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1
THE CAT |s BELLED

That norning the old witch Abagtha had set out to gather
nmushroons, the silvery, fragile kind that spring up in the
ni ght and are gone by the time the sun is very high. She
went out, her neager shawl s cl utched about her agai nst

t he danp, to gather what she needed before they could
vani sh. Her quick, curranty eyes soon spied a white shape
anong the dried | eaves and pi ne needl es, and with a grunt
she stooped to pick it. But sonething about it nmade Abag-
tha snatch back her fingers and suck in her breath and
peer nore closely. It was not a nushroombut a toe. At
that noment the toe wi ggled, and Abagtha swept away the

| eaves and twigs to uncover a sl eeping baby. The child
opened its eyes and sniled at the old wonan bendi ng over
it. Abagtha saw the child had one blue eye and one green
as true black cats do. Considering this no trifling onen,
the sibyl placed the baby in the bundle on her back, wth
t he nmushroonms and herbs, and brought it away to her

home in an oak, with a red door, in the heart of the forest.
The tree was an ancient as she was herself, and anong its
roots she nursed the child on wild honey and goat's milKk.
As long as her nmenory served her, Abagtha had |ived

in the Weirdwod. She knew a little of the grey arts, if

not the black ones, and could make up a spell or two if

t he sack of copper was heavy enough, But she didn't have
a license to practice the weightier magics, for the Necro-
mancer al one held the franchise tor magic in that

ki ngdom

So, with the foundling on her knee, the old woman sold
paltry spells to those brave enough to venture into the
wood, taking cockles and eels in return for spells to raise
the wind, and barley and oats in return for spells to

bring rain.

The child grew at a w cked rate. \Wen she had cut her
teeth, Abagtha taught her bird lore: howto tell their eggs
and calls apart, and then all their nanmes, the nan-given
ones such as nightjar and nuthatch, and then the names

in the | anguage of the birds. Abagtha taught her how
unlucky it was to kill a wen, how ows' eyes could be
eaten to cure night blindness. And when the child was

late in learning to speak, the old wonan made her eat the
tongues of birds.

The girl cried, swallowed, pushed the plate away, and
spoke.

"No. "

Thi s gave Abagtha satisfaction, and she ate the rest of
t he tongues hersel f.



When the child had been with her seven years, Abagtha
sunmoned her and told her to nmake cakes of millet and
honey: "Make themround, mnd." Then, putting on her

many shawl s, she instructed the girl to put the cakes in a
napki n and bring them al ong.

They went out. The child trotted obediently at the old
worman' s heels. It was growi ng col d+he bears had al ready
taken to their dens—and she was barefoot. But never hav-

i ng had shoes, or a name, she did not nmiss them They

wal ked a long tine, |ong enough for the light in the wood
to change, the birds to stop singing and the crickets to
take it up again. The trees cane farther and farther apart
until, just as the sun was begi nning to di sappear, they
cane to the edge of the wood.

The girl had never seen the sun set; indeed, she had
never seen the sun except as long streaks of light that fel

fromthe treetops and dappled the forest floor. She stood
and squinted at the fiery egg in its nest of purple clouds
and said not a word.

Abagt ha i nspected the cakes, found themto her I|iking,
and pinched the child for being inattentive.

"Roll one down the hill."
"But aren't they for our supper?"

She got anot her pinch. Abagtha took one of the cakes
and set it bouncing down the hill. "There! Roll it, so."
The child's cake rolled down the slope, flew over a peb-
bled ford in the stream and di sappeared. Abagtha chewed
her fingers thoughtfully.

"Yes, yes, yes," she nuttered. "As | thought. Cone,"
she said to the girl, settling her old body under a tree and
spreadi ng the cakes out in her apron. "We'l|l eat the rest."

"Way did we roll the cakes, 'Batha?" the child asked,
her mouth full of sweet mllet cake.

"You can tell a fortune by the way the cake rolls."
"And what was my fortune?"
But Abagtha ate another cake, and would not say.

After the day they rolled the cakes down the hill, Abag-

tha began to change. She had taught the girl all she dared,
lacking a license to do nore, and her pupil's aptness in the
ways of magic began to sit ill with her. Abagtha becane
quarrel some, forgetful. Wthout warning she woul d speak

to the girl in foreign tongues, scold her w thout cause,

how at her in tenpests of hilarity and tears. She stopped
wor ki ng her spells: the farners cane |less and | ess often

so that there was less and less to eat. The old cat, Manbo,



becane nel anchol y.

Still, the child soon forgot these episodes, until the
unl ucky day the old woman di scovered her scraw ing runes
of great power on the scullery wall

"Have you been | ooking at ny book of incantations, you
nmeddl esone little toad?" Abagtha hissed. "Didn't | forbid
you ever to put your dirty paws on it?"

The book of incantations never left its wooden stand by
the hearth. Three ribbons marked its pages—ene sil ver
one bl ue, and one green—and its pigskin binding was

stanped with the shapes of herbs and ani mal s: mandrake

and hyssop, crocodil es and hedgehogs. Wary of its iron
clasps, the child had never |ooked inside, except to catch
a glinpse while Abagtha was reading fromit. Al she had
seen was a dog curled up asleep in a capital P, nonkeys
swinging in the margins, and thick, scowing letters that
meant nothing to her.

The girl shrank into the corner. "I didn't touch it! |
couldn't! It's locked ... you wear the key."

"How el se could you learn to make runes |like that, you
nasty little liar?"

"I dreaned them 'Batha, truly!"

And the child did dreamthings. She woul d dream of a

farmer with a toothache, riding a spotted horse, and the
next day such a fanner would arrive at the oak with the

red door. OGther nights the girl dreanmed things |ess sinple:
men in black on horseback, battling; fire in the air; a gar-
den under glass, full of birds; two people kissing by a
hedge. One of Abagtha's other books had pictures of

kni ghts, and people kissing, but the girl liked the one with
colored pictures of beetles better

Abagtha was in no nood to hear about dreans. "Lies!"

she spat. "Even | don't know the workings of those runes,
and you scrawl themwith no nore care than if they were

a gane of crosses and oughts! Now, get a pail and rag and
scrub this wall, and the floor, too, while you' re about it!
Mark this wall again, and you'll rue it."

When the ol d woman had gone the child cried silently

for a bit, out of fright and relief. After a while she fetched
a pail and wung out a cloth. Kneeling before the wall

she paused with the rag in her hand, knitting her brow at

t he runes. Abagtha had never taught the girl her letters,

so that the runes nmeant |ess than nothing to her. But sone
urge noved her tongue for her, made her hand trace the

el bows and tails of the letters as she said softly:

" Spel | key ..

After the incident with the runes the girl kept her
dreans to herself, playing quietly with the dried lizards



she took from Abagtha's jars.

* * *

Years passed, and the girl grewtall and slight, a seedling
seeking light anong the upper branches. Her skin was
snmooth and white as alnond neat, for it never saw the

sun, and her dark hair fell past her waist, heavy as wet
silk and tangled with burrs and cobwebs. In wi nter she
wove it about her into a cloak to ward off the cold. Abag-
tha, now fearful of her charge's powers, kept her in the
thinnest nmuslin well into the winter, and fed her on a
nasty porridge of ground acorns, to keep her subm ssive.
But the girl sought out berries and roots to sustain her,
and suffered not too much from Abagtha's abuse. This is
what Abagt ha had dreaded nost dearly of all

Abagt ha knew the girl's eyes to be those of a seer, the
eyes of an otherworld daughter. For this reason she hesi-
tated at outright cuffs, resorting instead to sly pinches.
The girl net this malice with wit and qui ckness, doing
the endl ess chores set for her w thout conplaint. Were

ki ndness is not known it is not nmissed. This even tenper
maddened Abagt ha beyond endurance, and she withheld

even the acorn porridge, even a bl anket.

It was because she had no bed that the girl found the
catstone. The bottommost room under the oak tree was a

nut -cel l ar among the roots. From her youngest days the

girl hid there, for though it was dark the cellar was warm
and Abagtha had forgotten its existence, so that the girl
craw ed there to escape both the cold and Abagtha's rages.
This time, as she bit into a nut, the girl chipped a tooth.
She lit the lanp, a dish of fat with a bit of rag for a w ck,
and held the nut to the glimrer curiously.

It wasn't a nut, but a pebble, shaped oddly Iike a cat,
carved by sone hand to enhance the chance resenbl ance.
The girl nade a cord out of strands of her hair, and put
t he catstone around her neck, hiding it well under her
rags.

After she found the catstone, the girl began to dream

in dayti nme. She would see faces in the basin as she did

t he di shes. The songs of the birds were as clear to her as
human speech. And the ancient cat, who had al ways

resented the girl, suddenly took to her with a fierce

af fection, rubbing against her |egs and maki ng a curious,
croaki ng purring.

As the cat had a history of scratching and spitting, the
girl continued for atine to kick it away. But the cat's
af fection began to wear away her resistance, and one day
at last she picked up the cat and stroked it clunsily.

"There, old Manbo," she said to it softly.

The cat burrowed its head under the girl's chin, purring.
Then an extraordi nary thing happened: the cat, tapping



the catstone with a paw, suddenly let out a great yam
nmering that brought Abagtha at a trot. Her gaze soon fixed
on the catstone, and she stood before the girl, eyes bright
with greed, trenbling with a nore obscure enotion. The

girl waited for a slap, but it did not come. |nstead Abagtha
warily stretched out a finger to touch the stone.

She was rewarded with a shock for her pains, blue
sparks edging her armwith pale |light. Abagtha gave a
short shriek and stuck her fingers in her guns, noisily
sucking the burn

Then her count enance changed, and she sniled a tooth-
less snmile

"Gve it nme!" she crooned. "Sweet childling, give it to
your 'Batha, your old gran, who has cared for you this

many a |long year. Can you grudge her it? It is a cheap

baubl e, a nothing. Gve it ne!"

Thi s speech, so agai nst Abagtha's nature, terrified the
girl more than woul d have an unreasoni ng rage. She fled.

She crept back that evening, driven home by cold and

hunger. Her keeper extended a civil greeting, and set

bef ore her hot mutton broth and barl eycakes—dni magi ned
delicacies. The girl ate, too starved to be wary, the firelight
pi cking out the stone where it lay nestled in the holl ow

of her neck. A white cinder appeared in each of Abagtha's

eyes as she cracked her toes with quiet glee.

The girl's spoon clattered to the floor, and the room
ri ppl ed and swam Flushed and nunb, she slid sensel ess
to the floor.

"The pepper! The pepper!" chortl ed Abagtha. "A subtler
herb, that." The old worman knelt by the girl and unknot -
ted the cord of hair, depositing the charmtenderly in a

box of carved horn. She then w apped the box in a bit of
rag and hid it in her bosom

The girl came to a great while later, the armtw sted

under her all pins ana needles. Her hand went to her

throat and found it bare, and she sat up with a cry. She
went to Abagtha's chanmber and found the old wonan in

her bed, the bl ankets cl utched under her chin. Her eyes
were staring, their malice replaced by bright fear. The box
of horn lay open on the covers, and she held the catstone
in her hand, worrying it ceaselessly with her thunmb. She
did not resist when the girl pried it gently from her grasp.

After she had replaced the catstone around her neck

the girl steeped herbs for poultices and nursed the tiny
formin the bed. But Abagtha no longer had the will to
live: she seenmed intent on sone distant vision, and the
girl could not interest her in food, not even in cakes of
mllet and honey, perfectly round.

Inside a week the sibyl was dead. The girl without a



nane tucked the covers well around the body, and left a
candl e burni ng nearby. Then she put on a cl ean bl ouse

and snmock bel ongi ng to Abagtha and went away fromthe

oak tree with a red door, locking up carefully and hiding
t he key under a stone.

The Bl ue Toad in Morsedge was crowded. The

stranger stood on the threshold of the tavern | ooking for
a seat. At last he spied an enpty stool in the comer and
struck out through the noisy throng toward it. He was
weary, and wanted to sit awhile and nurse a cup of mulled
ale. He managed to flag down one of the alew fe's daugh-
ters and request his refreshnent. The serving girl |ooked
at hi m askance, informng himthat he could have beer or
ale, neither mulled. Supper was eight coppers: rabbit stew
or hen pie. The stranger ordered his neal and gave
instructions for a roomto be made up for himat the
adj oi ni ng inn.

The stew, when it cane, tasted nore |like squirrel than
rabbit. He chased it well with ale to keep it down, then
pushed the enpty panni kin aside and drew his seat into

t he shadows.

At the next table a cluster of nen conversed in | ow
tones. Seven strained to catch the eighth's whispered
wor ds.

alight in the wod and went and found the old
wi tch | ocked in her |odgings, deader than a doorknocker."

"It's not a sound mnd that shuns its own kind to |ive
al one in the Wirdwood."

"They say madnmen lurk there, and deserters."
"And Direwol ves."

There was a uni versal shudder, then a lull for drinking.
One of their nunber wi ped his nmouth and spoke.

"You'll think me drunk or nmad, but hear ne out.

Bet ween the taxman and the toothpuller, |I've been feeling
the pinch, so I'd hired nyself out to the charcoal burners
to pad nmy wage. | was working on the edge of the

Wi rdwood one day, away fromthe others, when all of

the sudden | get goose-flesh all down the back of ny neck
| turned around in time to see a girl run off through the
trees. And she were no village nmiss. No, she were as wild
and dark a creature as | ever seen. Mark ne: She had
seer's eyes.

"Well, she threw me such a look it made my heart go
cold, and the next day | went out to ny stock and found
my best nmilk cowwithing with colic. There now, what do
you make of that?"

Now it did not matter that they had, to a man, at one



time or another treated thenselves or their mlk cows or
their children with Abagtha' s tonics.

"I say the old witch has only shed her skin."
"What does she live on in winter, d' you think?"

"What ever' s unl ucky enough to cross her path."

"l |lost a ewe |ast week.

"The mller over Stillwine way told me his last |ot of
grain was full of rats, and he had to burn it."

In his sooty corner, the stranger lit a pipe. The snoke
curled toward the tinbers in pale ribbons, obscuring his
face with a silver cloud. Hs hair glinted copper bright in
the firelight, and his grey eyes never turned fromtheir

t hought ful contenpl ati on of the speakers. He spoke, and
suddenly the whole roomwas still.

"She sounds a regul ar nmenace."

Every head in the tavern turned and took in his profile,
carved by the shadows to an eerie gauntness. The traveler
gazed back unbl i nki ng.

"It's not safe to go abroad anynore, if you ask ne." He
said this very softly, but so piercing was his tone that even
the cellarer anong the vats woke and was afraid.

"He's right," said the charcoal burner with the colicky

mlk cow "We'll lose our livestock at first, but when she's
done with that, what's to stop her plying her spells on our
wi ves and chil dren?"

There arose an ugly nuttering.

"I't's an unpl easant task, but it rmust be done. I'Il fetch
torches. Who'll bring stout rope?"

They spilled out into the street. As the tavern enptied,
the stranger signaled to the serving girl, and called for
anot her al e.

The girl wi thout a name was raiding squirrels' caches

for her supper, her keen eyes spotting the signs of hiding
pl aces, her roughened hands di ggi ng through the snow

and earth to find a nut or two the squirrels had forgotten
wor ns nmi ssed. Her hand kept returning to the catstone,

no |l arger than any of the nuts piled in her lap, that hung
around her neck. Suddenly she | eapt up and around, the
nuts scattering on the snow

Behi nd her two dozen men brandi shing spades and

torches advanced through the trees, shouting and calling
to their dogs. The girl swore under her breath and began
to run through the snow. She splashed through an icy
stream and, clanbering up the bank, remenbered the

foul -snelling nusk she carried to keep the Direwol ves at



bay. She took the vial from her pocket and uncorked it,
but before she had a chance to snear herself with the
oil she tripped on a tree root and spraw ed headl ong in
t he snow.

The dogs were on her in a mnute. The nmen sheared

her tresses from her and pared her fingernails to char and
make into an antidote for her magic. Then they bound

her hand and foot and slung her froma pole |like a carcass

of venison. The bl ood rushed to her head, and before they
were out of the wood the girl had fainted.

Soneone prodded the girl with a broom handl e unti
she woke. At the sight of her eyes, one blue, one green

a single gasp escaped the onl ookers gathered in the vil-
| age square.

"A potent witch, no doubt about it." He was the wealthi-
est shopkeeper in the town and was expected to know such
things. "We're lucky she hasn't done greater w ckedness."
"Yes, but what do we do with her now?" They had

never caught a witch before in Morsedge, and were won-
dering how to proceed.

"We can't drown her. It would taint the wells."

"Burn her then," someone said uncertainly.

"What, are you nad? And have unholy ashes over every
farmin the county?"

"We could .. . hang her."

"No, we can't kill her at all. Any fool knows that a
witch's blood revenges itself."

"Just what are we to do, then, answer me that!"

The man with the red hair and grey eyes unfol ded his
arms and lit his pipe. "Are you men not even nice enough
to bell your own cat? You needn't kill her, only render
her harm ess.”

"And how are we to do that?"

"Weren't you listening? | just told you."

2

THE TANNER S
DAUGHTER S SON

After prayers the Badger fled to his loft quarters over the
stable to savor an hour free of horses, prayers, and the
grow i ngs of a demandi ng stomach.

It was a season of religious feasts, and there had been
a steady streamof pilgrinms to the Abbey of Thirdnoon



See, so the Badger had spent the norning mucki ng out

stabl es, hauling water for the stable troughs, and putting
the horses to graze in the pasture above the belltower. It
was tiring work, and he had been tenpted afterward to

raid the abbot's spice orchard, not just for the sport of it,
but because the abbot's oranges were an inportant supple-
ment to a diet of suet pudding and bl ack bread. The abbey
had lost its |ast stableboy to scurvy.

But yesterday he had caught a bat in the forge chi mey,

and he hurried back to feed it, his pocket full of the crick-
ets that had caused the abbot much puzzl ement during

prayers.

The Badger took out a pencil and notebook from under
the mattress of his cot and began to draw the face of the
bat as it hung upside down fromthe top of its cage. The

boy whistled as he worked, a lively ballad, secul ar border-
ing on bawmdy. Certainly if the abbot had heard the tune
and divined its questionable origins, it would have neant
troubl e i ndeed—al nost as nuch trouble as the purl oined
penci| and paper, pinched fromthe desk of the abbot's
secretary.

He had finished the bat's head and was starting on the
wi ngs when a nonk appeared in the entrance to the Ioft,
the veil of a beekeeper's hat turned back to reveal a florid
face made nmore so by regul ar doses of medici nal brandy.

"Now, where did you learn a song like that?" said
Asaph, hoisting his considerable self up into the room
"Fromthe knifegrinder," said the Badger, covering the
bat's cage with a cloth. "How do you know what | and of
song it is, anyway? | was whistling."

"I can certainly tell a bawdy-house ballad froma hym!
Just be careful you're not overheard by soneone with | ess
than ny abundant charity."

"You didn't come to tell me that."
"No. The abbot wants to see you."

The Badger made a face. "So, he's still trying to get ne
into a cow and tunic, is he?"

"Yes, and he'll need nine strong nmen and a shoehorn

to do it! Come, come. You' d best resign yourself to it, ny
| ad. The abbot is as stubborn as you are. He's ninety-
seven, but he isn't about to die until he's seen you shave
your head and take the oath of the Pentacle."

In the margin of his drawi ng the Badger rapidly drew

an unflattering, and cannily true, portrait of the abbot.
Then he sl apped the notebook shut. "Then he'll live to be
one hundred and ni nety-seven! Wiy does he want ne,
anyway? Way not the butcher boy or a beggar off the
street?"



Asaph's gl ance slid discreetly over the other's wild hair,
st abl e-mucked boots, and sorry clothes. "Perhaps he can't
resist a challenge."

"I see." The boy's |laugh was easy, but his eyes had

cl ouded. "If he can save the tanner's daughter's bastard,
he can make the very devil tell his beads like a regul ar
pilgrim"

"Don't take that tone with nme. You know very well what
I nmeant."

The Badger reddened. "Sony."

"You'd better go. And be careful how you choose your
words. His Grace is in a holy tenper."

The abbot was giving dictation to his secretary, a rabbity
monk with a harelip that exposed prom nent front teeth.
The abbot hinmself was knife thin, with brilliant eyes sunk
in a w zened parchnent face. H's gaze fell on the Badger
who was standing just inside the doorway, twi sting his cap
in his hands.

"Ah, young Martin."
"It's Matthew, your Grace."

"Yes, yes." The abbot waved himto a seat, arranging
his own slight formin the chair opposite.

"I will be blunt. Your presence at the abbey has becone
atrial to me, and | amat an age when | rmnust econonize
my trials. When | contracted with your grandfather to

undert ake your bringing-up, | assumed, when you cane

of age, that you would take the vows and vestnents of our
order. It is now painfully clear to me that you will not
willingly do so."

Here the abbot paused as if anticipating a reply, but
the Badger only stared at his feet.

"Furthermore," said the abbot, "it has been brought to

my attention that you have taught yourself to read. In
doi ng so, you not only reached above your station in pur-
suit of a gentle education, but doubl ed your offense by
readi ng poetry and other forbidden witings. You knew
such behavi or went against all the tenets of the Pentacle,
and yet you persisted. Was this how we were to be repaid
for taking you in and offering you our protection?"

The Badger renmined fascinated with his bootl ace.
When t he abbot saw no answer was forthcom ng, he
si ghed.

"I amtherefore persuaded to |l et you go. | have secured
a place for you with the apothecary in Morsedge. You
will go tomorrow '



The Badger leapt to his feet. "The apothecary? Real ly?"

The abbot made the merest of gestures, and his secre-

tary scurried to the desk, took a fresh sheet of paper, and
covered it swiftly with witing. Then Brother Hare (for so
he was known while out of earshot) blotted the page,

folded it, and held it while the abbot pressed his signet
into the blot of wax on the seam

"Your letter of introduction." The abbot pressed a small
felt purse into the Badger's hand. "For expenses, nind
you. And you may take a horse."

"Well, your pack will certainly be light," said Asaph

The Badger surveyed the few things ranged on the foot

of his cot: apart froma change of clothes there were only
a few tools, the notebook, and a box of well-worn domi -
noes Asaph had made for himyears ago.

"I"ll be lodging with the apothecary. | won't need mnuch,
starting out."

Asaph was | ooking at himw th great seriousness, picking
his words as if he were paying for themby the letter

"Badger, be careful what friends you nake. You have

been very sheltered here. | took the vows late in life, but
before I did | saw nmuch of the world. Things are different,
outside these walls."

The Badger | aughed. "Do you think me such a sinple-
ton as that!"

"Yes," said Asaph. "Sinple, good, and much as you hate

it, still very young. Live you well, Badger. Love you well.
W may not neet again. So will you prom se your old

friend that you will be a miser with your trust, and take
care?"

Badger unhooked the cage and carried it to the w ndow,
giving the bat its freedom He turned and | ooked thought -
fully at Asaph.

"I promise," he said, but already his thoughts had
turned to his new freedom his new life, suddenly so near
at hand.

The next norning the Badger saddled his favorite horse,
a piebald he had named Mdtl ey, and rode out the gate
bef ore the dew had burned off the grass. The abbot's letter

was pinned inside his shirt, the purse of coins struck his
hipintime to the horse's gait. As soon as he was out of
sight of the gatehouse, the Badger nudged the horse's ribs
with his heels and sped down the road with a quick-

eni ng heart.

He made Moorsedge by early afternoon and turned the
horse's head toward the narketplace. The shops lining the



square were crowded, the people close and agitated as

bees in a hive, with the sane nmurmur and hum anong

the stalls of plucked chickens and new shoes. Mbtley

pi cked his way neatly between merchants, servants buyi ng
their masters' dinners, and dirty urchins beggi ng. The Bad-
ger spied a worman setting out a carpet and sone tiles,

whi ch she was marking with col ored chal k. She had seer's
eyes, but the green one was glass. She | ooked up and gave
horse and rider an appraising blue stare.

"Do you tell fortunes?" the Badger called down.

Fear flickered briefly across her features, and she
gl anced qui ckly around.

"Not so loud. And rein himin, will you?"

Mot | ey had begun to mouth the fringe of the carpet.
The Badger swung down fromthe saddle and felt for coins
in his pockets. "How rmuch?"

"Twel vecent." Her good eye roanmed hi mup and down.

He extended his hand. The fortune-teller renoved, pol-

i shed, and repl aced her glass eye before taking his hand
in her own, which was surprisingly snooth and cool. She
peered intently at the lines in his palm

"You will nmake a perilous journey, |ose sonething you
prize above all else, and come into a great inheritance.”

"What, a fortune with no tal k of |ove?"

But she abruptly dropped his hand, hastily covering the
tiles with a ragged cloth and pocketing her glass eye. The
Badger | ooked up and saw a figure in distinctive dark pur-
pl e robes, with a pentacle of dull iron. An Adept Nobl e,
whose job was to make sure the laws of the Pentacle were
kept in letter and in spirit. He was turning over merchan-
dise in a stall, but his eyes were on the fortune-teller

"And fivecent change, sir," she said, pressing some coins
into his hand, and handing hima | ength of cheap
printed nuslin.

As he led Mtley away, he wondered what the penalty

for fortune-telling was. Still, she was shrewd, he thought.
She told sonmeone dressed for hard riding that he woul d
make a difficult journey. Nothing much in that. And every
man | oses sonething he values, if he loves his life.

A knot of young nmen had gathered to throw a ganme of

bones. The Badger knew one of them Cullen, the snmithy's
son, who came with his father when there was nore shoe-

ing than the abbey coul d handl e al one. Once he had tried

to hold the Badger's head under the water fromthe forge
sluice, and another tine, out of sight of his father, he had
hel d the Badger's hand on a hot iron. Wen they were
younger, he hadn't needed a reason. Recently his father



had scol ded him for shoddy work, and held the Badger

up as an exanple of what he should be. It didn't help,
either, that Cullen had caught his sweetheart flirting with
hi m out si de the abbey gates.

Cat chi ng sight of the Badger, Cullen el bowed his neigh-
bor, who had been about to toss the bones. Silently the
group wat ched hi m pass. And then he began to hear the

| ow chant: bastard, bastard

It was a stal e enough taunt, but this time for sone

reason it stung, and the sting stirred an old nmenory. This
same market, when he was only six, before his nother

died and he was sent to live with the nonks. G andfather
had entrusted himw th sone snall errand and that word,
bastard, had dogged himas he nmade his way from stal

to stall.

But he had been too little, too innocent, to hear it for
the taunt it was neant to be. When at |ast one pitying
mer chant, pushing coins at himacross a countertop, had
snm | ed and asked him his name, he had said, wthout hesi-
tation, "Badger."

The Badger exhal ed and shook his head and found that
Mot | ey had stopped to drink fromthe trough beside the
public well. He slid down fromthe saddle to drink from
t he common gourd. Then he knotted the horse's bridle
around a post and went to find a bite to tide himover

until his new master m ght choose to feed himdinner. It
occurred to himthat the apothecary mght be a little vague
about meals. At the abbey, the suet pudding and bl ack

bread had at | east appeared at cl ockwork intervals.

He et his nose lead himto a stall that sold penny | oaves
and stood in line flirting with the girls kneadi ng bread at
one end of the shop, up to their el bows in dough and
gossi p. Wien his turn came, the Badger bought ten penny

| oaves and ate three on the spot while the baker, her face
pi nk fromthe oven's heat, wapped the rest in greasepa-
per. Suddenly the laughter wilted in the throats of the
girls, and the Badger saw the ruddiness drain fromthe
baker's face. Everyone waiting in line fell silent, and in
the eerie quiet the Badger heard a shop bell peal. Remem
bering that the stall had no door and no bell, he turned,
curi ous.

The crowd had parted, and in the rift stood a woman,

tall and dark and dressed in what once had been a gar-
ment, but was now a collection of rags pieced together

wi th what | ooked Iike animal skins. Her extraordi nary bl ue-
bl ack hair tunbled past her waist and all but hid her face,
but the Badger could see that her eyes were a strange,

pal e bl ue. Just then she put up a hand to push back her
hair, and the Badger saw the hidden eye was green. He

was | ess astonished by this than by the coll ar—al so hi dden
and now exposed—that was fastened about her neck

It was nmade of |eather and iron and was hung wth



sl eigh bells. Her hands, too, were manacl ed and belled, so
that her every nove caused the bells to sound. The Badger
had heard of bellings. They were a form of puni shrment
reserved for severe crimes—bl aspheny and witchcraft.

The creature stepped up to the counter, drew sone-

thing froma pocket, and threwit into the balance. It

ti pped the scales noisily. The object was crusted with nud
but here and there the Badger thought he saw the gl eam

of a gem The baker filled a napkin with | oaves, trenbling
in her haste, and handed the bundl e back across the
counter. Wthout a word, the belled woman took up her
bread and left.

Once she had gone, the power of speech returned to
t he onl ookers.

"Want on! "
"Devil's woman!"
"Call a priest!™”
"Are you mad?"

"I'"d as soon use an asp to cure an adder's bite!"

"Hold on, I've a little holy water." The vial was passed
like a jug anong thieves. Everyone was anoi nted, and
there was a snell like celery. Soon the girls were back to

kneadi ng bread and the baker was scow ing at the Badger
"And what el se?"

"That's all."

"Then on with you. You're holding up the line."

On his way out the Badger paused by the girls westling
with the bread dough. Their mother's reproach of him
had put a luster on the Badger, and they answered his
guestions eagerly.

"Ch, yes," said the shorter and plunper of the two,
"she cones in regular. Always pays with bits and pieces
of swords and things, all stuck with rubies the size of
chestnuts."”

"One of the pearls was the size of a goose egg," said
her sister.

"Ch, Hannah! Tell ne another tale," said the first. They
fell to bickering, and the Badger took up his bundl e and
left.

He dragged Motley fromthe shade so he could get a

foot in the stirrup. He was headed for the district where
t he apot hecary had his shop when he saw t he bell ed

worman surrounded by Cullen and two of his loutish
friends. The woman was trying to ignore them but they



had circled around her and were sl owly advanci ng.
"Here, kitty—
"Ho, darling, isn't our cream good enough for you?"

"She's been to see the queen—the faerie queen—and
won't talk to the likes of you and ne."

"Did you sit under the queen's chair at court, kitty?"

Cull en seized her around the waist, wapping her hair
around his hand and pulling her head back. Her teeth

were bared, but she didn't struggle or cry out. The Badger
had seen animals like that, tensed for the dog's spring.

"If she doesn't |like cream maybe she'll like fishes
heads. What do you say, pet? Wuld you like that?" Qut

of the corner of his eye, the smthy's son suddenly caught
sight of the horse and rider. He grinned.

"Look who's joined us. Good afternoon, bastard."
"Let her go."

"Ask me nicely, bastard, and maybe I will."

"I't wasn't a request."

Cullen let her go and anbled slowy over to the Badger
taking hold of Motley's bridle. In his eyes the Badger
could see himmaking the calculation: three on foot against
one on horseback. Or three against two? It occurred to

the Badger that the smithy's son might be afraid to turn
hi s back on the w tch.

"Let's continue this conversation sonme other tinme, bas-
tard," he said, squinting up at the Badger. "I'm
fasci nated. "

At a gesture the other two foll owed himout of the
squar e.

"Are you hurt?"

The wonman didn't reply, bending silently to retrieve the
bread, which had been tranpled in the dirt. She dusted
of f the | oaves and wapped them up again. As the Badger
approached, she strai ghtened and hugged the bread to

her tightly.

"Stay away.'

"Here, why don't you let nme see that collar," he said

gently, putting out a hand.

She bit it. There was a qui ck exchange of blows as the
bel | ed woman swore: "Dog! Dead dog! Wormin a dead
dog!"



"Wrse and worse!" the Badger said, parrying her
attenpts to land a bl ow. He managed to grab both her
wists and was getting a good | ook at the collar when she

gave a how of fury and brought her knee up sharply. He
yel ped in pain and dropped to the ground, cursing.

She was suddenly perfectly still, though her eyes were
bri ght. She hi ccoughed softly.

"Cet up," she said.

"No—stay away from me." The Badger rocked on the
ground, hooi ng softly.

"Here, get up," she said, and hauled himto his feet
with nore strength than he had credited her wth.

He shook her off. "You' re a madwoman," he infornmed
her. "What were you trying to do, geld nme?"

"You'll mend." She began to wal k away, | o00sing dust
and a faint nusic of bells as she nade her way across
t he square.

"Stark staring," muttered the Badger.

The abbot's directions | ed the Badger to a disreputable
district of the town. He stopped a man carrying a w cker
cage of cats and a | arge sack

"Can you tell me the way to the apothecary? |I'ma
stranger here."

"Well, you needn't bother to advertise it," replied the
man. The cats paced in the cage with a swift restlessness,
crying loudly. "And if you're w se," he added, "you'll carry
your noney under your tongue instead of in your pocket."

"But the apothecary?"

"My, aren't we in a hurry? Straight on, past the bawdy
house and the baths. Can't miss it."

"I"'mgrateful, I'"msure. Your cats are certainly full of
qui ck. "

"They snell the rats,"” replied the rat-catcher, hefting
hi s sack.

Suspended above the door of the apothecary's shop was

a stuffed crocodile, patched here and there with green
oilcloth. It revolved slowy on its cord, grinning none too
endearingly. There was no answer when the Badger

knocked, so he gave the bell a good pull. The second-

story shutters banged open, and a head, bald and snaggl e-

t oot hed, popped out |ike a cork



"What do you want ?" screaned the head.

"I was sent by the abbot of Thirdnmoon See to take a
pl ace with the apothecary."

"Take a place? Take a place? At table, do you nean?
In a witness box, in the jailor's house, on the gall ows?"

The Badger wondered whet her every single inhabitant
of Mborsedge was insane. "No, man, an apprenticeship,"”
he said, seized for the first tine by nisgivings.

"The apothecary is in prison, | tell you. Jail. Ha! ha!
They' Il hang 'im A fine holiday, a hanging. They cl ose the
banks, and there's free rum punch."

"Hang hi n? What has he done?"

"He's a debtor, a |oathsome debtor, a poisonous, villain-
ous debtor. Ch, sir, a scurrilous sinner, wallow ng in debt.
Debtor's prison. Ha!"

"Now what do | do?" the Badger asked, of no one in
particul ar.

"Do? Do? Stay out of debt! Ha! ha! Stay out of debt!"
The shutters slamed shut, but the Badger coul d hear
whoopi ng from sonmewhere wt hin.

"Well," he said to Motley, "I don't know what |

expected, but it wasn't this." H's thoughts turned to the
| odgi ngs he had outfitted in his mnd, the suppers wth
new made friends, the anusenments in town.

What to do? Back to the abbey, he supposed. The
t hought of it nmade debtor's prison seem a holiday.

I f anyone had happened to be in the apothecary's shop
just then, they would have wi tnessed an extraordi nary
transformation. Into the fire fell some bits of black wax,
and | o! the snaggl eteeth were gone. The wax was fol |l owed
by sone putty, and the warts and ragged ear di sappeared
as well. Some serious scrubbing with a strong soap
restored the unshaven face to a flaw ess pink. The red-
haired man with grey eyes stirred the fire to make sure
all of the disguise was consuned, then went out the back
door just as the apothecary was coming in the front.

A d Caraway returned in a tenper. A note had called
himto the potter who sold himhis jars; the potter knew
not hi ng of the note. Furthernore, there was no sign of

the boy he had been told to expect. At |east he would be
able to work in peace.

The apot hecary, thought the stranger as he donned an
unr ermar kabl e costune in the alley, would have been very
surprised to learn that he was in prison for debt.

The penny | oaves were | ong gone and the horse's pace



had sl owed when t he Badger stopped that evening at an

i nn hal fway to Thirdnmoon. He was no sooner down from

t he saddl e when the tavern doors flew open and a nunber
of drunks stunbled into the street and into the Badger
"Can | believe ny eyes?"

"He's follow ng us. Go hone, bastard.”

"What's that snell, the horse or the rider?"

"Do you sleep with your horse, or just bathe with it?"
The Badger had escaped a brawl tw ce already that day
and knew it was usel ess to hope for such good fortune a
third time, especially when a match woul d have set the
breath of any one of themalight. Besides, now it was six
to one, odds not even Cullen could pass up

Many of the bl ows were poorly ainmed, but he was well
thrashed all the same. As he lay sprawed in the gutter
revelers spilled fromthe inn to see what the din was about.
They conmplinmented the Badger on his cowardice, and with
great mirth enptied their tankards over his head.

Drenched and stinging, the Badger sat on the paving

stones and thought that by now he couldn't argue with

the insult about the snmell. Then sonmeone brought a bottle
down on the back of his head and he saw a burst of
brilliance, and then not hing.

3

THE BARROW DOMNS

The Badger canme to his senses in total darkness and had

to blink several times to know whether his eyes were open

or shut. The close air of the place filled his nostrils with
an awful stench, and his veins with a cringing fear. He did
not know this place, so why was it so famliar?

He groped around himfor sonething that would tel
hi m where he was. He felt earthen walls, then sonething
el se. He snatched back his hand, the hair rising on the
back of his neck. His hand had cl osed on a bone.

He was in a grave. They had buried himalive.

Al ive—the Badger felt cold air nove against his cheek

and his poundi ng heart slowed. There was air, at |east.

Per haps they had only bundled himinto a cellar after all.
H s eyes had begun to sort out faint shapes fromthe bl ack-
ness, and he saw the bone was a nutton |l eg. Now he

coul d make out niches in the earthen walls. He scranbl ed
up to examnmine them by peering hard he could just make
sense of the labels on the porcelain jars: Confect of Canthar
Ol of Mstic, Solutive Honey of Roses, Pillular Extract of
Cassia. Nets hung fromthe ceiling—full of onions, by the
snel |l of them the Badger shuddered as he brushed agai nst

a ham suspended |i ke a hanged man. This was no grave, but

no ordinary cellar, either, for all the hanms and onions it
m ght contain. Hi s head ached, and he still heard bells.

As he struggled to remenber why bells were inportant,
he saw an approaching |ight cast a glow on the earthen
wal | s.



Soneone rounded the corner carrying a lit dish of tal-
| ow. Before the Iight showed her face, the Badger remem
bered what it was about the bells.

The village witch silently placed a bundl e on the ground
besi de the Badger and Iit a lanp fromthe dish in her

hand, not spilling any of the tall ow despite the manacl es
on her hands. The Badger found he had been lying on a

bed of dried heather and that his head had been skillfully
bound. He touched the bandage gingerly and w nced,
renmenbering the bottle splintering in his ears.

"Where am | ?"

"I'n nmy barrow "

That made himsit up. "You mean ..

"On the moor, yes." She untied the bundle, which con-
tai ned the heel of a | oaf of bread and two eggs.

She handed the latter to him "They're boiled. Wuld
you rat her they were raw?"

"No! Thanks," he said quickly. "They're fine this way."
H s hunger won out over his curiosity, and he barely

| ooked at her as he peeled and ate the eggs. She watched
hi m eat w thout comrent, handing himthe | oaf when the
eggs were gone. The Badger paused, chew ng, and | ooked
up, wiping the crunbs fromhis nmouth with the back of
hi s hand.

"Why did you hel p ne?" he asked, and swal | owed.

"You didn't seemto be very good at defendi ng yourself.
And as long as | was taking your horse—=

"Mt ey? What did they—=

She firmy pushed hi mback down on the mat and began
to undo the dressing on his head.

"He's fine. He seened distressed at the thought of |eav-

ing you, but he's eaten a dinner of noor heather and finds
it quite to his liking. The village idiots didn't touch him
but if they had thought of it they night have made him

into a nock-veni son dinner, for spite." She held a rag to

the mouth of a jug and tipped it twice. A smell of vinegar
assail ed the Badger's nose.

"What of the Direwolves? They mi ght have nmade a neal
of him"

"Yes, but they don't nmuch like the smell of iron. They
nostly | eave al one any creature that's been shod with it.

O belled with it, for that matter. This is going to sting,
but if I don't clean it, it will fester." She |ooked at him
closely. "How did you manage to get into the good graces



of that lot, anyway?"

"Ch, we're old childhood mates. |I'm a bastard, you see.
No better reason for a drubbing. Not that they need one."

"My eyes are the wong color for their |iking—though
the rest of nme seens to suit them There, I'mdone with
you. Your shirt is in the other room drying by the fire."

The ot her room of the barrow was dom nated by the

bronze bier of some warrior |long since dust. The stone

I i keness had been detached and now stood in a corner; in
its place was a nest of blankets and cushi ons. One corner
of the roomwas taken up by war chests overflowing with
arnor, nmuch of it broken up by grave robbers thensel ves
long dust. A pail of water was steanming in front of the
st ove.

"I woul d have given you a bed in here, only you snelled
so nmuch, of beer and, well, piss."

"So that's the stench," he said ruefully.

"Yes. | thought 1'd | eave the bath to you. Your shirt is
on the chair by the fire. Mnd the bees.”

H s pants were as beer-and-pi ss soaked as the rest of

him and in order to bathe he would have to take them
off. After a mnute he gave up waiting for her to go into
the other room and stripped, not knowi ng what else to do.
Whi |l e he bathed she sat on the bier, tying herbs into
bundl es with the appearance at |east of conplete uncon-
cern. Near the hearth an old suit of arnor was serving as
a beehive. One of the bees exited through the visor and
flew by the Badger's ear. He gingerly renoved his shirt
fromthe chair and put it on. As he did up the buttons,
he thought of her, with her manacl ed hands, putting him

across Mdtley's back, lowering himinto the barrow, dress-
i ng hi mundressing him for that matter. He turned to
face her.

"You're no witch, whatever they say. Wat are you
exact|y?"

She turned on hima cool, blue-green gaze. "But | am

a witch. Make no m stake about that. | amfull of all sorts
of volatile magics. | mght slit your throat from behind
whi l e your back is turned, and have you for supper." She

| aughed, yawned, and stretched. "I know a little of magic;
call me what you like. I was never naned. At |east, | was
never given a nane | cared to keep."

"Your parents never named your"

"I never knew ny parents. The woman who rai sed ne
called ne lots of things—tizardling, Underfoot—one of
them names, really." She seened to have a thought. "Cal
me Catling."



But was having trouble with her accent, with its under-
tones of crone and birdsong. "Caitlin?" he said uncertainly.

She | aughed. "Yes. Call me that. Caitlin." Her hand

went to the small stone that hung around her neck. She
gave hima sidelong look. "It was quite a bl ow. Does your
head hurt? | can give you sonething for the pain."

She seened harnl ess, but he didn't |ike the idea of
drinking a witch's potion. "I really just want to see ny
horse," he said.

"The trapdoor's here."

He hoi sted hinmsel f out onto the noor. Mtley neighed
a greeting and the Badger passed his hands over the
horse's legs with no little relief.

"Hey, you ugly old thing," he murmured under his
breath. "Don't get any ideas about this being a holiday,

j ust because you get to dine with a view " He beat the
dust and sweat fromthe horse's coat as best he could, and
saw that the tether ropes were secure. Then he stepped
down onto the rafter and swng onto the floor of the
barrow, cheerfully rubbing his head, which had begun to
ache right on schedul e.

"I believe the noor agrees with him"

"It will have to. You'll both have to stay until norning.
The noor isn't safe at night."

"Then why do you stay?"

"The smith's son and his lot, they think the noor is
haunted; it keeps themaway. It's the grave robbers and
wol ves that keep ne in."

"How did you cone to be belled?"

She paused so | ong he thought she woul d not answer.

"There was a sickness anong the children," she said at

| ast, "and sone cows went dry. Nothing very remarkable

in that, except it happened all at once. | grew up in the
Wi rdwood, alone with nmy guardi an. That woul d have

been enough, even if she hadn't dabbled in spells. So they
bl amed her, and when she di ed her blane was ny inheri-
tance. They were too great cowards to kill me, so they
bell ed me instead, to know when I was com ng."

"Way didn't you go seek refuge in the tenple?"

She | ooked at him strangely. "There is no refuge in the
Pentacle for the Iikes of me," she said at |ast. He thought,
not for the first time, of Asaph's words: Things are differ-
ent, outside these walls.

"How did you carry nme, anyway?"

"Wth these." She shook the manacles so the bells rang,



smling bitterly. "I have learned to live with these, even
to use them"

"I could take themoff."
"Why shoul d you?"
"Well, why should you have hel ped ne?"

"Because | hate the ones who beat you-not because
bear you any |ove."

"And | bear no |love for those who belled you."

Several enotions fought to fix thensel ves on her
features.

"You're not doing this out of kindness?" she said at |ast.
"No. "

At this reassurance, the fierce mask the fire had nade
of her features fell away. For the first time he realized
she was not nuch ol der than he was.

"Can you really get them off?"
"I can try. To spite them"

"Yes, to spite them" But when the tools were fetched
fromthe saddl ebag, and the nanacles and collar fell to

the barrow floor, Caitlin rubbed her wists, tears starting
up in her eyes.

"It's so quiet," she said, her voice full of surprise. "I
never could nmuffle them conpletely.”

He wat ched her nmake a sal ve for her neck and wi sts.
Then Caitlin settled herself anmong the cushions on the
bi er.

"Tell me a story. Tell ne where you come from Badger
and then tell me a story with dragons in it. Then we will
sleep, and in the morning I will snow you off the noor."

The rat-catcher was in his roonms, placating his cats with
scraps of mackerel after a day spent deratting a brewery
and a judge's chanbers. The cats swarned over his |egs,
joggling for the fish. The rat-catcher chortled and hel ped
hinself to a few mackerel, teasing the cats on his lap by
dangling the fish near his I|ips.

"Ch, yes, delicious, nmy pretties, yes! There, go on; have

it. | bought liver sausage for ny dinner." He stood, scatter-
ing the cats, which yowed and fled to the corners of the
roomw th greasy bits of mackerel

"Do | have nustard?" mused the rat-catcher al oud,



going to the cupboard with a heavy tread. One foot was
shorter than the other where a rat bite had festered; he
had had to have his heel off. The cupboard hel d nothing
but broken traps and some old cheese suitable for rat bait
but not human consunption. His search was interrupted

by a knock, and he linped to the door. Through the shut-
ter he could see a clean-shaven cheek and a grey eye.

"What do you want ?"
"I want sone rats caught."

"Come back tonmorrow. " The rat-catcher started to close

the shutter, but before he could his visitor slid a coin into
the gap. It was gold, newWwy mnted, and the rat-catcher

felt his palns itch and his nouth water.

"There are nore like it," said the stranger, "if | could
renmenber where | put them™

The rat-catcher opened the door, notioning the nman in.

The cats canme clanbering, and the man with grey eyes
pi cked up a particularly noisy one, languidly stroking its

"How ratty are you?" asked the rat-catcher as he put
the Iiver sausage in a pan and | ooked for a knife with
whi ch to pare sone pot at oes.

"Not very. There are only two, but they are very large."

The rat-catcher | ooked up sharply and spat w th di sdain.
"I don't do that kind of rat-catching. | have no anbition
to put my neck in a noose, thank you very nuch. If you
want your wife and her fancy man sent to hell by the short
road, you needn't've come to ne. There are cutthroats
aplenty in the street, and you woul dn't have interrupted
ny di nner."

"You mstake nme. | don't want themkilled. | nerely
want them di splaced. You aren't going to eat that sausage
wi t hout nustard, are you?"

"Haven't got any," said the rat-catcher ruefully.

A small felt sack appeared on the table, its contents
settling pleasantly, coin against coin.

"That will buy a considerabl e anount of nustard. Wtch
for me in an hour by the tavern and I will direct you.
Enj oy your supper.”

Above on the moor Modtl ey whinnied nervously. A nman,

his hair glinting |like tarnished copper in the noonlight,
stepped up to the horse and stretched out a palmfull of

| unp sugar. Faced with such a treat, Mtley's wariness
deserted mm and he nosed eagerly at the sugar offered in
the outstretched hand in its black gl ove. The man stroked



the nap of the horse's broad nose, speaking in a lulling
t one.

"Not hi ng to be anxious about; ny fine fellow W're
going to be fanous friends, very fampbus friends indeed."

Below in the barrow Caitlin woke and |ay crouched on

the bier, listening intently with her ears, her bones, her
very skin. She heard nothing but the light snore of the
Badger asleep in front of the fire. Sone coals settled into
ash, and overhead on the peat the horse shifted his weight.

Slowy Caitlin relaxed, her cheek reluctantly comng to rest
agai nst the cold ancient nmetal. At length, she closed her
eyes, and at greater length she slept.

She did so fitfully, and dreaned. They were uneasy
dreans, dreans of being puni shed by Abagtha, being

| ocked in the snokehouse where Abagtha dried her herbs,
being | ocked in a cellar full of rats.

Caitlin stirred, then woke with a shudder and start. The
barrow was full of hundreds of rats, panicked by the thick
tar snoke that choked the rooms. Gaggi ng on the foul

stinging air, Caitlin felt along the wall, breaking the backs
of rats all the way, and found the Badger. He hadn't

woken, though the rats had crawl ed onto hi mwhere he

sl ept, and begun to chew his boots. The snoke, thought
Caitlin, and she hauled himto his feet.

The trapdoor was shut and the tunnel was full of snol-
dering rags soaked in tar. Everywhere the rats scurried in
pani c, making an awful noise. Caitlin's clothes began to
snoke, and there was barely roomin the tunnel to put
themout. At last, their eyes streamng and throats raw,
the two stunbled out into the black, cool, blessed night.
When the fits of coughing had subsided, they saw Mot -

ley standing a little apart, a large red handkerchief tied
over his eyes.

"Qur friends," said the Badger

"No—they woul d have stolen the horse, or killed him"

The Badger knelt to pick something fromthe noor at
the horse's feet, turning it in his hands, puzzled.

"What did you find?"

"Some footprints. And—t's odd—a sugar |unp."
Caitlin's hands went to the amul et around her neck
"Badger. You nust | eave at once."

He heartily agreed. "But you're coming with ne."

She didn't argue.



The abbot of Thirdmon See rose at his usual hour,
said his norning prayers, and awaited the arrival of his
secretary.

Brother Hare arrived bearing a tray with a razor and a
bow of lather, and the abbot settled into the chair for his

nor ni ng shave. The nonk | athered the abbot's sunken
cheeks and began to sharpen the razor. That instrunent
rai sed, the nonk cleared his throat.

"Your G ace."
"Yes?" said the abbot, careful of the | ather.

"The tanner's daughter's son is returned from Moors-
edge. "

"What happened?"

"W have not yet put any questions to him your G ace.

W thought it best to | eave any interviewto you. But as
far as we can ascertain fromhis remarks to the hostel er
who met himat the gate, the apothecary was unavail able.”
The nonk began to scrape the abbot's beard. \Wen he

had reached the abbot's chin he spoke agai n.

"Your G ace."

T

"He has brought a young woman with him"
"Dear me. \Wat sort of young woman?"

"A witch."

The abbot was forced to spit lather in a nost unseemly
manner. "A what ?"

