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To (he Reader

"For herein may be seen noble chivalry, courtesy, humanity, friendliness,
har di ness, iove, friendship, cowardice, nurder, hate, virtue, and sin. Do
after the good and |l eave the evil, and it shall bring you to good fanme and
renown. "

uCaxt on

1

ITis A PROVERB OFTEN QUOTED but sel dom applied, that all a gentleman needs to
travel is a good cloak, a good horse, and a good sword. |ndeed, given the
style and confort in which those on whom soci ety bestows the appellation
"gentl enen" usually travel, the picture of a well-dressed, handsone youhg nan
on a fine horse, armed with a bl ade housed in a |long silver-chased scabbard,
the end of which protrudes fromhis full-cut sea-green cloak with its shoul der
cape flaring in the haste of his travel, would inspire a beholder to identify
the gallant as anything but a gentleman. "A hi ghwayman," one mi ght say; or, on
a closer |ook, "a special nessenger for the Enperor, who dwells in this great
city here in the distance"; or nore cynically, "a rake fleeing the city on
account of his debts and his mstress's husband"; or any of a hatful of titles
m ght one append to this picture, before "a gentleman" be suggested. And that
one woul d be instantly derided as inaccurate.

For, look! This man has no baggage but the saddl ebags on his horse; he is

al one, without a single servant to attend him noreover he is on horseback
rather than in a carriage with the fine horse ridden by his |ackey; and
furthermore, he is plainly galloping, as nmay be seen fromthe billow ng of his
cape and the elevation of his horse's hooves, and his hair is blow about and
his clothing disordered by the exercise. Lastly and nost tellingly, it is
night-time in the picture, as the swollen noon breasting the horizon and a few
stars show, long after sundown, a tine when any true gentl eman woui d | ong
since have been snugly established in his chosen inn for the night with a good
di nner and a bottle of w ne.

Thus do many antiquated proverbs suffer derision when they venture into the
harsh environnent of the nodern world. Can he truly be a gentl eman, though he
ride swiftly, at night, away fromthe security of the city, alone and arned?
Only the rider knows. He is quite secure about his own estate, and perhaps is
now observing to hinmself that he is the very picture of that proverb mainly
guot ed nowadays by gouty earls at the fireside deriding the softness of the
younger generation, who travel with everything but a wi ne-cellar and purchase
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and consune one as they go. (The earls suffer ammesia regarding their own
pasts and curse the present gout whilst recalling fondly wi nes of bygone
days.)

He has no question in his own nind as to what he is, and if you were to ask
him he might tell you w thout hesitation

You could not ask him He was already gone by the time it occurred to you; his
horse swift and his purpose clear, he went left at the crossroads on the hil
where the nmoon cut a bl ack shadow beside a kingstone. His first goal was to
pass that crossroads at that time, exactly as the noon was clearing the

hori zon and casting the kingstone's shadow as a pointer down the road he took
When he turned, he faded fromsight, as if he rode into a fog bank when there
was no fog there at all.

2

"ARI EL!'"

"Here, Master!"

"The full nmoon's rays are requisite for work I plan tonight. Dispel these
scuddi ng cl ouds without harsh wind or undue storm that the rising lunar |ight
may fall unfiltered on the world."

"Al'l of it, Master Prospero?" Ariel asked, dubious.

"This part where | am" Prospero clarified, not unkindly. "Let us say, the
eastern region of this Continent, including this island. Al night."

"The breath of your order shall be gale, good Master," Ariel said, and |eft
with a gust of wind, racing east.

Prospero's bl ack-lined blue cloak flared and rippled with the Syl ph's passage;
his dark hair stirred; the island s trees soughed and whi spered anong

t hensel ves, then cal med. Fromhis place by the nmighty tree that crowned the
island's hill, he gazed over the river to the east and saw Ariel's rippling
wake pass over the | andscape, out of sight, purling and streaking the fat

gi I t-shoul dered cl ouds. Now he took his silver-wound staff and struck its

bri ght heel on the ground three tines.

"Caliban!" he call ed.

"Aye," grunted a voice beneath his feet. The stone roiled and rose: a torso; a
rough head coarse-featured; a square slab-body and hard arnms textured |ike
fine-grai ned unpolished granite. Caliban squinted in the beating m dsumer
sun.

"Here at this living tower's roots |I'll have a basin sculpted in the stone
whereof it grips,"” Prospero said, lifting his staff and then setting it down,
"a hollow which is spherical, circularly exact, such that the dianeter be
neasured from hereu" he struck the stone with the heel of the staff and
pacedu"to here at its broadest point bel ow the surface of
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the ground, and such that its opening be fromhereu" and he paced agai nu
here.”

There was a perpl exed silence, and then, "Ah. Like an orange with the top cut
off to suck at it."

to

"Even so."

"That will fill with the waters of the Spring that rises here in its mddle,
Mast er u"

"Even so."

"Ah." The bl ack stone over which the tree's roots ran and into which they had
forced their way rippled as Caliban noved. "If it's a well you'd have ne

del ve, Masteru"

"No well, but a bowl, which shall cup the Spring's unstinting flow for ny

ni ght's work."

"The basin shall be scoured as you conmand, Master."

"Be finished ere the sun sets," Prospero said, "ere the sun's disk is a fist's
wi dt h above the |long horizon, for it nmust fill, and |'ve preparations to
conplete.”

"Aye, Master." Caliban sank into the stone, which hissed and heated with his
hasty passage.



Prospero watched as the stone began to nove. The rest of his preparations were
made; the stage was being set; there remai ned but one vital piece of business
before the hour of his sorcery came. He left the hilltop and its great tree
and went down a footpath, w nding through the straight trunks of high-crowned
trees and along a rocky outcrop, until he cane to an end of the cool -shaded
wood. A garden lay before himin casual beds and terraces, clunps of fruiting
trees and clusters of exuberant blossons, and at its farthest end he descried
a bent back and a nmi Hwheel of a yellow straw hat radiant in the sun

A neat gravelled path led himto the gardener.

"\What cheer, daughter?"

She sat back on her heels, grubby and smiling, dark curling tendrils falling

fromunder the hat to nourish thenselves on her danmp neck. "l suppose you want
strawberries,"” she said.
"Were they |l ess sweet and thy care of themless fruitful, 1'd have none," he

replied, smling, "so '"tis a tribute to thy own hand that | have devour'd so
many; they are the very
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heart of sumrer and their goodness nourished of thine, therefore nmust | |ove
themas | love thee. But nay, 'tis thee I'Il have. The heat's great, the day
wears long; thy |labor's never done, and as well ceased now as ever. | bid thee

[unch with nme."
"It's early," she said.
"Not untinely so," Prospero disagreed mldly. "Go thou, bathe and dress; I|'l]

ook to the nmeal, and we'll neet on the green where the table is. Take our
ease as the wi se beasts o' the wood do when the sun is fiercest on the flesh."
"It is hot. Yes. We nust have strawberries, thoughu they'Il rot if we don't

eat them and the idea of cooking even nore jam...
"Wel |l enough. Hast thy basket ?"

Prospero picked the strawberries with her, though they both ate any nunber of
the wi ney-ripe ones as well, and carried themoff while she ran ahead to fetch
clean clothes and a towel. He had already nmade sone preparation of the neal,
and now he finished and laid a cold roast pheasant, poached fish, a salad of
peas and tiny vegetables dressed with vinegar and mnt, a dish of hot-spiced
grain with raisins, and a pyramd of fruits out invitingly on his huge dark
table, its single-slab top upheld by the wi ngs of two carven birds of prey

whi ch clutched | esser earthbound creatures in their brass claws. The table, as
was their sumer custom stood outside beneath a spreading tree on the little
| awn before the small scarp wherein lay his cave, its thick door open to the
soft air.

He was just opening a cool bottle of sweet white wi ne when his daughter cane
up the path that led to the river, bathed and fresh-gowned in gauzy green
Prospero set the bottle down and watched her approach, approving and
appreciative. Her tailoring skills were sinple, thus all her dresses were
little nore than snocks, ribboned and laced to fit: indecent in civilized

soci ety, but charmi ng here in the w | derness.

"I'n such heat," she said, "the forest is a better place to be. Tonorrow, will
you hunt with nme?"

"What of thy garden?”

"Ch, well, as you say, 'tis never done."

"No ground to shirk,"” he chided her gently, and poured wi ne for her

She curtseyed slightly, as he had taught her, and took the cup. "Thank you,
Papa. It was you who tenpted me fromwork with swinmmng and a | ovely | uncheon;
you can hardly blame me for wanting a holiday."

"I blame thee not at all. Cone, all's ready, and ny appetite as well."

"This breeze is good," said she. "It is nearly cool here, in the shade."

They ate side-by-side, |ooking down the slope belowtheir tree and table,

whi ch she had planted with flowers and small trees. Wen the cold fish and
nmeat were gone and the fruits being picked at |eisurely, Prospero turned the
conversation abruptly fromthe flowers.

Her voice trailed away.



"I have in mnd to nake sone alterations in our life," he said.

She set down her wineglass and tilted her head to one side, puzzled.
"Alterations?"

