Danger I n The Pal ace

H dden by magic... but for how | ong?

Randal rnoved quickly into the inner roomand gestured at
the stranger to follow him Once they were both

i nsi de, Randal closed the door after themand not a
nmonent too soon. Footsteps sounded in the outer

room Soneone was coming. The young w zard and the nan he
had rescued fl attened t henmsel ves agai nst the wall

Qui ckly, Randal cast the spell of invisibility

over hinself and his conpanion. A second later a

pal e bl ue |ight showed around the

edge

of the door as it opened. Carvelli cane in, a

magi cal col dfl ame gl owi ng above one

upr ai sed hand.

So

Carvelli is the nagician,

t hought Randal

but not trained at the School of Wzardry. If

we're in

be.

tuck, he won't detect us.

Carvelli drew a dagger fromhis belt with

his left hand, while he pulled a sword with

his right. "Woever is here," he said slowy,

* % %

... sh

ow

your sel ves now'
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. Market Square Magician

"A PENNY, a penny for art!"

Randal gave his cry again and showed the crowd an
enpty hat. The small cap of green felt

bel onged to Lys, his friend and traveling conpani on. The
bl ack-haired girl in boy's clothing sat on the

rimof the enornmous bronze-and-marble fountain in the
center of Peda's market square, ready to begin her
performance. Randal flourished the hat a second tine
and placed it on the ground. Then he sat

crossl egged on the pavenent and waited for Lys

to start singing.

Behind him the first notes of the girl's song fl oated
out over the sound of falling water. Mst of the people in the



smal |l crowd turned their attention to her. Those who stil
| ooked at Randal saw a tall, sturdily built

youth in his mddle teens, with untrimed brown hair
falling down into his eyes. Over his

travel -stai ned garnments he wore the wi desl eeved

bl ack robe of a journeyman w zard trained at the

Schol a Sorceriae -- the School of Wzardry

in Tarnsberg, on the western sea.

Time to start earning ny bread,

he thought, as Lys sang on. He didn't understand

the words of her song-they were in her native

Ccci tani an, the | anguage of these parts, and Randa

knew little nmore of that tongue than the few nenorized
phrases he'd al ready spoken. But he and Lys had
practiced this routine every day on the road south from
W dsegard; he knew the exact nmonent at which

to begin weaving his own spells into the nusic.

Now t he young wi zard cal med his mnd and began to cal
forth sound fromthe air around him a deep-pitched, steady
chord to underlie and harnmonize with Lys's nel ody.

The chord cane in well-balanced and firmon the

first try.

Good,

t hought Randal

Now for the high tone.

He concentrated again and set a nmellow flute |ike

tone pl aying al ong an octave above the tune Lys

sang.

The flute sound al so cane in on key and

foll owed the nel ody wi thout any funbles or

m st akes. Randal allowed hinself a snile of

sati sfaction- the music was going well today.

Now for the Iights.

He tried for a glow ng cloud of color, like a vei

bet ween Lys and the spray of the fountain, and it appeared.
Wth a little nore concentration, he gave the cloud a wash of
red for the low note of his chord, nmingled with green and
blue for Lys's clear alto voice and dappled wth

flecks of gold sparkling in tine with the highest notes
of the flute.

The first magi ¢ Randal had ever seen had been just such
a display of sound and light. But Madoc

the Wayfarer, the wi zard who had perforned those wonders
in the great hall of Castle Doun, had been a

master of the mmgical art and not a mere journeynman.
Randal hinself had spent the past few nonths in
acquiring, by trial and error, the fine control that
produced a particul ar sound or col or w thout

acci dent every tine.

Sone days the magi ¢ had worked well, while on other

days Randal's efforts had brought him nore

enbarrassnment than success. But as traveling
entertainers went, he and Lys had prospered they'd

al ways had enough noney to buy food, and here in the
sout hl and, where nights were warmand dry, they slept in
t he open and sel dom needed to pay for | odging.

As Lys's song cane to an end, Randal ended the

sounds and the cloud of colored light. He | ooked

down at the cap and found it enpty.

| don't understand,



he thought, feeling at once puzzl ed and di sappoi nt ed.
I'"ve had the spells working right for weeks now, and
Lys doesn't even need nmagic to sound good. W

shoul d have gotten one or two pennies at least fromthis
crowd.

I nstead, only thin applause cane fromthe small-and
rapi dly dw ndl i ng-audi ence. Randal sighed and reached
out to pick up the enpty cap. His fingers had just
touched the brimwhen a small bag of black

vel vet sailed through the air and landed in the cap with a
netal lic

chi nk.

Randal picked up the bag. It felt heavy in his

hand, and the contents shifted and clinked inside it.
Carefully he undid the silver cord of the

drawstring

and pul |l ed the bag open. Hi s sudden hopes were not
dashed. The bag contai ned gol d coi ns-nore noney than
he'd seen in one place since |eaving his

uncle's castle to study wi zardry.

Randal closed the bag and slid it into the deep
pocket of his robe, next to his spell-book

Then he | ooked to see who had made the donation. The
young w zard's gaze traveled upward froma man's

hi gh | eat her boots, to a short tunic of black

velvet trimred in silver, to a clean-shaven
intelligent face framed by bright red hair. At his
wai st, the stranger wore a | ong, narrow bl aded

swor d.

"Many thanks, ny lord;" said Randal in

Ccci tani an, thus exhausting his entire stock of the

| anguage.

The wel | -dressed stranger gestured at Randa

to rise and said something in a clear, pleasant voice.
Randal | ooked around to Lys for a translation

The Cccitanian girl swng down fromthe rimof the
fountain onto the pavenent. Randal saw that her eyes
wer e dancing. "Cone on, Randy," she said. "W're
going with this gentleman. He wants us to play at the

pal ace. "
"The pal ace?" Randal said in amazenent as they
fell in behind the stranger. "I knew we were good, but

| didn't think we were that good"

"Here in Cccitania," said Lys, "every city

is its own country-and the lords of the city-states are
rich and powerful. Just take what you can and snile

At the very |l east we can expect a good neal, and

maybe even new cl ot hes, when we play for Hs

G ace"

Randal nodded, still uncertain whether the sum

mons was for good or ill. Lys, though, seemed to have
no doubts at all; she was sniling as they foll owed

the stranger away fromthe marketpl ace. The red-headed
man | ed them through the town and uphill along w de
streets, through ranks of tall stone houses. At the
top of the hill they cane to a huge marbl e

bui | di ng-actually a collection of buildings joined
together by walls and set in the mdst of green | awns and
sweet -snel | i ng gardens.

Randal and Lys followed their guide onward through a



maze of corridors, cloisters, enclosed gardens,

and wi ndi ng stairways. Everywhere they | ooked, they saw
| uxury. Frescoes covered the walls and the

ceiling; dark and |ight woods nmade patterns on

t he polished floor underfoot; and bronze and marbl e
statues filled the corners along the way.

This has to be the pal ace,

t hought Randal, feeling shabby and insignificant in his
nmud- st ai ned robe.

No one but a prince would live in such

magni fi cence.

At last the three of themcane to a small room

where another man waited. The two strangers spoke

toget her, and then the red-headed man said sonething to Randal
"He wants you to go with him" Lys transl ated.

"I'"'m supposed to stay here"

"Do | have any choi ce?" Randal asked.

"No;" said Lys. "He's the Prince's

messenger you'd better go with him"

Randal followed the red-headed nman down anot her

series of corridors to a roomfilled w th books.

The nessenger stopped, turned to Randal, and spoke

a short phrase. Randal guessed that it

meant sonething like "stay here"; he nodded, bowed, and
cl asped his hands before himin a gesture of patience.
The response appeared to satisfy the di smessenger

He departed through another door, |eaving Randal behind
to | ook around curiously.

One side of the long, narrow roomwas all w ndows,
opening onto a wal |l ed garden. Bookshel ves |ined

the other walls fromfloor to ceiling. The sight of the
rows of books carried Randal back for a nonent

to his early days at the Schol a.

The library in Tarnsberg,

he remenbered with a snile,

was the

first

one

Id

ever seen.

If truth be told, in those days he'd barely been

able to read. In kingless, unsettled Brecel ande, where
he'd been born, know edge of letters had mattered | ess
than skill with a sword. But Randal had given up

his future as heir to a northern barony to study the
art of magic and had forsworn the use of knightly
weapons forever. Now the fat, |eather-bound vol unmes
seened to call to himfromthe library walls

He contented hinsel f, however, with scanning the titles
of the ones nearest to him The nanes intrigued him and
he was debating with hinmself the wi sdom of taking down a
book when he heard the sound of the far door opening.
The redheaded man beckoned to himfromthe doorway.
Randal |eft the bookshel ves and went past the

messenger into the next room

The door cl osed behind him Suddenly, the air was
filled with the intense, neck-prickling sensation of
powerful magic. Randal felt other, nonmateri al

| ocks and barriers slip into place.

Is this a trap?



he thought, fighting a surge of panic. But when no

i medi at e dangers arose to nenace him he forced hinself
to look cal My around the chanmber. The books and

equi prent scattered about only confirned what he had
al ready guessed-he was in the workroom of a master

wi zar d.

The dark, hawk-nosed man waiting at the desk,

t hen, nust be the w zard to whom the room bel onged.

To Randal, he seened richly enough dressed to be the
Prince hinmself. Hi s | ong robe was cl ot h-of -gold,

enbroi dered over with mystic signs in silver and

bl ack, and the ankle-length tunic beneath it was made of
crinmson silk. He waved away the nessenger

then gestured at Randal to conme forward.

"Come here;" he said. "I want to | ook at you."

Randal obeyed. The dark man had spoken in the

A d Tongue, the conmon | anguage of w zards and

wi zardry. Now the man placed the tips of his |ong
fingers together and regarded Randal with a penetrating
gaze.

"Are you aware;" the dark man continued, "that here in
Peda all magic is the property of the Prince?

And that | amthe only wizard whom H s G ace

sees fit to let practice the Art?" He

paused. "And are you aware of the penalties for
violating Hs Gace's will?"

Randal felt cold.

Lys never warned ne about anything like this,

he t hought.

It wasn't enough that | got nyself and Nick thrown
into jail back in Wdsegard, just for

| ooki ng

like | might be a w zard.

The nmenory hurt. N colas Wariner had been the

first friend Randal had nmade anong the apprentices at
the Schola, and Nick had died by magic in

W dsegar d-di ed whil e aiding Randal to fight off the
attack of an outlaw wi zard.

If 1 hadn't

asked

for help, N ck

woul d be alive today.

For a nonent Randal's guilt threatened to overwhel m
him as it had so many tinmes since then, but he forced
hinself to push it aside. At |east the pain of
renmenbering had hel ped himin one

way, by

driving out the fear that the Prince's w zard had
aroused. "No, Master," he said al oud.

"I wasn't aware of the laws in Peda. | only

arrived here a day ago."

The master wi zard nodded. "You gave your first
performance in the market square yesterday evening, and by this
nmorning | had heard the news:" He | eaned back

in his chair, and his voice took on a nore kindly
tone. "Fortunately, Prince Vespian the

Magni ficent, the Prince of Peda, gives ne

much freedom of action in magical matters.

Therefore, | ask you conamaze ne:"

It sounded nore |like an order than a request. Randa



shook his head. "I beg your pardon, Master, but

| don't understand"

"Amaze ne;" the master w zard repeated. " Show

me sone nmagic. Let ne see your best."

Randal | ooked at the dark man for a nmonent without
speaki ng.

How am | supposed to anaze a master w zard?

he wondered. Finally he gave a sort of nenta

shrug and deci ded that he nmight as well do an easy

col or-spel |.

Better something sinple that I know will work

he t hought,

than somet hi ng conplicated that mght fail

He held up his hands a few i nches apart and

called up a ball of floating |ight com the cold

bl ue flane nobst wi zards used for reading at

ni ght, but a warmyellow gl ow t hat shone agai nst his
uprai sed hands, naking the long white scar across his
right pal mstand out in sharp relief.

Randal let the ball of light burn for a nmoment between
hi s hands, and then set it free to circle around the
room He gave a nental command, and the gl obe

split into first two and then four separate balls of
light, each a different color. Al four lights

began to pulse with an inner rhythm going bright and
dimand bright again, faster and faster. At |last they
expl oded, filling the air with silver sparkles that
glittered and vani shed before they hit the ground.
When the | ast sparkling flicker had died away,

Randal let his hands fall to his sides and waited.

The master wizard sat |looking at himfor a long tine
bef ore he spoke.

"Two questions come to mind;" the dark man said.
"First-what is a northerner like yourself doing so far
away from hone? And second-why is a Schol a

trained wizard with so nmuch nagi cal power at his

di sposal wasting his tine on trivial ganes of sound
and |ight?"

The questions cut closer to the bone than Randa

liked. He drew a deep breath, and then let it out
again slowy before he answered. "There are a master
wi zard and a powerful lord in Brecel ande, both of whom
want nme dead. That's why | don't go back"

The dark nman nodded. "A good reason;" he said.

"And truthfully spoken, as befits a w zard. But

you haven't answered ny second question."

Randal | ooked away and cl enched his fists so hard that
his right hand-the one with the scar-began to throb

"I dealt with powerful MAG C S once;" he said.

"A good friend died. Sounds and lights may be

trivial, as you say ... but they nake peopl e happy and
they don't do any harm"

This time, the master wizard was silent for so long that
Randal began to wonder if he had given offense with
his abrupt reply. But when the dark man spoke,

Randal heard no anger in his voice, only a

certain anmount of synpat hy.

"Well, then, | am answered-though | suspect

there's nore to the story than you're telling." The naster
wi zard smiled at Randal for the first time. "So-what



should I call you while you're here?"

"My nanme is Randal ;" he said. "But why do you say
"while I'm here' ?"

"His Grace the Prince gives ne

| eave to dispose of illicit magicians however |
choose;" said the master wizard. "I do not bother him
with the details. In your case, young Randal,

intend to make use of your abilities to ease ny

own burden”

"For how | ong?" Randal asked.

"A few weeks comuntil M dsunmmer, at

| east:"

Randal relaxed a little. At least it didn't |ook

like his visit to Peda was going to include a stay in the
local jail, or worse. "What will | have to do?"

he asked.

"You' ve already worked with magi cal ENTERTAI NVENT' S; "
said the dark man. "They are, as | said,

trivial-but it still takes a certain flair to do them
wel |, and you seemto have the knack."

Once again, the master w zard regarded Randal over

the tips of his steepled fingers. "Your presence here
at this time is a stroke of good luck for ne;" he

said, "since Prince Vespian is a passionate

| over of theatrical ENTERTAI NMENT'S. He finds

thema relief fromthe cares of rulership, and for the nost
part |I'mdelighted to hel p make each perfornance
something to remenber. But at the nmonent, other matters
are nore pressing."

"I see;" said Randal. "So |I'm going to be one

of the Prince's players whether | like it or not?"
"I"'mafraid so, yes;" said the dark man. Again,

he smiled. "You won't go unrewarded, |

prom se you. The Prince is generous to those who

serve him and | nyself will teach you everything | know about
the uses of the magical Art for illusion and di sguise.
Wth that know edge, you can take over for me in the theatre while
| pursue ny other duties."

Randal was silent for a nonment. He wasn't quite

certain how he should feel about the wi zard's offer

No, not an offer

he corrected hinself.

"' mnot being

given a choice.... But roomand board here in the

pal ace will make a pl easant change fromlife on

the road-and | earning new magic i s what being a
journeyman wi zard is all about.

"When do | begi n?" he asked.

The master wi zard cl apped his hands sharply, and the
door opened to admit the red-haired messenger whom
Randal had followed earlier. The master w zard

spoke to the man in Cccitanian, and then turned

back to Randal

"This man will show you to your rooms in the east

wi ng;" he told the journeyman. "W will begin our
studi es together tomorrow nmorning after breakfast. And one nore
thing-1 notice you have sone difficulties with the

nati ve speech. By norning, you will have found an
answer to that particular problem"

Randal was silent for a nonent, and then said,



"Master... his

"Petrucio;" said the dark man.

"Master Petrucio;" Randal went on, "I would

be glad to I earn fromyou whatever you have to teach, and help
you however | can-but what about ny friend Lys? What
happens to her?"

Petrucio smiled again. "The singer? She hasn't

violated any laws that | know of and can come and go as
she pleases. But if her singing is as good as |'ve
heard it is, there will surely be a place for her in
the Prince's troupe. Go now, and | will see you in

t he norni ng"

I1. Backstage W zard

RANDAL SLEPT THAT night in nore confort than he

had known since |eaving his hone for a life of

wi zardry. In fact, the chanber he was given in the
servants' w ng of the huge, ranbling pal ace nmade

his old roomat Castle Doun | ook poor and

cranped. Here, instead of a small,

stonewal | ed room shared with his cousin Walter, he had
a roomof his own wth wooden floors and
white-plastered walls. Instead of a narrow, | unpy

cot, he had a soft bed, and-as a final touch of

[ uxury-the tall wardrobe closet standing in one

corner was filled with new garnments cut to his own
neasure.

He woke to sunlight com ng through the gl ass w ndows
onto his face and had no sooner finished dressing

than a knock sounded at the door. He opened it and
found anot her of the pal ace nessengers waiting for him
The nessenger bowed and said, "Master Petrucio

bids you to break your fast with him as soon as you are
ready. "

Randal ' s boyhood as first a page and then a

squire in his uncle's castle had trained him

well in courtly

behavi or. He bowed to the nessenger in return and

said, "Pray, lead on, sir."

A sudden thought brought the young wi zard up short:
What | anguage did we just use?

Then, recalling that Petrucio had prom sed him

an answer to his problens with the | ocal speech

Randal realized that the nessenger had addressed himin
Ccci tani an, and that he had answered in the

same tongue.

Randal ' s guide |l eft himoutside the door

to Petrucio' s workroom The journeyman opened the

wor kr oom door and found Petrucio waiting for him

at a small table set for two

"Good norning;" said the master w zard as Randal
entered. He waved a hand at the enpty chair. "I

trust you slept well?"

"Ch, yes;" Randal said as he took his seat

opposite Petrucio. "I could get too fond

of living like this, | think-there's nothing like it in the
nort hern | ands"

Petrucio | ooked at himnarrowy. "So you do

plan to return some day, after all?"

"Back to Tarnsberg, at |least;" said Randal

"I'"l'l have to, if | ever go before the Regents of the



Schol a to be exanined for Mastery."
But that
"s a long way off,
he t hought.
And |
"mnot sure | want to do the kind
of magic
that's required of a master wi zard. It hurts too
nmuch.
Bef ore Randal could say nore, the workroom door opened
and a serving-man appeared, bearing a tray of silver
topped with a silver lid. The man placed the tray
on the table between the two wi zards and renoved the |id.
"Besi des;" Randal finished as the servant w thdrew,
"Brecel ande is ny hone:"
"I ndeed; " nmurnured the nmaster w zard, as he
| ooked over the dishes on the tray. "Excellent
nothing |ike buttered eggs for breakfast."
Randal nodded and turned his attention to the silverware
at his own place. The knife and the spoon were
fam liar enough, even if nore el egantly made than
any he had seen, but the snmall, two-pronged
utensil on the tabl ecloth beside themhad himfrowning in
puzzl enent .

He heard Petrucio chuckle. "It's called a
fork. You still have a fewthings left to |earn,
see. "

"A fork;" repeated Randal. He | ooked at the

little tool for a noment longer, and then laid it back
down besi de the knife and spoon. "You spoke of having
things to learn ... but | have one thing less to learn
than | thought | had. Howis it that | speak the

| anguage of the. people here, Master Petrucio, when
yesterday | knew fewer than a dozen words

of the tongue?"