"A young worman who wor ks magi ¢, scorning the creed

of the Pentacle. As | said, your Grace: a witch." The nonk
rinsed the razor and wi ped the traces of |ather from
around the abbot's ears and throat.

"Send themto ne," said the abbot w th unaccust oned
energy. "Send themto me—but first make sure the
woman is free of vermn."

The woman fromthe dairy and her niece were recruited

to wash Caitlin. They came with brushes in many sizes,
meant for cattle and carpets, and with strong |ye soap and
specially bl essed pentacles to ward off evil eyes and ot her
spell-spinning. Caitlin was | ed away, and fromthe dye-
house where they had readi ed her bath there could be

heard at first shouts and short screans and spl ashi ng.
Later, voices singing in rounds issued out over the court-
yard, followed by laughter and then again screans.



VWhile Caitlin was being readied for her audience with
t he abbot, the Badger went in search of Asaph. Knocking

on the door to the nmonk's cell, he got no answer; when
he knocked harder, the door swung open under his hand.
The room had been stripped: the beekeeper's hat was not
on its peg. A young nonk not nuch ol der than the Badger
was sitting on a bare cot by the wi ndow, reading a m ssal

"Sorry ... | ... | must have taken a wrong turn. | was
| ooki ng for Asaph."

The young monk | ooked at him strangely. "This was his
cell. Did you know hi nP"

"Why, where is he?"
"They took himto the asylum yesterday."

The Badger |eft the block of monks' cells and wandered

to the spice orchard, but he had no heart for stealing
oranges. At last he went to his old room above the stables.
At first he thought they had given over his room too, but
then the figure sitting on his cot turned, and he saw it
was Caitlin. She was very pink, and soneone had brai ded

her long hair and dressed her in a robe of bluegreen stuff
that couldn't decide whether it wanted to be the col or of
her right eye or her left. She was holding his recorder in
her hands.

"Do you make nusic on this?"
"Someti nes—+o0 anmuse mnysel f."

Her eyes widened a little, then narrowed. Caitlin had
never heard of nusic for amusenent, only for charning
t hi ngs. She saw the Badger was troubl ed.

"What's the matter?"

"Not hi ng for you to worry about." He had rescued sone
of Asaph's things fromthe forge coal box: a small gil ded
m ssal, a manual on beekeepi ng, the barnyard ani nals
carved from honeyconb Asaph made for village children
The Badger ranged them now on the foot of the cot.

Caitlin picked up a hen and a rooster; she thought of

Abagt ha, and an old spell to make hens lay. If you said
the spell backward as you roasted a brown egg in the fire,
the sane spell woul d make hens stop |aying. Mst spells
were like that, Caitlin nused. They could be turned inside-
out as easily as a stocking.

"You're worried about someone," she said. "It's all right;
it doesn't take a seer to see it in your face."

"Il tell you about it later. Ri ght now we have to go
to the abbot and convince himyou're not the devil
i ncarnate."



"Ah." She nmade a face. "Perhaps | shoul d have picked
the robe of virginal white, after all."

The abbot let his gaze take in the curiosity before him

He noted the unsettling eyes, the blistered skin on the
neck and wists, the unholy anulet. After rolling his words
around on his tongue |ike a mouthful of wi ne he m ght

spit out, the abbot spoke.

"Are you a believer, ny daughter?"
"I don't believe you are nmy father."

"Don't be inmpudent. You have had no religious instruc-
tion, then?"

"On the contrary. | amvery well acquainted with your

Pent acl e. When the Necromancer succeeds in turning |ead
into gold, all faithful souls will be nmade pure and i ncor-
rupti bl e. Yes—+ know your Pentacle, very well." Caitlin
had kept her voice | ow, but the Badger thought that if her
hai r had not been bound it would have thrown off sparks.

"Hush," said the abbot, stretching out a hand to touch

the cat anulet. "You flirt with bl aspheny, and | amtoo
old for such nonsense. This is an anmulet of the black arts.
Are you a witch?"

"I am an herbwonan, and an interpreter of birds. |
have been known to converse with cats. | am an other-
wor | d daughter. Wuld you have nme dye one eye to natch
the other, and take in | aundry?"

The abbot pulled at his ear. Then his consternation
seemed to lift.

"There are two courses of action open to nme. You see,

| have the duty of saving your soul from damation while
setting the popul ace at ease. The sinplest way in which |

m ght acconplish this is to have you burned at the stake."
The abbot coughed; Caitlin didn't flinch. "But I amwlling
instead to offer you this option: confinenment for the rest
of your natural life in either a convent or an asylum |

| eave the choice to you. Cone to nme before | auds tonight
and | will hear your answer.

"Now, Matthew. Kneel, and explain yourself."

The Badger knelt. Caitlin arched an eyebrow

"What is this about you trying to apprentice yourself to
a wtch?"

"The apothecary was in debtor's prison, your G ace."

"Does that excuse your subsequent behavi or? You di sap-

point me. You will remain here until | decide what to do
with you. | shall make inquiries of the nul eskinner and the
renderer." The abbot extended his hand, and the Badger
touched his lips to the large ring of holy office, rose, and
jamred his cap over his red ears.



"You may go."

In the courtyard, it seenmed to himCaitlin | ooked at
himw th nocking eyes. "Are you a badger, Badger, or a
nouse?" she nurnmur ed.

He turned on her like a dog that has had its tail pulled
one too many tines. "Muse!" he shouted, and the word
rang in the courtyard. Mnks poked their heads out of
casenents to |l ook quizzically at them as they passed.

"I"ve worn a collar, too, invisible, perhaps, but no | ess
hard than yours! Only there is no getting mne off.

Mul eski nner! Boiler of |lard! Heaven help ne! He strode
of f toward the garden w thout waiting for her

When she caught up with himhe was sitting on the
fence at one side of the punpkin patch, seemngly intent
on a busy anthill. Caitlin sat on the fence beside him

"Then why lass his ring, if you feel that way about it?"
She reached into his shirt and took hold of the pentacle
that hung around his neck on a lace. "Or do you really
believe third-rate alcheny is going to save your soul ?"

"How can | not believe it? |I've had it drunmmed into
me day and night since | was six years old."

She |l et the pendant fall back upon his chest. "You didn't
tell me you were a nonk," she reproached him "1 thought
you were going to be an apot hecary."

"It seens |'mto be neither.”" He lifted his eyes to Cait-
lin"s. "I haven't believed for a long tine, if | ever really

did. But if the truth is not in this, where is it? | really
thought it lay outside these walls. | was a fool ."

"Yes, you were, but no nore a fool than anyone else."

They went to the kitchen gate, where the Badger spoke
to the knifegrinder.

"Yes, | saw them take himaway, in the back of a cart.
He was raving so, it took three nen to hold hi mdown."

"You're sure it was Asaph?"

"Yes—the fat one, the drunkard who kept bees.”

The Badger wal ked away w t hout answering, though he

want ed very much to sharpen his knuckles on the knife-
grinder's back teeth. Caitlin followed, but not before she

had cast a small spell dulling the knifegrinder's whetstone.

4
The Journey Begi ns

The Badger took Caitlin back to the stables to outfit her
for the journey. In her haste she had taken nothing from



the barrow, if there had been anything fit to snatch from
the snoke and rats. Wile the Badger searched for a pair
of boots to fit her, Caitlin picked up Asaph's m ssal
"This book. It was your friend s?"

"Yes. Way?"

"Well, it's pigskin."

He | ooked up; half the time she seened to read his

t houghts, the other half she acted like a sinpleton. "That
it is."”

"But it has gilt edges. You gild vellum not pigskin. It's
as though soneone nade a jewel ed wai stcoat for a pig."

He took the m ssal from her hands. "He nust have
added the gilt hinmself for sone reason."

"l don't think so."

"Why not ?"

"The gilt is poisoned."

The Badger dropped the prayerbook. "What!"

"Sonme bel | adonna or foxglove, maybe a little mstletoe."
"How can you tell?"

Caitlin pointed to a corner of the book where the

pi gskin bore the marks of tiny teeth, then to a dead nouse
on the floor by the foot of the cot.

The Badger shook his head. "But poison! He's supposed
to be nad, not dead."

"It probably wasn't nmeant to kill him Mbst likely he
kept it in his pocket, and ran his hand al ong the spine
when he was thinking. Just a little of the poison through
the skin and his brain would begin to get foggy. After a
whil e he woul d be the picture of a madman. "

"But he was fine the last tine | saw him"

"Per haps soneone decided not to wait for the poison
to doits work."

The Badger stared at the prayerbook. Wat was he to
bel i eve, that there had been a plot to drive Asaph nad?
It crossed his nmind that she mght be playing a game with
him for reasons of her own.

"Enough of this. The abbot's waiting."

The abbot was ready for his mdday nap. He was wear -
ing a nightcap, and Brother Hare stood ready, holding a



smal | gl ass of herb cordial. The abbot | ooked balefully
at Caitlin.

"Well, which shall it be? Convent or asylunf"

"Convent . "

"Very well. You shall start today for the convent at
Ninthstile." The abbot reached for the glass and took a
sip of cordial. "It is a great distance, some nonths' jour-

ney, and | would not nave you travel it al one. Matthew
here will go with you."

The Badger was dunbstruck. "But the nul eski nner

"This suits ny purposes. Do you question ny
j udgment ?"

"OfF course not, your Gace."

"You ought to have a chaperone, but | can spare no
one to go with you."

"Not a eunuch to spare?" Caitlin said under her breath.

"Confound you, go as you please, so long as you go,"
sai d the abbot, whose hearing was acute despite his
advanced years. "But mark ne: | will not tolerate witches.
| shall send word to the sisters at Ninthstile to | ook for

you in the new year. If you have not arrived by then,

shal | have the sergeant set a price on both your heads. If
either of you fails to arrive in Nnthstile by the appointed
day, the other shall die. You will be sent to the nul eskin-
ner, and not to be apprenticed. Now go."

While Caitlin chose a horse fromthe stable, the Badger
had only to add a few things to his bundle: his recorder
whi ch he had forgotten, and sone marbles that had been

the only thing in his pockets the day he first cane to the
abbey. Hesitating, he added Asaph's missal to his bundle.
The nonk's pentacle he hung fromthe rafter over the cot,
then took the star fromaround his neck and hung it from
the sane nail.

Caitlin returned | eading the grey mare, Maud. They sad-
dl ed the horses and the Badger |eft the Abbey of

Thi rdrmoon See for the second and, as it turned out, the
[ ast time.

The nessenger squinted through the eyepiece of his
spygl ass, trained on the dinple in the wood where Caitlin
and the Badger had stopped for the night.

"Elric," he said, without turning to the red-haired man
behind him "are you sure she is the one?"

"I should hope to heaven she is, or |I'll have seriously



m sspent the better part of twenty years. But | ook at those
eyes, man. Look at those cockatrice, those seer's, those
ot herworl d eyes!"

The nessenger shut the spyglass and joined Elric by
the fire. "She is striking," he said thoughtfully. "But I
woul dn't exactly call her beautiful."

"No, but sonething about her would make a nman for-
swear beauty."

"Just don't fall under her spell, or I'll have to report
you to the Hi gh Council."

"Under her spell? My dear fellow " Elric knocked the
ashes fromhis pipe into the fire. "I haven't forgotten what
| was sent to do."

"Are you sure you can take care of then®?"
"I'f you mean, can | carry out ny orders, yes. But I'm

not sure | like this line of questioning. Stop it, will you,
and hand over that tobacco."

The nessenger tossed hima pouch. Elric caught it

neatly and refilled his pipe. It was a blend of his own

i nvention, snelling when lit of wet earth and dead | eaves,
so he could indulge his habit w thout giving hinself away.
Hs pipe lit, he walked to the rimof the holl ow and gazed
down on the pair bel ow.

As soon as they crossed into the woods the Badger had

been seized with powerful m sgivings. A few days ago he

had been eating stol en oranges and argui ng with Asaph
Suddenly all that, the whole tired and tiresone but faml -
iar world of Thirdmoon had vani shed, and there stretched

in front of himonly this dark wood. Wat in the nane of
sweet heaven was he doing, anyway, with this half-wtch

on the way to Ninthstile? Ninthstile, a convent so renote
that it would take themhalf the winter to reach it. It was
madness. |If they lost tine, if they were del ayed in reaching
the straits at Little RRm they would be forced to wait unti
spring to cross, and by then every bounty hunter in thir-
teen Ki ngdoms woul d be | ooking for them And Asaph

poi soned and vani shed? It was too much.

And then there was Caitlin. The first night in the wood
t he Badger had bolted upright to a bl oodcurdling scream
and found hinself across the fire at her side, shaking
her awake.

"You were having a nightmare." He spoke calnmy, but
the hairs on the back of his neck were standing up straight.

Her face was white as death, the hair against her brow
danp with sweat. She turned away and drew t he bl anket
to her chin. "Go back to sleep.”



He hesitated. "Wat did you dreanf"

She was already asleep or feigning it. Either way, she
didn't answer.

This was not the Wirdwood, so there was no need to

fear the Direwl ves, but there nmight very well be deserters
or robbers, so they rode as swiftly as they could wi thout

| eaving the path. The Badger | ooked over his shoul der

He coul d have sworn he saw sonet hi ng nove behi nd
them off to the right. They cane to a stream and paused
to fill the waterskins.

"I don't mean to alarmyou,” he said, "but we're

bei ng fol | owed. "

"I know. He's been back there since early yesterday."
Squatting in the mddle of the stream Caitlin was washi ng
with neat, catlike novenents.

"I don't suppose you thought to tell ne!"

Her eyes wi dened. "Wy, what could you have done?"
"You should have told nme, that's all,"” he said |lanely.
They rode on in silence.

In the shadows, Elric was having a rest, |eaning on the
hunter's bow that came up to his shoul der. He was wi shing
for ointment; his last stint, masquerading as a jester at
court, had made himsoft. It was going to be hell keeping
the two of themin sight. He was on foot now

Elric was annoyed, and a little worried. He was sure of

the girl, but he had his doubts about the boy. It was a

nui sance and no little danger, but when the time cane he
woul d have to act. If someone got hurt who wasn't neant

to, well, there was no helping it.

It happened the woods in question belonged to M1 o,

known to his subjects as the Boy King, though he was a
strapping man of thirty-three. Mlo was riding through his
woods with a small hunting party of two hundred, con-
sisting of his old nurse, his consulting astrononer, fifty
courtiers, several dozen servants assigned to |lunch detail
some sixty hunters and bodyguards, and a yammering pack

of dogs that led the way through the dense thickets.

They were going to kill the first creature they saw,
whet her furred or feathered, great or small. It didn't mat-
ter what |and of animal, Mo insisted.

"You see, it says: 'Kill ye the first beast ye shall find,
and cook it with the heart of a fox, and ye shall understand
the voices of the birds and beasts.' "

"Nonsense," said Nurse, who was riding al ongside.



"Ch, no," said the astrononer, "this has very recently
been proven to be so."

MIlo was reading aloud in the saddle froma small, illu-

m nat ed book of wonders, so that two grooms had to ride

at either side of their king, poised to seize the reins if his
maj esty's horse should suddenly try to unseat his rider and
bolt through the trees.

"I't's nonsense, neverthel ess,” Nurse proclaimed in her
rich baritone. The astrononmer was about to protest that
he hinmself had wi tnessed such a case, but Nurse cut him
off with a belch

They had the fox already. All the roads in MIo's realm
were in disrepair, the noney for nendi ng them having

been spent on expeditions to capture ever nore exotic
creatures for his nenagerie, the largest in thirteen king-
donms. M1 o yawned. He hoped they would find sonething
soon. Once he had gai ned the speech of ani mals he wanted
to test it on the tane carp in the pal ace fountain.

The king's First Huntsman swore as he rode ahead with

t he hounds. He could hear old King Max turning in his
grave. It was a good thing the ol d nonarch had di ed when
he had. And they had all thought the prince would out-
grow this nonstrous foolishness! They would have to turn
back in an hour or two, and they hadn't seen a thing.

Apart fromthe king's party, and fromthe pair traveling

to Ninthstile, the woods held a small party of the king's
guards, | ooking for poachers. These were bad times in

M1 o's kingdom and no gane was safe. It happened that
there was only one poacher in the woods just then, an old
rascal by the nane of Purley, and he had conceal ed him
self for the afternoon inside a hollow tree. The woods were
crawl i ng today; he hadn't seen it this bad since Prince

M 1o, aged six, had gotten |ost hunting dragon's nests. The
only thing for it was to stay put and have a nap. Wen al

t hese busybodi es had gone hone he woul d conme out and

tend to his Iines.

The patrol consisted of five guards, each of whom had
been hoping to be assigned to hunt duty. That was easy
work and a good day's outing, with better meat and drink
than they got at home on feast days. As it was, they had
only been given brown bread, red and white cheese, and
beer—not even a little hot wine!l" they grunbl ed—and

they were all in a nasty tenper. Heaven hel p any poacher
t hey caught.

A d King Max had |l oved to hunt. These woods had

once been his deer park, before his son's indifference had
condemned themto rack and ruin. They were thick with
deer, but the king and his party were maki ng such a racket
that every living thing for niles gave thema w de berth.



Caitlin and the Badger were making far |ess noise, and now
and then as they rode they would spy a hind drinking.

"We're coming to the edge of the forest," Caitlin said.
They had not stopped to rest all that day, for they were
still being foll owed!

The Badger reined in Mtley beside her. "If we do a
little hard riding, we mght reach a town before dark."

Just then a huge stag crashed through the thicket, hur-
tling across the path. In mdair it shuddered and gave a
groan awful to near, and fell thundering to the ground,
maki ng the horses rear in terror

Swearing, the Badger tried to calmhis horse. Mtley
was ski pping and snorting at the snmell of fresh blood. The
shaft of an arrow emerged fromthe stag's side

Elric stepped fromthe underbrush, fitting another
arrow to his bow He had tied a kerchief about his face,
but he thought he saw Caitlin put a hand to her amulet.

"Cblige me, madam and clinb that tree. Yes, that one.
Cone, come, you can do better than that."

"What in the nane of = said the Badger

But the hunter stepped up, putting a finger to his lips.
"Hush!" he said, pressing the bow into the Badger's hands.
"You oughtn't to be hunting here, ny friend. These are
the king's woods." Wth that, he flung the quiver at the
Badger's feet and vani shed.

As if on cue, the patrol galloped through the gap in the
trees. The point of a sword pressed lightly into the base
of the Badger's throat.

"You're under arrest in the name of the king."

In the tree Caitlin crouched very still, watching the Bad-
ger being trussed |ike a piece of gane. She was hel pl ess.

If she reveal ed herself, they would both be lost. Caitlin
saw t he Badger's face strained with the effort of not | ook-
ing in her direction. She was afraid the poundi ng of her
heart woul d gi ve her away.

"Two horses," said one of the guards. He gave the Bad-
ger a kick. "Were's your friend, eh?"

Getting no reply, he ained the next kick at the Badger's
head. Then they led himaway, with the horses in tow

"Come on," said their |eader as they rode off, "I think
he went this way."

Elric escaped. One m nute the guards had himin sight,
t he next he was gone. He was still sniling over his nmarks-



manshi p when he neared the edge of the forest and saw

the town road stretching out before him Carel essly, he
took a step forward. A poacher's snare closed tight around
his foot, the sprung trap hauling himup by one leg to
dangle in the treetops.

The dogs had found Caitlin. They sat beneath the tree,
panting and howing by turns. Coming up to themthe
First Huntsnman gazed up into the branches and began
to | augh.

"Well, sweetheart," he called up to her, "I hope you
fancy fox for dinner!"

Caitlin was too weary to answer. Let themclinb up and
get ne, she thought.

The rest of the hunting party rode up and reined in
their nounts. Necks were craned, eyes shaded as everyone
| ooked up into the treetops.

"A princess!" crowed MIlo in delight.

And a princess Caitlin becane, despite the best argu-
ments put forth by Nurse, the astrononer, and the First
Huntsman. M1 o ordered Caitlin retrieved fromher perch
and pl aced before himon his horse. "Or is it behind?" he
fretted al oud. One of his books had a picture of such a
scene, if only he could remenber it. "She is a nute prin-
cess," he explained to Nurse. "Al'l her brothers have been
changed to ravens by a w cked stepqueen, and to free

t hem she nust keep a vow of silence for seven years. Let
me see: we will have to devise a system of hand signals.”
Mlo loved this sort of puzzle.

"She needs a bath," said Nurse.

Caitlin held her tongue. The First Huntsman hel ped
her into the saddle, nuttering under his breath, "Ah, you
can talk as well as |I can!"

And so the three of themarrived in Mlo's kingdomin
three very different styles. The Badger entered sl ung
across the back of a horse and was pronptly thrown into
M1o's dungeon. Caitlin entered like royalty and was i me-
diately subnmerged in a hot bath, on strict orders from
Nurse. And Elric was cut down past m dni ght by Purley

t he poacher, who revived himw th rum and hel ped him

into town on foot.

5
THE MAGPI E KI NG

The richest nen in M1o's kingdom were the noney-

| ender, the hangman, and the rat-catcher. The capital was
sooty, full of dark, sour snells, and the streets rang with
an unceasing din. It was hard to tell the houses fromthe
taverns; they alike stank of beer, with argunents spilling
out into the streets. In Mlo's kingdom the nan next to
you woul d as soon slit your throat for a piece of bread as



a piece of gold. On every street corner there were fist-
fights, and people took their children to see the public
hangi ngs, since there were no puppet shows.

Caitlin saw none of this. Certain peasants were paid an

al  owance to keep up a rustic touch along the king' s road:
Children hurried home fromtheir shifts at the gl ue works;
their nothers snmeared their faces with rouge to give them
a healthy pink. Then the whole fam |y would drag father
out of bed so that he could be | eading the cow on a rope
and smoki ng a pi pe when the king rode by. It was this
picture Caitlin saw

Now she lay floating in the second proper bath of her
life. The water had issued from an unseen source, steam
ing and perfuned. Caitlin lay back in the water and

t hought .

She wondered where they had taken the Badger, and
whet her they hanged poachers in this ki ngdom

She wondered, too, about the man who had shot the

deer. She had an uneasy feeling that she had seen him
before. In the Wirdwod? Morsedge? She stared

t hrough the vapor at the bathwater, willing the scene to
take shape in the colored swirls of oil

Nurse entered, hefting a huge pile of towels. A string
of handnmai dens fol |l owed, bearing an assortnent of gowns
and shoes, and caskets of jewels.

"Wash your neck, and then out of the water with you

So you can't speak, is that your story? We'll see about
that. You, dry her off, and you, put that gown on her
W'l see how she | ooks in blue."

After she was dressed, Caitlin was led to a banqueting
hall. It was an indoor garden, with a hundred evergreens
[it with uncountabl e tapers. Cages of songbirds were sus-
pended fromthe ceiling, which was painted w th cl ouds;
on fair evenings the done opened an oval eye on the
stars. Tane deer wandered anong the diners, begging for
tobacco, and a bear in a lace ruff capered clumsily to a
pi per's tune.

If the courtiers were disconcerted by Caitlin's eyes, they
hid it well. Everyone was intent on MIo, who had cocked
an ear to a nightingale in a cage. On the king's plate was
what Caitlin supposed was the unfortunate fox's heart, and
a poached egg; the first animl they had seen had been a
hen, but the owner had refused to part with it, finally
taking a sovereign for one of the bird s eggs.

M 1o shook his head. "Nothing—nothing—+t's really very
di sappointing. Perhaps it has to settle in the stonach. |
will try again in the norning."

If there had been no need to keep nmute, Caitlin could
have told the king what the bird was singing. It was one
of the first songs Abagtha had taught her: My |ove has



flown to the noon, the nmoon, and there is no consoling ne.
Mlo spied Caitlin and stood, beam ng

"Princess!" A place had been set for her beside the
king, and as she slipped into it Caitlin wondered what

was expected of nute princesses whose brothers had been
turned into ravens.

Ki ssing his hand seemed a good begi nni ng, and she sur-
prised herself by sumoning up a few tears. The whol e
court was touched, no one nore than the young king him
self. He could hardly eat his soup. Between the courses
they played Twenty Questions until he had pieced together
t he whol e of her tragic story.

Her nanme, Caitlin pantom ned, was Emeral da (here she
pointed to Mlo's ring). For his benefit she relived her
arduous journey over the terrain of her plate, through for-
ests of asparagus, treacherous custard seas, baked plains
of beef. Pity welled up in Mlo's heart.

The astrononmer and Nurse traded dire | ooks. There was
no mstaking it: The king was smitten

The Badger breathed in the snell of filthy straw and
tasted the foul mattress beneath him He closed his nouth
and tried to swallow, but his throat was too dry. Every
bone in his body ached, and his eyes burned. This was

not his roomin the abbey, or the barrow on the noor. It
stank, it was small, and he was not alone in it.

The Badger sat up, clutching his pounding head. He
blinked, trying to train his eyes on the three uncertain
figures across the tiny room

The first face he sorted fromthe gl oomwas pale, topped
with a shock of grey hair, although the face was not partic-
ularly old. The eyes were pale, too, nmade even | ess sub-
stantial by the thick | enses secured with wire and string.
The second face he coul d nake out was young, its hand-

some features fixed in a scow. It was unpleasant to hold

t he dark gaze beneath their thunderclap brows. The Bad-

ger released it and turned to the third face. This one was
very old, a mass of winkles that all but hid the eyes. It
was hairless and toothless; a set of false teeth hung around
the old man's neck on a cord. The Badger | ooked from one

to the other to the third again. H's head was killing him

"Hello," said the first.
The second nodded grudgi ngly.

The third put in his teeth, as if that would help him
see better.

"I"'m Fowk," said the first, handing the Badger a pitcher



of water. It was warm and unpl easantly fusty, but it was
wat er. The Badger drank, washed his face, and thanked
hi m

"You can call me Badger."

"This is Uick—don't kick ne! Wiy shouldn't | tell him
your nanme?—and this here is A d Dice. How did you
manage to get thrown into our good conpany?"

The Badger felt the back of his head, wi ncing. "Poach-
ing." To his surprise he saw Uick's face light up into a
pl easant smile.

"Good for you! We'll get on, you and I."

"Uick here hel ped hinself to one of the king' s peacocks
and was fool enough to put the feathers in his cap," said
Fowk. He hinself, he explained, was a | ockpick. "I'd have
us out in the blink of an eye, too, if it wasn't for those
bolts." The iron bars in the door and w ndow were thick

as a man's arm

O d Dice took out his teeth again. "Pleased to neet

you. Pleased indeed. | nyself ama purveyor of antiquities.
Relics. A victimof circunstances, | assure you—+ |acked
a |icense—npst unfortunate oversight. | expect to be

rel eased shortly."

But when the Badger asked how | ong he had been
there, Od Dice fell silent. Fowk took the Badger aside.

"Best not to take that tack with him He's been here
fourteen years."

>SEx=<a»

It was a fine norning and M| o took Emeral da on a

tour of his nenagerie, the best in thirteen kingdons.

There were creatures Caitlin had only seen in Abagtha's
books: lizards the size of a |arge dog, goats with great
twi sted horns, horses banded bl ack and white, a creature
part duck, part nole. There was a gol den bear that could
fit inside a teacup, and a white bear that was tw ce as tal
at the tallest nan. There was a bull w th heavy arnor and
a horn on the end of its nose. They passed a pool of great

tusked sea-boars and cane to a golden pavilion. Mo took
a key fromhis ring.

"These are the rarest animals of all," he said. "Wse
men t hought they were creatures of fancy. But | have a
nmermai d, " he whi spered, "and a unicorn."

And, after a fashion, he did. Caitlin had to admt they
were marvel ous fakes. The unicorn was some sort of exotic
deer. You could see where the other antler had been sawn
of f, and the fur bleached and horn gilded. Now the dark
roots had begun to growin, and the gilt was chipping off.
But to MIo it was a creature of |egend.



The nmermaid, too, was no nernmaid, nor was it any
creature Caitlin had ever seen. It was whiskered like a pig
with the fins of a turtle and the tail of a fish. It had no

gol den scal es, no gossaner hair to conb, and it seened
doubtful that its song, if it had one, could have |ured
sailors onto the rocks. It seened sickly, pining for its own
kind. Caitlin was glad when the pavilion was | ocked again
behi nd t hem

"My nenagerie is famed throughout Pentacl edom™

Mlo said proudly, linking his armin Caitlin's. "l send
expeditions to the ends of the earth, even in the waste of
winter, to find every shape of beast, and dig them out of
their dens when they are at their neekest. | spare no
expense. And charlatans try to sell me fakes. Wy, only

| ast week a nman came to court with what he claimed was

a gryphon. He said it had died on the long journey from

its eyrie, but you could plainly see it was half a housecat,
sewn to a crow. "

They came to an unused sunmerhouse, wi th spaci ous
porches and a grove of fruit trees that in the spring
scented the air. Mlo led Caitlin through the suite of
r oons.

The king showed her howto fill a silver cup with water
by turning a handle in the wall. He sat on trie w de bed
to show her how soft it was, and opened the cupboards

to display the rich clothes that hung there. He seized a
little bell froma table and rang it. Three handnmai dens
appeared silently in the doorway. He waved t hem away
agai n.

"Just ring that, and they will bring you anything you
want. | know you must be eager to begin your task, and
free your brothers all the sooner." A boy appeared with a
| arge basket of flowers, which he enptied on the floor. A
second boy appeared and did the sane. M1 o handed Cait -
linalittle box.

"I thought twelve reels of silk thread to start. If you
need nore, you nust tell me. And there are steel needles,
as well as silver. | didn't know whi ch you woul d need. "

Caitlin | ooked at all the flowers, overwhel ned.

Mlo had taken off his crown and was turning it in his

hands. "Well! 1'Il | eave you now. | know you have a | ot
to do."
Caitlin sat still for a |l ong nonent after he left her. Then

she threaded a needl e and began to string bl ossons into

a chain. She was reaching for the sixth flower when she
fell back onto the bed | aughing. This would have surprised
M1lo enormously, for everyone knows that to free a prince
from enchantnent, a princess may not speak or |augh for
seven years, all the while sewing a shirt of aster flowers.
But then, Abagtha had never kept books of fairy tales



around, so Caitlin could not really be faulted.

"Every penny in this blasted ki ngdom goes to buy freaks
and nonsters for the king's anusenent. Children starve
worren go in rags, nmen die of nosebleed for want of a
surgeon! | say, to save the body, we must renove the
festering linmb."

As he watched U ick pause and tear a great mouthfu

of bread fromthe common | oaf, the Badger thought that

a king was usually the head of the body, and decapitation
probably woul dn't bode well for the health of the kingdom
Uick washed the bread down with water. It was that day's
ration, and as a result was a little cooler, less nusty than
the day before. The Badger watched U ick drink; when it

cane his turn he hoped there would be sone left.

Fowk was digging a tunnel. The outer wall of the cel

t apered; higher up, at the small grated window, it was a

foot thick; at the bottom near the floor, it was three tines
that. All Fowk had for a shovel was a bent spoon, which

he was using to scrape the unyielding earth away little by
l[ittle fromunderneath the wall. The dirt then had to be
hi dden: pushed out the grate, stuffed in the mattresses,
or, if the guard was com ng, swallowed. Fowk had been

in Mlo's prison for nine nonths. It had taken him six
nmont hs to nmake the tiny coach and horses, sized for fleas,
fromthe hairs of his own head; these had been traded to
the urchins through the grate for a spoon. He had been
hard at work for the [ast three nonths, and now the tunne
was nearly finished. This put Fowk in high spirits, and he
whi stl ed softly as he worked. This habit had contri buted
to his arrest in the first place.

O d Dice was arranging the relics in their tray; each

time the guards confiscated the petrified tears in an ivory
vial and all Dice's other curiosities, the urchins outside the
prison grate would retrieve themfromthe gutter and pass
them through the bars. It was a good collection, and there

had been a tine, not so very |long ago, when the Badger

woul d have exhi bited keen interest in it. But he was

uneasy. He had been wondering, ever since his head had

cl eared, what had happened to Caitlin. Those eyes were

going to get her in trouble wherever she went.

"This," said Od Dice, "is the head of a talking turtle
t hat once belonged to the oracles of Chaneol."

"Shut up, old man," said Uick. "Chameol doesn't
even exist!"

Dice bristled. "The king sends an expedition there
annual ly, sir. Six ships every year."

"And none of them has ever cone back. There isn't a
soul in the whol e ki ngdom who hasn't |ost a father or a
brot her or been taxed to starvation to outfit those ships.



It's crimnal ."

"You two," said Fowk, "stop it, or you'll bring the guard,
and we'll never get out."

"This," Dice went on, "is a beetle in anber that used
to belong to a sorceress in the spice nountains."

Uick started to say something, but caught Fowk's eye,
and thought better of it. He noved to the grate and stared
out, nuttering.

"And this—this is the nost precious of all,"” the old man
said. "Alock of hair fromthe |ast woman of full elvish
blood. | think you'll agree it's in a state of remarkable
preservation."

The Badger handed it back, trying to mask his disgust. If
it was elvish hair, then elves snelled very much |ike goats.

"It's very remarkabl e, but | haven't any noney on ne
at the nonment."

This pacified the relic-seller, and the Badger was at | ast
able to drink fromthe jug, passing it to Fowk.

The | ockpi ck paused only | ong enough to take a swall ow
"Can't stop now," he muttered. The earth was as hard as
stone and yielded slowy, slowmy to the scrape of the spoon

"Why don't you get Nix to bring you a pick?" the Badger
asked. Nix was a tiny boy, one of the countless urchins
who swarned the streets of the city. He made daily visits
to the grate, which opened on a dingy alley.

Fowk shook his head. "Then we'd have to make our
way through the rest of the dungeons. Besides, |'m none
too sure N x would understand. He's a little touched."”

The Badger had to agree. N x was exceedingly small, a

wi sp of a thing, paler in every respect even than Fowk,

with hair light as m | kweed down and the barest flush to

his skin to show he was alive. He cane to the cell every
day, pressing his face to the grate, chanting singsong non-
sense, and passing little gifts though the cracks, treasures
culled fromtavern sweepi ngs: snuff, apple peelings, corks
that still tasted of w ne.

U ick launched into another speech on the rule of King
Max's only son. The Badger took out his mssal and
opened it.

He had taken to wearing it in his shirt, out of sone
sentinment for Asaph, he supposed. He was surprised the
guards hadn't taken it, but perhaps it had gone unnoti ced.
Asaph's m ssal fit easily into the palmof the hand. They
probably had taken his noney and been satisfied with that.
The Badger, in his boredom had read the prayerbook
through twi ce, a feat he had never acconplished in all his



years at the Abbey of Thirdnoon See. He opened the
m ssal again, quailing at the prospect of a third reading,
and only riffled the pages idly. And that carel ess action

reveal ed sonmet hing a thousand nore careful readings

woul d never have uncovered. On the fore-edge of the

pages, where the gilt was, there was something witten,
somet hing only reveal ed when the pages were spread

slightly beneath the thunb. The Badger carefully held the
mssal up to the light at the grate, fanning the gilt edges
out carefully. The ghostly witing reappeared.

It unl ocks no doors,
Enmpties all prisons,
Unbolts no shutters,
Yet clears all visions,
It turns no | ock,

But topples all towers,

The SPELLKEY unl ocks the | ock of Hours.

"I'"ll give you ny necklace, if you'll trade with ne."

"I wouldn't trade with you for a nountain of rubies and
t he best-1|ooki ng husband in the world."

"Today she broke everything in her roomand woul dn't
eat until we brought her raw neat. If you had seen her
She cracked the bones and sucked out the marrow. [|'m
afraid to go into the room+

By now Caitlin was wi de awake, but the handmai dens
had nmoved out of earshot. Apparently she was not the
only enchanted princess quartered in MIlo's sumerhouse.

The next norning Caitlin saw the neat-eater. Breakfast
had brought poached eggs, M1 o, and Nurse.

"Nurse has conme to help you with your sewing," MIlo
announced cheerfully. Since the failure of the fox heart
the king was distrustful of eggs and called for popovers.

One of the handnmai dens hurried up and whi spered anx-
iously in Nurse's ear. Nurse frowned, folded her napkin,
and heaved her great bul k out of her chair. She padded
away after the servant, and Mlo and Caitlin shortly heard
a crash, followed by a shriek. Nurse reappeared, |ooking
grim Al she said was "Ml o." Before he could get up, a
creature dashed out onto the porch

It was a young girl of uncertain age—she could not have
been nore than twelve—with matted hair and a brown
conpl exi on much marred by scratches and brui ses. She



nmoved about very quickly on all fours like a dog, which
she in all respects resenbled. Her teeth were bared and
she snarled and whi npered, resisting all attenpts by the
gat hered househol d to subdue her. Caitlin suddenly
reached down and pl aced her breakfast on the flagstones.
The creature snuffled the air, spied the dish, and thrust
her face into it, devouring the eggs with a snap or two of
her jaws. After that the gardeners managed to chase her
back into her quarters with rakes and hoes.

The handmai dens vani shed. Nurse sat and drained a
cup of hot wine. MIo pushed his plate away and began
to play with the salt cellar.

In the comotion Caitlin had nearly forgotten her oath
of silence. Now she tugged on MIo's sleeve inploringly,
maki ng a question of her eyebrows and hands. He sighed
and spoke.

"You see under what a bitter enchantnment she suffers.

W found her as we found you, during a hunt. Sone

sorcerer had worked a spell on her, so that she believed
herself to be a wild creature. The dogs traced a wolf to
its den, and when the hunters went in after it, they found
this child living anmong the brood as one of them"

Caitlin was weeping, her tears falling unchecked to the
tabl ecl ot h. She made no attenpt to w pe her eyes. She

was thinking of Abagtha. However terribly the old wonman
had treated her toward the end, it was thanks to her that
Caitlin had not met a simlar fate. Her tears were not wept
out of sentinent. Rather, they were wept out of fear of
what m ght have been.

MIlo saw them solely as the mark of a sweet and gentle
soul . He took her hands in his. Nurse watched himl ose
his heart and called for another cup of wine.

Even U ick was asleep. He had been quiet all evening,
since N x had brought hima nessage scrawl ed on a wr ap-
per. Fowk and Dice had seized happily on the slivers of

fresh pear the boy handed through the grate. Now they,
too, were asl eep.

But the Badger couldn't close his eyes. He was thinking

about the nysterious nessage conceal ed in Asaph's m ssal
What ever the secret to the riddle was, it nust be sone-

thing valuable. For it, a man had been driven mad or, as
he feared nore and nore, nurdered.

He kept thinking about the sugar they had found out-

side the narrow on the night of the fire. The horse had

not so nmuch as whinnied the whole tinme the culprit had
been setting the trap: lighting the rags, sealing the trap-
door. Through it all Mdtley, the horse he would trust with
his |ife above any man, had not nade a sound. It nade

t he Badger wonder if, given a chance, he m ght have found



some sugar in the stables, where the m ssal had been left
in the woodbox. O if the hunter-bandit's pockets held any
sugar |lunps. Had the sane person poi soned Asaph, set

fire to the barrow, and set himup as a poacher? The
Badger feared that prison was naking hima little mad.

He al so feared his crazy imaginings mght be true. But it
seened the answer lay in the riddle in the m ssal

He got up and went over to the pallet where Fowk
| ay sl eeping.

"Fowk." He shook himgently. "Fowk. What's a
Spel | key?"

Fowk opened his eyes and yawned, not seenming to find
this m ddl e-of -t he-ni ght conversation at all unusual

"Not sure. |'ve heard of them but | don't know anyone
who's ever seen one. Legend has it they were forged | ong
ago in a lake of fire in one of the |ost kingdons before
Chaneol , even—

Uick grunted in his sleep and rolled over.

"—ana that anyone who possesses one can open any
| ock, any chest, any prison. You see howit is."
"Yes." The Badger sat back on his heels and thought

about that. Then he seened to come to hinself again, and
bl i nked. "Good-night!" he whi spered, and went back to
his own pallet.

Di ce was awake. His eyes glittered in the dark. It could

have been glee, or it mght have been greed. There was
no telling. His hands toyed with his teeth on their cord
for a long time before he slept.

o £>% :<2,

Ni x ran through the pal ace grounds. In his hand he
clutched two marbl es, one green and one bl ue.

They were his prize possessions. He had owned them
for ten mnutes now. The nman had given themto him
t hrough the grate. "Find her," he had said.

The little boy halted, clutching the edge of a stone wall.
The flagstones were nice and cool beneath his feet. He
woul d find her and give the marbles to her. Then naybe
she would give hima nice drink with ice init. At the
tavern, he had seen rich people put ice in good things to
drink. Or she would give himcake, and a |ass.

But he would find her

The astrononer, who was the king's old tutor, was in
his | aboratory mxing up a | ove- powder.

"Though | can't fathomwhy," said Nurse. "I should



think that was the |last thing we needed. He neans to
marry her! Then where will we be?"

The astronomer slowy ground earthworns in a nortar
"But what can we do, ny pet? He may be sinple, but
once he is set on sonething he cannot be swayed. He
resenbles his father in that."

"You can explain it, then, when the Adept Royal cones,
and wants to know why MIlo is still on the throne, and a
prince in swaddling clothes, waiting to succeed him™"

At the mention of the Adept Royal, the astrononer went
alittle pale.

Nurse had gone to the wi ndow, where she could see to

t he summrer house where Eneral da was quartered. The

wol f-girl was on the lawn, testing her chain and eyeing
one of the pal ace swans. Nurse nused on swaddling

clothes, and all the accidents infants could fall prey to.
But it seemed to her there was a sinpler way out of their
difficulty. Wth the right injuries, the death of one

enchanted princess could be blanmed on the other
* * %

The nmermaid had died, and Ml o was sunk in despair.

He hung around the sumerhouse, refusing to attend to

court functions, sitting instead at the foot of a tree, clutch-
ing a | ocket that held one of the mermaid' s whiskers.

Caitlin had finished one of the shirts. One sl eeve was

| onger than the other, and surely no head would fit

t hrough the opening she had left at the neck, but it was
done. Caitlin took it to where M|l o sat brooding under a
pear tree. He |l ooked at it, smled wanly, and drew her
down on the | awmn beside him

"Ch, Emeralda! Al | wanted was to | earn the speech

of the animals, to learn a little of the ways of magic. My
father had no use for it. To him what was invisible was
of no use here on earth, unless it was the breath in your

[ ungs. "

Caitlin stroked the flowers in the little shirt. They were
faded with longing for the branch, but still gave off a
heady scent.

"l dined on the heart of the fox," MIlo said, "but the
barki ng of the dog nocks me still. They say it is a marvel -
ous thing, the speech of animals. They say it can be passed
on by a kiss."

And, against her better judgment and instinct and al
her long history with the ways of men, Caitlin kissed the
king. It seenmed to inprove his nood substantially.

When Nix found Caitlin |ater that day, the handmai dens
were neasuring her for a dress, and Caitlin was grow ng
suspi ci ous.



"He told me to give these to you," whispered the boy.

Caitlin took the marbles in surprise. Then she let him
take her hand and | ead her away.

"Badger!"
Her voice brought himto the grate.
"Where in the name of sweet heaven have you been?"

"At the king's palace. | can't stay. Are you all right?
What are they going to do with you?"

"Let me rot, | suppose. Look, can't you charmthe |ock
or sonet hi ng?"

"Not unl ess you have the | egbone of a roan mare on

you. But | can nmanage it eventually, if you'll keep. And
there's something else. | think the king means to nmarry
ne."

"Well, let him The abbot can't confine you in a convent

if you're married to one of the High Thirteen, can he?"
"Then who will get you out, goose?"

"Do that first. On Cait-what's a Spell key?" He told
her about the nissal.

She shook her head. "I don't know. But the king has a
library. 1'll see what | can find."

"Hurry. 1've been thinking about things, and the nore
| think the less | like all this. Get ne out soon?"

"As soon as | can."”

Nix lived in a barrel outside a tavern in the heart of the
town. He was nappi ng when he overheard the nmen. They

had set down their tankards on the barrel-head, and N x
could hear themclearly.

"During the harvest festival, we'll do it."

" How?"

"The wi cker king. W'll fill it with our men, and when
the king steps out to put a torch to it, we'll have our
chance. "

The nmen went away. Ni x knew them The first had given
hima note for Uick. Nix was clinbing out of the barre
when a man came up to him He was tall and thin and

had red hair. He put his hand on the boy's shoul der

"I"'mlooking for a girl. One blue eye, one green. Dark
hair to here. And a youth, not tall but not short. Fair. Do
you know where they are?"



N x nodded.
"Take ne to them"
But Ni x ran away.

Caitlin was asleep in the garden. She was having a
dream and as she dreanmed her fingers ripped out the
stitches in the shirt of flowers in her lap

She dreamed of a magpie that had a tree all to itself.
It gathered in its nest brilliant objects, silver conbs
pl ucked from behind the ears of grand | adies, coins

snat ched from fountains, snuffboxes stolen from w ndow
sills. But it gathered no food, and grew weak. Soon it was
too weak to fly, and the other nagpies drove it fromthe
tree, and tore it apart.

Caitlin sat up, a cry in her throat. Nix was sitting beside
her in the grass. In his hands he held a little nan woven
out of willow branches.

"Hello," she said softly. "Wat have you got there?"
"A wicker man."

Caitlin went to the palace and found what had been the
old king's library. Anong a great nany books on the hunt,
and the building of waterways, she found a book on magic.

She ran her finger down the colums. Sneezing . . . soot-
fall . . . soul cake . . . speedwell . . . "Ah, here it is."

But the facing page, with the rest of the entry, had been
torn out, and the next page, and the next.

6
A W CKER MAN

It was danmp and dark in the bottom of the barrel where
Ni x crouched, nibbling the crusts, cast on the floor by a
weal t hy worman breaking her journey at the tavern

It was harvest tinme in the countryside, but in the town

it was nmerely an excuse to drink to excess. There was little
enough of a harvest to celebrate. The best of the crops

went to the king's table, and the rest was sold to nerchants
who woul d find! eager buyers across the sea.

So it was that nost of the wheat in M1 o' s ki ngdom was
mlled not into bread but cakes, cakes that woul d never

fill the stomachs of urchins like Nix. But he ate his second-
hand crusts and was glad to have them Tonorrow he

could warm hinmself at the bonfire. And the giants would

be there.

They were built of wi ckerwork, taller than the belltower
of the tenple, noving through the streets as if they had



will and life of their owm. N x knew there were nen inside
them working the ropes that made the giants nove. But
knowi ng the secret of the giants didn't stop N x from
shrieking at themas |oud as the next boy. They were a
sight to see, noving down the streets, through the wild
holiday crowd to the bonfire that flared in the distance.

Thi nki ng about it made Ni x shiver again. That, and the

two nen tal king: "During the harvest festival, we'll do it."
The crusts were gone. Nix felt for the little willow man,
clutching it while he waited for it to grow as dark outside
as it was in the barrel, for the worknmen to | eave the giants
and go hone to bed. Then N x knew what he woul d do.

Wiet her it was because of the cat anulet, or because

of her eyes, or because her heart was full of confusion, it
seened that magic plied the needle, and not Caitlin's
clumsy fingers. The seven shirts of aster flowers were

al nrost finished. Only the right sleeve on the |ast renai ned
undone. The task had taken el even days.

The handrmai dens had al nost conpl eted the gown. Al
it lacked was its buttonholes, and the |left sleeve. There

were seven veils, fashioned of sheerest net, light as cob-
web. Everything was nearly ready. Still, Mlo put off ask-
i ng her.

He had tried many tinmes. Breathlessly, he watched her
wal k through the grove near the sumrerhouse or bend

her head over a book in the library. And each tinme he
opened his nmouth it was as if he were nmute instead of she.

Caitlin wondered if you could refuse a king' s offer of

marri age. How easy it would be to stay, she thought, a
little surprised. It was not that she fancied the rich life at
court. It was just that Ml o's fashi onabl e and devoted cour-
tiers viewed nothing about Caitlin as extraordi nary. Not
once had anyone stared or nade the sign of the Pentacle

out of fear, or remarked on her seer's eyes. They were

too used to MIlo's collection of grotesques and curiosities
to look twice at a nere witch. So she saw visions, did she?
Vll, who didn't, these days? Everywhere you went there
were people setting out carpets and offering to tell your
fortune for some outl andi sh price.

It woul d be easy to stay, except for the other enchanted
princess, and the dead mermaid. It nade Caitlin very nel-
ancholy to think of the mermaid, and whether it m ght

have lived if she could have sonehow gotten it to the sea.
But it was the nmenory of the wolf-girl, nose to the ground
like a dog, that drove all sleep fromGCaitlin's weary |inbs,

all dreams fromher brain. In the norning, she would go
once nmore to her silent task, swiftly threading the fading
flowers onto the silken thread. She could | ook out the

wi ndow of her room and see where the dark hills met the
sky. There was sonething in her that needed to wal k and
nmeet those hills. Then, too, there was Ninthstile, and the



Badger. | rnust get away today, she thought, and go to
the prison.

Why hadn't she cone?

The Badger lay on his pallet while Uick paced the cell.
Fowk was digging the tunnel, as usual, and for once Dice
seened to be asleep, relics nonentarily forgotten

What if she married the king? There would still be a

price on his head even if he did get out of this hell-hole.
After that it seened he coul d choose between nul eskin-

ning and the gall ows.

"Stop pacing," he said to Uick

Uick ignored him He was thinking of his sweetheart.

Two sunmmers ago M1 o had spotted her in the narket-

pl ace and had brought her back to his palace to spin straw
into gold. Uick saw her now and then, from a di stance,
amd the king's party leaving the theater, or on a country
outing to sanple the new wi ne. She wore an el aborate w g
now, and rouge, and applied a false nmole to her cheek

When they met she | ooked right through him

After tonight, she would have to cone back to him

Dice seened to have lost all interest in his relics. They
lay in a forlorn junble in the tray. He slept and snored a
little, but whether sleeping or waking, he seened intent
on somet hi ng wonderful, smling faintly to hinself. If
Fowk had not been digging, or the Badger brooding, or

U ick pacing, they might have heard himnutter to hinself
bet ween snores, somrething about a key.

The royal goldsmth had finished the ring. It was an

opal, set in a weath of laurel |eaves wought in gold.
Mlo's instructions had been very specific. An opa

wrapped in laurel |eaves was supposed to confer invisibility
on the wearer. It was a very large ring, for it was an

exceptional stone. On Caitlin's hand (which though finely
made was not small), the ring reached the first joint of
her finger.

The astronomer had seen the ring, and he and Nurse
arranged to neet in the old king' s study.

"It is worse,"” said Nurse, "than the tine he kept that
white nmule in the court, convinced it was a princess under
a cruel enchantnent."

"Wrse even," said the astrononer, "than the tinme he
went hunting for emeralds in gryphons' nests."

"I have finished the Iove powder. |I will arrange it so



t hat he becones enanored of you."
"But what about you, ny pet?"
"I shall remain one of the king's closest advisers."

Nurse | aughed, a runble deep in her chest, and pulled
the astronomer into her lap. If the | ove powder didn't
wor k she had anot her plan. She had found a gardener's
tool that left quite credible claw marks.