Prospero | eaned back. "Long ago | told thee, Freia," he began, "that | ama
Prince in my own realm far-distant Landucua Prince, and should be King, but
that my brothers conspired against me and denied ne ny rightful place."

"1 renenber," she said.

"Dost remenber? ' Twas many wi nters past, and we've not spoken oft since. For
it displeaseth me to chew it over."

"I do remenber, 1" she said, "for you told ne of your friends there, and of
beautiful Lady Mranda, and of the great city and the Pal ace gardens."

"Thou remenb' rest, then, that nmy ponpous brother inflated hinself fromKing to
Enperor 'pon his accession to the stolen throne."

She nodded.

"Thou remenb'rest that | told thee 'twas not finished." H's eyes were |ike
hi gh grey clouds with the sun behind them

She nodded again, wary of his intensity.

"Time's cone,"” Prospero said, "for me to make my nove
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'gainst that fal se popinjay and knock himdown, |'ve | abored | ong here and
el sewhere, setting nmy plans in slow notion, and now the hour is nigh for
swifter action."

"What are you going to do?"

He seened not to hear her. "To nove that action shall require changes here.
warn thee now, |'ve spoken of sone to thee ere this, and | sawthemlittle
pl ease thee. Yet change cannot be denied."

Freia tensed, straightened. "Wy not? Wy shouldn't we |ive as we have, here,

you and ne and your sorcery and ny garden and things? | like this. Don't you?"
"I like it well, wench, but a man cannot sup on strawberries all the days of
his life," Prospero said. " Twill change, | tell thee, and we'll change too
My idleness ill-fits nmy nature, and it nmust end and this idyll withal."

She shook her head, contrary. "This is perfect, just as it is, and there's
plenty to do and I'mnot idle. What are you going to change? Wat is |acking?
Why shouldn't we stay the sane?"

"Freia, Freia. Think'st thou that | was always as | amtoday? Wert thou? Nay;
|'ve bettered thee, hast said it thyself. What thou art today, is what |'ve
made of thee; ny daughter, a |ady, and soon a princess: bettered again." He
had taken her hands in his and held them as he held her gaze.

"I don't want to be a Lady or a Princess! Wy do you want to be a Prince, or a
Ki ng? Aren't you happy here?"

"Freia, '"tis more than a thing | wish to be. Tis what | am This place is
confortabl e enough, were | but a sorcerer, but | amnot. | did not choose this
pl ace to be confortable in, but to | abor, and my | abor here draws near
conpletion; the fruits of ny patience conme ripe, e en as thy garden be-gi nneth
with hard work and small shoots, then groweth to savorous maturity. And thou,

t hou didst not choose this place; 'tis all thy world, | know, and though
thou' rt content enough here solitary 'nongst thy fruits and flowers, | know
the little discontents that shall fret thee to aversion in norrow days. Better
to remenber thy garden-isle fondly later than to hate it."
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"I love this place, | always shall, | love it as it is," she said,
heart-wringingly. "Please don't change it. Please. Wat are you going to do,
Papa?"

"W must have a city, Freia, walled and strongu”

"Nol "

"uand bridges o' er the river, therefore great nunbers of hardy nmen to buil du"
"Nol "

They stared at one another. Freia's expression of stubborn determination
mrrored Prospero's, and Prospero's hands tightened around hers balled into



stone-hard fists. "Darest thou contradict nme?" he snapped. "I'Ill not
countenance it; the world noveth forward, be thou retrograde as thou wilt. It
nmust happen, Freia, and it shall, and thou'lt see: Twill |ike thee better than
thou think'st."

The Prince of Madana, Heir of Landuc, lay on his bed fully clothed and stared
at the white-and-blue scrolled ceiling.

Sonet hi ng had happened to himlast night. It was sonething unpl easant. He was
dressed, and that was wong; he never slept in his clothesuhe would sooner go
naked to dinner. H s head ached. Shreds of dreams still clung to his thoughts:
suf focating dreams, drowning dreans, entangled dreans of nets and sticky webs.
"Sir?" someone said

The Prince turned his head and saw t he concerned faces of five people who
stood at his bedside. They were all leaning toward him eyes w de, and the
same expression of relief and rejoicing washed over all five.

"Doctor Hem" said the Prince, wondering what was wong with him

"Tell the Enperor and Enpress," said Doctor Hemto the footman beside him who
hurried out. "Yes, Your Hi ghness," he added to the Prince, smling, bow ng.
"What's that stink?" The Prince frowned, swallowi ng and beginning to sit up
"No, no! Do not rise, Your Hi ghness, the crisis is only just past; do not

rise, lest the balance of hunors be dis-
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rupted again," cried the Doctor, and nade himlie down again.

"What the blazes is going on? What's the matter?" demanded the Prince,
grabbi ng the Doctor's arm

The door banged and the footman cried hurriedly, "H s Mjesty Enperor Avrilu"
"Silence," said the Enperor inpatiently, entering, and glared at the others as
he did. "You. What are you doing here? Nothing? Qut! W know you, you're Henls
boy. CQut."

They got out, all but the Doctor and the Enperor. The Enperor glowered at his
son fromthe side of the bed.

The Prince thought he'd rmuch preferred the gratifying audi ence now depart ed.
He played a filial note, cautiously. "Father, aml ill?"

"Perhaps you can tell us. You've been asleep like this since we don't know
when. "

"What ?"

"What have you been snoki ng? Drinking, perhaps?" demanded the Enperor
furiously. "Wth whon? Sone bastard you dragged in off the streetu”

"Your Majesty," said Doctor Hemhurriedly, "still the balance of hunors is
very delicate and it would be best not tou"

"Silence. Well? Wat have you to say for yoursel f?"

The Prince stared at his father, confused, and shook his head a little, and
sat up again. Hemstarted forward to stop himand retreated at the Enperor's

| ook.
"Tell wus,’
coal .

"l don't renenber,’
"Don't remenber?"
The Prince rubbed his tenples.

The Enperor hissed through his teeth with inpatience. "You canme in at the
tenth hour yesterday with soneone your chanberboy identified as Harre

Bri ght wat er 0"

said the Emperor, arns folded, glowering at his son, his eyes like

the Prince said, shaking his head again.

"Brightwater," the Prince said. "Yes. That was. . . . W nmet at the arnorer's.
Bel | anmy' s. "
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"Not for the first time, in all likelihood," his father said sarcastically,
and noticed the Doctor again. "Get out. We'll call you if you' re needed."

Doctor Hem |l eft, bowing. He had served the Palace for |ong enough to know how
his service m ght best be extended.
When the door had closed on him the Enperor went on with the begi nnings of a



fine rage in his voice. "Josquin, we have had enough ofu"

"We dined here," the Prince said, ignoring him rubbing his tenples. "I
renenber that. Chess first, dinner. Tal ked about fencing. Horses. W had one
bottle, didn't even finish it, the new stuff."

"It is surprising that you remenber that nmuch. \Wat else did you have?"

"Not hi ng. Nothing. Just... W sat after dinner with the chess-board again. ..
Let me think. Nothing. Didn't snmoke anything. Hm" he nuttered, still rubbing
his head. "It'su he threw sonething."

The Enperor, who had listened with nmounting anger, said, "Threw sonething!"

"I didn't see what it was."

"Threw you, nore |ikelyud"

"Father. He ... \here is he?"

"He left, in your coach. Your standard treatnent for your catanmites after
youu"

"Fat her." Josquin's headache was worse than ever. He ground his teeth and
pressed his palnms to his tenples. "Throwi ng," he said, "I was standing ... He
followed me in. | set the candles down. Heu | turned around and he threw
somet hi ng. "

"Threw what ?" asked a new voi ce. They both gl anced at the door, where the
Enpress stood; a pair of attendants hovered behi nd her straight, slender back
at a discreet distance, listening for all they were worth.

" 'Cora, don'tu" began the Enperor

"Jos, what happened?" She joined them quick but graceful, and sat on the edge
of the bed.

"l don't know. Heuhe threw sonething. | renenber
Sorcerer and a gentl eman
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| felt dizzy," whispered Josquin hoarsely.

"What did he throw?" the Enpress asked softly.

"Not hi ng. He had nothing in his hands. Nothing. But he threw sonething. It..."
Josquin put his hand over his face. "Like that."

"How coul d he throw not hi ng?" she wondered, frowning.

"How . . . ?" the Enperor began, and stopped. "Nothing," he repeated.
"Yes."

"He shall be arrested and questioned," decided the Enperor, and opened the
door. A few words to his ever-handy secretary Cremmin, and he returned.
"My head is splitting," Josquin said to his nother.

"Poor dear. Doctor Hemw Il have a powder for it."

"I't may unbal ance ne further," Josquin nuttered. He disliked Doctor Hem

i ntensely.

"If he has none, ny maid Mellicent will," said the Enpress, stroking his
forehead. "Who was this man who threw sonething at you, Jos?"

"G encora, leave it for now "

"No. | amvery puzzled as to how throw ng nothing could make Josquin sick."
"Havi ng nothing thrown at him™"

"Exactly. How could it make him sick?"

"Was | sick?"

"You woul dn't wake up," she said gravely, and pressed his hand.

"Ch," said Josquin.

"Who was he?" the Enpress asked.

"A ... friend."