"Cone, now," said Petrucio with a smile

"Surely a journeyman wi zard can recogni ze the

effects of a spell:" "Yes;" admtted Randal

"But why don't they use

spells like that at the Schola? Wien | think of how
many nights | stayed up late trying to | earn how

to say "the candle is on the table' in the AQd

Tongue ... his

Petruci o spooned sone eggs onto his own plate,
and then sonme onto Randal's. "The spell is a new
one of ny own, I'mafraid- | devel oped it out

of nmy researches into the nature of |anguage.
Unfortunately, casting the spell requires a
near - per f ect under standi ng of how a gi ven | anguage
wor ks, and such know edge requires a lifetime of study’
Conversation | agged as the two wi zards ate. Wen

br eakfast was over, Petrucio |eaned back and

cl apped his hands. The servant reappeared and cl eared
the table.

After the man had left, Petrucio | ooked over

at Randal. "Sone little while ago;" said the naster

wi zard, "l heard a strange story fromthe

northl ands, of an apprentice w zard who, in

defiance of all tradition, killed a man

with a sword. Have you heard of the case?"



Randal cl enched his right hand over the raised scar that
marred the pal mand swal | owed hard.

can't lie to him No true wizard can lie. If

he does, then in the end his own magic will grow

twi sted and turn agai nst him

He net Petrucio's eyes, though it took an

effort of will on his part. The master wizard's | ean
dark face was unreadabl e.
"Yes;" Randal said. "I was that apprentice"”

Pride kept himfrom sayi ng anything nore, although he could
have justified hinmself by saying that the bl ow had been struck
out of desperation. He had been trapped by a naster

wi zard who neant to offer his blood to the princes of the
denonic realm and he'd cut his own hand to the bone

when he seized the bl ade.

I've already paid for breaking the |aw that says a

wi zard can't defend hinself with steel

he t hought.
If Prince Vespian's wizard still wants to throw
me out on that accountwell, |I'mno worse off than

| was at this tinme yesterday.

But Petrucio was smiling. "Good;" said the master

wi zard. "Then | can carry out a prom se

made to the old friend who brought ne that tale.

He said that a journeyman wi zard with a scarred hand

m ght cone here sone day, and asked nme to help himto the
best of ny ability."

Randal unclenched his fist. Wth the rel ease of tension
cane curiosity-there weren't many people who were |ikely
to be talking about himwith a master wi zard. "Your friend
woul dn't have been named Madoc the Wayfarer, by any
chance?"

Petrucio smiled. "By chance, yes."

"Master Madoc was the first wizard | ever net;"

said Randal, "and a good friend to ne." For a noment he
fell silent, remenbering the traveling w zard who

had filled the great hall of Castle Doun wth

mar vel ous creations of sound and |ight. Madoc had

been a shrewd judge of character as well as a powerfu

wi zard; if Master Petrucio called himfriend,

then the Cccitanian wi zard was someone worthy of

trust and respect.

"l haven't seen Madoc since | left the

Schol ar" said Randal finally. "How is he?"

"As footl oose as ever," Petrucio said. "He

didn't stay here long-but he tal ked of you fondly,

and spoke well of your skills and ability."

"I hope | can live up to his good opinion of

me," said Randal. "lI'mafraid

wasn't al ways the nost pronising of apprentices.”

"I think we can trust Master Madoc's

judgrent ;" Petrucio told him "From what you

showed me yesterday, |1'd say you'll only need a

little practice in the spells of color, disguise,

and illusion, and then you'll be ready to spend the afternoon
working with Prince Vespian's players."

The norning passed in the study of magical spells

in particular, the specialized illusions needed for the
Prince's theater. About noon, a peculiar tapping

on



t he i nner door of Petrucio' s workroominterrupted

Randal ' s | essons contwo knocks cl ose together, a

pause, and then three nore.

Petruci o | ooked over at the door, and then back

to where Randal stood. The young wi zard had just conpl eted
the spell which magically altered his features to nake

hi m appear years ol der and pounds heavi er

Petruci o frowned. "Randal;" he said, "be a

good lad and step into the library, will you? You can read
anyt hi ng you like-but don't come back in until I

call you. See how | ong you can maintain your

illusion"
Randal was baffled, but he foll owed Petrucio's
orders. Still wearing another man's face and

form he went into the outer room pulled out a book

at random and settled down into a chair beside the

wi ndows. He sat reading for quite sone tine, while

voi ces -- Petrucio's and another's -- rose

and fell behind the w zard' s study door

It was early afternoon before the door opened and Petrucio
cane out. "My apologies for interrupting your work

like that, said the master wi zard. "Sonetimes such things
happen. Now it's tinme you went to the theatre-when you
get there, tell Vincente you're ny new

assistant and ask himto let you know what effects

he's going to need for the M dsunmer perfornmance next
nmont h. Anything you can't manage on your own,

we' |l go over tonorrow norning:"

Randal resuned his own appearance and went to do as
he'd been told. Locating the theatre took him

| onger than he'd expected-for one thing, he'd never
seen a theatre before. At |ast, he pushed open a

pair of doors inlaid with ebony and not her - of - pear|
conbl ack and sil ver

nmust be the Prince's colors,

he thought, and paused for a nonment on the threshold
to |l ook around in amazenent.

The theatre was an i nmense, enpty, high-ceilinged

room longer than it was wide, with a large

stage at the far end. An arch of nmarble rose above the
stage and supported heavy bl ack curtains, now

drawn back, that could be let down to conceal nobst of the
stage area. Light cane into the roomfrom w ndows

hi gh up near the vaulted ceiling; wall brackets

for candl es showed how the roomwould be lit at night.
A group of nen and woren stood together down at the far
end of the room Anobng them Randal recognized

Lys, busily talking with the sane man who had

escorted themto the pal ace. Today, instead of a

vel vet tunic, the man wore a plain white

shirt and bl ack hose, but there was no m staking his
bright red hair.

As Randal came down toward the stage, the redheaded

man hurried forward to neet him saying, "l see
Master Petrucio's found us poor players a

wi zard of our own. I'mVincente, by the way, and the
rest of us you'll know soon enough. Tell ne, can you

do a ghost ?"
Randal blinked. "A ghost?"
"W need one for the last act of the tragedy;"



Vi ncente expl ai ned. "Master Petrucio' s been

prom sing to work one up for us, but the Prince keeps
hi m so busy at court that he doesn't have the tine

to spare.”

"A ghost... was murmured Randal. He thought for a
nmonent, and then cast the spell of visible illusion
A cloudy figure drifted down the I ength of the

room

fromthe double doors to the stage. "Sonething |ike that?"
"Not bad;" said Vincente. "We'l|l have to give it

the right face and wal k, and work on getting a

voi ce-but if that's what you can do on short notice,

I think we're set

"I told you Randy was good;"

Lys said to Vincente. She turned to Randal, her

blue eyes alight. "You'll |ike working here, | know
you will. Prince Vespian |oves plays cont's why

he built this theatre, and why he has his own troupe
of actors, instead of hiring whoever comes through town"
Anot her of the actors nodded agreement. "Once the
Prince had his own theatre inside the pal ace, every
other ruler in Cccitania had to do the sane, or be

out of fashion-but nost places still hire traveling
players to fill the stage. You won't see
performances |ike ours anywhere conelse, | can tell you

that. It's the rehearsals that do it, and you can't
those on the road:"

" Speaki ng of rehearsals, Mntal ban;" said
Vincente, with a neani ngful glance at the other
actor, "it's tine we all got back to work.

Randal conforthe first act, we need light that goes from
dawn to early norning. Can you do that?"

"I think so;" said the young w zard. "Were do you want
me to be while I'mcasting the spells?”

A few minutes later, Randal stood behind the

bl ack velvet curtain, calling up the rosy

light of sunrise over the stage where Vincente and
Mont al ban rehearsed the play's opening scene.

By the time a distant gong sounded and the Prince's
troupe broke off their work for the dinner hour, Randa
had, by his own count,

caused the sun to rise a dozen or nore tines.

Vincente, it turned out, had definite ideas about just
what col or the sky should be at every line he and
Mont al ban spoke-and Randal soon realized that

while the actors only had to remenber their own

parts, the backstage wi zard would have to know the entire
pl ay by heart.

Thank goodness the Schol a taught nme how

to menorize things,

he thought, as he went back to his roomthat evening.
["1l just have to

pr et end

that a play is a peculiar sort

of spell.

The next few days passed in nuch the sane nmanner

as the first, with Randal studying magic in the norning
hours and passing the afternoon with Vincente and the other
actors in the Prince's theatre. Under

Petruci o' s gui dance, Randal's skill at

get



illusion increased until he could keep as many as

four different actors disguised at once w thout

feeling the strain.

Lys, for her part, seened to be enjoying herself in her
stage role as the hero's sister. For the first time in
several years, the young singer was anong peopl e who spoke
her own | anguage and fol |l owed her own custom More

than that, she plainly reveled in the chance to be part
of a troupe of actors. Sonetines, watching her at

wor k during rehearsals, Randal wondered if she had

found a permanent hone anong the Prince's

pl ayers.

If she had, he knew that this time in Peda m ght be

the last he would spend with Lys. For now, he was
content to live in the palace and work with Master
Petruci o-but he remai ned a journeyman wi zard,

bound by the rules of the Schola to wander the world in a
guest for magical know edge.

| won't be staying here,

he admtted to hinself a few days after his arrival, as
he stood in the theatre with Vincente, watching Lys

and Mont al ban rehearsing a scene together

Not if 1'mgoing to be a naster wi zard. If |

want to nake nyself ready to return to Tarnsberg and the

Schola, I won't be able to keep away from the open
road forever. Lys, though ... this is the life she was
born to.

"Watch this bit;" said Vincente quietly at

Randal ' s el bow, interrupting his thoughts. "The

entrance. You've only seen it with Mntal ban bei ng

| owered down on a rope fromthe prop-loft. Today

we're trying the trap door fromthe under-stage-see

if you think it's any better."

Randal nodded and turned his attention to Montal ban

who was naking his entrance as the wi cked uncle. "Neither
way is going to look like a nagic portal;" he

said finally. "lI"msurprised that the Prince

didn't have Master Petrucio construct a porta

or two to go with all those trap doors."

"He thought of it;" said Vincente. "But the theatre
wasn't newy built fromthe ground up. It was

made over from an ol der wi ng of the pal ace.”

"I see;" said Randal. Magic portals, if

built by a wizard who want ed somet hi ng

per manent, had to be constructed along with the buil ding
they were part of comanda tenporary portal called for nore
power than even a master w zard could afford to spend for
anyt hing short of life and death.

Randal considered the stage for a nonent. "The

trap-door entrance is the better of the two;" he

decided. "But it still doesn't |look nuch |like rea
magi c"

"It doesn't need to;" said Vincente. "G ve

us a flash of light and a | oud bang, and that'll cover

up anyt hi ng awkwar d"

Randal nodded and went back to watching the actors.
When the scene was finished, Lys came forward to the
edge of the stage.

"How did it | ook?" she asked.

"Better than the last tine;" said Vincente. "I was



afraid we'd have to cut the scene, but we'll get it
right yet."

The bl ack-haired singer sat down on the Iip of the
stage with her feet dangling over the edge. "Good;"

she said. She stretched, catlike, and then sniled

at Vincente. "You can't inmagine;" she said, "how

good it feels to be acting again. |'ve been singing,
nostly, for about three years now, with a bit of
acrobatics thrown in for good measure-but |

was born into a famly of actors, and acting is

what | do best."

Vincente sniled back at her. "You nmake a fine

addition to the troupe.... WIIl you be staying with us here in
Peda after the M dsunmer perfornmance?"

Randal held his breath and | ooked away, not wanting

to hear his suspicions confirmed. But Lys shook

her head regretfully and said, "I don't know.

It's good to be back with nmy own people, and the Prince
isn't a bad man to serve. But Randy and | have

been partners al nbst since we net. He saved ny

life, you know | stay as long as he does, no

nore:"

Randal felt a warm gl ow of surprise. He'd

al ways been grateful for Lys's friendship but hadn't
realized that she herself put such a high value on it.
"And besides;" Lys continued, "there's something about
Brecel ande. The song hasn't cone to its fina

verse, if you follow me:" She hesitated, as if

searching for the right words. "My famly wanted to go to that
country, and | feel, sonehow, that | have to finish what
t hey began”

Randal was puzzled, both by what Lys said and by the
hesitant way in which she spoke, so unlike her

usual self-assured tone. Before he could

say anything, however, the doors at the far end of the

t heatre opened. A messenger in the Prince's

bl ack-and-silver livery hurried down to the group
standing in front of the stage. The nan sketched a
hasty bow to Randal and Lys, and then beckoned

Vi ncent e asi de.

The actor stood for a little while, listening as the
nmessenger spoke in a rapid undertone. After the man

had finished, Vincente turned back to the others.

"Your pardon;" he said, "but it seens |I'm

urgently needed el sewhere. W'll take up again

tonorrow where we |eft off." The red-haired actor bowed
and wal ked qui ckly away.

Randal wat ched hi m go. A puzzled frown began

to formbetween the young w zard's brows. For some reason
Vincente's abrupt departure had called to his

m nd the unexpected knock at the door of

Petrucio's workroomhis first day in the pal ace

That time, the master wizard had sent himout of the room
with no nore explanation than Vincente had just given.
Maybe it's just because |'m a foreigner here,

he t hought.

But | get the feeling sonmetinmes that there's nore going on
in Peda than neets the eye.

[11. H dden Ways

BETWEEN STUDY AND practice, the next few



weeks went by swiftly. As M dsunmer Ni ght

grew cl oser, the rehearsals becane nore intense.

Vincente, while unfailingly cheerful and courteous,

was just as unfailingly reluctant to settle for |ess

than everyone's best effort, and often Randal didn't

return to his chanmber in the east wing until well

after dark.

The | ast rehearsal before M dsunmmrer proved

especially long and exhausting. Randal made the

illusory sun come up over the opening scene again and

agai n, and wal ked the transparent, npani ng ghost up and

down the length of the theatre nore times than he could count,
before Vincente called for a break

A cool stone jar of mnt-and-honey-flavored water

stood on a trestle table backstage; Randa

di pped hinmsel f out a nugful and drained it in one |ong,
grateful swall ow.

Di sgui ses and illusions may be trivial

he thought as he filled his mug again,

but do enough of themat a stretch and they | eave you just as
drained as throwing a lightning bolt or |ooking into the
future.

Still carrying his rmug, he joined Lys and Vi ncente out

near the front of the stage. The two actors

and the journeynman wi zard watched as a hal f-dozen

pal ace servants went in and out through a snall door

beneat h the stage, carrying out cushi oned benches fromthe
storeroom where they were kept and setting themup in

r ows.

Randal tried to guess fromthe seats how nany peopl e were going
to be watching the M dsumer performance. The nunber
startled him "Were are all these people going to be comni ng
from?" he asked Vincente.

"Everywhere;" answered the red-haired actor, with a

broad gesture. "These

are

the Mdsumer Revels, after all, and our Prince

has a reputation to uphold. Al the notable

famlies of Peda are invited, the other

Cccitanian states are sendi ng

anbassadors-you'll even see people fromas far away as
Brecel ande: "
Randal took a sip fromhis nug. "I didn't know

the nmerchants of Peda traveled that far north.”
Peda's nmerchants don't trade rmuch farther away
than Wdsegard," admitted Vincente. "But His
Grace, our Sovereign Ruler, has been known
to lend some of Peda's gold-at a noderate rate
of interest, naturally -- to one or another of
your northern earls:" Lys |ooked curious.
"What ever for?"
"Wars cost noney," Randal said. "Supplies

weapons . . . pay for the nmercenaries . . . was
He t hought of the chest of gold coins that his uncle
kept in the strongroomat Castle Doun, in case
one day the unrest in Brecel ande brought nore trouble
t han Doun's knights and nmen-at-arns could deal wth
alone. "In Brecel ande, there's always fighting going
on somepl ace-and when there's fighting, the w nner takes
all. If the Prince supports the right side, he



gets his nmoney back with interest.

"So he does;" admitted Vincente. "I can't

say | care nmuch for that part of it nyself. But |'ve
heard that our Prince-may Fortune continue to smle
on himhas a tender conscience, and that only those with just
causes may borrow from Peda's treasury. An

envoy from Brecel ande is here right now, in fact, on
just such a m ssion"

"Do you know his name?" Randal asked curiously, not
really expecting an answer.

And even if | get one,

he t hought,

who's to say I'Il recognize hin? It's been

a. long tine since | left hone.

Vi ncente shrugged. "Anmbassadors and actors

don't mix, I"'mafraid. But he's said to be

an honorable man."

Lys was | ooki ng doubtful. "Honorable or not," she
told Vincente, "I still think that Peda gets the

better part of the bargain"

Randal was forced to agree. He could see that Prince
Vespi an was rich-everything about the pal ace spelled
weal th, fromthe anple meals in the servants' hal

to the marble statues in the formal gardens. He had al so
seen the sanme prosperity reigning in the city

out side the palace walls. Even the poorest

t ownspeopl e here | ooked happier and better-fed

than the well-off in northern cities |ike

Tat ti nham and Ci ngest oun.

He stood for a while in silence, watching the pal ace
servants set up nore benches. A conmotion

at one of the side doors drew his attention, and he
turned to see four of the strongest nen bringing in something
| arge and heavy-a massive hi gh-backed throne with

| eapi ng dol phins for the arnrests and a snarling lion's
head on the back, all carved froma single block of

sone dark wood

Randal nodded toward the servants westling with the huge
chair. "l suppose that belongs to the

Prince."

Vi ncente nodded. "Ugly, isn't it? And

unconfortable, or so I'mtold. But you have to admt

it |ooks inpressive."

Bef ore Randal could answer, a shout cane fromthe
servants bringing in the throne-one of them had stunbl ed
agai nst the corner of a bench. As Randal watched, the
man went down on one knee and lost his grip on the

back edge of the throne. The other three nen fought

to keep their burden from going over, but in vain-the heavy
chair swayed, toppled, and cane down with a crash

on the fallen man, trapping his | eg under the weight

of solid wood.

The man screaned. Vincente | eaped down fromthe stage
and reached the overturned chair in three |ong

strides.

"Lys!" the actor shouted over his shoul der as he

ran. "Fetch the pal ace heal er, and hurry!

Randal , conme help us shift this thing!"

But even fromhis place on the stage, the young wi zard
could see bright red blood spurting fromthe nman's | eg



where the wei ght of the throne pressed down.

The bone's broken,

Randal thought,

and it's cut the artery. He'll bleed to death

before a heal er gets here.

He didn't hesitate, but called out the words of a
levitation-spell. The great wooden throne rose

into the air. By the time it hit the floor again severa
yards away, Randal had already junped fromthe stage

to join the group around the injured nman.

"I know the healing-spells;" he said. "I can help

him"

The ot hers drew back, and Randal passed his hands

along the man's leg, feeling for damage with the

wi zardly senses that went beyond sight and touch.

Mend the cut artery

first

, to stop the bleeding ... then bring the Pieces of
bone into place and start them grow ng back together again

then build his strength and ease the pain.

The healing-spells that Randal had | earned from Master

Bal pesh were still fresh in his mnd-spells that the master
wi zard had called the high point of the w zard' s art,

even though few of the Schola' s w zards chose

to follow them Randal spoke the words and felt the

man sink into the healing sleep. As Vincente,

Lys, and the others watched, the bl eeding stopped and the
broken |l eg grew strai ght again. The man's

br eat hi ng deepened and becane nore regul ar

Randal stood. "He'll sleep until he's

wel | . Put a blanket over himsonetines healing

produces a chil

The young wi zard noved a few steps away fromthe

crowmd of people around the sl eeping man and hal f - sat,

hal f-col | apsed onto one of the benches.

Heal i ng-spells always tired him and this one had taken
nore out of himthan nost, because of the speed with which he'd had
to work.