Caitlin stared at the ring on her finger. She opened her
nmout h, but renenbered in tine to close it. WIldly she
pantom med to Mo, who beaned up at her from where

he knelt. She shook her head firmy, renmoving the ring
and pressing it into his hands. This only nade himsmle
at her nore tenderly still.

"I know your every objection, ny love! Do you think I
haven't thought themall to nyself a thousand tinmes? Do
you think that before | first saw you | ever thought to
marry a princess under a vow of silence? A w fe who,

ni ght and day, must work at her task of selfless |ove? Do
you think | have not said to nyself, Tool, how can she
thi nk of a husband's caress as long as her dear brothers
| abor under such a cruel sentence? "

If | remain with himanother second, Caitlin thought
desperately, | will be lost. This sinpleton will convince ne.

"Tormorrow night is the harvest bonfire. | have had a

gown made for you, that | nmay show you off properly to
nmy subjects." He took her hand and repl aced the ring on
her finger. Quite overcone, he kissed her, and through

the kiss Caitlin thought, At the bonfire | can steal away
and free the Badger.

That afternoon while the handmai dens were drowsi ng
she crept away fromthe sumrerhouse and retraced her
steps to the prison

The Badger was uncheerful.

Caitlin saw himl ook at the ring. "I'"'msorry | didn't
cone sooner," she said. "I couldn't get away."

"Neither could I."

Caitlin was annoyed, even a little astounded to feel her-
self blush. She told himabout the pages torn fromthe

book of nmagic.

"I don't like it." He was irritable and exhausted, |ess
able to quell the creeping terror he felt. "Wy haven't you

gotten nme out ?"

"I"'msorry—t's just that he's such a child, and | have



to pantom me everything. Every tine | try to make him
understand, he thinks it's another tale about ravens and
enchantresses. Besides," she added, "have you ever

t hought that you m ght be safer where you are?"

The Badger had not forgotten about the redheaded
stranger.

Through the grate Caitlin closed her fingers around the
Badger's. "Take heart. At least | haven't dreaned about
you yet."

Mlo was very fond of oyster soup, and his favorite way

of eating it was to have it served in a gol den soup-plate
shaped |i ke an oyster shell, garnished with real pearls he
woul d dissolve in his wine and drink for good |uck. He
seemed to recall he had read about it in a book of the
ancients, but Nurse maintained it was an ol d test devised
by the only King Max to nake sure the court jeweler was
honest: real pearls dissolve in wne.

On the night that the king was accustomed to having

his favorite soup, the astrononmer made up some of his

| ove powder into a pearl and placed it on the king' s soup-
pl ate. Nurse humed, applying her womanly secrets,

chewi ng on a clove and tying up her second chin in a
pi ece of pretty silk.

But it was all for nothing. Mlo didn't even drink the
pearls, but pocketed themto have made up into a neckl ace
for Emeralda. Nurse's fine lace sleeves trailed in her soup
whi ch she ate wi thout savoring. Nothing the astrononer
could say afterward was any confort.

That night the stars were thick in the sky, and no one
could sleep. Uick's sweetheart |ay awake, thinking of her
famly left behind. The wolf-girl shuffled swiftly around
her room on hands and knees, whinpering and grow i ng

by turns. And in her own roomin the sumerhouse Cait-

lin twi sted the heavy ring on her finger

The king, too, was awake. M|lo went to the w ndow and

| ooked out to where the sumerhouse gl eaned in the

ni ght. He had not undressed yet; he had stayed up | ater

than usual to read his fairy tales. They did not entertain
himas they once had. The king sighed and rattled the
pearls in his pocket. Perhaps they would hel p himsleep

He poured hinmself a cup of wine. How pretty the pearls

were in the dark, slipping into the wine as if into the sea.
After all, he could always get nore pearls to nake Ener-

al da a neckl ace, and nicer ones, at that. Yes. It would help
himget to sleep. He drank the wine and | ooked out the

wi ndow again. The wolf-girl had escaped. There: she scam
pered across the lawn, and there! she reappeared by the

ar bor-seat. How happy she seened out of doors. MIo was

wi de awake now. The | ove-potion had begun to work

t hrough his blood Iike a bee-sting. He would build her a



run, so she would get plenty of whol esome air and gain
the strength she needed to fight her enchantnent. Perhaps
they m ght even teach her to eat with a spoon. He would
ask Nurse in the morning. Mlo went to bed, and the wolf-
girl | oped through his dreans.

From the nmonent the sun rose the next norning, Uick
willed it to set.

"Set! Set on the day, and on the king's life!" he
nut t er ed.

Dice had put his teeth in. He was suddenly very inter-

ested in Fowk's tunnel and offered a great deal of advice

on how it night be finished nore quickly. Fowk kept dig-

ging steadily and silently while the relic-seller fidgeted at
hi s el bow.

It was dusk when Fowk broke through to the other side.
Then they had to wait while the guard brought their eve-
ning neal. As the guard's footsteps receded al ong the pas-
sage they threw aside their bread and began to enl arge

t he openi ng.

"Where's N x?" Fowk wondered, nopping his brow

The Badger rocked a | arge stone back and forth to
| oosen it. "He hasn't been around for a day or two."

U ick pushed himaside. "Better |eave the hard work to
t he nen, boy."

The Badger opened his nouth, but caught Fowk's eye.
Wthout a word he began to hide the rubble in his mattress.

"It's an inprovenment, at that," he said under his breath.
He wondered what sort of bed they gave Caitlin to sleep
i n. Goosedown, probably, and wi de as a barn door.

The relic-seller sidled up to him "I have a business
proposition for you."

The Badger kept putting the smaller stones into his mat-
tress. "Wat's that?"

"Your friend, the one who cones to the wi ndow. She
wears a charm | would like to purchase it."

The Badger | aughed. "Wsat, the ring? | don't think
she'l'l part with it."

"No, not the ring. The charm around her neck—a little
cat—+ would be willing to nake an exchange. Any one of
my relics for the charm she wears."

"I"'mafraid it's not mne to sell."”

"But you will ask her?"



"Al'l right, I'lIl ask her." Foolish old man, he thought.
W' || never see each other again.

The Badger was wrong on both accounts. Dice was no
fool, and they were to neet again.

When t he handnai dens went to dress Caitlin they could
not find her. She was with the wolf-girl. A bit of bread

soaked in the juice froma bl oody piece of beef had

brought the wolf-girl in fromthe grounds, where she had

been terrorizing the gardeners. Now she lay with her head

in Caitlin's lap, licking the last traces of the treat from
Caitlin's fingers. Caitlin saw that the girl was covered wth
hundreds of small scars and scratches, and her hands and
knees were heavily callused fromtraveling on all fours.

"Was that good?" she asked softly, stroking the wolf-
girl's coarse, matted hair. The wild creature bared her
teeth a little, yawned, and was asl eep.

And do you dream | wonder? Caitlin asked herself.
Wat chi ng her sl eep one could never inmagine this was any-
thing but a slightly dirty child.

The handrai dens knocked and entered, bearing the
dress and its veils wapped in silk tissue.

"I'f you pl ease, we have been sent to dress you."

Is it tinme already? Caitlin thought. But she nodded her
consent, and gave herself over to be dressed.

Ni ght transforned the town into a weird and fantastic

pl ace. The air was intoxicating, yet laced with fear and
danger, part carnival revelry and part nightmare. As the
flames of the bonfire rose higher, they cast huge, gro-
tesque shadows al ong the sides and roofs of the ram
shackl e buildings. The flaring fire cast the alleys into the
deepest of bl acks, picked out the glittering, dripping
danpness on the gutters and rainspouts, and turned the
famliar into objects froma world that ran on rogue magic,
a world in which the aws of kings and nature were set
aside until the fire went out and the sun rose again on
the dour and the real

The giants circled the town seven tines before the
approachi ng the wi ckerwork altar where Mlo sat with
Caitlin. The light fromthe bonfire caught the thousands

of pearls on her dress, and drenched her in sparks that
cascaded down the length of her hair. It made MIlo's

cheeks rosy as a little boy's, and shone on the gold circlet
of his crown. Fromafar they could see the giants' heads
above the rooftops as the wi cker king and his court
approached through the din in the streets.

Mlo pressed Caitlin's hand. It was the hand with the



ring, and the heavy stone pressed into Caitlin's flesh
pai nful ly.

When they crept out of the prison it was dark. U ick

was the first to go his own way. Then Fowk said his good-
byes and went in the other direction. Dice hung back with
t he Badger, who was in a spot.

He had arrived at the prison slung unconsci ous across

t he back of a horse, and now had no i dea where he was,
or howto find Caitlin. The old relic-seller nade him
uneasy, but he would need his help to find Caitlin and
Ni x was nowhere to be found.

"WIl you take ne to the pal ace?" the Badger asked.
He wondered where Nix was. He couldn't help but fee
that N x would have nade a better guide

"Perhaps, yes, | mght, for a trinket—

It was getting cold, and the Badger was running out of
pati ence. "Yes, yes, you'll get your trinket. Cone on."

Dice led himoff down the alley.

Uick made his way to the mddle of the throng, to the

giants at its heart. It seenmed the very fire was in his veins,
he felt hinself burning, burning, towering above the crowd

i ke a wi cker man

"A new world for wicker nen!" he hissed. "And death

to kings!" He spoke quietly, but his words pierced the

wi cker armor, and the ears of the shivering N x. Wy had
he hi dden hinsel f here? He was only a boy. If they found
himthey were sure to thrash him or worse. He nust hide
alittle longer, until the giants had come up to where the
ki ng was waiting.

But he rmust not wait too long. After his audience with
the wicker men, MIlo would set a torch to them and usher
in the harvest.

The once nerry crowed had turned ugly. Sone knew

of the plot, and even if they didn't agree with the method,
none had any great quarrel with the outconme. Wth the

ki ng dead, the army would be thrown into confusion

Many woul d desert, or loot thenselves. It would be a
t hi eves' holiday, and there was nothing wong with that.

Caitlin felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand on
end. She knew a nob when she saw one. She felt a sudden
sharp | onging for her barrow

M1 o beaned, and put his arm around her waist to pull
her close. "Look, ny dove. Look what a stir you have
made among them They can see what a queen | have
chosen." In the firelight Emeral da seemed to him as



| ovely, as enchanted as ever. Wy, then, did his thoughts
keep returning to the poor wolf princess?

H's strength was no confort to Caitlin. | have only
traded an iron ring for one of gold, she thought. Wy is
this one so hard to cast off? Wiy was the crowd maki ng

her so nervous? It was nore than the edge of viol ence,
sharp and dangerous, beyond the shadows and the fire-
light. The wonen who had dressed Caitlin had tried to
take the catstone from her, but she had hidden it, reknot-
ting it around her neck once they were gone. Now she
fingered it lightly, and it seened to the king that her green
eye gl eamed greener, and her blue eye bluer. But surely
that was firelight, nothing nore.

Elric slunk through the crowd, swearing as he picked

his way through knots of revelers. The stabl eboy had seen
him H's foot was still killing him and the |last thing he
needed was a chase through streets full of drunks with
daggers and short tenpers. He ducked into the shadows

to catch his breath. It was all because of that damed
snare in the woods. It was nore than just twenty years
hard work, he remninded hinself. There was nuch nore

at stake.

The Badger got a stitch in his side and had to stop. He
hung on to the side of a tavern, heaving with exertion
until the pain subsided. The redheaded man was gone.

Wrse, so was Dice. He could tell he was near the pal ace.
The streets were full of people carrying torches and shout -
i ng. The Badger was swept up and carried along with them
for a distance before he saw the giants.

He used to wonder, as he daydreamed in the abbey

orchard, what marvels and wonders were to be seen out

in the wide world. Never had he inmagi ned anything |ike
this. The giants with their torchlight eyes were the dark
figures of his oldest nightmares. For a noment, he was
again a boy of six, screaming in his sleep, with Asaph
shaki ng himawake, lulling himto sleep again with a story
about a poor man's youngest son

He had |l ost the stranger with the red hair, but this
occurred to the Badger only feebly. His thoughts were al

for the giants. This was fear, fear as strong as that he had
felt waking in the barrow, but a fear edged w th sonething
el se. Danger, and excitenment. The giants were were very

cl ose.

Uick was wishing that he were inside the w cker nman,

so his could be the hand that thrust the knife home. But
he woul d have his consolation. Wth his queen he woul d
take the crown, the throne, the ki ngdom

Caitlin's hand was on the catstone, which was sendi ng
trenor after trenmor of fear through her fingers. She could
not nmove, she was held firmby the dreadful gaze of the
advancing giants. | nust do sonething, she thought. | mnust
act. But it was as if they were thoughts she had had very



| ong ago when she was a young girl. Her hands and feet
woul d not obey.

Just then, inside the wi cker king, the assassin working
the giant's head with a pulley drew an evil-1ooking knife
fromhis sleeve

Ni x uncurled and | aunched hinmself from his perch,
| andi ng on the man's shoul ders.

The knife flashed through the wi cker arnor. The crowd
gave a single shout and the simering riot cane to a
rolling boil.

The Badger caught sight of Caitlin but was quickly bur-
ied in the crush of the crowd.

M 1o, who had been about to pluck a bunch of flowers
fromthe wi cker shield of the giant, felt Emeral da shove
hi mroughly to the ground. To his astoni shment and di s-
may he heard her cry, "Mlol"

* * *

So the plot canme to nothing, and the expectations of
Nurse ana the astrononer were dashed. Undone al so was

all the good of the aster flowers. Caitlin gave M| o back
the ring. He took it without seeming to grasp what the
gesture meant. \Wen he was presented to the king, the
Badger was nore than a little puzzled to hear hinself
addressed as one of the princess's brothers.

"You managed to save one of the shirts, at any rate,"
said Mlo. "Although it was the one that |acked a sleeve."
The Badger's arm cut with a broken bottle during the
mayhem was tied in a sling of black nuslin, |ooking very
much |i ke a raven's w ng.

They left the king and wal ked in the garden, and Caitlin
told himhow N x had taken the knife nmeant for the king

"The sol diers came out of the confusion with the assas-
sin and this tiny creature, like a little white dog run over
by a cart in the road.”

"WIIl he live?"

"I'f he does, it will be no thanks to the astrononer. He's
put | eeches to him"

"Save your worry for the | eeches," said the Badger

But MIo's diviners and toothpullers put their wits

t oget her and between them managed to stop the bl eedi ng.
A clean bed and plenty to eat worked wonders, and N x
grew stronger.

Mlo put aside all his books of fantasies, boarded up the
pal ace, and went to live in the sumerhouse with N x and



the wolf-girl. The three of them nade a cunning picture

in the evening, wal king al ong the brow of the hill at dusk,
the tiny boy, the broad tall man, and a creature |like a dog
scanpering at their heels. Only if you were to | ook nore
closely, you would see the boy was the wolf-girl, wal king
uncertainly upright, with N x playing mascot behind her

Wth MIo away fromcourt, Nurse once again had hopes

of ruling. But the courtiers had all fled to find other I|iv-
i ngs, and one norni ng she found even the astrononer had
gone, taking his telescope with him in search of another

si tuation.

The noneyl ender, the hangman, and the rat-catcher

being the wealthiest nen in the town, formed their own
council, but to their chagrin the old king' s huntsnman and

t he I ockpi ck Fowk soon joined them along with the poor-
est nen in town, the toymaker, the bookbinder, and the
soapnmaker. Anong them they nanaged not to rul e badly,

if they didn't exactly rule well. The town still stank, but
everyone ate a little better, and the pickpockets only cane
out after dark.

Mont hs after Caitlin and the Badger had |left the king-
dom a fisherman's youngest daughter pulled a mernmaid
fromthe sea. Her father was in bed with influenza, and
her brothers were all at market-day in the next town, so
it fell to her to tend the nets.

It would be hard to say which was nore surprised, the
mermaid or the girl. They stared at each other for a |long
nmonent, each thinking the other a marvel of ugliness, and
then the girl unfastened the net, and the creature slipped
into the cold sea and was gone.

7
ORI EL'S FOLLY

Their horses were nowhere to be found, and the Badger
was i nconsol abl e. They continued their journey to
Ninthstile on foot.

As they reached the edge of MIo's kingdom they net

the old relic-seller, carrying his tray of scarabs and charns.
Hs teeth on their dirty cord swng to and fro like the

bell on a goat's neck

Dice fell in beside them At first, he didn't renenber

t he Badger, but once rem nded was gl ad enough to see

him He put in his teeth to favor Caitlin with an ill-fitting
smle, remarking at once on her amulet.

"A pretty trinket." Hi s eyes glittered beneath their cata-
racts like filmy gens. "An heirloom is it?"

Caitlin put her hand to the catstone. "No, just a |uck-
pi ece."

That made the relic-seller wheeze with |aughter. "Were



are you journeying?" he asked when he had recovered
alittle.

"To the coast," said the Badger

"And after that?"
"To Ninthstile."
Behind their cataracts the old eyes snol dered. "Ah. The

good sisters! You nust give themny regards.” And for

the next mle he told thema yarn about a wonderful relic,
the teeth of a nun that, when shaken and spilled froma
cup, spelled out the answers to weighty questions.

At last Caitlin broke in gently. "You know so nuch of
relics. Have you ever heard of a Spell key?"

Dice renoved his teeth and ran his tongue over his
tender guns. "Well, well. Were did you | earn about such
a thing as a Spell key?"

"Every child is lulled to sleep with tales of magic rings
and keys of power."

"I have heard of them true. Keys that will open any
door, unlock the truth froma man's lips. | have never
seen one, but then, there are so few genuine relics since
t he Necromancer outlawed the guildhalls and placed a tax
on relics.”

Magi ¢ occupi ed a curious place in the kingdons where

the Pentacle and its tenets were kept. Reasonabl e people
saw nothing wong with having their fortunes told at the
fair, or buying a trifling spell to nake it rain on the turnip
crop, but they harbored a deep-seated fear of spellsmths,
seers, and ot her unsavory types deenmed dangerous to the
public health. Magic was a fine thing, as long as it was
licensed and practiced by peopl e who had undergone a
proper apprenticeship under a necronmancer or apothecary.

If you started letting changelings and sinpl etons and
unmarri ed wonmen neddle with spells, where would it

end? So there were |aws banning the study of the old rune
tongues. You couldn't copy a map without a permit from

a sub-necronmancer. The sale of certain substances and
objects was carefully controlled: spinning wheels, mrrors,
ti nderboxes, cauldrons—all could too easily slip over the

t hreshol d from househol d commonpl ace to obj ect of

magi c. And cash bounties were paid on all cats with suspi-
ci ous markings, goats with two heads, and dogs with

forked tongues.

Bri bery ran ranpant, as m ght be expected, and spells
were to be had on any and every street corner, if you
knew whomto ask. Al the same, if your fine new baby
just happened to have a beautiful white star in the middle

of its forehead, you didn't shout it in the streets at noon
and you mght pay the mdwife a small sum each nonth



not to say anything about it.

Caitlin was very quiet as Dice finished a tale about the
oracul ar tortoise's head. She shot a sidelong glance at the
Badger. Intent on the old man's tale, it was plain that he
liked nothing better than a tale, no matter how unlikely,
no matter how di sreputable the teller. Did he just |ike

a good story, or did he believe sone of his Thirdnmoon

| essons still?

They had crossed into Fifthnmoon, and there was no

town in sight. It was agreed that they should make canp
by the roadside, each taking a turn at watch, in case of
hi ghwaynmen. None of them had eaten, but it was an
unspoken agreenent that none should mention the fact.

The Badger took the first watch. It was quite cold, and

he pulled his blanket closer, stirring the coals to life with
the toe of his boot. He was worried about the crossing.
Storns sonetinmes canme early to the straits, making cross-
ing inpossible until spring. Then what would he do, with

a witch-girl on his hands (for so he thought of Caitlin,
when he was tired and underfed), and a bounty on his

head? O d Dice snored a little, but Caitlin tossed, clench-
i ng and uncl enchi ng her hand around the anmul et as she

slept. So dark, he thought, Wat is that old saying about
eyes like hers? O herworld daughters, that's it. To his sur-
prise the Badger saw how high the moon had risen. In a
little while it would be tinme to wake Dice.

The next thing he knew it was norning, and Caitlin was
roughly shaki ng hi m anake.

"He's gone, and ny amul et, too.

They breakfasted on regret and silence, and went on
down the road.

A short distance away, hidden by the swell of a hill
Elric watched them go. Wen they had gone far enough
down the road, he began to follow, riding Mtley, Mud
in tow

Od Dice ran through a field of ripe corn. His teeth on
their cord had fallen fromhis nouth; now the string
snapped, and the teeth were | ost between the rows of

stal ks. The relic-seller panted in his terror, whinpering
and casting wild glances backward as he ran, but never
letting go of the amulet. He clutched the catstone so hard
it mde a welt in his palm

"They shall never have it!" he nuttered. "It is nmine, it
bel ongs to Dice the Wse, the Keeper of Relics." Here

the old man got a stitch in his side and paused for breath
besi de a scarecrow, |eaning on the bundle of rags and
straw. But the arm beneath his hand was real, and before
Dice realized the scarecrow hid a nan, the knife had done
its work. Dice crunpled under the thrust like a wthered



stal k under a sickle. The stone flew from his hand and
vani shed.

Elric turned the old man over to nmake sure he was
dead. After closing the relic-seller's eyes, he pried open
t he hands. The amul et was gone.

"Damm! "

To his credit, he thought of doing something with the
body. But there was no time to even gl ance around for

the amul et, nmuch less dig a grave in a cornfield. Someone
was coning toward himthrough the corn, and he was

forced to leave Dice to the crows and run for it.

At first Caitlin attributed the dreans to thirst, hunger
and exhaustion—surely, they would ot herw se have ceased
wi th the di sappearance of the amul et? But soon she was
forced to allow that the dreanms were coning as strong
and as clear as ever, catstone or no catstone.

She i magi ned that the hedgerows on either side of the

road were growing taller, ana at the same tinme pressing
in, so that the road was narrower. The nore she resol ved
not to |l ook at them the nore she could see them out of
the corner of her eye. Wen she did | ook, the hedge

| ooked as a hedge shoul d | ook. But as soon as she gl anced
away it would begin to creep toward her, a thing of nen-
ace, full of thorns, spiders, gleaning eyes. Once she even

i magi ned that a claw had reached out fromthe hedge to
snatch at her, and she leapt aside with a nuffled shout.

"Let's stop," said the Badger at last, trying to keep the
worry out of his voice

But that would not do, no, not at all. She pictured the
evil so clearly when she was awake that she could only
i magi ne how it would terrorize her when she slept.

"There's no shade," she said.
"W'll find some."”

But now that Dice was gone he was not sure that they

were still on the right road. They had little noney, even
if they did find a farmhouse whose occupants m ght sel
themmlk and bread. Caitlin nmust rest, that was plain
enough. It made hi muneasy to watch her. She was begin-
ning to look like the hunted, haunted thing he had net

in the square at Mborsedge.

There was a break in the hedgerow, and he hel ped her
through it. She flinched and gasped as though she was
being Il ed through a wall of fire, and then they were

t hrough, standing in a field of wildflowers, only a neadow
away froma | ow stand of trees.



"There's water there," he said. "Cone on. W'll rest

abit."

When they reached the small brook, Caitlin sank to her
knees on the nossy bank and bat hed her face in the coo
water, then sat up to dry her face with her shirt. She
| ooked up at him and it was as though she had been
roused froma nightmare, crouching there blank-eyed in
t he dappl ed Iight and shadow under the trees. It made
her | ook quite unearthly.

"G on, lie dowmn. I'lIl keep an eye out."

Rel uctantly, she stretched out with a bedroll under her

head. She watched the brooklet rolling past, letting the
sound and sparkle of it wash the nenory of the hedgerow
fromher mnd. She |let her gaze wander fromthe water

to a dragonfly's darting path, to a basking frog, to the
wavi ng reeds. But what was naking them waver She sat

up.

"Badger," she whi spered.
A young girl was sitting on the bank opposite, al nopst

hi dden in the weeds, crowned with a circlet of flowering
rushes, staring at themw th frank interest.

"Hello," said Caitlin.

"You're trespassing,"” said the girl, matter-of-factly. "This

is the king's private land."

"Well, then, you're trespassing, too," said the Badger
"I amnot," she said. "It's ny land, too. I'mthe king's
daughter."

"Are you, now?"
"She is wearing a crown," Caitlin said.

The girl untangled herself from her hiding place and
waded across the stream They saw her hair was not pale
gol d but silver, though she was no nore than nine or ten
She was wearing a nightdress and over that toy arnor, gilt
on | eather, and she carried a wooden | ance. Her nouth,
hands, and hem were stained pink with plumjuice.

"I"'mOiel," she said, with incongruous hauteur
"Daughter of Onus, King of Fifthmoon, House of the
Green Lion. Who are you?"

"I"'m Matthew Tannerson," the Badger said quickly,
"and this is my sister, Kate. W were set upon by high-
waynen. They took our horses and all our noney."

"Well, then you must stay the night in ny tower."

She | ed them across the fields, which changed to | awns
and then gardens. The Badger was expecting her to show



themto some crook in a tree, but at the edge of the king's
wood, in a small circle of birches, there stood a small stone
tower. It appeared to have been abandoned, but while the
weeds on one side had been allowed to grow wai st high

on the other what |ooked to be a wild tangle proved to

be a cleverly disguised garden

Oiel opened the small door, and led theminto the

singl e round chanber decorated with bright hangings in a
crude, lively style. The roomwas cranmed with furniture:

a low cot covered with furs; a table piled with books, and
anot her chest of books on the floor; a sewing frame; an
inlaid dressing table: the castoffs of a royal chanber. Vis-
iting dignitaries may once have been quartered here, but

for years it had served as nothing nore than a storehouse.

Afire was laid in the grate, and Oiel bent to light it.

Then she took a snuffbox down fromthe nmantel pi ece,

hel ped herself to a pinch of clove, placed it on the back
of her hand, and inhaled it expertly. She held out the box
to the Badger.

"No thank you," the Badger said, inwardly marveling.

Caitlin was studying the tapestries. "These are fromthe
further-1lands, aren't they?"

Oiel nodded. "My nother was from Thirteennmoon. To

keep her from being homesick, my father built her this
house, so she could pretend she was back in her father's
pal ace. "

O the five kingdons that lay across the straits, Thir-
teennbon was the nost distant, a land of ice pal aces and
perpetual snows so renote and forbidding it seened a

| and of fables. Sone of the hangi ngs showed scenes from
daily life: wolves pulling a sledge through the snow, a race
bet ween sl eek ice-boats with brightly patterned sails. O h-
ers seened to be scenes fromlegends told to pass the
unendi ng winter night: the Fool letting the narwhal bore

a hole in the hull of his boat, the Fool marrying the sea-
mai den.

Caitlin canme to the |last tapestry and found, recessed in
the wall, a small shelf flanked with sconces, which were

enpty.

"My nother would |ight candles for her ancestors,"”
Oiel explained, "and burn ambergris and nmusk on their
anni versaries. Qur Lord Chanberlain said she was wor -
shi ppi ng fal se gods."

The Badger gl anced through the books on the table.

Their pages held not cautionary tales or hymms or religious
strictures, but adventures. The child obviously had a keen

i magi nati on, and no doubt such tales kept it sharp. Al that
about Thirteennmoon, and a bride house. The tower was

probably an ol d countinghouse. Still, it was a bit of luck
he thought. Tonight they would sleep in confort, out of



the wind and rain.

"Listen," he said to Caitlin. "You stay here. 1'Il go out
and see if | can find us anything for supper.”

"But you can cone back with ne," Oriel said, "W're
havi ng partridges, | think."

"I don't really want to raid the king's larder, thank you
very much."

Oiel mde a face at him and turned to Caitlin. "I don't
thi nk he believes | ama princess."

"You musn't mnd him" she said. "He doesn't believe
nost things."

Oiel turned and stared at the Badger with an expres-
sion of such perfectly mngled fascination and horror that
he | aughed out I oud.

"Al'l right!" he said. "I accept your invitation—-so |ong
as | may bring some supper back for Kate."

"OfF course," Oriel said, as though he must be thick in
t he head.

Then she nade hi m go change his shirt and wash his

hands and cl ean his nails and when he returned fromthis
toil et he di scovered she had changed her nuddi ed ni ght -

dress for clothes nore befitting a princess: a richly enbroi-
dered snock over hose, and gold lad slippers. Her mouth

and fingers still bore faint pink stains, but she had conbed
nost of the rushes from her hair.

"Father won't let nme wear arnor to dinner," she
expl ai ned.

The Badger traded a glance with Caitlin.

"Maybe you should cone," he said.

"I couldn't. | can't," she said. And it was nore than the
journey, or the hedges, or even the |oss of her amulet that
nmor ni ng. Sonet hi ng about the tower, about the small bare
shel f flanked by the enpty sconces, in the way she had

felt when Oriel said the words "Qur Lord Chanberl ai n"—
something told Caitlin she and her otherworld eyes woul d
not be wel cone at the king' s table.

Ki ng Linus of Fifthnoon was seated on the terrace
over | ooki ng his gardens, a vantage point from which he
could watch the progress of the gardeners as they trinmed
the topiary nenagerie wought in privet and qui ckthorn

He was dressed all in shades of ivy, and his reddi sh beard
grew close to his face, rusty lichen on a stone. On a table

in front of himwas set a living mniature of the topiary



nmenagerie. As the gardeners noved from one green ani-

mal to the next, the king observed themthrough a pair

of opera gl asses and nmade correspondi ng changes to his
mniature with a pair of manicure scissors. Behind him
stood a row of courtiers and attendants, |ikew se dressed
in green, observing the action and nurnuring anong

t hensel ves.

"My dear," said Linus, without |ooking up. "Did you do
all your |essons?"

"Only the natural history. May | have real arnor?"

"l suppose you may, if ny Lord Chanberl ain thinks
it wse."

Oiel made a face. "Papa," she said, "this afternoon I
found this young nman wandering around. He had been set
upon by bandits. They took all his nbney and rmade him
change his clothes for theirs. May he dine with us?"

"By all means," said Linus, tearing his gaze fromthe
gardeners to | ook at the Badger. He frowned slightly. "But
he must be changed!" At the wave of his hand a footman

st epped forward.

"See he is changed," said the king.

The footman took himto a barber, who barbered him

and a val et, who clucked over the Badger's fingernails, and
his clean shirt. The Badger had to admit that his nails
were cl eaner when the valet was done with them He was
dressed in black trousers, and a white shirt faced with
green silk at the neck, and fastened with green stones at
the cuffs, and a vest of a dark |leaf green with carved
enerald buttons. He was anointed with sonething sharp

and green-snelling, and then the val et nodded to the foot-
man, and he was led to the great hall.

Up and down the length of the I ong roomwere spaced

smal |l orange trees in pots, and the walls were festooned

wi th garl ands of greenery. G eyhounds wandered anong

t he conpany, jeweled collars around their necks, their toe-
nails clipped and capped with gold. Fromits perch high

in a chandelier ablaze with candles, a fal con watched the
proceedings, as if it mght suddenly swoop down to snatch
the rabbit fromthe serving dish

A place had been laid for himbeside Oiel, and the
Badger slipped into it. No one seened to take any notice
of him except Oriel, who poured his wi ne for himand
showed hi mwhat to do when the pageboy cane by with

a silver bow of napkins that had been wung out in hot
wat er .

The king sat alone at the head of the long table. The
Badger saw with relief that the table was laid with a white
cloth, and that the wine that was being poured was red.

Per haps the partridges would not be green after all. The
king's color was still much in evidence, however. Al up



and down the table the lords and | adies of the court were
dressed in shades of ivy, nobss, and enerald. The |ords
wore beards, trimmed into points and forks, and all the

| adi es dressed their hair in a towering style of curls and
intricate plaits, with flowers tucked into them The Badger
wondered that Oriel was not made to wear green, then he
realized that the princess was the flower in this strange
garden, the fairest bloomin it. But where was the queen?

One other person at the table was not wearing green

The king's Lord Chanmberlain sat at the king' s el bow,

dressed in grey, a handsome man with dark hair and beard
lightly streaked with silver, and lively dark eyes. Lines at
his eyes and nout h suggested he was a nman who smil ed

easily and | aughed often. Then the Badger noticed the
ornanent that hung around the man's neck on a heavy

silver chain.

It was a silver pentacle, and at its center gleaned a
singl e dark stone, black as onyx, but with a scarlet glimer
at its heart that showed it to be a bl oodstone. The king's

| ord chanberlain was an Adept Royal, a high al chem st

who represented the Pentacle to kings. The nottled red
stone was a sign that he had been inducted into the Necro-
mancer's inner circle, and answered to hi m al one.

The Adept Royal was seated at the king's el bow, and

he had the king's ear. At this noment he was filling it
with plans for a new abbey to be built adjoining the pal ace
grounds. The ki ng nodded, but all the while his hands

pl ayed with the pair of nmanicure scissors that hung from

his neck on a ribbon, as though he knew, el sewhere, that
his mniature garden was grow ng unkenpt.

"Plans for the abbey have been drawn up," said the
chanmberlain. "I could show themto your majesty after
prayers."

"An abbey," the king said mldly. "Is that nmonks or
nuns? | think | should prefer nuns, you know, in ny
wife's menory."

So her nother is dead, thought the Badger, glancing at
Oiel, then around at the conpany. No one was dressed
i n mourning, so her death could not have been recent.

The king did not appear at all devout, but this did not
seemto worry his Lord Chanberlain. He waved away the
servant who appeared with the wine, but made sure the
king's cup was kept filled.

"An abbey may have nmonks or nuns. If nonks it is a
nmonastery, if nuns, a nunnery. The necronancer had

t hought to place a nonastery here, but | shall put your
proposal, to him It would be nost ideal, as |I think of it.
Your daughter mght pursue her studies with the good
sisters.”

"I't will take some tine to build an abbey. In a few years



she will be fourteen, and of an age to be narried.”

"True, very true," said the chanberlain. He snmiled at
Oiel, who | ooked down at her plate. She does not |ike
him the Badger thought. He had noticed that the grey-
hounds grew qui et near the chanberlain, and drew their
tails between their legs. If a scrap of neat fell fromthe
chanmberlain's knife onto the floor, they let it al one.

But the man is |ikeable, the Badger thought. Though a
religious man he seenmed quite worldly. Wen he was not
pressing the king for a conmmitnment to the building proj-
ect, he was | eaning over to speak in the ear of the |ady
on his other side. Al the time the pentacle around his
neck turned this way and that, catching the |ight, naking
the dark red stone w nk.

In the tower Caitlin stood and gazed out the narrow
| eaded wi ndow at the king's gardens. Dusk was gathering
rapidly, sinking the topiary animals into gloom The sight

made Caitlin uneasy, and reninded her sonehow of the
sini ster hedgerows, and she turned away.

The furs on the cot were tenpting, yet weary as she was
she coul d not sleep. Her gaze kept straying to a tapestry on
the wall opposite. It depicted a woman standing in a gar-
den. She was dressed in royal robes that glinted with

gol den threads: the queen, no doubt. Oriel's nother? She
was fl anked by a gryphon and a unicorn, worked in green-
ery but strangely ani mated.

At | ast she got up and went to the table to see if any

of the books were in a rune tongue she knew. She pulled
out a sinmply bound book in which were witten tales of

t he Fool. The copyist—a royal scribe? no nonk woul d

have wasted ink on such silly, profane tal es—had decor-
ated the margins with pictures of the Fool. There were
others, portraits of nmobnks that were not very flattering.
The writing seenmed to be a northern rune tongue. Perhaps
this was a favorite book of tales the queen had brought
with her. Caitlin found the runes difficult, but with the
pi ctures she nanaged to piece together a tale.

In this adventure the Fool was sent into the cave of a
giant to steal the riches he hoarded there. The giant was
blind, but used a magic eye of glass to see. The Fool won
the magic eye in a game of dice, and used it to see where
all the gold and genms of the world were hidden in the
seans of rock. The Fool became the richest man in the
worl d, and used his wealth to build a nmagic ship, and in
it the Fool sailed off the edge of the world, where he was
rescued by creatures of the air. They returned himto his
pigsty, all his wealth gone, but with the giant's gl ass eye
in his pocket.

There was another tale, but the effort of reading such
unfam liar runes had given Caitlin a headache. She put



down the book and went to the nakeshift washstand Oie

had fashioned of a tarnished silver bow and an ornate but
cracked pitcher. As she bent to splash her face, she
stepped back with a start. Reflected in the surface of the
wat er she saw not her own features but the mournful face
of the woman in the tapestry.

8
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By the end of the feast, the chanberlain had secured

the king's prom se that he would | ook at the plans for the
abbey after chapel. The tabl e had been cleared and the
sweet course brought out, a towering edifice of preserved
fruit nortared together with nougat and sweet al nond
paste, and decorated with nutneats and | eaves of real gilt.
The diners' cups were refilled with spiced wi ne. The Bad-
ger found the snell famliar; the abbot had been fond of

a glass, and the brothers of Thirdnoon See had nade a

nice income fromselling it. He renenbered watching the
cook add spices to the kettle sinmmering over the abbey
hearth: angelica and nutneg, juniper and | enon, violets

pi cked fromthe shade of the garden wall. And sonething

el se, something he couldn't remenber.

At last the king folded his napkin and rose fromthe

table, the signal that the meal had cone to an end. Behind

the king, the courtiers filed fromthe hall two by two. To

the Badger's great surprise Oriel whistled |loudly, sending the
fal con plumeting fromits perch to | and on the back of

her chair.

"Do you like hin? Hs name is Gyrfal. He was a birthday

present. | amteaching himto retrieve nmy shuttl ecocks.
Wuld you like to see ny ot her presents?"

It struck him how |l onely she nmust be, with her nother
dead and a father who would have had nore interest in
her if she had been fashi oned of boxwood. Little wonder

she ran off to slay dragons. "I've stayed too long as it
is," he said. "Cait will have been expecting me these | ast
two hours."

"You must neet ne tonmorrow, then, by the stream"”

He proni sed and, when he had filled a napkin with the
food he had saved for Caitlin, she |l ed hi mdown one corri-
dor and then anot her.

"I'f we neet ny father's chanberlain he'll nake ne to
go to chapel, and you, too."

"I's it chapel you dislike, or the chanberlain?"

"He says ny nother did not believe in the Pentacle,
and so she cannot be in heaven."

"When did she die?"

"When | was five."



"Was she ill a long tinme?"

"Ch, she was not ill at all! They tried to tell ne she
was, but | don't believe them"

The Badger saw he was treadi ng on dangerous ground,
and stepped cautiously. "lIs that when your hair went
white, when your nother died?"

"Yes," she said. "Here's the way out. It used be to the
head draughtsman's quarters, when father kept draughts-
men, before he went mad for gardens. | cone here when
it's too cold to go to the stream"”

The Badger could see why. The roomwas used to store

scal e nodel s of various building projects: guildhalls, alns-
houses. To judge fromthe dust on everything, they had

been abandoned before they could be conpleted or per-

haps even begun. The room overl ooked the stables.

He swng a | ee over the wi ndowsill and | ooked down
at the courtyard bel ow. He wondered how far down it
was. The last thing he needed was a sprai ned ankle.

"You will conme tonmorrow?" Oriel said

"Yes," he said, and junped.

The nmoon had risen, and as the princess |eaned from

t he wi ndow, she was caught for a nonment in a shower of
silver light. The nmoonlight reveal ed sonething that had so
far escaped the Badger's attention. Oriel was blind in her
ri ght eye.

Caitlin had just decided to | eave the tower to | ook for

t he Badger when he came in the door, wearing borrowed

finery and carrying a napkin tied into a bundle and a bottle
under his arm He shot her a guilty glance as he went to

the tabl e and began cl earing aside the books.

"I had al nost given you up," she said.

"I"'msorry. | didn't nean to stay so long. You nust be
starved." He noved the candle to the table and dragged
over a chair. She went and sat down, amused at his solici-
tude. The reflection in the basin had so unsettled her she
was just grateful to hear another voice filling up the
silence. And she was starving, now she thought of it.

"Ch, and here," he said, drawing the cork and setting
the bottle at her el bow "C ose your eyes."

She did, and he popped a strange snmall fruit into her
mouth, oily and salty and slightly bitter. As she bit down
on it Caitlin felt a flush come to her cheeks. His voice
echoed in her mind, dose your eyes, and she imgi ned



a kiss so vivid it made her stomach flutter. She began
to cough.

"Don't choke," he said.
"What is it?"

"An olive. They grow in warm places. At least that's
what Oriel told nme."

n O,]. "
"I didn't like it, nmuch, either," he confessed.

Wil e she ate, he described the king and his court, the
royal dress code, the king's chanberlain and his plans for
t he abbey.

"Very strange," said Caitlin. "I should Iike to see this
chanberlain."

"Well, that's not the strangest thing by half. Had you
noticed that Oriel is blind in one eye?"

Caitlin dropped her knife. At his words she had a sud-
den glinpse or Oiel as she had been when her nother

was yet living, a dark-haired girl with one blue eye and
one green. And then again, the nournful face, the grieving
nmot her. But now the face was blurred, as though she were
seeing two faces, the inmage of one laid upon the other

The Badger's hand was on her shoul der, shaking her
gently.

"Drink that wine," he said. "You look like you need it."

"I"'mall right. You nust find out, tonorrow, what hap-
pened to her."

"Well, ask her yourself. She'll be at the stream again."

There was only the single cot, so they pulled the bed-
ding onto the floor for Caitlin, and the Badger stretched
out on the frame. She was instantly asleep, only the top
of her head visible anmbng the furs. The Badger stretched
out on the bare canvas with a sigh, laying an armover his
eyes, too tired to sit up to blow out the candle. At |east
he was not sl eeping on the wet ground. H s m nd began

to turn fromthe events of the day to random i magi ni ngs

of what he would do, once he had delivered Caitlin to her
convent. He would have a living to make, and a plan had
been taking shape in his mnd, on those |ong stretches of
road when they both fell silent. He had many dreans—
joining the crew of a ship or a caravan headed north—but
only one plan. He would find a smthy somewhere who
needed sonmeone handy with horses. The sooner he was
apprenticed, the sooner he would be able to buy a forge

of his own. Independence, that was the main thing. No
nore having to answer to soneone else. No nore



obl i gati on.

As he drifted off, he remenbered what el se went into
the abbot's cordial: a dram of wor mmood.

Caitlin was already deep in dreans. She was sitting on

the floor in the dark—where, she could not tell. Someone
was there with her. Not Abagtha; not the Badger. \Woever

it was rattled sonmething in a box, and passed her an object,
cold to the touch: a small metal box on a chain. She fum
bled with the catch in the dark and when she lifted the

lid the roomwas suddenly flooded with Iight fromthe

giant's glass eye, nestled in velvet in the small silver snuff-
box. The light showed the place to be the bride house,

and the person who had passed her the box was the

worman fromthe tapestry. Her face was no | onger sorrow

ful, but full of anguished |ove and dreadful resolve.

Then Caitlin was wal ki ng through the knot garden as

dusk was beginning to fall. In the failing |ight the great
topiary animals rose around her on all sides. As she wal ked
she noticed rings on her hands, fabul ous gens in heavy
settings. The worman in the tapestry had worn such rings.
Looki ng down she saw that she wore skirts fashioned of a
rich brocade shot with gold thread. She began to run

gri pped by the sanme terror she had felt anong the nenac-

i ng hedges. But she was not nerely fleeing danger. She
was searching for something, and nust find it before sone
dreadful thing happened.

Turning a corner she cane upon a small tiled courtyard.
Inits center, beneath a sundial, lay a sleeping child: Oiel
yet dark-haired, and no ol der than four

She caught her up and ran with her out of the garden

t he garden she had lovingly planned as a green and fra-
grant retreat, a haven for birds and small creatures. It had
been planted with | ove, but the garden was hers no | onger
Evil dwelled there, luring her small daughter toward one
deadly trap after another. Already she had clinbed one of
the topiary animals and only just escaped breaking her
neck. She had eaten a handful of tenpting berries and
nearly been poi soned. No matter how they scol ded and

puni shed her, Oiel was always drawn back to the sundi al
at the heart of the maze.

There the dream abruptly ended. Caitlin woke up and

lit the candle, then rose and went to splash her face with
water. But the surface of the basin was adance with rip-
ples. Caitlin knew she had not jarred the table, and cross-
i ng the room her footsteps had been |ight. She stood,

baref oot, nesnerized by the pattern of ripples. At |ast she
reached out a finger to touch them

At once the surface of the water was snooth as gl ass.
The queen stared back at her, no |onger nmournful, but as
t hough she wi shed to speak and was nute.



"Yes," Caitlin whispered. "I promse. | will."
She went back to bed but it was an hour before she
sl ept.

The next day they returned to the streamto wait for

Oiel. Sitting against the tree, and w thout |ooking at him
Caitlin haltingly told the Badger of her dream He hardly
seened to be paying attention, gazing sleepily into the
reeds, but when she had finished her story he spoke.

"So you think this ghost, this face in the basin, is the
queen?"

"Sonetinmes. The rest of the tine it seens to be sone-
one el se.™

"And you think she did something to Oriel that made
her go blind in one eye?"

Caitlin did not answer for a monment. "I think she was
trying to change the color of her green eye to blue, using
some hal f-renenbered renedy, to hide the fact that she

had seer's eyes. | think Oiel only lost the sight in that
eye slowy."

There was novenent in the reeds and Oriel appeared,
arnorl ess, but carrying a newy captured cricket in a tin-
der box cage.

"I can't stay," she said. "Father says | nust have | essons,
and not be so wild." She drew a gol d-slippered foot

t hrough the weeds. "It is all the doing of his Lord Cham
berl ain, because | would not go to chapel! But | brought
you this, so you can conme to the garden."” She handed
Caitlin a runpled green bundle. Unrolled, it proved to be
a gown of watered silk, bottle green. "I will try to get
out later to see you. If they catch ne, | shall say | am
hunting crickets.”

Caitlin snmoothed out the folds of the dress thoughtfully.
"Where is your father's chanberl ai n?"

"He rode out this norning with father to | ook over the
site for the abbey."

"I should like to see the chanberlain's room Can you
take us there?"

Oiel's eyes flashed. "Ch, yes!"

Caitlin disappeared with Oriel into the weeds and, after
some rustling, emerged wearing the silk gown, her hair
put up in the fashion of the court, though if you | ooked

closely you could see that short |lengths of reed had been
pressed into service as hairpins.



The three began to make their way across the neadows

to the palace. Fromthe top of the tree agai nst which
Caitlin had been sitting, Elric watched them He was stil
wearing a gardener's snock; his hands were callused from

t he garden shears and there was a wasp sting on the back

of his neck. He waited until they had gone a safe distance,
t hen swng down fromthe | owest branch and went after

t hem

The king's chanberlain had his own apartnments not far
fromthose of the king. They were decorated in a style

t hat seemed nonkish at first glance. On closer inspection
however, it proved anything but plain. A nodest coverl et
of rough blue cloth, when turned back, revealed a fur
lining and fine damask sheets. The chest beside the bed
held a small book—a cycle of Pentaclist norality plays—
and an unadorned cup

The Badger held the cup to his nose, then handed it to
Caitlin. There was still discernible a faded, flowery
per f ure.

"The chamberlain likes his brandy," said the Badger
"Plum I'd wager."

Caitlin frowned. She could al nost nmake out a faint note

of something el se, beneath the distilled scent of overripe
fruit ready to drop fromthe branch. Sweet and |ulling.
She set down the cup

Oriel had found a book at the back of the wardrobe. It
was a sinple |ledger, and it was | ocked.

"I can undo that," said the Badger, reaching for it.

"No, don't," said Caitlin. "If the lock is charned, he
m ght be able to divine who broke it. Let me think." She
ni bbl ed her thumbnail a noment, then turned to Oiel.
"Set the book down on that table by the window. And |et
me have your cricket."

Oriel surrendered the tinderbox. Caitlin said a charm
on it and set it, opened, on the table beside the |edger

Wth a chirp the cricket hopped fromthe tinderbox onto
the table, and then onto the |l edger. The | ock sprang open.

"Now he will only sumon up a cricket. No, don't touch
it! Let the wind turn the pages."”

The covers were warped, and the breeze fromthe w n-

dow had soon opened the | edger. The pages were covered
with witing in a careful hand, double colums of dates
and pl ace nanes, a record of births, all of themextraordi-
nary: Boy with caul. Grl, blind. Grl, w dow s peak. Boy,
extra toe. Twin girls, sharing a caul. Grl, crossed eyes.
Grl, seer's eyes. And on and on, page after page. Each



time the birth of a child with seer's eyes had been
recorded, there was a small mark in the margi n—hAot an
X, but a twi sted rune.

Caitlin had gone deathly pal e. The Badger took one | ook
at her and grabbed the | edger, quickly thrusting it back
into its hiding place.

"Oriel, let's get out of here.™

"My cricket!"

"I"ll catch you a dozen. Cone on!"

Caitlin protested she was all right, but at last admtted
sone fresh air would do her no harm Oiel led themto

the terrace, and stayed until a little color had returned to
Caitlin's cheeks.

"I must go back," she said reluctantly. "My handnai d-

ens will get in trouble if I"'mmssing too long. But I'lI
nmeet you at the sundial, an hour before sunset."

They started into the garden, armin armto blend in

with the other pairs of courtiers out for a stroll anmong the
topi ary. They passed sone ladies all in green, seated in a
circle around a gentleman playing the lute.

"You're awfully quiet," said the Badger

"I"mworried about Oriel."

"There's nothing for her here, that's certain."

"No, nore than that. | fear for her if she remains." She
caught his glance and withdrew her armfrom his, quick-

ening her step. "I know you think I'"'mmad! It's not that

the chanmberlain will harmher. It's something else. |
can't explain.".

"But what can we do? W can't take her to Ninthstile
with us."

"No. "
"Then what ?"

"I don't know. | thought— She shook her head. "I
t hought ny dreans night tell ne."

"I'f I hadn't fallen asleep and | ost your anulet, you
mean. "

But she left the bait untouched, slowing her step to slip
her arm back in his. "Let's not quarrel,"” she said. "W
have too far yet to travel together."

They came to a stone seat and sat down. The Badger
broke of f some tw gs of boxwood and began fashioning a



horse fromthem as Asaph had taught himto do with
straw. He gl anced up and saw her watching his fingers as
they wove the green twigs into a horse's head. One of the
reed hairpins had cone | oose, and some strands of her
hair had fallen around her face.

"The thing is," he said quickly, "we're only here because
you had to rest. So, as long as you're rested, we can go
on our way. Can you travel ?"

She nodded.

"Then let's get out of this place. I'll see if | can get a
pair of horses."

"I don't like to think of Oriel here, once that abbey
is built.”

"I'f they—t, whatever it is—were going to harm her
woul dn't it have done it by now?"

"Yes. Yes! It sounds reasonable, the way you put it. But
| just know she is in danger. And | think sonmehow | am
meant to help her."