"One of his good-for-nothing prancing pi ckupsu”

"Fat her, heu"

"What is his nane?" the Enpress interrupted.

"Brightwater. Harrel Brightwater."

"One of the Anburggan Brightwaters? | don't renmenber any Harrel anong them™
she said doubtfully.

"Doubt| ess sonme bastard,"” grow ed the Enperor. "Wat do you know of his
fam|y?"

Josqui n thought and shrugged. "Don't know, really. He
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seened a gentleman. W never discussed it. That's wonen's business,"” he added
in a tone tinged with contenpt.

"What did you discuss?" the Enperor asked through cl enched teeth.

"Cards. Horses. Swords. He has an eye for good weapons. Ask Bellany. He bought
a sword from Bellany yesterday; | fenced with himin Bellany's yard and he
beat ne. As good as the best of Uncle Gaston's students.”

"If he has studied with Gastonu"

Josqui n shook his head. "No, | asked himabout that. | don't think he has. He
woul d have admitted it, | think."

"Hm So you know nothing of his origin."

Josquin began to contradict himand stopped. "No. Cone to think . . . No."
"Were you ever in his roons?"

"No. "

"Hm We shall have to investigate further into his novenents and associ at es.
In the nmeantinme you are confined to the Palace and grounds,"

"What ! Way?"

"Because you di splay abom nably bad judgenment in your activities outside
them" The Enperor left; his absence made the stifling room seem cool er

"l suppose it could be worse," Josquin said. "He could have confined ne to ray
apartment. Wiat is that stink?"

"Hem was burning incense, | expect," the Enpress den-cora said, winkling her
nose, and rose and went to the wi ndows, opening them waving her hands in the
air, which was warmand still today. The incense hung in the roomlike a veil

It smelled, Josquin thought, I|ike burning bananas fl ambeed with cheap col ogne

and quenched with piss.

THE BASIN WAS COVPLETED IN GOOD time. Prospero stood over it as it filled with
spl ashing water fromthe Spring, which arose at the foot of the great tree and
whi ch soaked
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again into the hilltop after running over the stone.

The first battle of his war he'd won with guile. Freia slept, her senses
fogged by his gentle postprandial sorcery; he had borne her heavy wth dreans
to her bed and laid her there, and she'd not wake until norning came. He

| ooked up. The dusky sky was still fringed with clouds to the west; the
massive, swift-rising wind driven by Ariel had torn themto shreds and swept
t hem away.

In the south above the tree-canopy Prospero saw the first blue-white star of
the evening. He stared to the east and discerned, in the deepening line of
dar kness, the first orange-gold sliver of the noon beyond the sea. The wi nd
that had ruffled his hair and snapped his cloak died. The world was still
"Master, it's done," whispered Ariel.

"Bide," Prospero said.

He bent and di pped his hand in the water, brought it to his |ips and tasted
the jolting freshness. Invigorated, he smled and, as the moon with gravid
dignity rose fromher bed, lifted his staff and began to Summon the powers at
his command. A light swelled fromthe water in the basin and fromthe Spring
as he stirred and shaped the force that slept there. It grewinto a spindle,
four threads of which wove and knotted around him and four others of which
began curling, turning with the spindle, reaching out and away through the
trees and silver moonlight.

The best of his sorcery always seenmed |like a dreamto him afterward. This had
that stanmp, the inevitability and perfection of every act, every word, every
event at once foreseen and occurring. Prospero's staff humed and trilled in
hi s hand, and around himthe stillness of the world, into which his voice
rolled like the very nusic of the night sphere that turned overhead,
brightened with the light of the nmoon and rustled with life. He knew, as he
wor ked, that this was going to go very well



"By this hallowed Spring | stand and by it | conmand all of its nurturing; al
that rowin the linmpid air, all that are borne in the soft water, all that
earth and stone engender, all that spawn in the constant flame; here to the
heart of the
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world I Sumon ye, here to the Source of your existence, here to ne above the
Source, gather ye air and water and earth and fire, gather ye within the
Bounds | draw by this hallowed Spring . "

The arns of power swept outward, stirring |like the wind but noving nothing,
reachi ng and gat hering. The darkness around Prospero began to fill wth
rustlings, nmovenents, warm bodi es and cool, tense and qui ck breathing.

The Air Summoni ng brought birds large and small, tone and mated, who crowded
into the branches of the tree behind Prospero, to the north of the Spring. One
brilliant dovelike bird with butter-colored feathers and a bright gol den crest
boldly settled on his shoul der and nestl ed agai nst his cheek a nmonment before
joining the others. Prospero did not |eave off his Sunmoni ng, but he sniled.
The Water Summoning included a few great white-w nged birds who settled
awkwardly on the ground before the Spring; there were splashing and sw shi ng
sounds fromthe night-dark river that ran around the island, just to the

sout h.

The Fire Summoni ng netted nothing; within the reach of Prospero's spell there
were no El enental or Essential creatures of fire, for the Spring was
antithetical to Fire. So east of the Spring was darkness.

But the Earth Summoning drew as many of its kind as that of the Air. West of
the Spring, first on a rocky bare patch exposed in the Iight of the nobon and
then filling the wood that stretched down over the island to the water that
surrounded it, assenbled creatures unnaned with horns and claws and hard feet
and soft, with long teeth and flat, with bodies of every description adapted
for every use, Fromthe forests that overspread the round-shoul dered hills
cane the animals, hopping or sliding sone, bounding and | eapi ng sone, pacing
with al oof dignity or, sun-eyed, stalking through the undergrowth, plunging
fearlessly into the river and swinmng to reach Prospero. The forest itself
shivered and woke, altered by the tendril forged of the Spring and Prospero's
sorcery that curled through it and then held steady, encircling and Bi nding

t he Surmmoned.
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Arms uprai sed, Prospero paused, lit by the light of the moon filling the water
and shining out nore brightly than the noon hersel f, who hung just at her
fullest as Prospero conpleted his initial Sunmoning.

He lowered his arnms slowy, barely breathing, wholly sustained by the Spring.
H s eye fell on the forenost of the animals who crouched, unafraid but
overawed and worshipful, to the west. It was one he knew weli, a furry,

br oad- shoul dered, blunt-eared creature of |ong and | unbering body and thick
bl ack cl aws who had dug his burrow by the very Spring. The animal's nose
twitched. It rose on its haunches to | ook at Prospero from bright black eyes,
its coarse bl ack-and-brown ticked fur still dusted with the earth of its run
Prospero bent and cupped water fromthe shining basin, which overflowed now
the Spring was tentatively exploring a little water-course down the hill side.
The water gl eaned golden in his hand. The sorcerer poured it onto the
unflinching animal's head, starlet drops falling.

The noon, inperceptible to any but the sorcerer, was turning fromfull.

"Born of earth, be born again a child of Spring and moon and nman," Prospero
said in a |l ow, deep voice, and the water plashed into the coarse fur; the

ani mal dropped to its fours, shook dust away, and its body flowed and took on
bul k bel ow t he serene, beni gnant countenance of the noon; and where the ani nal
had fallen, now a man knelt, sitting back slowy on his heels.

Prospero and the man gazed at one another. The man's expressi on was benused.
He blinked, then smiled, then shook his head again. He was naked. Hi s dark
skin held hard muscles and drops of water glistened on his hair. Hs merry



face was bearded and his square hands lay on his |egs.

"I amyours to command," he said, in a rippling | anguage that had but once
bef ore been heard in the world.

"Bide," Prospero said, and returned his snile

The man inclined his head and settled back on his shins. He watched as
Prospero repeated the transformation with a dun-furred, |ean, sharp-clawed,
stunp-tail ed ani mal who
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cane to drink at the Spring fromtime to time, and this one tossed his head
and shouted froma nouth |osing fangs and acquiring lips and a joyous, fierce
smle as he became a man. "Master!"

"Bide," Prospero said again, and as the noon proceeded above in her pirouette
with grace and precision, he worked his sorcery on the earth-creatures. \Wen
t he nmoon was a good ways down the sky, he turned to the birds, and with the

i nvocation, "Born of air, be born again a child of Spring and moon and man, "
he touched themw th the ever-repl enished water of the basin and they becane
men and wonen, dazed, smling, w de-eyed with wonder, |ooking at their hands
and feet and abi ding Prospero's command.

The eastern sky took on tints of rose and the noon hovered in the west.
Prospero worked over the children of the waters, and he stirred his staff in
the basin to make a cloud of |ight and water which rai ned down on those who
had assenbled in their elenent. In their odd new formthey splashed and waded,
stunbling, onto the island and crowded it with their nunber.

The sky brightened. The moon lingered over the horizon. Prospero | ooked around
hinself at the quiet, waiting people he had created and nodded. It had gone
wel I .

Wth a stir of air, the creamgold bird came to his shoul der again. Soft
feathers brushed his cheek. Prospero lifted his hand and brought the bird
down, admiring. There had been none other like it anmong the rest; he had
forgotten to nmake surel

"There's an instant left yet, and |1'd not |eave thee, pretty friend, behind,"
he said, and stooped to the water. He cupped his hand and reached, but a dark
streak sliced through the surface before he touched it.

