet. "My dutv, Mjesty."

So the danger was past. Oh, poor Rap

"The first thing we have to do is to think how to get you out of here," she
said. "You hid in the top chanber, | suppose? Rap, | do so want to hear how you
worked all these miracles! But first we must get you to a safe place. "

"There isn't one," he said sonberly. "That bolt won't stop a couple of thousand
inps, and they' Il be coming soon. |'d better just turn us in, ne and Little
Chicken. If they put off the execution until the jotnar get here, then Kal kor
may pardon us. Maybe. "

Inos clenched her fists. "There has to be a better idea than that! Aunt Kade? "
"I don't know, dear." Her aunt was | eaning back on the sofa, |ooking old and
bedraggl ed and utterly weary. "I nanaged to ruin your reputation, but | think I
agree with Master Rap-it won't hold for very |long."

"Rap, who is Little Chicken? A friend?"

"He's ny slave." Rap was turning pink again. "And he won't let ne free him "
Sl ave? Torture? "How did you... Wiy not, for Gods' sake?" Rap had never been
much of a man for snmiles, but once in a while he had been known to indul ge a
sort of shy grin, and nonentarily that showed now. Strangely she discovered that
it was the nost wel come thing she had seen all day.

"Because he wants to kill nme. It's quite a conplicated story."

"I't nust be! " But it would have to wait. Inos | ooked down at the prisoner,
Darad. Had she been going to marry this? She shuddered again. "And this horror
i s Andor?"

"l don't know. He changes into Andor, or Andor into him And | think they're
Sagorn and Jalon the nminstrel, too."

"Sagorn?" she said. "That nust be what Father nmeant! He said | could trust
Sagorn, but not the others, except maybe Thinal. Wo's Thinal ?"

Rap | ooked surprised. "No idea. But we can try to call up Sagorn, if you think
we can trust him |I'mfrightened of this nonster getting |oose."

"How can you do that?"

"Let's find out." Rap dropped on one knee and said politely to Darad, "Please
will you turn into Doctor Sagorn?"

The absurdity of the request made I nos want to giggle, and she nmust not start
down that slippery slope. The giant's ruined face twisted in anger. He grow ed
an obscenity and strai ned agai nst his bonds and the goblin's weight. He was
obviously in pain, sweat ningling with the bl ood on his forehead.

Rap smirked nmeanly at him "I shall let Little Chicken try to persuade you,
then. That would be fair, wouldn't it? After all, you introduced us."

Little Chicken, still sitting on the man's chest, started to grin again,

obvi ously understandi ng at | east sone of the talKk.

"You wouldn't!" Darad grow ed fromthe floor. "I would!'" Rap said

Little Chicken was certainly followi ng the conversation. Wth no further ado, he
col dbl oodedl y poked a finger in Darad's eye. He howed. "Tell himto get off,

t hen!"

Rap notioned for the goblin to rise. He stood up, and the man on the floor was
Sagor n.

Little Chicken hissed loudly and junped back. Rap said, "Gods! That's quite a
trick, isn't it?" Again Inos renmenbered the ladies in the romances who went nad
with grief, she wondered how many of them could have had this nmuch fun first.

"Doctor Sagorn! " Aunt Kade beaned, and Inos half expected her to add, How nice
that you can join us.
The old man smiled up at thembitterly. "If you trust nme, then you won't mind if

I renove these bonds?" Despite his undignified position, his sparse white hair
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was tidy, and he seened cal m and conposed. He slipped his wists free easily,
for the tethers had been fitted to Darad's m ghtier |inbs.

Rap cut his ankles free, also, and then helped himto rise. "Let's see if we can
find sonething better for you to wear, sir. " Darad's huge body had ri pped
Andor's garnents open, and the shreds were barely decent on Sagorn. They were

al so soaked in tea and blood. Rap turned to Little Chicken and spoke in goblin.
The reply was brief.

"What did he say?" Inos asked.

Rap sighed. "He told ne to get it nyself. He has very exact ideas of a slave's
duties."

So Rap ran upstairs and came down with a brown wool en robe. Fl eabag, now

rel eased, indulged hinself in a tour of the room sniffing vigorously and
cleaning up the renmains of the food.

The | anky old man stepped into the stairwell for a nonent and returned wearing
the gown, his dignity restored. He bowed to Aunt Kade and then to Inos. She
renenbered how he had terrified her at their first neeting, but the glittery
eyes and eagle nose held no threat for her now, although she had just w tnessed
a very obvious sorcery. She wondered if that was because she was ol der, or

whet her she was just nunmb fromthe dayl ong battering.

"My synpathies, ma'am" he said. "Your father was a good friend to ne in years
past, and | grieve his sad end. | did everything within nmy skill. "

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak

Sagorn nade hinmsel f confortable on a chair next to Kade's sofa and everyone el se
sat down, also, with Little Chicken crossl egged on the floor, scowing deeply as
he struggled to foll ow the inpish tongue.

"You will want an explanation, | suppose?" the old nan asked. "Please," Inos
sai d. "That was an unconventional entrance." He smled his thin-ripped grinmace
at her for a nonment. "You are no | onger the young | ady who pani cked at the
mention of yellow dragons. Kinvale has done wonders for you. Can Andor claim
sone of the credit, | wonder?"

He was seeking to dominate her. "The expl anation, please?"

"Very well." He turned to Rap. "Your guess was renarkably close, young man.
There are five of us-nyself, Andor, Jalon, Darad, and Thinal, whom you have not
met. Many, many years ago, we together gave cause for annoyance to a powerful
sorcerer. He placed a spell on us, a curse. Only one of us can exist at a tine.
That is the whole of the matter."

"But you are different persons?' Rap had al ways frowned ferociously when

t hi nki ng hard.

"Quite different. Andor and Thinal were brothers, the rest of us nerely friends.
We have never nmet since that terrible evening |l ong ago. W share a single

exi stence and we al so share the sane nenories. How did you escape fromthe
goblins, by the way?"

Rap did not answer that. "A very convenient curse! You appear and di sappear at
will-"

"No! Aterrible curse!" Sagorn glared. "W have been seeking release fromit for
| onger than you woul d believe. Take Darad, for exanple. Wuld you like to be
burdened with that man's nenories? Murder and rape? He is a nmad dog, crueler

than a goblin. And we do not cone and go at will, only when called. None of the
rest of us likes to call Darad, so it may be years before he exists agai n-but
when he does appear, he will still have a burned back and a cracked head and a

sore eye and a ripped arm | hope none of you is within his reach at that
monment. "

"And of course he will not be bound?"

"Not unl ess whoever calls himis bound." They all thought about that for a
noment .

"Father said | could trust you," Inos said, "or sonetines Thinal. Wwo is
Thi nal ?"

"Thinal ? He was our |eader." The old man stretched his bloodless lips in a
smle. "Yes, he is trustworthy after a fashion, as long as you have not hi ng
preci ous around-li ke a ruby brooch, for exanple. "
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"He stole my brooch?"

"He can clinmb a blank wall like a fly. He also lifted the hostler's keys off his
belt for Andor. He will oblige in such matters, but he will also steal for

sport. As well as being light-fingered, he has a peculiar taste in practica

j okes, but he does have a personal rule that he will always call back the one
who called him and we trust himin that sense. | can call any of the others at
any tine, but | have no control over what that one may do then, or whom he wll
call next. "

"I find this idea rather confusing, Doctor." Aunt Kade could always be relied on
for a massive understatenment when needed.

"Tell us how you cane and went. My brother sent for you | ast summer?"

He spoke nore respectfully to her, gazing blandly across the debris and ruin.
"He did, nma'am and it was Jal on who received the nessage. He decided to answer
the call and caught a ship for Krasnegar. That was a renarkabl e success for
Jalon-in the past he has been known to take the wong boat because he thought it
had a prettier name. But he managed to reach Krasnegar, went to the king, and
called nme. "

"But | don't see how you knew about my dragon silk," Inos conpl ai ned.

"Jalon saw it at the gate. | told you, we share nenories." The old man waited a
monent, as if she were a slow child, then addressed hinself again to Kade. "As
soon as | examined Holindarn, | saw that he was not likely to live long. | think
he had al ready guessed that. | needed nedicines, so Jalon had to go south again.
I amold, you see, and the others are growi ng concerned about ne, so they do the
traveling. Jalon decided it would be nore romantic to go overland."

"And that was where | got involved," Rap said, remenbering the picnic in the
hills.

Sagorn nodded. "You reveal ed occult powers to Jalon, and so to all of us. | told
you that we have been trying to escape fromour curse. W had two ways to
try-either we coul d persuade another sorcerer to lift the spell, or we could
seek to |l earn enough words of power to do it ourselves. | have spent ny life in
studies to that end, striving to know nore of those elusive words." He sniled
his thin, cynical snmle. "I was the youngest, once. | was ten. Darad was twel ve,
| think. "

"But..."

He shrugged. "But | was smart, and Darad was already big, so Thinal let us join
hi s gang. We broke into houses-even then, he was a skilled cat burglar-until we
happened to choose the house of a sorcerer. That was not a wise thing to do! |
have not seen them since. " He paused, seening lost in nenory for a nonent.

"Al ways one of us is, four are not. To live is to age, of course... | have spent
so many years in libraries and archives that now | amby far the ol dest. Darad
al nost never gets into trouble he can't handle, so he rarely has to call for
help. He is starting to feel his years, too. Jalon is easily bored, so he soon
call s soneone el se-usually Andor, for sonme reason. Thinal... Thinal never stays
for long. He has hardly changed at all. "

"But you have occult powers of your own,
t hose?"

He | aughed scornfully. "If you had ever nmet a sorcerer, you would not ask! No.
doubt that you wish to hear that tale. "

"Pl ease do go on, Doctor," Aunt Kade said brightly. "This is a nost interesting
narrative."