"Well, you and your dreams work on that. |I'll see to
getting us sone horses."

The Badger already had a plan. He had noticed sone

of the courtiers playing a gane with small carved pieces
on a board marked out in colored squares. It didn't | ook
very different from nmonks and nuns, a down-and-dirty
form of checkers he had | earned fromone of the abbey

turnspits. The Badger had been very good at nonks and
nuns.

Caitlin wanted to go back to the tower for another |ook

at the book of tales. They agreed to neet back at the
entrance to the garden, and walk to the sundial together
to neet Oriel. Then they wal ked on, leaving the twi g horse
behi nd on the stone seat.

It was easy enough for the Badger to sidle up to one

of the tables where they were playi ng nmonks and nuns.

He grew so absorbed, watching the progress of the gane,

that he was startled to find he had drained a cup of spiced
wi ne without realizing he even held it. He |l et soneone
refill his cup. He was sure he could play, and wi n, but
what could he stake? He was officially a gentleman, but a
gent| eman who had | ost everything to hi ghwaymnen.

The gane ended, and the |oser stood up, shaking his
head, |eaving the contents of his purse and a note pronis-
i ng the bal ance.

"Who will play?" fluted a silver voice. The w nner, one

of the nore striking | adies of the court, cast her bright
sparrow s eyes around the conpany, but no one would rise
to the challenge. At last her eyes fell on the Badger, w d-



ened, then narrowed. She smled.
"You, then. WII| you partner ne in a gane?"

"Alas, ny lady, | have already been taken for
everything."

The onl ookers | aughed, but the lady held her seraphic

snmle. Between the towering arrangenment of her hair,

stuck with feathers and jewels, and the |layers of her rouge,
it was inpossible to guess her years. She m ght have been
his age, or twice that.

"Surely not everything," she said, ranging the ivy-green
pi eces on her side of the board, and inclining her head
slightly at the seat opposite.

The Badger found himself sitting down and ranging the
whi t e pi eces—uns, as he thought of them but roses, as
they called themin this game—en their squares.

"Everyt hing worth having, nadam | have | ost ny gold,

nmy jewels, anything | had of any val ue. Even these clothes
are borrowed."

"Then l et these be the stakes," she said. "For each piece
of yours | take, you shall forfeit an hour's leisure, to be
spent in ny conpany as | shall dictate.”

The laughter rose all around them but as though at a
signal, the crowd had begun to di sperse. Soon the Badger
and hi s opponent found thensel ves al one, except for the

wi ne steward, the fly-swatter, and the fool. It occurred to
t he Badger, as he contenplated his first nove, that he had
not noticed the fool at the banquet the night before.

And he rem nded hinself, not a little sternly, to w n.

Caitlin set aside the book of tales with a sigh. She was
not sure what she had hoped to find, only that it had

el uded her. And she felt sure that she had precious little
time to think of some way to save Oiel fromthe evil she
felt in the maze and, strongly, in the chanberlain's room

Maybe, she thought, it has nothing to do with the tales
after all. Maybe | nave been | ooking in the wong place.
If Oiel's nother were alive, what would she do to pro-
tect her?

Caitlin | ooked around the room and noticed for the

first time one of the bright hangings. It seemed to depict
a scene froma tale not included in the collection she had
been struggling through. The Fool, dressed for hunting

and with a hawk on his wist, stood beneath a fir tree.
What was renarkabl e was that the branches of the ever-
green were bare, the needles falling in a shower to dapple
t he snow.



She hunted through the chests until she found sone

tapers and small, fragrant |unps of sone resin she guessed
could be burned for incense. The tapers fit perfectly in
the sconces on the wall, and when she |lit the lunp of resin

it gave off a spicy, animal perfume, all musk and snoke

The incantation came to her as suddenly as the inspira-

tion to light the candles. It was a spell Abagtha used to
use when she wanted to get even with farners who short-
changed her for services rendered, or paid in shoddy

goods. It was a flexible spell, equally good at making trees

drop their fruit prematurely or nelons rot on the vine.
Caitlin repeated the incantation as |one as she dared. She
did not want to draw the Adept Royal's attention to the

bri de house. For all she knew, that pentacle with its bl ood-
stone center could find the source of spells.

Then she went to the door of the tower and called out

a long sumons in the | anguage of the birds. She was not
at all sure it would have the desired result. She knew a
little hawk, but gyrfal con was another dialect entirely.

Qut of nowhere, the tame falcon flew down to perch
on Caitlin's bare wist, making her gasp as his tal ons
dr ew bl ood.

Many pardons, said the bird, choosing a better perch
on the back of a chair.

Your mstress is in grave danger. You rnust be her eyes
and ears, and warn her. | will tell her to heed you, and
never to part with you

It shall be done as you say, said Gyrfal

There was a little rabbit left over fromher dinner the

ni ght before, and Caitlin gave it to Gyrfal as a seal of the
prom se. Then the bird new off and di sappeared anong

the trees.

The Badger came up, leading by the bridle two sad-
dl ed horses.

"Well done," she said, noticing as he drew near a scent,
too faint for a nose |less keen than hers, of w ne, mngled
with a woman's perfume. An enmeral d stone was m Ssing
fromhis cuff. "What did you have to give for thenP"

"I won them at checkers," he said, a little crossly. "But
Cait, it's the oddest thing. The garden—

The strange frost lay thickly over Linus's garden, blan-
keting the green nmenagerie, covering the stone seats,
obscuring the hours on the sundial at the center. Already
nost of the topiary animals were skel etons of tw sted
branches and wire, their leaves littering the paths and
benches, marking out the maze in evergreen



The king stood on the terrace, |ooking out at the strange
scene, as though he was newl y wakened froma dream He

| ooked down at the niniature garden, and at the scissors in
hi s hand, as though he had never seen them At |ast he
turned to the courtiers, and lifted his voice in a roar

"Don't stand there gawking like a bunch of ninnies! Go
and get changed, all of you! And | forbid anyone to cone
into ny presence wearing green!”

Oiel was at her wi ndow, elbows on the sill, chin in her
hands, watching the courtiers scatter. Gyrfal, perched on
top of the wardrobe, kept a keen eye on his young

m stress.

Though, it occurred to Caitlin as they rode away, she
wi Il not need him so nuch now

9

FOUR LETTERS AND A
VAP

It took three days for the Badger to sicken. On the third
night, as they sat around the fire, Caitlin saw himw nce.

"All you ill?"

He shook his head. "It's nothing. My gut's all in knots,
that's all. Miust be this rich food doesn't agree with ne
after prison rations."” He nade light of it, but when he
rai sed the cup to his nmouth his hand trenbl ed.

The next norni ng when she wal ked across the cold fire
to wake him he would not stir. Panic gripped her as she
felt for his pulse and laid an ear to his chest.

"Dead to the world, but still init," she nuttered. She
dragged hi m behind a thicket of branbles out of sight of
the road and made him a si ckbed out of their bedrolls.

She was too busy at first to fear the worst. There were
herbs to gather, good, clean clay to dig fromthe bank for
a poultice, and green twigs to peel and burn for their
heal i ng vapor. But still she did not guess, and for all her
efforts he worsened. When she had done all she knew to

do she had at last a spare monent to sit and eat a hee

of bread by the fire. It was then that fear seized her and
she began to shudder with a noi sel ess crying.

"If you die," she said to the Badger's still form dashing
the tears fromher eyes, "the ground's too hard to bury
you, so think of that! Wlves will scatter your bones over
t hirteen ki ngdons. "

At | ast she thought of the brandy in the chanberlain's
room and the bitter note beneath the perfune of the pluns.
Wr mwod. The signs had been there, even if she had been



blind to them the racing pulse, the stonmach pains.

Now it was a sinple thing to gather the right herbs, to

roast a knobby root over the coals and grind it into a bitter
powder. By the norning of the third day the Badger woke

bat hed i n sweat and conpl ai ni ng of a headache. Caitlin

sat by the fire, her face streaked with soot, and sniled a
weary smile. There could have been no better news than

if he had awakened bathed in nectar, with a celestial nel-
ody and not an anvil - headache teasing his brain.

The Badger sat up, with no idea that he had | ain near
death for two days and nights. "It must be al nost noon,"
he said resentfully. "You m ght have awakened ne."

"I"ve been doing ny best to wake you for two days,"
she said, and told himas nmuch as she thought he ought
to know, but not enough for himto guess how close to
the grave he had cone.

But he did guess. As they were saddling the horses he
saw her | ean on the broad neck of her horse, burying her
face in its mane, and while her expression was hi dden
fromhim the way her shoulders relaxed in relief and
exhausti on made everything clear.

"Here, put these on," he said, handing her a pair of

gl oves he had brought from Thirdnmoon. "It's too cold to
ride all day without them™

It had grown rmuch col der, and they were two days
closer to the first stormof the winter

They kept to the main roads after that, and when they

had to take a side track it was with many a backward

gl ance. As they rode they passed carts bringing the |ast of
the harvest in fromthe fields, and the Badger seized his

chance to lighten the wagonl oads a little. They supped in

t he saddl e, on apples, yans, and turnips, and stopped to
sleep in snatches, Tor it was cold at night, and it was easier
to stay warmriding quickly beneath the harvest noon

al ong the enmpty highway to the sea.

O nearly enpty. Elric was still behind them although

he was being careful not to let Motley get too close to his
master. At night as they slept, Elric stole up to their
horses, distracting the animals with |unps of sugar while
he pressed their hooves into a box of powder ground from
blind cave sal amanders. As the horses went down the road
they woul d | eave phosphorescent footprints Elric could
follow easily hours later in the dark. He would wake | ate
and wait until nightfall before taking up the chase. He had
much to occupy him notably the witing of a letter

Cousi n,

I"'mafraid | will need my all owance early. My expenses



have been nuch hi gher than anticipated. There have
been the horses to keep (you know what they eat), a
friend s ganbling debts to pay, salve for a wasp bite,
and after being bent double for days pruni ng hedges
am afraid | bought nyself a massage and a nanicure.

And will you look in on our brother and his daughter
in Fifthnoon? All was well when | left them but unti
t heir houseguest departs | will not rest entirely easy.

Everything else is as well as can be. Gve ny love to
ny sister.

Your |oving cousin, E.

Elric was not the only one witing a letter. That sane
norni ng the abbess of Ninthstile | ooked out the w ndow

at the nuns in their brown snocks digging potatoes in the
convent fields.

"Has the nessenger arrived?" she asked one of the sisters.

"He has not."

"Bring nme ny witing things," she said without turn-
i ng around.

The sister fetched a small | apdesk contai ni ng paper and
a steel pen. The abbess began to conpose her letter

Convent of the Sacred Pentacle
N nthstil e, N nthnmoon

Abbey of Thirdnoon See

Thi rdnoon

My dear brother in faith,

As | have not had a nessage fromyou in some weeks,

I amin the dark about whether to expect the young

worman whom you have sentenced to our order. Having
conceded to your greater wisdomin this matter, | am
anxi ous to have her anpbng us, for an extra pair of hands
woul d be of use to us now in getting the crops in before
the first freeze. As it is, | have had to turn away a
robust and pi ous young woman fromthe town who

wi shed to make her living with us, as | am hol di ng our

only spare cell for your postulant. May | have a word



fromyou?
Yours in the Pentacle,
d ovis

When he received this nessage, the abbot of Thirdnmoon
See was in bed with an earache. The abbess's letter did
nothing to succor him He read the fewlines grimy and
called for his secretary.

"Take a letter," he snapped at the harelipped nonk.

Abbey of Thirdnoon See
Thi rdnoon

Convent of the Sacred Pentacle
N nthstil e, N nthnmoon

My dear sister in faith,

You shall receive by nessenger fromour brothers in

Ei ght hmobon an al | owance sufficient to hold a place for

my charge until such time as she arrives. You may fee
free to use it, if you feel so conpelled, to hire a robust
mai den fromthe village, to pull up onions in the

meantime. | inpress upon you the extrene displeasure
that will be brought upon you by the Necronancer
should you fail himin this office, a displeasure from
which | should be quite unable to shield you

"Yours in the Pentacle, and so on," said the abbot,
appl ying a conpress to his ear

Upon receiving this reply the abbess went out into the
garden and pulled up onions, tw sting each out of the
ground viciously, as if it were the abbot's head.

There was another letter, one the Badger had never
unsealed. It was the letter of introduction to the apothecary.
Upon his brief rise in the world at the court of Fifthnoon,

the letter had arrived at the royal laundry still pinned inside
the Badger's shirt. A shortage of bluing had caused a pil eup

at the laundry, and the shirt was not |aundered until |ong
after the Badger had left Fifthnoon. It was then that the
abbot's note was discovered by an illiterate presser. Dutifully,

he pressed it, admring the handwiting.
THE SANCTI TY OF THE PENTACLE

DEPENDS ON THE
DEATH OF THE BEARER AT ALL COSTS.

They were nearing the coast. In the norning the Badger
woke to the taste of salt on the air. Wen they |left the abbey
the | eaves had just been starting to turn after the | ong sum



nmer. It was now seven weeks since he had ridden out the

gate of the abbey so cocksure and joyful, to becone appren-
ticed to an apothecary. It seemed seven years. Still, it was
good news: it was still a week or two before a storm could
be expected to close the straits, and even that would be
freakishly early. They had made good tine, and if they nade
a good passage and had no nore adventures, they could

expect to reach Ninthstile by the first snow

Havi ng made these cal cul ati ons, the Badger saw no
need to rise early. He rolled over, hugged the bedroll to
him and drifted back off to sleep

Caitlin's eyes were wi de open. It was not a dreamthat
had di sturbed her sleep, but an uneasy feeling that they

were being watched. She rose quietly so as not to wake

t he Badger. As she pulled on her boots she | ooked at the
shock of tow hair that was all of himthat showed; it nade
himlook like a little boy. Caitlin felt a wave of hel p-

| essness. In nmany ways he was an innocent. If things went
on as they had, that innocence could well end up costing
himhis life.

She wal ked to a clearing, her heart beating faster, the

bl ood I oud in her ears. There was someone wat chi ng her

and listening. It was so still, no bird called, not a cricket
offered a chirp to the norning air. Listening with all her
mght, all Caitlin could hear was a distant crop of the grass
as the horses grazed.

Caitlin didn't know that she had spoken until the words
were already hanging in the frosty air.

"Why are you doing this? What do you want from ne?"
Her words, and the thought that sonmeone mght really be
listening, nmade her turn and run

She shook t he Badger awake roughly. One | ook at her
face compelled himto hold his tongue and saddl e the
hor ses.

"Drean?" was all he said, when they had gone sone
di stance down the road.

"Yes, but | was awake."

In the clearing Elric had had a nasty shock. Her sneak-
ing up on ne |like that, he thought. H s hands shook as

he lit his pipe, and he wondered whether he was feeling
his age. In his occupation, it wasn't uncomon for nen

to retire early. Like the Badger, he had thought to sleep
in, but now sleep eluded him

Still, he knew somet hing the Badger didn't, something

that would throw all the Badger's calculations to the four

wi nds: sailors who took passengers across the straits were

a highly superstitious lot, and the sumthat could persuade
themto give passage to a young woman with raven hair

and seer's eyes had not been m nted.



They reached the port of Little Rimthat afternoon. The
horses, used only for an occasi onal hawking outing, took

the scent of the sea immediately to heart and trotted
toward it with heads lifted to the salt air, ears up like
signal s of good weat her

Caitlin and the Badger stopped at the first good-sized inn
Because they were being foll owed, they had not for sone

days dared to light a fire, and it had been | onger than they
cared to renmenber since they had eaten a hot neal. They
ordered the fish nmuddle, and while they were waiting for it
t he Badger inquired about a ship for the crossing.

"The Col den Mol e sets sail tonorrow," the tavern
keeper told him "and The Wavetrimrer two days after
that. The next ship won't weigh anchor until |ate next
week. "

"And after that?"

"After that you'd best settle in until spring. Mst of the
bert hs have been spoken for nonths since. You'll be |ucky
to bunk with rats in the hold."

The Badger returned to the table to find Caitlin making
great inroads into a platter of fish and potatoes. He took
the knife, scraped a third of what remmi ned onto her plate,
and began to devour his own neal fromthe serving

platter.

"W shoul dn't have any trouble crossing to N nthnoon."
Caitlin didn't answer, and the Badger set down his knife.
"Look, Cait. You had better speak now. If you don't

want to go | won't take you. |I'll say you cast a spell over
me and | eft me wandering around the docks with the net
nmenders. And you can go where you will."

"And t he bounty hunters?"

"By the turn of the year, | can be back in Thirdnoon
See to explain nyself."

"I have cone to believe with all mnmy heart that if you
return to Thirdmoon See with ne undelivered, the abbot

will not go easy on you."

"But better nul eskinning for me than Ninthstile for

you." As he said it, the Badger bent over his plate so his
face was hidden from her.

"No," said Caitlin, "you rust deliver me, and on tine.
| begin to see a patterninit.”

"Pattern?”

"Only that there is nore at work in this than one stable-



boy and a village witch can account for."

He rai sed his head and met her gaze with grow ng suspi-
cion. "You know a great deal nore about all this than
you're letting on. Have you dreaned the end, is that it?

It is, isn't it? You know what's up, and you're not telling!
Sweet heaven, but you'll drive ne nad before this is oven

"That is one thing of which you can be sure,” Caitlin
said. "But you'll find, | think, a serenity in lunacy. At |east,
| have always found it so."

They settled their bill and went in search of The Gol den
Mol e. As they went, a nman approached the tavern keeper

"Were they asking after passage to Big Ri n?"
"What if they were?"

Sonething gleaned in the man's hand. It was too dark to
tell if it were silver or the blade of a dagger. In either case the
tavern keeper thought it in his own best interest to answer.

"Yes. He asked about ships making the crossing this week."
"Did he say where he was bound?"

"No." To his relief, the tavern keeper saw a silver coin
appear on the barrel -head beside him

"(bliged," said his questioner
"Don't nention it."

"You had better not, if you know what's good for you,

and if you don't, by the Pentacle. 1'll teach you!"™ And with
that he made his exit. The tavern keeper suddenly wanted
nothing to do with the coin, and dropped it into the apron
pocket of a passing serving girl.

Reaching the street the man saw Caitlin and the Badger
headed to the dock where The CGol den Mdl e was noored.
Satisfied, he stopped a passing vendor and bought a bag
of steaned nussels. Before long Elric cane into view

The two nmen greeted each other silently, with a sign
each understood. The other handed Elric the bag.

"The ol den Mol e."

Caitlin and the Badger had al ready been turned away.
The ship's first nate took one ook at Caitlin and refused
to let themon board.

"And if you conme around here again you can make the
crossing tied to the keel!" He spat to stave off the evil eye.
"Sainted Pentacle, |'ve never seen a petrel black as that."

The Badger was shaken, Caitlin only sullen. \Wen he
started to ask directions to The Wavetri nmer, she



pr ot est ed.

"What's the use? You'll never find a ship willing to take
me on, not unless you find a way to dye ny bl ue eye
green."

As it turned out, there was no need for that: The Wave-
trimer had sustained considerable damage fromrats and
inridding themfromthe hold it had been discovered that
many of the ship's tinbers were rotten. The Wavetri nmer,
a sailor told them was in dry dock, and would trimno
waves until spring.

It began to rain. They pulled their cloaks around them
and bent their heads to the wi nd, wal king back to the
tavern. Suddenly Caitlin stopped stock-still and stared.
Al most hidden by a pile of nets was an old worman selling
eel s. She could have been Abagtha, risen fromthe dead.

Caitlin's Iips went blue, and she was so rmuch nore than
usual |y pale that the Badger put out a hand to steady her
She shook off his armand went up to the old woman.

"\What a ghost you are!" she murnured. "As if you had
cone to take ne back, or warn ne."

The old woman nerely narrowed her black eyes and

hel d out a basket, lifting the lid to show a squirm ng nmass
of eels. Caitlin drew back with a shudder. Was it all a
trick of the light? Now the old woman's eyes didn't seem
so dark, and her face seened younger, with sonething
eerie about it.

"Eels, missie? They are very fresh," said the old woman,
shaki ng the basket so the eels slithered to the other end
of it. "Or is it something else that you are | ooking for
daughter? A ship, perhaps?"

The Badger stepped forward. "Cait, | don't like this."
Caitlin didn't hear him "And do you know of a ship?"
"Somet hing better! A way to walk on water, for a price."

"Nane it."

The Badger began to pull on her arm "Come on, Cait.
Can't you see she's mad?"

She shook himoff so fiercely he let go.
"Your price, old woman."
"Your hair, my dear. Nothing |less."

That gave her pause, but only for a noment. "Show
me, first."

The Badger made a noi se of disgust and wal ked a short
di stance away, standing with his hands thrust as far into



hi s pockets as they woul d go.

The ol d woman brought out an eel, freshly killed, and
slitting it with a knife she drew out a map. This she
unf ol ded and presented silently for Caitlin's inspection

It was beautifully nade, the product of ancient skill

drawn on the finest vellumin colors that seened to swi m
beneath the eye. She could clearly see the woods and
streans of the countryside through which they had just
passed. But all the markings were in runes Caitlin had

never seen, and half the map was m ssing—the half with
Ninthstile. Before she handed the map back to the eel-
seller Caitlin noticed a gruesone sea-nonster on the part
representing the straits. Just a flourish of a bored napnak-
er's pen?

"Where is the rest?"

The ol d woman | aughed, a sound as dry as driftwood.

"You are thinking that it is little enough for the rich price!
Your glory, your crown, for half a map in a rune tongue

no one has spoken for seven tinmes seventy years!"

Caitlin kept her gaze level, but in the winter |ight off
the water her eyes blazed, the blue one making the green
greener, the green one naking the blue one seemthe
thing they nanmed the color for. She was not vain about
her hair, but she well renenbered a tine it had been cut
agai nst her wll.

The eel -seller relented. "There is a harpnaker who has
the other half, and they say he knows runes from before
the Pentacle."

"And t he Spell key?"

The bl ack eyes glittered, and the old woman reached
up with a withered hand to touch the blue-black silk that

tunmbled to Caitlin's waist. "Perhaps. Your hair, first. Then
I will tell you the way."

The Badger bit his lip as Caitlin bent her head and | et

the old woman saw on the thick rope of her hair with a

rusty fish knife. The length that remai ned began to curl

in the salt air, and the sight of her pale face with its dark
hal o nade the Badger's throat go dry.

Caitlin seized the map and tucked it inside her belt.
The hair glittered in the old worman's fist |ike strands of
jet. "Wiere will | find the harpmaker?"

The ol d woman pointed up the sheer face of the cliffs.

They left the old wonan to her eels and baskets. Caitlin
nmoved as if in a dream deep in thought, not so nuch
about the map and the prom sed Spell key, as for Abagtha
and the early days when the old witch's indifference had
nost resenbl ed ki ndness. And she was hoping fervently



that she had not surrendered her hair for nothing. She

had let the eel-seller shear her in the hope that the map
woul d prove all she guessed, but also that the | oss of that
seal of womanliness night drive fromthe Badger's eyes a
certain | ook she had seen in themlately.

The Badger wal ked behi nd her, his eyes fastened on

t he bare nape of her neck. He was greatly afraid she was
goi ng mad, and he wanted both to run away from her as
far and fast as he could, and to seize her and shake her
to reason. For he had not even recogni zed his own synp-
tons, and he sickened ever nore as the hours wore on

The eel -sell er sank back among the nets and cl osed her

eyes for a long nmonent. Wen she opened t hem agai n

they were grey. Elric's calling was giving the behol der

what the behol der wished to see, but this |atest deception
had called for a sorcery outside the boundary of his license
and power. The nercurial potion he had drunk nade him
gueasy, and he turned his head to retch. Wen he raised

his aching head Elric saw atop one of the baskets the lively
heap of Caitlin's hair. He let his fingers run through its
sil ky mass and shudder ed.

"Ah," he breathed, "that | could buy your eyes as wel|!"

10
A LIAR S TALE

As they clinbed the steep path up the cliff, they spied the
wreck of a ship on the rocks, ghostly beneath the water

its timbers bleached like ribs, the broken hull a shat-
tered breastbone.

"They must have tried to make the crossing after the
first storm" the Badger said.

"Wal ki ng on water."
"What ?"

"I't's what the old wonman said, about the map. | can't
t hi nk what she neant."

"She m ght not have neant anything. What | don't
understand i s what she wanted with your hair."

"She may think she can get sone sort of power fromit."
"Well? Can she?"

"Don't be superstitious.”

When they reached the top they were suddenly afraid

they had clinbed the wong path, for there was no dwell -
ing in sight. Then Caitlin pointed, |aughing. Up through

the sod of the clifftop rose a chimey, and fromthe chim
ney a waith of snoke. "Though it seenms a rmuch nore



manner ed barrow than mine."
There was a trapdoor in the ground, and after | ooking

for a bell (for some reason he thought there would be a
bell), the Badger stanped on it with his boot.

The door immedi ately swung open, as if the harpnaker
had been waiting for him (which he had). He beckoned
themin.

"Call me Leier," he said, "as in one who tells untruths,
or as in a kind of harp."

Lei er | ooked glued together out of driftwood and catgut,
all sinew and weat hered grey. He wore what mnust once

have been a bard's tunic of bright green; nowit was a
harl equin pattern of varnish, wine, and gravy stains. The
roomwas crammed with harps, the smallest no | onger

than your thunb, the tallest seemed to hold up the roof.
The single table was crammed with curling fool scap sheets
of rmusic, newy glued harp frames drying, and skeins of
unstrung harp strings.

Lei er gave them cups of hot bogberry wine, laced with
gin, to warmthem fromthe inside out.

"You have cone | ooking for a map, and hoping to find

t he Spell key, but you haven't been told what it is. So you
are frantic to know, and you have sold your hair to find
out. Did it nmean rmuch to you, your hair?"

"No nore than it wei ghed."

"Ah, but you would be surprised. Hair can weigh a great
deal . A young woman not far from here drowned, washing

her hair in the river. Sank like a stone. Perhaps that is
what you nmeant after all, that your hair neant a great dea
to you?"

"It was no sacrifice. You seemto know a great dea
about our quest."

"It is ny calling to know such things. | amno seer
mnd. My eyes are of a color. But | ama storyteller, and
a storyteller nmust have an eye for detail. Al norning and

afternoon | have seen signs of visitors: Part of the cliff fel
into the sea, and | saw a little cloud the shape of a cat
chasing its tail. Wich is an odd thing, for it's dogs that
chase their tails. But it was a sign nevertheless, for here
you are. But wait." Leier disappeared anmpong the harps,
reappearing with a scroll tied with string.

"The other half of the map?" said the Badger

"He's qui cker than he | ooks, isn't he? Well, we'll put
t he hal ves together and see." Leier spread out the map
on the table. Once the corners had been wei ghed down
with gluepots, it was clear the halves matched exactly.
Caitlin's eyes imedi ately fastened on somet hi ng penned



faintly in one corner, in runes she knew.

" Chaneol ! "

"Then it's real, after all," said the Badger
"Who ever said it wasn't? Don't tell ne you' re a Pen-
taclist!" Leier peered at the Badger suspiciously.

"But it's just a map, after all—we can't sail across the
straits on it."

"Just a map? Who said it was anything but a map? But

it is a very good map, perhaps the best in thirteen king-
dons. Believe nme, it is worth the best you have to give."
Leier's eyes went to Caitlin's shorn head. "And you have
al ready given your best, or very near to it."

"Well, that settles it. Let's go, Cait. Heaven knows we
haven't got anything to give himfor it." In truth the Bad-
ger had a little noney, but he didn't mean to spend the
last of it on a crazy hermt whose brain was half pickled
with gin.

"Ch, but you nmustn't judge it by what you can see in

it. It's what you can't see in it. But here—you have not hing
to |l ose! You say you have nothing to give ne for it. W

will work it this way. | will tell you every tale |I know, if
you fall asleep before | amdone, | keep the map. If | run
out of tales before dawn, the map is yours."

Caitlin considered. "WII| you read the runes to us, if
we w n?"

"Ah, mlady, you drive a bargain hard. The runes, too,
and nore, but only if I'mtongue-tied before day is broke."

"Cait," said the Badger, "we've got to get back to the
hor ses. "

"Then go to them ™"

"And | eave you here, to kill yourself on the rocks in the
dark?" The truth was that the Badger did not relish mak-
ing his way back to the inn al one.

"I had nmanaged to keep nyself alive wi thout your help

bef ore you cane, and | shall nanage w thout it when you
are gone," she said tartly.

"Brute luck, that's all." Then he and Caitlin drew their
chairs away fromthe fire, so they would be a little chill
and emptied their cups into the jug, so the gin would not
make them nod. Then Leier reached for one of the harps
hangi ng overhead and let his fingers skimits strings.

"Long ago, before the Pentacle, for there are sone
things so old, before things becane as they are now and
there was still magic abroad in the |and, an old woman



had a field of enchanted potatoes. As there was no Penta-
cle, and no Pentaclists to tax her for grow ng enchanted
pot at oes, the old woman grew as nany as she wanted

wi t hout having to give half to the tenple.

"Now it happened one fine autum that the crop was

| arger than she coul d ever renenber, and the ol d wonan

had a very good nenory indeed. She grew calluses on her
hands the size of soup-plates fromdigging up the crop

her cellar was overflowi ng with potatoes, and the barn

and the corncrib, and the house, until the potatoes threat-
ened to fill the chimey. At last the old worman threw up
her hands in despair. Miuch as she hated to do it, she

| oaded the cart with potatoes and drove it to the rubbish

pile on the edge of town. Then she went honme and had
her supper of ordinary potatoes, for enchanted potatoes
are unpredictable things, and the old woman wanted a
good night's sleep, and no surprises.

"But enchanted potatoes are full of all sorts of arbitrary
magi cs, and even in the dunp pile they waited in their
jackets of silvery brown, and before |ong there cane wan-
dering a soldier home fromthe wars, lanme and ready to

drop from hunger. He had been turned away from every

inn in the town, and all he wanted was to curl up on the
rubbi sh heap anmong t he broken crocks and parings and

catch a few hours' sleep. If he found a norsel fit to eat,
or half fit to eat, the poor soldier was starving enough to
eat it.

"Now right after the old woman had dunped her | oad
of enchanted potatoes, a sweep had cone up with a cart-
| oad of live coals and ashes, so that when the soldier curled

up on the heap he was surprised to find a warm spot at

his feet. Wat should he discover but a potato, roasted in
its jacket and piping hot! He devoured not one but
seven—for he hadn't eaten in as many days.

"At first the enchanted potatoes had no effect except to
pl unge the soldier into a deep slunmber, and he seened
bound for that in any case. But he had no sooner shut
his eyes than he began to have the nobst extraordi nary
dreans—

Caitlin was jolted awake by the Badger's el bow in her
ribs. "You'll have to do better than that," he hissed. He
hi nsel f was an old hand at stayi ng awake, having been
awakened every four hours throughout his boyhood for
prayers.

Leier told themthe rest of that tale, and then another
and then he stopped. "Are you hungry? Can | offer you
a bite? Perhaps a potato? Well, if you're sure—=

He told themthe story of a blacksmith's youngest son's
great kindness to a cricket king, and the inheritance it won
him the curious history of a girl who clinmbed down a
staircase under a hearthstone, and the strange things she



found there; of a fisherman who pulled a | ocked box from
the sea, and many nore...

"There was a sinpleton who built a castle of butter in

an icy waste, and there he ruled in sumer, crossing to

the desert in the winter, where he built a castle of biscuit.
And he made hinself a wife all of butter, and a w fe of

bi scuit, because he found the one of butter cold.

" there was a beauty whose father prom sed her to

a beast. And living with him she grewto |love him and
changed into a beast herself.

"Once upon a tine there was a dairyman, and he and

his wife were childless. The wife was so jeal ous of their
poor tabby that she drowned the cat's litter. Not long after
that the wife conceived and bore a small son with a cat's
face, and they call ed hi m Cat swhi skers. "

Lei er paused. It was the mddle of the night. He

reached for another harp and began his seventy-second
tale, when Caitlin stopped him

"We've heard that one already."

"Are you sure?" Leier frowned.
"Yes." Caitlin yawned. "He kisses the princess, and
when she wakes he finds she is his stillborn twin."

"Mm " Leier put the harp in the pile of finished tales.
The next harp gave out a weird chord that nade the Bad-
ger shudder.

"A prince loved to ride in the fields outside his father's
pal ace. He woul d | eave his mare under the trees and go
wal ki ng into the broad gol den neadows, discarding his

fine enbroidered coat and gl ossy boots to wal k unfastened
t hrough the bowi ng, fragrant hay. One day he net there

a lovely girl, all mute, naked but for her red and gol den
hair and a skirt of straw and flowers. She beckoned him
to the bank of the stream and he foll owed her and |ay
with her there all day in delight until dusk, when she |eft
him He net her there for many days, neither of them
speaking a word, she nmute, he mute with desire for her."

Caitlin's eyes were narrowed as if in sleep. The Badger
seened hardly to breathe as the harpnaker's voi ce washed
over him

"She always was the first to | eave, and the one denmand
she made, inploring himwith her eyes and a shake of her
head, was that he never follow her to watch where she
went. For weeks he was only too willing to conply, to
adm re her neck and rosy flank from behind as she |eft
hi m

"But as tine went by the prince began to convince him
self that she went fromhimto another lover. He hid his



mounting rage fromher, determned to foll ow her and
catch her unawares.

"At their next neeting she seemed full of tenderness

and sorrow, and ki ssed hi mupon parting as though send-

ing himto his death. As soon as she was out of sight he
struggled into his clothes and stole after her. The setting
sun seemed willfully to blind him the grass to reach up

to trip him She was in his sight one nmoment, gone the
next. He fell, rose, stunbled after her. She had gone back

to the grove of trees where he left his horse. He thought
he saw her stepping fromsone erm ne mantle, her body
gleaming in the last rays of the setting sun. Then the sun
left his eyes and he saw she was stepping into a horse's
hi de, her human foot already knitting with the hoof and
shank and fetlock. Turning and seeing him she rent the
air with an i nhuman cry of grief and vani shed through the
trees, leaving the prince to mourn forever the loss of his
bel oved roan nare."

Caitlin nudged the Badger, who seened in a trance,

and he drew away at her touch as if from sonething hot.

He went to the pail of icy water by the door and spl ashed
his face until some color returned to it. Qut the single

wi ndow carved into the cliff-face it was still dark: It m ght
be one hour until dawn, or six.

Leier strumed a gentler chord, staring at the ceiling.

"There was a young queen, newy wed, who rose every

dawn whil e her husband was still sleeping and let a bal

of wax fall fromher taper into the basin. One day the wax
formed the sign she was waiting for, and the queen knew
she was with child. Now, it did not sit well with the king's
advi sers that he had married a woman froma | and so far
across the sea. Wat was known about her? And did not
worren from strange | ands work nagi c and devour their

own children? The young queen had not been married a

week when she overheard the king's wise nmen plotting to
steal her firstborn and stain the queen's robe w th bl ood,
so that the king would have her put to death.

"Now t he young queen did i ndeed work nagic of a

benevol ent variety, and she used all her ingenuity and

qui ckness of wit to devise a neans for outwitting the royal
advi sers. So when the wax curdled tellingly in her basin,
she lost no tine going to the pal ace apiary, where she

made a secret cradle of beeswax and said a spell over it.
She visited the apiary regularly, and in the spring she sur-
pri sed her husband with a daughter. "

When Leier finished this tale he could tell by the sound
of the sea on the cliff where the tide was, and what hour
it was. The pile of harps that had already given up their
stories filled the room Leier picked up a harp that had

some strings mssing, but he was unable to remenber the
ending, and Caitlin refused to allowit as a tale.



"There's one left in that corner," said the Badger

"No, not really." Leier shifted in his seat.

"What do you nmean? It looks like a harp to me. Either
tell us that tale, or hand over our half of the map."

Leier looked at thema little wildly, his eyes glazed from

a night's tale-telling, the cords in his neck standing out in
concentration. He crossed the room and picked up the

last harp. It was made froma different pattern than the

ot hers; when Leier picked it up the candle on the table
guttered, and the pile of finished harps settled with a nusi -
cal sighing.

"Once— Leier cleared his throat, licked his |lips, and
started over. "Once there was a tanner's daughter's son—=

He got no further. The Badger had himby the collar
pinned to the floor, growing, "How could you know t hat,
if you are any good t hing?"

Caitlin dragged himoff. "Stop—ook, it's |ight—ae' ve
won. "

But the Badger had paused, mind racing, hand on the

purse of noney in his pocket. To hear the rest of that

tal e—+o know how this journey should end. But Leier had
sei zed his chance. Snhatching up a knife, he cut through
the strings, and for good neasure cast the now nute frane
on the fire.

Then he held the map over a candle.

"Careful,” Caitlin said, her hand going to her bare nape,
"that cost us nuch."”

As Leier held the map over the flanme, witing that had
been invisible to them darkened by degrees until at last it
could be made out: the figure of a key in the seas between
t he Ei ght Moons and the Far Five.

"The Spel | key?"

"No—but you are not far fromthe truth. It is the key
to Chaneol ."

"That's uncharted water," the Badger said uneasily.
"Only if you have a Pentaclist map. A few nights of the
year it is shallow enough at ebb tide for you to wade
across. Tonight is one of those nights. It will take you

t hree hours, and once you' ve begun there is no turning
back, or you'll be caught in the incomng tide."

"Say no nore." Caitlin reached for the map and took it
over by the fire to study it. Leier seized the Badger's arm

"Watch over her. She is the stronger of you, and



because of that, she is in the greater danger."

The Badger nodded, then shook his head. "How can
protect her, when I don't even know what the danger is?"

"Only know it is in your power to save her, as she has
saved you."

Caitlin cane back with the map. "You pronised to
translate the runes."

Lei er had barely taken the map from her hand when
a knock sounded on the trapdoor. "Quickly," cried the
har prraker. "This way!"

Under the rug there was a crawl space as dank and

unwhol esonme as could be imagined. "It leads to the beach

at the base of the cliff, here," he said, showi ng the place
on the map. "CGo, | tell you. | know that knock, and they
mean you no good."

When Lei er opened the door to admit the bounty hunt-
ers, there was no one else to be seen. There was only one
cup of hot gin on the table, and the two spare stools were
being used to hold a harp frane while the glue dried.

"Two strangers traveling together? No, no, | can't say |
have. But there were two bodi es washed up on the beach
just last week, though it would be stretching the truth to
say they travel ed together."

11
THE DEVIL'S SI EVE

Elric had | ost them They had gone up the cliff, he had
wat ched them but neither he nor anyone el se had seen

t hem come down. To go and visit the harprmaker woul d

be too great a risk, exposing themboth. It was when he
stopped for a hot toddy that he overheard the bounty
hunt ers.

"Washed up drowned, the two of them just |ike Flotsam
and Jetsamin one of themromancers."

"But will they pay? That's the thing."

"They're in sacks out front. After my dinner |'m going

to find the notary and get 'emnotarized. Then it'll be back
into the sea with them with sonme |lead weights this tine,
and a prayer, if | can renmenber one."

Elric set down his tankard and went outside to where
the sacks with their unlovely burdens | eaned wetly agai nst
the tavern stoop.

He felt curiously light, [ooking down at them thinking,
WIl | end that way, when it is nmy turn? And he could

not really believe she was dead, that it was over, his job
was done



This was not how any of them had inmagined it would
happen.

Caitlin and the Badger had descended into the Devil's

Si eve, a network of caverns that honeyconbed the cliff.
From t he nonent the trapdoor slammed shut above their
heads they were assailed by an eerie npani ng, deafening

at times, but nost frightening when it was barely audible.
Now it was | ow ana nournful, now a raging wail that
threatened to deafen them shrieking and how i ng around
their heads like a |l oathsonme spirit denied rest.

The howl i ng nade the Badger increasingly confused and
dispirited. Caitlin, who was a harp upon which all manner
of otherworldly notes could sound thensel ves, was driven
hal f nad by it. The Badger had never seen her so frantic,
or |l ooking |less human. She was like a cat trapped in a
burni ng building, so paralyzed with fright that she shrank
agai nst the walls of the cavern, incapable of noving for-
ward or backward. At |ast the Badger blindfolded her with
hi s handkerchi ef and | ed her al ong.

If you can call it |eading, he thought to hinmself, for a

| eader knows where he is going. The darkness and the
echoing, eerie cry of the sea drove his sense of direction
fromhim He felt, as he led Caitlin inch by inch through
the chill, pitch-black caverns, as if he were an unwilling
pl ayer in a giant game of Blind Man's Bluff. Al the tine
Caitlin clutched his armsilently, shuddering. The Badger
had never seen her so devoid of spirit, and it frightened
hi m

After wandering for what seemed hours they came upon

a | andmark—a curious projection fromthe ceiling of the
cave oddly like a human hand. The Badger realized with

a sinking heart that they had been this way before. H's
pani ¢ passed through his hand into Caitlin's |like a spark
and she thrashed out, striking at himblindly, and making
aterrible, catlike npaning. The Badger tried to cal m her
but ended nerely parrying her blows. They kept up a
frantic westling for a nmoment in the dark before the Bad-
ger slipped and fell. They hit the cavern floor together
Caitlin, suddenly calm took the blindfold fromher eyes.

"We're lost."

He knew she nmeant it in both senses of the word.
Unspoken between them hung the know edge that the tide
had | ong since turned. They could not make the crossing

Nnow.

Caitlin laughed, and the sound was so unexpected it
sent a shudder up the Badger's spine.

"I must be going mad," she said. "I feel as though the
caverns have eyes."

The Badger suddenly junmped to his feet with a cry.



They had been surrounded by a dozen brown and w zened
faces, all studying themw th intense curiosity.

They were children, but so strange in their speech and
attire they m ght have been nmenbers of sone distant

tribe. They were dressed in rags fashioned fromthe cloth-
ing meant for grown nmen, held on with crudely fashioned
belts or suspenders. These strange outfits had been further
adorned with shells and feathers, giving their wearers a
wi | d aspect.

None seened much ol der than eight, except for a boy

who was taller than the rest. He alone of them seened to

be able to speak, and he told themthey were the Cavekin,
children cast off when their sailor fathers returned to the
sea and their abandoned nothers returned to the farm

Put to sea in casks, they had been spat back on the rocks
by the waves. Rejected by both |l and and sea, they took to

t he caves, which were part |land and part sea but really
nei t her.

Their guide led themto a chanber deep in the heart

of the Sieve, and spread before thema feast of crabs and
nussel s roasted in the shell, and all sorts of dainties res-
cued froma chest tossed up by a storm There were potted
nmeats, preserved figs, cake in tin boxes, cheese, and a | one
bottle of wine the rocks had spared. One of the jars bore

a wax seal with the crest of MIlo's kingdom

Caitlin and the Badger ate at first merely to show their

hosts respect, unsure still whether they were hosts or cap-
tors: while the children were small, nost carried sharp
daggers.

But these they used to cut fish, which they preferred
raw, and washed down with great quantities of a salty beer
made from dune grass. They also ate with great relish

skewers of nmeat that the Badger refused with a shudder
fearing it was roasted bat.

After this strange feast, the Cavekin fell asleep in a pile,
"l'i ke so many puppies,"” the Badger said.

There was confort now, in the warm sooty chanber,
inlingering by the fire and feeling the tension of the previ-
ous hours drain fromthem

The Badger relit one of the torches and, stepping over
the sleeping children, held the light to the chanmber walls
at the edge of the fire's circle.

The walls were covered with runes and fantastic pictures

of strange creatures: winged elk, and lions with human

bodi es. The Badger traced maps of cities lost in the clouds,
or hidden beneath the waves, where wonen | eaned from

wat ery bal coni es, singing back to the whales their own
songs.

Caitlin found, scattered anong the broken sea chests



and fish bones that covered the chanmber floor, objects of
wonder ful wor kmanshi p, such as she had not seen, even

i n Abagtha's books, nor ampong King Linus's treasures.
There was a clock in a bronze case that told not just the
hours but the phases of the noons and the procession of
the stars across the heavens. There were maps show ng
great mountain ranges on the bottom of the sea, and fine
i nstruments whose use they could not guess, wought in
such steel as the Badger had never seen

"These are never from any shi pweck," said the Badger
He waved a hand. "d ass, pottery—hnone of it woul d have
made it over the rocks in less than a hundred pieces."

"Yes."

"Well, then where did it come fron? Those children
never stole all this. If they sonehow had, they would have
sold it for food."

"I't nust have been here all along, then, from before

t hese cataconbs were formed, or when they served a dif-

ferent purpose." She pushed away the tattered flag of a

ship long since splintered into driftwood, and exposed a
niche in the wall.

"This was a fitting for a torch. Besides, you don't think

the children carved those runes, do you? They probably
can't wite in any living tongues, let alone a dead one."

The Badger was studying intently the runes on the far
wall. "Let ne see the map," he said suddenly.

Caitlin took the halves fromtheir waterproof packet
i nside her shirt.

"Yes," he said. "See, they match the ones on the map,
here, and here. They're the same as the L in Chaneol ."

"And there are three letters before, and three after—
as in Spellkey." Caitlin's eyes were shot with gold from
the torchlight.

The boy who had served as their interpreter woke, and
dashed the sl eepy-sticks fromhis eyes. The runes and
"pretties," as he called the treasures, had been here as
Il ong as he could renmenber. He led themto a spot where
part of the cave had col | apsed. Through an opening they
coul d see an ancient chanber, lined with what Caitlin
guessed were stone biers, and here and there the glint of
further treasures.

The Badger renenbered their engagenent with the

tide, and the boy led themswiftly through the runnels. As
they went, their guide would stop and snatch a blind white
sal amander fromits hiding place, kill the creature with a
quick bite to its skull, and sling it fromhis belt. By the
time they reached the cave entrance, a tassel of sal aman-
ders hung fromthe urchin's waist, and the Badger was



feeling queasy.

It was a steep drop of forty feet to the narrow strip of
rocky beach that had been |l eft along the base of the cliff
by the inconming tide. The boy lowered themto it by

means of a rope, hauled it back up, and di sappeared.

They found thensel ves al one on the beach

"I't won't be out again for hours," said the Badger. He
squinted at the sea; the noon had risen, and there was a
light wind. Caitlin settled herself on the sand.

"W ought to sleep," she said.

But al t hough he was so weary and cold he was ready to
drop, the Badger found he couldn't sleep. Instead he sat
and watched Caitlin sleep, dreamessly, it seenmed, for she
tossed and nuttered not at all. She lay curled as flexible

as a cat, the sea breeze stirring the roughly cut hair at the
nape of her neck. The Badger cl osed his eyes, and when

he opened themhe was a little surprised to see her there
still, sleeping so soundly.

This was no beauty he had ever been taught to admire
Beauti es had winning smles, shy glances, breasts as ready
to roost in the hand as a dove. Caitlin was as tall as he,
or taller, probably stronger, yielding in nothing, contrary
in everything, beetle-browed and storny.

But for all that he was conscious of nothing so nmuch as
the desire to kiss her, and not very gently.

"God help you," he said to hinmself, "if you fall in |ove
with that!"

She was awake now, rubbing the sleep from her eyes,
pul ling her clothing closer around her against the col d.

"How | ong have | been asl eep?”

"l don't know. A few hours. The tide is al nbst out. W
should wait a few m nutes nore."

She nodded dunbly, and he watched her stand and wal k
toward the surf.

"\Where are you goi ng?"

"I"'mthirsty." She knelt, scooped up sone water, and
qui ckly spat it out, conpletely dunbfounded.

"It's salt!"”
He | aughed. "And what el se should it be?"
It was a defeat for Caitlin, if a small one. She hated

these confrontations with facts alien to her, comon
know edge to everyone el se. Mdst people do not live in



oak trees with red doors; nost children do not dreamthe
future; the sea is salty. The worst thing was al ways t hinking
each humliation would be the | ast.

"Here," he said. "I saved the wine. The children seened
to prefer that beer."

She accepted the bottle fromhis hand, and as her fin-
gers closed on the neck they brushed his own.

She handed back the wi ne and he drank, too.

"l1"ve never seen the sea either,"” he confessed, "and if
Asaph hadn't told nme, | wouldn't have known it was salty.
He was a sailor once, and he used to tell me—

"Badger. | think I should go al one."
Hi s heart froze. "What?"
"I want you to | eave ne here."

"And what will you do?" He spoke calmy, but his heart
was hanmeri ng.

"Swi m across on ny own.

"Don't speak nonsense. And don't tell me half-truths,
either! You' ve had one of your dreanms, haven't you? You
had a dream just now. "

Caitlin was silent so |l ong he thought she m ght not
answer. Then she said. "Yes."

" Cait—

In the noonlight the tears ran down her face
unchecked. "Don't you see? | don't want you killed over
not hi ng. "

"Don't talk nonsense."

"I don't want you killed over ne.

"Well, | don't plan on paying you any such conplinents,
don't worry. | think we had better start out." He began
to take off his boots, then his jacket. "You' d better do the
same. Wen these get wet they'll be like | ead weights."

They waded into the shallows with their teeth chat-
tering. Hands shaking with cold, they held the hal ves of
t he map together.

"Yes," said Caitlin, "this is the place."

"Al'l right." The Badger watched her go out into the
waves, and then, with a heavy heart, he foll owed.



Leier stood on the cliff gazing out to sea. The noon

was bright, and a stiff breeze made sails of his cloak and
shirt. He paced to the edge and back, muttering under

hi s breath.

"Not good! Not good, | fear, not good at all!"
A stormwas coning in, and the Badger had m scal cu-
lated the tide.

The map was folded and pinned in Caitlin's shirt, and
as the water cane higher and hi gher she took out the
packet and clenched it in her teeth. They were not hal fway

across when suddenly Caitlin could no | onger feel the
bot t om

The Badger saw Caitlin founder as a wave hit her. Sweet
heaven, she can't swim

So this is how!l die, she thought. It was not at all as
she had dreaned it; she was so nunb with cold she hardly
felt it anynore. The salt was bitter, but now the water
seemed to her as warm as tears.

The Badger fought through the waves toward her. There
was no way he could swimto either shore and hold her
head above water. He m ght gain the shore al one, but he
did not think of it. He reached her and pulled her head
out of the water, but a large swell drove them apart.

When he broke the surface again she was nowhere in
si ght.

"Cait! Cait!" His calls were useless, lost in the vastness
of sea and sky nore quickly than a tern's cry. Then the
wat er was over him and he remenbered not hing.

The first bounty hunter paid the fishernman. As he got

out his wallet he nade rather a show of a dagger he car-
ried. "And a little extra, eh? for the wife and Dabby, and
because you're a man what knows how to hold his tongue."

He and the second bounty hunter pushed the fishing
boat into the waves.

"There's a stormcoming," said the other. "I don't I|ike
it."

"Well, neither do I, but it's a damm good thing | thought
to check her eyes, isn't it?"

Gently, gently, the dol phins nudged the still fornmns.
Wrking in pairs they kept their burdens steered toward
the island that |lay before them shrouded in m st and



ringed with rocks. They chattered between thensel ves of
the com ng storm still a distance off, and to the north.
On the shore soneone was waiting with a lantern, for the
storm had made it dark again. There woul d be mackere

for them and their warm watery pen. C oser and closer

t hey nudged the two forns.