It was a snake, a black, thick-bodied, long reptile which had its hol e anong
the roots of the tree; ofttines he'd seen it basking on the rock, and once it
had frightened Freia badly. Dwelling near the Spring, even swimring there, it
had becone nmore than nere serpent, intelligent and sorcery-sensitive. Now it
reared up on the bank and sought to fix himw th dawn-yel |l ow eyes.
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He was not such a sinpleton as that: to invite the serpent to his conpany.
Even his daughter, innocent fool, had wit to shun it. "Nay," he said, and
swiftly scooped water up to plash the golden bird and speak the words of
change.

Under his hand, which lay on her shoul der, just as the moon's rimtouched the
hori zon, the bird became a wonan with long, fine, straight hair the col or of
the first mellow noonlight of the previous evening and eyes warm and
honey-brown. Prospero's breath caught in his throat; he stood, forgetting
time, regarding her.

"Thank you," she said, gravely.

"Be wel conme," he whi spered, and bowed.

The snake hissed and rose higher, a vanelike flap of skin to each side of its
body undul ati ng.

"Nay, insidious Tython, | know you," Prospero said to it; "you have tarried
too long, waiting in your hole; that |ow formshall be your house for
eternity, and in earth your dwelling, for you did not cone forward with the
rest. The time is past. | shall have the last be the best.” And he sniled at
t he worman agai n.

The snake glared and twisted, rippled into the water

Prospero took his hand fromhis last creation and with the proper words



rel eased the force which had poured through himfor his |abor of
transformation. As it drained away he shivered, weary now and holl ow. The
sorcerer, wthout sorcery, was a hull without nmeat. He swayed.

A hard grip closed on his el bow Prospero opened his eyes and | ooked to his
left. The first of his new made nen supported him On his right, the second
stood poi sed, wat chful

"I must rest," Prospero said.

"W will wait for you," his nman said. "You have done much. You have nade the
world."

"Nay . . . nay. Only changed it. \Where . " Prospero | ooked around him The

fair woman was gone

"She would not wait," said the second.

"She is free to go where she list." Prospero smiled a little. The second man
lifted the sorcerer's cloak fromthe ground and hung it around his shoul ders.

"W will wait for you," said the first again.
18
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Prospero nodded and sat down at the tree's foot. He closed his eyes and | eaned
back, then | ooked around himagain and lay down to one side. The Spring

spl ashed and jingled softly. There was a soft susurrus of breathing and
heartbeat, of quiet waiting, all over the world, waiting for him but
Prospero, exhausted, hunched in his cloak and sl ept.

Prince Josquin, nmallet on shoulder, selected his next shot. H's aunt Princess
Viola had had the croquet |awn and an inpeccabl e formal garden enpl aced many,
many years before, wheedling themout of her father when she was in particular
favor for some forgotten reason, and she nade use of themerratically for
garden-party anmusenents. The Princess was synpathetic to her nephew and had
arranged today's entertai nnent specially for him and also to spit in her

brot her the Enperor's eye, because she had invited a considerabl e nunber of
peopl e who woul d not usually have received invitations to Palace functions.

"It's alnost as good as billiards," said Earl Mrel's son, who was not anong
these this year.

Josquin stared at him astonished. "I'll take billiards any

day."

"More people at croquet.”

"As | said."

"When did Your Hi ghness weary of society?"
Josqui n chuckl ed. "Not exactly that. For m xing and neeting, croquet serves

very well, but for a ganme u ** He bowed to the Countess of Roude, who had
taken her turn at the other side of the [awn, and made his own shot.

"Ch, I'd have to agree with you there; no conparison possible. 0 | understand
Brightwater is either fled or dead."

Josquin kept fromstarting or showi ng particular interest. "I'd heard

somet hing of the sort. Dead? How dead?"

Morel's turn was up; he aimed and overshot his w cket. "Dash. Well, there was

a devilish fire in rooms he kept at the Broad Shield u I'd no idea he had
quarters there, but evidently he did, besides living at the G eenhead. Double
life, eh? Anyway the fire 0 it's quite sonething to see the build-
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inguit burnt everything but the nails and there's not an eyegl eam of hi mnow "
Balls clicked together, jostling at the center w cket.

"Great shanme if it's so. Snoking in bed, perhaps,” Josquin said. "He had an
eye for horses."” He strolled toward his green-blue ball for his turn.

Morel |aughed ruefully. "Yes, you won quite a lot on his pick."

"I was pleasantly surprised by that. 1'd never have chosen Bezel's nag nyself,
but it was worth the flutter. Has he run her lately?"

Morel's first love was cards and his second was the track. Josquin had
channel | ed the di scussion away from Brightwater, a subject on which he knew
Morel could have no further intelligence than the Enperor.



Whi ch was a pity, Josquin thought, nodding as Mrel recounted a race, because
he'd |i ke to hear nore about Brightwater from sonebody, sonetimnme, sonmewhere.
Harrel Brightwater was not the sort of fellowto snoke in bed and burn down an
inn. The Prince stared at the lawn, a little chill running down his back as he
t hought of Brightwater's slowstarting smle and his brilliant blue eyes, his
sensuous | ow voi ce, his hard-mnmuscl ed broad-shoul dered body when he was fencing
coatl ess and | oose-shirted in Bellany's yardu

"Your Highness," interrupted Lady Filday, "I sue you for mercy and beg that
you will not send ny poor little ball off to go bushwhacking in the pansies
when | have only just escaped them"

Josqui n bani shed Brightwater, thinking he'd trade a year with all these people
for half an hour with him alone, and made her a pretty reply.

The gane and party proceeded | anguorously. It was an unusually warm day; the
guests nurnured over the tenperature with little energy for genuine

i ndi gnation. Josquin circul ated through the crowd, greeting everyone, wearing
his official-function manners. Pity Aunt Viola hadn't invited sone of the
wi |l der fellows. There night have been sonething to break up the tedium She
did nean well, though, and it was better than reading trade statistics, and
wat chi ng
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certain of the nobility reacting to certain of the guests was better than a
play. One enterprising ganbl er had cal cul ated handi caps for all the |adies
present and was surreptitiously collecting wagers, beside the gentlenen's
punchbowl , on their performances at croquet. Lady Fil day was doing
unexpectedly well, to the pleasure of one of her nephews.

The Enperor and Enpress were not in attendance. Avril rarely deigned to grace
his siblings' parties; today the royal couple sat in a first-floor parlor
shaded by a grove of the npbst ancient trees on the grounds, which nust not be
cut or pruned. It had been a preferred roomof his father's, but the Enperor
disliked it because the trees nmade the room dark and made hi munconfortable
with their age and size, and so he used it only when the weather nmade it

expedi ent, as today. The parlor had a small terrace outside onto which opened
tall w ndows. In shirtsleeves, eschewing formal clothing, the Enperor |ounged
in an arnchair and read Brightwater's dossier

The Enperor of Landuc retained an agile and able staff of spies, gossips,
sponges, sneaks, ears, and eyes. Wth only three of these set on Harre
Brightwater's trail, directed by the indefatigable Count Pallgrave, he had in
hand within three days a thick sheaf of notes regarding the still-absent
Brightwater's life in Landuc.

Bri ght wat er had departed Landuc through the city's Fire Gate at a quarter past
the sixth hour of the night on the night that Prince Josquin had fallen into
an unexpl ai ned stupor. He had appeared to have arrived on sonme vessel the
previ ous autumm, but his nanme was on no passenger list; he had owned no
baggage but a haversack. Hi s funds had apparently come fromselling a Spine
Street jeweler a trio of large pearls, an exceedingly fine dianond, and a pair
of rubies. He paid all his bills on time. He had interests in rare books,

maps, charts, astrology, alchemy, and history and he was, according to the
nmerchants at the Broad Shield where he had roonmed and dined daily, a courteous
man who coul d converse intelligently and with interest on many subjects but
who al so had seened cl erkish and unworldly. They had
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pegged him as a noble's scholarly younger son cone to the city to seek a Court
position; he had never spoken of kin or country to them and they supposed him
wi t hout estate or local relations. The Enperor frowned. A gentleman, even if
he has no estate, has familyuindeed, cannot be said to exist without it. There
was no Harrel to be found on any branch of the Brightwaters' famly tree.

Only late this spring, after spending autumm and winter in a hermt's routine
of books and study, had Brightwater taken up a social |life. The Enperor had
tailor's bills, descriptions of clothing, dates. The last itemwas a finely



damascened straight sword fromBellany's; that same norning, the day of his

m dni ght departure, Brightwater had picked up in person (suspicious in

itsel fuhe had no valet) a new travelling cloak at Gantree's, w nter-weight and
wi nter-styled, of the finest blue-green doubl e-woven Ascol et wool, a peculiar
garnment for sumer's hottest days. The earliest order was for a pair of
stylish suits from Gantree, and a week | ater Brightwater had bought his fine
horse. A few days after boarding the horse at an hostler's, he had noved to a
nore-costly | ess-sedate inn, the Geenhead, and had paid in advance for two
nmont hs' | odgi ng, though he had kept his place at the Broad Shield as well and
had divided his tine between the two. The G eenhead i nnkeeper knew himas a
man of informed and expensive tastes.