Inos said. "Did the sorcerer give you

He flashed her a cal culating glance. "Very well, your Hi ghness. In Fal Dornin |
found a wormman of mniddle years who knew a word of power-a single word. | called
Andor . "

"And he charnmed it out of her?" Inos asked acidly.

Sagorn smiled his sinister snile. "Seduced it out of her. O course it affected
each of us in turn. | becane a better scholar, Jalon a finer singer, and Darad a
nmore deadly fighter. The next time he existed, he went back to Fal Dornin,

sought out the woman, and strangled her."

I nos shuddered. "No! Wy?"

"God of Fools!" Rap junped up and rushed to the door. He pulled the bolt and
went racing off down the stairs. Fleabag |oped in pursuit.
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"Rap!" Inos yelled, too |ate.

Sagorn smled grimy. "He has gone to bolt the | ower doors, | inmagine. Master
Rap has farsight, you know. "

"Rap does?" Dull old Rap? Solid, ordinary Rap?

He nodded. "To a remarkabl e degree. That was why Andor went out of his way to
befriend him He nust know a word, although he denies it. Either it is a very
power ful word, or elsel have been wondering if the words thensel ves nmay have
different properties, and his happens to fit his native talents particularly
wel | . He has an astounding control over animals and al so an astoundi ng farsight.
Yet he does not seemto have any foreseeing ability, and certainly his mastery
does not work on people, as Andor's does. So he nust know only the one word.
Interesting! He has probably seen the soldiers comng."

Inos had al nost forgotten their plight. "That was why we wanted you!" she

excl aimed. "How are we going to save Rap and Little Chicken fromthe inps? Wat
is going to happen when Kal kor gets here? How"

Sagorn rai sed a sl ender, blue-veined hand. "You forget, child, that | know your
probl enms! Andor and Darad were here, so | know. Don't worry about the inps.

Their | eader is dead. Tribune Gshinkono is no great warrior. He will have
absolutely no desire to tangle with the notorious Kalkor. He and his nen will be
of f down the trail to Pondague | ong before the jotnar arrive."

"How... " But of course Sagorn knew all that because Andor had nmade friends with
Yggi ngi 's deputy on the journey north. Andor nmade it his business to know
everyone. Wat Andor had known, Sagorn knew. Confusing! "But what about Rap? And
what about ne having to marry Kal kor ?"

"Kal kor | do not recommend! " For the first tine the old man | ooked synpat heti c.
"Not as bad as Darad, but conpared to Kal kor, Yggingi woul d have nade a nodel
husband. He will claimthe throne, then force you to marry himto confirmthat
claim™

"Then what ?" she asked gl umnly.

He pulled a face, twisting the clefts that flanked his nouth. "Krasnegar woul d
not contain Kal kor for long-roistering and pillage are his bent-but he could
keep the title and | eave a subordinate here to rule for him He will beat your
word out of you, | expect. Then take a son off you, nore than likely. Yes, that
woul d be about his program™

"And after that? "

Sagorn did not answer but she could guess the answer. "And after that | shall be
of no further use to him "

The dog cane bounding into the room Inos rose and crossed to the stair,
arriving just as Rap cane running up, flushed and panting. He slamed the door
and shot the bolt. "Should have gone sooner,"” he said between puffs. "Only three
doors between us and them™"

"Rap," she asked softly, "what's this about you having farsight, and nagica
power s?"

He flinched as if he were a small boy caught with both hands in the nol asses,
then nodded guiltily.

Puzzl ed by his reaction, Inos said, "Well, that's wonderful!" She snmiled
encouragingly to put himat ease. "Now | know why we never let you join in the
hi de- and- seek games! 1've al ways wondered about your knack for horses-and dogs.

I mnot surprised to hear that it's occult."

He gaped stupidly at her. "You don't m nd?"

"M nd? O course not! Wiy should I m nd?" What was it to do with her, except
that Rap woul d make a superb pal ace hostler when he was older? "I'm supposed to
have sone magi c of nmy own now, although |I don't know what sort of powers |I'm
expected to denonstrate. But magically we're both the sane, apparently. "

His big gray eyes blinked several tines, then a scarlet tide flowed into his
face, and he | ooked down at his boots. O course shyness was quite

under standable in a boy of his age, with no schooling or training.

She took a quick glance to make sure the others could not hear. "Rap, | didn't
know that Sir-that Andor had nade friends with you when he was here before. "
"Well, he did!/ | didn't sell himhorses in bars-"
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"I"'msure you didn"t." Even to think of Andor still hurt. "But did he ever
speak... | nean, you nust have talked... Did he ever nention Kinvale, or..

Deep breath. "Did he ever talk about me?"

Rap | ooked bl ank. "You nean he knew you before? He told nme he didn't even know

where Kinval e was, exactly! And he certainly never told ne he'd net you al ready!
" He seened to be growing angrier and angrier as he spoke.

Rel i eved, I nos gave hi manother soothing snmile. "Come, then, let's see what we

can do about these inps." She led himback to the others. Despicable Andor! Wy
were nen all such liars and cheats? So faithless

She went over to Sagorn, who was naking polite conversation wth Kade.

"Wl l," she denmanded. "What are we to do?"
Sagorn scratched his chin thoughtfully. "W have four ways out of this,
t hi nk. "

"We do?" Inos found that unbelievable, but he seened confident, so perhaps the
cel ebrated sage was about to justify his reputation

"The sinplest would require a friendly sorcerer. You don't happen to have one
handy, do you?" He chuckl ed ponderously, |ike some wi se old grandfather teasing
chi | dren.

Inos felt a surge of annoyance at the nockery. Rap sensed it, also, and rolled
his eyes.

Sagorn saw that and scowl ed. "Secondly, then, we could hide in the topnbst room
and trust the aversion spell, but that seens to have worn thin now So we only
have two choi ces, wouldn't you say?"

"The Darad man killed the woman in Fal Dornin to strengthen his power?" Aunt
Kade asked, and for a nonent |nos was baffl ed.

Sagorn, though, had turned to Kade with surprise and perhaps respect. "Yes. To
tell a word weakens it."

"Hal ves it?"

"Not necessarily halves it, apparently. It is a great mystery to nme why there
shoul d be any weakening at all; if you tell your favorite recipe to a friend,
that does not spoil the next cake you bake. " He scowl ed. "Even the nost
respected texts do not agree! Perhaps the weakening would be a half if you were
the only person who knew the word. Would telling to a third person reduce its
power by a third? Then by a fourth when you told another? | don't know, after a
lifetine."

Kade was still blinking at all that as the old man plunged ahead with his

| ecture, waving a bony finger to make his points as if he had been bottling up
hi s know edge inside hinmself for years and wel coned an audi ence.

"So not necessarily a half. After all, the words have been around a long tineg,
so each may already he known by many peopl e, perhaps dozens. One nore person nay
make no difference or a lot. And how could you conpare nagic, or weigh it? It
must be as hard to neasure as beauty. Can you say that Jalon is twice as fine a
singer as another, or three tines? That a poemis twice as lyrical? But a shared
word i s weakened-until soneone who knows it dies. Then the others' power is
strengt hened again. That is why they are so rarely shared, why they are usually
passed on deat hbeds-as your father told you his?" He peered from under shaggy
white brows at | nos.

She hesitated and t hen nodded.

"You nmust guard it well! You have been displ ayi ng renarkabl e endurance for your
age, child. Andor noticed tonight and so did Yggingi. You are of royal bl ood,
and a very determ ned young | ady, but the words have that effect on people, a
sort of arnmor. O course neither could be certain, but they both assuned that
you had been told the word."

"Everyone seens to have known about it but ne!"

"They are always kept secret. | found hints of the Krasnegar word in a very old
text. That was why l-actually it was Jalon then, also-why we first canme here and
met your father. He was still crown prince at the tinme. He and | becane friends
and did sone journeying together. Knowing that he would inherit a word, | nade
sure that he nmet the others, so he would know themif they cane after himlater
They all felt that | had betrayed them of course." He sighed deeply. "It is not
only the others' evil nenories that are a burden. They have nine, also, and
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can keep no secrets fromthem "
I nos thought about that. Perhaps it was not so surprising that this strange
group of invisible nmen would strive to be released fromtheir curse.
"But this word of power that you-Andor-learned fromthe woman in Fal Dornin? It
did not break the spell?"
Sagorn stared at the floor sadly, shaking his head. "No. One is not enough
Probably we need three or naybe even four. And, knowing a word, we dared not
then approach a sorcerer, for sorcerers are always on the | ookout for nore

power. " He rose stiffly. "The inps will be fetching axes. | amslow on stairs,
so perhaps we shoul d begi n?"
"Begi n what ?"

"Begin our clinb," he said. "W nust go to the chanber of puissance at the top
of the tower."

n \My?ll

"Why?" He bared irregular old teeth in a triunphant grimace. "To consult the
magi ¢ casenent, of course."

Fai t hful found:

So spake the Seraph Abdiel, faithful found
Anong the faithless, faithful only he:
Anong i nnuner abl e fal se, unnoved,

Unshaken, unseduced, unterrified,

H's loyalty he kept, his |ove, his zeal

M Ilton, Paradi se Lost

TEN
I nsubstanti al pageant

1

Rap could tell that Inos had not expected the suggestion, for she col ored
angrily. He was managing not to stare at her, for when he did, and their eyes
met, he was sure he started blushing at once, and certainly he felt as if he
were all hands and feet and worried if his hair was a mess-it always was, of
course... So he was pretending not to | ook

But he could not keep his farsight off her. She was wonderful! Wat fools they
were, all those stupid old nen! Why had they not seen what a marvel ous queen she
woul d be? She was a queen to her fingertips, noble and regal even in those
bedraggl ed ol d clothes. he had been anmazed by her beauty in the forest and he
was still in awe of that, but now he could sense her grace, her royal bearing,
her maj esty. Her father's death had not broken her spirit, nor the horrible
fright and di sappoi ntnent he, Rap, had been forced to inflict on her to unmask
Andor .