Al t hough the coming foul weather had nmade it dim

there was enough light to show the gold collars the aninals
wore, and the strange runes upon them

On shore the two bodies, apparently lifel ess, were put

on litters and carried off to the building, white as coral
that rose above the others on the island. As the procession
of lanterns and hooded figures wound toward the fortress,
the storm cl osed in.

Caitlin woke to find herself alone in a wide bed in a
shuttered room Am | in the convent, then? No, | nust
be dead. This is heaven, or hell, or some such place.

A woman entered the roombearing a tray. Caitlin could
not tell, |ooking at her, whether she was angel or fiend.

"Where am | ?"

The wonman did not reply, but placed the tray on the

tabl e beside the bed. She held a cup to Caitlin's Iips, and
gratefully Caitlin enptied it of a liquor, clear as water but
thi cker, sweet with honey and fragrant w th honeysuckl e

and an herb she could not nane. No sooner had she fin-

ished it, than Caitlin felt strength coursing through her
linbs and at the sane tine a profound weariness. Her

eyelids closed of their own accord.

When they opened once nore there were two wonen
in the room the one who had ministered to her and
anot her—tal l er, her hair hidden by a headdress.

"I's this the convent ?"

The wonen | ooked at each other and | aughed, but did

not answer her. They hel ped her out of bed and dressed
her in clothing that was light and soft yet marvel ously
war m

Caitlin was | ed down an open corridor with arches fac-

ing the sea. To her right she could see a | ow orchard and
fields falling away to a bay. Then they turned a corner and
the wonen let her into a room

Lost in the bed at the other end of it lay the Badger
hi s head bound, his cheek cut.

Heart beating swiftly, Caitlin thought, He isn't dead, or
t hey woul d have put coins on his eyes. There: the sheet
had noved. He had breat hed.

"Leave us."



When they had gone she went and undid the dressing

with trenbling hands. Satisfied that they had treated the
injury conpetently, Caitlin turned back the covers. She
meant only to feel for broken bones, or at |east that was
what she told herself as she ran her hands lightly over the
Badger's |i nbs.

He seened cold to her touch, so there seened not hing
wong with slipping in beside him to warm him

She realized he was awake.

For a long nonment, she lay tensed beside him pre-
tending to be asleep. But his arns tightened around her
and he shook her gently.

" Cait—

Wien he recalled it later, it seemed to himhe had

nmoved from deepest sleep into the throes of an agile,
feverish passion quite unlike waking. He had i magi ned
what | oving her would be Iike nore often than he |iked

to confess, but never the way it happened: halting ques-
tions, to learn whether she was in the bed by design or
accident; the first kiss, careful of the bandage, then a
needy one, in which all the breath was drawn fromhis
body through the top of his head like a fire, leaving him
light as ash. The first shock, and then abandoni ng them
selves to it, like falling and burning and drowning all at
once. Who woul d have guessed that a tongue so acid could
taste so sweet, that one so rough could be so tender?
Bewi | dered but not inclined to question this turn of for-
tune, he kissed the nape of her neck and drifted off into
a heal i ng sl eep.

Caitlin lay beside him silently reciting her surprise: the
sea is salty, and this is sweet. Sure now this was neither
convent nor hell, and that they were safe for the imedi -
ate future, Caitlin let herself be lulled off by his heartbeat.

12
THE | SLAND

In the norning they woke to find breakfast had been set

out at the foot of the bed: fresh fruit in winter, nelon and
strawberries that seemed hot fromthe sun, steaning cups

of wine, bread and butter. Two sets of clothes had been

laid out as well, identical except for size. Caitlin had the
| onger | egs, and got the | onger trousers. Someone had | eft

a basin and razor, and the Badger |et hinself be barbered.
She didn't cut himat all, and when she had finished, bent
her head and qui ckly ki ssed hi munder the chin. She got

| at her on her nose doing this, and while they were | augh-

i ng, the door opened to admit a woman.

She was taller than Caitlin, and unlike the wonmen they
had seen the day before she wore no headdress. Her hair
spilled in a bronze riot over her shoul ders and down her
back. Her clothes, too, |acked the restraint of the sick-



nurses' uniforns: over black trousers and boots she wore
a flaring coat of black velvet and turquoise silk that cane
to her knees.

She went to the wi ndow and threw back the shutters.

"Good norning! | trust you spent the night well." Ms-
chief leapt in her eyes.

"We did, thank you," said Caitlin coolly.

"Good, good. | amyour guide and interpreter, liliana.
Now, tell me your names and how you cane to be in such
a cold sea during such a nasty storm"

"We couldn't afford passage to Big Rm so we thought
we would swimacross at lowtide," Caitlin said.

"And what awaited you in Big R nP"

"Qur parents wouldn't agree to our getting married,"
sai d the Badger.

"Way didn't you stow away?" asked liliana, opening her
eyes very wide. Caitlin shifted uneasily; the eyes were very
bl ue, and very know ng.

"I'f we'd been caught, they would have put us ashore
again in Little Rm and then our parents would have kept
us apart forever."

liliana burst into | aughter. When the hilarity had sub-
sided she put on a pair of spectacles and read from sone
papers she drew from her pocket.

"Matt hew Tannerson, born to Margaret, the unwed

daughter of a wi dower and tanner by the nane of Thomas
in the town of Mborsedge, Thirdnoon See. Renanded by
mat er nal grandfather to the guardi anship of the abbot of
Thi rdnmoon See to be apprenticed as a nonk or el se taught
a trade. Apprenticed Briefly to an apothecary in Moors-
edge but returned in sem -disgrace.”

She | ooked at the next page. "No given name, famliarly
known as Caitlin; abandoned as a child in the forest known
as the Weirdwood, raised by a recluse and spell-seller
naned Abagtha. Little known of early years until the death
of the old woman. At about the age of sixteen the girl left
the wood and went to live in a burial chanber on the

nmoor. During this period she may have suffered abuse at

t he hands of |ocal men, although this is undocunented.

Al l egations of witchcraft, and so on."

liliana | ooked at themover the rims of her gl asses.
"Shall | continue? There is nore."

Caitlin could only shake her head.

"What do you nmean to do with us?" the Badger asked,
his armstealing around Caitlin's waist.



"Only what it is ny duty to do," liliana said, pocketing
her gl asses. "Show you our beautiful island."

* * *

"No one el se has spoken to us," said the Badger as they
followed liliana through the gardens to the street. "Is there
sone vow of silence?"

"Not exactly. The wonen attendi ng you have been with

us a short tine, one less than a nonth, the other not yet

a year. They cannot speak to outreefers until they have

been on the island a year. It is one of the things we are
nost severe about." liliana burst into laughter. It was hard
to i magi ne her severe in anything, or to feel they were in
any danger on this island.

It was very beautiful. On the low hills in the distance

they could see flocks of goats and scattered cottages of
thatch, and behind that a m |l set against the gnarled trees
of an orchard and the dark green of a vineyard.

liliana took them away fromthat peaceful beauty to the
sea's edge, where hundreds of crested lizards sat basking
on the rocks, diving into the rough surf to fish, |ooking
for all the world like old men taking a cure at the mnera
wells. liliana seized one and scratched it under the chin,
so that it fell into a stupor

In the distance on the far end of the beach, they could
see figures in grey snocks noving around the sand with
wooden hoes.

"What are they doing?" Caitlin asked.

"Sweepi ng the sand back into the sea," said liliana.
"Actually, they are conbing the seaweed to dry, but that
doesn't nave the same appeal ."

"Is the seaweed used as fuel ?"

"No, there's peat for that. W call this sea-flax, and we
weave a fine linen fromit."

"I can't inmagine it," said Caitlin.
"You're both wearing it."

There were surprises for themall norning. Cellars
stretched for what seened |ike acres beneath the town,
the sea kept out by a system of punps and | ocks. Then
there were the guildhalls where the sea-flax was woven
into everyday fabric and intricate tapestries on enornous
| oons.

"Wwuldn't it be sinpler,” the Badger said above the
racket of the loonms, "to inport things? Surely Fourthnmoon
wool woul d be cheaper than weaving your own linen this
way. "



"It mght be, if we had a port."

"Do you mean to say," said Caitlin, "that you make
everything you require on this island?"

"Yes."

"I'f you have no port,
bring us ashore?"

sai d the Badger, "how did you

Lilian turned fromthe bank of |oonms to the doorway.
"Come. I'Il show you."

She led themto an inlet that widened into a | ake, its
surface paved with water lillies. On its shore Lilian stood
and lifted a whistle to her lips. The Badger heard not hing;
Caitlin held her hands to her ears as if against a painfu
sound, and six beautiful creatures broke through the carpet
of water lilies with ease and grace, leaping in arcs and
falling back into the water.

A woman appeared, hauling a pail
"Gnorrow, liliana."

"G norrow, Haana. |Is that their breakfast? A low ne.

It will be like old tines, when | went around snelling |ike
a bait box." She turned to Caitlin. "Wen | first canme
here, it was ny job to feed them or rather, to feed their
nmot her and their aunts. Here, do you want to feed thenP"

The creatures, gentle and curious, pressed up to the
bank, meking a strange and happy mnusic, turning somner-
saults for the fish

"Are they fish?" asked the Badger

"No, they breathe as you do. See that one over there?
She's nursing her calf."

But anong the wonders they were shown, they were

told nothing of the island s history, and saw nothing of the
wor ki ngs of its governnent. Besides the | ow white building
where they had spent the night, there was no central struc-
ture that seened to serve as a pal ace, and they saw no

one in a uniformwho could be a soldier

"No sol diers—o nen, for that matter," said Caitlin.
But when she questioned liliana about it, their guide
pul | ed out a pocket watch.

"It is that late? | will miss all ny norning appoint-
ments." She wal ked on ahead and t he Badger slowed his
steps, so that he could speak to Caitlin wthout being
over heard.

"What do you think she neans to do with us?" said
t he Badger.



"I"'mnot sure. Nothing bad, | think. W' ve been treated
wel | enough."

"But to what end?"

Caitlin only shrugged. liliana had stopped a little dis-
tance ahead.

"Conme al one, you two gossips! Yes, gossips! My ears are
buzzing with all you're saying about ne. And none of it
true, none!" She broke out in another peal of that extraor-
di nary | aughter.

Their survey of the island had used up the norning.
They were given a sinple neal of soup and bread, and

afterward liliana sumobned a young girl and told her to
take the Badger to see the island' s horses. He was rel uc-
tant to leave Caitlin, and liliana smled at the struggle

witten so plainly on his features. In the end he didn't say
anyt hi ng, but turned and went with the guide.

"Now, " said liliana, casting down her napkin and push-
i ng back her chair. "I have nore yet to show you."

What ever Caitlin expected to find on the other side of

the door liliana opened, it was not the sight that con-
fronted her: a dozen girls, standing at easels arranged in
aring, taking a lesson froma worman in a blue snock. It
seened to be a natural history | esson, for the nodels they
were painting ranged fromfronds of seaweed to a trouble-

maki ng crab that would not sit still for its portrait.
When the door opened they all |ooked up, but returned
to their painting. Their tutor |ooked questioningly in their
direction, but at a sign fromliliana resuned her circuit of

the room conmmenting on her pupils' technique.

"Al'l of their lessons are held in the round this way,"
said liliana. "That way no one is ahead of or behind any-
one else. And they only take | essons in the afternoon
Morni ngs are spent at their tasks in the fields or dairy."

But Caitlin had noticed somnething about the pupils

intent on their painting | esson. Every girl around the room
had piebald eyes. Not seer's eyes: not one girl had one

bl ue eye and one green. But each had eyes of different
colors or hues: two shades of brown, brown and bl ue, grey
and green.

The effect this had on Caitlin was not lost on liliana.

She | ed her fromthe school room and al ong the corridor

to a suite of roons. Fromthe way she casually kicked off
her shoes and col |l apsed onto a sofa, these were obviously
liliana's private apartments. They were as curious as their
owner, a conbination of the noor barrow, Abagtha's pan-
try, and M1lo's conservatory all at once.

Everywhere there were wonderfully nmade books, all ille-
gal under Pentaclist law. Wall space not devoted to books
was covered with tapestries, paintings, and maps. The fl oor



was covered in a nmpsaic of women swimring in a circle

wi th dol phins. The sea mirrored the stars painted on the
ceiling. There were cases of stuffed birds, nmost unfaniliar
to Caitlin for all her bird lore; slabs of rock thick with
silvery shells; coins with their portraits worn away by tine;
a curious sphere painted with maps, and a | ong tube on

three | egs, which was pointed out the window Caitlin saw
all these wonders, but could barely wonder at them

"Those girls,"” Caitlin said at last. "Their eyes. How did
they all come here?"

"One or two accidentally, as you did. The rest were
brought, to save them from al nost certain death, either
at the hands of the Pentaclist soldiers or of their own
superstitious parents.”

"Are any of themlike nme?"

"You mean, are they seers? No. They are taught some-

thing of the otherworldly arts: herb lore, some of the |esser
rune tongues, the neaning of dreams. But their dreans

are not like yours." liliana | eaned her chin on her hand,
studying Caitlin. "Are your dreans troubling you?"

Caitlin turned away. "You seemto know everything
about me. Then tell ne, when have they not?" It was not
anger that nmade her voice trenble, but fear

liliana still lay upon the couch, in an attitude of uncon-
cern, but her eyes were shrewd and bri ght.

"You are worried about him In fact, you are naking
yourself sick with worry for him"

"I wish to heaven | had never nmet him" Caitlin pressed
t he bone above her breast, as if to quiet her heart.

"That won't help," said liliana quietly.

"Then tell me a renedy for it.

Her pose was so languid, liliana nmight have been asl eep
except for her eyes, which caught and threw back the |i ght
from beneath their copper |ashes.

"Time, and distance. So you nust either have patience,

or a cunning, swift boat. Wuld you maroon himhere with
me, if I'd let you?" She |aughed gently. "I think not. You
were so busy cringing fromthe sting of the fang, you never
felt yourself treading further and further into the web."

"Yes! It is a web, leading inward, with no way out
but =

"Are you al ready caught ?"
"You yourself said it."

"Do you wi sh yourself free of hinP"



Quite unwillingly Caitlin remenbered striking out at
himthat day in toe market square, hauling himfromthe
tavern gutter, nursing himthrough his fever, clinging to
himin the cataconbs, so that renenbering their naked-
ness in the dark, it seemed the |east of their intinacies.
"I can see no good conming of it," she said at |ast.

"Can see or have seen?" liliana's eyes were barely open

Caitlin's heart was still beating rapidly, and her breath
canme as gasps.

"Yes," said liliana, "I think you have al ready had a bad
dream a nightmare, and it has frightened you badly. Are
you so exalted an oracle, that your dreans nmust al ways
cone true?"

"They tend to," Caitlin said unsteadily.
"I don't doubt it. But remind yourself fromtinme to tine

that we sonetines nmake our dreans cone true, whether
we nean to or not."

Tears worked their way gently between Caitlin's eyelids,
and she nmoved her nouth silently, in pain.

Fromthe couch liliana offered her arns.

"Conme! Conme here, and tell me all. | know everything
about you, everything. But | would hear it again."

The Badger followed his guide through field and marsh
until at last the girl put up a hand and signaled for him
to stop.

"There! Do you see then®?"

Across the misty clearing a herd of mares, all white and
grey, noved al nost noisel essly through the shall ow water

"They're wild!" the Badger excl ai ned.

"OfF course. If they were tame, | daresay we woul d have
put the stables closer in."

"None have been broken to saddl e?"

"I'n breaking themto saddl e, we would al so be breaking
their spirit. Distances here are short. They are nore usefu
to us here than behind the plow "

He nodded. He knew that |and of useful ness. There

was a tangle of wildflowers that covered the garden wall
by the abbot's orchard, that one of the old nonks |eft
wild, when it night have been planted in clinbing beans.



The horses had stopped to strip the younger nyrtle
trees of their |eaves, sone stretching their necks down to
nuzzle colts.

"How did they cone here?"

"W don't know. They have been here as |ong as anyone
can remenber. They may be descended fromthe survivors

of a shi pweck, horses neant for the Far Moons, as breed-
i ng stock."

In the failing light of the winter day the horses seened

to himghosts of his own life, or the part of it irretrievably
gone. As the herd turned and noved of f through the m st

t he Badger felt he was watching sonething of hinself

nmove away from him forever.

He felt the guide shaking his arm and realized he had
been standing there a long tine, and had grown quite cold.

"Come on," said the guide. "It will be dark before we
get back, and they will be waiting for us."

In the herd a stallion, the only piebald, turned his head

and whinnied in distress, but the the el dest nare gave him
a nudge, and he foll owed.

Dusk had gathered in the room but liliana did not get
up to light the | anps.

"Do you renenber anything nore?"
Caitlin nodded.
"Tell me."

"l can't."

"Yes, you can. You nust."

"It hurts—
"You have hurt before and will hurt worse than this, |
prom se you. Life is a hurting business. But it will pain

you less if you tell ne.

Caitlin turned her head as if to avert her eyes fromthe
vision in her mnd

liliana took hold of her hand. "Tell me what you see."

The words cane at last, in a whisper. "My own death."

He turned on liliana. "Wat have you done with her?"

"Put her to bed. No harm has cone to her, but she is



exhausted. See for yourself."

They left himw th her. She was cool to his touch, sleep-
ing a bottom ess sleep. He felt for her heartbeat at her
templ e, then ki ssed her carefully.

Ch, Cait, he thought. He had made a count of the days
in his head. There were not many left.

Wien Caitlin woke she felt as if all her blood had been
repl aced with nectar and quicksilver. She sat up in bed
with a laugh in her throat. The Badger, asleep in a chair
by the bed, woke startled and stiff-necked.

"Are you all right?"

"Mm Wonderful. Shouldn't | be?"

"When | canme back, liliana had put you to bed, and
woul dn't tell ne what had happened.”

Caitlin frowed. "I hardly renenber nyself. W
tal ked. "

The Badger felt a small hiccup of jealousy leap in his
throat. Oh? About what ?"

"You, anong other things."

"And you had only good things to say, | hope?" he said
alittle coldly.

She grabbed himby the collar and pulled himonto the
bed beside her.

"Look in ny eyes, you idiot, and tell me what you
t hi nk!"

He was not to be put off so easily, and pulled away.
"Where you're concerned, | sonetinmes think | don't

know anyt hi ng. "

"But |I'm sinple enough to read. Here," she said gently.

“I"1l show you."

Late in the nmorning they were sumoned by liliana,

led this time to a long hall with an enpty throne on a
dais at one end. liliana sat waiting for them in a chair

bel ow the throne and to the left of it, befitting an
anbassador .

"You wanted to know about our history and governnent.

| had hoped to introduce you to our head of council, but
she has been unexpectedly called away. She did | eave word
that | was to extend to you her nost heartfelt greetings,
and her sincere regret that she could not see you off at
your departure. For depart is what you must do."

At the m st-shrouded bay they were put blindfolded into
a boat without a rudder



"She neans to kill us on the rocks after all," said the
Badger in a | ow voice.

"Nonsense," said liliana, standing on the shore. "There

is a charmsewn into the sail, and besides, the boat knows
its way to the far shore. \When you have been put off at
Big Rm it will find its way home again."

"Honme to Chameol ," Caitlin said. "The fabled island.
Aren't you supposed to give us a draught of forgetful ness?"

"Dol phins' tears and | otus nectar? That's just an old

sailors' yarn. But you gratify nme. | thought you would
never guess."

"I amsure | haven't guessed all."

"No, but | think you have guessed enough. The dol phi ns
will stay with you, to nip at the heels of the sea-nonsters.”

As the waves got a grip on the boat's keel and steered

it into the current, they heard the gol den laughter of lili-
ana, queen of Chaneol, pealing in the salt air like a tol

of fair weather.

13
ELRIC S GALLI NG

Elric might never have caught his mistake if it hadn't been
for a rat-catcher's terrier. The dog was worrying two sacks
on the tavern stoop, where the bounty hunters had | eft
themin their haste. In kicking the animal away, Elric saw
the sack had come untied. Feeling his gorge rise, he knelt
to refasten it.

But the bodies had dried a little in their patient wait
on the stoop, and the corpse in the open sack had the
wrong color hair. Wth trenbling fingers Elric undid the
ot her sack and began to | augh.

"By all that's holy!" he said, "I hope | amnot too late."
By dusk he was safely stowed away aboard The Gol den
Mol e, bound for Big Rim

On his arrival he went to the tavern, |ooking for a man
with a thin wallet and no weapon but a small dagger.

There were a handful that fit the description, but in each
Elric saw sonme trait that made himturn away: The man

was drinking on credit, or ganbling, or talking too |oudly.
At last Elric spied his man in the corner, back to the

chi mey, snoking quietly, and avoiding scrutiny of any
land. If he had turned his gaze away, Elric would have

been hard pressed to tell what the nan was wearing, or
the color of his hair. Wich was as it shoul d be.

"May | join you?"



"There are two stools, and | only have one ass."

When t he innkeeper had brought himhis ale, Elric
drank deep and stared into the fire.

"What news?" he said, wthout | ooking up
"Banter's dead."
Elric was silent for a nonent. "How?"

"He was found at the base of the cliff, at the Devil's
Si eve. Strangled, then thrown off."

"Had he shown at his |ast tavern?"
"Yes. He had found her anulet."”
Elric's heart leapt. "Did he hand it in?"

"No. It must have been on himwhen he was killed. It
wasn't on his body."

Elric made a small sign, and they fell silent for a while
as the innkeeper passed nearby, gathering up enpty
t ankar ds.

"Well," he said at last. "Here's to Banter." And they
drank to the repose of his soul

"What of you?" said the other, looking at Elric for the
first time. "I heard you had found them both drowned,
and had been recalled.”

"Qur pigeons have flown, and after that stormtwo days
ago, heaven knows where they will conme to roost."

"They haven't been seen here. They may not have
made | and."

"Or landed to the east," said Elric, "and made for the
woods. "

"The silk forest? If they' ve reached it, we'll never find
them™
"If they've reached it, we'll have to."

Elric left the tavern and went to a certain house in the
town. After a night in the hull of the ship with the rats,
he needed a bath and a neal that hadn't been cooked in

a tavern back room Even nore, he needed a pretty face
and sone conversation

He got little enough of the latter. The woman who
opened the door seemed to know him for she let himin

wi t hout a word, and before very long Elric was bat hed
and seated by the fire eating a fine nutton chop



"Ah, Emma. You can still cook."
"And why would |I forget? | get enough practice."

He nodded toward a jar on the nmantel piece. "Can | fil
ny pipe?"

"You' re broke, aren't you?"
"Well, yes."
Emma put her hands on her hips and shook her head.

"Don't worry," he said. "I have enough for the bath,
and di nner."

"And the after-dinner?"

"I thought we could do without the after-dinner, if it's
all right with you."

"Suit yourself."

She left him and Elric placed his enmpty plate on the

hearth. She had left a pouch of tobacco for his pipe, after
all. But as he lit his pipe he caught sight of his reflection
inthe mrror over the fireplace, and it seemed to himhis
eyes had turned green and bl ue.

Heari ng himcurse, Emma canme back into the room
"I'"ve broken ny pipe," he said, showi ng her the pieces.

Emma gave hima |l ong, hard | ook, took the fragments,
and set them down. Then she turned and began to unfas-
ten his vest.

"Look, sweet, | told you. I'mbust."
"Never m nd about that," she said, kissing him She had
cal cul ated that no one would know the ring in the tub was
his, and the chop woul d not be m ssed.

In the norning she let himsleep |ate, and he cursed

her for it, scranbling into his clothes and only pausing to
gi ve her a quick squeeze and a bite on the ear. He wal ked
of f down the street without a backward gl ance, as was his
habi t. Enma wat ched himgo w thout a pang. Strange egg,

she t hought, though handsome enough, in a funny sort of

way. She wondered who the girl was. She had slipped him

a sleeping powder in his toddy (she kept such things on

hand), but even in his deep sleep Elric had called out
a nane.

In the streets of Big Rm Elric suddenly felt his pocket
bei ng pi cked. He whi ned around and caught the offendi ng
hand in a beartrap grip; at the sanme instant he recognized



t he pickpocket. Elric let out his breath, pocketed his prop-
erty, and wal ked on down the street wi thout |ooking back
The pi ckpocket foll owed.

"What's up?" Elric said, stopping to turn over apples in
a stall.

"You' ve been recalled.”
He fought the urge to turn around. "Recalled?"

"Not so loud. You're to report to the Council tonight,
an hour after dark, back roomof the Ml e and Toad."

"Twenty years, they count for nothing?"

"I't's happened to the best of us."

Elric had no answer to that.

At the appointed hour, he made his way to the tavern
and was shown to the back room He knew every man
around the table, although sone of them he had not seen
since he was a boy of twelve.

"Sit," said one of them curtly.

Elric folded his arns. "I'll stand, | think."

"As you wi sh. W have it on reliable advice that you are
too close to your quarry, and your judgnent is affected.”

"In ten words or |ess."

"liliana herself has ordered it.'
across the table at him

He pushed a letter

Slowy, Elric lowered hinmself into a chair. After a |long
nmonent, he picked the letter up. At first the words in the
fam liar hand swam Then a single phrase rose up from

the rest, like treasure worked free of a shipweck, rising
up through the waves.

In short, ny dear Elric, you can no |onger keep the
vows you made to nme, and | nust call you hone again.

* * *

He | ooked around the circle of faces in confusion
t hought, Banter isn't here, then, Banter's dead.

"I"'msorry," said the man who had handed hi mthe

letter. "There's nothing we can do. And there's nore. The
abbot of Thirdnmoon See has nmet a rather spectacul ar end,
and we can only take it as a warning: W have been found
out. We sinply cannot trust this case to soneone whose

al | egi ance has been conprom sed. "

Elric opened his nouth, but either thought better of it,
or couldn't sunmon the words. He turned w thout answer-



ing and left.

For some hours he wal ked the streets of the town. His
calling had been taken fromhim and suddenly he, a man
of all trades, had no trade. He had no famly, no country,
no wi fe, nothing to claimhimand nothing to claim The
one thing he Ionged to claimwas the one thing forever
denied him As the night grew deeper and he wandered

into the part of town where the | anplighters dared not

go, he saw before him al ways those eyes, a sapphire and
an enerald, specters in the dark. He stumbled and fell
cutting his knees on the broken paving stones and gaspi ng
a curse.

He sat a long tine where he had fallen. Wen at |ast

he picked hinmself up, Elric stood | ooking back on the
lights of the port, where the ships rose and settled on
t he waves.

"Al'l right, you've called Elric back, and Elric you shal
have! "

The next day, liliana was interrupted in her letter wit-
ing by a knock on the door

"What is it?"

"It may be of no inportance, but it was so strange. A
boy was foundering in the waves, and the dol phins went
after him But he fastened his box to the collar of one,
and swamto shore."

After the messenger had gone, liliana sat |ooking at the
oilcloth parcel for a long tinme. She started once or tw ce
to open it, but both tinmes her hands fell back into her

lap. At last, with an inpatient cluck of her tongue, she
sei zed the box and tore off the cloth and tw ne.

Lifting the lid, liliana collapsed on the bed in hel pl ess
| augher, and a tear or two of relief.

Nestl ed on a wad of copper wool sold for scouring pots
was a pair of grey nmarbles. There was a note.

You have recalled ne, and | have conme. Did you think
| would give up ny quarry after twenty years? Then
your brain has gone soft. | will cone home when

have done what you sent me to do.

Your servant,

Elric

"Al'l right!" she said, w ping her eyes and hol di ng one
of the marbles to the light. "All right."

By the time they had worked | oose the token bonds and



lifted the blindfolds fromtheir eyes, the island was already
lost in nmist. On either side of the boat they glinpsed from
time to time the blue and silver of a dol phin's back. There
seened to be little enough wind, but whether it was the
charmsewn in the sail or the guidance of liliana' s dol-
phins, the boat w thout a rudder seenmed to be steering a

st eady course

"Yes," said the Badger, "but where?"

Upon waking that nmorning Caitlin had felt that the

weight of a lifetime's nightmares had been lifted from her,
and when she washed in the basin she was surprised to

see that her eyes had not been changed in the night to a

bl essed, ordinary brown.

So it was with some startlenment that she woke froma

dream of the man with red hair and grey eyes. As visions

went, it was not in the |east foreboding. He was standi ng

on the shore in full sunlight, smling a Tittle smle, |ooking
into the distance after sonething. Caitlin opened her eyes

and | ooked into the Badger's blue ones. She frowned.

"Bad drean?" he asked.
"No—ust strange."

He was |l earning not to press her. "I think | can see
the shore.™

They reached the Far Moons to the east of Big Rm

on a steep and rocky beach that rose to nmeet a stand of
trees stretching as far as the eye could see. No sooner had
they waded to shore than the boat began to drift back out
to sea, against all logic, and the tides. The |last they saw
of it was the sun flashing on its sail, and the bright back
of a dol phin leaping in a sparkling arc.

liliana had returned to themtheir own cl othes, piecing
out their gear with warmvests, cloaks, and boots to guard
against the winter. As they wal ked up into the dark wood,
they were glad of them

"Well, it seenms you |ost your hair for nothing. The
map' s gone."

"W reached the other side, and that's all we hoped the
map woul d do," she pointed out.

He bowed deeply, and swept an armgrandly, indicating
what path there was into the woods. "You first, since
you're so full-up with confidence."

She di sappeared before himinto the trees. Before he

foll omed her, the Badger paused, afraid he was turning as
uncanny as she, for his heart was full of foreboding. Wat
you shoul d do before you take anot her step, he thought,

is catch her up and run sonewhere, far away, to safety.

But safety fromwhat, and where? The red-haired man,



and anywhere but N nthstile.

The silk forest was nothing |ike the Wirdwood where

she had grown up nor was it |like the seedy deer park

where M1 o had chanced on her. As the snow swirled and

fell around her, Caitlin renenbered the wood where she

had spent her first seventeen years: stands of ancient oaks,
and beneath them henl ocks, everything chewed by rodent
teeth, nights thick with the flight of ows and the sentry
calls of the Direwol ves.

The trees here were smaller, spaced as though pl anted

Il ong ago by a single hand, their trunks silvery in the w nter
light that was |ike a perpetual dusking: birches arched in
girlish yearning, black elders darker, bent in wi sdom And

then the trees seenmed to be calling back and forth to
each other, and then to her. My daughter, said the el ders,
ny daughter.

Caitlin resisted the calling of the trees. Madness, she
thought. Don't give in to it. The Badger had fallen behind,
and the speaking of the trees grew | ouder, so that she

i magi ned she felt whispered breath on her ear. Stunbling
in toe snow, Caitlin clutched at one of the trees, and as
her gl oved fingers closed around the snoboth bark she saw
clearly as waking a young man in springtime, bending

down the catwillows and smiling, lifting up a young woman
and | ayi ng her upon the bed of branches, while her fingers
undid the ribbons of her shirt. Caitlin knew the woman's
face: she had seen a ghost of it reflected in the washbasin,
twinned with the face of Oiel's dead nother

The Badger's hand fell on her shoulder, and Caitlin
started with a word on her lips. He | ooked at her curiously.

"What did you call me?"

Her eyes were full of wonder as she | ooked up at him
"l don't know "

"Yes, you called me sonething. Tyb-sonething."
"Tybio . . ."

The Badger shuddered uncontrollably. "Don't go so far
ahead next tinme. | don't want to | ose you."

She nodded, and they went on together, side by side
when the narrow path allowed it.

Everything slept. Wiere the ow s of the Wirdwood

woul d nave been watchful, and M1 o's deer nervous, every-
thing in the silk forest slept. In the roots of the trees the
bright-eyed things with their coats of winter fur were

curled in a deep Decenber sleep. If you had taken a

spade and turned over the frozen nud of the creek bed,

you woul d have found in it a fantastic |ode of living gens:
frogs green as eneral ds, sal amanders m | ky as noonstones,
turtles faceted like onyx. Mst birds had fled to southern



i slands, and those that had wi ntered over tucked head
under w ng. Deep underground, anong the slunbering
wor ns and the drowsy nol e, the cicadas were hal fway

t hrough their seventeen-year sleep

Everything sl ept, except for the cat and the badger

stealing forward through the snowy night on human feet.

The snow fell steadily, thick as a curtain, lacy as a wedding
veil, and upon its silvery screen they saw painted countl ess
Wi ntry visions, dreanms upon the eyelids of the sleeping
earth.

They felt they were the only living, waking things in the
worl d, and then suddenly the snow stopped, the curtain
was torn, and they saw before them a sight that brought
themto their knees, and to their eyes the tears of
speechl essness.

In the clearing was a hunting party, frozen in tine,

wrapped in silky gauze transparent as breath, so that at
twenty paces they could see the |light dowmn on a young

man' s cheek, the stubble on the chin of the ganekeeper

the delicate ivory-work of the saddles. The riders were

| ooki ng east, over their shoul ders, with expressions of won-
der, and everything about them every | ook and gesture

and inclination of the head had been captured by the |ight
silky stuff in which they were enrobed. As they watched,
Caitlin and the Badger saw that the silk was bei ng nmended
and restored by a thousand tiny spiders, nmoving tenderly
across eyelid, lip, and wist. They remained for a long tine
kneeling in the snow, watching the wakeful spiders go

about their agel ess task

"Are they living or dead?" the Badger said at |ast.

"Neither. O both, | don't know," she said. "Look
Behi nd them "

There was a hunting | odge. They had to free gently the
handl e and hinges fromthe clinging silk and shoo the
anxi ous spiders away as the door swung inwards.

The air inside was itself like silk, clinging, warmas if it
had just left the spider. At first they couldn't see very far
into the room and nmade as if to brush the air fromtheir
hai r and eyel ashes. Then they saw, asleep at a spinning
wheel , the spinner.

She was the one thing the spiders had not touched.
Everything else in the | odge wore a net of silk, and the
t housand spiders, like their sisters tending the hunting

party, crept slowy fromeave to eave, nmending the silk.
What they lived on Caitlin could not guess: not a nidge
stirred.

Whil e not old, the spinner seened of another age. Her
hair was dressed in the ancient way, and her clothes were
not merely ol d-fashi oned but archaic: wooden sandal s
| aced over painted | eather |eggings, a skirt and tunic of



sil ken wool trimred with bells.

But the face itself was not ancient, not a quarter as old
as the clothes, no, not even as old as Abagtha. She was
only just past that age at which wonmen are still counted
young, and time had just begun to carve its traces around
her eyes and sl eep-softened nouth. The spinner was a
woman of weal th, her rank woven in the border of her

robe and stanped in the signet of her rings. But wealth
had not cone easy; the hands thensel ves were call used

by the thread, red fromwork they were used to.

Caitlin moved through the gauze of silk toward the spin-
ner, not know ng she did, heedl ess of the spiders that
scurried desperately from her tread.

Just as she was reaching out a hand to touch the sl eep-
er's shoul der, the eyes opened.

"Ah, how | have been watching for your com ng!"
14
THE R DDLESPI NNER

"No, ask no questions. | have little enough breath in ne;
let me save it for the telling. You are wondering what |

am and how | cane to be here, and what befell those
outside. They are living yet, do not fear. Hold a mirror to
their lips, and it will mist even now "

The spinner seened hardly to nmove her lips, yet her voice
filled the room low and clear. It was the sound of silence

at dawn, when you are alone in the dark, waiting for it to

be light. They sat spellbound, listening to that voice, and
found they could not speak or nove. And they did not w sh

to. They wanted nothing but to sit there in the lodge in the
m ddl e of the forest while around themthe spiders spun,

and the spinner's breast rose and fell with her breathing, and
outside a fresh snow fell softly all around, fell silently and
eternally on the hunting party and the wood.

Everything she said to themwas |ike a nmenory restored,
and as she spoke she began to spin, working the wheel so
it sang and whi spered beneath her words.

"Such a way you have cone, farther than you even
know. And you think you are lost, and fear you are past
saving. Tell me, boy, what you know of the swall owwort."

The Badger was tongue-tied.
"You, tell him"

Caitlin had to wet her |ips before she could answer. The

W se eyes, now young, now ancient, seened to | ook

t hrough her, and then into her soul of souls. "It is a plant.
When you place it on the forehead of a sick nman, he wll

[ augh or cry. If he cries, you know he will live."



"Yes," said the spinner. "The saving tears. You nust

renmenber this, when you | eave nme. For you are not |ost;

I will tell you the way, in alittle while. But first you shal
hear a tale. It is not my own story, but it is the story of
one like me, who is now dead."

And this is the tale she told.

"Long ago a brother and sister were born to poor par-

ents. They called the boy Myrrhlock and the girl Mrrha.
One day a strange woman appeared in the doorway of the
cottage and announced that she had cone to take the boy
away, for he showed a talent for the shifty arts. But the
father wanted the boy to help in the fields and said, 'Take
nmy daughter, for we have no dowy noney, and no nan

will ever marry her.'’

"The old worman was ill-pleased, but she took the girl,
who followed crying, for she was frightened and stricken
with grief at |eaving her home. 'Do not cry,' the wonman
said. They did not want you, so it nust be that you are
going to a better place.’

"Now, her nother had always told her that you went to

a better place when you died, so the girl only cried harder
At that the old woman (who was a powerful spellcaster)

pi cked her up, though the woman was frail and the child
heavy, and carried her along as if she were a feather
telling her stories until she stopped crying and fell asleep

"So the girl was brought away to a distant |and and
raised up in a fine house in the countrysi de, where she
was set to the study of all the arts the old woman thought
fit to teach her.

" "It is well you did not bring the boy after all,' they
told the old woman, 'for this child is so bright and quick
and kind we can imagi ne no better.'

"But the old wonan regretted | eaving him behind.

Tilling and sowi ng, she feared, would not fire his mind
and when she thought of the flints there were for such
tinder, she did not sleep well.

"She was borne out: Myrrhlock grew broad and strong
fromthe hard work, but resentful of his father, for he well
renenbered the day they had taken his sister away. At

first he m ssed her, but after a tinme he began to imagi ne
the life she led away fromthem As he planted potatoes

in the hot fields he thought of her in a sumrerhouse,

eating sherbet; while winter winds how ed about the

house, and he huddl ed in his cot beneath a rough bl anket,

he i magi ned her in a featherbed.

"And the boy's heart became poisoned with hate, and rip-
ened with it until it was so full it overflowed into his eyes,
whi ch becanme the color of quicksilver and just as changeabl e.

"One day, ten years after she had taken the girl away,



the old woman returned to the house where the poor
farmer lived with his wfe.

" 'l have cone for the boy as well, if he will go with
me,' she said.

" '"You're a day too late. Yesterday he made off with ny
only drafthorse. | hope he's thrown and breaks his neck!’

"The ol d worman j our neyed homeward, thinking nothing

good woul d conme of it. Indeed, the boy had not been

gone a day when he fell in with a Necronmancer, a magic
wor ker who had betrayed so nmany kings he was an exil e,

wel come nowhere, conpelled to travel the hi ghways in al
weat hers, never resting. He took the boy as his apprentice,
teaching himno art but magic, for it was in his eyes the
only art, and then only dark nagic, for he thought it
crowned the others. Since the boy's thirst was the thirst
of hatred, he drank up these bitters greedily and never

| onged for the waters of true know edge.

"Myrrha his sister had grown up bright of mnd and

count enance, graceful and excellent in all things, fluent

i n seventeen tongues and renowned for her spinning and

weavi ng. Any fool can spin thread of wool, and even flax is
no trick, but silk! There, she thought, is sonething to spin.

"It was said she could spin a thread before the silk
had left the silkworm Now, that is truth-pulling, but her

tapestries were wonderful to |look at: portraits of |ong dead
ki ngs and queens, none | arger than your fingernail, but
marvel ously lifelike. Wien she wove a tapestry of a uni-
corn with its head in a maiden's |lap, you could see the

eyel ashes on the unicorn, and the freckles on the maiden's
nose. Word of her skill traveled through all the kingdons,
so that a cat that had slept on scraps of her cloth was
runored to be the best mouser in the kingdom and its
kittens fetched a pretty price in silver

"At last word of the spinner reached Myrrhl ock, and

| eaving the magi ci an he went to the ki ngdom where his
sister was living. There he inquired after her, pretending
to be a lovesick adnmirer, and the townfolk smled on him
and bade himwel cone to the ranks of her army of suitors.

'Has she many | overs, then?'" he asked.

They are as stars in the sky, but the chief anmpbng them
is Tybio.'

"Tybio!" Caitlin cried.

"Let me finish," said the riddlespinner. "Then many
things will be clear to you."

Caitlin sat back, and the riddl espi nner went on

"Tybi o was one of the workers who tended the nul berry
trees and gathered the cocoons fromthe silk forest. It was



there that the spinner had met him It was the springtine,
and they were not long falling in love, and often as she
sat spinning Myrrha would smile, thinking of him how he
had bent down the branches of catwi |l ow and nmade for

her a bed, soft! Uninmagi nably soft.

"Myrrhl ock vowed that his revenge should start with

Tybi 0. One day as the young nan canme to the grove of

mul berry trees the magician's apprentice fell upon him

and killed himand hung his body froma tree, so his sister
shoul d see it as she came to neet her lover in the grove.

"For a time Myrrha woul d take neither food nor com

fort, and it was feared she would starve her body or her
reason, for she did not eat enough to keep the one or the
other. But one day the old woman came to her in her
chanmber and found the spinner once nore at work, her
tresses cut and coiled on the bed.

" '"They were what he treasured nost,' Mrrha said.
"Bury themwith him' And she kept up her spinning, her
hand steady on the wheel, foot true to the treadle.

"Now her brother had taken up catoptromancy, which

is magic with mrrors, and many of the other mancies, and
such magics that were so dark that black was too light a
color for them And when he gazed into his mrrors and

saw his sister at her work, Mrrhlock becane so enraged

that his teacher, the magician, left the house, taking noth-
ing with him For he feared his pupil, and justly."

Here the riddl espi nner paused, sinking back to catch

her breath. A minute gol den spider, no bigger than a
honey-drop and as transparent, hung suspended from her
earl obe li ke an amber earring. Then the riddl espi nner
opened her eyes and continued her tale, setting the whee
spinning faster just as it was about to slowto a stop

"So Myrrhlock set out for the place where his sister was
living. As he set off he caught up a lump of nyrrh from

the table and mle after mle he worked the lunp in his
hands, working the poison of his hatred into it, saying over
and over:

Sister, know a brother's |ove

Everl asting as myrrh and the grave,
Sweet as a tonb-posy,

This |l ove portion shall you have.

"Now it happened that not all that had been Tybi o went

with himinto the dark earth. Not |long after he had been

buri ed the spinner |earned she was carrying his child, and
before the first snow she bore an infant girl. And in the
child was all the spinner's love of life born again. Her eyes
were full of light and gl adness, and her |aughter rang once
nmore in the marbl e hallways.

" "Work your ruin!' she cried, as her daughter pulled

the cloth fromthe table, scattering the silver dishes. 'Pul
all the world down around its ears! You will nake it again,



you will, my little world-maker.'

"On the road, Myrrhlock saw the child in his nirror
and he saw the neans of the nother's undoing."

At this Caitlin shuddered uncontrollably. The spinner
beckoned her cl oser, and although there was no fire on the
hearth, Caitlin felt heat warm ng her bl ood, heat that seened
to come fromthe spinning wheel, or the spinner herself.

"One day the court went hunting. It was harvest tine

and they were on the luck-chase, to catch an ani nal and

let it go in barter for a good harvest, fidelity in |ove, and
bounty in all good things.

"Now Myrrhlock disguised hinmself as a huntsman and
wor ked the lunp of nyrrh into sonething |like a baby,
swaddling it and hiding it in his saddl ebag.

"The custom was, when the quarry was caught, to

exchange a ki ss between nei ghbors instead of the first

bl ood, and these ki sses were bestowed regardl ess of sex
or station. It happened that when the deer was caught and
the garl and placed around its neck, Myrrha turned and
best owed a ki ss upon her brother, not recognizing him

but as their lips net she felt cold, and cried to the old
worran, who rode near her, '\Were is nmy daughter?' The

ol d worman reassured her, but as Myrrha watched them

cut the luck-tuft fromthe deer's tail and present it to her
her heart was cold with forebodi ng.

"As they rode back to the palace, Myrrhlock cast a spel
so that they should | ose their way and ri de deeper and
deeper into the forest. Myrrha becanme separated fromthe
rest of the party and called out for her daughter and for
the old woman and |l astly for the huntsman. Suddenly she
saw hi m before her, holding out a bloody bunting. Wth

a cry in her throat, the spinner reached for the bundle,
and when she touched the nyrrh-baby she was held fast,
and fell down dead.

"But her brother's victory was not without its price. As
his sister fell dead at his feet, Myrrhlock's Iip where she
had ki ssed himsplit, and his hair went white.

"Now the ol d wonan cane upon themw th the baby

in her arnms, and when she saw Myrrha |ying dead she
cried out, 'I knew | ong ago no good woul d come of you.
See what a thing you have done.' Myrrhl ock spoke a

terrible spell, but because his lip was cleft the old woman
and the child were not killed, but the rest of the party
was cast into an endl ess slunber, and the baby made deaf
and dumb and blind. Having done his worst, Mrrhlock

left the wood.

"The ol d worman took the child to a | odge, and with her
skill gave the child new sight and speech, giving her the
eyes of creatures of the night and the speech of the whip-
poorwi Il and the ears of the owl. And know ng that ne



time of her own death was near, the old worman cast a

| ast spell, so that all the spiders in the wood canme and
cast a silky pall over all the conmpany. The child grew up
alone in the wood with only the spiders for company, so

it was they who taught her to spin. She lived out her life
under Myrrhlock's curse, spinning all winter, asleep all the
summer, so as never to see the springtine, when love is
abroad in the world.

"To this day they say that if the spinner in the wood is
ever awakened, that nurder of love and life shall be
avenged, and the world set aright. The eyes of the world
wi || be opened, and everyone will understand the speech
of the birds, and the creatures of night and air, and the
wi sdom of the ages shall becone the bride of the future.

"All this | say, but it is not ny tale, but the tale of one
like ne, and she is dead these ninety-nine and nine hun-
dred years. Child, are you yet col d?"

"No, warm"

"Then you shall spin for me, and | shall rest. Here, the
distaff, and the spindle. Ah, the thread has cut you. Your
hands are tender, though not unused. |Is your heart so?
You nust put it in a box and have a key made for it." The
spi nner | aughed softly. "Yes, you shall have a key made,
or nake one."

The thread Caitlin was spinning was a little rosy with

her blood, and it seened to the Badger that she had
slipped into sone kind of trance. He rose and started
toward her, words caught in his throat. As his hand cl osed
on her arm he felt a shock and found he could not pul

his hand free. The sensati on was neither pleasant nor pain-
ful. One had only to give into it. He surrendered to the

whi spering of the wheel and let hinself be pulled in to
its skein.

Scenes from his past and scenes beyond his inmagi nation
spun before his eyes. There was Asaph, hiding the nissa
beneath his cot and | ooking over his shoul der. There was
his own nother, her face so lovely and full of the sorrow
that half made it so, |ooking at himand weepi ng, and
grandf at her, angry. A young worman weepi ng as she hid a
baby in a heap of nobss in the wood, and an ol d wonan
finding it. Ayoung girl being led along a hillside by an
ol d worman, Her small hands clutching something in a

cloth. Then the child turned her face toward him and he
saw that it was Caitlin. He saw her putting coins on the
old woman's eyes and fleeing through the snow, and then
they were | eading her out, tied to a pole like the spoils of
a hunt. They cut her hair fromher, and there, at the edge
of the fire, was the man with the red hair. And there he
was again, in the field of corn, turning over a body, and
it had the face of the relic-seller

But nowit was Caitlin again, her clothes torn, her face
bl oodi ed, being held down by two of the toughs from



Moor sedge, while Cullen stood over her, sniling. Then

t he scene changed again, and he saw hinmself lying as if

near death, with Caitlin bending over him And then

scenes of horror: Asaph's eyes, staring in death—the

Cavekin lying heap on heap, horribly slain—+he bay of

Chaneol red with the blood of liliana's dol phins. And
finally, Caitlin herself, pale in death, decked with flowers
as if for the grave, a man in a black mask bendi ng over

her with a slender knife.

Wth a cry he wenched Caitlin fromthe wheel, and
she collapsed in his arns in sonething between a faint
and death. He raised his eyes to the spinner

"Is that her future, then?"

"Some the past, sone the future. Sonme is what mght be,
some, what will be. You have not seen all. Some happy things—

"I's this a happy thing?" he asked over Caitlin's head, her
sensel ess wei ght pressing on him "You' ve nearly killed her."

"No, she only sleeps. The vision passed through her into
you. She will recall nothing."

"What are we to do?"
"You journey to Ninthstile. | will tell you the way."
"No, not there. Tell me howto find the Spellkey."

"And what will you do with it if | do? Do you even
know what it is?"

"Her life, and her death."

The spinner |ooked at hima |long while. She seened
much ol der now, as if each word of her tale had aged her
At | ast she spoke.

"In the heart of this wood there is a cave, and in it a
dragon. He is older even than |, and they ran out of num
bers for ny age long ago. Tell himhis name, and he wll
have to answer you three questions. But be careful he
does not trick you of an answer."

The Badger nodded. "Wat is his nane?"
"Onr."

He picked Caitlin up and carried her out into the snow.
The col d woke her, and before | ong she was wal ki ng

t hrough the deep snow beside him holding his hand tight
in her own.

When they had passed out of sight of the | odge and the
hunting party, an extraordinary thing occurred The silk

t hat covered everything began to take on a gl oss and hard-
ness, as if it were spun glass, and the whol e grove began
toring like a tuning fork, a single exquisite note that shat-



tered the silk coverings. Inside themthere was nothing
but some quicksilver notes and ash. Were one nonent

the hunting party had stood wapped in their silky dream
there was not hing but a dusting on the ground that was
soon covered up by fresh snow.

In the | odge the spinner snmiled and worked the whee

faster, so that it made the sane pitch that could be heard

in the clearing. Then she, too, was gone, |eaving nothing

but the wheel and the spiders. At first agitated, the spiders
gat hered in one corner, golden and quivering, and then

they, too, began to die. At |last there was only one. She
crept to the highest rafter and began to spin. \Wen she

had done, she suspended hersel f beside the new egg case

and went to sleep, waiting.
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When he was a boy, before his grandfather had sent him

away to live with the nonks, there had lived in the sane

town a wonan whose husband had been killed by a dragon

At |east, that was what they said. You used to see her at the
wel |, being shunned by the ot her wormen drawi ng their

water. It was bad enough, they said, that she was a dragon-

wi dow, but she had stopped wearing nourning after only a
nmont h, goi ng about with her head uncovered, and when the
mayor's wi fe spoke to her about it she only | aughed.