After a minute or two, Vincente cane over and

sat down on the bench beside him The red-haired

actor's face was al nost as pale as the injured

man's had been, and his expression was sober

"That was a good thing you did;" he told Randal

"We're glad you were with us today-but if you can do nagic
like that, then why in the nane of Fortune aren't you working as
somebody's court wi zard instead of providing stage

effects for a troupe of actors?"

"I"'monly a journeyman, renenber;" said

Randal , with a grimace. "Hardly court-w zard

material" "The rank doesn't matter,"

Vi ncente persisted.

"There're nore princely courts in Cccitania

| ooking for wizardly aid than there are master

Wi zards to supply it. You could be a power in the

state, wherever you decided to go-our own Master

Petrucio is Vespian's right arm here in

Peda"

Randal shook his head violently and clasped his hands
toget her. The scar across his right pal mthrobbed fromthe



pressure. "l don't want to be "a power in the

state; thank you," he said. "l've seen what comnes

of meddling with the great MAG C S and trying to cure the
world's problens ... and | don't want to do it

anynore:"

Lys had joined the two of themduring this speech
Now she laid a hand on Randal's shoul der. "Let
hi m be, Vincente;" she said before the actor could
speak. "He's got his reasons. | was there, and
know. "

The actor rose to his feet. "Not a word nore, then
Let's finish shoving Hs Gace's blasted chair

into place and get on with our rehearsal.... Are you
com ng, Randal ?"

It was al nost nidnight when Vincente finally decl ared
hinsel f nore or less satisfied with the troupe's
performance. Randal was yawni ng outright as he said good
night to Lys and the others and started back to his
room

The halls were dark and qui et around himas he nade
his way through the pal ace. El sewhere in the great
buil ding, the nobility mght stay awake and revel
into the small hours, but in the servants' quarters
only the Prince's actors-and their journeynman

wi zard-were still moving about. Wth that thought uppernost
his mnd, he rounded the |last corner and al nbst bunped
into a pal ace nmessenger goi ng the other way.

"Are you | ooking for soneone?" Randal asked the nan,
feeling suddenly anxious. A nessenger sent at this
hour coul dn't mean anything good. "Does Master
Petruci o need nme?"

The nessenger shook his head and hurried on without
speaki ng. Randal watched hi mgo. The young w zard's
sense of puzzlenent grew as the messenger's

bl ack-and-silver livery blended into the shadows and
vani shed.

Qdd,

t hought Randal

Usual | y those

fell ows

are nodel s

of courtesy

, but this one didn't even apol ogi ze for al nost
running into mne.

Randal shrugged.

And who do | think I am to want the Prince'

s servants bowing every tinme | walk by? |I'm

only a pennil ess journeyman, not even a permnmanent
nmenber of the Prince

Hs

s

househol d-1v

better start remenbering that nore often

Still, he couldn't help feeling uneasy. And when he
undi d the | ocking-spell he'd placed on the door

of his room he becane even nore concerned: The spel
gave way far too easily, as if it had been

broken and then recast by another. For a nonent, he
paused with his hand still on the doorknob, fighting the
i mpul se to turn and run



This is how the trouble in Wdsegard began

he t hought,

with the I ock on ny room broken and soneone waiting

i nsi de.

Then he drew a deep breath, straightened his

shoul ders, and opened the door

The roomwas just as he had left it. The cold bl ue

gl ow of his witchlight showed no one lying in wait.
Feeling a bit foolish, he pulled open

the door of the tall wardrobe closet and found

nobody | urking there, either. But his investigations did
tell him sonmething el se-while nothing was out of place,
t he whol e room had been thoroughly searched.

Sonet hi ng strange i s goi ng on,

t hought Randal, as he prepared to recast the

| ocki ng-spell. He nmade the charma stronger one this
time, so that he would sense any attenpt to break it,
even in his sleep. Then, feeling as secure as he

coul d under the circunstances, he clinbed into bed. His
| ast thought as slunber overtook himwas that he woul d have
to consult Master Petrucio in the norning.

At breakfast the next day, over crusty rolls and

butter, Randal said, "I think soneone searched ny
room | ast night."

Petruci o | ooked interested. "lIndeed? Did you have

t he usual door-guards up on your roonP"

"Yes;" said Randal, "and door-guards were still there
when | cane back fromrehearsals. But |

could tell that soneone had broken the spell and cast it
again." He paused to go through his menories of the night
before. "And anot her thingon ny way back to the east
wing, "I ran into a man going the other way. He

wore the palace livery, but | think he may have

been a stranger just the sane.”

The master wi zard frowned. "Can you show him

to nme-create his inmage as you would on the stage?"

"Il try," said Randal. He turned back again

to his

menories of the stranger. \When the nman stood before him
in his mind s eye, Randal spoke the words of

visual illusion, and a clear inmage of the messenger
appeared before themin the mddl e of the workroom
Petruci o rose fromthe breakfast table and wal ked

all around the figure. "You're sure?" he asked.

"As sure as | can be"

The master wi zard nodded. "I was afraid that sonething
like this m ght happen;" he said to Randal. "d ose
down the illusion and come with ne:"

He turned and pushed agai nst one of the panels on the

i nner wall of his workroom The polished wood slid

to the right with a faint click, revealing a dark opening.
A

secret

p

assage,

t hought Randal, with a thrill of excitenent. |

wonder where it |eads.

Petruci o had al ready stepped through the doorway and was
| ooki ng back at Randal . The young w zard

smled to hinmself at his own



eager ness- wher ever

t he passage goes, it |ooks like I'mabout to find
out - and

went in after him

The master wi zard slid the door closed. Then he

called up a cold-flame for Iight and began

to stride

al ong the passage, with Randal hurrying after him

At last, they cane to a | ow door. Petrucio

pulled it open, and Randal realized that they were | ooking
into the next roomthrough the back of a firepl ace.

Bef ore he coul d say anything, Petrucio ducked under

t he mant el pi ece and stepped out onto the carpet.

Randal followed and | ooked around the room

curiously. On one wall, a black-and-silver

heral di ¢ device of lions and dol phins hung

above a set of double doors. At the other end of the
room another set of doors opened onto one of the

pal ace's many corridors.

Again Petrucio gestured at Randal to follow The
master wi zard strode over to the doors beneath the

dol phins and lions and pushed them apart w t hout
knocki ng. They swung open to reveal a spacious
roomw th high wi ndows, containing only a few

chairs and a witing desk. A dark man weari ng

pl ai n, al nost severe clothing | ounged in a confortable
chair before one of the wi ndows, reading froma small
scrol|.

The man | ooked up as Petruci o wal ked in. The

master wi zard bowed and held the pose. Randa

hesitated a noment, caught by surprise. Then his

old training as a squire in his uncle's castle

took over. He, too, bowed and waited to see what

woul d happen.

The man spoke in a quiet, pleasant-sounding

voice. "Well, old friend, what brings you here

t oday?"

"It's just as | feared, Your G ace;"

Petruci o said, straightening as he spoke. "The

Duke is up to his old tricks

Randal straightened as well when he caught the

wi zard's nmovenent, lifting his head in tine to see the
man put aside the scroll and | ook keenly at

them From Petrucio's words and actions, Randa
realized that they had come into the presence of Prince
Vespi an the Magnificent, Sovereign Rul er

of Peda.

So that's what he | ooks |ike,

t hought Randal, with an odd feeling of

di sappoi nt nent .

Not particularly magnificent, really ... There's
not hi ng handsonme about him and even Vincente's a better
dr esser.

Then Randal stole a second gl ance and

reconsidered. In spite of his plain appearance, the
Prince had an air of authority about himthat

rem nded Randal of his friend Madoc the Wayfarer
Mast er Madoc | ooked and dressed |ike an

uncivilized tribesman fromthe far north, but no

one who met himever doubted that he was one of the nost



powerful w zards in Brecelande. In the same way,

Randal realized, anyone who | ooked twi ce at

Vespi an woul d know him for what he was -- the

absol ute ruler of Peda and all the surrounding

territories.

The Prince | ooked fromPetrucio to Randal, and then

back to the naster w zard. "You will, of course, find

out what the Duke is planning and thwart hinf

"Of course said Petrucio, with another, briefer

bow.

"Then good day, w zard. W appreciate your

efforts.”

Randal and Petrucio turned to go but stopped at the

sound of the Prince's voice saying, "One nore

t hi ng, Master Petrucio”

Petrucio turned again. "Your G ace?"

"Just once, | wi sh you would knock." The man

chuckl ed, as if to show that he was joking.

Petruci o chuckled, too. "If | knocked,

Your Grace, how would you know it was |?"

Still smling, the master wi zard departed wi th Randa

close on his heels. They entered the secret

passage behind the fireplace and wal ked back through the
narrow ways to Petruci o's wor kroom

To Randal's surprise, the roomwas occupi ed but the

| ean, plainly dressed man who sat witing at

Petrucio's desk was certainly no wi zard. The

stranger wore a serviceabl e dagger at his belt,

and the long, narrow bladed sword at his side had a

grip worn smooth with use. |

don't know who he is,

t hought Randal

but he | ooks danger ous.

At their entrance, the man | ooked up fromhis witing.

The master wi zard, seem ngly unsurprised by the

presence of a stranger in his workroom raised a dark
eyebrow at his visitor and said only, "Back so

soon?"

The man nodded. "New devel opnents.”

He | ooked at Randal, then back at

Petruci o, and handed a scrap of parchment to the naster
wizard. "It's all in here:"

Petruci o scanned the parchnment. "It isn't much.

"I can get nore information;" said the stranger, "but you know
where 1'd have to go to do it"
"Handl e the affair as you think best;"’
wi zard. "But be discreet about it."
"Right;" said the man. "1'll be off, then:" He
stood and left the room

After he had left, silence filled the workroom
Petruci o | ooked at the closed door for a few
seconds, then turned to Randal. "Today you've been
shown things that nmost fol k in Peda never suspect;"
said the naster wizard. "Now | need your assistance.
WIl you give it?"

Randal thought for a moment. "If | can;'
finally. "In every honorable way."
Petruci o sm | ed- Randal thought for a second

that he | ooked relieved. "Very good;" said the w zard.
"By now, you've probably guessed that | do nore than

sai d the mmster

he said



keep H s Grace anused"

"I"d wondered what you were doing while |I was

wor ki ng on nagi cal disguises for Vincente and the
rest;" admitted Randal. "But what does

that have to do with my room being searched? | just cane
to Peda this sumer, and | haven't got the faintest

i dea what's goi ng on around here:"

"What you know or don't know remains a nystery

to nost people;" said Petrucio. "And you are, after
all, a wizard. They were probably just trying to find
out as nuch as they could about you from your possessions
Randal gave a brief |augh. "They woul dn't have

found out much-except for ny spell-book,

don't have anything here that didn't cone fromthe pal ace
to start with. And the spell-book stays in ny

pocket : "

"Wse of you," said Petrucio, "since-as you may

al so have guessed-there are those in Peda who don't share
nost people's love for H s Grace. Because Vespi an
enploys me to informhimof their plots, and because you are
known to be my assistant,

you wi Il have cone under their suspicion as well:" Randa
consi dered the odd happeni ngs and

conversations of the past few hours. "You think that
somebody is conspiring to overthrow the Prince?" "I

know they are;" said Petrucio. The nmaster

wi zard sighed. "It's a problem of |ong standing,
I"'mafraid. The Prince is a kindhearted man

sentinmental, one mght call him He

coddl es his greatest eneny, gives hima villa

outside the city walls, provides himw th noney and

all that he might require. And how does this
fell ow repay that kindness? Wth constant plotting and
treachery. But Prince Vespian is sentinental

as | said. He refuses to have Bartol oneo put

to death:"

"Bartol omeo?" asked Randal. "Who's he?"

"Vespian's brother," said Petrucio. "H's

identical twin brother. Sonme fifteen mnutes

younger and as w cked at the Prince is good"

V. Secret M ssion

SO THE PRI NCE

has a twin brother he doesn

Hs

t trust,

t hought Randal

That

woul d

make t hi ngs

difficult for

H s G ace.

"I must adnmit |1'd rest easier at night know ng

that Duke Bartolonmeo had nmet with a fatal

accident;" the master w zard went on, "but

Prince Vespi an has expressly forbidden

anyone in Peda to harmhis brother. As a result,
I"moften kept busier by the Duke's plottings

than 1'd really like."

Randal | ooked at Petrucio. "I said I'd

help if | could;" he said, "and | wll"



"CGood; " said Petrucio. "Do you suppose you coul d

cast one of those theatrical spells upon yourself, so that
you | ook nothing Iike the young man who spends his afternoons
with the Prince' s actors?"

Randal thought for a moment. Since his first day of study
with Master Petrucio, he'd never tried maintaining

a magi cal disguise on his own person for very |ong,

si nce-except for mrrors-he didn't have any

nmeans of checking on his appearance once the illusion

was in place. But the principle was the

same, whether he cast the spell on hinself or on

anot her, and he'd been getting a |lot of practice

over the past few weeks.

"Yes;" he said finally. "I can do it."

"Then listen carefully;" said Petrucio. He

read fromthe scrap of parchrment the other nman had given

him ""Atall man, but thin and stringy;

bl ue-eyed; short black hair mixed with gray; a

smal |, pointed beard; dresses after the

| ocal fashion but
carries no weapons
"That's not nuch to go on," said Randal. "Just do the best
you can;" Petrucio told him Randal closed his

eyes and began to work the

spel | -taking Petrucio's brief description and

letting his inmagination play with it until an entire

man energed fromthe few short phrases. Then he

t hought, rather than spoke al oud, the words that set the
illusion in place around him

He didn't feel any different, but when he stole

a glance at his reflection in the polished brass

base of a candl estick, a stranger |ooked back

It worked,

he thought with relief. Aloud, he said, "WII| this do?"

"C ose enough;" said the master w zard. "now can you

keep that illusion going all day, if you nust?"

"After all the work with Vincente and the rest of

them for tonight's performance;" Randal said, "I'd

better be able to."

"Cood; " said Petrucio. "I knew | could count

on you:" The master wi zard picked up a piece of

white chalk fromthe table and handed it to Randal. "Now go
to the fountain in Peda's market square:"

"I remenber the place;" said Randal

"Lys and |

performed there our first two days in the city.'
know that the fountain has a flight of

steps leading up to the basin;" the master w zard
replied. "Use that chalk to mark an X on the

left end of the third step on the north side. Then

go to the nearest inn, take a seat, and have lunch. Here
are five silver pennies. Use all of themto pay

for your meal"

"All

of then?" Randal pocketed the pennies new m nted

silver, marked with Prince Vespian's seal and

i mge-but he still felt curious. A single copper

coin would buy a nmeal and lodging in nobst of the inns in
Brecel ande, and even here in the southlands the prices
weren't so high that a man had to pay for his neals in

"Then you



sil ver.

"All;" said Petrucio firmy. "And then

what ?"

"See what happens;" said the naster w zard, "and

return when you feel you should. Before the performance at
m dni ght, certainly.”

Wien | feel | shoul d.
Randal sighed inwardly. "How will | know when t hat
is?"

"Cone, cone;" said Petrucio, with a flash of

annoyance. "A Schol a-trained journeyman shoul d

know better than to ask a question like that-there are too nany
possi bl e answers. But unless |'ve m sjudged,

you'll know the time when it arrives:"

Petruci o went over to the workroom s inner door and
pushed it open. Randal saw that it opened not onto a

pal ace corridor, but to the outside, with the rest of the
city of Peda sl oping away downhill.

"OFf you go;" said Petrucio. "I'Il be waiting

in my study when you return”

Randal stepped across the threshold and heard the door

cl ose behind him He turned back and faced the

bl ank outer wall of Prince Vespian's

pal ace. No door was visible. Randal |ooked

about, trying to menorize the location for his return
then started out for the city and the market square bel ow.
As al ways, when he left the pal ace grounds and went

out into the streets of Peda, Randal narveled at the
bui | di ngs he saw around hi m|arge, open, and airy,

with thin walls of soft stone or brick. No one in

the north would have dared to put up such beautiful but
flimsy buildings. He renenbered his uncle's

castl e of Doun, in the middle of Brecel ande. The

wal |l s there were granite, cut in huge

bl ocks many feet thick, to nmake the castle strong

in case of attack

Remenbering Castl e Doun made Randal feel

horesi ck. It had been several nonths since

he'd | eft Brecel ande, |onger than that since

he'd | ast been in Tarnsberg, where the Schol a

was-and he hadn't been inside the walls of

Castl e Doun since he was not quite thirteen. He

hadn't heard a voice speaking in the accents of his

honel and since his friend Nicolas Warmer had died and

he had turned south from W dsegard.

Wth Master Petrucio's | anguage-spell on

e,

Randal thought,

don't even sound right to nyself.

By the time he reached the bottomof the hill, he found
hinself willing to trade Peda and all its riches for the
taste of a brimm ng nug of dark brown northl ands

cider or the sound of his cousin Valter's vaoi ce.

The nel ancholy nmobod clung to himas he

made his way through the streets. But Peda's market
square-a | arge open space thronged with peopl e buying and
selling everything fromfruits and vegetables to bow s of
beat en gol d-was an excell ent antidote

to gloom In spite of hinself, Randal felt

his spirits lighten as he pushed through the crowd to the base



of the fountain and clinbed the steps.

On the third step he sat, stretching his |egs out
with the air of a fellow who had all day to spend watching
the citizens of Peda do their marketing. He reached
into his pocket and closed his fingers around the chal k
Petrucio had given him After a little nore tinme had
passed, he bent over as if to adjust his shoe and
traced a cross on the marble step

So far, so good,

he t hought.

Now for the next part.

Fi ndi ng the closest inn wasn't easy-the north

face of the square alone had three. Still, it wasn't

i npossi ble. One of them The Egret, was clearly

al nost clearly-the closest of the |ot.

Randal stood up again, crossed the square to The
Egret, and wal ked in. He stood for a mnute just

i nside the door, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the
dimlight. The inn's common-roomwas hal f ful

of patrons and appeared cl ean and prosperous.

Randal wal ked up to a large man in a white

apron who was busy w ping bread crunbs off a

recently vacated table.

"I'I'l have lunch;" Randal said." He

pulled the five silver pieces out of his pocket and
sl apped them down onto the table.

The man scooped up the coins without nissing a

beat. "You'll be wanting the special, then;" he

sai d.

"Cone wWith ne"

Randal followed the innkeeper into a snaller room
where nore tables stood ready. So far, Randal

seened to be the only custonmer in this part of the

i nn. Then the innkeeper departed, closing the door to the
conmon-r oom behi nd hi m and | eavi ng Randal al one.

The young wi zard sat and waited for what seened a
long time. When not hi ng happened, he began to wonder,
nervously, if he'd picked the right place after

all. The Dol phin had been his second choice --
what if Petrucio had meant himto go there instead?
While he was still caught in his indecision, the door from

t he common-room opened agai n. A serving-maid bustled
inwith a plate of neat and cheese and a tunbler of coo
wat er .

Randal ate hungrily-breakfast had been cut

short. The nmeal wasn't as fine as what he had

been getting in the palace, but it was equally filling.
Life here in Peda, he reflected, was a sharp

contrast to nost of his experiences since he had

wal ked away from Castle Doun to study magic.

Madoc t he Wayfarer had been right about the life of a
traveling wizard. "You'll be hungry nore often than
you're fed;" he'd said to Randal, "and spend nore tine in
danger on the road than safe under a roof." The

past few weeks, on the other hand, had been the nost
confortabl e Randal had ever known. It had taken the
searching of his roomto nake hi mwonder if something was
goi ng seriously wong in Peda-sonething that he didn't
under st and.

The possibility frightened him



Because Madoc was right about everything el se, too,
Randal thought.

"Maybe you'll survive it all," he told ne,

"but most of your friends will have died a long tine bef8And
now Ni ck's dead, for no better reason than that

| asked for help and he gave it.