Any | esser woman woul d have bl amed himfor that, would have cursed hi mand
spurned him But not |Inos! She had royal courage. She was not afraid of his
farsight, like all his other friends had been

Ki nval e had changed her. She was no |longer the girl he had grown up with, the

pl aymate of his childhood. He felt a little sad about that.

But he had al ways known that she would be his queen, not... not anything else.
He had said he woul d serve her, and so he would, and be proud to. And right now
he was proud of the way she was standing up to that stringy old doctor with his
sneering nmanner and stupid jokes about sorcerers.

"My father wouldn't let you do that! " she said angrily.

"Ah, yes, the spy," Sagorn said unpleasantly. "You heard nore than you adnitted
that day, then?"

I nos blushed harder and | ooked furious. Rap felt hinself bristle, w shing he
could stop this sinister old scholar frominsulting his queen. Watever the king
had sai d about hi m being trustworthy, he had obviously betrayed Rap to Andor

He began noving toward the door. "Your father, child, did not have an arny of

i mpi sh cutthroats coming up the tower after himat the time. Now, did you or did
you not seek ny counsel ?"
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I nos set her teeth, but obviously she was going to give in and |l et Sagorn go up
the tower. There was a dead body upstairs, and she had suffered quite enough

al ready without having to look at that. Rap noved quickly, to reach the doorway
first, and Little Chicken scranbled up and fol | owed.

The room one floor up was very gloony, filled with gigantic shadows cast by a
single small candle flame. Rap hurried across to where Yggingi lay, just inside
the other stairwell. The goblin would always extend trash's duties to include
anything that let himshow off his strength, and as soon as Rap took hol d of
Yggi ngi's ankles. Little Chicken shoved himaside. "Qut w ndow?"

That gruesone thought had not even occurred to Rap. "Ugh! No. In that closet."
The goblin dragged the corpse across the roomand tucked it away anong the
king's robes, while Rap dragged a rug over and covered the puddl e of blood. He
hoped | nos woul d not wonder why it was there, and that the bl ood woul d not soak
through. By the tine he had done, the other three had arrived.

Sagorn stood a nonent, breathing hard. "But you nust understand," he was sayi ng,
"that we have no common purpose except to be released fromthe curse, and
therefore to seek out nmore of the words. OQtherwise we all go our own ways."
"Jal on soon got lost in the forest, and he called Andor. Andor did not have ny
scruples toward your father, and hence his daughter. " He nade a snall bow to

I nos and then headed for the couch. "So Andor went to Kinvale to nake your
acquai ntance. He even dreaned of becoming a king, | regret to say. "

"When he told us that he brought you back to Krasnegar afterward," I|nos asked,
"then he was sort of telling the truth?" The old man | eaned back, chuckling
breathl essly. "Yes, he was, for once. Here he had two words to chase: yours,
when you got it; and Master Rap's. By the sort of inprobable chance that the
words produce, he arrived at Krasnegar just as Rap was reveal ed as a seer."

Rap cl osed the down door and bolted it. Little Chicken started playing with the
bolt, flicking it back and forth, showi ng childish curiosity and delight. Rap
listened to Sagorn's story with half his head. The other half was sighting. The
i mps had al ready found axes and were breaki ng down the door into the robing
room He should be flattered that they were sending a hundred nen after him he
supposed.

"Your father sank faster than | had expected," Sagorn continued. "So Andor
decided to go south and fetch you. He was annoyed that he could not charm Master
Rap's word out of him Nor would he give it when threatened by the goblins. How
did you escape, young nan?"

Rap told thembriefly. Fleabag thunped his tail on the floor at the sound of his
nane. Little Chicken scow ed, so he nust be picking up inpish as fast as Rap had
pi cked up goblin. It would be harder for him though, for inpish was a nore
conpl ex dial ect.

"Darad is a fool," Sagorn said. "I despise his nmurdering ways, but he is not
even efficient in them He should have asked the' goblins to extract the word
fromyou. They woul d have been happy to denonstrate their skills."

Except that Rap knew no word of power to tell; he shivered. "The inps are al npost
through into the robing room your Mjesty. "

Sagorn sighed and rose fromthe couch. "Next floor, then."

"You chased nme down these stairs once, Doctor," Inos said. "I thought at the
time that you were renmarkably unw nded."
"No. Thinal did the running for ne. The curse does have its uses, | admt."

Rap called to Little Chicken for help and began pushing one of the big cupboards
over to the door. Then they fetched another. Those night gain a few mnutes-for
what, though? When he crossed to the stairs, Inos's voice canme echoing eerily
down from above

"...exactly does it do?"

"It is alast relic of Inisso's worrks." The old man's voice cane in bursts, now,
as if he were very short of breath. "Mgic casenents-like tal king statues and
preflecting pools-are a suprene test of a sorcerer. They will show the future..
and give advice. That is... the scene they show .. is a hint... of the best
course to take... a view down the best path... as it were. "

"Way would ny father not let you try it, then?"

Sagorn had reached the bedroom door and stopped again, wheezing. "If he had, it
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m ght have warned himnot to send you to Kinvale, and then this trouble m ght
have been averted."

"How could it have done that? A w ndow do that?"

"I't mght have shown you here at Wnterfest, perhaps? | admit that it is
dangerous. It drove your great-grandfather nmad. "

Rap did not like the sound of that, renmenbering the awesone gl ow he had provoked
in the casenent when he went near it-and renenbering, also, the strange
apparition who m ght have been Bright Water, witch of the north. She had gabbl ed
sonet hi ng about foresight. She had accused Rap of blocking her foresight. Could
there be a connection there?

Inos hurried across the bedroom the death chanber. "Let us go straight up," she
said, and her voice al nost cracked.

Rap felt a mad inpulse to run after her and take her in his arns to confort. He
want ed that so badly that he trenbled. He kept renmenbering how she had ki ssed

hi m good- bye, al nbst a whol e year ago now. But queens did not kiss factors

cl erks-or horse thieves.

Al the rest of Krasnegar had spurned him and she had not. He had never doubted
that she would remain his friend, once she was free of Andor's witchery. It was
very difficult to renenber that she was his queen. If she were wearing a roya
robe and a crown it m ght be possible, but despite her royal bearing in that
shabby | eather riding outfit, with her gold hair flying | oose hal fway down her

back, she was still too nmuch the conpani on of his chil dhood-on horses,
cl ambering over cliffs...
Sagorn was still catching his breath.

"You know | have only been up there once in nmy life?" Princess Kadol an said. She
was puffing, also, but perhaps that was only from politeness. "M/ grandfather
died in a fire, | thought."

The bedroom was brighter, with nore candles still burning in the sconces. Sagorn
went to study the two portraits over the mantel. "Yes, but he was nad before
that. "

"Ch, dear! You think he saw his death through the casenment and the sight drove
hi m i nsane?"

The ol d man shrugged. "That is what your brother thought, and your father before
him It is an interesting paradox. The prophecy drove himnmad, but had he not
been mad, then he woul d not have been | ocked up, so he could have escaped the
flames. Curious, isn't it?"

Deciding again that he did not like this sinister, cold-blooded old nan, Rap
began heaving a dresser toward the door, and the goblin cane to help.

The inps were into the robing roomnow, crossing to the stairs that led up to
the ant echanber. Once Rap reached the uppernpbst room he would be unable to

wat ch what they were doing. He hoped Inos was right to trust Sagorn, but it was
not his place to advise her, and he had no advice to offer anyway. The situation
| ooked hopel ess. Once the proconsul's body was di scovered, the culprits would be
lucky if they were just thrown in the dungeon and not beheaded out of hand.

Wth the goblin at his heels, he followed the others, clinbing the last flight
unwi | I ingly, sensing the bl ankness above him Wen his head broke through that
invisible barrier, he felt like a wormcom ng out of the ground. Again he was
sei zed by a giddy excitenent, an exhilaration stemrming fromthe conbination of
great height and occult farsight, producing a divine-a detestableability to spy
on everyone in Krasnegar outside the castle.

Sagorn was | eani ng one hand agai nst the wall and breathing hard. Inos held a
candl e, standing with her aunt close to the doorway, staring across the enpty
chanmber at the mmgic casenent. It was dark and seenmed no different fromthe

ot her wi ndows, except for its greater size. One of the others was rattling in
the wind. Princess Kadol an shivered and hugged herself in the cold. Fleabag was
waggi ng his tail, sniffing at the bedding and the rest of the two fugitives
canpi ng equi pnent, lying in untidy disorder.

Little Chicken jostled past Rap, saying, "See!" He strode toward the south

wi ndow. As before, it reacted to his approach by starting to glow, shimering
with a reddish-yellow light, and the nultitude of nany-col ored synbols becane
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visible in its panes. He stopped a few paces away fromit, studying the

i mperceptible shifting.

"Curious!" Sagorn said. "Firelight?"

"And wat ch what happens when | go near, sir. " Rap called Little Chicken back
and the casenent becane dark. Then Rap nmoved slowy forward, and the pul sating,
hard white glare canme again, the feverish changing of the bright-col ored

enbl ems. He turned around and saw the others illunmnated by it, flecks of

rai nbow appeari ng and di sappearing on their faces. They all |ooked worried, even
the ol d nman.

"I amno sorcerer," Sagorn said uneasily. "I have read of these, but never seen
one denonstrated." He paused. "There is another way of escape for us, you know "
Rap coul d guess what was coning, but Inos asked eagerly, "Wat's that?"