Bri ghtwater had pronptly made a place for hinmself as a regular card-player and
di cer and had appeared to be setting deterninedly on a rake's progress
downwar d, seeking out the stews and ganbling dens. He won nore than he | ost.
Earl Mrel's son had introduced himto Josquin at a card table in one of these
| oose-knit clubs. Josquin had taken to him at once, but the night the man
dined with the Prince Heir in the Inperial Residence was the first time he had
been in the Pal ace.

The Enperor reviewed this and nodded thoughtfully. The nan had studied
Josquin's nmovenents, gotten in with his crowd, gotten close to him and
struck.

But how and why? The Prince Heir was alive and well. He
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had suffered no obvious ill effects fromhis night- and dayl ong nap. \Wat

did,it nean, that Josquin had seen hi mthrow ngunot hi ng?

The Enperor growl ed and rose, pacing, inpatient with the puzzle. He had no

i Ilusions about Josquin. The boy was cl ever enough but too lazy to think, and
this was a direct result of that. It was tine for himto take on nore
responsibility, to be forced to think. He was wasting his time in Landuc, his
tinme, his allowance, his bodyu

He passed, in his restless circuit of the room the divan on which the Enpress
was reading letters of her own. She wore a gol d- enbroi dered opal -green dress
of very light silk, and with her fine blonde hair and pale skin, the effect
was cool and wintry, belied by her |anguid, deliberate nmovenents. d encora
who had been reared in worse winters than this sunmer, coped with the swelter
i nstinctively.

"Avril," she said, finishing a letter

He grunted.

"Are you thinking of sending Josquin away?"
"Yes."

She folded the letter, her wide eyes on his light-red head. The Enperor felt
the pressure of her gaze but did not |ook back at her. It was a contest of
wills of a sort.

"Do you have sone destination in mnd?" she asked.

"Yes."

"May | ask what it is?"

The Enperor said not hing.

"Avril," she said a little severely, setting her narrow chin.
"Tyngis," he said shortly.

"Nol "

"Yes."

"At this time of year! Avril!"

"Exactly. Wnter is coning."

"They do nothing but drink fromdawn to dawn there and there is nothing to do
but that. Do you think that will inprove hin?" the Enpress denmanded. "1 agree
that he rmust do nore than di ssipate hinself, but Tyngis has nothing to offer."
"Clearly you have a preferred destination already in nind
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and we shall have no rest until we hear it," the Enperor mnuttered.



"Send himto Madana."

"He has spent too much tinme in Madana. He will do nothing but nore of the sane
there." The Enperor curled his Ilip at the thought of Madana. Josquin had
passed his boyhood and youth in Madana, and his father blaned ail of his
present character flaws on it.

"I do not think so," the Enpress said, folding her delicate hands wth
precision. "In the past he has been there and behaved very creditably. You
surely renenber that he even managed to jolly around Sagorro."

"Because he's the sane stripe of wastrel as our son, only older."

"He jollied himinto signing that treaty."

That was true. The Enperor grunbled wordlessly and finally | ooked at the
Enpress. "Madana," he said.

"Yes. My cousin Iliele could host him™

"Iliel e?" The name was utterly unfamliar. The Enperor shrugged; his w fe was
related to half of Madana.

"She has a daughter, Avril."

"Do worren think of nothing but nmarriage? Josquin is not marrying your cousin's
daughter. Indeed if he doesn't nend his ways it will be difficult to talk
anyone into having him"

"Don't be silly. He's our son," the Enpress said firmy.

"True." The Enperor shrugged again. "So your cousin has a daughter on the

mar ket and she wants Josquin to | ook her over."

"You don't understand," the Enpress said, exasperated. "They'll be having nany
soci al events, parties, outings, what you willudon't you see? It's a very good
set of people, but they're the independent Eastern | andownersu”

The Enperor conprehended. He smled slowy, narrowy. "G encora, you are a
very marvel. By all means let Josquin go to East Madana. Hi s drinking prowess

will awe theminto supporting us nore openhandedly, he can win themover wth
his dicing and cards, he can escort his unpteenth-cousin Iliele' s daughter
and if we are extrenely
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fortunate he'll lose his virginity to the girl."

The Enpress blushed and glared at him

"East Madana it is," the Enperor said. "Yes, things are quiet in Tyngis. It
will do himgood to go south for the winter."

4

DRAI NED OF SORCERY, PROSPERO DREAMI OF deat h.

Prospero's dreamself ran | eaden-1egged through m ghty col onnaded trees of a
forestuperhaps the forest that surrounded his island of safety in the

Vel | -scourged wastesu pursuing glinpses of Freia fleeting through the trunks,
chasing her with sluggard feet, pursued hinself by a consum ng darkness that
drew cl oser and closer to his back, devouring the world. The darkness was

bl ood- st ai ned, bl ood- bl ack; he had made it hinself, and it woul d destroy him
as it would destroy all around it, but if he could but reach Freia there m ght
be sone hope.... He never caught her; when the darkness reached his neck he'd
wake breathing rapidly, his heart rattling in his breast, recalling that he'd
had the dream nore than once before this, turning, sleeping again.

Now he darted with dream urgency through the dark trunks, and this time the
dreamwas different. Freia was going nore slowy; he saw her between two trees
ahead of him and though the destruction he fled was on his heel s he thought
he could catch her. She paused, |ooking away, and he drew near; she went
forward, and he foll owed, passing betw xt the two trunks.

They were not trees, but colums. He stood in his own hilltop tonmb in Landuc
between two pillars supporting the portico, lichen- and vine-covered stone
festooned with dark wild grapes hanging in clusters, the sepulchre foully
whited by generations of nesting birds. It was a masterpiece of neglect, Avri
deal ing superficial insult because he was incapable of real injury; Prince
Prospero flourished yet, for the
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Node of the Well's power that rose here still pul sed through himwhere he
stood gazing toward the approach that led to the ivied arch over the stair
down the hill.

Wth dream suddenness, soneone stood there in the archway. Prospero stepped

f or war d.

The visitor approached slowy. Prospero's | eadenness had | eft him and now he
was in command of hinmself, thinking with exactness and lucidity. This was a
portentous dream that they met at his tonmb signified that they two were
deeply linked, and Prospero nust assure that |ater he would know who this nan
was, what he was. The man was a stranger now, but Fortuna would cast themin
one another's paths. Prospero felt his blood within his body surge and reach
toward the man, and he knew. a near connection

"Though we neet at ny tomb, | am not dead," Prospero said.

The visitor nodded.

Prospero | ooked penetratingly at the young nan; it was plain to see that he
was a man of oceans, rivers, waterfalls, alive and active. The visitor's face

was intelligent, his eyes an uncomonly pure and brilliant blue. The Wl

| eapt bright in him contained and channell ed: he was a nan of powers,

t henubut Prospero was a sorcerer, accustoned to binding power. "I lay upon
thee this geas. Thou shall seek me until we neet, and when we neet shall thou
tell me thy nane and lineage thai | will know thee."

The fell ow seened di sorienl ed, sludying Prospero, perplexed.

"Safe journey," Prospero said. "That which brought thee here will bear thee
safely away." Behind the young man, Prospero's late father Panurgus reached
for the youth's armand spun himaround, and they vani shed as they turned;
Prospero turned hinmsel f, back to his suddenly-enlarged tonb (as high now as a
tenmple), and saw Freia small and forlorn in her pretty green dress, standing
bet ween Iwo massive stone colums. Prospero started toward her, but the dream
di ssol ved as he did.

Beneath the tree that stood beside his |ife-soaked Spring, Prospero turned and
drowned his dreamin deeper sleep
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Josquin's val et had packed everything. In order to allow himto do it, the
Prince Heir went a-hunting with his uncle Prince Herne and his aunt Princess
Evote, and a large party of others, while the work was underway. \Wen he
returned he observed approvingly that efficient Orle had finished.

One small case was on the bed, as the Prince had instructed. As his val et
began filling the bath, Josquin opened the case. He took the keys to his desk
from his pocket, opened the desk, and froze.

A very unpl easant frisson went through him

He began dunpi ng things out of the desk onto the floor, pulling out drawers
and rifling themcarelessly, feeling all the while a deadly certainty that he
woul d find nothing but stationery, pens, old notes and invitations, creased
and stained | OUs, seals, nibs, ink-bottles, calling-cards, bills, pencils,
seal i ng-wax, pocket-sized nmenorandum books. ..

When the desk was enptied, he |ooked in the waiting case on the bed. Then
pal e and sicker by the mnute, he bolted

fromthe room

He hurried through the Palace to the Enperor's apartment. Hi s father was
dressing for dinner and frowned at the unseemy interruption

"What is this?' 1 snapped the Enperor

"Leave us," Josquin ordered the valet.

The val et | ooked at the Enperor, who frowned nore and nodded. He left.
"They're gone," said Josquin, sitting down on the bed.

"What' s gone?"

"My Map. My Epheneris.”

The Enperor whitened. "Gone? How coul d they be
gone?" "Not in ny desk. |'ve got the key. Only key,'
whi sper ed.

Josqui n



The Enperor |ooked at the clock. There renmained a quarter of an hour before
dinner. "W'll go to your roons."

They hurried there. The Enperor | ooked at the ness.

"You found it thus?"