"Lys," Randal mnuttered under his breath. "What about
Lys?" Risking hinself was one matter-but if another
friend was to suffer for his choices, that would be nore than he
coul d bear. Randal |ooked at the heavy gl ass

tunmbl er of water sitting on the table. The nmeans were
at hand to take a ook into the future-why not try

it? He picked up the tunbler, cleared his mnd, and
spoke the words of the scryingspell

For a long tinme, the water in the glass remnai ned cl ear
and untroubl ed. Then, down in the bottom a bl oom

of col or appeared, the red of a flowering rose, or a
sunset, or bl ood.

Bl ood,

t hought Randal, as the color spread and filled his
vision, until the world seenmed full of it. Then he
drew back fromthe color and saw that the bl ood was a
river flow ng through a parched and dusty | and.

He rose- still higher above the river, like an eagle
searching for its prey, and saw that the river was really a
rope, blood red, tying two nen together. They both

wore masks, plain white masks with crude

features drawn on them and both were dressed in

rich robes-one in a white cloak with a bl ack

lining, and the other in a black cloak with a white |ining.
Back and forth they pulled on the red rope. The

brown col or that Randal had seen as the banks of a
river now changed and becane the boards of the stage in
the Prince's palace. Then Randal saw that the

rope was tied around the neck of the w zard

Petrucio, and the two nen pulling on it were

strangling him

As Randal watched, he seenmed to hear Madoc the

Wayfarer speaking in his mnd: "You re the one

who can stop them |ad. Magic was neant to be used,

not wasted."

"I can't," murnmured Randal, unable to | ook away
fromthe struggle below "The price is too high-I
know t hat now. "

"High or low," said the well-renenbered voice

"we all have to pay it. That's what makes us

wi zards." The sound of a latch opening jolted Randal
back

to reality. He was in the tavern, |looking into a gl ass
of plain water, and the door was opening. Al that
Randal could see in the water was his reflection, and the
face was his own. Hastily he recast the spell of

i llusion, hoping that the disguise would take effect in
tine.

The door opened, and a nan stepped in.

"Yes?" Randal said, in tones as bored as he could
manage. He turned his head to | ook at the man

who had entered.

Wl | -dressed, and he carries a sword, but

he's not in the palace livery ... now, what nade



me think of that?

Then he renenber ed.

That's the man | saw | ast night, when ny room was

sear ched.

"W only now got the news that you had arrived;" the

man said. "You found the terns satisfactory,

hope?"

Who does he think I am anyway,

Randal thought,

and what are those terns he's tal king about?

Then anot her thought cane to him

How on earth am | to continue this disguise business

wi thout telling any lies? No true w zard can

tell alie and ever trust his own magi c again.

Instead, he told the truth contarefully, and in

smal | pieces. "l've been waiting here a | ong

time;" he said. "And | want to get on with ny

busi ness: "

"Excellent;" the man said. "Come with nme."

The man escorted the young w zard through the comon-room
and out into the market square. Randal saw that the day was
ol der than he'd expected-the time he' d spent

gazing into the clear water had seemed brief, but now

t he sky between the buil dings was dark, while | ower down,
Peda's torches and lanterns filled the streets with
flickering light.

Do they miss nme at the pal ace?

Randal thought.

The actors will be getting ready soon for
toni ght's performance and they expect me to hel p them set
up.

"The coach is ready,"” the nan said. "Is there

anyt hi ng you need to take care of before we go?" "No;"
Randal replied truthfully, and the man | ed

the way into a nearby alley. A second man

stood waiting in the darkness, holding the heads of a
team of horses hitched to a tall coach

"It took you I ong enough;" he said as they appeared.

"I get nervous every tine | conme here:" Randal and the
man fromthe inn clinbed into

the coach. The driver closed the door after them and
Randal heard himclinbing up onto his box. Then

with a cry of "CGee-ah!" the coach |urched forward.

They drove out of the city and into the farm and that surrounded
Peda.

Where are they taking nme?

Randal wondered. |

saw the Prince's theatre in ny vision, but we're

headed in the opposite direction

After a while, they passed through the gates of a farm and
drove into one of the outbuildings. Inside the

bui | di ng, another coach awaited them This one,

Randal saw, had heavy bl ack curtains drawn

over the wi ndows, so that no one outside could

tell who the coach carried, and no one inside would be
able to tell where it was goi ng. Randal and his guide got
into the second coach and once nore drove into the night.
Wth the curtains drawn, riding in the coach was |ike
sitting inside the toe of a boot. Fortunately,

Randal reflected, it took nore than a few | ayers



of cloth to confuse a wi zard about which way was which
He' d drawn enough magic circles by now each one

exactly labeled at the four directions -- that he

could find true north by his nagical senses

al one, even on a dark night.

The coach was traveling in a large circle, heading

back in the direction of Peda. Randal kept his know edge
to hinmself and waited. Eventually the sound of the carriage
changed, and the vehicle swayed, slowed, and stopped.

The door of the carriage swng open, and Randal and

his gui de stepped down into a gravel ed courtyard.
Surroundi ng the courtyard was what by daylight would be a
garden in the formal, style favored here in the south, and
beyond t he bushes and statues rose the nmoonlit walls

of a country villa.

Armed nen | ounged about the dark courtyard. Randal

saw that they carried heavy killing swords nore |like the
ones he had trained with during his days as a squire

in Brecel ande than the |ighter weapons of

Vespi an's court.

Randal and his gui de wal ked through the gardens and into the
long front hall of the villa. The walls here, I|ike

the ones in the pal ace, were plastered and painted.

Al coves here and there held bronze and nmarble

statues in heroic poses. The guide |led the way

to a door where two nore nen-at-arns stood guard.

Randal and hi s conpani on went past the guards into a
smal |l room furnished with a table and chairs. Light
fromlanterns in the four corners shone down on the
center of the room where a nman stood in chains. Wth a
sense of shock, Randal recognized the prisoner as

the man he'd seen in Petrucio' s hidden workroom

only that norning.

Suddenly, the young wi zard felt frightened. So far

all this had been an adventure nysterious, perhaps, but
exciting. Now a cold wind blew through him and the

pl easure went out of what he was doing.

"We know your reputation well, Mster Ednond;"

sai d Randal's guide. "But my master needs

proof." He pointed to the chained figure. "A

spy we caught this afternoon. Kill hinf

For a monment, Randal coul dn't answer-he was too

busy keeping his face from showing the dismay he felt as
one thing after another fell into place in his

m nd.

He called nme "Master," and he can see that |

don't carry steel. These people must have brought a wi zard
into Peda to do their killing for them

and they think I'm he.

Randal | ooked nore closely at the chai ned man and
saw t hat he had been savagely beaten. Still, the
prisoner drew hinself up as best he could within his
chains and nmet Randal 's gaze wi thout flinching.

| can't kill him

t hought Randal

But if | refuse, these other fellows will kill him
anyway, and probably do their best to kill ne.

Maybe | could nmake it past all those swordsnen



out in the courtyard-but not w thout killing sone of them
t 0o.

No, he realized, there was only one way out of this

one. He called all his magic to himand cast the

spel |l of visual illusion-and a couple of other
spells as well.
"Fiat!"

he shouted as a |ightning bolt streaked fromhis fingers
to the manacled man, struck him and spl ashed

bl ue-white fire throughout the room

Thunder booned. The nman staggered and fell, his body
crunmbling into ash. A high wind blewthrough the cl osed
chanmber, picking up the little pile of ashes. They
swirled for a nonment in the air and vani shed. Al that
remai ned were the enpty chains.

The man who had gui ded Randal was silent for a

nmonent. Then he spoke. "I thank you, Master
Edmond. |'m sure ny master will be wel
satisfied with your efforts”

As

| ong as nobody wal ks behind the chairs,

Randal thought. A

heal i ng-spell tends to nmake a nan sl eep

deeply, and an invisibility-spell will last only

as long as he

doesn't move. But if they find him then we've

both had it.

But the gui de was al ready noving, |eading

Randal to a inner door. They passed into another
room where a man stood waiting. Randal nearly
gasped. He had seen this man before, only this
norni ng. He was once nore in the presence of Prince
Vespi an.

Then he | ooked nore carefully. No, there were

di fferences. Small ones-nmore in the man's expression
and the way he held hinself than in anything
physi cal -but real differences nonethel ess.

It's not the Prince. So it must be Randal bowed | ow
"l am here, Duke Bartol oneo;" he said.

W

Into the Dungeons

RANDAL ROSE FROM hi s bow to encounter

Bart ol omeo' s unbl i nki ng gaze.

"No, Master Ednond," Vespian's brother

said. "Not "Duke. Practice calling nme

"Prince"-since, with your help, | soon will be"
Randal bowed again to cover his shock

So that's what the vision neant ... twin brothers
struggling ... and I've fallen right into their feud.
"As you will, my lord Prince

Bartol omeo smiled and turned to the nessenger. "This
felloww Il do, Carvelli. Show himto his room and

return. We have nuch to discuss”

"Cone, Master Ednond," Carvelli said. "Your

chanber is already prepared"

The Duke's nessenger |ed Randal back out through the
ot her room The young w zard gl anced over at the
spot where the manacl ed man had stood. Wth an
inward sigh of relief, he saw that his former
victimwas still invisible-and presumably stil



unconsci ous. The sinple invisibility-spel

woul d break as soon as the subject noved.

|'ve got to get back here before he wakes up

t hought Randal

He's one of Prince Vespian's men. If

he's recaptured, it will be the worse for him And for
ne.

The young wi zard foll owed Carvelli through the
passageways to a sunptuously decorated room
furnished with a curtained bed and a carved narble
washst and- but no wi ndows. There the nmessenger left him
The door cl osed behind Carvelli, and the bolt

sni cked into place.

| have to get back to the pal ace and warn Master
Pet r uci o,

Randal thought as he began to prowl around the room
No ot her doors presented thensel ves, and the fireplace
was bl ocked a few feet above the grate

by close-set iron bars. This was a | uxurious

prison, but a prison nonethel ess.

He tried the door.

Locked. Why am | not surprised?

He laid an ear to the crack

Soneone's standing there, trying to be quiet. A
guard

-1

t hi nk.

Randal cast the spell of magical resonance. The
spel |l woul d cone back |like an echo from any nagica
obj ect or spell nearby, and from any ot her

wi zar d.

A faint trace of magical energy returned to him

on the spell's echo, but the power was weak, com ng from

nothing nore than a healwife or a self-taught
hedge-wi zar d.

If I'"mlucky, whoever it is won't even have

noticed the resonance-spell. And if he

does-wel |, why shoul dn't Master Ednond be | ooking
over his new acconmpdati ons?

Reassured, he cast the spell of silent

unl ocki ng. The young wi zard sensed, rather than heard,
bolt slide open. He waited for a second, and

t hen opened the door a bit and peered through the
narrow gap. Hi s view of the hall outside was

bl ocked by a broad, arnored back.

Randal eased the door shut, uncertain whether the
enotion that gripped himwas fear or contenpt.
Prince Vespian's | aws agai nst the use of nagic
inthe city of Peda had done this much:

Bartol omeo and his henchnmen had no cl ear idea of

how to deal with w zards

They need nore than bolts and guardsnen, if they
don't want the hired help to run away.

Randal paused a nonment to draw breath, then cast the
spell he'd been using to provide offstage sounds

for Vincente and the other actors back in Peda. A
second or so later, he was pleased to hear the

noi se of footsteps approaching, sounding |ike someone
sneaki ng up around the corner

The tap-tap of phantom heels on tile stopped

t he



just short of the corner. Randal listened for the sound of
guard going to investigate. He waited a nonent

| onger, then cracked the door again. This time the
guard's back no | onger bl ocked his view

Qui ckly, before the man could return from checking on the
noi se, Randal slipped out. By the time the guard
returned, having found no one, the door was shut

again, and Carvelli -- or at least a fair

imtation of himstood waiting.

I think I got Carvelli's appearance right,

Randal said to hinself. |

hope the illusion of his voice works as well.

He did his best to put an arrogant snap in his

tone as he | ooked down his nose at the

guard. "Wen was the last tinme you polished that

br east pl at e?"

The guard | ooked sheepi sh. "This morning, ny lord,

before I canme on watch."”

"See that you do it better next tine.'
lord;" munbl ed the guard.

Randal stal ked off down the corridor
That will give himsomething to think about,

he reflected, so

he won't remenber he was ever away from his post.
Still wearing Carvelli's face, he retraced his
steps to the roomwhere he had | eft the unconscious
nman.

Two nmen guarded the outer doors.

My guess is that these fellows aren't paid to think,
or to question what they see,

Randal thought.

"Yes, ny

If ny disguise worked once, it'll work tw ce.
He strode up to the doors as if he owned the
villa and all its contents. The man-at-arns on the

right pulled one door open for himas he approached.
Randal stepped through. The door clicked shut behind
hi m

The sound of voices brought himup short-from what
Randal could hear, a heated argunment was goi ng

on in the next room He paused for a nonent

to listen. Maybe he coul d | earn sonething useful

"By thunder and death;" said the voice of the rea
Carvelli, "I don't like it. I never liked the

i dea of bringing in an outsider, Your G ace, and

| still don't:"

Duke Bartol onmeo' s snoot her voi ce answered,

"W need him Carvelli. Wile |l

appreciate all that you have done for nme in the past, and
will do in the future, we can't get inside ny

t he

brother's defenses w thout using disguise-and that, you have

told me, lies beyond your skill. Not only that, we
need someone who can kill Petrucio. These things
require a wi zard. My brother knows as nuch. Wy

do you think he's banned all magic fromthe city?"
"I'f you must rely on purchased w zardry;"

persisted Carvelli, "you'd do well not to keep this
Mast er Ednond al i ve beyond his useful ness”
"Nor will I," said Duke Bartol omreo. "But for

now, we need hi mand m dni ght approaches. It's
time we started getting ready."



Foot st eps approached the inner door. |

can't let themsee nme in here,

Randal thought. He pressed against the wall and cast a
spell of invisibility on hinmself. As

long as | don't nove, and they don't touch

ne. ..

The door swung open. The real Carvelli and

Duke Bartol omeo cane out, followed by other nen

whom Randal didn't recognize. The Duke and his
attendants passed out into the corridor, and the door
crashed shut behind them

Wth a sigh of relief, Randal dropped all the

spells he'd been holding in place, except for

his own earlier disguise as the nysterious Master
Ednmond. Then he wal ked over to where he'd hidden the
man he'd been told to kill. The stranger I|ay
nmoti onl ess, but Randal saw that his bruises had al ready
faded under the influence of the healing-spell

| have to get himout of here,

he t hought.

Maybe he can tell me nore about what's going on
Randal touched the man lightly, and the stranger's
eyes opened. The young wi zard cl anped his hand across the
man's mouth to stop himfromtal king. The gesture was
needl ess; the man made no effort to speak

Randal removed his hand. Laying a finger across his
lips to warn the man to be silent, he stood up again
and wal ked over to the outer door

He |listened a nonment for sounds in the

corridor.

Foot st eps. Someone's coni ng.

He noved quickly back toward the inner roomwhere he
had first net Duke Bartol omeo. No |ight

showed, and Randal was certain the roomwas enpty. He
went in and gestured for the stranger to follow him
Once they were both inside, Randal closed the door
after themand not a nonent too soon. Footsteps
sounded in the outer room The young wi zard and the nan he
had rescued fl attened thensel ves agai nst the wall.
Agai n, Randal cast invisibility over himself and his
new conpani on. |

hope he knows not to nove,

Randal thought.

A pal e blue light shone around the edge of the door

as it opened. Carvelli canme in, the col dflane
gl owi ng above one uprai sed hand.
So Carvelli is their hedge-mmgician. That's how

he managed to search ny room

t hought Randal

But if he's been Schol a-trained, then I'mthe

King of Elf |and.

Carvelli turned to Bartol oneo's desk and began
shuffling through the papers that covered it. He scanned
each sheet rapidly before casting it aside.

And all the time he nuttered, "Were is it? Were is
it?"

At last, Carvelli found what he was | ooking for

He fol ded the piece of paper and stuffed it into the
pouch at his belt. Then he froze.

Ch, no,



Randal thought.

He suspects sonet hi ng.

Carvel li stepped from beside the desk. He drew a

dagger fromhis belt with his left hand, even as he
pulled his sword with his right. "Whoever is here, show
yourself," Carvelli said in a lowtone as he slowy
circled the desk. He slashed the air in front of

him a whistling blow, then spun and sl ashed behi nd.

He knows soneone invisible is here -- he heard one

of us breathing, perhaps-but he doesn't know who or where.
And he doesn't know how invisibility

wor ks,

ei ther.

But Carvelli knew sone tricks of his own. The

hedge-w zard cast the cold-flanme at the floor

The light formed a pool at his feet, then began

to spread, slowy illuminating all the objects in

the room Randal knew that when the magi cal bl ue

gl ow cane to the two invisible watchers by the

door, it would cover and outline them both.

Carvel li watched the spreadi ng pool of blue

light. |

could anbush himwi th a shock-spell, and he'd never have
a chance,

Randal thought.

But | haven't used any of the fighting-spells

since Nick died in Wdsegard, and |I don't

want to start now. If | have to, |I'll cast a

heat -spell on the metal of his sword's grip, so

that he drops it, and then levitate himout the w ndow
The pool of light reached Randal's feet and began

to clinb his legs. Randal didn't dare nove his

head to | ook down, lest the notion break the spell of

invisibility all at once. But Carvelli saw
hi m anyway.
"Caught you, spy;" Carvelli hissed. "I was

right not to trust you all along" He |lunged, his
sword' s point ainmed at Randal's heart. Randa
junped aside. The bl ade m ssed, ripping the

wi de sl eeve of Randal's robe as it went by.

Carvelli recovered fromthe lunge and cane back
into line facing Randal. Randal knew that he
hi nsel f was no longer invisible -- and the next |unge would

strike true

Now for the spell of heat,

he t hought.

But he had scarcely framed the i dea when the man
he'd rescued stepped forward to a point just behind

Carvel li and punched the hedgew zard savagely in
the back of the skull. The col dfl ame vani shed as
Carvelli started to crunple. The other man caught

himand | owered himto the floor w thout a sound.
"Did you have to do that?" Randal nuttered. Al nost
automatically, he sumoned up a col df| ame of

his own to supply enough light to see by, now that
Carvelli's was extinguished. "I had everything under
control "

The ot her man was runmmagi ng t hrough the pouch at
Carvelli's belt. He | ooked up as Randa

spoke. "l don't know who you are, w zard-al



I know is that you can't be who you're pretending to be.
So why don't you stay out of ny way?"

"You met me this norning;" said Randal, speaking in a

| ow tone so as not to alert the guards who waited just beyond
the next room "I'mPetrucio's

journeyman. |If you tell ne what you're after

maybe | can hel p"

The man ignored him "Aha. CGot it." He

pocketed the slip of paper.

"What's that?" Randal asked.

"The list of all the traitors in the pal ace. Now

let's get out of here and back to Peda"

"You can't wal k out of here looking like yourself," Randa
poi nted out. "You need a disguise:"

The man nodded toward the unconscious Carvelli

"How about maki ng ne | ook |ike hin®"

"I can do that." Randal | ooked again at the man he

had rescued. "By the way, what's your nanme? | can't

see spending the rest of the night saying "Hey,

'99

you. "You can call ne Hernando;" said the man, with a
thin smle. "lIt's not ny name, but it'll do:"

"Well, then-stand still for a nonent, Hernando, while
work the spell:"

For a second time that evening, Randal created a

magi cal |ikeness of the unconscious Carvelli.

Wth the real Carvelli lying close at hand, andwi ththe
opportunity this time to observe and nake corrections
in his own work, the young wizard felt sure that this
di sgui se was even better than the first tine he'd tried
it.

"There;" he said, stepping back when he was done.