"I have a word of power. So do you now, na'am and so does Master Rap. Three
words will nake a mage, a sorcerer-a ninor sorcerer, but even a nage woul d be
strong enough to handl e a band of stupid inps, | fancy. W can share."
Rap saw I nos bite her lip. "Even Andor told ne not to."

"He expected to get it out of you, though. Wen you were al one together
"Are you suggesting that that was the only reason he proposed to nme?" she
shout ed furiously.

"I know that was the only reason," he snapped back. "I have his nenories. Andor
uses people |ike spoons or forks-wonen for pleasure, nmen for profit. He is the
ultimate cynic."

"And | do not know any word," Rap said. "So | cannot share.
Sagorn studied him raising a hand to shield his eyes fromthe glare of the
casenent at his back. "Jalon did not believe you when you told himthat. Nor did
I. Nor did Andor. Nor Darad. Now your life is again in danger, and this may be
the only way to put |Inosolan on her throne. Yet you still maintain that you do
not know a wor d?"

"l do."

Wth a sigh the old man said, "Then | think perhaps | do believe you, this
tine."

"I will tell Rap mine if you will!" Inos said.

Rap gul ped in horror. "But these are Inperial |egionaries!" he protested.

"Aren't they reserved to one of the warl ocks?" Sagorn gave hima |ong, hard
stare. "It is true that the Inperial arny is East's prerogative. Andor thought
you were ignorant of such matters. Did you actually manage to decei ve Andor,
young man?"

"Andor began ny education!" Rap said hotly.

"Pai nl ess | earning may be worthl ess | earning. Anyway, you are correct. To use
occult force against these inps mght well call down the wath of the warl ock of
the east-supported, likely, by the whole Council of Four."

Rap felt as if he had scored a point, although he did not know what the gane
was. "Tell me, then. Had | shared my word with Jalon, or with Andor, would they
have called Darad to kill ne?" Sagorn shrugged, uninterested. "Perhaps. | don't
recall that either of them had deci ded. But Darad woul d have been call ed sooner
or later, when one of us was in trouble. Then he would have conme after you, to
get nore power; he is a sinple soul. There would be nore sorcerers around if
sharing were easier, you see. It needs a great trust."
"And you could cheat? Tell a wong word?"

The old man smiled thinly. "I expect people usually do.
"And," Rap concluded, feeling triunphant, "the Darad problemstill exists if we
share now, doesn't it?"

Sagorn pouted, emphasizing the clefts that flanked his deep upper lip. "I

suppose it does. Well, Queen Inosolan, shall we try Inisso' s nagic casenent
i nst ead?"

The strain of an unbearabl e day was showi ng on her face, but Inos raised her
head proudly and said, "If you wi sh, Doctor. " Nobody noved. Fl eabag was

panting, and the wi nd npaning around the turret. Very faint thunping sounds cane
drifting up fromthe inps' axes.

"Well, this is exciting!" Princess Kadolan said. "I have always wanted to see
some real mmgic. Who goes first? You, Doctor Sagorn? "
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He gl anced at her disbelievingly and then nodded. "I suppose so. Cone back here,
Master Rap. "

Rap wal ked over to them and the icy chanber was rapidly plunged into darkness,
Inos's candle barely visible. Then Sagorn noved slowy toward the casenent.
Again |ight shone on the dusty, footprinted floor and this tinme it seened to be
normal sunlight-white, but not the fearsone glare that Rap had provoked.

Sagorn went cl ose and studied the enblens on the tiny panes. As before, Rap felt
that they were changing, but could see no transformation actually happen. A red
spiral near the lower |left corner was farther to the right than he had thought,
the gold and green seashell higher, a group of silver bells on azure petals..
Then the gaunt old man seened to find courage. He reached up and grasped the
fastening in the center, grunted quietly as if it were stiff, and pulled the two
flaps toward him As he stepped back, the casenment swung open

2

A gust of hot, dry wind swirled through the chanber, raising the dust in acrid,
eye-stinging clouds. The sunlight, also, stung Rap's eyes and he squinted for a
monent, registering only that the bright sand outside was little [ ower than the
floor within, as if the tower had sunk into the ground. Then, as he adjusted to
the sunshi ne, he saw that he was | ooking across a | evel space, a sandy and rocky
ground, toward a rugged, sun-blasted cliff of black rock, littered at its base
with boul ders. The only vegetation consisted of a few spiky clunps of sone pl ant
he had never seen before; the heat coming in on the breeze was intense.

It was real, and not real. Hi s senses insisted that he was standing in a room
about one story above the ground, |ooking out an open wi ndow. Even the snell of
the air was real, and the waves of heat shimering off the sand. But his

farsi ght detected nothing outside the casenent at all. So accustonmed was he now
to using his occult talent that its failure unbal anced hi mand nade him fee
di zzy.

In the distance, three nen were picking their way along the base of the cliff,
bet ween the rocks. He wondered why they did not nove out into the open and wal k
on the flat ground. They wore robes with the hoods raised to shield them from
the sun's glare, so he could not see their faces. The one in front was the
tallest and his wal k seened faniliar.

"That's you in the brown, Doctor, isn't it?" Princess Kadol an sai d.

Sagorn stepped back a pace and spoke without turning. "Yes, | think it may be.
wonder who the others are. "

There was no sound except a faint rustling as the wind stirred dried twigs in
the withered bushes bel ow the casement.

Then the nen all stopped and peered up at the sky. They seened to study

sonet hing, the mddl e one pointed. They began noving again, and as the first nan
moved around an especially |arge boul der-the size of a small cottage-he turned
toward the casenent, and the viewers. Certainly it was Sagorn, strands of white
hair falling over his gaunt, angular face, but he was too far off for his voice
to be audible.

The second man foll owed. He wore a greeni sh robe and hood, and his face was too
pal e to be anything but jotunnish, although he was shorter than nost jotnar. Al
Rap coul d be sure of was that he sported a vol um nous silver npustache

Wi ch was hardly hel pful, because many sailors did. Then the third followed, but
he was keeping his head | owered. Al three disappeared nonentarily behind

hi gh-pil ed debri s.

"That was Rap!" I nos exclained. "The one in black?"

"No. Not Flat Nose!" Little Chicken grow ed angrily.

Rap could not tell, not know ng what he | ooked |ike fromthe outside, but he
felt very uneasy.

"I find this extrenely unhel pful!" Sagorn sniffed. "There is no way to tel

where this is. That nmay be Master Rap with me, but |'m not sure. Does anyone

recogni ze the second man? Were? Wien? VWat are we doi ng?"

Then a huge bl ackness swept over the two nmen and was gonea gi ant shadow. They
dropped hurriedly, cowering behind boulders and staring up at the sky. Faint

shouts drifted in the w nd.
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Sagorn gave a strangled cry and stunbl ed back fromthe casenent. The scene
rippled, fragmented, turned gray, and was gone. Icy wind swirled snowfl akes into
the' chanber. The old man tottered forward again to grip the | eaves of the
casenent and force them cl osed agai nst the Krasnegar night, fastening the clasp
He swung around, alnobst invisible, for the candle had bl own out |ong since and
there was only a faint glow fromthe eastern window "Did any of you recognize
that shape?" Hi s voice quavered

"No," said the others, alnbst as one, but Inos' aunt said, "Yes, | think so.
Wasn't it a dragon?"
"I think it was. Nothing else could be so big. I have been shown ny death!"

"Then you had better stay away from dragon country, sir." Rap was feeling nore
and nore unhappy. The nagi ¢ had made his scal p creep, but perhaps that had been
because to his farsight the scene had been invisible, a nysterious nothing. O
course his farsight had not detected Bright Water the first tine he net her,

ei ther.

"And that was Rap with you!" Inos said. "Not!" Little Chicken snapped.

Princess Kadol an and Sagorn tended to think that Inos was right. Rap hinself was
uncertain. But it could have been, and none of them had known the second man,
except that they all agreed he was likely a sailor. That was not a very profound
concl usi on, because jotnar often were, and Dragon Reach was sonewhere in the
southern parts of the Inpire, near the Sumrer Seas, a very long way from
Nor dl and.

"Well, there are no dragons here now," Rap said, and cursed hinself for babbling
like a nervous child. But there were inps, and the steady thud of axes was

com ng cl oser.

"Who wants to try next, then?" Sagorn asked, shepherdi ng them back agai nst the
far wall. "That was not very hel pful. "

"I shall try, if you like, sir." But Rap did not really want to know what was
causi ng the unearthly radiance that he created beyond the casenent. Apparently
the others did not care to know, either

"I should prefer that you stayed away fromit, young man!" Sagorn now sounded
more |ike his usual acerbic self. There were nmurmurs of assent fromthe wonen.
"Then | shall try!" Inos said, not sounding enthused. "I need guidance nore than
anyone. "

Her footsteps headed for the casenent and in a nonent she was sil houetted
against it as it began to glow. It was going to be daylight again, Rap

concl uded, but not so bright as in Sagorn's scene-a gray day. The iridescence of
the synbols was | ess intense, the tints softer. Inos reached up to the clasp and
pul l ed the | eaves open

Then she junped back, a fist to her nouth to stifle a scream There was a nan
standing just outside, his back to the viewers. Wthout conscious thought, Rap
rushed forward. Suddenl yunexpectedly, unforgivably-Inos was in his arnms. And
they both ignored that fact, staring out of the magic casenent.

The man was a jotunn, no doubt of that. He wore a fur around his |oins, but the
upper half of his body was bare, and only jotnar were that pale shade. Hi s back
and shoulders were slick with rain. They were al so heavy with nmuscle and his
arns were scarred, his legs invisible belowthe sill. H's thick hair hung |ike
silver plate to his shoulders, hardly stirring in the wind. It was not, as Rap
had first thought, Darad. This man was younger, snooth rather than hairy. He had
fewer scars and no visible tattoos. It was not Darad, but a man alnost as tall.
And he was starting to turn.