"No. No. I, I came in fromhunting with Herne. Saw that
Sorcerer and a gentl eman
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O'le had done the packing. He'd left this case as I'd told himto; | neant to
put the book and the Map in it. 1 unlocked and opened the desk and saw t hey
weren't there. | searched."

The Enperor glared at his heir. "Wen did you | ast use then®"

Josqui n shook his head. "Two and a half years ago at least. | went to Brutt
with Uncle Fulgens. | haven't |ooked at them since."

"When did you last open the desk and see then®"

"l'u Hn" Josquin sat down at the desk and closed his eyes. "I took out sone

cards last nonth, and they were there then. Yes."

"Last nmonth," the Enperor repeated quietly.

"I"'mnot in the habit of |ooking at themdaily!" Josquin cried defensively.
"Whou"

"Most likely we know who."

"Brightwater?" whispered Josquin, horrified.

The Enperor strode out.

Wthin Prospero's cave there stood two beds, one at each end of the | ong room
The one was high, carved and deep-curtained, its panels rich with broidered

al l egory and arcane signs; the other was low, a sinple white cot half-hidden
behi nd a screen painted with woodl ands and hills, screened fromthe chil

stone of the cave wall by an arras depicting herbs and trees of many
varieties, none local. The fireplace was enpty and col d, bare of ashes, and
two hi gh-backed chairs stood, unoccupied, to either side of the hollow hearth.
Al'l around were shelves and cupboards of dark wood, carved or inlaid with
geonetrical patterns, burdened w th heavy books and parchnments and things of
netal s, wood, and stone, with | ocks and seals and knots to ward them from
curiosity.

A sweet, velvet-warm breeze stirred through the cave, rustled the dried herbs
suspended fromthe roof, rippled the arras, and left.

"Tricksy wind!' Leave Mstress sleeping," Caliban roared fromthe bushes beyond
the | awn.
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"Ho, woul dst thou teach nme ny errand?" Ariel jeered, and he rattled down

| eaves on Caliban. "Mnd thy netherworld affairs, and | shall not hinder
thee. ™

"Master set me here," Caliban retorted, "Master bade ne wait for Mstress."
"For Mstress, for the Lady! Small wonder then she dreans yet, that nust see
thy ugly face when she wakes. Thou hi deous man-nock, thou crude scul pture!™
"W cked w nd-thing, nothing! Lady talks to me of flowers."

"She will not look on thee, travesty! For thou art foul to | ook on, deck thee
with flowers as thou woul dst."

"Ladies Iike flowers!"

"What, dost liken thyself to a flower, thou lichen-crusted relic of failed
Art?"

"Master made me!" bell owed Caliban. "Master nmade ne, this formis his making!"
He swatted futilely at Ariel, and Ariel hissed nockingly though the fronds and
| eaves and sped away, uncatchable. Caliban subsided, grunbling, sinking

hal fway into the earth in the darkest shade he could find; the daylight pained
him but Prospero had conmanded himto bide here on Freia's waking, and
Cal i ban nust obey.

Wthin the cave, the wind' s stirring breath on Freia's face had stirred her

sl eep. She sighed, murnured wordl ess sounds, and opened her eyes a crack. The
creany background of her screen was bright; thus it was day, and she m ght
rise without fear of interrupting Prospero at his night-work. She pushed the



bedcl ot hes down and rubbed her eyes and head; groggy, foggy, her thoughts were
junbl ed. Such dreans she'd hadushe might tell Prospero, for they'd been vivid
and strange.

Freia stood, stretched, peered around the painted screen and saw no Prospero.
She padded out, barefoot beneath her drifting snock, yesterday's gown unbound,
to wet a cloth and splash and wi pe her face and eyes, waking. Her father's bed
was enpty. Prospero wal ked the isle, no doubt, or grooned the horses or did
any of the thousand things to do
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out side the di mcool cave on such a shining day, and she had sl ept |onger than
ever was her wont in summer.

Freia went out and stopped, her ear struck by the sound beneath the birdsongs.
There were not as many birdsongs as there ought to beuwhy, but a single one, a
dull -chimng bell-bird, rhythmcally stuttering its tedious note.

" Good- norrow, M stressu”

"Quiet, Caliban. I'mlistening." Frowning, she tilted her head and strained
for the sounds: nmurnuring |ike water, odd barki ngs now and agai nusonet hi ng
like wind and water and rustling | eaves all together, a new sound under the
sun. The sun pierced her thin smock and gl owed on her skin; there was no w nd.
She opened her eyes and | ooked down on Caliban, perplexity on her face. "Where
i s Prospero? And whatever are you doing here?" Caliban shunned dayli ght,
shunned visibility; he was Prospero's diligent |aborer at sone task Freia knew
not hi ng of, deep beneath the earth, and he never left it save at Prospero's
conmmand.

"M stress, Master bade ne wait here for you and tell you he wi shes you to wait
here for him Could you tell ne again of the flowers, Mstress, the

nmount ai n- f | ower su"

"Why should | wait here?" Freia asked the world generally. "This is not a day
for staying within. 1'mgoing hunting," she said firmy.

"O, Mstress, do not go!" Caliban protested, but she had returned to the cave,
and he m ght not enter there.

Sandal s, tunic, |eggingsushe would go bare-1egged for now, but in the
undergrowt h she'd need cover. Freia dressed and braided up her hair, packed a

| eathern bag with | eggings, salt, dried apples, and bread, put her knife at

her belt, and took her bow and arrows fromtheir pegs behind the door

Prospero had not cone, and she would |inger no | onger here.

Caliban called to her as she left the cave again. "O Mstress, Mstress, bide
the Master, bide, he commands it," he said in his gravelly voice.

"Caliban, I will not. | said | would hunt today, and | shall hunt, and you may
rem nd Papa of that when he seeks to
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scold you for ny leaving. He was supposed to hunt with me. Go back to your own
tasks that he set you and he won't be angry."

The noise was still there, the birds still quiet. Caliban grumnbled unhappily
behi nd her as she set off along the path that would take her to the upstream
end of the island. Fromthere she would paddle the tippy little coracle to the
mai nl and.

The strange sound grew | ouder to her ear as she went. Suspicion stirred in
Freia's thoughts; Prospero had said he woul d change things, and she feared he
had done that, had worked some sorcery to alter the island. He'd made her

sl eep before when he had great sorceries afoot, things he did not wish her to
Wi tness (not trusting obedience to conquer curiosity). There had been a

m dwi nter ni ght she'd slept three days, waking fam ne-hungry to find Prospero
irritable and short-tenpered; he'd never told her what he'd done then, but

t hereafter she had encountered queer hooved and horned little people, shy and
difficult to approach, in the surrounding forest, and other, stranger things
of bl ended natures. This overlong night's sleep smacked of such sorceries, and



Caliban's relayed conmand to her to wait at the cave for Prospero was novel.
Ever before she had had liberty to go where she liked.

Prospero, then, had done sonething, Freia decided, trotting along the footworn
path. But what might it be?

She pulled up short as the path cane out into a bit of neadow where they
pastured the horses fromtinme to tine, seeing before her the unbelievable
answer to her question.

The crowd of people standing and sitting and lying in the I ong grass, playing
with flowers and | aughi ng and tal ki ng and beconi ng acquai nted with thensel ves
and one another, the crowd of strange voices and odd faces and nude bodies
pal e and dark, the crowd fell silent and stared back at Freia.

A breeze gusted past her and rippled the grass that the people had not matted
down, passing up the hillside in the hard, hot sun

Freia, tense and wary, continued along the path slowy,

her gait stiff, looking with distrustful dismay at the faces and bodi es of the
i ntruders.

They surged, follow ng her, whispers swirling through them A hand reached for
her. Freia flinched fromthe alien touch; the hand dropped away. They crowded
around her but let her pass, slowy, moving nearer and farther, all of them
jostling to | ook at her.

Freia began hurrying. They parted, still follow ng her, too close, too many;
the heat and sweaty snell of their bodi es was overwhel mi ng, the sight of their
hands and hair and torsos and faces a dizzying nosaic. A hand brushed her arm

anot her touched her braided hair, and then there were many touches, |ight

i nquisitive fingers feeling her leather tunic, her bow, her body. They

whi spered, said with strange words things she understood: "Soft. . . hard .
tail . . . mne . . . claws . . . breast . . . hide . . . smooth . . . soft.

in a torrent of puzzled collective exploration. They were too big, too
many, too intent on her; Freia panicked, pushed, bolted.

They shied, running away in a nmassuor sonme tried to. The neadow becane a
churni ng di sturbance, and there were cries of pain and fear as others were
jostled roughly. Freia shoved and shoul dered her way through them touching
bodi es, bodi es, bodies, hair and skin and |inbs and softness and hardness, and
she shut her eyes and put her fist forwarducl utching her bow and quiver to her
with the otheruand bulled blindly ahead. They shouted, words she didn't |isten
to, junbled noise anong the junbl ed bodies.

She struck somet hing coarse and hard, not skin; it grabbed her and she
screanmed and tw sted away.

"Freial" Prospero shouted, seizing her wists, dragging her to him "Stop
this! Thou'lt frighten the fol k."