"His own nother couldn't tell the difference now'

Her nando i gnored his comrent and bent over

Carvelli's linmp form "Gve me a hand tying this
fellow up and stuffing himsomewhere: "

Toget her Randal and Hernando stripped Carvelli's
stockings off his legs and used the fabric to bind the
unconsci ous nman's hands and feet. "I1'Il shove

hi m under the desk;" said Hernando, pulling the fina
knot tight as he spoke. "Can you do sonething to keep
himthere for a while?"

Randal nodded. "I'Il put an

invisibility-spell on himand a bindi ng-spell on

the knots. The invisibility won't lift unti

he noves, and he can't

nmove until he manages to break the

bi ndi ng-spell. That should give us plenty of tinme to get
past the guards and back to Peda."

The young w zard hel ped Hernando westle the bound and
unconsci ous Carvelli into place under the desk

t hen spoke the words of invisibility and of binding over
t he henchman's unnoving form Then Randal and

Her nando-in the gui se of Master Ednmond and
Carvel l'i -wal ked out of the suite and past the waiting
guards.

Except for those guards, the hallway was deserted.
Randal and Hernando went down that corridor, and then
down others that were equally enpty, always heading

in the general direction of the villa's courtyard.



Suddenl y Randal stopped. He coul d hear voices and
f oot st eps sonewher e near by-and grow ng nearer

"W may have trouble;" he said. "I don't think
Mast er Ednond is supposed to be out of his roomjust
yet."

Her nando wasted no tinme. "Quick;" he said. "This
way." The spy took Randal by the forearm and pulled
hi m down a narrow side corridor, one plainly

meant for the use of the duke's servants. After turning
a couple of sharp corners, the passageway | ed
straight to a dead end, closed off with a | ocked and
barred door.

"Where are we now?" asked Randal. "The

dungeons; " said Hernando.

"I didn't know Bartol omeo had any." "He

does. Can you open the door?"

Randal used the unl ocking-spell. The door to the
villa's prison swng open. Hernando and the
journeyman | ocked it again behind them

They found thenselves in a dimhallway w th heavy barred
and bolted doors at the far end. The only |ight

cane from noonlight slanting in through the w ndows of
barred cells that opened off the long hall. Al the
cells were enpty, except for the last. That

cell contained a white-shirted form Iying on the
straw that covered the floor.

As Randal and Hernando drew near, the prisoner
stirred and | ooked up. Randal could barely conceal his
surprise-it was Vincente. The actor was

batt ered-1 ooki ng and unshaven, but his bright red hair stil
procl ai med hi m unm stakably the same man with

whom Randal had been rehearsing only |ast night.
Randal dropped his disguise as Master Ednond and
stepped up to the iron grille that separated the cel
fromthe hallway. "What on earth are you doing here,
Vi ncent e?" he asked.

"Someone caught me as | was wal ki ng home; " the

actor replied. "They pulled a sack over ny

head and carried ne off. Wen the sack was renoved,
here | was-and here |'ve stayed ever since."
"How | ong have you been here?" Hernando asked.
"I"'mnot certain;" Vincente told him "But it's

been two days, at least, since | arrived."

A cold feeling ran down Randal's spine. Two

days? He had spoken with the actor only | ast

eveni ng.

If this is the real Vincente, then there's an

| MPVCSTOR in the Prince's troupe.

Then anot her, even col der feeling shivered

through him A key was turning at the far end of the
corridor, where they had entered. Hastily, Randa
cast the disguising-spell again-barely in tinmne.

The door swung open. Into the pale silver noon

light stepped Bartol oneo, with bodyguards al

around hi m

VI . Conspiracy

RELUCTANTLY, RANDAL MADE ready to throw a

shock- spel | .

I

Hs



Il have to trust Hernando to open the far
door while | hold off
t he guards

he t hought,
and | don't know
what

to do about poor Vincente...

But before he could act, Duke Bartol onmeo broke
the silence. "Ah, Carvelli;" he said

to Hernando. "I see you've fetched Master Ednond
already. good let's start things nmoving"

The Duke turned to Randal. "How about it, w zard?
Can you make ne | ook like that man in the

cel | ?"

Randal |et the shock-spell fade away unused.
"Easily, Your Grace;" he said

to Bartol oneo.

Hs words were true. The Duke and Vincente were already
close to the sane height and wei ght, and while
Bartol omeo was a few years ol der than Prince
Vespi an' s | eadi ng actor, the gap wasn't w de

, enough to give the young w zard any probl ens.

"I hope for all our sakes that you're right said
Bartol omeo. "This disguise nust pass the inspection
of my brother's w zard, Master. Petrucio-and

I'm

told he has a great reputation in such matters:"
"So he does;" said Randal. "But what he

doesn't suspect he won't | ook for"

Al though if Petrucio doesn't suspect the worst

al r eady,
Randal added to hinself,
he certainly will after I've had a word or two

alone with him

He kept his thoughts to hinself. Raising his arnms high in
a theatrical gesture borrowed fromthe appearance of the
ghost in tonight's performance, Randal began the conjuration
to make the Duke | ook exactly like the

i mprisoned actor. He drew out the spell-working

for as long as he could, naking the nagic a performance in
its own right, as he shaped and col ored the Duke's

face and figure.

"Fiat!"

he concluded. It was done. No one | ooking at the

two nmen could have told the difference, except for the
dirt and bruises on the face of the real Vincente.

Randal | owered his arms, hoping as he did so that

nobody had noticed the unl ocki ng-spell he'd

wor ked on the cell door while he was creating the

di sgui se. There wasn't nuch he could do for the actor

wi t hout betraying hinmself, but he didn't |ike the idea of
simply leaving himin Bartol oneo's power.

The Duke | ooked over at Hernando. "Well,

Carvelli-do you still say we shouldn't have brought Master
Edrmond i nto our pl ans?"

Her nando shook his head. "No, ny lord. The

illusion is an excellent one. But how long will it

hol d?" Randal suppressed a smle: The

di sgui sed spy was



clearly worried about the durability of his own
current appearance, as well as the Duke's.

"It's good

until | let it go;" the young w zard said.

"Li ke all such spells.™

"Well, then;" Bartol oneo said, "to the coaches,

and away with us. W have great things to acconplish tonight:"
The Duke turned, his long cloak flaring, and

strode fromthe cell block. Randal and the others

foll owed, |eaving Vincente alone in the dark

If he tries the door even once,

Randal thought as he made his way back through the

villa with the rest of the Duke's henchnen,

he'll notice that the | ock's been opened. Anything

else will have to be up to him

In the courtyard, a pair of carriages waited.

A foot man opened t he door of one for

Bart ol omeo, and the Duke clinbed inside, notioning

to Randal to conme with him The young wi zard entered the
carriage and | ooked over his shoulder in time to see the
di sgui sed Hernando clinbing into the second carriage

wi th another of the Duke's nen.

The Duke reached up and rapped sharply with his

knuckl es on the roof of the carriage. The

coachman's whi p cracked once in response, and the
carriage |lurched forward

This time the curtains were not drawn, and Randal could
wat ch their progress across the countryside toward the
city of Peda. As the carriage horses

trotted on, the young w zard | eaned back against the
silk cushions and tried to | ook as though none of this
was a nystery to him Inwardly, however, his mind was
awhirl with a multitude of confused guesses.

How rmuch do | know,

Randal asked hinsel f,

and

how much do | only suspect? Bartoloneo is

pl anning to do sonething tonight during the performance, that nuch is

certain ... probably to hill Vespian, since
he wants to nmake hinself Prince in his brother's
pl ace.

Randal ' s thoughts raced on as he sat opposite the
Duke in the swaying carriage.

How can | save the Prince? He's a good ruler

as far as |'ve seen, and this brother of his is a
wi cked nan.

"You're prepared to play your part, of course;”
Duke Bartol omeo began, breaking into Randal's

t houghts. "But if you'll listen for a monment, | can offer
you a reward far greater than what you were already
proni sed. "

The young w zard | ooked across at Bartol oneo, now
perfectly disguised as the actor Vincente.

Why shouldn't | blast himas he sits?

Randal wondered. It took all his self-contro

to keep the tenptation fromshowing on his face, despite
t he magi cal di sguise he wore as Master Ednond.

I've known both the shockspell and the Iightning
bolt-spell for years, and |'ve used them both

agai nst men before. Way do | hold ny hand now?



Randal sighed inwardly. He knew why he had been
shrinking away fromthe powerful battlemagics, and the know edge
was no help at all. | saw

a friend die by magic. | don't know if | can ever
bring myself to use spells |like that again.
"You'll still do what you' ve been hired for, of

course;" Bartol omeo went on, apparently taking

Randal 's silence for interest. "Disable the w zard
Petruci o i n whatever way seens best to you, but not
before | stand before themall on the stage. When |
enter, nake your nove conthen, and no sooner."

Randal nodded. "All that | agreed to, | will

perform" he said.

And that's no lie,

he added to hinself. |

prom sed this man nothing at all

The t hought brought himto the pronises he had actually
made.

The Prince doesn't want his brother

harmed, and | can't change the decision for himon ny
own.

"CGood; " said the Duke. Bartol omeo might be a

cruel, cold man, Randal concluded, but the tension

of the evening was | oosening his tongue and maki ng himtalk
to relieve his own nervousness. Now he | ooked at

Randal and said, in a |ower voice, "But say, will you
stay on with nme and be ny court w zard? The gold

| offered to you is still yours, regardl ess of your
answer . "

Randal didn't answer.

Let himthink ny silence is caution.

The Duke went on after a brief pause. "Once
Petrucio is dead, you will be the only wi zard in
Peda.. Think of the power and wealth',

Bartol omeo | eaned forward toward Randal and

whi spered, "And | need another service, in any
case. | want you to kill Carvelli. | don't

trust himconmhe'll be a threat to ne as long as he's
alive." The Duke | eaned back and continued in

| ouder tones, "And besides, who needs a

sel f-taught conjurer when a Schol a-trai ned w zard
can have the honor?"

Randal felt sick

This man betrays even his own people. | heard
him prom se Carvelli that | would be killed as
soon as |'d perforned mmy job.

He forced his voice to remain neutral. "Mich

remai ns to be done tonight,

bef ore we can speak of tonorrow, Your G ace;" he said.
"But this | promise: | will give you your answer

when the Prince is dead"

"Call it done, then;" the Duke said. "Dear

brot her Vespian will not see another dawn, and ny

bl ade will do the deed"

Wth another inward sigh, Randal turned away from
Duke Bartol omeo and went back to | ooking out the

Wi ndow.
Prince Vespian doesn't want anyone to harm
his brother. But if Petrucio and | fail, and the

Prince dies



t hen what Vespi an does or doesn't want

isn't going to matter.

And then the tinme for self-questioning was past. The carriage
reached t he pal ace gates-massi ve wrought-iron

doors worked with the lion and dul phin device-and
rattled up the long drive between ranks of

arnored guards.

Randal sank back agai nst the cushions, trying

to conceal a sudden feeling of dismay. None of the
sol di ers who stood guard | ooked |ike the ones he'd
seen before, even though over the past weeks he'd cone
to recogni ze nost of the pal ace nmen-at-arns. But

he had recogni zed sonme of the liveried figures-they
were the fighting men who had | ounged around the courtyard
of the Duke's villa. Wether Prince Vespian

knew it or not, his brother Bartol oneo already held

t he pal ace.

The two carriages jolted to a halt before a |lighted
doorway. Before Randal could decide what to do, the
carriage door opened, and the false Vincente

st epped down and was gone.

Randal hesitated a nmonment. The nman who had

ridden with Hernando in the second carriage wal ked

up and spoke to him "Cone with ne, Master Ednond.
"Il take you to where you'll be standing"

The young w zard nodded, not trusting his voice. The
two of themleft the coach and wal ked t hrough the pal ace
doors into a lighted passage leading to the grand

bal | room of Prince Vespian's pal ace.

Inside the ballroom nmusic and | aughter filled

the air. Men and wonen in el egant cl ot hing

stood in the yell ow radi ance of countless wax candl es.
The M dsunmer Revel s had i ndeed drawn guests

fromall over the known worl d-Randal spotted
anbassadors fromthe surrounding city-states, as

wel |l as a plunmp Wdsegardan nerchant and one

or two nen in the flowi ng robes of the far east.
Mast er Petruci o, however, was nowhere in sight, and
neither was Prince Vespian.

Then Randal heard Lys's faniliar alto voice

singing at the far end of the ballroom and he snil ed.
Lys woul d be able to come and go unhi nder ed.

She' |l be able to get word to Petruci o backst age,

he t hought,

even if I'mnot able to slip away | ong enough to do it
nysel f.

He hurried off through the crowded ballroom headi ng
for the rmusic, but when he reached his goal, he frowned.
Lys was there, all right, dressed in a fine gown of

bl ack and silver, and playing on a new lute with

exqui site sweetness. But she was seated up above in

t he musi ci ans" gallery, where Randal couldn't reach
her.

Still frowning, he stood |ooking upward for a
nonent .
How do | let her know that |'m here?

Then the answer cane to him Just as he had done so



many tinmes before, in market squares across Cccitania,

he set up a magi cal chord bel ow her own nusic,

then | ayered on nel ody and harnony to make a noving
tapestry of sound.

Lys | ooked down at the crowd bel ow t he nusi ci ans

gallery with a surprised expression on her face.

But, polished entertainer that she was, she didn't

m ss a beat or sing a fal se note. Instead, she

switched effortlessly into another song, the sane tune
they had used to entertain the crowds as they worked their
way from Wdsegard to Cccitania.

She knows |'ve cone back

Randal thought with satisfaction

But how can | tell her where to find nme, wi thout alerting
the entire hall?

He gl anced back up at the balcony and bit his
lipinirritation. Lys had vani shed whil e Randa

was t hinking about the problem and now a quartet of
nmusi ci ans stood in her place. Behind the perfornmners,

atall, red-haired man stood wat chi ng.
Vi ncent e.

No,

Randal reminded hinself.

Duke Bartol onmeo. | have to get away

and tell Petrucio what's going on. The Prince
mustn't attend the performance tonight.

Randal stole a quick | ook around the room He
noticed with relief that the nearest doorway was an
i nconspi cuous one | eadi ng back into the servants' and
actors' quarters. As he | ooked down the

passage, he saw a tall, red-haired formwal k
across the hall and di sappear down an intersecting
corridor.

Vi ncent e agai n.

Randal doubted his eyes for a noment: Perhaps it
had been one of the pal ace nessengers.. Then he
shook his head. No, he was sure. It had been the
actor. Then he | ooked back to the bal cony.
Vincente stood there, just as before.

One of them nust be the real one,

t hought Randal

o

else it

Hs

s the IMPOSTOR in the troupe

But why woul d that one be here,

if his

mast er Duke Bartol oneo has taken
his place ... and if he

doesn

"t work for
Bar t ol oneo

t hen where does

his loyalty lie?

Now t he young wi zard- knew that sinply passing a
war ni ng through Lys woul dn't be good enough. Thi ngs had
gotten too conplicated for that. He had to tell
Petruci o everythi ng-and soon, before matters really



got out of hand. He started toward the guard bl ocki ng
t he passage out of the ballroom

| have to get past hi msonehow w t hout being noticed,
Randal thought.

It's too had invisibility doesn't work on

a novi ng object.

He considered using another disguise-spell

N)l

that won't work either. People would notice the change.
Besi des, |'m keeping up three disguises already.

That's not

my limt, but it's close.

Randal shook his head.

["ma journeyman wi zard;

shoul d be

able to

slip out of a roomfull of people wthout

bei ng seen.

Just as he was about to give up, he suddenly
recalled the actor Vincente's own words fromthat

i nterrupted rehearsal of a week or so ago: "Just
give us a flash of light and a | oud bang, and it'l|
cover

anyt hi ng awkwar d"

|'ve got

it!

Randal thought, smiling to himself. He

started off toward the guarded doorway. \Wien he was
only a pace or so away, he cast the spel

he'd been preparing as he wal ked.

Wt hout warning, the bracket of candl es nearest

the guard blazed up in a flare of brilliant

light. Al eyes --including the guard' s-turned

to the flash of blue and yellow fire, as all ten of the
candl es burned down to their holders at once. In that
nmonent, Randal took three qui ck paces past the
guard and into the hallway, then started running.
Nobody fol | owed hi m

Wien all this is over,

he

t hought ,

[

have to thank Vincente

for giving

nme the idea

needed, . :--..

He ducked down passages at random for a while,

and then began to work his way toward Petrucio's

st udy.

Maybe hg's still there waiting for ne

-1

didn't see himin the crowd back in the

ballroom If he isn't, at least |.can

try to find the Prince fromthere.

As he hurried through the pal ace corridors, he
heard in.:ea.the distance the sound of a giant gong being
struck, . and disa herald crying, "Al are

invited to the theatre, to join Hs Gace, Prince
Vespi an the Magnificent, Sovereign Rul er

of Peda, in viewing the Mdsunmer N ght's



per f or mance of

The Nephew s Revenge!"

The- young wi zard ran even faster, afraid that a

wor se tragedy was about to befall the Prince

than had ever been acted for himby his players.

VI1. Masks

THE DOOR TO PETRUCI O S study was cl osed

when Randal got there, but yellow |light showed around the

edges.

Good,

t hought Randal

He's still working.

He turned the knob and entered w thout knocking.
"Master Petrucio!" he called out as he stepped

over the threshold. "Master Petrucio!"

"Stand right there, you," said a | ow femal e voi ce.
Randal turned toward the sound and saw Lys, already
dressed in her costune for the play. The light froma
many- branched candl estick glittered off the silver
threads in her brocaded gown-and off the knife she
held at the ready in her hand.

"I don't know who you are" she said, "but you shoul dn't
have been able to open the door like that "Lys;" said

Randal . "You can put away the knife. It's ne."

"Randy?" Lys's blue eyes | ooked puzzl ed.

That's right,

Randal thought.

still look Iike Master Ednond.

"I should have | eft you back in Tarnsberg;"

he said

in the | anguage of Brecel ande, and let the illusion

| apse.

Lys lowered the knife and smled. "It

is you!"

"That's right;" said Randal. Wth his own di sgui se gone,
he felt less fatigued, although he could still sense the

di sgui ses on Hernando and Bartol oreo draining at

his powers. "But what are you doing here? The play's

about to start.

"I know, " she said. "Master Petrucio is

covering for you at the theatre. He told nme to neet

you here when you showed up-the door would let me in and out,
he said, but you were the only other person it would open

for. | think Petrucio was worried about you
"So was |;" said Randal. "Did he give you a
nmessage?"

Lys nodded. "He said that things were changing too fast
to-give you any directions, and you should do as you think
best"

"That's all ?" Randal asked in di sappoi ntnent.

He' d hoped that when he found the master w zard he
could hand himthe entire confusing problem "Duke
Bartolonmeo is trying to kill the Prince, and

somebody has to stop hint

Lys put away her knife. "Then let's get

back to the theatre."

Randal extinguished the candles with a puff of magica
breeze, and then he and Lys headed back out into the
pal ace corridors. They reached the players"

entrance to the theatre, and Randal paused. "You can



| ook for Petrucio backstage;" he said.

"Tell himto stop Vincente any way he can:"

"Vi ncente? But what's he-was

"I"ll explain later," said Randal hurriedly.

"I'"d better go around to the front to warn the
Prince:" Before mngling back anong Bartol oneo' s

nen,

he cast the disguise-spell on hinself again-the
appear ance of Master Ednond was becom ng easier and
easier to slip into each tinme he made the change.
Then he started down the hall. Wen he got close

to the main entrance of the Prince's theatre, Randa
slowed to a pace nore befitting a gray-haired w zard
of Master Ednond's years and wal ked unquesti oned past
t he guards at the door

Inside the theatre, Prince Vespian's guests

packed the ranks of cushi oned benches. From where
Randal stood at the back of the room he could see
the Prince sitting in the center of the front

row-the ruler's nassive throne rose up out of the | ow
benches |i ke a wooden mountain. Master Petrucio

sat in the row behind the Prince, just a few feet
away from him

|'"ve got to warn them

t hought Randal . He began edgi ng al ong the side of the
room making his way toward the Prince a row or so

at atine. He hadn't gone far when a hand fel

on his shoulder. He turned and recogni zed the man

who had escorted himfrom Bartol oneo's carri age

into the pal ace.