Rap noticed that Inos was clutching him also, and her grip grewtighter as the
man in the vision turned. Would he be able to see themas they could see hin?
Rap was just about to release Inos and reach for the flaps--

"It's Kal kor!" Sagorn's voice cane fromcl ose behind them "The Thane of Gark
And that's the Nordl and Mot!"

The man had stopped novi ng, but he seenmed oblivious of the watchers beside him
who were now seeing his gaunt jotunn face in profile. Looking at it, Rap could
understand the nan's reputation, and Inos began to trenble in his arns. In a way
it was al nost a handsone face, but Kal kor's appearance suited his reputation
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Rap woul d have expected an ol der man, but he had never seen a face that so
clearly expressed cruelty and inplacable determ nation. It wuld take a brave
man to ri sk the anger of Thane Kal kor

There was sone sort of cerenpny in progress. He seenmed to be waiting. Then

anot her man stepped in fromthe side, an elderly man wearing a red wool en robe,
sodden wet fromthe rain, and a cerenonial hel net decorated with horns. He
carried a huge ax and he raised it now, holding it vertically in front of him
using both arnms, unable to prevent its great weight fromwobbling in his grasp
He gasped sonme hurried words in a tongue unfamliar to Rap.

Kal kor reached out one hand stiffly and grasped the nobnstrous, two-edged
battle-ax. It nmust weigh a ton, Rap thought, seeing how the thick shoul ders

fl exed as Kal kor took the strain at armis |ength, |eaning back for bal ance.

The Nordl and Moot ? Now, peering into the m sty background beyond the foreground
figures, Rap nade out what Sagorn had seen sooner-a wide flat area of turf, a
bare green noorland under a weeping gray sky. Cunped in an irregular circle
around the battl eground was a huge audi ence, vague and indistinct in the nist
and rain. It was a bl eak and om nous scene, barbaric and deadly.

And yet... the watchers were all foggy and indistinct. There was sonet hi ng
ghostly and unreal about that background, quite unlike the hard sharpness of
Kal kor and his conpanion, or of the desert in the first showi ng. Was that just
an effect of the rain, or not?

Rap's attention switched back to the action by the casenent. Kal kor raised the
ax to his lips, then laid it over his shoulder, noving with nilitary precision.
He adjusted his grip and swng sharply around, turning his back to the viewers
once nore. The shining blue-white bl ade seened to be al nost within the chanber.
The sounds downstairs had stopped nomentarily, then picked up again, much

| ouder. The inps nust now be tackling the door to the royal bedchanber.

Kal kor was marching forward over the turf toward the center of the circle, the
ax on his shoul der, wearing nothing but the animal hide wapped around his

| oi ns, bare-|egged and bar ef oot ed.

The man in the red robe had withdrawn. It seened safe to speak. "Wat's the
Nor dl and Moot ?" Rap asked.

"It's held every year at nidsunmer on Nintor,'
settle their disputes by ritual conbat."
"l bet that Kal kor never |ost an argunent.
"But this is Inos's prophecy! Don't you see, boy? Kal kor will seize her kingdom
and she will take her conplaint against himto the noot! "

"I hope | amallowed a chanpion to fight for ne," Inos said. "I don't think I
could even Iift that ax. That would be quite a handicap."

No one | aughed. Muffled voices in the distance were the only sound, too far off
for the words to be distinguished, but obviously conming froma |arge crowd.
"Chanpi ons are allowed under certain conditions. Darad has earned good noney
there. Needless to say, the rest of us do not | ook back on the nenories very
happily. "

And the scene began to shimer and fade, just as Kal kor's opponent becane
visible, emerging fromthe nist, advancing toward himfromthe far side of the
circle. Canme the darkness; snow whirled in again. Sagorn stepped forward to

cl ose the casenent.

Inos clutched Rap fiercely. "That was you again!" she said, peering up at him
"Wasn't it?"

This time Rap thought he had been the one in the vision. The goblin and Sagorn
agreed. Princess Kadol an pleaded old eyes and woul d not say. But whoever it had
been, he had been much sharper and | ess blurred than the other figures in the
background-was the casenent defective, or did that distinction have sone
significance? Rap wondered how nmuch danger there was in nmeddling with such
occult power as this. It felt wong.

"That's crazy!" he said. "Me fight Kalkor with an ax? You'd better find a better
chanpi on than that. "

He realized that he still had one arm around |Inos, and he rel eased her quickly.
"This is very strange," Sagorn nuttered. Even in the darkness, Rap knew of the
puzzl ed expression on the scrawny face. "The Place of Ravens is marked by a

Sagorn said quietly. "The thanes
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circle of standing stones. | don't recall seeing those-did any of you?"

Heads were shaken

"And it rarely rains like that on Nintor. And, Master Rap, why should you turn
up in two other people's prophecies? Wiy do you agitate the casenent so nuch
when you approach it?"

Agai n Rap thought of the old goblin woman. Way can't | foresee you? "Perhaps
haven't got any future to foresee," he said bitterly. "But | do seemto be a
popul ar player in these events. Wich cones first, the dragon or Kal kor?"
"Wichever it is, you survive," Sagorn said, and there could be no argunent

about that. "And the legionaries, as well, tonight," he added, |ess certainly.
"Are you sure this contrivance is not just playing jokes?" Princess Kadol an
asked hotly. "It still has not told us howto evade the inps. Listen!"

Rap did not need to listen. If the inps had broken into the bedroom there was
only one nore bolted door left. He headed for the stair, nmeaning to find out.
"Me next!" Little Chicken marched over to the casenent, naking the eerie
firelight flicker again beyond the panes.

"No! " Rap stopped and swung around. He had a prenpnition of what was going to
be reveal ed, but his protest was too late. The flaps swung open once nore, and
the chanber was filled with a sound of applause and acrid, eye-watering gusts of
wood snoke.

As Rap had feared, he was |ooking into a crowded goblin | odge, seeing over
spectators' heads. Fire blazed and crackled in the mddl e of the stone platform
throwing Iight on the audi ence gathered around the walls: near-nude nen and
boys, shrouded wonen and girls. They were all jabbering with excitenent and

| aughi ng. The naked victi mwas staked out on the floor, and the tornentor
standi ng over himholding a flam ng brand was Little Chicken

Rap swung away, burying his face in his hands and feeling his stonmach heave with
nausea and terror. Inos screaned. So did her aunt, and Sagorn nuttered sonething
guttural under his breath.

Then strong hands grabbed Rap. "It is you!" Little Chicken was wild with
excitenent. "Conme! You see!" He began draggi ng Rap bodily back to the casenent
and resistance nmade no difference. "Hear applause! You do well for that! You
maki ng good show And | doing good job! See your hands? See ribs?"

"No! No!" Rap how ed, struggling to keep his face turned, his eyes closed. "Shut
t he wi ndow "

"Good show " Little Chicken insisted, squealing with joy. "It is Raven Toteml
There ny brothers! Watch what | do now" Rap forced his eyes open nonentarily
and then shut themtight again quickly. The victimdid | ook |like him and not
very much ol der than the face he had glinpsed in Hononin's kitchen mrror. And
yet, there had been sonet hing wong! He sneaked another quick gl ance and again
had to shut his eyes hastily to prevent a fit of nausea. It was his face, but
sonmehow bl urred-fuzzy? Little Chicken sniggered wildly at sonme new horror and
the goblin spectators burst into applause again.

Then, nercifully, the |ight faded against Rap's eyelids, the excited babble of
the crowd died away, and he felt the icy touch of the polar night and the coo
caress of snow on his face. He rel axed and opened his eyes.

A thunp on the back fromLittle Chicken alnbst laid himon the floor. "I told
true! " he sniggered. "I kill you! W nmake good show. "

"Nei t her dragon nor Kal kor?" Sargon said acidly. "You are indeed a hard young
man to kill. Perhaps that is all the nessage we are going to get-you will

survive the inps, so why worry? "

"More likely it's telling us that I'm as good as dead already!" Rap cried, and
was ashaned at the shrillness of his voice. "Or that the inps may give ne a
better death than anything else in ny future. "

"In either case it would just show the inps killing you, | think," the old man
remarked calmy

Inos put an armaround Rap and | ed himaway fromthe w ndow.

He m ght survive jotunn or dragon, Rap thought, but he would not want to survive
goblin. The victimin that |ast scene had al ready been horribly mnutil ated.

"Was it nme?" he whispered, trying to control his trenbling. "I thought it |ooked
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strange-bl urred, sonehow. Say it was not ne! Snall wonder that |nos
great - gr andf at her had gone nad.

Sagorn hesitated. "Yes," he muttered. "I noticed that. | thought it was just the
snoke stinging my eyes, but your friend here seened sharp enough... So we have
seen you three tines. The first two glinpses were anbi guous and the third tine
was suspiciously unreal. | wish | knew nore about these things! It is all so

i nsubstantial! What we need is a sorcerer to explain them"

Crash! The door shuddered. The inps had arrived. Only one bolt now | ay between
Rap and their vengeance.

I nos hugged himnore tightly. "But you will be ny champion," she said.

That was a nice thought, but for the rest of his |life he would know that his
eventual fate was to return to Raven Totem and the loving care of Little

Chi cken-whil e not | ooking very nuch ol der than he did now.

He wondered what woul d happen if he killed Little Chicken first. He had put down
the sword somewhere, but now he wi shed he had it handy. Wwuld it be possible to
make a liar out of the casenent? Was that why Bright Water had warned himnot to
harm t he goblin? Had she foreseen Little Chicken being hurt by Rap?