"Let go!" Freia screaned

He shook her quickly; she was pani cked, though, and Prospero nust drag her out
of the press of bodies, shouting over her head at themuntil they parted
meekly and | eft space for himto lead his struggling daughter to the trees
shade. Prospero hugged her, wapping his cloak around her
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despite the heat, hanpering her movenents as he would net a bird to confine
it.

"Freia. Freia! Hold, holdul did bid thee abide nmy return, girl, and thou'rt
paid for inpatience. Freia! Look on ne."

She did, wld-eyed.

Prospero nodded and gazed into her eyes. "Now cal mthyself," he said. "There's
none here will harmthee. Thou hast given them worser fright than they have

gi ven thee."

"What are they?" Freia whispered, |ooking fromProspero to them They stood,
wat chi ng, their faces serene and interested.

"They are people, ny people," Prospero said proudly.

"I don't want people here! Wiy did you bring then®"

"These fol k have been here all their days," Prospero replied, "and they've as



firma right as thou to live here, for | have made them of the native

creatures of the place. | shall not brook thee quarrelling with them Freia:
they, like thee, are nmade to dwell here, andu”

"There's no roomfor them"

"Pah, they'll build houses for thenselves, and a better for thee and ne as
weil, a dwelling fit for nen."

"Then there's no roomfor ne," Freia declared. "Let me go!"

Prospero rel eased her wists, though he still held her arm| oosely. Frowning,
he said, "It is ny will that they be here, and ny will shalt thou not shake!
Whi t her goest thou so furnished?"

"Hunting! You said you'd hunt with nme today," Freia rem nded him

"I"ve much to do anongst the folk," Prospero said, "and | gave no promse to
course the wood with theeu"

"Then I'1l go alone,"” Freia said, and she slipped fromhis hand and darted
fromhim fromthe people, into the trees.

The Enperor, oddly, did not seemto blanme Josquin particularly for the
theftuat least, not to Josquin's face. He bid hima fair journey in the
nmorni ng wi thout visible rancor. "He rmust be angry,"” muttered Josquin to the
Enpr ess.
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"There's nothing to be done for it now, dear," she whispered back

Josquin knew better. His father believed firmy in the efficacy of revenge.
When the Prince Heir had gone in his coach to the dock where his ship waited,
the Enperor went to his private office, told his secretary he would have no
di sturbances, and | ocked hinself in.

He drew the red brocaded draperies closed and went to a bl ack-1acquered
witing table which stood against a wall with a |arge, convex Mrror over it.
Fromthe | ocked drawers of the table he took a nunmber of articles, setting
themon its polished red narble top, and then from his pocket a snallish,
heavy | eat her packet which he untied. It held an assortnent of
pecul i arl y-shaped Keys.

Sel ecting one, he put the rest away and seated hinsel f. A quarter of an hour
was spent in arranging the apparatus correctly and consulting yell owed sheets
of handwritten notes; then the Enmperor touched a candle to the oil in the

gl ossy brass firepan which now stood beneath the Mrror. He chanted in a
furtive undertone.

The glass brightened; it took on an insubstantial depth and appeared to
enlarge itself sonehow, to iris open on a fog, afthough its shape and size
wer e unchanged.

Shortly, the glass cleared and the Enperor faced not his own inmage but that of
anot her man, head and shoul ders taller than the Enperor, broader and darker
frowning slightly as he rubbed his sleeve on a spot on the glass into which he
gazed. Two long-flamed candles in knots of brass stood to either side of his
Mrror, sparking reflections in his gol d-brown eyes.

"Avril," said he, and then, as an afterthought, "Your Mjesty."

"Gaston," the Enperor said, "we have trouble."

Prince Gaston nodded. The fl ames swayed.

"Josqui n has buggered us all. He picked up a hot one and we're properly

bur ned. "

"This | have not heard."

The Enperor snorted. "Wy, how surprising; Viola knew
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of it. Qur son, in his usual way, took up with a man calling hinself Harre
Brightwater. The man's no menber of the Brightwater clan . . ." and he told
Gaston of what had foll owed.

"You believe this man to be some degree of sorcerer,’
slow y.

"We fear it is so."

"Yet he cannot have been to the Well of late.”

said Prince Gaston



"No. Not the way it is now" A gnawing worry bit the Enperor afresh: since
their father King Panurgus's recent lingering death, the Well that was the
worl d's heart had been dark and deep-wi thdrawn, not |eaping with sheets of
fire. The Enperor took it as a personal slight. The Wl |l had obeyed Panurgus's
slightest whim the Fire shifting and changing as it sustained the world, as
the King had willed it. Panurgus had left no instructions on howto tap and
conmmand the Well, and the Enperor had refrained fromexperimenting with the
thing, a failure he suspected everyone of whispering about.

"An he hath not been to the Well, there'll be but scant good he get of Map and
book," Prince Gaston said. "They are of no use; he cannot reach the Road

wi t hout passing the Well's fire, though he know where the Road lieth."

"He knew something. At the |least he knew where to | ook, and although Josquin
is a fool he has told no one where he kept them Nothing else is mssing."

"Hi s servants?"

"They are being questioned, but they have all been here a long tine."

"And are still there."

"Exactly. No sudden departures."

Prince Gaston rubbed his chin and | eaned back in his chair; the Enperor's
flame swayed toward the Mrror, toward him "I know not what might be done to
renedy this, brother," he said finally. "On the one hand: 'tis done. On

t' other: perhaps could be undone, but if so |I know not how. You seek hin®"
"Still. Yes."

Prince Gaston appeared to be thinking out |oud. "Wth-
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out having passed through the Wll's Fire, he cannot |eave Landuc on the Road.
He nmust conceal him masked by an assuned nane, a disguised faceu Ah. The
horse. "

"The horse?" the Enperor repeated.

"You said he kept a horse. A good ani nal ?"

"They are looking for the horse too. Yes, it's harder to disguise a beast than
a man. That is what is bad, Gaston: he has vani shed fromthe Empire."

" "Tis possible one of the others hath sponsored him The wards Panurgus set
are old, belike weakened, failed.” Prince Gaston said this reluctantly; it
touched on a charged subject.

"We thought of that. Oiana, Escladosuunpredictable and untrustworthy, al

that sorcerous lot are." The Enperor shook his head. "But it makes no sense,
for in that case he needn't steal Map and Epheneris. He'd copy his sponsor's."
"True."

"I't could be Prospero,"” the Enperor said.

The Prince shook his head slowy. "Why? No doubt he coul d di sguise hinself,

but why wait, why befriend Josquin? If he | acked Map and book, he could slip
in and take them He knoweth the lie of the Palace as he knoweth his arms, his
legs. It's not reasonable that the thief be Prospero.”

"Per haps Prospero sponsored this so-called Brightwater, then. He has been too
quiet."

Prince Gaston forbore to point out that the sane objections applied to
Prospero as to any other sorcerer. "He may have quit his claim™

The Enperor slapped the table with his hand, glaring at Prince Gaston. "Hah
Don't play the fool, Gaston. You don't like facing him but he will never give
it up until he has been defeated and killed. You have managed t he one and
never the other."

"I saw himdeeply wounded last time. 'Tis possible he died," said Prince
Gaston, "elsewhere."

"W haven't seen his corpse.”

Prince Gaston nodded slightly. "Nor heard of him"

"Nor heard anything." The Enperor tapped his fingers
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qui ckly, once, in succession. "Golias hasn't been heard of, either,’'

he said,



his mnd skipping to other bad old news.

14 Tis lamentable we [ost his trail in wild Ascolet. I'"mnore certain of his
return than of Prosperous. Yet it hath been years, Avril."

"And their tombs are enpty,"” said the Enperor. "It has not been tinme enough.”
H s hand tightened into a fist.

5

THE TWO CLOCKS NEVER ACREE.

The constructions are a marvel of the sorcerer's Art. One tells the tinme in a
pl ace so far renoved fromthis one that the nature of the creatures who |ive
there is fundanentally different. The other tells the time at a place very far
away which can be found only with difficulty, but yet is nore attainable than
the first.

Their ticking never synchronizes. They chime out of order; sonetines one will
ring a single hour to two or three of the other's; sonetimes they ring

m dni ght and dawn together. The spheres and circles, beautifully and precisely
etched on netal and gl ass, nove around and around one another in notion as
perpetual as the Universeuor rather, Universes. Standing on their black table
at one side of the room the clocks collect |light coatings of dust, which are
regul arly renmoved by a quick hand wielding a soft old flannel cloth, and they
reflect sunlight, noonlight, starlight, and the Iight of the nore and | ess
earthly fires made by the hand whi ch dusts them

On the wall over the clocks has been engraved and painted an el aborate
analemma for telling local time, along whose curves sun and shadow progress

t hrough the year. Beneath the anal emma, a grey slab of slate covering the wall
is covered in turn with small and | arge chal ked notations. The center of the
roomis occupied by a polished black table, its mirror-slick surface adorned
wi th curious |ooping, stretching, curling designs set in fine lines of gold

i ke spider-
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webs m xed with cyclonic swirls and radi ant bursts. The design is partially
obscured by sheets of parchment and paper and papyrus, by curled scrolls of
snoot hed bark and thin nmetal sheets finely scratched with notations, but
enough is uncovered to show that the Iines have two foci at opposite ends of
the long table's top

Cl ose exam nation woul d show that sone of the designs on the table's surface
al so appear in the engraved circles and spheres of the cl ocks.