"Thank goodness you're here!" said the Duke's
henchman. "1 thought I'd | ost you. Hurry up and

get into position-if Vespian's wi zard isn't

taken care of, our endeavor will be over before it even
starts, and so much for all our hopes."

He took Randal by the el bow and pushed him

farther . forward, until the young wi zard was standi ng agai nst

the wall in a spot directly in line with where
Master Petruci o sat.
So cl ose,

t hought Randal

But he doesn't know |I'mhere. If | call out,

Bartol omeo's man will probably kill ne ..

unless | take care of that one first.

Randal slowy clenched his right hand into a fist. H's

di sgui se as Master Ednond hid the | ong scar across

his palm but he could feel the old wound aching with the

gesture.

This is no quarrel of mne,

he t hought. |

could still walk out of here and |l et these southerners fight
each other wi thout ny help.

But Master Petrucio had trusted him . . . The

young w zard sighed and began to nake ready the spells
that woul d render the Duke's henchman unconsci ous and

al  ow Randal to defend hinsel f agai nst Bartol oneo's

other followers in the theatre | ong enough to call out his
nmessage. Then he had anot her idea.

can use the spell of nmagical resonance instead,

he thought, with relief.



Petrucio has to notice it-he'll know that it's

ne.

Randal cast the resonance-spell. As he'd

expect ed, magi cal power cane back at himfrom

several sources. Randal could sense a number of

m nor charns at work on the stage and in the w ngs the

actors' disguises and the illusory effects for the first
act .

Petrucio's covering for me |like he said he

woul d.

Over and beyond the |l esser MAG C S, the naster

wi zard's power echoed back at the journeynman |ike
silent thunder. But as the effects of the resonance
spel |l died away, Randal frowned. He'd

purposely directed nost of the spell's force

toward the spot

where Master Petrucio sat, only a few paces

away fromthe Prince-but the dark-haired figure in the
cl ot h-of -gol d robes had no feeling of magi c about

it at all.

Il usion?

Randal wondered. He thought of casting the spell of
true seeing, but an el bow jabbed into his ribs before
he coul d act.

"Make yoursel f ready now, Master Ednond,"

whi spered the conspirator. "And | ook to the stage"
Randal | ooked, in time to see a pale and

di stracted-seenming Lys turn to stage |left and

deliver the line that heralded Vincente's first entrance
as the Nephew

"But who is this who wal ks the house by ni ght?"
Pronptly on cue, Vincente commo, Randal

rem nded hinself, Bartolomeo -- strode fromthe w ngs
onto the stage. Bartol omeo's |ikeness

to the red-haired actor was exact, but with a closer

| ook, Randal was able to detect the lingering traces of
his own magic clinging to the disguise. The Duke wore
the bl ack and silver costume Vincente had chosen

for the Nephew as a conplinment to the Prince, and carried
t he Nephew s drawn sword in his hand.

As Randal watched, Bartol oneo strode forward to the
front of the stage, as if to deliver the first
soliloquy-only to cry out in a |oud voice,

"Happy M dsumer, brother!" and | eap down

to drive his sword..-point through Vespian's

body.

In the sane nonent, Master Petrucio, or the

illusion of him vani shed conpletely. Bartol oneo
pul I ed out his bloodied sword and ran back up the
steps at the side of the stage.

"Peopl e of Peda!" he shout ed.

The nmen and wonen in the audi ence had rushed forward
toward the slunping figure of the wounded Prince. At

t he sound of Bartol oneo's voice, they halted-and

t hen drew back gasping as another figure in

bl ack and silver ran out of the wings with sword in hand.
Vi ncent el

"Coward!" the actor shouted, in a voice that carried
to the balconies. "Killer of unarmed nen!

Fi ght



ne!"

Bart ol omeo turned, his sword-point red.

Bl ades cl ashed as the two Vincentes faced one

anot her across naked st eel

The Duke's henchman was babbling in Randal's

ear - sorret hi ng about "doing a good job there with Vespian's
wi zard"-but Randal barely heard him The young

wi zard was too busy casting the spell of nagical
resonance again, in a desperate attenpt to find the
vani shed Petrucio. But once nore he failed

to |l ocate the older wi zard. Wrse, the sense of
Petruci o's magi ¢ had weakened and started to fade.
|'"ve got to get to the Prince

Randal thought.

If I don't work the healing-spells soon, he's

going to die

and a wound like that isn't something | can handle from across the
room

He | ooked at the frightened audi ence, some of them
pressing forward toward the front row, others struggling
to escape out the rear of the theatre, where guardsnen
turned t hem back. The uproar

was deafening. 1'1lI

never make it through all these people.

Randal gl anced at the Duke's henchman. Hi s

attention was focused on the two swordsnmen, Duke

and actor, fighting on the stage.

Time to do ny vani shing act again,

Randal thought, and ran out the back of the theatre.

A guard noved as if to stop him |owering a hal berd
across the doorway. Randal snapped, "The Duke's

busi ness!" and pushed t he hal berd asi de.

Then he was out in the hallway and running. The
stairway to the prop-loft was nearby, off a turn in
the corridor. Randal found the door, unlocked it

with a quick spell, and started clinbing the staircase.
At the top, the stairs opened into a w de, flat

area with a trap door in the center. Randal lifted the
trap door and found hinmsel f | ooking down onto the
stage from above

The play had broken off in md-scene with

Bartol onmeo’' s entrance, and the actors had scattered
into the wings, but directly bel ow Randal, Bartol oneo
and Vincente still fought to and fro across the boards.
Anot her time, Randal m ght have been anused by their
style of fighting-all thrust and parry, with none of the
| ong, arcing edge-cuts that enabled the heavi er swords
of Brecelande to cut through chain mail and

| eat her-but now his eyes were fixed on the nen thensel ves.
| saw this, too, in ny vision. ldentical nen,
struggling, with Petrucio trapped between t hem

"How much;" he heard one Vincente say to the other

as their sword-bl ades nmet and parted, "how nuch-do
have to pay you conto |ay down your sword?"

"Assassin!" snarled the other Vincente, as he

| unged agai n. "Keep your-blasted noney!"

The fight went on. Beyond the two swordsmnen,

Randal saw Vespi an sl unped, bleeding, in his

chair. One of the Prince's courtiers was trying



to stop the flow of red with what | ooked |ike a

| ace-tri nmed handkerchief. A few feet away,

t he di sgui sed Hernando was pushing his way toward the
Prince through the crowd of spectators.

He's going to need some hel p,

t hought Randal

He' Il never be able to get Prince Vespian out of

t here al one.

He | ooked about the crowded prop-loft. A coil of

rope hung froma peg nearby. Randal took it and

made one end fast to a beamthat supported the roof
over head.

He paused for a nonent on the lip of the trap door
I'd better |look like nyself again,

he deci ded.

Bart ol onmeo' s people don't know who | really am and
this way, "Master Ednond" won't be seen hel pi ng

the Prince.

Wth a word, he dispelled the illusory features of
Bartol omeo's hired wi zard and resuned his own

appear ance. Then he tossed down the rope. Before it
fell conmpletely, Randal w apped the heavy

sl eeves of his journeyman's robe around his hands.

He grasped the rope through the cloth and | aunched hinsel f
i nto space, sliding down onto the stage bel ow

Lys ran out to himfromthe wings as soon as his feet
hit the boards. "Randy-you have to heal the Prince!"
"I"'mtrying to get to him" Randal said. "But
everybody's in the way!"

He gestured at the strip of stage between the two of
them and Prince Vespian. Back and forth across that
space, the two Vincentes fought on, so deep in

their conbat that they didn't notice Randal's

arrival

"Come with nme;" said Lys. She ran back off into the
wi ngs, and Randal went after her in tine to see her
l[ifting up a trap door like the one overhead. She
dropped down through it, and Randal foll owed.

"W keep props and supplies down

here;" he heard her say, in a cal mer voice, "and
there's anot her door under the front of the stage. You
renmenber they brought the benches out through it yesterday
eveni ng" And then, "Ch, no. The storeroom

door's | ocked fromthe outside:"

"Let me;" Randal said, as he cast yet another

in what felt |like the | ongest series of

unl ocki ng-spells he'd ever cast. He heard a

clank as the outer bolt noved aside, and then he and
Lys pushed the door open. From under the stage, they
could see the Prince sagging in his throne, the blood stil
flowing fromthe wound in his shoul der

"Cl ose your eyes," Randal said to Lys. He

threw a ball of brilliant light into the air,

strong enough to dazzle the onl ookers, and then ran out of
hi s hiding place before anyone could recover. He
grabbed the Prince, pulling himfromhis seat, and
hal f - dragged, half-carried the bigger nan back

to the stage-front.

"Grab his legs!" he called to Lys. He pushed
Vespian's |inp body through and scranbl ed back



into the storage space after it, sw nging the door shut
behi nd hi m

It was dark in the storage room under the stage.

Randal sunmoned up a sphere of

col d-flame and | ooked down at Prince

Vespian by its chilly, bluewhite |ight.

The rul er of Peda was in a bad way. Bl ood

matted the bl ack velvet of his tunic, and nore of the
dark fluid flowed fromthe wound in his shoulder. His dark
features had gone pale, rem ndi ng Randal of how his
cousin Walter had | ooked after the denon fight in
Mast er Bal pesh's tower, when the young kni ght had

[ ain near death from his wounds.

"Is it too late?" asked Lys. "Can you stil

hel p hi n"

"I hope so," said Randal. Mst w zards

scorned healing-spells as work that any untaught
heal wi fe or country shepherd could do as well - but
Randal had | earned the spells froma master w zard

who had nmade them his particul ar study.

Lys bent closer to the wounded Prince, and then

| ooked up at Randal. "He's trying to say

somet hing;" she said. "But | can't understand him"
Randal halted his preparations. Lys was right the
Prince was nuttering a continuous stream of words. The
young wi zard | eaned forward to listen

It's no wonder Lys can't understand him

Randal thought in astonishment. The young w zard | ooked
up at Lys. "He's talking in the dd

Tongue"
"Can you tell what he's saying?"
Randal nodded. "It's a continuation-spell-it makes

ot her spells permanent, so that they can stay in place
after the death of the w zard who cast thent

"But Prince Vespian isn't a w zard!"

protested Lys.

"No, he isn't;

hi s

sai d Randal. He spoke the words that woul d di spe
illusion and caught his breath as the magi c took
effect. The man who | ay bl eeding on the floor was
the master wi zard, Petrucio.

"Master Petrucio!" Randal cried. "Wat are

you doi ng here? And where is the Prince?"

The master wi zard gave no answer, but kept on
muttering the words of his conjuration

"Fiat!"

he ended, and drew a | ong, gasping breath. He

let it out in a sigh. "The spell is done -- and so
aml, | think"

"You're not going to die;" Randal said. "I'm going

to heal you. But tell ne first, quickly-where's the
Prince, and what's goi ng on?"

"Ah, Randal ;" whispered Petrucio.

"I thought it was you." H's eyes opened and focused on
t he young journeyman. "Bartolonmeo is trying

to kill the Prince -- | didn't expect his

The master wizard's eyelids started to flutter and

cl ose again, and Randal said urgently, "The Prince
Master Petrucio, where is the Prince?"



"Vespi an?" Petrucio's voice was fading.

"Where he always is, inthe . . . was The words
trailed off into silence.
VII1. The Prince's Friends

"HURRY, RANDY!" exclaimed Lys. "He's

al nost gone. "

Randal was al ready speaking the words of strength and
whol eness. Petrucio's breathing sl owed and steadi ed,

and the bl ood stopped trickling down his chest as the wound
cl osed over. Soon the master wi zard lay deep in

a healing sl eep.

Randal sat back agai nst one of the thick wooden

pillars that supported the stage from underneath. H s own
breath came ragged and heavy for a few noments.

Casting a healing-spell always tired him and now he

had done it twice in one day, once for Hernando and

once for Petrucio.

Overhead, the stage floor vibrated with the noise

of the sword fight going on above, where

Vincente or his double-still held the Duke | ocked in
singl e conbat. Randal was tenpted to rest in the dark
storeroom for a while |onger, but he forced hinsel f back
onto his feet.

Wiet her he knows it or not, and wherever his true
loyalties may lie, Vincente is buying us tine.

W can

't afford

to waste

any of it.

Lys had foll owed Randal's upward gl ance. When
he stood, she rose to her feet, as well. "What

do we do now?" she asked.

"We save the Prince;" Randal told her. "O

we try to, anyway. Wherever he is."

He heard her give a faint sigh. "Before we go

any further, let me see if | have this straight.

You really are Randal of Doun, and not some ot her

wi zard who happens to ook like himfor the nmonent. Right
so far?"

Randal nodded.

Lys crossed her arnms on her chest. "Then you have

to be the sanme Randal of Doun who swore | ast

ni ght at rehearsal that he'd given up trying

to cure the world's problens. Are you sure you

know what you're doi ng?"

"I"'mme, and you're Lys, and this man lying here is
Master Petrucio. And that;" Randal concluded in
weary tones, "is about

al l

that |'msure of. But |'ve taken the Prince's
hospitality, and I can't stand by and see him

nmur der ed: "

"You picked a fine tinme to get back your sense of
duty;" Lys told him She |ooked at himfor a

monent in the glow of the witchlight. "So you're going out
there. Wat then?"

"Find the Prince;" said Randal. "And save him

if I can. was He gl anced down at the notionless form
of Master Petrucio, still deeply asleep on the

dusty floor of the under-stage, and then he | ooked



back at

Lys. "You'll be safe down here. IT put a

| ocki ng-spell on all the entrances as | go out, just

in case. Master Petrucio should be able to break it
easily enough once he recovers, but | don't think
anybody el se in Peda is that good:"

Lys was al ready shaking her head. "I'mnot going to stay
idle down here in the dark while you're up there trying
to get yourself killed"

"Killing a wizard is harder than it |ooks;" said
Randal . "But we don't have tinme to argue. Cone on,
then. ™

The young w zard retraced his way to the trap door that
led up into the wings of the stage and flung it open. He
clinmbed out as fast as he could, with Lys foll ow ng.

As soon as she was clear, he slamred down the

trap door and cast the locking spells.

At | east Master Petrucio is safe,

he thought, and turned his attention to the theatre.
From where Randal and Lys stood in the w ngs,

they could tell that nothing had changed for the
better. Vincente and Bartol oneo still fought up and
down the front of the stage-seeing themtogether, Randa
could pick out the Duke by the disguise-spell covering
hi m

But when | concentrate

there's sonmet hi ng about Vincente

that feels funny

, too.... I wish | knew what it was.

Qut beyond the stage, people no | onger crowded around
Vespian's throne as they had a few mi nutes

before. Men-at-arns in black and silver lined the

wal l's of the theatre and bl ocked its entrance.

Sone of the guards carried heavy crossbows, wth

short, stubby bolts already laid in place and ready

to shoot.

A crossbow bolt could go through netal: Randal

didn't blame the silk and vel vet-cl ad audi ence

for keeping still.

So far, though, the guards hadn't interfered with the due
onst age, where Vincente and the di sgui sed Bartol oneo
were engaged in a precise and deadly passage of

arnms. ldentically booted feet stanped on the

wooden stage as the two nmen | unged back and forth,

and the slender blades of their swords clicked as the
weapons net and parted. Guards and audi ence alike
watched as if held in place by a powerful spell.

It

's fear,

Randal realized

fear that's hol di ng them

Nobody can tell the two Vincentes apart, and
nobody wants to chance shooting the wong man.
Suddenly the duelists separated and stood for a nonent

as if frozen, with their blades still crossed near the
ti ps. Bartolomeo and Vincente seened as
closely matched in skill and speed as if

they had been twins in truth, and Randal knew that in



that notionl ess silence each man woul d be watching the

ot her-1ooking for that first hint of flinching or hesitation
that woul d provi de an openi ng.

Then a third sl ender, red-headed figure sprang

out of the wi ngs, on the side opposite Randal and

Lys, and joined the two duelists in the center of the

stage. Vincente.

The

rea

Vi ncente, Randal was sure of it conth one was
Bart ol omeo' s ki dnapped original, still. wearing the

bl ack hose and | oose white shirt he'd comwrn

in the cell at the villa.: Like his two

duplicates, the actor held a sword in his hand.

But if

that's

Vi ncent e,

Randal thought,

and one

of the

others is Bartol oneo

then who's the third one-and which side is he really
on? The newconer swept his bl ade down onto the

crossed swords of the duelists in a

stroke that beat al

t hree bl ades point downward toward the floor. In
ringi ng tones, he decl ai ned the openi ng words from Act
Two of

The Nephew s

Revenge:

"So, brothers, we are nmet again!"

Bartol omeo spat out a curse. Wth a little
concentration, Randal could see through his disguise and discern
the Duke's features beneath.

But to Randal's surprise, the other blackandsilver

Vi ncente | aughed al oud as he stepped back into the
guard position. "Well net, indeed, ny

brother!" he called out-the next |line of the play, and
one that made the actor laugh in his turn. As if

on an unspoken signal, the two nen turned together

to threaten Bartol oneo.

The Duke stepped back, and Randal saw his eyes

go to the crossbownen lining the walls of the theatre.
No, you don't!

t hought Randal

Bef ore anyone could give the order to shoot, the young
wi zard summoned up a bl ast of nagical w nd

The wi nd bl ew down the I ength of the theatre like the first
gust of a blizzard, and all the candles

ext i ngui shed t hensel ves as one. Darkness filled the room
and a woman screanmed. Randal heard the thrunm ng

noi se of a single released bowstring, and the solid
chunk!

of a crossbow bolt burying itself in wood.

Wth a snmell like burning string, the spluttering
candles lit thensel ves again.

Wio did that?

wonder ed Randal

It wasn't me, and Petruci o would never be so

cl unsy.



A quick notion out in the audi ence caught the young
wi zard's eye. It was Carvelli com the disguised

Her nando;

t hat

man was pushing his way toward the nearest side door
wi th the expression of one who wasn't going to let a
mere guard halt his escape. The Carvelli who

stood framed in the theatre's rear entrance was the
genuine article, the Duke's hedgew zard whom

Her nando had stunned and |l eft behind in Bartol oneo's
villa.

"My Lord Bartol onmeo!" he shouted, fromthe back

of the theatre. "My Lord Bartol oneo! Treason!"

But the disguised Bartol oneo was gone;

only the other two Vincentes renmai ned. As Randa

wat ched, the two nen-one in black and silver, one in
a prison-stained white shirt and plain black

hose exchanged gl ances and ran of f st age.

"Where are they going?" Lys exclained at

Randal ' s el bow.

"I don't know ..." began Randal, and then all his
menories of the palace clicked together. "Secret
door;" he said. "There has to be a door

backstage to the secret passage."

"Can you find it by magi c?" she asked.

"Not fast, but | can try-no, wait. Master

Petrucio's study!" Once nore he invoked the

di sgui se-spell and assuned the form of Master

Ednond, Duke Bartol onmeo's hired w zard.

"Let's hope the guards at the actors" entrance

still think I1"'mon their side. Cone on"
Luck was with them a curt "Duke's business"
got them past the guards and out into the hall. As soon

as Randal and Lys were out of sight around the first
corner, the young wi zard changed back to his own
appearance. Then he started off at a run through the
narrow corridors of the servants' wing, with Lys
foll ow ng behind as fast as her long skirts would all ow.
She caught up with himwhile he was opening

the door to Petrucio's study. "Now I

renmenmber why | always |iked short tunics and

stockings for the road;" she said ruefully. "There's enough
cloth in this gown to make a tent"

The door to the room swung open as she spoke.