Agai n the ax crashed agai nst the door. Not |ong now.

"W nmight as well let themin!" Rap said wearily. "I think | agree with the
casenent that a quick hanging night be all for the best. "
"No! " Inos shouted. "Doctor Sagorn, a sorcerer could beat a dragon, couldn't

he? And Kal kor? That's what it neans! That is the nmessage-we nust share our
words of power with Rap! He can't share with us, but if we nmake hima sorcerer-a
mage-then he will save you fromthe dragon one day, and beat Kal kor as ny
chanpion! Don't you see? That is the only way he can survive the dangers we have
seen in store for him and he nust survive two of them-1 nean at |east two,

Rap, of course. And that fuzziness you saw he was using nagi ¢ agai nst the
goblins, too!"

Rap groaned. Not a sorcerer! Farsight was bad enough. The inps would be better
than that.

"Darad-" Sagorn said, and paused. "I amtoo old to risk weakening ny power,
child. My health... You nust share yours with nme, also."

"Yes!" Inos said. "You and | share, and then share with Rap. We'lIl each have
two, and he'll have three."

Rap groaned.

"Why not ?" She stanped her foot with rage and dug her fingernails into Rap's
arm
He was finding it very hard to think straight with Inos holding himlike this.

"Inos," he said hoarsely, "I don't want to be a sorcerer, even a nmage. Sagorn is
saying you nmust tell himfirst. Then he becones an adept, right? He night cal
Darad to kill you to becone a stronger adept! | don't think you should trust

him not that rnuch.”

The old man flushed angrily. Inos released Rap with a sob. "The God promi sed ne
a happy ending. Carried off captive by inps? Breeding sons for Kal kor? And
you're going to be thrown in the dungeons at the |least, you dumy! | think that
stupid casement is too old! It wasn't working right! "

The door shuddered and splintered. It had |asted | onger than the others, so
perhaps it held sonme residual magic. Rap could farsee the burly inp welding the
ax, the heads and shoul ders of others behind him |ower on the stairs, seem ng
cut off at floor |evel.

"Listen! " Inos said firmy. "I will tell Doctor Sagorn ny word, and then he
will tell both of themto Rap. You won't be in danger then, Doctor, will you? I
will trust you, as Father said | should."

The ol d man shrugged. "Your plan nakes sense, Mijesty. | can think of none
better. We have indeed been instructed to share our words with Master Rap. You
will just have to reconcile yourself to becom ng a nmage, young nan! Cbviously

that is what the casenent was telling us to do
Rap groaned agai n.

Crash! Splinters flew That blow had cone right through the planks.

I nos clasped his hand. "Rap? Pl ease?"

Pl ease? He was naking his queen beg? What sort of loyalty was that, to refuse
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the very first command she gave hin? Rap squared his shoul ders.

"OfF course, your Mjesty!" Then he sensed the spasmof hurt that crossed her
face. That wasn't right, either! "I'I|l be proud to be your court magician
Inos-if | can be master-of-horse sonetines?"

He tried to snle and discovered that he had forgotten how to. Inos took his
hand. "Thank you, Rap."

"And you know that if | knew a word of power, | would tell it to you gladly?"
Sorcerer? Prying into people's minds as well as their clothes and houses?
Mani pul ating people, like Andor? Killing them off when they got in the way, |ike
Dar ad? Hateful! Hateful

"Per haps we should pray?" princess Kadolan said quietly. "Wien the God appeared
to I nos--"

Inos started to say sonething, then glanced at the door as a whol e pl ank
shattered, hurling nore splinters across the floor. Rap sensed the big inp
outside lowering his ax, and the others surging up close behind himw th swords
dr awn.

But he had seen the splinters, seen themwi th his eyes. The door was brightly
lighted. So was the floor, with five shadows stretched out across it.

No! Si x shadows!

Fl eabag yawned and | ay down. He had a shadow, al so-seven! Sinmultaneously they
all swung around to see. Light was streaming in the still-open casenent froma
strange, nmany-colored m st that gl owed outside. The extra shadow came froma
worman standi ng before it, inside the chanber.

Disaster! Idiot! Wth his stupid pig-headed refusal to obey his nonarch, Rap had
del ayed too I ong. He had been warned that sorcerers could sense occult power
bei ng used, and here was a sorceress cone to investigate.

The magi ¢ casenent had given the answer, the solution to all their problens, and
he had mulishly thrown it all away.

Now anyt hi ng coul d happen

3

"Well, well, well!" said the newconer. "Wat have we here?" Rap grabbed I nos
hand and spun around, heading for the door-and his boots froze to the floor. He
windmilled his free armwildly to regain his balance. He tried to pull his feet
out of his boots, but they would no conme | ocose either-he was rooted. The others
had all reacted in the same way and they were all sinilarly imobilized,
cenented to their own shadows. Meanwhile, a brawny armreached through the hole
in the door and funbled for the bolt.

Rap twi sted around awkwardly to watch the wonman pl oddi ng forward to inspect her
captives. A sorceress! Dunpy and w de, she wal ked with a heavy-footed gait. She
was swat hed all over in sone soft fabric of pure white, even nore hidden than a
goblin woman, for a veil concealed all of her face bel ow her eyes. She was much
too large to be Bright Water, witch of the north.

The rest of the Four were nen, warlocks, so this was someone new, sonmeone
unexpect ed.

"A magi c casenent |eft open?" she said. "No bug screen? Soneone has been very
carel ess!" She was speaking inpish, but with a strange, harsh accent.

Then she seened to notice the legionary's hand, still struggling with the bolt
at a difficult angle. She nade a small gesture, and the inp froze. So did all
those behind him so far as Rap's farsight woul d reach-conpletely petrified.
Struggling to conprehend the sheer size of this |atest disaster, he registered
vaguel y that the newcomer had just used nagic on Inperial troops. Was that good
or bad for Inos? Wuld the warl ocks now descend in fury on Krasnegar?

Yells of alarmcane drifting up the stairwell as the soldiers farther down

di scovered what had happened to their |eaders. The wonan stopped in front of
Inos's aunt, hands on hips and feet spread, in a stance nore |ike an angry
fishwi fe than whatever Rap woul d have expected of a sorceress

"Let's start with you, dearie," she said. "Wo're you?"

The princess's pearly gown was bedraggl ed and tea-stained, her white hair
nmussed, but she drew herself up as tall as she coul d-which wasn't very-and said
haughtily, "I am Princess Kadol an of Krasnegar. And you?"
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The sorceress's eyebrows vani shed up into her headcloth, and Rap sensed
amusenent. "Well! |I'm Rasha aq'lnim Sultana of Arakkaran."

"Ch!" The princess thawed at once and smiled. "How nice that you can join us,
your Majesty!"”

A sultana was a Mjesty?

The sel f-styled queen | aughed coarsely. "My pleasure entirely. Do excuse nme just
dropping in like this, without formal invitation and all."

"I only wish we could offer you proper hospitality. "

"Ch, | quite understand! You'll excuse ne a nonent ?"

She pull ed of f her head covering to reveal hair of a dark-red hue, its
magni fi cent gl eam ng waves cunningly held by conbs of silver and

nmot her - of - pearl. Her gown was of nmuch |ighter, sheerer material than Rap had
realized, and it sparkled with many jewels. How had he failed to notice those
earlier?

Thi s astoni shing sultana glanced coyly around the great circular chanber, dirty
and cold and lighted only by an opal escent glow fromthe nmagi ¢ casenent, and
then she dropped her veil. She was much younger than Rap had realized, and of no
race that he had ever net. Her skin, like her glorious hair, was a deep ruddy
shade, her nose high-prowed and arrogant. She was not conventionally beautiful,
per haps, and past her first youth, but a nmagnificent, statuesque wonan, with an
air of power, and nystery, and, yes!-beauty! Certainly beauty-a stunning wonman!
Princess Kadol an said, "Ch! " again, faintly, and then rallied. "I amsorry to
say that you find us in rather a state of confusion, your Mjesty."

Sul tana Rasha gl anced at the petrified armprotrudi ng through the door. "I

noti ced. The | ower orders can be tiresonme at tinmes, can they not?"

"Indeed they can. May | present ny niece, Pri-Queen |Inosolan? "

The sorceress gl anced across at Inos and seened to di sapprove. Rap, at her side,
tried to maintain a stern, warning expression, as if he were truly a protector,
but he was struggling against a craven yearning to smle at the beguiling young
Rasha.

"We are honored, your Mjesty," Inos said frostily.

Queen Rasha's dark eyes narrowed. "So you should be. | do not recall a Queen

I nosol an? Krasnegar? Goblin country?" Princess Kadolan said, "My niece has just
| ost her father, King Holindarn. Today? | suppose it's tonorrow now just
yesterday. " The sorceress sneered at Inos. "And you inherited a magi c casenent,
so the first thing you wanted to do was to play with it?"

"I was desperate! " Inos shouted. "Inperial troops have seized ny kingdom the
people are on the brink of civil war, and Kal kor is going to invade as soon as
the ice goes!”

Sul tana Rasha's exquisite eyebrows rose again. "Kal kor?"

"The Thane of Gark."

"Ch, vyes, | have heard of him" Now she was certainly intrigued. "And what is
the inperor's interest in a flyspeck fiefdomlike Krasnegar? That doesn't sound
i ke Emshandar. H s new nmarshal, perhaps? He seeks to provoke the jotnar?"

"I don't think the inperor even knows his troops are here. The proconsul in
Pondague nmade a deal -"

I nos stopped abruptly. Rap wondered why; he was having great troubl e keeping his
m nd on the conversation. The sorceress was taking up far too nuch of his
attention-the di anonds twi nkling bel ow her gorgeous earl obes, the snooth
perfection of her arm Funny how at first he'd m stakenly thought her arns were
draped in sleeves! The effort of not using his farsight on her was making his
head throb, and yet he hardly needed it, for her hot, ruddyhued skin seened to
gl ow t hrough the gauzy stuff of her draperies.