On the streetcorners, the Badger renmenbered, the spell-
sell ers sometines hawked dragons' teeth, but you were never
sure what you would get for your noney, as this was al so
the nane tor a peppery, preserved-plum sweet given to chil-
dren who were being weaned fromthe teat.

And then there was the tinme, not long after they had

sent himto the abbey, when they pulled a man fromthe
bog. He nust have been there for a thousand years, but

he was perfectly preserved, his skin as soft as a baby's.
There was a noose around his neck, and he wore the

deat h-sentence of a dragon shirt: a black tunic enbl azoned
with a red dragon. No one was sacrificed to dragons any-
nore; such barbarismhad died out with the advent of the

Pent acl e. Besi des, dragons had all but vanished in the
great drought, the popul ation scattered to the distant

nmount ai ns and caves to avoid the ravages of the settle-
ments: chimey and plow, forge and mll.

The Badger didn't even believe in dragons, though, as

they went farther into the forest, he began to. They wal ked
t hrough the snow, threading their path through the trees,
fromtime to time watching the silent flight, quite close
by, of an owl. Every once in a while the Badger woul d

turn and look at Caitlin, as if he walked in fear of her
suddenly vanishing in this strange forest that was so nuch
nore her province than his own.

Caitlin wal ked in a dream of dragons, the withered |iz-
ard soldiers that had been her usual playthings back in the



oak with the red door, fighting battles for her, their queen
agai nst Abagtha's rages, against the | ong darkness of the
night in the Wirdwood.

She renmenbered the books Abagtha had of the natura

hi story of dragons: what they ate (veal on the hoof, stil
nur si ng; young pigs and | anbs; nel ons, when they coul d

get them back to the cave wi thout breaking them, where
and of what they made their nests (suspended fromthe
roof s of caves, nade of their own scales, shed, and the
softest bat-down), how they chose their mates and rai sed
their young, and the songs they sang to one another in

wi nter, when their thin blood was in danger of freezing,
songs said to be nore lovely than any birdsong, nore stir-
ring than any of the songs of nmen. \Wen she had asked
Abagtha why the trees lost their leaves in the winter, the
old worman told her it was the dragons' breath on the w nd
that blew the | eaves fromthe branch, blasted by the heat
to all the colors in a flane.

Once, when Caitlin was very little, she was wal ki ng

al one in the wood, gathering nushrooms for Abagtha,

when she spied a man a little way off through the trees.
Thi s was before she had | ooked into the book with pictures
of people kissing in it, and for some reason she did not
connect this man with the farmers who visited the oak

with the red door to barter with Abagtha for potions and

powders. This may have been because the nan she saw

now was naked, or because he was cl ean-shaven, or

because he had red hair. VWatever the reason, Caitlin hid
behind a tree for a long tinme, watching himtake a bath

with a cloth and a kettle next to a fire in the clearing. He
did not see her, so she had got a good | ook at him He
resenbl ed her lizards nmore than he did either Abagtha or
hersel f, so she decided he nust be a dragon

Even when this notion had been dispelled, she contin-

ued to regard men with some of the awe, fear, and revul -

sion she reserved for dragons. Little of her experience of
men since that |ong-ago day had changed her inpression

so that once in the Badger's arns she fought the urge to
free herself, imagining in his kiss a dragon's tongue, scales
on his back beneath her hand. From her earliest days, she

had been sl ayi ng dragons, and harbored some still, in the
furthest caves of her m nd.

Elric had followed theminto the wood, tracking them
easily through the snow. Having themwell in sight on the
second day, he paused for a brisk sponge-bath. Melting
some snow in a cup over the fire ana using a nearby tree
as his valet, he washed and shaved, feeling sure enough
of himself to sing, which was nearly his ruin.

It was only luck that he heard the rustle of a fleeing

wood creature. He had the fire out in an inkling and hid
hinself inside the tree. Too |late he saw his razor in plain
sight on a stunp, but the bounty hunters thundered past



wi thout noticing it. Elric waited a long tine before energ-
ing to dress, cursing because his hiding place had undone
the good of his bath. He noved off quickly through the
trees, and there rose before his eyes upon the bl ack and
white screen of the snowy forest a vision fromthe past:
Caitlin being chased through the snow, the dogs at her
heels. Elric's breath caught roughly in his throat; he stum
bled and nearly fell.

"Let me have done the right thing! For her sake—*

The night didn't answer: the snow only fell, the ow
| ooked at him then over him searching the snow for signs
of life.

At Ninthstile, the onions and potatoes had all been dug,
and the fields |ay under new snow. The abbess stood at
her wi ndow and | ooked over the white fields to the fringe
of trees to the south, her fingers playing on the silver
pent acl e she wore around her neck

After a time a bit of darkness detached itself fromthe
darkness of the trees. It was not the pair on horseback
she was hoping for, but a cart with a single horse.

It was the | ast day of the old year, which held a special
significance for the villagers of Ninthstile. It was R ddance
Day, a day for housecl eaning and cl eansweepi ng, getting

rid of unlucky encunmbrances. It is unlucky enough to own

a cat with one eye, nore unlucky still to kill the cat—
except on Ri ddance Day.

So it was on this particular cold norning that the carter
was driving a load to the convent. The single passenger
was a girl of five, naned Wnna. She was the one nouth
too many to feed. Her parents scraped a living by gather-
ing ends of tallow frominns and taverns and nelting them
down to make new candles. It was Wnna's job to cut the
wi cks. But then her ol der brother had run away to war,

and she had to hold the nold still while her nother
poured the hot tallow

It was only a matter of time before she was burned.

The hand heal ed so she lost the use of it, and now her
father had to hire a boy to pour the tallow, and her nother
had to do the wicks and care for the new baby, so it was
off to the nuns with Wnna. Her parents wept at the gate
and handed up a nmeal for her in a box, and as the cart
drove away her father swore that they woul d get her back
just as soon as things were paid up. But secretly, and he
was ashanmed to tell his wife this, he felt a burden Iift from
his shoul ders, the weight of loving this odd child with her
one bl ue eye and one green eye. Perhaps, he thought
guiltily as the cart turned the corner ana was |ost from
sight, perhaps now their |luck would turn

The carter reached the gate and gave a shout. Two nuns
hurried out through a little door in the high gate. Having
ascertained the carter's business, they gave Wnna a hand



down from her perch and | ed her through the door into

the convent. The carter turned his horse, one hand on the
reins, the other exploring the box that held Wnna's din-
ner. She had picked at it and fed the rest to the birds.
The carter grunbled, then sighed.

"Ah, she's welcone to it. God knows when she'll eat as
wel |l again."

The Badger had turned in the doorway in afterthought.
"How shall | know the cave when | find it?"

The riddl espi nner was al ready spinning. "Just go through
the forest as if nothing interested you but getting to the
ot her side. Then you are sure to fall into it, headfirst."

VWhi ch is what happened: One nonent they were wal k-

i ng through the wood and the next the Badger had van-

i shed fromsight, and before Caitlin could cry out she had
fallen after.

They fell along a passage not nuch bigger than a badger
set, suddenly | andi ng unhurt on the smooth floor of a

| arge, long chanmber. One of the tiles had come | oose;
Caitlin frowned, turning it in her hands. It shinmered,
irregul ar and ever so slightly curved. She raised her eyes
to the Badger's.

"Dragon scal es?"

He shrugged, but in his mnd he swiftly cal cul ated the
likely height and breadth of a beast with scales a foot
squar e.

"What | want to know," he said, standing and brushing

hinself off, "is howit gets in and out. This place is snaller
t han your barrow "

"Perhaps this is the back door." She was thinking of a
certain spider in the Weirdwood that built its trap like a
si | ky dungeon, a tunnel that grew narrower and narrower,
ending in a web. She shot a |look at the Badger and sent

up a silent prayer to that sweet heaven of his that they
woul d not shortly be food for worns.

At the end of the passage there was a | ow archway, and
beyond that only darkness. If there was another way out
of the cave it lay on the other side. Wile both saw the

arch at the other end of the passage, each perceived the
tunnel leading to it differently.

The Badger saw it black and sooty, the shadows craw ing
with | arge grey beetl es—+tonb scavengers. The pi eces of

an unfortunate adventurer's backbone were scattered up
and down the passage like the tokens of a grisly gane. As
he neared the end of the hallway the Badger kept | ooking
over his shoulder, chill sweat pearling his lip.



That part of her life not lived in the Weirdwood Caitlin
had spent in a soldier's grave: none of the Badger's inag-

i ned horrors would have nmade her shrink. She saw the
passage clean and well lit, and through the archway a |ight.
She hersel f was suddenly garbed in a white gown and

crowned with snow poppies froma nountain neadow.

The Badger no | onger wal ked beside her. Wth each step

she took Caitlin knew she could not go backward, and that

t hrough the archway | ay her own deat h.

They knocked agai nst each other and canme to them

sel ves once nore. The Badger saw the tunnel free of ter-
rors, and Caitlin found the white gown of sacrifice had
vani shed, and she was clad once nore in riding clothes.

"I's this a drean?" the Badger asked, his hand tight on
her arm "O is it real?"

"If it is magic," she said, "we are making it."
"Then we are nmad—+ad together, but nmad."
"Hush. "

They had conme to the archway, which was so dark now

they could not see through it. Then they realized it was not
dar kness before their eyes but a curtain of black velvet. Cait-
lin drew it aside, and they passed into the room beyond.

It was piled high with treasure, piles of gold coins and
genst ones, uncut, heaped carelessly as coals, but with a
hint of the precious |uster—scarlet, azure, verdant-hid-
den inside. The treasure seened alive, sliding over and
under itself like a seething cauldron, pearls tunbling over
rivers of coins and nmedal lions. Then the whole pile gave

a great shudder and fromthe center there rose the dragon
the head all fiery eyes and dreadful teeth ranged |ike an
arnmy of spears. Then there were the wi ngs, such terrible

wi ngs, clawed, and | arge enough to blot out the sky. The

wind that rose fromhimtore their clothes, pressed their
lips tight against their teeth, seared the buttons painfully
to their flesh, forcing them against the wall. Then the fire
cane, hot as a furnace, singeing the breath fromtheir

[ ungs. But through their terror, through the sensation, they
realized there was no pain.

The illusion was gone as soon as they thought it. The
dragon was gone, and the treasure with it. They found
thenselves in a roomlined with prints of strange plants
and animals. A low table was piled with books, and on the
floor there was a basin of water and a bowl of wine. In
the grate a log of cinders collapsed, sending up a shower
of orange sparks.

Then they noticed a small horsehair couch with cl awed

feet, about the size of a dog's bed. On it there lay a crea-
ture no bigger than a spaniel, with black wings |like a bat's.
The trunk of the creature was a deep turquoi se; and soft,



wi t hout either scales or fur, and it rippled as though sone
nmysteri ous engine were at work within. The head had a
muzzle like a dog's and huge gol den eyes. The brow began

in iridescent scales of black and blue-green, ending in a
few rich plunes on the back of the otherw se naked crea-
ture. Besides the wings against its sides, it had an assort-
ment of other |inbs; human hands, beetle-like pincers,

broad paws, neat cloven hooves. The creature's tail was
long, slightly flattened, and pebbled like a turtle's.

The creature regarded themw th a cal m expression

blinking its lovely eyes, two winking coins. It folded and
unfol ded its wings, and they made a funny sound, I|ike
someone working a bellows. The creature opened its maw

in a gesture like a yawn and they saw that it was toothless.
It coughed a little cloud of soot, crossed its hooves over
its breast, and addressed them

"Who are you?"

"Badger of Thirdmon See, and Caitlin of —ef =
"—Barrowmor," she finished for him "W are bound
for Nnthstile."

The creature beat its wi ngs, coughing again; this tine
sparks flew out. It ran a pointed, |avender tongue over its
chops. "You can't get there from here."

"We are looking for Ornr," said Caitlin. "W were told
he coul d gui de us."

"I amOnr," said the creature.

"But we were told he was a dragon," she protested.

"So |l am Onr the worm also, wrm wirm wrne,

wWyrnme, virme, weorm werm Wurm Wurem wurrum

wour me, weirme, woornme, waurm and verms. As in ser-

pent, snake, dragon; anything that craw s, insect or reptile.
I am many things. | amone of the pains of hell, or so

they tell me. | amthe grief that gnaws; | am your con-

sci ence and your nadness. | am your npst perverse fancy

and desire; | amindeed a very worm of your own brains."

"But we saw a dragon," the Badger pointed out.

"An illusion conjured by your own m nds, by your own
fears." The creature worked its bellows, then folded its
wi ngs neatly. "Wiat you saw in the passage, the dragon,
the treasure—t was all what you expected to see. | did
not invent it." Onr coughed, a shower of soot and sparks.
"Your brains have been ripe for dragons since you were
children. The idea crept in through your ears, too small
to notice, and bored its way to your brain where it slept,
causing no pain or disconfort, for many years. Then one
day it hatched as a dragon, and there was ruin in the |and.
Your brains are full of dragons. Here cones another! Can't
you hear the tap of the egg-tooth on the shell? But you
can starve themout, as if they were a fever."



During this speech Omr's voice had becone softer and

softer, so at the end of it they thought he had fallen asleep
Caitlin and the Badger | ooked at each other, as if to con-
firmwhat had happened in the tunnel. Wen they | ooked

back at O nr his gol den eyes were open again, regarding
themw th what could only be called amusenent, even

t hough this was a dragon before them

"She who told you ny nane," it said thoughtfully. "D d
she also tell you that | nust answer three questions of
your choosi ng?"

The Badger nodded.
"Well, then," said Onr.

The Badger renenbered the riddl espi nner's advice not
to ask about the Spellkey first.

"What is the way to Ninthstile?"

"I't depends on where you begin. If you are lucky, it
will be a long journey, and if you are very fortunate indeed
you wi Il never reach it."

"That is no answer," said Caitlin.

"True. Ninthstile lies a day's journey from here, due
north, on foot."

At this they traded a glance. The Badger's heart sank
but Caitlin's beat faster. So close to the end.

"Who are the men pursuing us?" Caitlin asked.

The dragon closed its eyes and snorted, giving off a |ot
of steam Ilike cold water poured on dying coals. "I can
tell you the name of one, the red one, for his face is
clearer than the rest. His nane is Elric."

"I's that all you can tell us?" asked Caitlin, dismyed.

"I'f you would know nore, you nust ask a third ques-
tion," said Onr. The black slits in its golden eyes had
nar r owned.

"Tell us what the Spellkey is," said the Badger

O nr shifted his body on the couch, the beautiful tur-
quoi se body rippling. "The Spell key, the key of hours. That
whi ch unl ocks a spell."

"That much we know," said the Badger inpatiently.
"That doesn't explain how it can enpty prisons. And what
is the I ock of hours?"

"That is a fourth question.” And Ornr closed his eyes.

The Badger put out a hand to shake the dragon awake,
but as soon as he touched the creature his hand was stuck



fast. Caitlin took hold of his armto pull himfree and
found herself held fast with him Onr opened his eyes.

"You will reach Ninthstile safely,” he said, "but there
all safety ends. You are in greater peril than you guess,
and you rmust arm yourselves against it well." They found

they were able to nove.
"We carry no swords," said the Badger

"Such arns are useless in a battle such as this. You
must go arned in fear, in human fear."

"You tell us we are in nortal danger, and then speak to
us in riddles!" the Badger cried. "Why won't you hel p us?"

"There is help and help. | could tell you all | know,

and your peril would not be reduced, and many things
woul d be ruined."”

"Many things will be ruined if you do not!" said the
Badger. "Qur lives, our happiness."

"He is rash,” Ornr said, training his golden eyes on
Caitlin.

"Yes."

"It may yet save you both. If it does not first kill you.
Here, there is yet a little gold in the room if you | ook
and gens. Take them if you w sh."

But they could be persuaded to take nothing with them

"Then take this stone frommy nouth. It is |odged in
t he back and hanpers my eating. Can you see it?"

The Badger peered into the dragon's open nouth. At
the back of its throat a heart-shaped stone gl eamed dully.

"I think | can reach it."

Caitlin renmenbered sonething dimy from Abagtha's
dragon book, but it was too late. He had already pulled
out the stone, which glittered in his palm ruby red.

"His heart—= Caitlin cried. Horrified at what he had
done, the Badger dropped the stone and it clattered to
the fl oor.

O nr's breathing was | abored, and he worked his w ngs
stiffly. "Pick it up: think of the cost. My task is done. Now
| sleep."”

That was how Ornr the dragon died, head curled to his
breast, his linbs drawn up and tail wapped around them

As they went out once nore into the snow t he Badger
| ooked at the strange stone in his hand, bew | dered, w ap-



ping it carefully and putting it in his pocket.

After a short tine they came to the forest's edge and
| ooked down on the town of Ninthstile, and in the dis-
tance, the convent itself. He gave her a grave | ook

"How is it with you, |ove?"

She shuddered, turning fromthe sight of the nunnery
inits fields of snow

"I'"mjust thinking of what O nr said." If they were to
go forth armed in fear, she was well arned

16
Nl NTHSTI LE

W nna had been roughly wakened at dawn, given a harsh

bath with stinging soap and ice water, and dressed in a
robe that was too big for her. A nun came to inspect her
once she was dressed. She had a | and face and eyes bl ue

as cornflowers. She placed a | ead pentacle around Wnna's
neck, " for you are | ead, basest lead, but in a year's
time, if you are obedient and work hard at the tasks given
you, you will earn one of tin, then copper, then brass, and,
if you persevere, one of silver. Think of that!"

Wnna was then given her breakfast. She was not

allowed to sit with the nuns because of the inpure influ-
ence of her eyes, so she took her mlk and bread in the
pantry, with the cats. While they ate, one of the nuns read
to themfrom The Five Points of the Pentacle and other

holy works, exhorting themat intervals to "chew slowy,
ana contenplate your nortality."

After breakfast Wnna was led to the wi ndow ess cell ar
of the convent and set to naking sacks out of string.

"When they are finished, you can start filling themwth
pot atoes fromthat heap,” the nun told her. She was |eft
with a lamp of rmutton tallowthat did little to dispell the
gl oom

Wnna took up the string and began to make a sack

but soon she had nmade a cat's cradle instead. Staring into
the web stretched between her fingers, Wnna was soon
intent on a vision: two people kneeling in the snow. She
tried to see what they were doing, but the vision was gone.
I nstead she was staring through the web of string and
fingers at a chink in the wall. Pressed to the gap was an
eye. Wnna inhaled softly, out of surprise rather than fear
for the ook of the eye told her there was no need to be
afraid. Wnna went up to the wall, and as she approached

t he eye di sappeared and was replaced by two fingers of a
hand. Wnna took hold of the fingers, and inmredi ately
pictured the man on the other side of the wall, not the
gaunt figure he was now, but as he once had been, stand-
ing laughing in a grove of fruit trees, wearing a funny hat.
Thr ough the stone she heard hi m weepi ng.



W nna took out the heel of bread from her breakfast
and passed it through the crack. The nman passed it back

"No, it is your ear | amhungry for; press it to the crack
and listen."”

"What are you stopping for?"

Caitlin was standing stock-still, staring at the grouped
bui | di ngs of the convent which lay directly bel ow t hem

al ong the snowy road. She turned suddenly and buried

her face in the front of the Badger's coat. He put his arns
around her.

"I"ll take this as a sign that you've had a change of heart,
and nean to run off with me |ike any sensible wonman."

"Sensible? I'"'mall nunb. But | nean to finish what I
have begun. Only allow nme a little reluctance.”

"I only wish you had nore of it, reluctance. O |ess,
where |' m concerned. "

Caitlin broke away and stood | ooking at himw th dis-
may. "lIs that what it nust always come down to, where
you are concer ned?"

"Isn't that only natural, considering what you are to
me?" H's voice left himunevenly.

"Yes, what am| to you? A wlf-girl you found living in
a barrow, that you have taught to eat with a knife and fork

and to imtate the speech of nmen. You have cut its collar
of f, and the | aw says you may keep it."

They stood and stared at each other, both appalled at

what she was saying, but unable to prevent the words from
being uttered or taken in. Caitlin watched himgo a deathly
white and thought, Sweet heaven, you're killing him She
went to put her hand on his arm but her marrow was

frozen in her bones, and her |inbs would not obey her

"Perhaps it is as you say," he said, "what if it is? | never
meant you any harm Cait. You know that."

"Do | ?" The words were out of her nputh before she
could bite them back, and the taste of themwas bitter

The Badger dropped the pack he had been carrying and

sat in the mddle of the road, folding his hands over his
bowed head. At |ast he | ooked up, eyes briming with

undi sgui sed pain and |ove, and the sight cut her to the
qui ck.

"Why? Did you nean to end it this way, fromthe start?
If this was the way you felt, why did you bother to save



me? If it was for this, it was no kindness."
She coul d only shake her head.

"Look," he said at last, "you have to tell me what you're
thinking. 1'mnot the mind reader."

She was beside himin a heartbeat, speechless, tearful

ki ssing his face and nouth, pulling off his glove to kiss his
hand. For a long while they held one another, kneeling in

t he snowy road.

"The Weirdwood. They woul d never find you there.”
"No. "

"You could go alone.” He did not |ook at her as he said
this. "They would never track you by yourself."

"They would find me. Maybe in a year's time or in
twenty, but they would find ne."

"Chaneol, then."
"No, | have to go. | nust finish this."
"l don't understand—

"But it's so sinple!" She stood and pointed toward the
gates of the convent below. "Once I amthrough those
gates, | will never see you, or hear of you again, unless I

dream of you, or say your name nyself when | ought to
be praying."

He turned her toward him holding her fiercely, but

there was no undoing the words, or the past, or, it seened,
the near future. They divided the burden between them

and started down the steep road to Ninthstile.

"Send himin."

The novice left the roomto fetch the visitor. Wiile she
was gone, the abbess rempoved a mirror and conb from
their hiding place and conbed her eyebrows snoot h,
tweezed a hair from her upper lip, and rouged her cheeks
wi t h pinching. Wien the rabbity nonk entered the room
the mrror and the conb were gone, and there was a slight
scent of anise seed.

The abbess was annoyed. "I was told to expect the
Necr omancer . "

The nonk's harelip made his voice cone out with a
slight whistle. "I am his nessenger."

The abbess found this difficult to believe, but, on the
out si de chance that it was true, she held her tongue.



"What is your business with nme?"

"You yourself. May | say that you are a nobst pl easant
busi ness to behol d?"

"I amsure | do not know what you nean."

"Only that such outward beauty nust evidence sur-
passi ng beauty of the spirit." The nonk ran a finger
through the fine filmof talcumon the witing desk

"I amas a crystal vessel only, and any pl easing aspect
is that of the Pentacle, any beauty its own."

The nonk |icked his harelip surreptitiously. "Quite so."
The abbess | ooked at hi m expectantly. "Your business ... ?"

"The Necromancer hinmself sent nme ahead to settle mat-
ters with you about the foundling girl, the one from
Moor sedge. Has she arrived?"

"She has not, though if being | ooked for counted for
anyt hi ng, she woul d have arrived before she departed.”

"Your dedication does you credit, but it is not only to
| earn of her that | have been sent. | nust tell you that
t he abbot of Thirdnmoon See is dead."

The abbess didn't blink. "Tell me what | nust do."

"The situation is now so grave that the Necronancer

hi nsel f nust put matters to rights. To this end he has

sent me ahead as his emi ssary, for he trusts me as he trusts
hinself. | need hardly tell you it is a delicate business. A
barl eygrain in the bal ance and—di saster."

"I see your rmeaning."

"Then you will see your duty to honor what will seem
an odd request."

"Assuredly."

"There are on the grounds, | believe, underground
chambers, outfitted for certain ancient cerenonies."”

A shutter was slid to one side in the high gate, and an
eye pressed to the opening. The eye had a tendency to
drift, which distracted the Badger as he stated their
busi ness.

"Badger Tannerson and Caitlin Barrowrmor. W have
cone at the bidding of the abbot of Thirdnmoon See."

The gate opened and the wall eyed nun regarded them
with interest. "You have been expected this past ful
nmoon. "



"Yes, we were detained unavoidably."” Caitlin turned to
t he Badger. "The shearing is next, | believe."

"Yes." He | ooked at her, wanting to take her arm but

aware of the nun's eyes on them The nun took hold of
Caitlin's ears and turned her head this way and that,
f r owni ng.

"Hardly your crowning glory, is it, my girl? Well, there'l
be that nmuch less to cut. You, boy. Don't go. The abbess
has a word or two for your ears."

Caitlin and the Badger exchanged a startled | ook

"What can she have to say to ne? |'d as soon start on
nmy way again."

"I am hard of hearing," the nun said. "D d soneone

ask you your druthers?"

"What's up?" Caitlin whispered as they followed the
nun into the compound.

The Badger didn't reply. H's heart was brimring with
a peculiar mxture of dread and joy. Joy, that he had not

been i medi ately sent away from her; and dread that he
soon would be. This was torture, then: never to know
whi ch | ook, which word between themwas to be the | ast.

The abbess was al one. She rose and greeted them if
the cool civility with which she net them coul d be consid-
ered a wel cone.

She went to Caitlin and exam ned her closely: first her
eyes, as though they might be counterfeit. Then the
abbess's gaze noved deliberately over the cropped hair,
wi nd- r oughened conpl exi on, stabl eboy' s cl ot hi ng.

"You have travel ed together as man and wife, or sone-
thing not as good," the abbess said at last. "That is regret-

table. I will leave you with a nonent, so you nay say your
farewells. Tell him for ne, that if he tries to neet you,
or climbs these walls it will go hard with you both, hardest
on you." She turned to the Badger. "You are to return to

Thi rdmoon at once. The new abbot awaits your arrival."
"Way, is the old one dead?"

The abbess paused with her hand on the doorlatch and

| ooked at the Badger strangely. "Yes. Quite dead. You have
a mnute."

"I have nothing to give you—= The Badger felt in his
pockets for some token, but there was only a stone.

She took the abbess's scissors froma table and cut a

lock of his hair, hiding it in her shirt, a piece of gold, and
gave himhis change, a lass. "Listen to ne. Do not go to

Thi rdmoon; go anywhere el se. But you must not go back



to the abbey."
"It's no good, Cait. You can't stay—

"But | do, | do stay. This is what happens, there is no
changing it."

"The spi nner said—=

The abbess had cone in, had heard the word spi nner
They turned to neet her gaze, their hearts beating wildly.
But her face held nothing to alarmor reassure them

"Come along. Sister will show you out."

The wal | eyed nun reappeared and showed the Badger
the way out. He did not gl ance back; there was no need.

Caitlin's face would not begin to fade fromhis nenory
for along time to cone.

Wien the door had cl osed on him the abbess turned
to Caitlin.

"It is usual with us here at Ninthstile to attend first to
the cutting of the hair. As you have taken that into your
own hands, let us walk in the garden.”

The wal | eyed nun | ed the Badger out a different way

than they had cone in. As she |l ed himthrough the con-
vent the Badger took in the drabness of the place, the
timber buildings with walls of daub and straw. The only
bui |l di ng of any beauty was the tenple, whose bell tower
rose pink and silver in the winter afternoon. To this the
nun fed him As she opened the heavy door, the Badger

pr ot est ed.

"Look here, this is not the way out and I amin no
nmood for prayer."

The nun made the sign of the Pentacle and plucked the
Badger's sl eeve. Her breath was unpl easant, and that eye
woul d drive himw ld. He wanted to shake her | oose, but
somet hi ng about her checked him

"What do you want with nme?"

"I have sonething to show you, concerning Brother
Asaph. "

She led himinto the tenple, through the great hall and
up a winding staircase to the choir stalls. Fromthe bot-
toms of the wooden seats carvings of grotesque figures

| eered at him the sane hideous faces that had haunted
his chil dhood, taunting him keeping himfromsitting
down during the night-long vigils of hyms and prayers.
He woul d be returning to just such a place as this, to a
life empty of anything he loved. It was that thought that



made t he Badger follow the nun up into the vaulted tim
bers of the tenmple. Surely, she could not really know any-
t hi ng about Asaph, though it was odd she shoul d know of
him The Badger followed her nerely to postpone the

nmonent he would be on his way again toward Thirdnoon

and ever away fromCaitlin. W was he, now, to care
where he went and what he did?

Ahead of himthe nun wal ked with nore speed than he

had guessed she had in her, bent over, sniffing like a rat
after cheese. She stopped now and turned fromhim busily
adjusting her habit. The Badger realized suddenly they

were quite alone, out of earshot of the rest of the convent.
It occurred to himthat the nun could have no good reason
to know about Asaph's di sappearance, no holy reason for

| eadi ng hi m here.

"Enough of this," he said unconfortably. "What do you
have to tell me?"

To his horror, the nun turned to him seized her |eft
ear, and seened to tear off her face. Beneath the nask
of putty and gumwas the face of Elric.

For a | ong nonment they stood and faced each ot her

rooted to the spot. Then Elric realized he had nade a

m scal cul ati on. Suddenly, this was no stabl eboy or failed
apprentice before him but soneone far nore dangerous.
What's nore, the Badger had a knife.

"Easy," Elric said, backing up. "Gve ne a listen, first!"

"Easy! Easy!" The Badger punctuated the air with
thrusts of the knife. "Wo would know better than you
about Asaph's death? You killed him And if you didn't
fasten the bells around Caitlin's neck, you watched who-
ever did, you filthy—=

"Hear nme out!"

"Hear you out— Hear you out, you—o | won't |ibel
dogs for you, that's too good for you. You're worse than a
bastard, and that's not a word | use lightly."

“1''m unar med!"

"Then armyourself, or watch nme cut out your Iliver
before | take your eyes!"

Elric caught up a candle-nmount, its massive candl e held
in place by a sharp spike. But this proved heavy and
unwi el dy, and after a few parries and thrusts Elric was
forced to abandon it, vaulting over a row of stalls and
sprinting up the aisle. Elric had speed over the Badger
but was hanpered by the habit. They reached the rai

of the gallery together and Elric found hinself using a
prayerbook to fend off the Badger's jabs. Who woul d have
guessed a stabl eboy to be good with arnms? Again Elric

had to retreat, this time over the railing, sw nging down a



few flights faster than the Badger could follow on the
stairs. By that time Elric had shucked the robe and was
lost to sight anong a thousand gl owi ng tapers at the altar
It was too dangerous to swing here, and mss, thought the
Badger; he could set the whole place on fire. He stepped
forward cautiously. Was that a footstep, or his own steps
echoing? His breath, or Elric's? But no, there he was, a
gal l ery above, ever up, to the bell tower.

By the time he reached the staircase to the bell tower
Elric was nowhere in sight. The stair rose out of sight at
a dizzying angle. There was nothing for it but to clinb
them even though it meant |eaving hinmself open to attack
fromabove. If he junps fromthat height, the Badger

t hought, he'll kill us both. The Badger noved up, climnbing
ever to the left in an unending spiral, prepared at every
turn to duck a pikestaff, or a falling block. At last there
were no nore | andings, only a trapdoor |leading to the

bell s thensel ves, a skeleton of scaffol ding and ropes.

It was all striped |light and shadow. Nothing stirred
except a barn swallow, which darted gracefully into the
open air of the courtyard. The ropes rose up out of sight,
and the Badger could see the dimgleamand swell of the
bells above him It's so peaceful, he thought. The knife
slipped in his noist hand!

"Gve it up," he said under his breath. "You won't get
past ne, not without w ngs."

Al'l he got by way of answer was the padding of feet on
wood hi gh overhead, and the single sleepy toll of a bell
Sonething fell from above, and the Badger turned it over
with his foot, keeping a wary eye on the bells as he bent
to pick it up. It was a drawstring bag; inside it was a
brai ded circlet of hair—€aitlin's hair. Suddenly the bells
began to toll, and the Badger | ooked up

Elric I anded on the Badger's back, the force driving the
Badger's chin into the landing with a terrible crack. The

kni fe skated across the sawdust of the floor. The Badger
reached it first, seizing Elric by the collar and pressing the
point of the blade to his throat. Elric did not plead for

his life; he gazed calmy at the Badger, a fox with human
eyes. But fromthe stairs bel ow soneone pl eaded for him

"Stop!"

It was Asaph.

There were white roses in the garden. The abbess

paused at the entrance to the yew wal k and cut one with

t he scissors suspended from her waist by a ribbon. Wth
care she placed the rose behind Caitlin's ear. Caitlin trem
bl ed, for she renenbered the dream of snow poppi es and

the vision in Onr's chanber. The abbess had not

trimmred the thorns fromthe rose, and they pierced Cait-



lin's tenple.

It was not a yew walk only into which the abbess | ed

her, but a maze. Caitlin started to protest but with each
step she felt fainter. As the snowy rose behind her ear
slowy grew rosier, Caitlin's skin becane as white as wax.

They came to the heart of the maze, and the walls of

thick yew fell away. In the clearing there was a design
worked in black and white and red narble: thirteen noons
circling a five-pointed star. The pentacle itself was painted
on wood: a trapdoor. This the abbess lifted, and as Caitlin
was now too weak to follow (the bl oom behind her ear

was bl oodred), she took her by the hand and I ed her into

t he gl oom beneat h the yew naze.

At the bottom of the stairs the abbess let go of Cait-
l[in's arm

"The Necromancer hinmself has asked for you. Wait here
until you are fetched. There is a gown over there: put it
on." The abbess's foot was already on the first step when
she turned back.

"It will go easier with you if you do not resist." Then
t he trapdoor opened and shut, and Caitlin heard the bolt
bei ng shot hore.

Qut si de the abbess shuddered and made the sign of

the Pentacle. She hurried along the path, concentrating
on the turns of the naze. The ol d abbess had becone
lost in the maze and when they had finally found her
she was quite mad. The present abbess did not mean to

neet the same fate, so she put Caitlin and the Necroman-
cer fromher m nd

Caitlin was too weary to put on the gown. Her head
was t hrobbing; she put a hand to her tenmple and it cane
away bl oodi ed.

This is the way | die, she thought. After a short tine
she fell into a delirium and in it she saw a figure coning
toward her, the face obscured and uncertain.

"Badger?" she said, and then, "Abagtha? Ch, 'Batha,
have you cone for ne after all?"

The Necronmancer came up to her carrying a wand. Now
he struck the ground with it, and it flared up blue and
silver and showed his face.

He wore a mask of bl ack obsidian that nade his eyes
and nouth into black holes. Hi s hood slipped back and
she saw he wore a skull cap of goblinstone, silver-shot bl ue.

"You do not fear ne," he said.

"l have foreseen this."



He nodded and put out a hand in a black gauntlet to
touch the mlky pallor of her skin.

"It is past tine,"
Caitlin's ear.

he said, and plucked the red rose from

She fell at his feet as if dead.

17
THE HEART OF THE MAZE

Caitlin wke to see her old cat amulet swinging slowmy in
front of her eyes. | amin the nut cellar, she thought, but
it was not so. Gradually the things that |ay beyond the
amulet's arc swaminto focus: cages of aninmals and shel ves
of books such as she had seen in the dragon's chamnber.

But the clasps that bound the vol umes had no keyhol es,

and the pages were sealed forever beneath a filmof gilt.
Then Caitlin saw the plants ranged beneath in bell jars:
foxgl ove, hem ock, buttercup—all deadly. She realized she
was not al one. Her eyes focused again on the anulet, then
on the hand that held it. At the sight of the mask, glittering
bl ack, she gave a cry and wenched her head to one side.

The Necronmancer went to one of the cages and

renoved the ani mal inside. As he stroked the badger's fur
t he Necromancer's mask was streaked with silver, spitting
light froma flanme that blazed up, consum ng sone gassy
fuel .

"Consi der the badger," he said. "The feet and eyes of

the animal are supposed to confer invisibility, though it is
not specified whether the parts are to be ingested or worn
as an anulet." H's voice was not nuffled by the nask;

rather, it seemed | ouder and clear for passing through the
absol ute, fire-born bl ackness of the obsidian

"They are also said to nake a powerful charmfor instill-
ing fear in and persuading one's enemes. It may be true;
I nave never seen it. It is also said to be a | ove-charm
whi ch may be hearsay, but | like to believe it. Wat is

| ove, after all, but the persuasion of the eneny?"

The badger squirmed in the Necromancer's arns, but
did not bite. It was as if it struggled against the jaws of a
trap and knew the end of its struggle was near

"Don't hurt him" Caitlin meant, and did not nean, the
animal in the Necromancer's arnmns.

Set your fear aside. Go arned in fear, in human fear

The bl ack mask glittered, seam ess, flawl ess. It reveal ed
two pale, ancient eyes, the white flare of a tooth, the pur-
pl e ghost of a tongue when the Necromancer spoke.

He turned and repl aced the badger in its cage, picking
up a nortar and pestle, fromwhich there carried such a reek
that Caitlin turned her head into the table where she |ay.



"Romantics say that if you cut open a lark you will find

its tune scrolled there, like the works of a nusic box. It
is not so, but lovers will cut the birds open, anyway, out
of fancy. But if you open a swallow, you will find a stone,

t he swal | onst one, al so called chelidony. This nmust be pul -
verized with sonme few other things: tortoise bile, the white
of an egg, a certain purple dyestuff. And what do you

think it becomes when it is snatched fromthe fire?"

She coul d not answer. Like the badger, Caitlin knew
death, or sonething as good as death, |lay around the edges
of the room and hour, expectant.

"It is not the answer you suppose." He set down the

nmortar. "It is only a paint, a conmpound for |abeling glass
vessels. Did you think it would be an elixir? A love potion?
O perhaps a poison, sold to star-crossed lovers in a play?"
The Necronmancer paused, gazing down at Caitlin. "They

t hought boil ed honey and barl eysugar were powerful mnedi-
cines, once."

"Who are you?" she whispered.
"l am the Necromancer."
"I'f that were all | would not fear you as | do."

The eyes cl ouded behind the nask, noons suddenly
obscured. "You may call ne G eykys."

Though she could not see himsmile Caitlin knew he
had. She shook with the same cold terror she had felt
falling in the snow, hearing the dogs behi nd her

"You have been drugged, otherw se you m ght have
i njured yourself struggling. For my purpose you nust be
unmarked. A delicate procedure: a bruise would ruin it."

Caitlin struggled to renenber what she knew of the old
rune tongues. G eykys. Grey kiss—She raised a hand, as

if she would have renoved trie mask, had she the strength.
Her hand fell back. "Elric—=

"You are trying to puzzle ne out, are you? \Were is

the harm-no one shall ever learn it. Here is half the
riddle, then. Wien | was a boy, |ong ago, the old | anguage
was still spoken, and grey was the word for hare. Consider
it your wedding gift."

So that was it. He nmeant to keep her here, alive, if it
could be called a life.

He read her | ook. "The idea repul ses you. That surprises
me. You have lived in such a chanber before, indeed you
chose it, and | flatter myself enough to say | would nake
a better bridegroomthan a corpse in a barrow grave

"But that is not the land of marriage | have in nind
for you."



It was only then that Caitlin saw the velvet cloth he had
laid out, and upon it the slender silver knives.

The abbess saw three figures running through the snow

to the maze, one tall and thin, red head |like a match; the
second shorter and broader, hair light as dun; the third a
shaggy nadnan.

"Good! To it, gentlenen! By spring we will send the
little ones in after you, to gather up your bones."

She frowned. Deep in the flesh of her thunb was
enbedded the thorn of a rose.

Heaving with effort, the Badger fell to his knees, cling-
ing to a stone seat, afraid he would break his ribs with
br eat hi ng.

"Hol d on—we've | ost Asaph.”
They drew ragged breaths of frozen air.
"How wi || we ever find her?" said the Badger at |ast.

"Per haps she broke off twigs as she went." But they
bot h knew she had probably been drugged, could even
now be dead.

"No." This was said by Wnna as she was carried up in

Asaph's arms. For Elric, it was as if he were once again a
boy of twelve, beholding a child in the wood for the first
time, seeing his hope, her seer's eyes, the saving of the age.

"Here," said the Badger, kissing the top of the child's
head. "You know your right hand fromyour left, don't
you? Tell me, as we go, where to turn."

Elric started to protest but the Badger silenced him

"No, it must be me—soneone nust stay with the child

and Asaph is too weak. Yes," he said, nore to hinself this
tinme, "it nust be ne."

"The drugs are wearing off. That is good; you nmust be sen-
tient when the cut is made. 'In full know edge,' the old text
says. It will take some minutes yet. The abbess was overzeal ous
with the dose. Wiile we wait | shall tell you what | am

"Have you guessed ny little riddle yet? No? You sur-
prise me. You have such a talent for surm sing things. It
has cost me rmuch, nore than you know.

"I stunbl ed out of the wilderness, |ooking Iike an old
man, though | was young. Only lately the w | derness had
been fertile land, and | wore upon ny face the singular



mark of ny msfortune. Those who found me made of it

the mark of a prophet. | was glad to oblige them Taking

up a stick I drew a pentacle in the sand. | needed a heaven
nmysel f and was gl ad enough to invent theirs for them

"As the new faith attracted nore followers | becane a
high priest and a rich man. | filled ny apartnents with
t he apparatus of al cheny, for | had found ny honemade
heaven hol |l ow and was searching for another immortality.

"Qt hers have docunmented the quest— trust you are
famliar with it? Then | need not repeat it. | brought
nmet al working in the kingdom (for it was a single kingdom
t hen, the moon yet unshattered) to a high art.

"I had beconme a skeptic, disbelieving in everything,
when | made a di scovery. Through | ong work with poi sons
(qui cksilver, mostly, and sonme arsenic) | had becone

i npervious to them | could boldly eat themas if they
were sweetneats, for | had unwittingly taken in so nuch
of themthrough the years | suffered no effect.

"Have you guessed it yet, that riddle of mne? Wll,

will go on. | took up ny studies with new enthusiasm for
| had stunmbled on a provisional inmmortality. Wile the
tenmpl es spread across the kingdom | spent the gold from
the tenple coffers to buy every manner of killing drug
known to surgeon and cutthroat. After a while | began
addi ng other ingredients to the mxture: the tears of the
tortoi se, yew ash, dust fromtonbs

"My age becane so great | declared myself Necroman-

cer and in a year's time announced ny own deat h,

appoi nting nyself ny own successor. | kept up this fiction
for lifetines, so that now time shrinks before nme. Your
own journey, a winter's span, is for ne no nore than an
eye's blink. "

H's voice was lulling Caitlin to sleep, but as her eyelids
tugged shut, the silver knives would wi nk and she woul d jerk
awake again. In its cage the badger paced. Caitlin fixed her
gaze on it, and, unused as she was to prayi ng, began
repeating a little prayer: Go arned in fear, in human fear

"I did not age; rather, as my age increased so did ny
know edge and nmy strength. This drew many to nme, both
men and wonen. | had no need of theny ny secrets were
nmy own, what need had | for the conpani onship of inferi-
ors? My only mistress was ny work, and there was no
earthly woman to usurp her. Until she cane.

"Her nane was Tybitha. | saw her first at the tenple,
stealing offerings fromthe altar. Howto tell you how

felt, seeing her Kneeling there, slipping the coins into the
lining of her blouse? Her face was in shadow, and the

only parts of her the candl elight showed were her bowed
head, her bare arns.

"I took her by the shoul der, asking her why she stole
fromthe coffers of the holy Pentacle. 'Hunger,' she said.



'Have you no husband to keep you?' | asked. 'No,' said

she, 'I have no husband, for | can neither weave nor spin.'

| searched her face and found in it no trace of fear or
desire, loathing or longing. So, while the law entitled her
hand to be placed on the block in paynent for the silver

she had stolen, | took that hand in troth instead and pl aced
on it nmy own ring of gold.

"After the marriage, | showed ny bride the bachelor's
apartments that were to be her married home. Al that
was mne was hers, | told her, except the | ocked room

under the eaves, to which | alone kept a key. She nodded
and asked whether a carpenter mght be hired to instal
an airing cupboard.

"My wife was true to her word, and neither wove nor

spun, contenting herself with tending the herb garden and
teaching herself to fashion the bl own-glass vessels | used in
my work. | waited for her to disobey ne, as | thought she
must, by taking the key and opening the | ocked room This

she did. not do, rapt instead on the installation of her
cupboard.

"This tore at me in a way you cannot imagi ne. Having

so rashly married her, | was frantic to discover sonething
undeserving in her. But a wife with a nore even tenper no
man ever had. She seened content to spend her days work-
ing glass in the fire, afterward giving ne ny bath before
taki ng her own. She catered to ny appetite in everything: |
never went off to bed unsatisfied. Surely, no better wife!"

Caitlin shuddered. Through the drug her mnind worked
t he nane over and over, turning it inside out: Tybitha.

"One day | discovered nmy stock of poisons was

depleted. Not by a |large anobunt, but sone hand ot her

than nmy own had tanmpered with the drug jars. | chal -

lenged ny wife; she admitted taking it and claimed it was

to kill rats. | let the matter drop. Wat was she, after all,
but a lovely thief? If she had guessed the secret of ny

| ongevity, she ate the poison herself only out of vanity, to
stay time's march on her beauty.

"It was nothing so womanly as that. How slowy the
realizati on dawned

"She was ny eneny, cone out of the wlderness to
fini sh what she had begun. She had taken a new gui se,

arm ng herself with youth and beauty, to steal fromne

nmy i nheritance, a precious touchstone of past and future.
She had cone, so bold as to take the nane Tybitha, taunt-
ing me with the sinplicity of it. And | was too drunk with
her to see the nmeaning of it, a wasp trapped in honey.

"How witless | was, not to see it sooner! | had set the
| ocked roomas a test for her, and while | waited for the
trap to spring she had turned the airing closet into an
al chem st's chanber fit to rival nmy own. Wiile | slept,



drugged with I ove and trust of her, she turned ny house

i nside out, searching out ny secrets, forcing herself to eat
the poison as | ate it. In her airing cupboard she gazed
into a crystal of her own making, for she had told ne one
untruth. Were her nother had spun silk, the daughter

spun gl ass.

"At last one day | discovered her in ny npst secret

hi di ng pl ace, about to set her hand upon the stone. | could
not kill her—naot only had | ove nmade me i ncapable, the

poi son had brought her a little of ny own inmortality. So

| took her name from her, her youth and beauty, and her
reason, and sent her off into the wood."

" Abagt ha. "

"Yes. The word for an old woman's wi ndi ng sheet. Two

t hi ngs shoul d have taught me she was of Myrrha's bl ood.
She was naned after Tybio, and she had those sane eyes,
ow 's eyes, as her nine-tine-great-grandmther. Did you
never guess? Think: Kiss—tip. Gey—hare."

Harelip, thought Caitlin. "Mrrhlock."

The eyes behind the nmask gl eamed. "None ot her. Not

| ong after Abagtha's bani shnent ny touchstone told ne

an assassin had been dispatched to waylay ne. This despite
the precautions | had taken." Caitlin thought of the book
in Mlo' s library, with the pages torn out.

"I awaited himw th pleasure; here at |last was a test of

my imortality. When the assassin arrived, | was surprised
to see a girl of no nore than thirteen, unarned, remark-
able for the fact that she had one bl ue eye and one green
This was before the nature of the threat had made itself
clear. She did not suffer too greatly. But each year there-
after came a child, until one day as | was at ny books

read in an ancient text how a prophet should come out of
the wi | derness and be undone by a child with one green
eye and one blue. The runes were remarkable: forest for
green, sky for blue.

"I saw now what | was up agai nst and acted quickly, but

t hose who had al ready gat hered agai nst the Pentacle sawto

it sone of the children were spared. So | have waited, for

a hundred years and agai n anot her hundred, know ng every

year will bring its circle of seasons, and perhaps a child, one
eye on the forest, the other on the sky. But ny patience,

nmy poison, is running out. | need nore and nore of it, so

that there will never be enough. Wthout ny killing food

will die. But you offer me another way." Mrrhlock picked

up one of the silver knives.

"I had long ago read of a creature that has aspects both
of the male and fenmale and is capable of recreating itself
endl essly. Here, | thought, was the way to escape the Iim
its of my poisonous addiction

"But this, too, presented a problem In each new



infancy, | would | ose menory ana | eave nyself vul nerabl e
to ny enemes. | needed to create a perfect vessel into
which | could transfer my thought, ny soul, ny self." He
reached a gauntleted hand to caress Caitlin's cheek. "And
where was there ever nmade a nore |ovely urn?"

The drug had nearly worn off, but Caitlin could hardly
tell, she was so paralyzed with fear. The Necronmancer's
voi ce washed over her |ike ether

"But first, a few adjustments. Your heart, for instance,
must be filled with a m xture of sweet resin and | ead, and
your bl ood nust be replaced with quicksilver. Then | will
go in your body to Chaneol and destroy ny enem es once

and for all. They will crown ne queen, and the very straits
wWill run red with blood." The knife skinmed over Caitlin's
trunk, making a light cut, and Caitlin's gasp was |like the
sound of the flesh parting, the blood beading in the gap

"No!
The Badger started for Caitlin, as if to stop the welling

of all that blood. He was flung across the room by a power-
ful blow, although Myrrhl ock had not touched him Dazed,

the Badger took in the retorts and crucibles, the animals
pacing in their cages. Wping a little blood from his nouth,

he turned to the Necromancer

"What unnatural thing—

"Unnatural ?* Myrrhlock | aughed. "Shall | tell you what

is unnatural ? Shall | tell you of your own birth? It is well
known to me. A curious econony of forefathers, in that

your grandfather served as your father as well. The word,

I think, is incest? Unfortunate that the girl should have
hung hersel f, especially since she waited until the child
had reached maturity to do it. You have proved a nui sance
to ne."

Caitlin was slipping under the edge of a darkening mst.
"Don't listen to him Badger, ny eyes. Look at ne."

The Badger stood in the middle of the room nmute.

Then he lunged at the Necromancer, only to be flung the

I ength of the room There was a sickening crack of a bone,
and the Badger cried out.

"Do not try to save her. Save yourself. Turn now and

| eave while it is still charity that | extend to you." The
Badger clutched his arm and said nothing. Myrrhlock grew
angry; the darkness upon the mask shifted |ike a thunder-
cl oud. The Necromancer set the silver knife beside the
amul et on the table where Caitlin |ay.

"Do you really believe the life you intend for her would
be saving her? Yes, | can see it. You will nake a wi fe of
her, a brood aninmal for the getting of your nooncal ves.
For such they would surely be. You yourself have seen it,
the blight passed on through the blood. They carry the



brood to the river in the dark of night and drown them"

The Badger saw in Caitlin's eyes that human arnor, fear

of evil, which is also the love of life. He could not stand
the sight and | ooked away. It's not true, he thought, but
could not summmon the voice to say it. And feared it was
true. The pain in his armwas not to be borne; he cl enched
his teeth and closed his hand on the stone in his pocket,
the stone he had taken fromthe dragon's throat.

As his fingers closed on it—so hard it cut his pal m—
the Badger felt strength beginning to return to him the

pain itself charging through himlike the anticipation of
di saster, or desire.

Caitlin's own hand closed around the catstone. No

sooner had her fingers tightened around the amul et than
she felt the Badger's strength flowing into her, her own
will passing into him For the dragon's heart and the cat-
stone were pieces of a single stone. H's thoughts rang
clearly in her mnd.