Randal hurried across to the panel that hid the secret
door and slid it aside. "Fromhere we can get to the
Prince's private apartnents;" he said over his

shoul der to Lys. "If we find Vespian alive

anywhere, it'll be there."

"Then what are we waiting for?" Lys stepped past
himinto the dark mouth of the entrance. Then she drew
back again, al nmost bunping into himin her haste.
"Listen!" she exclained. "Wat's that noise?"

Randal froze. Now he, too, could hear a sound that

had becone familiar to himduring the past hour-the

cl ash and whi sper of a pair of thin, sharp Pedan

swords striking and sliding agai nst one anot her

"They're conming this way;" he said. "Let's get

back out into the hall:"

Toget her, they retreated to the far side of the hallway.



"Don't nove;" nurmured Randal as soon as

he felt the cool wood of the paneled wall at his

back. "I'mgoing to make us invisible. | want

to see what's going on."

He said the words of the spell-and barely in time. The
cl ashing of netal on netal grew | ouder. Wthin the

dar kened workroom a pair of shadowy figures

energed fromthe open door of the secret passage.
Faint candlelight slanted in fromthe hallway and
glinted off the blades of their swords as they fought.
The two figures were identical in size and

hei ght, but Randal could tell them apart by their clothing,
even fromwhere he stood. One man wore bl ack and
silver, making hima darker patch of shadow where
metallic threads picked up the light and glittered

i ke distant stars. The | oose white shirt of the
second man was a pale, noving blob in the di mess

as he parried his opponent's thrusts.

That one's Vincente,

Randal thought.

The Vincente

freed fromthe cel

at the Duke's villa

anyway

So the other nust be Bartol oneo

hi nmsel f.
A moment's concentration confirmed his guess
t he di sgui se-spell he had wought for the Duke was still in

pl ace. The other man nmust have overtaken

Bart ol omeo somewhere in the secret passage and

tried to stop him But before Randal could act to stop
Bartol omeo and bring an end to the fight, the Duke

| unged and put his sword through his eneny's body.

The other man fell bleeding to the floor. The Duke
stood | ooking at his former opponent for the space of a
few heartbeats. "You were clever" he said, "but you
cane too late. As for your tw n, whoever he

really is -- I'lIl serve himas | did nmy own,

once Peda

is mne:"

He bent down and wi ped the bl ood off his sword

with the tail of the man's shirt, then stepped back through
t he open entrance of the secret passage and vani shed
into the dark.

Randal dropped the invisibility-spell as soon as

he

dared and ran into the workroomwith Lys close at his
heel s. He struck up the cold-flane, filling

the chanmber with pale blue light, and knelt over

Vi ncente's body.

Bl ood still flowed fromthe man's wound,

spreadi ng out over the white linen shirt in a

dark, ugly stain. Lys knelt down opposite

Randal . In the witchlight, her face | ooked

unhappy and bl eached of col or.

"I's he dead?" she asked.

"No," said Randal. "The wound isn't a norta

one -- | can heal him" He |aughed briefly,



without mirth. "If Bartol omeo had been the type

to make certain, instead of naking speeches, the story
m ght be different."

"Heal himif you can;" said 'a voice fromthe

hal | way behind them -- Vincente's voice, grown
famliar to both of them through the I ong hours of
rehearsal. Randal | ooked around qui ckly and saw that the
speaker was indeed the Vincente in black and sil ver

t he one who had first chall enged Bartol omeo while
Petrucio lay stricken. Now the newconer.-con :

contook a step forward to gaze at the bl oodied

figure of his double.

"Here's another one who has paid dearly tonight

for his loyalty," said the man in black and silver

"Do

your best for him-but hurry. | know where the Duke wil |l
be going."

Randal nodded and worked a spell to close the

wound and keep the injured man safely

asleep until help could cone..

Thank goodness he wasn't hurt as badly as

Master Petrucio. This nakes the third healing

|'ve done today.

Wien the work was finished, Randal rose to his feet,
swaying a little with nomentary di zzi ness. The nman in
bl ack and silver caught himby the arm and steadied him
"Neatly done;" he said to . the young w zard. "Now
let's be off."

"Wait a minute:" It was Lys who spoke, standing

on the threshold of the secret passage with her

knife once nore in her hand. "Just who

are

you, anyway?"

"The sane Vincente you've al ways known,

Dempoi sell e Lys;" said the man with a courtly

bow. "And a true friend of the Prince-which is nore

i mportant now, | think." He stepped past her

wi t hout another word, ignoring the knife as if it
didn't exist, and became a shadow noving swiftly

off into the darkness.

Randal and Lys hurried after him wth the col dfl ane
lighting their way. Several minutes later, the man
ahead paused, pushed aside a sliding panel, and
stepped out of the passage into a darkened

room Randal and Lys foll owed.

By the light of the cold-flame, Randal saw that the
room cont ai ned a sinple bed and rows of

bookshel ves. The man in bl ack and silver-cal

hi m Vi ncent e,

Randal thought,

since he seens to think he's got

a right to the name-cl osed

t he panel and notioned Randal and Lys forward to the double
doors on the other side of the room

Vincente put his eye to the crack where the two

doors met, peered through, and shook his head. "He's
here already;" he said. "That's going to make things a
bit harder."

Curious, Randal bent and | ooked through the keyhol e

of one door into the adjoining room The narrow view



wasn't the best he could have asked for, but he

gl i npsed enough of the next roomto recognize the
royal apartments he had seen that norning-or was it
yest erday norni ng by now8when he had acconpani ed
Master Petrucio to his audience with the Prince.
There was a man seated at the Prince's desk. But

it wasn't the Prince. The seated figure noved,
putting his booted feet up on the desk and | eani ng
back in a confortable position. Now Randa

recogni zed hi m Duke Bart ol oneo' s

hedgewi zard, Lord Carvelli

A door opened in the far wall beyond the desk, and

Duke Bartolomeo -- still disguised as Vincente
stepped into the room Carvelli swung to his
feet.

"\Whi ch one are you?" the hedge-w zard asked.
Bart ol omeo gave a triunphant |augh. "You

know ne, Carvelli. Vespian is dead by ny hand
comand | amthe rightful ruler of Peda!"

I X.

Sword Dance

RANDAL SQUI NTED THROUGH t he keyhol e at the two

men in the next room Wth his viewso linmted, and
both the Duke and Carvelli noving in and out of

sight, it was hard to tell reality fromillusion w thout
casting a spell of mmgical resonance. He

cl osed both eyes and concentrated instead on the fee

of magic in the air.

"Wait a minute;" he nurnured, as nuch to hinself as

to Vincente and Lys. "That's not Carvelli, that's
Her nando"

"Who?" whi spered the others, as one voi ce.

"One of Petrucio's nmen;" said Randal. "He's

on our side"

In the other room Bartol omeo strode up and

down, gesturing grandly with the sword he still carried in
his right hand. "I rule now, Carvelli. Fetch

Mast er Ednond, so that | can regain ny true

face and fornf

Randal saw the di sgui sed Hernando hesitate.
Bartolonmeo lifted the tip of his sword slightly

and pointed with it toward the door. "Make haste,
Carvelli. My loyal subjects await nme in

the theatre."” In the darkened inner chanber, the man
cal |l ed

Vi ncente touched Randal on the arm "This Master
Edrmond, " said the ol der man, | ow voiced. "Do you

know hi mwel | enough to put on his face?" -- "Yes;"
said Randal, biting back a smle. "I do:"

"Good. Go back into the passage and turn left
you'll find another door opening out through a
firepl ace."

Randal nodded, renenbering his journey through the
secret passage with Petrucio the norning before.

"I know the door you're talking

about : "

"Then |l et the Duke's henchman find Master

Ednond there;" Vincente continued. "The sooner

Bartol omeo puts on his true face, the

sooner we can begin to work our way out of this tangle"



Randal gave another nod and ducked back into the
passageway, assum ng the guise of Master

Edrmond as he went. He canme out through the

fireplace in tinme to watch Hernando striding past him
toward the doors at the far end of the | ong room
Randal stepped away fromthe hearth and cleared his

t hr oat .

Her nando turned. "It's about time you showed up again;"
the spy grow ed in an angry whi sper

"Bartol omeo's won, thanks to you-if you'd been

doi ng your job, Vespian wouldn't be dead."

"He's not dead;" said Randal. "I still don't know
where the Prince is, but | know Bartol omeo got the
wrong man"

Her nando drew a sharp breath through his teeth.
"Then the gane nmay not be lost ... at |east not

yet. Conme on, let's play it out to the end"

The di sqgui sed agent turned and headed back into the
royal apartments with Randal follow ng close behind him
They wal ked t hrough the doors surmounted with the

[ i on- and-dol phi n ornanentation, into the room where
Randal had net Vespian the day before. This tineg,
however, it was Bartol omeo who waited, still wearing the
actor Vincente's face.

The Duke sniled as Randal entered. "Now then

Mast er Ednond, we are net in rmuch happier

ci rcunmst ances. Only undo what you did before, and the
evening will be ours."

"Easily done, Your Gace;" said Randal

suiting the action to his words. The di sgui se fel

away from Bartol omeo, revealing once nore the

Duke's true features-so like, and so unlike, those

of the Prince. "You are yourself again."

"Qur thanks, Master Ednond;" said the Duke.

"In days to conme, you will find us suitably

grateful. In the meantine . " Bartol oneo

reached into his brother's desk and pulled out a handfu
of gold coins. "Consider this a partial payment for
services already rendered" . Randal shook his head.

"We can settle accounts

| ater, Your Gace:"

"Very well;" said Bartol oneo. He pocketed the
coins and turned to the di sgui sed Hernando. " Cone,
Carvelli-it's time we presented ourselves at the
theatre"

Bart ol omeo strode out of the Prince's study, with

t he di sgui sed Hernando cl ose on his heels. Randa
waited for a few noments, until he was sure the

two men were out of earshot, and then | ooked at

t he doors |l eading to the bedchanber.

"Lys?" he called softly. "Vincente?"

The doors opened, and the others energed. The man who
cal l ed hinmself Vincente had a tenseness about himthat
Randal hadn't noticed before.

"So the usurper has his own face again;" Vincente
said. He turned to Randal and Lys. "Now to see

who in the palace is loyal and who is not. Are you
with ne?"

"Where are we goi ng?" Lys asked.

Vi ncente gave a brief laugh. "Where el se should



actors go but to the theatre? Mdst of the guests wll
prove true to Vespian, | think-if they

bel i eve they have sonme choi ce besi des Duke

Bartol omeo or chaos."

The actor stepped through the secret door and
beckoned to Randal and Lys to follow Once again,
hi s shadowy bl ack-and-silver figure | ed them

rapi dly along the hidden passage. Some of the
narrow, tunnel-like corridor Randal renenbered from
t he day before, when he had cone to the Prince's quarters
with Master Petrucio, but the rest of it was

unfam liar. Vincente, however, seened to find his
way w t hout pausing to think

"You certainly know your way around the

pal ace; " Randal observed as they hal f-wal ked,

hal f-ran down a cranped and sl opi ng hal | way t hat
was |ightless except for the glow of Randal's

col df | ane.

"I was born and raised here;" Vincente said.

"Secret passages make wonderful hiding

pl aces for a small boy. By the time | grew up and

joined the Prince's players, | knew as nuch about
H s Grace's palace as he did hinself." Once
again, the actor laughed. "I never suspected ny

old pranks would turn out to be useful someday-and here

we are:"

"Where's here?" asked Lys. The passage had

narrowed to a dead end where the three of them stood facing

a closed door set into a brick wall. "This
pl ace has nore secret doorways than a cheese
has hol es. "

"We're inside the archway over the front of the
stage,"” Vincente told her. "On stage right it's
solid masonry, but this side is hollow

Bart ol omeo escaped through here when the candl es went
out - *wh doi ng was that, anyway?"

"Mne;" admitted Randal. "He was about to order his
crosshownen to shoot:"

"Reckl ess of him" said Vincente. "But

typical. Mdst of the other guards are still loyal to the
Prince, | think-they've just been given bad

orders. Once things have settled down, the Prince
can sort out the confused ones fromthe turncoats
easi |y enough:"

"What nakes

you
so sure the Prince is alive?" Lys asked
"Call it a hunch;" said Vincente. The actor

turned to the door and opened it a crack. He

| ooked out through the tiny opening, nodded to hinmself with an
expression of satisfaction, and turned back to the

ot hers. "Randal -put one of your disguise-spells

on me, to nmake ne | ook |ike Vespian, and together

we can end this farce:"

Randal thought back to the healing-spell he'd worked in

the theatre the norning before, and how Vi ncente had

spoken to himthen of being a power in the state. "If
| help you;" the young wi zard said slowy, "how can
| be certain that you'll return the Prince's throne

to himafter you' ve played your part?"



Vincente net Randal's gaze wi thout flinching. "On

nmy honor-Vespian will rule by dawn, or | wll

be dead:"

Randal | ooked at the actor for a nonent

| onger, and then nodded. "I'Il hold you to that."

"So be it," said Vincente. The actor's face was

pal e and solemm in the blue-white gl ow of

Randal ' s col df  ane. "But why should you care who
gover ns Peda?"

"I don't know," Randal replied. "I've

scarcely net the Prince ... but |'ve seen his

city, and it seenms to me that no one but a good man coul d
produce such peace and plenty, and such | ack of

fear. And if | don't help a good man when he

needs it, then who will help nme?"

"Well spoken;" said Vincente. "W are

agreed, then."

Randal nodded. "Stand still a minute while | work the
spell:" Once nore, he nmurnured the words that would
create a magi cal disguise-but this tine, the spell was
at once harder and easier to cast than it should have
been.

There's sonet hing here that |'m m ssing,

Randal thought as the red-headed actor took on the
dark, irregular features of the Prince.

wish it wasn't so late and | wasn't so tired

"When | give the word;" Vincente said after the

spell was finished, "I want you to do that ghost-effect
we' ve been working on -- and make it as

dramatic as you possibly can, because we're going

to be wal king out in front of Bartol oneo's

crossbowren while they're all | ooking the other

way. Once we're center stage with the Duke, they

won't dare shoot for fear of hitting himinstead"
"I"mready," said Randal. Vincente drew his

sword. "Begin:"

Agai n Randal whispered the words of illusion and called
on the spells of sound and light. He couldn't see

the theatre fromhere in the secret passage, but he'd
wor ked on the ghost's appearance for al nbst a nonth now,
al ways standing out of sight in the wings, with only
Vincente's criticisnms to guide him

But | never thought that so much would ride on the
performance. First the ghost itself, pale and bl oodi ed, and
tall enough for everyone in the theatre to see it. And then the
sound ..

Qutside in the theatre, a | ow noani ng began, first

softly, then louder, like the wind in pine trees.
Now start the ghost walking forward ... and let it
seemto speak.

Still working blind, Randal set the phantomi s nouth
to nmoving and shaped the noaning of the wind into words.
"Treason ... revengeff99

Vi ncent e opened the secret door.

"Now, " he said, and stepped out onto the stage, with
Randal and Lys cl ose behind him Randal forced hinself
not to | ook out toward the audi ence and the horrid, half
transparent ghost that he had spent so nuch tine

and trouble in perfecting. Instead, he concentrated on
the two men in the center of the stage: Duke



Bart ol omeo, no | onger disguised, and Hernando, stil
wearing the face of Bartol oneo' s henchman

Carvel li.

Bot h men stood | ooki ng out toward Randal's

illusory ghost. "Traitor! Usurper!" the

apparition noaned again as Vincente, sword in hand,
paced softly to within a few feet of the Duke. Then
the actor made a brief cutting gesture with his
free hand, and Randal made the phantom di sappear

Vi ncente took one nore step forward.

"How now, brother," the actor said into the sudden
echoing silence, "do you think you are grown so great that you
can sit on nmy throne and rule my | ands?"

Bartol onmeo turned. If he felt any shock

at seeing what appeared to be Vespian still alive
and whole, he hid it well. "I thought you were dead;"
he said. "I see nowthat | was wong. But that's a

m nor problem and easily corrected.”

He drew his own sword

Randal heard a conmotion out in the theatre, and then a
man pushed his way through” the audi ence and ran up the
steps at the side of the stage. It was the rea

Carvel li -- |

d al nost forgotten about him

Randal thought;

that was foolish-and

t he hedge-magician's features were contorted with
anger .

"You have a fellow at your side who wears ny

face;" he called out to Bartol oneo. "Kil

himhe is our eneny!"

"The man lies;" said Hernando coolly.

"He

is the IMPOSTOR Shall | kill himfor you, Your
G ace?"

"As you will, Carvelli;" said the Duke.

"Settle it between yourselves. My business is with the
Prince:" Bartoloneo had not taken his eyes off
Vincente. Now he sniled. "Wat do you say,

brother: Shall we see which of us is the better

man- sword agai nst sword, and wi nner take all?"

"You | eave ne no choice;" said Vincente. Wthout

| ooki ng away from Bartol onmeo, the actor said

to Randal, "Whatever happens,

wi zard-hold your hand. This is my fight, not yours"
"Fair enough;" said Bartolomeo with a harsh | augh

He turned and called to the guards in the theatre,
"This is single conbat-you take your orders fromthe
wi nner."

A few feet away, Hernando and Carvelli already

stood facing each other over drawn swords. Now
Bart ol omeo and Vincente al so took positions

opposite one another with their swords at the ready.
For a nonent, nobody noved.

Then Hernando stanped his foot, straightened his arm
and lunged at Carvelli. The hedgew zard swept

the spy's blade aside with his own, so that the point
m ssed his body, and thrust with his own sword toward.
Her nando. Too | ate- Hernando had al ready stepped
back out of range.



Lys tugged at the sleeve of Randal's robe,

pul I'i ng hi m back upstage, out of the way of the fighting.
Randal followed slowy, watching the duelists as he
went-in spite of hinself, he was fascinated by the

unfam liar style of swordwork. To an onl ooker

accustoned to the heavy broadswords and thick arnor

of the northern countries, the conbat | ooked nore like a
dance than like a fight to the death. The four nen in the
center of the stage were weaving in a conpl ex

pattern: thrusting, parrying, cutting, |unging,

chargi ng, and w thdraw ng, their narrow bl ades nmoving so
fast the tips could not be seen

I'd better get a shock-spell ready,

t hought Randal

Just in case the wong man wins and Lys and | have

to fight our way out of here.

The fight continued, the four nen nmoving gracefully

am d the sound of steel blades clashing together. Then
as Randal watched, Carvelli stepped back a

pace and gestured with his free hand. The grip of

Her nando' s sword began to glowfirst dull red, and

t hen bright.

Carvelli's heating the metal

t hought Randal. He'd used the trick once hinself, in
a pinch, to disarman opponent bent on killing him

A snell of scorched flesh wafted over the stage,

but Hernando didn't drop the sword. Instead, he

| unged. The point of the spy's weapon touched
Carvelli's chest and slid on honme, penetrating

so smoothly that it barely depressed the cloth of the
hedge-w zard' s tunic. Hernando snapped back

into guard, still holding his blade before himand now fresh
bl ood stained the red-hot netal

Carvel l'i | ooked surprised. Then his

sword fell fromnerveless fingers to clatter onto the
floor of the stage. A nonment |ater, Carvell

toppled, joining his blade. Only then did

Her nando I et go of his own sword.

The death of Carvelli seemed to prope

Bartol omeo and Vincente to even nore furious

nmoverrent . Back and forth they fought. Then the man
closer to the front of the stage -Bartol omeo conreached
back into his pocket with his left hand. In one

snoot h nmovenent Bartol oneo snapped his arm

forward, and a handful of gold coins flew

into Vincente's eyes.