Rasha strolled toward him but her attention was on Inos. "A deal? Don't lie to
me, girl. | can read your mnd if | wish, or cast a truth spell on you. | prefer
not to-it takes all the fun out of things. Wuat sort of deal?"

For a nmonent Inos and Rasha stood eye to eye in silent challenge. They were
about the same height, the sane age-but how had Rap ever believed that Inos was
beautiful ? How plain and dull she seened, conpared to the other girl's radi ance!
How weary and bedraggl ed! Her grip on Rap's hand grew very tight, then she
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dropped her gaze.

"l have a distant cousin-or great-great-aunt, or sone such rel ation-the dowager
duchess of Kinvale. She wants to marry nme to her son. He has a claimto ny
throne, if a woman cannot inherit. "

"So!" The sultana beamed. "And can a wonman inherit?"

"I think so!" Inos said angrily. "My father said so! By the laws of the Inpire |
coul d. "

"But Kal kor di sagrees, so the inps want to block the jotnar? Well, well!" Young
queen Rasha's smile was del ectable, yet sinister enough to stir the hair on the
back of Rap's neck. "Politics is a tiresone nen's gane, but sonetinmes we poor,
feebl e women are forced to play a hand or two, just to protect our interests."
"You will help me?" |Inos exclained.

"We'll see," the sorceress said darkly. "I shall need to knowa little nore."
She gl anced around the room and her eyes settled on Sagorn, standing stiffly at
the end of the line. "Men can be so obnoxious at tinmes. . ."

She frowned as if puzzled and sauntered over toward him Rap had never seen a
worman nove with such grace. Even without his farsight he could detect the glory
of her long legs nmoving within the filny robe, and he caught glinpses of tiny
silver sandals. Ch, those hips! O course this was sorcery at work. No woman
shoul d be able to raise his heart pound |like this just by wal king across a
floor. She had not |ooked like this when-but he couldn't recall what she had

| ooked |i ke when she first appeared. It was how she | ooked now that mattered.
Oh, wonder of womanhood! OCh, vision of all nman's desire! Sorcery curdling his

br ai ns- dangerous! He knew it, knew he was hel pl ess against it. She was turning
himinto a hel pless slave, a human jelly. Al other thoughts had fled his mnd.
I nos wrenched her hand | oose fromhis sweaty grip and he barely noticed.

Sagorn straightened up and licked his lips. "Wuld you turn down the intensity a
little, ma'an?" he nmunbled. "It's very hard on the arteries at ny age."

"But what a wonderful way to die!" She |aughed and reached up to stroke his
cheek with a teasing finger. Rap felt fires of insane jealousy |leap through him
i ke lightning bolts.

Sagor n noaned- and was the much-too- handsome Andor. Queen Rasha sprang back
raising a hand as if to strike. For a bewildering fraction of a second, Rap

i magi ned a glinpse of a heavy, niddle-aged woman in a shabby brown wap, with
unkenmpt gray hair and bare feet, with winkles and saggi ng cheeks. Then the

del usi on was gone, and the gl ori ous Queen Rasha was there again, radiant in
gossaner and pearl, studying Andor in |anguid amusenent.

Wth hair in disarray, in a gowm too |arge for him Andor was clutching his |eft
arm whose sl eeve was al ready darkening with blood, yet he contrived to bow
graceful ly nonetheless. "Ch, yes! " he said. "Exquisite! Mjesty, how may |
serve you?"

Queen Rasha nodded to acknow edge the bow, regarding himw th sone curiosity. "A
sequential spell? Fascinating! And well done, too-a very sharp transition. Can
it truly be a matched set? Let's see, the old one would have been the schol ar-"
"And | your devoted slave. "

"COf course a lover," she said curtly, seenmingly nore to herself than to Andor
Before he could say nore she cut himoff with a snap of her fingers

And he had gone. In his place was Darad, huge and ugly, his head still dribbling
bl ood from Rap's chair-work. He how ed, clasping a hand to the eye that Little
Chi cken had injured. Andor's bl ood-and now Darad's own-had now soaked through
the left sleeve of the robe, and his sudden nove produced a ripping noise from
an overstretched shoul der.

"The fighter!" The sorceress pulled a face and snapped her fingers again.

The gown seened to fall inward, around the slight formof the flaxen-haired
Jalon. His dreany blue eyes wi dened at the sight of Rasha. "The artist, ma'am"
he said, bow ng. "Your beauty shall evernore be on ny lips and ny song raised in
your - "

"Some ot her day. Sul tana Rasha snapped fingers a third tinme, and the brown
robe col |l apsed yet again. Al that was visible of the | atest occupant was a
narrow, dark face peering out fromunder a tangle of lank black hair-a snall and
very ordinary inpish youth, his mouth and eyes now stretched wide in terror
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Wth a wail, he tried to fall on his knees before the sorceress, but his feet
were as i movable as Rap's, and he succeeded only in dropping to a squat. He

rai sed clasped hands in supplication. The sound of chattering teeth filled the
chamber.

"WelI!'" The sultana appeared to be | ess antagonistic than she had been toward
his predecessors. "Scholar, |over, soldier, artist-and you nust be the financier
of the group?”

The youth wailed, big eyes peering up at her froma nest of heaped robe. "I nean
no harm your M M Mjesty!"

"But you're a bazaar fingersmth if | ever saw one!"

He whi npered. "Just crusts, lady-a few crusts, when | was hungry.
This was the fifth nenber of the gang? Thinal, the thief whom Sagorn had called
their | eader, and Andor's brother. A | ess nenorable face Rap had never seen. It
was pocked, noreover, with oozing acne pustules and marred by unsightly tufts of
hair. No one would willingly | ook even once at Thinal; he would disappear
instantly into any crowd in any city of the Inpire. Yet the king had told Inos
she could trust himnm

The sorceress nodded approvingly. "Very fine work. Who did it?"
"O-O-Oarinsagu, may it please your Omipotence. "

"Along tinme ago, then?"

"Over a c-c-century, Majesty." For a nonent the teeth chattered again, and then
the little thief managed to blurt out a plea: "M M Mjesty? W c-c-crave

rel ease. "

"l shoul d not dream of breaking up such a nasterpiece."

The inp wailed and cowered down ever farther into the crunpled brown robe, so
that only his hair was visible.

"Besides," the sorceress said, "having a whole handful of nen avail abl e when
required, but, only one at a tinme to put up with-that seens |i ke an excellent
arrangenent. "

Leaving the | ad apparently sobbing into his knees, she cane strolling back al ong
the line. She paused in front of Little Chicken and regarded himwi th dislike.
"You nust be a goblin. Your nane?"

Wth his odd-shaped eyes stretched w der than Rap had ever seen them Little

Chi cken nerely nobaned and reached out toward the sorceress. She drifted backward
until he was | eaning forward at an absurd angle, only the fixation spell on his
feet preventing himfromcrashing to the floor. He continued to noan.

She studied himfor a nonent, then shrugged. "Not bad bel ow the neck, but the
face would have to go."

She left himthere, conpletely off balance, and wandered past Princess Kadol an
wi thout a word, to stop once nore before Rap and I nos. "Extraordinary retainers
you chose, child," she nmuttered

Way woul d she call Inos a child when she was no ol der hersel f? Her eyes were the
sanme deep red-brown shade as her hair, and they were burning Rap's soul to
ashes. The curve of her breasts below the filny gauze of her robe was driving

hi m mad, and her nearness nade the blood pound in his chest until he felt it was
about to burst.

"And a faun? What's your nane, |ad?"

He opened his nouth. "Raaaaa... " His nane disappeared in a choking noise, as he
felt hinself strangle in sudden revelation. Hi s nane was not Rap. That was only
a ni cknanme, a short formof--of his word of power. He had never told anyone his
real nane, not even the king. It was a great |ong thing, Raparakagozi-and

anot her twenty syllabl es-and he had not heard it since his nother had first told
it to him a few days before she becane sick, warning himnot to repeat it
because if an evil sorcerer |earned your nanme he could do you harm and of course
she nust have seen with her foresight that she was going to die and the fact
that he could even renenber such gi bberish after all these years neant that it
was his word of power and now he desperately wanted to tell it to this
entranci ng seductive beauty standing before himand yet sone part of himwas
screamng at himnot to-the words were hard to say, Sagorn had told himand his
tongue tripped between the two set of conmands and. .
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"What is a faun doing so far north?" Queen Rasha inquired before he had resol ved
his conflict and brought his mouth under control. She curled a lip that nen
woul d have died to kiss just once. "But he's only a halfbreed, isn't he? That's
a jotunn jaw, and he's too tall. But those tattoos! Wy do savages think that
mutilation can possibly inprove their appearance?"

"Huh?" Tattoo0s?

"This is Master Rap, a stableboy!" Inos said, in a strangely sharp tone. Rap did
not | ook at her

Queen Rasha sighed. "I do hope his duties are not too conplex for him " She
seenmed to lose interest in Rap. H's world crashed down into terrible black
despair. It wasn't his fault he was a nongrel, and he'd have nanaged to tell her
his name if she'd just given himanother minute or tw. He so desperately wanted
to please her, just to earn one tiny snile..

"Krasnegar," the sorceress nurnured, regarding Inos again. "lInisso? A word or
two of power, perhaps?"
"l don't know what you mean!" Inos shouted.

"Don't be tiresone!" Rasha sighed. "Granted the words thensel ves are invisible,
but | don't need the occult to tell me when a slip of a girl is Iying. And you
do have an interesting problem" She glanced thoughtfully at the door, stil
decorated with a burly arm "I don't think nowis the tine to solve it."