Dam it, you're the strong one!

Now it's your turn to be strong.

And if | fail? We're done for!

No. W have not cone this far to fail

Myrrhl ock perceived nothing of this, intent as he was

on the white-hot mxture in his crucible. "Wien | am done
with her, | will tend to you. In the meantine, think well

on this: If you do not cooperate, | will pluck fromyou al
menory and t hought except the vision and sensation of

her eternal agony. If you are reasonable, and | hope you

will be, a place will be made for you in the tenple. Did

you not once wish to be apprenticed to an apot hecary?"

I can't get near him the Badger thought frantically.
Caitlin's owm answer slid into his brain, pushing aside
t he pain.

The stone! Arned!

Wth a single novenment of his armthe Badger hurled

the stone into the center of the mask. Mrrhl ock gave

an i nhuman shriek as the mask shattered into a thousand
fragnents. The Badger caught a glinpse of a face he
knew—the abbot's harelipped secretary. The riddl espin-
ner's voice canme back to him " the magician's |ips
where his sister had kissed himsplit, and his hair went
white." Then the Necronmancer gave a terribl e shudder

his figure distorted into something out of nightnare, an
apparition of wings and sightless eyes and a maw of purple
flame. The horrific thing wavered in the chanber, as if in
a death spasm and vani shed.



Neit her of themcould recall later how they left the

col I apsing chanber with their lives. They woke in the
snow, to the ache of healing, to see little Wnna bendi ng
over them the saving tears standing in her seer's eyes.

18
THE SPELLKEY TURNS

So far had the thorn pierced there was no retrieving it.
The abbess sank into a fever and could not be roused.
The nuns circled around her bed in confusion

A woman was riding boldly through the gates of the

convent upon a piebald horse. She was dressed like a sol -
dier, and her copper hair shone in the winter sun |like a
shi el d. The dogs and children of the village danced around
her as she cane, and strange figures in rags, shoel ess—
inmates fromthe asylum They could even pick out the
figure of the old abbess. Al wore garlands of flowers,

t hough where they had come fromin the heart of w nter
there was no telling.

The nuns wat ched her approach, not know ng what to

do. They had been warned agai nst her com ng: Beware of

wi tches, they were told, and with hair |ike that she nust

certainly be a witch, as surely as if she had seer's eyes.
Every four hours through the night the sisters were accus-
tomed to bei ng wakened, assenbling in the choir stalls to
pray for protection against the |egion of unbelievers.

But the abbess lay in a fever, and they knew not what
to do. Wtch or not, the woman on the horse had an air of

conmand. Though their hearts | eaned over the w ndowsill
toward the banner of copper hair, still they hesitated.

Then the youngest renenbered the old rhyme her
grandmot her had used to say to her when she was a girl

Dogs and nmadnen dance around

Coppercrown is conme to town.

She'll ride a pie horse in the gates
To carry away the child that waits
He me up so | can see

When Copper - Copper - Copper cr own

Cones riding through the town.

The bowl of conpresses broke on the floor. Wth inpa-

tient hands the young nun wested the winple from her

head and let it fall on the stairs. Qut into the snow she
ran, heedless. This was the thing that had been foretold.

The young girl knelt at liliana' s feet, raising a flushed and
ardent face to her queen

The el dest nun had followed. liliana hel ped her to

| oosen her winple and cast it off, the hairpins sinking into
the drift and vanishing, the grey hair tunbling around the
old woman' s head as insubstantial as snoke.



"I thought | would not live to see this day," said the
ol d nun, weeping. "After so many years it seened as if
they nmust only be I egends after all."

“liliana!"

Elric cane up with Wnna in his arms. He caught liliana
in an enbrace, Wnna and all

"Enough,"” liliana protested. "You'll crush the child."

He handed Wnna over. "Can't | be glad to see ny
sister?"

"I's she all right?"
It was understood she neant Caitlin.
"You had better have a | ook at them both."

"I will exanmine her—as for him | think you and Asaph
had best tend to that."

"Have a little pity!"
The Badger sat across from Asaph and Elric at a table

in the abbess's chanbers. At the Badger's outburst the
others traded a gl ance.

"Everyone has been treating me like a child who's too
young to know what's going on. I'mnot a fool; | know
I"mnot part of your plans for Caitlin. But | do think
before you turn ne out with a fresh horse and new suit
of clothes, that you could tell nme what it was all for."

There was a sil ence before Asaph answered. "There is

an anci ent brotherhood, the knights of Chaneol. | am one
such knight, as is Elric. You have met others, though you
did not know it: Fowk the |ockpick, and Leier. W are

kni ghts without arnor, no arns but our wits, and in swear-
ing fealty to Chaneol we forfeit our bloodline, our nanes,
our right to marry, to own nmore than we can carry in our
pockets. So you see it was not so nuch a lie, ny playing
a nonk. The vows are the sane.

"W are sworn to liliana, pledged to defeat Myrrhlock

and destroy the Pentacle. The verse on the missal and the
runes in the Devil's Sieve tell of a great seer, an other-
wor | d daughter, who will cone with a kni ght-w thout-a-
sword to destroy the Pentacle and restore the age of

know edge and light."

The Badger stared into this face he knew so well, and

not at all. This was an Asaph he had never seen, sober in
fact and hunor. Hi s wounds ached, and when the Badger
spoke it was in pain.



"That all sounds noble, but it explains nothing. Wy?
Way the gilt on the missal? Wiy pretend to go mad, and
et me believe you were dead? Way kill the deer in the
forest and |l eave ne to rot in prison?"

"We are sworn to serve the Spellkey. Oten we nust
serve in ways that seemcruel. But we are sworn to—

"—+et suffer and die."

" No—t
"Yes!" The Badger rose fromhis seat, trenbling. "I tel
you, yes!" He pointed to Elric. "I saw himturn over the

relic-seller's body. You are sworn to murder, and worse,
all of you. And you, Asaph, you pretended to be like a

father to me— The Badger's voi ce broke off.

Elric had risen, too. "I'lIl go."

* * *

"Are you telling me what the riddl espi nner showed ne
was a |lie?" the Badger asked when the door closed
behind Elric.

"No—when Elric found him Di ce was al ready dead, by
Myrrhl ock' s hand, or at his bidding."

"And the wormwod in the w ne?"
"Myrrhl ock. W had no hand in that."

"And if Caitlin had not found a renedy? | suppose ny
deat h woul d have been unfortunate but necessary.”

"You don't understand. Some deception was necessary,

but it was not all a lie. How can | say where ny vows |eft
of f and | ove began? You could either be a son to ne,
Badger, or a prophecy fulfilled. Who was | to claimyou?
W are all of us clay, nold for the Spellkey."

"So this had all been for Caitlin's anul et ?"

"No. It is a stone of power, but your sacrifices were not
made for it. The Spellkey is the journey from Thirdnoon

to Ninthstile. As the runes tell it, the road is the shaft of
t he key, and each stopping place along the way a ward for
unfastening the lock. The Spellkey is the test for telling
the true seer and her knight. You m ght have succunbed
anywhere al ong the way, swayed by love or wealth or the

call of the Pentacle itself.

"It was Elric who had to see you thwarted and tenpted
at every step. But he was also to watch over you: it was
he who saved you fromthe apothecary. Had you becone
an apprentice there you would not have lived out the
week. Elric's task was to tease out the weakness in you,
to trip you up. If you were not the ones, we had to know



bef ore you reached Ninthstile. W could tell you nothing,
nor reveal ourselves, because you had to act out of what
was in you, and in you al one."

The knight rose. "Now it would be best if you slept. A
room has been nmade ready for you."

The Badger paused at the door. "I was rash—+'msorry."

"No, be glad we are both still here quarreling!" The
face changed briefly into the one Asaph had worn in his
cups, then it was again this new face, the one the Badger
did not know.

But he would grow to know it.

In the hall outside his roomElric was waiting. The two

nmen stood and faced each other and not for the first tine
Elric felt this was no | onger a stabl eboy before him There
was sonething in the way the Badger wi nced and arranged

his armin its sling—the gesture of an old man. Looking

at him Elric felt a curious tw nge.

"You were at Caitlin's belling."
Elric was too startled to answer.

In the dimlight the Badger's eyes gleanmed. "Yes, the
ri ddl espi nner showed ne that, too."

"Does Caitlin know?"
"She may have guessed. | haven't told her."

El ric nodded. "Myrrhl ock woul d have killed her if he

had found her; it was before he knew her value to him
living. So | had to protect her, hide her where they would
never think to look. And | had to keep the village of idiots
fromdrowning her in a ducking chair. So | hid her in

plain view. Mrrhlock would think she was a village wtch
and nmadwoman, nothing nore. And with the bells, the
villagers would feel safe and | et her alone.”

"Let her alone? Did you never think, never really think
about what they did to her? Did you think it stopped with
the bells? No, don't answer. There was nothing you could
do to stop it, | know, it was perhaps even necessary and
besides, it is all in the past, all for the best—=

Elric's gaze was grey and |l evel and betrayed nothing of

what was in his heart. "I mght have done somet hi ng about
it, if I had known. But | did not, and whatever happened

to her—yes, even that—was better than death at

Myrrhl ock's hands. And if | need forgiveness, isn't it from
her | need it?"

They fell silent, each thinking of Caitlin, newy belled,
falling asleep in the barrow that first night, waking hour by
hour to the sound of her own bells. Elric broke the silence.



"W were raised on the hope, liliana and |, that in our
lifetime the two would come, the otherworld daughter and
her knight."

The Badger |aughed. "A tanner's daughter's bastard."

"No, a knight. The rune can nean sinmply a servant or
conpani on, so we never knew what we were | ooking for
Whenever there was word of a child born with seer's eyes,
a kni ght would be dispatched. | was twel ve when | was
sent off to the Weirdwood."

"It's finished then. You' ve found her."

"You still don't see. Not her, the both of you. The other-
wor | d daughter and her knight. You have found the Spell -
key, and unlocked it."

liliana had put the catstone on a ribbon and tied it
once nmore around Caitlin's neck. Caitlin put up a hand to
touch it.

Her heart was full of contrary enotions, wine and oi

that woul d not nix. She had not expected to | eave

Myrrhl ock's chanber with her life and was marveling yet

at her escape. In all her experience Caitlin had found that
others usually rescued you with an end in m nd. Abagtha
had taken her in and raised her to be a nanel ess sl ave.
Even the Badger had unfastened the bells only to place a
col lar of another |and around her neck.

It |ooked as if she had been saved again, and Caitlin

| ooked up, wondering what woul d be asked of her now.
liliana's face was frank and land. Caitlin worried. She was
wary of honesty and ki ndness. They were a rune tongue

she had never nastered.

"This stone—how often | tried to part with it, so the
dreans would stop! But it was as if it owned ne, not the
ot her way around. How could it kill Abagtha and not ne?"

liliana touched the stone she wore around her own
neck.

"The old stories say that when Myrrha fell dead, her

spi nning hand struck a stone. The old woman saw t his and
cane | ooking for it, and with a sinple spell gave it the
power of a dreamstone. You know that some stones seek

out water; this stone seeks out dreams. It cannot spin a
dream only magnify the dreans within the dreaner, mak-
ing themcl earer and stronger, and burning theminto
menory. After Tybitha becane Abagtha she was full of hol-
| owness, and when she put on the amul et the holl owness

consumed her. Wien you put it on, you began to remem
ber your dreans. Myrrhlock knew the dreans would | ead
you to him but he al so knew the stone coul d give you the
power to destroy him So |ong ago he sought out the stone



and shattered it. This was his undoing: the pieces fell down
wel I's, were ploughed into fields, carved into neckl aces—
even fed to dragons. Each pi ece has the power of the

whol e and, once scattered, Mrrhlock coul d never gather

t hem t oget her again."

"And is he destroyed?"

"For the present he has retreated. Qur battles against
hi m have only begun, | fear. But they need not be your
battles."

"What do you nean?"

"You have a choice. You may cone to Chaneol and be

honored as our seer. Al our secret arts will be open to

you, and the anci ent runebooks. You will be prepared to

take your place as a high oracle. O, if it is what you want,
your otherworld sight can be taken fromyou, ana you may

go back into the world as an ordinary woman. But if you
choose Chaneol, you nmust come al one."

Caitlin nodded. "Wuld | be blind, then, if | chose to
remain in the world?"

"No, you would see and dream as ot her wonen do, but

you woul d not be able to nove between the dreamworld

and the waki ng one as you do now. " liliana paused. "You
woul d I ose all menmory of what has happened, of me and

of Chaneol, and of the tanner's son. No doubt that seens
unduly cruel, but if you were allowed to renenber even
alittle it would jeopardize our fight against the Pentacle.
The Badger is part of what you nmust forget if you do not
choose to join us."

"Then it is no choice at all."

"Have you not often wi shed your dreans away?"

"Daily! What good have they been to me? They never
spared me pain or warned ne of danger. \Wen they did
snow e the future it was contradictory. In one dream|l
woul d see nysel f | aughi ng, happy—n the next | would
see ny own death."

"The dreams mirrored your confusion. On Chaneol,

you can learn to master them to nmake them come at your
bidding, and to tell what will be fromwhat mght be."

"When nust | deci de?"

"I set sail for Chameol in a week's time. If you cone
at all, you rmust cone then."

Morni ng found the Badger seated at a table. He had
not been to bed, although he m ght have put his head on
his arms for an hour in the darkest part of the night.



He cut a very different figure than he had when he set

out for Mdorsedge on a | ate summer norni ng nont hs

before, his thoughts on the new life he woul d make as the

ri sing young apothecary. It would be too easy to say he

| ooked ol der, though he did. He was | eaner, and his face
bore the traces of travel through unfriendly climtes: briar
scratches, winter sunburn, and a glaze to his eyes as if he
could no longer sleep through the night—a trait found in
soldiers long after they have returned frombattle.

This nmorning the Badger's jaw glittered with a gold
stubble; there were lines around his eyes, and his hands
lay a certain way on the tabletop. He had not nerely
becone a man, he had becone nort al

In his hand he held two narbles, one blue and one

green. H's thoughts were on the fortune-teller in Mors-
edge. What had she sai d? He would nake a perilous jour-
ney and | ose what he val ued nost.

Caitlin had cone into the room and stood | ooking at

the marbles is the Badger's palm Suddenly she stepped
forward and scooped themup, as if to throw theminto

the fire. The Badger caught her hands and stopped her

and they struggled silently for a noment. Each soon saw
neit her was about to gain the upper hand, and the fistfight
generated into a kiss. The marbles fell from Caitlin's hand
and rolled forgotten into a knothole in the tabl etop, nest-
i ng together cockeyed.

The Badger broke away, and the | ook on his face so
appal l ed Caitlin she turned away.

"Don't—don't look at ne that way."

"Not you, ne! How can you stand to touch nme? \Wen
I think of what he said, it makes my flesh creep.”

Caitlin remenbered Myrrhl ock's version of the Bad-
ger's birth.

"You don't believe hin?"

"In ny heart | think I have always known and never
wanted to believe it. And | can never know it's not true.
Everyone who ever knew the truth is dead."

"What does it matter to you and to me? It is a terrible
thing, if it's true, but a thing of the past. Anything can be
forgotten. Love, look at ne." She gently turned his face

to hers. "I of all people know that."

"Don't you seer A nooncalf, that's what I am Now do
you see? The blood is bad, bad blood will tell. Mnsters
breed only nonsters.”

Caitlin said nothing. She was thinking how that norning
a drop of wax had curdled in the water of her basin,
maki ng the rune for acorn, and the one for kindle. How



to tell hinf

The Badger had set a w der space between them | ook-

ing at her soberly, as if to paint her every feature on his
brain. "I had cone to think that it was only a matter of

Wi nni ng you over, making you care. | never thought it

woul d nean gi ving you up."

Her heart was beating fast. "And are you? G ving ne
up?"

"It won't cone to that. You're going to Chaneol."
"Yes." To Chaneol, to the noon, fromwaking to

dreans. It is a terrible thing, sonetinmes, to watch sonmeone
you | ove asleep, Caitlin thought. It was as if you were

wat chi ng yoursel f, afraid your soul would not be able to
rejoin your body. Terrible, to be ever after al one, separate
even fromyoursel f, your own thoughts a stranger's.

"What will you do?" was all she said.

"I don't know. | won't say it doesn't matter; it does. But
I"'mnot sure | can care about it today."

Caitlin went to see the shutters and door were | atched.
When she turned, he saw her hands unl acing her shirt.

"I's that w se?"
"No, but I want to be foolish a last tine."
She came over to him her shirt slipping from her

shoul ders where her heavy hair should have |lain. He put
a hand up to touch the warmskin at the back of her neck

"I can't," he said, shaking his head.
But her Kkiss persuaded him and desire burned off the
last of his reluctance. He pulled her onto the narrow cot.

It was her turn to be reluctant. "Ch, no! Not a nun's
bed . . ."

Laughi ng and swearing he dragged the bl ankets onto
the floor. "Myself, | could |lie down on coals,"

It was sharp and sweet and not without grief. In the
end, too, there was no past and no future in that room
only the two of them

She realized she still had not told him

Qutside, Elric put his hand to the latch. He had a pro-
posal to put to the Badger, and he had not seen Caitlin
go in. liliana had; she appeared beside her brother and
gave a little shake of her head.

"Here, | wanted you anyway." She snapped a pair of



shears in her hand, sharp and handy jaws.

"Your hair wants cutting. No arguments!"”

In a few days they had reached Big RRm A ship was

found, one even the rats had abandoned. liliana was well

pl eased, and bought it for a niggling sum In the norning
the ship was nothing but an unseaworthy hul k; by late

aft ernoon, whether by skill or charm the ship shone,
straining at its noorings as if eager for the journey. The
sails billowed though there was no wind, and all along the
wat erfront people stopped to stare at the ship and her odd
crew. Every hand was a woman, her hair shorn from con-
vent or asylum

On the dock, Caitlin stood in the cape liliana had given
her, its bl ackness sweeping around her like the hair she

had given up. Elric, outfitted for hard riding, stood before
her and hel d out a box.

"A repaynent," he said, with a smle
In the box lay his copper hair, nested in the braided
bl ack coil of her own.

"When your hair is growmn to the length it was, we'll

nmeet again." He wanted to tell her of the bells that often
haunted his sleep, but Elric knew there was no saying it.
Sone vows he nust keep

liliana put her hand on Caitlin's shoulder. "Farewells
all said? The tide's not at ny bidding, and this one is on
the way out."

The Badger stood holding the bridle of his horse. Hs
eyes net Caitlin's.

"There have been enough farewells, | think."
"Yes," Caitlin agreed, thinking there was something in
his eyes she had not seen before. It nade himl ook Iike
Elric.

She did not know that Elric had held back part of the
nmeasure of her hair. A braided circlet of it cinched the
Badger's wrist, hard and bl ack as ebony, hidden by his
sl eeve.

The Badger was inpatient to nake a start, but Elric
wat ched until the ship was out of sight. He squinted a
little, looking into the sun

At last he swing into the saddl e and they headed out
of town. When they had reached the edge Elric reined in
his horse, turning to the Badger.

"Still want to go on?"



The Badger nodded. It was little enough to give up. H's
nane, Matthew Tannerson, was easy enough. It was not

as if he ever used it. And never having had a house or
nmoney he would hardly mss them The third requirenent
of the vows was the reason he had accepted Elric's offer
in the first place.

"I't's not nonkhood, mind," Elric said. "lIt's just that you
can never marry."

The Badger doubted he would want to, between dreans
of mooncal f children and dreans of —

"I'"'mready."

Looki ng, Elric thought for the first time that the odd
nane suited him At |last the Badger had the | ook of a
badger: a quick ani mal way of glancing around him

poi sed, keen, hungry. Yes, Elric thought, you are ready.
"Do you see those woods?"

"Yes."

"When we pass into their shadow, you will be a knight
of Chaneol . "

The Badger nodded.
"There will be no turning back," Elric warned.
"When is there ever?"

So the stabl eboy of Thirdnmoon See died that day, and

a kni ght of Chaneol was born. In the days that foll owed
the Badger learned to ride so that his horse's hoofprints
hid those of Elric's horse, and the path showed not hi ng

of their passing. As Motley picked his way through the
light snow, his rider hoped he would learn in tine to nake
his heart |ike the path: unmarred, betraying nothing of
trespassers there.

The Doubl e Dol phin made good tinme to Chaneol. lili-

ana and Caitlin stood together on the deck as the shroud
of mist fell away to show the island before them Wnna
cane up, yawning, and Caitlin took the child in her arns,
wr appi ng the cape around her. She was surprised when
l'iliana spoke.

"You are trying not to think of him That's not good.
You nust think of himoften, even speak of him Hearts
are nore fragile than glass, for glass resists acid."

"I wasn't thinking of him to tell the truth." To tell the
truth? The wax, then, a single drop, falling in the basin,
spinning a thread. Caitlin hugged Wnna cl oser

The dol phins canme up to the side of the ship to greet
them |eaping fromthe waves in the mst, calling their



greeting. The crew pressed to the rail
"See, Wnna?" said liliana. "Your new hone."

Wnna's lip trenbled, and she raised a troubled face to
Caitlin. "Wn | see them again, ny nother and father?"

Suddenly Caitlin had a clear vision of herself sitting in
an arbor in autum. There was a cradle at her feet, and
Abagtha's ol d book of spells lay open in her |ap. Before
her the | eaves of the arbor shook, giving up a figure
dressed like a thief and wearing the face she | oved best
in all the world.

"Yes," she said to Wnna. "You will see themagain. I'm
sure of it."

The d ass Sal anander
THE CHO CE

A tall, dark figure in a cape stood at the rail of the Double
Dol phin, gazing out at the sea in a pose of princely nedita-
tion. Then the figure turned, swaying to keep bal ance on

t he deck of the pitching ship, and one could see it was a
young wonman, her hair cropped at the nape and curling

softly in the salt wind off the sea. But what was nost
startling was the sight of her eyes, one blue and one green
set like jewels in her pale face, focused now on sone

scene only they could see, out over the waves.

What those remarkabl e eyes saw was a rider on a pie-

bal d horse, a golden head flashi ng between the white snow
and the black trunks of winter trees. Lines, traces of harsh
weat her and harsh travel, made his young face seem ol der
than it was. If his eyes saw sone vision before them ot her
than the snowy path, the rider's face did not betray it.

The young wonman hung her head over the rail, suddenly
di zzy, not from seasi ckness but a stab of |oneliness.
Though her eyes were the eyes of a seer, and the Doubl e
Dol phi n was bearing her to Chaneol and to an education
as an oracle, the young wonan had no i dea when she
woul d ever see the rider again.

It was only a few days ago that she had stood before
t he queen of Chaneol, had stood before a choice.

"You may cone to Chaneol and be honored as our

seer. Al our secret arts will be open to you, and the
anci ent runebooks. You will be prepared to take your place
as a high oracle. O, if it is what you really want, your
ot herworl d sight can be taken fromyou, and you may go
back into the world as an ordi nary worman. But if you
choose Chaneol, you nmust come al one."

Caitlin nodded. "Wuld | be blind, then, if | chose to
remain in the world?"

"No, you would see and dream as ot her wonen do, but



you woul d not be able to nove between the dreamnorld

and the waki ng one as you do now." The queen of Cha-

nmeol paused. "You would also lose all menory of what

has happened, of me and of Chanmeol, and of the tanner's
son. That will seemunduly cruel to you, but if you were
allowed to remenber even a little it woul d jeopardize our
fight against Myrrhlock. The Badger is part of what you
must forget if you do not choose to join us."

In the end, it had been no choice at all

Far off, the rider on his piebald mount shivered. He

had only just taken the vows of a knight of Chameol, thus
surrendering his real name, his noney and hone, and the
right ever to marry.

"I't's not nonkhood, mind," Elric had said. "It's just that
you can never take a wife."

The Badger had nodded. He had no home and not hi ng

to his nane except his nane; it had not been much to
give up. If he could have, he would have surrendered his
menory with it.

1

THE HAUNTI NG OR
VWHAT AILED H M

Sl eep, when it came to the Badger at all, was at best a
catnap fromwhich he woke stiff and cursing, at worst a
night's vigil spent westling with denons.

Every night it was the sane. He had tried gin, a tea

brewed of poppies, even the weird, aromatic pipe of man-
drake. He had cast hinmself |ike a man shi pwecked on the
shores of a countess's bed, followed innkeepers' daughters
up the ladder to the loft as if to oblivion. He haunted the
al l eys where half-w tches sold spells of forgetful ness; on
their counsel he had begged a cup of madmen's piss from

t he keeper at the asylumgate, had drunk it down with

the ashes froma |lock of hair. Wen he had retched the

foul toddy up again he swore of f debauchery and took up

sel f-denial, going for days wi thout water, food, or sleep
shaving his head so that only a rough gilt glittered on his
scal p and chin.

But every night it was the same, and this night no differ-
ent fromthe others. As soon as his eyes closed in sleep
t he ghost canme to spoil his rest, so that he woke in a

sweat, damming the name and face of her who would give
hi m no peace.

Elric watched this and said nothing. Wiat good woul d

it do to say forget her, when the wetch would sell his
soul to do that very thing? So, for the time being, Elric
suffered the Badger his exotics and purgatives. After all
hadn't there been a time when he had done the sane

hi nsel f? And, too, the elder nman wondered how nuch the



younger one really wanted to forget her, for around his
wrist the Badger wore still a braided circlet of that natch-
| ess ebony-and-indigo hair.

It was odd to think that only a few nonths ago circum
stances had found the conpanions in a convent far to the
north, playing a dire gane of cat-and-nouse through the
stalls and lofts of the temple. He had found hinself; Elric
renenbered, in a nun's habit, the Badger's knife poised

at his throat. That m sunderstandi ng had been cl eared up
and they had now spent nine nmonths in the saddle, the
Badger playing pupil to Elric's tutor, learning the arts of
di sgui se and artifice that were their trade and profession

Sone knights there were, the Badger knew, who studied
archery, falconry, and fencing. "No such education for
you," Elric had said, setting the Badger to work by the
fire with pots of paint, black and white and red, to change
hinsel f from horse thief to i nnkeeper to prince and back
again. He taught the Badger to m x the uncanny, unrelia-
bl e potion that could change his blue eyes to black or
nmerely make himsick as a dog. Other times Elric would

| ounge by the fire, a switch in one hand, while the Badger
stood stork-fashion on a nearby anthill. At the slightest
nmoverrent of the Badger's foot, Elric would tap the anthil
with the wand to excite the red swarmwi thin. A variation
of this exercise involved painting the Badger's upper lip
wi th honey and bidding himsit inpassive while the wasps
cane to collect it.

"Torturer," the Badger nuttered once, early on
through a badly swollen Iip.

"Not at all,"” Elric said, lighting his pipe and offering
the Badger a clove poultice in a red-checkered handker -
chief. "You nust |learn these things, absorb themutterly,

or the lack of themcould kill you. Atwitch of the lip, a
sneeze, a careless footfall could be your undoing. We're
t he opposite of nost knights, you and I. W can't wear

our colors for all to see.™

Now t hey were journeying through the fens and

mar shes of Oncenoon, where there had been reports of

haunti ngs of another kind. Wrd had reached Chaneol of

a nerchant, respected in the town for his sobriety, who
had fastened a five piglet to his head and insisted it was
a hat. In another incident, a judge had seal ed the w ndows
and door of her house with pastry while her fanmly slept.
More cause for anusenent than alarm except for the

young girl, clad in nothing but swanthistle and rushfl ower,
who had wandered off into the marsh and was presuned
drowned. |ndeed, nost of the sufferers seemed to be chil -
dren: Reports had reached Chaneol of children worried

and bitten by unseen denons. liliana, Queen of Chaneol,
had di spatched the two knights to see what could be nade
of it.

They were ready to set out when Elric found the Bad-
ger, his head wapped in buttered cheesecl oth, about to



lay his head on the hot coals and "roast the ghost out,
and realized things had gone far enough

"Come on," he said, hauling the Badger to his feet and
unwi ndi ng the turban, "you're no good to me if your
brain's been roasted |ike a chestnut."

Elric knew a conjurer who lived in the marsh, and he
brought the Badger to her, careful to let himthink it was
their mssion for Chaneol that called themthere.

Gisaudra watched Elric row the boat toward the snall

i sl and where a hut accommpdated herself, a cat, and sone
wild pigs trained to nose out edible roots fromthe narsh.
The conjurer of Oncenpbon Marsh was ugly, not in a nan-

ner to arouse di sgust, but because she cane so close to
being not ugly at all. She was waith-thin, an urchin's

hei ght, with hair grey before its tinme that stood up al ong
her scalp as if singed. One eye, through birth or accident,
was swol | en shut, the other was peculiarly clear and bright,
as if it held the vision of both. Gisaudra had taken the

bl ade of a sword in the face as a girl and lived, and the
scar cleft her nmouth fromear to chin.

But the sorcerer's voice made up for all that, a sweet,
sad nusic that had once brought tears to an executioner's
eyes. It was a pity, Elric thought, that Gisaudra of
Oncenoon Marsh did not say much. A blind man or two

m ght have fallen in love with her

Gi saudra nodded without really listening to the Bad-

ger's inquiries about the drowned girl. \Wile the Badger
was meking fast the boat, Elric had slipped into the hut

to whi sper his real purpose in com ng. Now Gisaudra
studied her patient with interest, noting the haunted stare
of the eyes without seeing their fetching blue. She read
the Badger's eyes for a long nonent, as if gathering from
their depths the particulars she needed for this illusion
Then, turning to the fire, Gisaudra spoke.

"I didn't see the girl you describe. Waring only swan-
thistle, you say? Too prickly a petticoat, to ny taste." Wth
her back turned, Grisaudra quietly took up a wand of

bi rchwood. She struck the side of the chimmey with it, and

a fluttering, batlike cloud of soot flewinto the Badger's
face. From her pocket. Gisaudra renoved a droppered

vial of m xed venom blood, and tears. The Badger tried

to twist away as she seized his head in a purposeful grip.

"What's that?"

"Salve for the sting. Look up."

Coughi ng and rubbing his eyes, the Badger allowed the
conjurer to mnister to him Gisaudra put a hand to the

side of the Badger's head, steadying it for the drops, her
pal mslyly readi ng the knobs or his skull, the |edger of



his menory.

Elric drewinto the corner. He had seen this once

before, and the nenory still nade himshiver. The snoke
clung only to the Badger's face, leaving Elric's eyes clear
to take in the unfolding scene.

The Badger swore as the drops went in, trying to dash

the stinging stuff away. Then, through the rosy mmin his
eyes, he got a look at Gisaudra and blinked in disbelief.
He nmurnmured a nane and with it sonething between a

curse and a prayer, putting out a hand and raking his
fingers through the air by Gisaudra's shoul ders, as though
somet hing lay there, heavy and indi go, besides her rough
garment. Gisaudra let herself be pulled into his arms and
struggled for only a nonent before she | et the Badger

close the inch that separated his nouth from hers.

Bef ore she canme to the marsh Gi saudra had made her

hone among a troupe of vagabond actors and acrobats

and, before that, dressed as a boy, anong the hired swords
of the border wars of Tenthmoon. It was as much her
dramatics as the drops that enabled her to work her magic.
Seeing her from behind, as the Badger spread his cloak

on the rush floor of the hut, even Elric could believe she
was Caitlin.

Elric went outside to have a pipe. It was nore norning
than ni ght when Grisaudra finally joined him He passed
her the pipe, for which she was grateful

"He'll sleep now, ten hours, 1'd say, maybe nore." She
darted hima glance through a weath of clove snoke.
"I't'll be extra this tine, you Know. Triple for anything past

a lass—and it went rather beyond that."

"Of course," Elric said.

Her eyes were off, through the bracken to the noon.

"Well, you know how I dislike it. Besides, my shirt's rent."
She squared her thin shoul ders agai nst some nmenory, or
against the chill. It occurred to Elric that the welt on her

face was the |l east of Gisaudra' s scars.

When t he Badger awoke, he showed no surprise at find-

ing himself in Gisaudra's hut, no nenory of his del usion
of the day before, and no trace of his past ailnment. He
gave Gisaudra a piece of silver in payment for bed and
breakfast, which nade her color with enbarrassnent.

Whil e those dosed with the drops were usually content
nmerely to gaze upon their heart's desire, Gisaudra nore
than occasionally was called to lay down her body to effect
a cure. It was all right in her mnd, as long as the "suffer-
ers," as she thought of them did not pay her. \Wen the
Badger had gone outside to untie the boat, Gisaudra
pressed the noney into Elric's hand. He took it wi thout



saying a word, but later, when she had watched t he boat
di sappear into the msts, Gisaudra found another coin in
t he corner, beneath her sl eeping cat.

That night, as she slept al one, strange visions from her
patient's nenory played thenselves out in her dreams. A
young wonan, hair cropped and dressed for hard riding,

knelt in the surf at the base of a cliff. The sane figure,
but her hair past her waist this tine, wearing a collar and
manacl es of Dells. And again, sitting in a maze, wearing a
green dress, blue rushes in her hair.

Gisaudra rose and lit a lamp of firefly weed. In the
greenish light it gave she roused yesterday's fire and, when
the kettle boiled, brewed sone sage tea—good for disor-

ders of the brain and trenbling of the |linmbs. She went

back to bed and i ndeed dreanmed no nore that night, lying
awake instead, feeling all over again the desperate

enbrace, the rasp of his unshaven chin on her throat, and
how hot she had felt, there on the cold rush floor

Gi saudra rubbed her head; all entw ned, they had

roll ed under the table, and she had cracked her noggin.
Funny, she hadn't felt it at the tine. Now she was going
to have a nice, egg-sized lunp there. Silly fellow What-
ever had there been for himto cry about, afterward, unti
he fell asleep in her arns?

The two knights reined in their horses and asked direc-
tions of some children who were swarm ng over the roof
of a house.

Elric hefted his purse. "There's sonething in here for
the one who can tell me the way to the shoemaker."

A freckled girl with skinned knees shinnied down the
wat er spout, barely on the ground before her hand was out
for paynent.

"It's dowmn the hill, by the granary what was all burned
up." Seeing that the purse was not forthcomng, the girl
hopped fromfoot to foot inpatiently and added hopeful |y,
"It's an old brick house, you'll see, with green shutters."”
This won her the purse and the half pound of |enbn drops

i nside, gold enough to make her the richest child there—

and to nake her lose interest instantly and conpletely in
pastry, even if it did come fromthe roof of a house.

They found the shoemaker's by follow ng the snmell of

wet ashes. Three doors down from the burned-out shel

of the granary, they turned in at a house with green shut-
ters and a shingle in the shape of a shoe.

By the fire an aproned wonan sat bent over her work.
The Badger called out, "WIIl you tell the cobbler we are
here to see hinP"



The woman turned, and they saw she wore an apron
of leather, and that she held not her darning, but a |ast
and aw .

"When | was made a widow, | was nade a cobbler

too," she said, setting the half-finished shoe down on the
bench and waving a hand to sone chairs. "Forgive nme: |
have given up nmore wifely things; | think | can still boil
water. Can | give you a cup of sonething hot?"

A teapot was hunted up that, when the dust was washed

off, revealed itself to be blue. The cobbl er considered the
Badger's question, or she m ght have been reading the
pattern of |eaves swirling in the hot water. As if to put a
lid on her thoughts, she quickly covered the teapot and
poured out the tea, answering.

"It was the geese we noticed first. O Tillie noticed
them running around the yard as if a fox, or a fox from
hell, were after them The next day the whole flock was
dead.

"Then we all cane down with the fever. And Tillie

nursed us all. | helped with the sheets and the gruel, unti
| came down with it, too. Wen the fever finally broke,

she was gone. Sonmeone had seen her wandering in the

marsh, it seens." The cobbl er | aughed, put up a hand to
cover a crooked smile, her eyes bright with tears.

"My Tilda! You never saw a child nore sober, as practi -
cal, less given to fancy. And beautiful —ahat puzzles ne
is, if she was wearing nothing but sone thistledown when
she wal ked into the marsh, why half the men in the county
didn't walk in after her."

The cobbl er suddenly gave a cry and dropped the piece

of | eather she had been hol di ng. She had not been working
her shoemaker's awl into the |eather, as she meant to, but
into the flesh of her palm

How wi I | she manage now, Elric wondered as they |eft
her, her hand bandaged, staring into the fire. The Badger
cursed, spun on his heel, and went back into the house.

"Forgi ve me—+ woul d not press you except that it may
prove useful. How did your husband die?"

The wonman | ooked up. "Fighting the fire in the granary,
| ast harvest. And what have we had since then but rain?"

The Badger could bring hinself to ask her no nore
qguestions, only drew the wine within her reach, as she
asked, and left her.

After he had swung into the saddl e, they rode awhile
in silence.

"What an awful thing," the Badger said at last, "to |ose
first one to fire and another to water."



They doubl ed back to the judge's house, where the

bel eaguer ed husband had just chased the |ast of the chil-
dren off the roof with a broomand a volley of coal. H's
wife, he told them was greatly inproved

"She's finally gone off to sleep—three weeks wi thout so
much as a wink, and if she wasn't plastering the roof or
painting the floors with al nond water and egg white, sing-

i ng hey-nonny-non, and then hey-nonny backward ..."

The judge's husband | eaned on the broom handle. "W' ve

only just got the youngest unsewn fromthe cradle. And

the snmell. W haven't been able to get it out of the house."

"A snmel |l ?" asked Elric.

"Well, | hate to say it. You see, normally my wife is the
sweet est of wonen, and sweet snelling. But the whole

time she was ailing she sweated like a blacksnmith. It ran
of f her—we had to change her bedcl ot hes every hour, and

| had to boil themto get the smell out. Like dead mce,
dead nmice in a chanber pot."

"This | asted three weeks?"

"Yes. It began just after the harvest. The town counci
had just sent over her salary, a sack of grain for the next
quarter. | remenber, she conplained it seened |like

sweepings off the threshing floor. My wife is a very partic-
ul ar worman. "

"What to make of it?"

The knights had nmade their way to the town's only tav-
ern, the Bandit's Thunb. The nmulled ale could not totally
di spel the chill that gripped the Badger as he thought of
the waters of the marsh closing over the girl's eyes, over
her mout h.

Elric shook his head. "I can't say | see any diabolical
agent at work. But | can't believe they all took |eave of
their senses out of coincidence.”

"They all said the sanme thing: the sl eepl essness, burning
and freezing by turns, hallucinations. Someone or sone-
thing is at work init. | just don't understand how it could
affect themall so differently and not touch the rest of

t he househol d. "

"There's sonething we don't know yet, a missing piece.
Here—there' ve been some reports in Twi nmoon. Per haps
we'll | earn what we need there."

The two kni ghts rode out al ong the high road, the Bad-

ger on the piebald, Mitley, Elric on a roan mare. One of
the carts bound for nmarket caught the Badger's eye; there
was sonet hing about its cargo. Nothing am ss, really, just
very odd. It was the way the sacks were piled strangely
upright in alnost human forms, and the strange way the



driver sat, as if he were Death hinself.

As their horses drew al ongside the cart, the Badger had

to laugh at hinself. They weren't sacks of grain after all,
or not all of them They were beggars in sackcl oth.
"Lepers,"” said Elric. He chirruped to his nount and

urged her forward with his heels, and the Badger foll owed,
as Elric had nmeant himto. It would do no good, the red-
hai red kni ght had thought, for the Badger to | ook too hard.
Each of the lepers wore a bell fastened around the neck,
and the last thing Elric wanted was for the Badger to

rel apse into his haunted state.

But Elric was wong after all. They were not bells but
smal I, holl ow gl obes of blue glass. And whatever else the

silent figures in sackcloth were, they were not |epers. The
cart hit a rut in the road, and the jolt |oosened the hood
of one of the silent human cargo. The hood fell back to
reveal a face unmarred by | eprous |lesions, a face so
uncomonly beautiful that if its owner had wal ked into
Oncemoon Marsh, a man would |ike as not walk in after

her. Her hair was the color of clouded honey, and there
were broken twi gs of swanthistle caught init.

The driver was gaunt and grimfaced, his countenance
remarkable for the utter coldness of its eyes and the hare-
lip that split the mouth. He turned in his seat, barely
taking his eyes fromthe road, and raised the hood once
nore so that the face and its beauty were eclipsed by
sackcl oth. Then the cart and its strange freight continued
on into Twi nnmoon

2

THE SECRET, OR
VWHAT CAI TLI N KNEW

The Queen of Chaneol sat on her bal cony, her bronze
hair falling out of the braided circlet that was her only
crowmn. A small table on her left held sealing wax, a paper

knife, an inkwell, and a nmound of unanswered nessages.
Atwin table on her right held her cold tea and sone
fruit, bitten once and forgotten. liliana gazed out over the

orchards to the sea, absently stroking a bird in her |ap
t he pigeon that had brought her nmorning' s nmail.

In the distance, off the swells where the sea-flax grew,
liliana could see bobbing a dozen or so sleek black Boats
of the kind the fishernmen used to mark their nets. liliana
sat up straighter, then rang a little bell on the left-hand
table. A young girl appeared silently in the doorway.
"Fetch ny spyglass,” liliana ordered, "and here—take
this." She pressed the pigeon into the girl's hands.

A few nonents later liliana | owered the spyglass with
a low yes! of triunph. The seals had returned fromtheir
Wi nter pastures in other waters to birth their pups in the



seas off Chaneol. liliana threw off her shawl ana drew on
a heavy, waterproof cloak

"Mparta, lida, come quickly! And lilsa, put on a kettle
of soup. You had better make it fish," she shouted back
over her shoul der, already running down to the beach

As the queen and her handwonen goat - st epped down

the slick stairs carved out of the cliff face, they could see
that one of the seals had separated fromthe rest and was

swi mming toward the rocky surf. A cry reached them half

seal bark, half human | aughter. The seal cleared the sharp
rocks with inborn skill, then collapsed in the shallows, sud-
denly hel pl ess and cl unsy out of the water.

liliana reached the creature first. It seened to have
been deforned by sone accident, its flippers and tail nis-
shapen, torn in a net or in a sea dragon's jaws. The sea
raised its head and gave liliana a knowi ng | ook. It had
human eyes, one blue as the sky, one green as the sea.
liliana knelt by it and with a knife began to cut through
t he gl eam ng bl ack-and-silver pelt.

And it was not a seal, after all, but a young woman.

Under the tar that coated her face she was naturally pale,
made unnaturally so by her winter's sojourn in the cold
sea wWith the seals. She had been sewn into a seal's pelt
tighter than her own skin, a layer of mutton fat her only
undergarnent. The reek was fierce. They washed her

there on the beach and threw her chattering into a heavy
wool en robe before hauling her up in a pulley and basket
to the top of the cliff, where a wagon was waiting.

They brought her back to the nodest | ow white buil d-

ings that were the island s palace. There Caitlin was fed
hot soup, which liliana had to send back for nmore crab
claws and fish heads before it would suit Caitlin's sea
tastes. It took a week before her seal voice began to fade
and they coul d again fathom her speech, and even then

when extraordinarily excited or anused, she would now

and again | apse into barking.

At the end of the week liliana appeared in Caitlin's
roomw th a strange parcel: two |arge shells bound in
sea-fl ax.

"This was left for you on the beach."

Caitlin turned the contents out into her lap: sonme irides-
cent fish scales; a piece of black coral polished by the sea

into the shape of a seal; sonme coins crusted green, kings
made into ogres by tine and salt water. Curious, liliana
reached over and turned over one |last object. It alone was
not of the sea, and it al one was unchanged by it: a |ong-
dead gl assworker's brag-pi ece, a glass sal amander, all red-
and- purpl e transparency, curled in on itself as if in sleep

"This is fromthe El der Age," liliana said.



Caitlin nodded, rubbing the glass so it w nked. Her own
treasure, a cat anulet, had been lost in the sea. "It's a
seer's glass."

Caitlin had conme to Chaneol to become a seer. Raised

by a witch in the heart of the Wirdwod, she had

endured a cat's belling at the hands of villagers, spending
t he remai nder of her girlhood on a barren noor, making

her home in an ancient warrior's barrow

Her promise had survived all that, had survived trials

at the hands of the ancient and powerful necromancer,
Myrrhl ock, though for her first weeks at Chaneol, Caitlin
had left a light burning all night beside her bed.

When the night terrors had ceased, liliana had sum
nmoned Caitlin to begin her apprenticeship, the honing of
her gift. In the beginning, Caitlin had had her doubts.

"You want me to nake cheese?"

liliana's laughter had pealed in the underground
chanber.

"Don't tell ne you've never divined with cheeses? Ch,
someone, hand her a dowsing fork, and we'll dig a well of

butterm I k!I'" The queen sat on a barrel, chuckling.

Caitlin put her hands on her hips. "Well, what am|

supposed to think?" liliana had wakened her at dawn, bade
her put on a snmock and tie her head in a white cloth, and
handed her a small, curved knife, for all the world as if

they were going to cut m stletoe.

"The cloth is to keep your hair out of the mlk, and the
knife's for tasting. Here, work at this a few weeks, and if
you can in truth tell ne you've |earned nothing worth-
whil e, you can stop."

For a nonth, then, she had | abored in the cheese cav-
erns, learning to nmix the mlk and rennet, to salt and strain

the curd, to know by a rap of her knuckles on a red whee
of cheese if it was ready to be rolled up out of the dark
to the table. One day Caitlin cast off the snbock and ker-
chi ef and went knocking at liliana's door.

"I have had enough."

liliana was at her sew ng; her shears nade a light, dis-
approving click as she set them down. "Ch? Wat nakes

you think so?"

"This morning | found nyself talking to a cheese."

"And? Did it answer you?"

"It's funny—t did, inits way." Caitlin had |ong divined

with candle wax in a basin of water, but in her lonely
weeks al one underground she had started to see runes



everywhere, in the swirling mlk as she stirred it, in the
curds that formed, in the red-and-black wax in which she
enrobed the great wheels. They had spelled out her secret,
declared the thing that she must, for now, tell no one.

"What am | to try next?" she asked liliana. "W ne
maki ng?"
"Not quite." And liliana had held up to the light the

gl ossy seal skin.

From Caitlin's wi ndow there was no sign of the storms

that had worried the straits of Chaneol all winter. From

t he bal cony of her bedchanber she coul d see the fleecy
waves skip to the base of the cliff and back again, |ike the
lanbs in the nmeadows above. The trees of the orchards

were lively with birds, and there were new foal s anong

the herd of wild horses that cane by nmponlight to graze

on the salt grass. In the greying of the night Caitlin woke
to the whickering of mare to colt. Once she was roused,

the snmell of the night-Dbloom ng vine outside her w ndow
kept her awake until dawn.

For spring had not come to Caitlin's heart; it was heavy
and cold, cracked open with swelling ice. She could not
seemto get warm even on these bal nmy nights, and when
she pressed a hand to her heart it felt sore. She did not
try any of the renedies, the herbs and charns, at her

di sposal . She knew what ailed her, knew where the cure

| ay, knew the cure was the one thing she could never seek

out. How could she forget the Badger, when every day
her body was being renade with the nenory of hin®

Among the seals, she had felt some relief. Anchored fast

in a bed of sea-flax ampbng the sleeping clan, she had for-
gotten human speech, had dreaned seal dreans. One of

the seals had beconme as infatuated with her as any hunman

| over and was not content unless Caitlin took fish fromhis
mout h and sl ept all night beneath the watery stars, clinging
fast to his fur, her face pressed to his bristly cheek. Now
when she wal ked al ong the beach, Caitlin could hear him
crying, calling for her in the seal name she had taken
Sonetimes, in her dreans, Caitlin was in the Badger's

arnms again, but he had a seal's face. Just as often she
clung in her dreanms to the seal, only to have himturn on
her a bl ue-eyed, hunan gaze.

Caitlin turned fromthe wi ndow and peevi shly took up

her hairbrush, lashing at her hair as if she nmeant to teach
it alesson. Wth each stroke she muttered a charm a spel
for | engthening, but she forgot to say a charm agai nst tan-
gl es. Her brush caught on a snarl and with an oath Caitlin
hurl ed the brush at the door

It missed liliana by a hair's breadth. Wth a cluck of
her tongue the bronze-haired queen of Chanmeol shook
the ivory brush at her apprentice.

"Now, now! You know the rules! No spell casting during



your probation, not even to make your hair grow faster."

Caitlin turned anay with a scow and quickly drew on

a robe to hide her softly swelling middle fromliliana's

sharp eyes. She had been | ucky no one had noticed on

t he beach, when they had cut her out of the seal skin. But
al ready she thought her tutor was suspicious of Caitlin's
newf ound passion for cake and sweets, her sudden | oathing
of being attended when she dressed and bat hed.

liliana | ooked thoughtfully at her young oracle-in-the-
maki ng. "We'll slap your archery and geonetry this norn-
ing. | think the best thing for you would be a nice, |azy
breakfast in the garden.”

Under the spreading branches of a tree in bloom liliana
pulled Caitlin's favorite chair into a sun-dappled spot and

piled it high with cushions. Once Caitlin was settled, lili-
ana produced bowl s of scalding tea, a platter of buttered
toast, and a covered dish. Her stomach had been fickle
lately, but suddenly Caitlin was starving.

"Ah—that snells wonderful. Wat is it?"

l'iliana whisked the cover away to reveal calves' brains

and pigs' feet on a bed of tripe. Caitlin sprang up with a
cry of disgust, but the wave of nausea beat her to the
hedge. For several mnutes she was violently sick. liliana
silently chafed her wists and, when Caitlin seemed sone-
what recovered, hel ped her back to her chair. Someone

had renoved the covered dish. liliana seized Caitlin's chin
and turned her face gently, but firmy, to her own.

"How far gone?"

Caitlin twisted away. "I don't know what you nean."

"Ch, but | think you do, nmy girl. |I wasn't sure until this
norni ng, and even then | thought we'd better have a little
test. Normally, you have a cool enough head and a strong
enough stomach. But then, things aren't quite normal with
you, are they?"

Caitlin sighed. "About four nmonths, by ny reckoning."
liliana nodded thoughtfully. "WII you tell hinP"

Caitlin folded a napkin into smaller and smaller trian-
gl es. "How can | ?"

"He could be found, if that was what you wanted. But
that is not what | asked you."

There were no nen on Chaneol ; the price of beconing
a seer had been to | eave her past, and the Badger, behind.

"And if it is a boy?" Caitlin said, lifting her head. "WII
you put himoff the island, to live with the seal s?"



"You know the answer to that as well as | do." No boy
was made to | eave his nother until his voice had changed.

Caitlin fell silent. She did not tell liliana that, gazing
into the sal anander gl ass, she had seen a fine, black-haired
baby boy, that she had next seen an enpty cradle.

It was harvest tinme once nore when she was delivered

of her son. liliana placed him black-headed as a seal, in
Caitlin's arns. He howed. liliana beaned and covered
her ears.

"Ah, what a wonderful racket."

Caitlin smled. "He favors his father in that, at |east."”
The child had his nother's dark | ooks but not, to Cait-
lin"s relief, her seer's eyes.