The actor flinched back, his eyes involuntarily
shutting, as Bartol oneo foll owed up his

advantage with a deadly |unge. But Vincente mnust

have anticipated the attack. He sidestepped, and the

bl ade passed by, slashing through the black vel vet

of his tunic. Red bl ood stained the white Iinen beneath.
But Bartol oneo's lunge had carried himtoo far

forward, and now he was unable to draw back to guard in
time. Vincente, his eyes once nore open, drew his

blade in a large circle, binding Bartoloneo's

weapon. Then he stepped forward pressing

Bart ol omeo, tightening the circle of his blade.

A final notion of the actor's wist, and the

bl ade tore from Bartol oneo' s hand and fl ew across



the stage. Bartol omeo sank to his knees,
Vincente's point at the hollow of his throat.
For a | ong nonment, nobody noved. Finally Vincente

drew back his sword. "I should kill you;" the
actor said to the kneeling Duke. "But we are of the
same bl ood, after all. Go back to your villa, and

trouble me no nore"

Then Vincente turned away from Bartol omeo and

st epped back upstage toward where Lys and Randal stil
stood watching. "My friends, | nust tell you his

Behi nd the di sqgui sed actor, Bartoloneo rose to his
feet-swiftly, silently, drawing a knife fromhis

boot as he cane. Before Randal's horrified

gaze he started forward, knife at the ready, and

all his attention focused on the center of

Vi ncente' s back.

X.the Gatitude of Princes

FOR RANDAL, THE piece of steel in the Duke's

hand appeared to be noving with al most infinite slowness.
But nobody el se on the stage, or in the crowded
theatre, seened to see it at all. Carvelli lay

dead, and Hernando stood cradling his burned hand agai nst
his chest, gazing down at the hedgew zard's body.

Lys had | ooked toward Vi ncente as soon

as the actor turned away from his vanqui shed

adversary. Vincente hinmself had his back to the
glittering bl ade.

Everything was noving so slowy, like falling in a

ni ght mare. But Randal was all too aware that he was
awnake.

Bart ol omeo | unged forward. Nothing could stop the
nmotion that threatened to drive the dagger into Vincente's
body.

I have to knock hi m aside sonmehow, and there's no

ti me- Randa

lifted his hand and cast the shockspell. The nagica

bl ow t hat he had nmade ready at the fight's beginning
ripped free fromhis mnd and struck Bartol oneo

full in the chest.

The young w zard watched, his enpty hand still upraised.
Too hard. | hit himtoo hard,

he thought in despair, as the force of the spel

toppl ed Vespian's brother and sent himflying

backward of f the stage, down into the Prince's high
carved wood throne.

There was a sharp crack as he hit. Randal saw

Duke Bartol omeo sitting in the throne where he had
fallen, the throne he had tried to steal. The

Duke's head was tilted against the back of the

heavy chair at an unnatural angle. The edge

had taken himsquarely in the neck and broken it.

He' s dead,

Randal thought nunbly. |

only wanted to stop him but he's dead just the sane.
Vi ncente spun around. The di sqguised actor strode

to the foot of the stage and stood for a | ong nmonment | ooki ng
down at the dead formso similar to the one he now
wore. He lifted his head and called out in a

tight, controlled voice to the audi ence and the guards,
"Leave us! Leave us, all of you!"



The people left. Vincente did not | ook away fromthe
theatre until all the benches were enpty. Then he
turned, and Randal saw that the actor's borrowed
features were pale and stiff wth anger

"How dare you?" Vincente demanded. "How

dare

you strike himdown after | forbade it?"

Randal felt his own anger rising in response.

He flung out his armand pointed at Bartol oneo's

dagger where it had fallen onto the boards of the stage.
"That's why," he said. "The Duke was about to stab you
in the back. And as for forbidding anything you re no nore the
real Prince than | am and | think you've

forgotten the prom se you nmade to ne."

The young w zard spoke the words that ended illusion. The
spy Hernando once nmore had his own features, and not
those of the dead Carvelli, while Vincente's

di sgui se as Prince Vespi an faded away and

left the red-headed actor behind.

Then a deep voi ce spoke fromthe theatre, out beyond the
stage. "Acting hastily and speaking hastily are the

two great errors -- especially for a wizard. Let

all of reality be seen, and then we can deternine

truth'

The voi ce belonged to Petrucio. The master

wi zard-still pale fromhis near-fatal wound, but

heal ed-canme up the steps at the side of the stage and
lifted one hand. As he spoke, Randal felt the

snhappi ng sensation of a powerful spell breaking. Behind
him he heard Lys gasp

Vincente no | onger was Vincente. Al trace of the
popul ar actor had di sappeared with the breaking of that |ast
illusion. The man who stood before Randal was

Vespi an the Magnificent, Prince of Peda.

Randal | owered the hand that still pointed to Bartol oneo's
dagger. There was nothing he could think of to say to change
what he had al ready said, nothing he could think of

to do-no, that was wong. There was one thing left to do.
He went down on one knee before the

Prince.

"I submit nyself to Your Grace's justice;" he

said. He knelt there w thout |ooking up for what

seened like a long tine.

Finally the Prince spoke. "Go to your chanbers, and
remain until you are sent for."

Randal stood, bowed wi thout neeting the Prince's

eyes, turned, and wal ked away, forcing hinmself not

to run. He made his way through the hallways of the

pal ace |i ke someone in a daze, arriving at his room
nmore by luck than by conscious effort. He threw hinself
across the bed, still fully dressed.

He couldn't sleep. Instead, he lay with his face

buried in his arns, trying to blot out the image of

Duke Bartol omeo sprawing linp and lifeless in

the Prince's carved wood throne. |

didn't nean to kill him | only wanted to stop

hi m

isit my fault that he lost his balance and fell?

But his wizard' s training wouldn't let himlie, even



to hinself.

If | hadn't thrown that shock spell at
Bart ol omreo, he wouldn't have died.

H s menories changed and shifted. |nstead
of Bartol oneo, he saw N col as Wariner 1ying
dead in a narrow street in Wdsegard.

My fault, too. If | hadn't asked Nick

for help

If | hadn't been so quick to get nyself involved in
stronger magic than | could handle--then he'd still be
alive.

Randal groaned al oud and for a nonent w shed he could
forswear magic entirely, even the tricks and

illusions he'd used in the Prince's theatre. But

he hadn't been able to do that before, not even when grief
over Nick's death was still fresh in his mnd; he
knew t hat he could no nore abandon wi zardry than he
could | eave of f breat hing.

Ni ck couldn't either,

he realized

He tried to find a life for hinself outside the
Art-but in the end he nade his choice and died as a

wi zard. I'lIl always feel responsible for his death,

but he wouldn't want that to stop ne fromusing ny own
power when it's needed.

Then anot her thought cane, even nore tenpting than the
i dea of quitting wizardry had been. |

coul d use ny

p
ower now

to | eave the

p

al ace. Lys would come with me, and Petruci o woul dn
Hs

t stop ne.

But when | left Doun to study magic, | nade

t he decision to accept the consequences of ny actions.
| put nyself under the Prince's justice, and that
nmeans abi di ng by

hi s sentence

what ever it night be.

At | ast, Randal dropped into fitful, exhausted

sleep, only to dreamall night of trials and

puni shments, of axe and noose and fl ane.

The next norning, Petrucio hinself cane

to Randal's chanmber at first light. The master w zard
entered the roomwi thout knocking, as if the

| ocki ng-spells had been nothing nore than chai ns of
paper. He carried a large tray with him and the

scent of good food | eaked out fromunder the silver lids
of the covered dishes.

"Ri se up, young Randal ;" said Petrucio,

setting the tray down on the rooms only table.

"You have a | ong road ahead of you, and a good breakf ast
is always the best start.”

Randal struggl ed out of the | ast nonents of a troubled
ni ght mare and sat up am d the tangl ed bed covers.



"So it's banishnent, then;" he said. He was still too
weary to feel anything nmore than a kind of dul

relief.

"I'n a manner of speaking;" said Petrucio. The

master wi zard piled eggs and bread and strips of

t hi ck bacon onto a dish and held it out to Randal

"It is not, in fact, His Gace's intent

to punish you, in

spite of what you seemto fear. | was able to convince
himthat the Duke's death was an accident, and that you
did the best you could under trying circunstances. No
one could ask nmore, and no harmw |l cone to you because of it."
Randal nodded wi t hout speaking. After he had finished the
pl ateful of food, he felt somewhat |ess worn

out in body and m nd and experienced the first rea
stirrings of curiosity.

"If the Prince isn't going to punish ne;" he

asked, "then why do | have to | eave?"

Petrucio smiled kindly. "I could say

that as a journeynan, you belong on the road ... but
that woul d be considerably |l ess than the whole truth.
The fact of the matter is that Hs Gace can't afford

to let you stay in Peda, now that you know his secret."
"That he's Vincente?" Randal picked up a

scrap of bread and frowned at it as he crunbled it

into his plate. "But if the Prince is Vincente,

then who was the man Bartol oneo had in prison at

his villa?"

"Perhaps you'd better tell me all your

adventures;" said the master wi zard. "I may be

better able to explain things to you once | know everyt hi ng
t hat happened"”

Randal told himabout the events of the day before. Wen
he had finished, Petrucio nodded. "Now many t hings

are clearer to ne than they were. The Duke's

pl ans were nore subtle than usual-if you hadn't

spotted Carvelli on. his way back from searching

your room we night not have known until too |late.

But even yesterday, | didn't think everything would
start happeni ng so soon-so when

Her nando brought nme word that the Duke was expecting a
stranger from outside Peda, | took a chance on

sendi ng you out fishing for information. | tried to set up a
meeting with you after your return, through your friend
Lys-but events nmoved too swiftly for us."

"That still doesn't explain who the third Vincente

was, protested Randal. "One was Bart ol oneo,

whom | di sgui sed. The second was Vespi an, and that

was your doing. But who was the man | found in the
Duke's vill a?"

"Ah, yes;" said Petrucio. "Vincente. Like

Her nando, he works for me. Vincente is kind enough

to allow his nane and appearance to be borrowed, as it
were, by the Prince during the hours H s Gace

spends with the actors”

Randal thought for a moment. "Then the Vincente | worked
with all that tinme in the theatre his

"comwas really the Prince;" finished Petrucio.

"Yes. |

don't believe you net Vincente hinmself nore than



three times-once on that first day in the narket
square, once in Bartol oneo's prison cell,

and once when you healed him You did an excell ent

job there, by the way; when | visited ny workroom
earlier this nmorning, | found himwell on the road

to recovery."

"That's good;" said Randal. He pushed his enpty

pl ate aside. The journeyman's robe he'd

fallen asleep in the night before swirled

down around his cal ves as he stood up. He began

gat hering together his few possessions-clothing nostly,
all of it new since he'd cone to live in the

pal ace. "If |I'm|eaving

Peda this norning, does Hi s Grace have any

particular place in mnd for me to go?"

"As a matter of fact, yes;" said

Petrucio. He snmled a little. "You know that the
Prince |l ends noney, fromtine to tine, to the dukes and
earl s of Brecel ande."

"I know, " said Randal. "Vincente-l nean,

Prince Vespian-told ne as much one day in the
theatre." Petruci o nodded. "Good. An envoy from

one of

your northern barons is leaving this morning with gold
borrowed to pay for a mlitary campaign. As it

happens, Vespi an's paynaster has been

conpl ai ning that the envoy's own fighting-nen can't
provi de enough protection. The presence of a wizard with
your abilities ought to settle his stonach a little."
Randal gave a short laugh. "So H's G ace

gets rid of ne and finds a guard for his pack

train, both at the same tine"

"It's a position of considerable trust;"
Petrucio gently. "The Prince asks

that you stay with the canpaign until all the gold has
been paid out, to keep the paymaster's courage equa

to his task-but once you | eave Peda, there's nothing

hol ding you to it except your own word"

"I"ll watch his gold for him" said Randal with a

sigh. He put the last of his clothing onto the bed and
tied the whole thing into a bundle with a spare belt.
"\What happens to Lys?"

"She travels with you," said Petrucio. "She

knows Vespian's secret as well, you see"

Randal picked up his bundle of clothing and sl ung

it over one shoulder. "Then | night as well be

off," he said. "Wiere do | find this envoy?"

"I"ll show you the way," said Petrucio. They

left the roomtogether and proceeded through the quiet,
unawakened corridors. As they wal ked, the master

wi zard said, "I'll be sorry to | ose your

assi stance, young Randal. Looking into the future has
never been the strongest of nmy talents, but | can see
that you have a prom sing career ahead of you"

If I survive that |ong

Randal added nmentally. The thought call ed another question
to mi nd. "Wat happened to the real Mster Ednond?"

he asked al oud.

"Hernando dealt with himyesterday norning;"

said Petrucio. "Rather permanently, | suspect.

sai d



It doesn't pay, |'ve found, to | ook too

closely into Hernando's net hods"

They came out of the palace into a |large courtyard
near one of the rear gates. A dozen heavily |aden
pack nules waited there, along with a score of

foot soldiers armed in nmail and | eather after the
northern fashion. One of the pal ace groons held

the bridles of three riding horses, and a second
groom devoted his energy to restraining a high-spirited
war horse-a bi g, heavily muscled ani mal bred

to carry the arnored knights of Brecel ande

into battle.

Randal | ooked around for Lys and spotted her standing
near the groomwho held the smaller horses.

Once again she was dressed in the boy's garb she
wore on the road. A new |lute was slung over

her shoulder in a | eather case. That was good, Randa
reflected. Lys's old |lute had been | ost

back in Wdsegard, and though she'd never conpl ai ned,
he

knew she'd nissed the instrunment sorely.

"Well;" she said to Randal as he joined her
"we're on the road again. And back to Brecel ande
at that." "lI'msorry we aren't staying

| onger in Peda;" he
replied. Lys's words had sounded cheerful enough, but

he still couldn't help feeling guilty about their sudden
departure. "I know that Cccitania's your hone --

it can't be easy for you to leave it again. so soon

She shook her head. "I'lIl mss it, that's

true. But | neant what | said that day during
rehearsal, about staying as long as you did and no

| onger. There's sonething waiting for us in Brecel ande
that's been left unfinished. If we're going back

now, it's because it's tine."

As she spoke, a small nman dressed after the

| ocal fashion cane into the courtyard fromone of the
side entrances. He was conplaining loudly to the taller
man who paced al ong beside him The second nman

wore the arnor and surcoat of a knight of

Brecel ande. For a nonent Randal stared at himin

di sbelief. Then he let out a yell that echoed off the
pal ace wall s.

"Walter!" he shouted. The knight halted and stared

in turn. Then he, too, gave a shout.

"Randy!" The knight strode forward, and Randal found

hi nsel f caught up in his cousin's mail-clad,
backpoundi ng enbrace. Then \Walter stepped back

| aughi ng, and hel d Randal at arns"

| engt h.

"So you're the wi zard the Prince's man kept going

on about;" Walter said. "The last time | saw you

it

| ooked |i ke you were headi ng toward C ngestoun. \WWat on
earth are you doing here in Peda?"
"Leaving town in a hurry, as usual;'
Lys, coming up from behi nd Randal
Walter's broad smile grew even broader

"Denvi selle Lys, as | live and breathe! Stil
trying to keep nmy cousin out of trouble, | see"

sai d



"And failing;" said Lys, with a smle of her own.
"We've had sone adventures, let nme tell you

since you left us to go off questing in the Western
Isles.”

Randal gave his cousin a curious glance. "How

did that go, anyway? Stories |'ve heard about the
Isles talk of everything from pirates

to sea-dragons, with mermaids in between"

"lIt's all true;" Valter assured him "I

had enough trouble on that quest to last me the rest of
days | give you ny word, |I'd sooner it had

happened to someone el se, especially the parts where
was seasick:"

"So what are you doi ng here?" asked Randal

| aughi ng.

Wal ter | ooked a bit sheepish. "Wrd about ny
adventures got back home to Brecel ande,” he
admtted. "So when the baron needed his gold fetched
northward from Peda, people said, "Wy not send a hero
to guard the gold?"" The kni ght shrugged. "Since

| didn't have anything else to do, here | ant
"You've sworn fealty to this baron, then?" Randa

i nqui red.

"Only that 1'd see his noney delivered and kept
safe;" said Walter. "Nothing nore. And he's an
honorabl e man, by all accounts, so | saw not hi ng
wong with the plan. The trip's been easy enough so
far." He paused a monent. "You don't have any
premoni tions about it, do you?"

"No;" said Randal. "Any bad dreans |'ve

had | ately have been strictly ny own."

"Well, I"'mgrateful for your conpany just the

same;" said Walter. "And | won't deny that a

wi zard's. help might come in handy al ong the way.
Let's nount up and be off- | want to be out of the
city by full daylight."

Randal turned to bid farewell to Master

Petrucio, but the w zard had gone. The party mounted
their horses-Randal, Lys, and

Vespi an' s paymaster on the snaller palfreys

and Walter on the charger. Walter gave a conmand

to his troop, and the pack train noved out through the
pal ace gates.

The streets of Peda were still enpty as Randal and the
others nade their way through the town and into the
countrysi de. The cl ose-packed houses gave way

to cottages and snmall gardens, and then to the open
r oad.

As the pack train went on past fields of grazing
cattl e, Randal becane aware of hoofbeats on the

road behind them the noise loud in the norning
stillness. He | ooked over his shoul der and saw a
single rider on a black horse, com ng up fast.

The early sunlight caught on the rider's bright red
hai r.

"I think I know who this is,"” said Randal quietly

to Valter. "I'lIl talk to him" He turned his

horse and headed back past the tail of the pack
train to neet the oncom ng rider and speak with him
al one.



As Randal had expected, it was Vincente. The

actor looked tired, as if he hadn't slept at

all between m dni ght and this norning. Randal quietly
cast the spell of nmgical resonance as the

actor drew closer, and nodded to hinself as the echo of
power ful magic came back at him |

t hought so. But if he wants to speak as Vincente, and
not as the Prince, 1'll give himthe chance.

"What brings you out of the pal ace so early?" he
asked, as Vincente reined his horse to a halt.

"An errand for His Grace;" said Vincente

"He wi shes to apol ogi ze for hustling you out of town

so abruptly . . . and if I'mnot m staken, for
wor ds spoken in anger as well"

"There's no need;" said Randal. "He had reason
enough, | think, to be angry with ne."

Vincente was silent for a minute, while the black
horse moved restlessly beneath him "That may be so;"
he said finally. "But he's in your debt for his life
and woul dn't have you | eave thinking himungrateful:" The
red- headed actor reached into a pocket of his tunic
and drew out a bl ack velvet bag. He handed it

to Randal. "His Grace desires you to have this, as
some small repaynent”

Randal took the bag and hefted it in the palmof his
hand. Coins rolled and shifted inside the black

vel vet-gold, fromthe weight and sound of them He
held the bag for a mnute, and then handed it back

to Vincente with a shake of his head.

"I can nmake ny way without it," he said. "Tel

Hs Grace for ne that | don't need his noney ..

and | would nuch rather have his friendship than his gratitude
Vi ncente took the bag of coins and tucked it

into his pocket. "Princes deal in gold, not
gratitude;" he said, with a rather mel ancholy
expression, "and they can't afford friendship. But an
actor sonetines can."

He held out his hand again, and this time it was enpty.
"You'll be missed, Randal-it's a pity we never

got a chance to present that ghost of yours properly.”
Randal | aughed and cl asped the outstretched hand with his
own scarred one. "I'd call it a success just the
same;" he said. "Goodbye, Vincente"

"Goodbye, and good luck." The actor turned and
spurred his horse toward the city. Randal sat for a
whi | e watching him and then rode back to join

Walter and Lys at the head of the pack train.

"Wio was that man?" asked his cousin.

"Nobody you'd recogni ze;" said Randal

"Only a friend, saying goodbye"

He | ooked back again at the road behind them but

Vi ncente was gone. Randal sighed, straightened his
shoul ders, and rode on away from Peda, toward

Brecel ande and hone.
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