"What do you nmean?" Inos cried. Rap's conscience stirred vaguely. Sonething nust
be bothering Inos, and he should not be staring so fixedly at Sultana Rasha.

"I mean," the sorceress said, rather absently, as if lost in thought, "that when
you opened that nagic casenent, it creaked so loud that | heard it down in Zark.
A casenment shouldn't do that. Wat could have charged it up with power |ike

t hat ?"

No one spoke, and she shrugged. "Just a malfunction, | expect. Od-it obviously
hasn't been used in years, right? You were |lucky that nost of Pandemi a was stil
asl eep. Including the sorcerers. Including, nore inportant, the wardens! But to
i nger | onger would not be wise. Go now "

She pointed to the window. |Inos turned. She began to walk stiffly toward it, and
then twi sted around and held out her hand, even as her feet were still noving.
"Rap!" she cried. "Help!"

Wth a shuddering start, he turned to | ook. As soon as his gaze |left Rasha, he
broke free of his dreans. "I'mconming!" He tried to nove, but his feet renmined
as solidly fastened as before. He could do nothing, and Inos continued to wal k
unwillingly to the casenent.

Again she screanmed. "Rap!"

"I"'mconming!" he yelled, but he wasn't. Of bal ance, he toppled backwards and
crashed to the floor, his feet still inmmovable. El bows and head smashed into the
boards. Heavens full of stars blazed before him

"What is the nmeaning of this?" her aunt shouted. "Release her at once!"

But already Inos, still moving in small jerks like a puppet, had reached the
casenent and started to clanmber over the sill. Peering through eyes blurred with
tears of pain, Rap saw that the nmanycol ored haze beyond it was a drapery of
sparkling beads, flickering in a gentle breeze. The sun nust be shining behind
it, although the other three w ndows showed only a predawn gl ow. The whol e
chanmber, he realized, was full of warmair, scented with flowers

I nos staggered on the far side of the wall, cried, "Rap! " once nore, and then
vani shed through the shinmering rai nbow drape. Failure! He had failed Inos!
"Queen Rasha! " Princess Kadolan said hotly. "This is highly inproper! Return ny
niece at once, or else permt ne to acconpany her."

Rasha regarded her with sone anmusenent. "You would not prefer to remain and

| ecture the inps on deportnment? Very well, go."
Kadol an's roly-poly formhurried willingly across the chanber. She struggled for
a monent with the clinb, alnost fell over the sill, stunbled through the drape

inatinkle of jewels, and was gone.

The sorceress gl anced around the others. "Boys will be boys," she said. "Tine
for ladies to retire and |l eave you all to your nale fun. Tell themto be sure
and clean up the blood afterward!" She uttered an astonishingly raucous |augh
Still half stunned, Rap was al so bewi |l dered-the sultana's draperies were not
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nearly as flinmsy as he had thought, and her hair was covered again, and he could
not recall her replacing her veil. She seened nuch ol der than he had been

t hi nki ng, and broad, not slender.

She took a couple of steps and paused to study the sl eeping Fl eabag, who | eaped
up and bounded over to her, his tail wagging vigorously. Again Rap felt the bite
of jeal ousy.

"Splendid creature! " Queen Rasha said, with what sounded like real admration
"You will nmake a fine pair with daws." She glanced down at the prostrate Rap.
"Yours, faun?"

Rap nodded, unable to trust hinmself to speak

Fl eabag turned, |olloped across the chanber, and bounded over the sill of the
casenent after Inos. Rasha waddl ed across the room and paused again at the

wi ndow to | ook back suspiciously.

"Way should a queen call for a stabl eboy?"

Rap's mouth was suddenly very dry. Because he had a word of power, perhaps? He
must not even think about words of power around a sorceress. That was what had
been worrying Inos all along, he saw now, and he had been so bew tched by
this-this old woman?

"Huh?"
Rasha shrugged. "No accounting for tastes, is there?" She noved again, seened to
float through the sill, and vani shed. The m sty brightness went, also, and a

swirl of polar wind rushed into the chanber, bearing cold and snowf| akes and

dar k.

Rap scranbled giddily to his feet, trying to rub head and el bows at the sane
time. Little Chicken roared in fury. King Holindarn's brown robe seened to rise
up of its own accord, so inconspicuous was the inpish youth inside it. The
troops beyond the door cane back to life with a | oud how .

4
For the nonent, the | egionaries were having an argunment, and the threatening arm
had been renoved. Rap turned away in time to see Thinal, holding up his gown
with both hands, heading for the still-open casenent. Wth his head stil
poundi ng, Rap lurched over to block him

"Where are you goi ng?"

So high was the collar around Thinal's ears that his nondescript, spotty face
seened to stare out of it, pale in the dawn gloom as if the robe were
swal | owi ng him

"I want to see if | could clinb down, Rap."

Sagorn had said that Thinal was a hunan fly. Rap and Little Chicken weren't.
"Call Sagorn! " Rap shouted. "He got us into this ness. Maybe he can get us out
yet! "

The young i np shook his head vigorously. "No. He's too frail now W can't risk
him "

Rap grabbed the thief's puny shoul ders and shook himtill his teeth rattled.
"Call Sagorn! "

Thi nal staggered back and al nost tripped over his robe. "Don't do that!" he
screaned.

"Do what ?"

"Don't bully nme! | frighten easy, Rap."

"So?" Rap advanced on hi m agai n.

"I mght call Darad! " Thinal wailed, sounding alnost in tears. "lIt's too easy!

I might not be able to help nyself!"

Rap took a deep breath. "Sorry," he grunted. Then, "OCh, denobns!
He whirled around to the door. The inps had nassed outside again; again the arm
came through the jagged hole. But the bolt was too far fromthe hole to reach
with just a hand, and the tinbers were very thick. The big inp had stopped and
thrust his whole armin, right to the shoul der. Before Rap could say a word,
Little Chicken went sprinting across the room |eaped, and struck that
so-tenpting, protruding el bow with both feet. He bounced off and | anded on his
feet like a cat, while the inp's scream seened to shake the whol e tower.

Great! There went any hope of nerciful treatnent.

file:/l/G|/rah/Dave%20Duncan%20-%20A%20M...is%20Word%201%20-%20Magic%20Casement.txt (173 of 174) [2/14/2004 12:03:31 AM]



file:///G|/rah/Dave%20D uncan%20-%20A %20M an%200f%20Hi s%20Word%201%20-%20M agic%20Casement.txt

The | egi onaries hel ped their disabled conrade extract his shattered and nangl ed
linb, all roaring furiously. Another giant grabbed up the ax, and the door
shivered under his bl ows.

"Now what are we going to do?" Rap's head ached. He had betrayed I nos, but it
did not look as if he would have long to nmourn his inadequacy. "W could stil
share words, " he suggest ed.

Thi nal was edging toward the wi ndow agai n. "Not enough. Two only nmakes an adept.
Maybe we could clinb up on the roof and wait until they've gone?"

"They' ||l shut the casenent!"”

"We might break a pane or two first."” Thinal shuffled a little farther-the human
fly.

"We'll be seen frombelow, it's alnost daylight." Rap sighed, feeling weariness
settle over his fears like thick snow. "I think this is the end! | shouldn't

have been so stubborn and argued so long. The magic told ne to becone a mage,
and | wouldn't."

He had di sobeyed his nonarch's first order; or at |east tal ked back. If he had
done his duty pronptly, he would have becone a mage and served her by driving
away the inps, forcing the townsfol k to accept her-how nmuch could a mage do,
anyway? Well, it didn't matter anyway, not now.

He forced a snile at the terror-stricken little thief. "Go on, then, if you
think you can save yourself. Little Chicken and | will surrender to the
soldiers, even if it means the |last weighing."

The goblin had been listening. "No!" he shouted. The door shuddered, and a whol e
spar fell out. "Yes!" Rap said. "Unless you' ve got any ideas?"

A gust of hot, muggy wind swirled into the chanber. Surf roared.

"Death Bird! Here! "

Al'l three spun around. There was no one in sight to explain the voice, but the
casenent now | ooked out on strange frondy trees sil houetted agai nst a grayish
predawn sky. Rap snell ed sea and danp vegetation. Another wave broke noisily,
sonmewher e nearby. Stunned and wary, all three hesitated.

"Who sai d?" Little Chicken grow ed

"Pal ns!" Thinal screanmed. "Those trees, Rap! They're palns!" The door shuddered
again, the top hinge alnost torn | cose fromthe frane.

"Death Bird! Hurry!"

There was still no one visible to explain the dry old voice, but Rap knew it.
"It's Bright Water! " Wuld she save the faun as well as the goblin she had
cal |l ed precious?

Thi nal grabbed Rap's arm "That Rasha-she was a djinn. From Zark. \Were there's
djinns, there's palns!"

"Right!"

Al three noved at once. Little Chicken went fastest, clearing the sill in one
huge bound. Then he seened to realize his error, for he yelled from outside,
"Fl at Nose! Cone!"

"I"'mcomng!" Rap called, and toppled over after him tunbling onto hot, dry
sand. Hanpered by his robe, Thinal cane |ast and tipped out al nost on top of

Rap.
The door fell bodily to the floor. The | egionaries poured into the chanber.
They heard a faint, fading echo of a voice crying, "lI'mcomng."

They caught a faint wisp of warm tropic air, and then an icy blast fromthe
Krasnegar night swirled snow at them

One wi ndow was open. There was sone di scarded bedding on the floor. Oherw se,
the chanber was enpty.

The cl oud-capp' d towers, the gorgeous pal aces,
The solem tenples, the great globe itself,

Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve

And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,

Leave not a rack behind.

Shakespeare, The Tenpest Shakespeare, The Tenpest
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