"They' re al nost al ways passed from nmot her to daugh-

ter," liliana said. She was braiding Caitlin's hair into a
heavy rope, weaving in a silver ribbon as she went. The

child slept in a basket at Caitlin's feet. He was three weeks
ol d, and she had not been able to settle on a suitable

nane. It had beconme a great contest anong everyone on

the island. Caitlin was opening dozens of the paper tw sts
that collected every day in a designated jar outside the
buttery.

"Ugh," she said, tossing theminto the fire as she went.
Wth one foot she jiggled the basket lightly. "Listen to
these! Derward, Galt, Adalard. Sweet heaven, what

names!"

An ol d woman drew near. She was new to the island;

her fisherman husband, sorely tried by her quarrel-
soneness, had set her adrift. Her face was red w thout
bei ng rosy, her hands sharp w t hout being ninble. She
burned the bread and the shirts alike and was as usel ess
at gardeni ng as she was at weaving. At |ast, out of despera-
tion nore than pity, Caitlin had agreed to have her as a
maid while the child was nursing. The ol d wonan

squeezed one of her pawl i ke hands into the jar and drew
out a paper twist. It had a singed look, as if it had been
snat ched out of the ashes, where Caitlin had thrown it.

Oh, why wound her feelings, Caitlin thought. It can't hurt
to read it again. She opened the paper tw st.

"Bram " she read.

"Alittle black bird," liliana said, taking the paper from
Caitlin's hand. "That he is, certainly."” The queen of Cha-
meol wrinkled her brow Bram It neant a black bird, but
whet her a bl ackbird or a crow, liliana couldn't renenber.
It neant sonething, if she could only renmenber what.

There was a book in the library sonmewhere, if she could

put her hands on it. The makeshift nursemaid had put in

a stint there, too, nore's the pity, and liliana was not at

all sure where the book of nanes was. But what did it
matter? Looking at Caitlin's face, liliana could see the



matter was settled, and she swall owed the mld caution
t hat had been on her Iips.

Caitlin jiggled the basket with her foot. "Well, what do
you think, ny fellow? Are you a Bran?" The baby opened
his eyes and gazed solemly at his nother. She lifted him
out to kiss him Bram she thought. Bram She | aughed
sheepi shl y.

"How silly—but he's quite sinply a Bram"

The ol d woman | aughed and showed her bad teeth. She

pi cked some hot cinders out of the fire, even though they
burned her fingers; she used themto singe the hairs on
her chin. The old woman's nanme, which no one coul d
seemto remenber, was Ordella, an elf-sword, sonething
otherworl dly and sharp

Caitlin woke the next norning with the feeling that
somet hing was wong. She lay in bed, listening for a
nonment before she realized Bram had not cried to be fed.
That old woman, Caitlin thought, has been giving hima
sugar teat, and I've told her tinme and tine again she's
not to.

She got out of bed and got the baby from his cradle.

"Look at you," she said, shaking her head. "That Odella's
got you swaddl ed so tight you |l ook Iike a |oaf of bread
fromthe baker." She unw apped his dark head and put
himto her breast.

But it wasn't Bram It was a goblin baby. Its ears were
pointed, its conplexion a little too ruddy, but nost of al
it had yellow cat's eyes and small, sharp teeth. It did not
cry but regarded her with a goblin's dispassion through

| arge eyes of nolten gold.

The househol d was roused and the pal ace searched, but

O del l a had vani shed without a trace. It was renenbered

t hat when she had been di scovered adrift in the fishing
boat, Ordella had in her possession a w cker eel trap, just
the size for concealing a goblin child. liliana received the
news grimy, her eyes red-rimed. Alittle sweet gum and

thistle to pacify the baby, and no one would think to search
an eel trap.

Caitlin herself was beyond tears. She stood | ooking at
the changeling, where it lay in Bram s basket, and terror
sei zed her heart. WII they keep himwarn? How will they
feed hin? she wonder ed.

"How wi || we feed hin?" she heard hersel f say al oud.

liliana | ooked at her strangely. "It will take mlk, if it

can get it. But it would be better to give it alittle beef
broth. It's not a human child, Caitlin. It's not of this world
at all. You must be careful of it."



When some broth had been warned and brought, Cait-

lin reached over and renoved the thistle teat fromthe
changel i ng' s nout h. Somehow, she thought it would not
bite.

3
CHANCELI NGS

Every norning, when the first pale bars of light slanted

t hrough the shutters and fell on her pillow, Caitlin would
rise sleepless fromher bed. Silently and swiftly she
dressed, slipped the glass sal anander into the pocket of
her cl oak, and stepped over the nastiff asleep in her

door way.

Over the fields she went, through the high salt grass

wet with mst, follow ng the sighing of the waves down to

the sea. There, for hours on end, she renained as

noti onl ess as the rock on which she sat, deaf to everything
but the surf on the rocks, blind to everything but the seer's
gl ass she hel d cupped in her hands.

For a long string of days the glass refused to speak
Caitlin began to think her seer's gift was gone, lost to her
now as the seal's speech that nocked her. Perhaps it was

not a real seer's glass after all, but a clever fraud; after
all, the Elder Age had had its talented sw ndl ers al ong
with its skilled artisans. One norning Caitlin's patience
cane to an end, and she raised her hand, poised to return
the seer's glass to the waves that had given it up

"It seens you speak only to seals. Well, they can have
you!"

The vision struck her with the force of an icy wave so
that she nearly dropped the sal amander. What the seer's
gl ass chose to show her at long | ast was Bram cradled in
a pair of arns. But they were not the arms of the Necro-
mancer, at |east not Myrrhlock in any shape he liked to
take. These arns seened living marble, pale and cold as
frost on glass, bones as light and snmall as a humm ng-
bird' s—and were those w ngs behi nd?

Caitlin |l eaped up fromthe rock, the wi nd tuggi ng back

t he hood of her cloak, setting her hair |eaping about her
face like an unruly dog, dark and sleek. The wind tore her
voi ce fromher throat as she let |oose a shout of twin
relief and frustration. Myrrhlock didn't have Bram-but

who di d?

liliana listened carefully as Caitlin related the vision the
gl ass sal amander had shown her. Wen she had fi ni shed,

t he queen of Chaneol sat a noment in silence, as if a

stone wei ghed on her tongue and nmade it too heavy for
speech. At |ast she sighed and spoke.

"Caitlin, how rmuch sl eep have you gotten since Bram
was taken?"

"What has that got to do with it?" Caitlin's color was



already high fromthe salt air, her hair wild around her
face, and she pushed it back, suddenly aware that she
nmust | ook and sound nore than a little like a frantic
not her gone mad. "So you think this is all a fantasy
brought on by too nuch worry and too little sleep?”

liliana snmled and shook her head, putting up a hand

to snmooth the furrows fromCaitlin's brow "No one is
denyi ng your seer's gift. But you nust question whet her

you are summoni ng what you want your eyes to show you.
Myrrhl ock was nearly destroyed by you. W know he is
abroad again. W have reports of his doings. In his weak-
ened state he dares not strike at you. But your child: That
is another matter; that would be a sweet revenge indeed.
Does it matter in the end whether the agent was Ordell a

or this creature with wings?" liliana's nmouth trenbl ed, and
her eyes were bright as she gripped Caitlin's hand. "I am
afraid, Caitlin, very nmuch afraid that Bramis—gone."

By its very nature, Chameol was an island of misfits, a

pl ace where a wonan the outside world had deermed nad

m ght find herself not only believed but honored as a seer
where a lonely recluse could work the herb beds or tend

t he beehives in peace. Wdows with no one left to them
inall the world could find contentnent tending the fl ocks
of goats or transcribing the songs of birds.

The cases of the younger islanders were sonewhat dif-
ferent. Often they had made a misstart in life, destined to
scrape a living fromthe gutters and alleys of the towns,
until at last they had the luck to run afoul of a knight

of Chaneol

Thus M dge had cone to Chaneol. Her brothers had

gi ven her the name because "she buzzed in your ears and
bit." At seven, she was already an experienced pickpocket.
That particul ar norning she had been working the flop-
houses, where beggars and drunks coul d buy a bed of

clean straw for six coppers, day-old straw for three. Pick-
ings were slim unless you knew where to | ook. She spied
a man whose clothes, beneath the dirt, were finely nade
and whose snoring showed the glint of a gold nolar: a
ganbl er who m ght still have sone of his w nnings on him
She slipped her hand into the pocket of his vest only to
find her wist seized in an iron grip-

Instead of turning her in, he had bought her a currant

bun and a pint of mlk and a ten-copper hot bath at an

i nn. A worman brought her clean clothes and a heavy cl oak
By evening, she was asleep in a small fishing boat under
the stars. And in the norning, she had awakened on

Chaneol

On the island she was called by her real name, though

they spelled it Chaneol -fashion: linmogen. In the beginning

she missed the clanor of street life and old deaf M stress
Peeki e, who ran the flophouse. And she m ssed her |ane

tabby cat, the one that used to hold a live cricket gently
between its paws just to hear it sing. But the island grew on
her: a field of white daisies basking in nmoonlight, baby goats
ronpi ng on the hillside, the dol phins. |inmgen woke one



nmorning with a strange feeling and spent the whol e norning

doi ng her chores, wondering whether she was getting the flu.
Then she realized what it was: She was happy.

And so she had been for seven years, until she turned
fourteen and canme into the awkwardness. Suddenly she
seemed to be all el bows and knees and coul dn't nove with-
out knocki ng over sonething or hitting her funny bone.

It was her turn that year to enter the lottery for tasks on
the island that required new hands. |inogen seened to have

a talent for none of the arts prized on Chameol, and when

she drew a high nunber in the lottery her nane went to the
bottom of the list of those waiting to becone dol phin keepers,
i mogen si ghed when she thought of her lottery nunber.

Ei ghty-nine! She woul d be raking sea-flax until she herself
was ei ghty-ni ne before she ever becanme a dol phin keeper

Then liliana herself had sumoned her, and |inogen had

been told she was to be sent away, if she liked, to be trained
to be something quite different: a page of Chaneol. The

kni ght who had Drought her to Chameol seven years before

had remenbered and! reconmended her. So |inpgen went

away in a boat with nothing but the clothes on her back

What a blow it had been, after all, to find that the canp
was no different from Chaneol and that she was just as
hopel ess at the new chores she was given to do. She had
unl earned her pickpocket's skills too well and seened
unable to sumon them back now that they were wanted
again. Not even in this way could she be useful! Iinpogen
feared she would be sent back to liliana in disgrace.

One night linogen slipped fromher bunk, took her bundle
fromits hiding place, freed a pigeon cage fromits hook, and
crept out into the cool darkness. Some of her |essons, at

| east, she had | earned well; she woke no one. Qutside, she
crouched in the shadows and consi dered her next nove; she
could not go back to Chameol, so it would be back to the
alley, and to M stress Peekie. The pigeon would take word to
Chaneol , once she was safely away, to tell themnot to worry.

The town road was enpty in the slowy |ightening dark-
ness. The first wagon to pass was not headed to narket;
the sides were red and bore a picture of a fierce Iion and
the words ROLLO THE GREAT. The second wagon, al so red,

was painted with a picture of a man eating a fiery brand.

Fromthis cart there issued sleepy banter and sweet pipe
snoke that made |inpbgen pause, wei ghing whether to try
her luck with the troupe of players. Then she saw the
third wagon, grey as the dawn, piled with sacks of grain.
W thout a noise, linmobgen pulled herself aboard.

It was not |ong before she realized her grave m st ake.

The sacks held not meal but still, silent figures that |ooked
right through her with the eyes of ghosts. Iinmogen did not
cry out, and made no sound to give herself away, crouch-

i ng anong the sacks. The knights had taught her how to



wite a nessage in the dark, using a pin for her pen

i mogen pricked her fingers as often as the paper in her
dread and haste, but the message took shape, and it was
only a matter of fastening the capsule to the bird s I|eg.
Then, with a thudding heart she felt the cart stop, heard
the driver's footsteps approach the back of the cart. From
t he shadowy depths of a hood, cold eyes picked her out
fromanong the rest in their sackcloth and eerie gl ass
bel | s.

"What have we here, a runaway? O sonethi ng nore?"

The eyes, pale but cold and lightless, turned their gaze to
the small cage linobgen clutched in her [ap. "Wat do you
have there?"

"A—a bird. Please—+t's just ny pet," she stammered.

"More than a pet, | think. A pigeon. The very sort lili-
ana favors as her nessenger." The icy gaze turned up

again, to search linogen's face. "A girl, in truth. For a
monent | thought you just a reckless boy. liliana is choos-

i ng her pages younger and younger these days."

H s hand reached for the bird, but not before Iinopgen

had flung it away. As the knights had taught her, she had
weakened the catch with careful twi sting, and the cage
broke open in the road. The bird was off like a stone from
a slingshot.

The col d, bl oodl ess hand cl osed on |inmpgen's throat,
and she was sure he neant to throttle her, but it was only
to fasten on a collar with a glow ng bell of blue glass.

The pigeon winged its way honeward to the dovecote
on the Chaneol pal ace roof. The old woman who kept

the pigeons tended to this latest arrival, giving the bird its
fill of seed and water before renoving the | eg capsul e and
sendi ng the nessage down to the queen's chanbers with

the rest of the norning' s mail.

liliana read the topnmpst nessage and pushed the rest
of the pile away. Caitlin glanced up from her book by
the w ndow.

"Bad news?"

"OF aland." liliana silently held out the message. Caitlin
took the slip and read: HELP TW NMOON RED WAGONS.

Caitlin furrowed her brow "It's not signed. And witten
with a pinit's hard to tell whether it's Elric's hand or
t he Badger's."

"Neither, | think—the mark of a child is strong both in
t he words chosen and the way the pin formed them"

Caitlin renenbered the nessage recently received from



t he school for woul d-be knights. "You think it is from
| i mrogen?"

"I fear it is." liliana rose fromher chair and began
to pace. "Red wagons! Red wagons! Wat on earth can
she mean?"

"Do you think she was wat ched as she wote it?"

"Ch no. Myrrhlock would never have let her finish it,

much less let the bird get past the sill. No, linbgen is a
very literal -m nded child, when her head' s not clouded
with fantasies of derring-do. If she said red wagons she
meant red wagons."

Caitlin pressed her hands to her tenples, renmenbering
a marketplace and a snell of spent firecrackers and stale
tof fee. Red wagons. "A traveling troupe?"

liliana | ooked up. "Yes—+ think you' re right. Tw n-
noon—that is where Elric was, |last we had word from
him"

Caitlin left liliana to dispatch her nessage, returning
to her own chanbers to sit and ponder. Everything had
the mark of Myrrhlock, the necromancer she had thought
destroyed. She wanted to believe with all her heart mat
liliana was wong, that Myrrhl ock had been defeated. At
length Caitlin rose and went to the basin of water at her

washst and; |ooking into the surface, she sent out a silent
sumons with her mind for a vision of linobgen's captor

Just as an inmage was forming on the water's surface, her
concentration was broken by a silent, keening call, a nute,
i nsi stent crying.

Caitlin drew aside the curtain and | ooked into the cra-
dle, where the goblin baby lay. Its great yellow eyes
reproached her. It did not cry, but Caitlin's mind filled
with its conplaint as with the silent pitch of a pipe that
makes a dog cuff its ears.

Wth a sigh, she lifted the child—f it was that—rom

the cradle and put it to her breast, not without guilt, for
she renenbered liliana's warning. It did not bite; she had
known that it would not, even as she knew that neither

m |k nor beef broth would long sustain it. Abagtha's old
book of incantations had proven naddeni ngly vague on

t he subject of goblins, and what there was of the short
entry had been nearly obliterated by a stain. Caitlin | ooked
down at the sucking child. It held her gaze unblinkingly,
and with hands that were too large for a baby it kneaded
her chest with a kittenish notion that pricked with the
same shar pness.

Caitlin knew she should not nanme it, knew all that nam
ing it would nean, both for it and for Bram But quite
unbi dden its name rose in her nmind, a cipher in wax,
spinning in the water of her basin: Ginmald. The huge
yel | ow eyes seenmed to will her to say it al oud.



"No," she said to the goblin firmy, and abruptly
returned it to the cradle. It pursed its mouth in
di sapproval

"And that's the closest you'll get to a how, | suppose.'

In answer, the golden eyes blinked deliberately, and the
goblin curled its hands docilely over the counterpane.

Elric and the Badger had ridden into Twi nnoon, sl eep-
ing in ditches, to which practice Elric attributed the
strange ailnment that felled the Badger their third night out.

It started with wakeful ness, an inability to shut his eyes,
that |asted seven nights. Al night, while Elric slept, the
Badger filled page after page of a notebook w th strange

runes, to get themout of his head. On the third night of
his ail ment the Badger woke Elric with a screamof terror
claim ng denons on the other side of the canmpfire were
going to spit himand roast himalive. The next norning
Elric missed him only to find himinside a hollowtree, a
crown of mushroonms around his head, counting backward.

It was with a sinking heart that Elric recognized in the
Badger the synptons of the same mal ady that had cl ai ned
the townfol k of Oncenvoon.

"Hell, 1"'mno nursenmaid,” he nuttered, and dealt with
the problemin the sinplest way he knew. He bundl ed

the Badger into a sack so that only his head protruded
and trussed himup |ike a sausage. They went on down

the road like that, the Badger singing silly nonsense. At
| ast, fearing he was going nore than a little crazy, too,
Elric found hinself joining in, adding the harnony.

That ni ght, made sl eepless by the Badger's feverish
wakeful ness, Elric feared he, too, had begun to hall uci-
nate. At the edge of the canpfire he saw a shadow flit, a
beggar child one nonent, sonething fetched froma tonb
the next. But as soon as he wheeled to face it, there was
not hi ng but a ragged branch tossing in the wind to nock
hi m

The Badger was in a calmnood, and Elric had left his

arnms out of the sack, his wists in a | oose hobble so he
could wite in the earth with a sharp stick. Over and over
he wote the sanme verse, "Master Donkey-Ears and M s-

tress Catawaul er/ Caught nore fish than they could

swal ler." This did not satisfy, and the Badger rubbed it

out, then chewed on the end of his stick to sharpen it.

Thi s bl ackened his nouth and chin so he seened a tooth-

| ess beggar, tied in a sack by an innkeeper tired of keeping
hi min drunkenness.

Elric was afraid to let sleep overtake him To keep
awake, he set his brain at a tease, to put the Badger's
lunatic lyric to a song, biting his knuckles to stay awake.



Madness, he was sure, lay in repose. In the niddle of the
fifth refrain, "Donkey-Ears, Donkey-Ears, Dane Cata-

waul er's got the shears,” sleep overcane his best defense,
and he sank into it as a stone.

And here was madness after all, waiting for him cone
this time as a girl. Elric bolted up, biting the air for fright.

"Dam you, you little witch," he said, when he saw it
was i saudr a.

The stuff of her dress shimered; that was what had

caught his eye outside the fire's circle, all ghostly. She
noved, and Elric saw she wore a soldier's coat of nail
belted with a rope of flowers, borage for courage, and

nmot herwort to ward off mschief. Gisaudra held a stop-
pered flask out to him he sniffed the steam suspiciously.

"One of your potions?"

"Mnt tea. It's for him but you | ook as though you could
use sone yourself."

He coul d have, but Elric wouldn't have admitted it for
anything. It was bad enough she'd scared himout of a

nightmare, as if he were no better than a boy too snall
to send for eggs.

She went and kneel ed by the Badger, who was too

intent on his scratchings to care that she pressed a thunb
in his kidney and turned his eyelid inside out. Her hand
crept around his neck and up the nape, feeling his skull,
reading the blind man's letters for menory.

"What are you doi ng?" Elric asked uneasily.
"When you left ne, not all of himwent with you."

Elric let out his breath, relieved it was anything so
earthly as that, "ls that all you want? Well, he can't marry,
but there is a special fund...."

"Not that, you idiot! H's brain, that's what the poor
devil's left behind, and | wish to hyssop |I could get him
out of mine."

Elric was standi ng beside her now, wapped in his blan-
ket, for the scare had chilled his blood. "I've yet to hear
a word of sense cone out of your mouth. How can he

have | eft his brain behind?"

Grisaudra rel eased her grip on the Badger's head, and
he quickly began to trace letters on the ground. "When |
read himto do the drops, | had to read his nmenory in
order to get a picture of his ghost."

"Her nane is Caitlin, and she's very nuch alive."

Gri saudra shrugged. "But a ghost, all the sanme. You



yourself called hima haunted nan. Well, sonething' s gone
awy, and | haven't been able to get his menories out of
nmy head. They're becom ng a real nuisance, and |'m here
to give them back."

A nui sance indeed; she woke that norning to find her

neck and wists sore and blistered, as if a rope or sone
ot her bonds had chafed them The cat, formerly inmured

in indifference, now swarmed over her, purring, so that
Gisaudra woul d have staked her life there were a dozen
cats instead of one. And the dreams. Not unpl easant, no,
to the contrary! Very pleasant, so that when she woke from
t hem she coul d have wept from di sappoi nt ment.

Wll, it had to stop! The shirt of mail she wore held

the cold and nmade Grisaudra toss in her sleep, to keep

the dreans at bay. But it kept sleep from her just as
efficiently, and in the nmorning the cat | ooked at her m s-
tress curiously, as Gisaudra swore at the wet matches and
ki cked the kettle.

She had finally lit the fire and set the kettle over it
when t he ghost overcame her. She found herself kneeling

by the Badger while he lay near death, only it was wi nter
and she was not Gisaudra, but the ghostly beauty, Caitlin.
Surely as she knew Caitlin had once saved the Badger's
life, the spell-seller of the Oncemobon Marsh knew t hat
selfsane life, or the best part of it, lay in the bal ance
again. Wat's nore, she knew with nore certainty than

she liked that the soundness of her own nmind was now
caught up with the Badger and his ghost.

"Dam those drops!" she'd said, setting out a bowl of
water for the cat and pi ece of cheese to draw mice. 'The
old man warned ne about them" Gisaudra had then set
of f for Twi nnoon, where she had heard the madness had
spread and where she knew she'd find Elric and the
Badger .

"He's got the sanme sickness," Elric said.
"Or at least the sane strain. Unless |I've missed himin

his swant histle petticoat. Now, that nust've been a sight!"
"I don't see anything to |laugh about."

"Sometines laughter's the only poultice that will draw
out the poison."

"Well, mint tea certainly isn't going to purge him |
guarantee you. Look at him | should never have taken
himfor that cure of yours. |1'd rather he were nerely nad
with love than mad for nadness' sake."

"Well, it's some mschief other than ny drops. He was
right enough in his reason, wasn't he, when you |left ne?"

Elric had to admt it was so.

"Then it isn't a ghost in his brain that's bothering him
It's the beast on his back."



As if on cue, the Badger suddenly began to how in

terror, beating desperately about himso that the sack top-
pl ed over, rolling perilously close to the fire in his panic.
In order to protect himfromhis own frenzy, they had to

bi nd the Badger in his sack once nore.

A beast on his back: The thought nade Elric shiver,

for in his mind he could see sonet hi ng—shaggy, tal oned,
fierce—linging to his own shoulders with a deadly grip.
Whet her the creature was madness in store for himor the
of fspring of his own fear, the red-haired kni ght was not
willing to wager. For hadn't he slept where the Badger
had and eaten of the sanme dishes? Elric was afraid with
every passing nonment that his own m nd would begin to
slip fromreason's grasp.

In truth, however, the two had not eaten the sane. At

t he judge's house, the husband had of fered them a neal.
Elric thought the bread noldy and had fed it to the dog,
but the Badger had been hungry enough to dip his in the
sauce and eat it anyway.

Not six hours after they had ridden off, the dog had

begun to behave in the nost peculiar fashion, barking and
snapping at the air, chasing its tail as if denmons were after
it. In the nmorning the husband had cone out to find it

lying by the well house, quite dead.

By the end of the third day on the road, the old nurse,
Ordella, and the baby had reached the Wi rdwood. It
woul d have taken a person with an inexhaustible nunber

of fresh horses, riding night and day at a breakneck pace,
at least a week and a half to go the sane distance, yet
Ordell a never broke into a jog that woul d have awakened

t he baby. The el f-wonan knew one of the old tricks from
the El der Age, before the Necromancer had banned the

el vish tongues. Half of it was a sinple charm placing
feathers inside the felt of her shoes. The other half, the
el der charm Odella's nother had called "skeining": You

| ooked at the end of the road unfolding in front of you and
imagined it as a piece of yam In your mind, you wound it
up as fast as you could, so that it made a ball in your hand,
hard and smooth as a stone.

When she had reached the Wirdwood, Ordella stopped

to rest and take the feathers out of her shoes. There was

no need to hurry now, this leg of the journey was nearly
over. Bram sl ept soundly, having been dosed with sone

of the stonecrop cordial liliana kept to treat her occasiona
insommia, and Odella had tied a cat's whi sker about the
child' s left toe, an elvish renmedy, just to be sure.

When she was rested, Ordella put her shoes back on

and stood up. Standing in the mddle of a small clearing
inthe thick growth of trees, she sniffed | oudly, sounding
for all the world like a pig rooting for acorns. Evidently
she snell ed what she was seeking, for she gave out a



satisfied grunt and set the baby down at the roots of an
ancient oak. Set in the trunk and grown over with npss
was a red door. Belowit, skillfully covered over so no
human eyes could detect it, was a second, snaller door
that came only to Ordella's knees. She knelt down and
drew a silver key from one pocket, slipping it into the
lock. Ordella did not know as she put her shoulder to the
task that another old worman had once carried a baby to
this very oak or that the other baby had grown into the
not her of this one. Ordella knew not and cared not, just
muttered a nmld curse at the rusty hinges.

Inside the oak it was black as a chi mey sweep's finger-
nails and snelled of a feather pillow that had been left
out in the rain. Ordella did not light a lanmp or kindle a
fire but carried Bram strai ght down a wi nding stair, past
a small nut-cellar, to a trapdoor deep ampbng the roots of

the old oak tree. The el f-wonan drew a key from around

her neck, and it turned in the |lock snooth as butter. When
she opened the trapdoor, the danp, earthen passage was
flooded with a warm orange glow. At this, Bram awoke

and began to whi nper.

As well he might, or mght any human child waki ng
hungry, far fromhis nother, to find himself on the back
stoop of the O herworld.

4
HOW MANY RAVENS?

Tillie shivered where she slept, though it was warner in

the tent than it had been in the wagon. She was dream ng

of the day she had wal ked out of the house to feed the

geese only to find themall dead, the smallest gosling float-
ing in the horses' watering trough

She dreamed of her nother in the throes of the fever
screaming in terror that the walls of the bedchanmber were
wol ves' jaws, snarling and snapping. Tillie could hardly
bel i eve the nadwoman in the bed was her nother. Her

nmot her, who used to sit by the fire, stitching a gol den vine
and | eaves all around a pair of dancing slippers, while
Tillie read al oud. Now she struck the spoon fromTillie's
hand, seeing naggots in the bow instead of gruel

The dream-which was a nenory al so—al ways ended

the sane way. The fever seenmed to break: Her nother

sat up and asked for her needle and thread. Weping with
glad relief, Tillie brought them and while her nother
began to enbroider the felt of the slipper, the dream
Tillie would lay her head on the bl anket by her nother's
knee and sleep for the first time in days.

In the dream she woke to find her nother still stitching,
t he whol e slipper by now conpletely encrusted with

thread, so thick with a pattern in gold and scarlet that
none of the slipper underneath could be seen. And her
not her had not stopped with the slipper. Wen that was



done, she had continued the pattern onto the bl anket,
sewi ng her nightshirt fast to the bed sheet. Al the sane
pattern, in red and gold, a pattern of wolves' gullets,
opened wi de.

Tillie woke with a muffl ed scream By the fire the Nec-
romancer | ooked up fromthe maze of gl asswork, where

he was distilling a purplish essence. At his feet, |ike a pet
greyhound, slept linogen. At her neck a holl ow gl ass bel

gave a purple glint.

"You have had anot her nightmare," Mrrhlock said

mldly. As he spoke, he drew off sone of the purplish
liquid into a glass pipe. Renoving his thumb fromthe end

of the tube, he let the liquid fall into a small silver-and-
crystal cordial glass.

"Yes, a nightmare," Tillie answered. The firelight on the
gl asswork, the Necromancer's goblinstone skull cap, the
way |inpgen lay in some enchantnment—all this mght be
some strange dream too.

For Tillie was renenbering a nusic she had heard,

musi ¢ she had at first thought was the kettle singing or
her mother's feverish hunm ng, high and nel odic, the way
gol den stitching would sound if it were given a voice in
musi c, a bright and twi ning thread of sound.

Then Tillie renenbered the strange figure with a flute,
wearing a cloak lined with silk in a pattern of poppies,

| eadi ng the children out of the town, a goose |eading gos-
lings, a fox |eading geese.

"You— Tillie started to raise herself fromthe pallet to
pull the twi gs of swanthistle fromher hair.

But the Necromancer's hand was al ready on the back

of her neck, the glass pressed against her teeth like a stee
bit, and she nmust drink the stuff down. In a minute, she

was curled at the Necromancer's feet with |inogen, her

eyes blinking as the drops fell through the gl ass apparat us,
collecting in the wide-bellied flask Iike |iquid anethyst.

Myrrhl ock' s eye was caught by sonmething in the corner
It was a hol |l ow gl ass ball

Ah, he thought, so that explains it. Mrrhlock picked
up the ball and refastened it around Tillie's neck

Caitlin could not sleep. She had drunk a cup of w ne,

but it had left her even nore wakeful, playing game after
gane of geese-and-foxes until liliana pushed the board
away, protesting that she would drop from weariness. After
liliana went off to bed, Caitlin played a few nore gamnes
agai nst herself. The clock showed its pinched, small -norn-
i ng-hour face; the trees tossed and turned outside her w n-
dow, sonewhere, far off, the sea snored



Caitlin picked up and handl ed the small vial of purple
stuff by her bedside, the ergot liliana had dosed her with
to ease the pain of her labor with Bram "Heaven knows

the wine's not working," she muttered to herself. Not
bothering to hunt for a spoon, Caitlin filled the holl ow
stopper with a thinble's neasure and tossed it down |ike
br andy.

The gl ass sal anmander shone softly on the stand next to

the vial. Caitlin had fallen into the habit of petting it,
rubbi ng her thumb along the curve of its coiled head and
tail. She picked it up now and i medi ately felt soothed.
Though the seer's glass had shown her nothing since the

day on the rocks, Caitlin could not help silently beseeching
it to show her Bram She squeezed the glass tightly.

Wth a cry, Caitlin flung the sal amander to the fl oor

She could have sworn it had bitten her, if she hadn't

known wel |l the delirium brought on by sleepl essness. As

she bent to pick it up, Caitlin again admred the skill of

t he ancient glassnaker; true to life, the sal amander's belly
was white and the legs better nodel ed than she renem

bered them You would swear the thing was real.

The ergot was having no better success than the w ne.
Caitlin paused in her prowing to peek into Gimald's cra-
dl e. The changeli ng was sl eepless, too, or else its keener
hearing had perceived Caitlin's light tread on the carpet
as she paced. It gave a silent whinper and cry, and she

knew it was hungry. Caitlin lifted the changeling fromthe
cradl e and wal ked the floor with it.

"The kitchen's closed, ny little goblin. Besides, you've
had two bowl s of beef broth for your dinner. At that rate,
you'll be needing a rowboat for a cradle before long."

Gimald was growing. It was his mnd, his silent, insis-
tent voice that was getting stronger every day. Feed ne,
he denmanded. Name me. | am Ginmald. | amyours, as

you are mne

Wll, it has teeth, she thought. Perhaps it will let ne
sleep if |I give it some solid food. liliana had given her
macaroons to coax her appetite. At the first crinkling of
the paper, Ginmald opened his eyes. As Gimald bit into

the first one, he gave a grunt of pleasure, |ike a baby pig,
and made Caitlin laugh. The gol den eyes gl owed, the snall
poi nted tongue ran around the w de goblin nmouth. The

macar oon was gone, and the goblin fell asleep in her arnmns.
Caitlin lay down on the bed. It was nearly dawn. Wth her
eyes closed, but for the light pricking of the goblin nails,
it was al nost possible to believe it was Bram asl eep at

her breast.

"Go to sleep, Gimald," Caitlin nurnured as she
drifted off.

On the nightstand the gl ass sal amander had uncurl ed.
One by one it slowy worked free its legs, uncoiling from



its long sleep. As Caitlin spoke the goblin's nane al oud,
t he sal amander opened its eyes.

The passage down which Ordella carried her stol en baby
was covered with carpets of otherworldly workmanshi p and
wal s hung with tapestries surpassing human skill. The
orange gl ow was cast not by rough torches but by |anps
fuel ed with underground ethers. Fromtine to tine the

el f-worman woul d pass a spot along the passage that

showed signs of recent repair, where human trespassers—
m ners, eloping lovers, prisoners escaping their cells—had
dug through into the Gtherworld. On the human side of

the wall the searchers would not know what to make of

t he wadded renai ns of torn clothing and a few nmement os,
like the pellets an ow nakes out of the mice on which it

di nes. The search party would return to the light and air
to report that the search had conme to an unhappy end.

The nmissing were not dead, but neither were they

wholly living. On the otherworld side of the wall the fugi-
tives were taken in as half-castes, able to dimy recall the
human world but never to return to it. Qddly, it was these

i nterl opers who nade the nost beautiful tapestries, nore

hi ghly prized than anything of elvish hands.

Sonme humans, however, could freely pass fromthe one
world to the other. These were seers, oracles born with
one bl ue eye and one green, who could see into the future
at will. Caitlin was one such otherworld daughter, and it
was for this reason that Odella had been dispatched to
fetch away her firstborn son. Bramis nane, "little raven,"”
was itself a charmto guarantee the plot's success, for the
raven was the messenger of the therworld. For how was

a group of such birds known but as an unki ndness of
ravens? When a nunber were sighted roosting in a |eafless
tree, shrewd fol k knew a door to the O herworld, and its
attendant dangers, could not be far away.

Ordella did not pause either to admre the tapestries or

to exam ne the patched portions of the walls. Both were
wel | known to her, and she hurried Bram past themwith-

out a thought either for the fate of the weavers or that of
the trespassers. Ordella was in a hurry; babies were the
nost resilient, yet the nost vul nerable, of the human inter-
| opers in the Ot herworld. Bram rmust be brought quickly

to the court and given mole's mlk boiled with elves' rose-
mary, which unlike its earthly cousin was the herb of for-
getful ness, not renenbrance. This brew was effective in
maki ng human children forget their nothers, and wi thout

it they quickly pined away. As soon as he woke fromhis
drugged sl unber, Bran woul d be dosed and the drops

woul d be put in his eyes to accustomthemto otherworld
light. It had once been the fashion to dye the human
changel i ngs' eyes goblin yellow, but this only turned bl ue
and green eyes a nmurky anmber, and the practice had al

but fallen out of favor.



The corridor spiraled dowmmward. The farther Ordella
went into the caverns the brighter the |ight became, unti

at last the long corridor enptied into a | arge chanber.
Here all the tapestries were wought in silver, the work

of a young woman who had thought to el ope with her

bel oved, only to wake and find herself in the O herworld.
The Iight came from hundreds of translucent crystal |anps,
lit with a different gas that perfuned the chanber and
burned with a cooler, nmore silvery light. One whole wall
was covered in a white flowering vine, the underground
cultivation of flowers being one of the forenost elven arts.
Next to the flowers, on a silver chaise fashioned in the
shape of a grasshopper, reclined the elf queen, arranging
bl ossoms in a vessel of ether. Ylfcwen was nolting, and

her new set of wings lay wetly across her back. The process
was not painful, but the tediumof inmobility to prevent
tearing her wings had left the elf queen |ethargic and nore
than a little peeved.

Ordella surrendered Bramto the nurses, who quickly
gat hered round. As they were about to give the baby the
tonic of forgetful ness, Ylfcwen raised her hand.

"No, don't. Ch, put the drops in his eyes, all right, but
don't give himany nmlk."

"Madam the day-child will pine away if we do not."

The el f queen shrugged, as rmuch to dry her wi ngs a

little as to express her indifference. "Day-child, night-

child, he could be a four-in-the-afternoon child and you'd
still have to set aside the nole's milk. There has been a

change in plans. Drusian would have the child."

Yet Yl fcwen pushed the flowers away and tipped her
head to one side. "But do set himby ne, just for a bit."

liliana's stonecrop cordial had worn of f, and Bram

| ooked around him his gaze held by the col ored paper

orbs of fireflies that |l ent nore decoration than |ight. But
he quickly gave his attention to the pretty |avender bl ood
to be seen flowi ng beneath Yl fcwen's transparent skin, her
i ridescent wi ngs and opal eyes without a dark center. The
baby renmenbered his nother and woul d have cried for

Caitlin except for the cat's whisker around his left great
t oe.

"Poor thing!" Ylfcwen cried, and bent forward to kiss
his brow. "You look like you' re going to expl ode from not

crying." The elf queen | ooked up in sudden alarm "He
can't really expl ode, can he?"

"No, madam though madam might tickle him so as to

vent hima little." Ylfcwen picked Bram up, fascinated by
his snell of mngled sugar and salt, talc and nmilk and wet
di aper, with a hint of that woody-nusky human snell so
unli ke the cooling-jasm ne-tea snell of an elf baby or the
hot - seal i ng- wax- and- bur nt - paper snell of a goblin.



The cat's whi sker had | oosened and fallen off, and Bram
began to whinper with hunger, then cry with it in earnest.

Yl fcwen nearly dropped him "Wat's that?"

"He's hungry, madam Since he's not to have the nole's
m |k, perhaps madamwould like to give hima little
nectar."

Yl fcwen breathed in Bramis snmell, narrow ng her opal
eyes. "Yes. Let's give the day-child sone nectar."

Caitlin woke froma deep sleep, not at all surprised to
find the gl ass sal amander on her pillow She was surprised
that it now seened to be alive, but perhaps not so sur-
prised as she shoul d have been, and was only mldly aston-
ished to find that it could speak

"My nane," the sal amander expl ained, "is obscure and
nearly unpronounceabl e by human tongues. So it w Il suf-
fice if you call me New."

Caitlin raised herself up on one el bow "But why should

I need to call you anything? This is a dream and you're
nothing nore than a pretty piece of glass that | happened
to look at as | was falling off to sleep.”

"Ch? You think I'mpart of your dream do you? Go to
t he wi ndow, then, and have a | ook."

Caitlin got up and went to the wi ndow. The brilliant
sunshi ne blinded her at first, but as soon as her eyes
adj usted she could see liliana wal king around the garden

bouncing the goblin baby in her arms to amuse it. The fly
that buzzed in her ear, the smell of the flowering vine,
the heat of the sun all conspired to convince her

So | am awake, Caitlin thought.
"Just so," said New.

"Don't be rude," she said, alarned that a gl ass gewgaw
coul d read her thoughts.

It's all right, said the sal amander, you can read mnine
too. "Let me up on your shoul der, though, and |I'Il speak
in your ear."

Caitlin lifted himgently to her shoul der, and the sal a-
mander twined his feet in her hair to hold on

"When | was little," Caitlin said, "I used to play with
lizards, dried ones, fromAbagtha's jars." Her old guardi an
had kept a strange pantry full of such things for brew ng
poti ons and other m schiefs.

"There was a book, too," said Newt.



"Yes ... her book of incantations. It's here in the pal ace,
inliliana' s chanbers. She had it fetched here fromthe

Wi rdwood with sone other things after | came, while

was with the seals.” liliana had brought the book to her
roomto restore, taking to it with soft brushes and a magni -
fying gl ass when her other duties vexed her

Caitlin went to the sill and | ooked out. liliana was stil
in the garden, picking feathers out of the birdbath; she
had |l eft the goblin baby on the arbor seat, and a raven
had fl own down to perch by Gimald' s feet.

"Let's go find it." For Caitlin suddenly felt an over-
whel m ng urge to see Abagtha's book of incantations, and

her training as a seer had taught her to respect her urges.
She was not entirely sure whether she was in the middle

of a vision or just a very odd dream but the worst thing

t hat coul d happen, she supposed, was that she woul d be
caught sl eepwal king. "I don't think liliana's taken it to the
library yet. Let's have a |l ook in her chanber."

As she wal ked al ong the gallery that opened on the sea-
front, no one seened to notice Caitlin or the sal amander
perched on her shoul der. They slipped unseen into lilia-
na's chanber. The book of incantations |lay under a gl ass
done borrowed from the kitchen, neant to cover cheese
Caitlin renoved the done and set it on the floor beside
liliana's worktable. It was a heavy tone on a carved
wooden stand, three ribbons marking its places, one bl ue,
one silver, one green. The runes were thick and tangled
like the thorny hedge around an abandoned castle, the gilt

of the miniature paintings dulled by dust and worn by the
bookworm s t oot h.

The queen of Chaneol had been restoring the entry on
dreans. The illustration in the margin showed a fair young
man with gol den hair asleep under a tree in which there
roosted three ravens. The young nan's horse could be

seen in the distance, where it had wandered off to gorge
on wi ndfall apples.

"Ch!" Caitlin junmped, so that Newt had to tighten his
grip on her shoulder. "Now there are four ravens."

"Five," said New.

Sonet hi ng very strange was happening to the book

Before Caitlin's eyes another raven joined the other five,
and soon there were seven. Though the windowto liliana's
chanmber was cl osed, the pages of the book began to turn
over rapidly, as if blown by a strong wind. There were no
runes anynore, only a swarmng rmass of brilliant col or
color that overran the page, filled the roomw th vines and
birds and apes ridi ng donkeys, making such a racket Cait-
lin expected all the palace to break down the door any

m nut e.

"Quickly," said Newt. "The door."



And there was a door, right in the spot where a nonent
ago had stood liliana's washstand. What's nore, it was a
red door, very like the one in the ancient oak where she
had lived with Abagtha so | ong ago. |ndeed, the walls of
t he room had grown rough and woody |ike bark, the wall -
paper peeling off in green |eaves.

Caitlin stepped forward and bent to open the small red
door, and in a noment she had stepped through it into
the O herworl d.

the hedges. He wore Elric's other trousers and his own
| eat her vest.

Elric quizzed the Badger lightly, wthout seeming to,
ascertaining that the Badger knew his own nane as wel |

as Elric's, renmenbered that he was a kni ght of Chaneol,
and recalled visiting Grisaudra's hut. It seened the fever
had not boiled his brain dry.

Yet the Badger hinmself seened troubled. "Don't think
me an ass," he said suddenly. "It's just that I'mstill com ng
out of a nmurk. But what is this, and why am| wearing it?"

And he held out the wist that was cinched with a

brai ded ebony circlet of Caitlin's hair. Elric felt his heart
sink, a stone in a well. He wet his |lips before he could
bring hinself to a second exam nation

"You have no nenory of the bracel et?"
"None. "
"Does the nane Asaph nean anything to you?"

"OfF course! He's the nonk who raised ne and a kni ght
like you and ne."

"liliana?"
"Queen of Chaneol and your sister."
" Abagt ha?"

The Badger frowned. "Sonething—but | don't—s it
her bracelet, then?"

"No. How about the nanme Cassandra? Calliope?
Cressie?"

The Badger only shook his head. "No, not a thing." His
face, furrowed in concentration, went suddenly snooth
with panic. "Please ... Tell me—+s she ny sister?”

"No. Just a friend you knew, once." Elric was afraid to
tell himnore and frighten the Badger from any nenory
he m ght yet retain. To tell a man he had forgotten the
woman he | oved ..



"But that's what you asked me to do, nake himforget,"

Gri saudra pointed out. As soon as she was awake, Elric
had pull ed her aside to acquaint her with this nost recent
devel opnent in their patient.

"But not conpletely! To him it would be like | osing an
eye—or a leg," he amended hastily, suddenly remenber-

ing Gisaudra's own eye. "By satisfying his heart's desire,
you were to cool his passion enough for himto nove
about in the world again, for himto sleep in peace."

"And so | did. It was the fever did this to him" Gisau-
dra jerked her head in the direction where the Badger
was saddl i ng the horses.

Elric shook his head. "It's as though someone had taken
a pair of shears and snipped out the part of his menory
with her init."

What was this worman t he Badger could not renenber?

A tall creature, sleek and supple as a cat, her face the
blue mlk of marble in nmoonlight, set with m snmatched

seer's eyes. Her hair was a cascade of inky silk, grown out
fromthe shearing it had been given by an eel-seller's knife,
sold in barter for a map. He had forgotten the throat

and wists it had been inpossible for himto kiss wthout
renmenbering the bells placed there by the fearful and
superstitious.

The Badger had forgotten all this, forgotten the day they
nmet, when she had bitten and kicked him forgotten how
slowy, slowy her shrugs and sullen stares had turned to
nore sol erm gazes and even smiles. He did not renenber

the norning he had first awakened to find her in his arns,
no | onger reluctant in any way, hol ding back nothing of
hersel f. The nenory of that kiss was gone as surely as if
the kiss itself had never been. Now it lay, curled tight as
an acorn, waiting within the halves of its woody | ocket,

wai ting buried beneath great frozen drifts of forgetful ness.

Poor Gisaudra renenbered all this and nore. Elric,

out of cruelty or a disinclination to intervene, had said
not hi ng when the Badger had offered Gisaudra a seat

before himon the piebald Mtley. So she had to ride with
the Badger's arnms circled round her holding the reins, |ike
a country bride. And how could she object? If he couldn't
renmenber Caitlin, the Badger couldn't be expected to
believe in the ghost of her menory.

But it was her own nenory of a warm cor poreal
enbrace that played itself over and over again in her mnd.

The welt where she had hit her head had subsided and was
no | onger tender, but Gisaudra's heart—so | ong hardened
agai nst any siege—was beginning to feel tender for the
first time in years.



Darting glances at the conjurer fromwhere he rode a

few paces to the side, Elric began to regret having ever
visited the hut in the mddle of the marsh. We would al
have been better off, he thought, if |I had sinply let him
wrap his head in cheesecloth. As it was, the red-haired
kni ght was afraid he woul d soon have a | ovesi ck herb-
worman on his hands as well as an amesiac knight. If he
didn't already.

Newt guided Caitlin along the corridor, following in
Ordella' s footsteps. The sal anander's eyes gl eaned, and
he tightened his grip on Caitlin's shoul der

"It mght be best not to walk in the front door."

"Very well. We'll go in the back way." Caitlin pulled

aside the tapestries that lined the hallway until she found
one that hid a door. The knob turned in her hand, and

t he door opened silently on elven hinges.

They were clearly in a nursery. Caitlin's heart beat

wildly as she crept up to the first cradle, where a transpar-
ent gl obe of fireflies hung to amuse the infant. But when
she drew the gauzy curtain aside, a yellow goblin stare

met her eyes.

"There is no need to look in the other cradles,” Newt
told her. "This is where they keep the changelings unti
they are ready to nake the exchange."

But Caitlin had known, though her heart rose up agai nst

t he knowi ng, that Bram was not in any of the cradles. She
woul d have known in a mnute, would have snelled his
danp, dark hair and the radi ati ng sweetness from under
his chin and the creases of his plunp knees, the faint
wari ness of the sleepy-sticks in his eyes. There had only
been a wet - mat ches-and- burnt-sugar smell of goblin,

whi ch the el ves disguised under a liberal sprinkling of
crushed orange bl ossom and cl ove water.

And before she could turn away in di sappoi nt nent,
Caitlin was assailed by the nenory of another snell, of

| eat her and cl ean brass and wood snoke, the snell of the
Badger's riding jacket. For the first time since Bram had
vani shed, Caitlin broke down and wept, for Bram had been
her confort for that other |oss. Now she felt keenly the
twi n bereavenent, and her arns ached for Bram and the
Badger bot h.

Suddenl y, the sal amander was biting her ear, and Caitlin
felt a quickly spreadi ng nunbness, and with it a feeling of
wel | -being, as if Newt had untied the tw sted knot of her
heart. She reached up to renove the creature from her

ear, rubbing it under the chin in silent gratitude.

There was a light gasp in the room and they turned to
see Ylfcwen in the doorway, sumoned by the novel



sound of a human worman weeping. Elves only threw tan-
trums, and the closest goblins got to crying was a case of
t he hi ccoughs.

Yl f cwen qui ckly regai ned her conposure. "I warrant
you' ve cone about the baby."

"My son," Caitlin said. "Yes, that's ny business with
you. "

Yl fcwen cane up to Caitlin and | ooked her over at

nearer scrutiny. The elf queen might have felt at a di sad-
vant age, wearing paj amas and having her wings rolled in

a sil k-and-parchment ni ghtcase, but the idea that she
shoul d ever feel ill at ease had never occurred to her and
it did not do so now. The fact that the pajamas were
enbroi dered with dragonflies' w ngs only made the queen

| ook nore otherworldly.

"Come to ny chanbers, and we will talk about this—
bram-ef yours."

Yl fcwen jingled slightly as she noved, fromthe small
silver bells on her ankles, which nmade her heavier than

air and enabled her to wal k. Although there were cham

bers with ceilings high enough to allow flight, flying was
undertaken only to keep one's wings fit and for certain
arcane cerenonies. Only if she was having difficulty sleep-
ing did the elf queen slip off her anklets and let herself
drift to the ceiling to drowse in the clouds of incense

am dst the golden nurnuring of fireflies.

The gardeners had trai ned wood violets and lily of the
valley to grow along the walls of Yl fcwen's chanbers, so
that the effect in the high-ceilinged roomwas of having
fallen into a steep pit lined with flowers. Ylfcwen's pet
nol e sl ept on the foot of the silken bed. A snall table was
littered with a great many finely wought silver instrunments
used in the care of the queen's wi ngs.

Yl f cwen scooped up the nole and sat where it had been
dozing, indicating with a gesture that Caitlin should be
seat ed herself.

Caitlin shook her head. "I would rather you took nme to
see Bram"

Yl f cwen sighed and struck a silver tuning fork on the
end of the bedpost. An elf servant appeared with a flask

of amber nectar. Newt nurmured in Caitlin's ear, "It
m ght be better for your purposes if you did nothing to
offend. Sit and drink with her, and perhaps she will tel

you what you want to know. "
And per haps not.
Newt bit the lobe of Caitlin's ear softly, and this tine

it stung instead of soothed. Ofend her, and it's certainly
not, the sal anander replied silently.



Yl fcwen held out a silver-and-crystal cup of the liquid.

To Caitlin's surprise, it was quite cold and went down
aromatic and slightly bitter. Suddenly she felt a need to
sit. Ylfcwen refilled Caitlin's glass and then her own. Wen
she had enptied her second glass, the elf queen slipped

the bells fromher feet, and the earthbound |iquor allowed
her to lie on the bed without the help of weights. This was
her way of showi ng her earthly visitor she was accepted as
an equal

Yl fcwen' s thoughts were hi dden behind the veil of her
noonst one eyes, those eyes without a dark center. The elf
gueen regarded Caitlin wit