The door is of triple-thick and cross-grained dark wood, reinforced with iron
bands shaped |ike arms reaching fromone side to another so that the hands
grip the hinges. It stands ajar, and one can see that it lets upon a small

| andi ng from whi ch descends a narrow stair. The stair is lit by a skylight
above it, and now, at high noon, a patch of sun skylight-shaped falls straight
down upon the |anding, a doormat of |ight.

Beneath the skylight, to one side, hang three glass globes, |ike those which
formed the spheres of the clocks. One has a bubble; one is infinitesimlly

thi cker on the bottomthan on the top; and the third has the begi nnings of
engravi ngs upon it, one of which contains an eyelash-fine line inperfectly
curved. These are inadequate to becone parts of clocks, but sorcerers are
thrifty and do not willingly discard even broken apparatus after having

i nvested so nmuch of their time and thenselves in its making.

Today the two cl ocks | ook |ike soap bubbles. Freshly dusted this norning, they
sparkle as they nmove in harnony with the different pul ses they measure, unti
the sun that falls on themis briefly interrupted by the graceful flight of a
fol ded pi ece of paper.

The paper glider whisshed as it |anded on the gold-inlaid black-topped table
in front of a dark-haired, young-looking man in a finely pleated bl ue-green
silk shirt. He was folding another paper glider out of a sheet of

cl osel y-scribbl ed paper decorated on both sides with large, definitive X's. He
| aunched this vessel with a flick of his wist and watched it spiral up and up
and then plunge nose-down into the floor fromabout five nmeters' altitude.
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"Bah," he said, and collected an armada of paper fromthe floor and doorway.
Returning to his table, he smoothed them out again and put his head in his
hands.

"I ama charlatan," he grunbl ed, and pushed the whol e stack of papers away. "I
ought to hang out a shingle and go into business, peddle |ove potions and wart
renovers to benighted villagers,"” he went on to the enpty room "I've studied
geomancy, hydrol ogy, pyromancy, lithology, astronony, mathematics, alcheny,
logic, and botany U |I've learned themall and nore, all the pillars of the
Geat Art. None has mastered the Art as | have; none has travelled as far as
I, and | believe there is none living who has stood to both Fire and Stone.
But | ook at nme! Were this insoluble the cosnobs could not exist. | find no
error. None! The cosnbs does exist U this is the base of philosophy, truth
fundanental, a sine qua non! U and thus I'min error. But where?" he cried,
and sl apped the papers with his hand.

The cl ocks noved.

The sorcerer glared at the clocks. It was the clocks which had first caused
this unexpected detour in his progranme of research, which had begun years
previously with an ungen-tlemanly but necessary violation of hospitality. They
were wong: atiny, tiny error, like all errors of the sort, had cunul atively
thrown them of f by varying orders of magnitude, and they were usel ess. He
trusted his craftsmanshi p enough to say that the cl ocks were capabl e of
keeping tine correctly; the error's root was that the forces they nmeasured
were not behaving as they ought. They were being bent and distorted, rather
than flowing in the prescribed currents.

Under standi ng that there was an error and then cal culating how great it was
and how it increased had occupied himin his I onely octagonal tower for nearly
twenty years. He had been confident, as he began, that he woul d di scover sone
sinmple fault in his calibration or calculation, but there were no nistakes:
the clocks ran correctly and the times they kept were w ong.

It was remarkable that they ran at all, but he wanted themto be right. He had
cone here to live in peace and quiet, to
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occupy hinself with building ingenious devices and el egant apparatus and using
them to invent new ways of doing and new things to do, and now he was
confounded by a flaw in the very foundation of his prem se. He could ignore
the flaw and develop his skills furtheruit did not affect nobst of his
activitiesubut the idea of |eaving the probl emunsol ved galled him
Arrogantly, yet accurately, he believed hinself uniquely talented and bl essed
with ability in all the worlds, and since only he knew of this problemthen
only he could solve it. Indeed, he ardently desired to solve it.

It defied solution.

The checking and re-checking of his figuring was naking hima little mad,
feeding the righteous anger he was beginning to feel at the Universe for not
operating the way he thought it should. He had gotten back into the habit of
paci ng agitatedly, a habit he had been glad to | ose somewhere after his
chi l dhood; he granted the nost trivial of doubts and possibilities serious
consi deration day and night; he could no longer divert hinmself wth nusic,
books, or poetry. Now he went up and down beside his table, fromw ndow to

bl ackboard, not really thinking of anything but his own vexation.

When both cl ocks chined at once, it was too nuch; he flung hinmself out of the
wor kr oom and stonped down a flight of stairs, through a library to a door
which led to another flight of stairs. At the bottomwere some pegs on which
hung a few pieces of clothing and a bench with a couple of pairs of boots
under it. He doffed his slippers, donned a nondescript grey-brown coat and
tough brown boots with thick soles, and went out through the door beside the
pegs. The commotion in his head had grown too cacophonous to be contained in
the tower.



Qutside, it was a fine day, brisk as late spring was apt to be. The nanel ess

| ong-thorned fl owers which grew in abundance at the base of the tower and sone
little distance up its sheer sides were setting buds. Seemngly blowing in the
breeze, they drew back from himand fromthe doorway, clearing a path through
their thicket of tough vines and
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finger-long thorns. The sorcerer stood for a nmonent on his doorstep, inhaling
and | ooki ng around, and then set off in no particular direction

He returned as the shadows were filling the valleys. The stairway was dark

but lights leapt up in iron sconces when he opened the door and crossed the
threshol d. He sat on the bench and put on his slippers again slowy, hung up
the coat, and then shuffled into the kitchen, tired after a daylong trek up
hill and down dale but stillustill with the sane | oad of m nd-bendi ng,

wor | d-di storting problenms he had had before.

However, he thought, at least it would be easier to sleep when he was this
tired. He hadn't cheated; he'd ranbled all day, drunk water from a stream when
he was thirsty and jogged on, ascending, circling, and descending the

st rai ght -shoul dered nountain nearest to his tower in its bow-1like dell. He
rummaged in his cupboards for dried fruits and vegetabl es, bread, a cheese,
and ate an uninteresting but filling supper

When he had cl eaned up the kitchen and put everything away, he started out and
tripped on a snmall three-legged stool which was hidden in the shadow of the
table. He was a tall man, but agile, and he would have recovered but for the
stool's getting under his other foot as well. It rolled; he staggered and
grabbed the table with an "OM" of surprise, and his head struck the side of
the stove as he was thrown backward.

The lights in the kitchen burned tirel essly.

Upstairs in the workroom the clocks whirled and spun slowy.

The man on the floor groaned to himself and rolled onto his side, holding his
head. There was bl ood on his handu he'd cut the scalp, and he was glad it
hadn't been an eye he'd hit on the iron stove. Wth crabbed, unconfortable
noverments he rose and saw the stool. One kick sent it crashing into the
opposite wall.

"OQohhhhh . . ." sighed its victim and tottered to a trapdoor in the floor
Beneath it in a hidden drawer was ice, chips of which he dropped into the

di shrag and held to his
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head as, one-handed, he closed the icebox again. Wien he had risen, the stoo
cane in for another kick back toward the door. He started toward it for a
third and picked it up instead, an incendiary spell on his tongue.

It had been a long, difficult spring, the culmnation of |ong, increasingly
frustrating years. He was a little mad, but only a little, and the idea of

t aki ng vengeance on the stool suddenly appeared to himto be as |udicrous as
it was. He | aughed and shook his head, then hefted the stool to toss it in the
corner. It landed, rolled, and lay on its side. He gave it a small kick to
upend it and turned to | eave the kitchen, still cooling his bruised head.
Then he stopped and | ooked at the stool carefully.

He bent and picked it up again, staring at it, a frown conming onto his face.
"Three," he said.

The nelting ice and bl ood began to run down his neck into his collar

"Three," he whispered reverently, and set the stool carefully in its proper

pl ace beneath the table.

The bl ackboards were covered with srmudgy numbers, lists, and di agrans drawn
freehand over everything el se. The table was clear save for a few small,
oddl y- shaped counters, placed on certain parts of the engraving which covered
its top, and a trio of instrunents. Papers and books were stacked on every
other flat surfaceubeside the clocks, on the windowsills, on the shelves, on a
chair. A delicate scale nmade of sone fine-spun transparent stuff clearer than
gl ass stood in the center of the table; a thing that | ooked like a wi ndml|I



growi ng out of a conpass of the sane delicate crystal stood a foot or so away
fromit. Its feathery vanes were spinning lethargically. Another, identica
device was on the other side of the table, pointing in a different direction
al so moving but nore slowy. They woul d have been invisible but for the
reflected light flashing fromthem as they turned.

The clocks twirled and processed in degrees.

The workroom was enpty. On the bed in the next room
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the tower's occupant, half-undressed, lay on his back snoring softly. His
previ ously cl ean-shaven face had accunul ated a short beard. H s nouth was
slightly open, and his hands were slack on his chest, where the laces of his
shirt lay untied in his fingers.

A partly-eaten apple had rolled onto the floor at his feet. The exposed white
fl esh had becone brown; the peel was curled around the bitten area.

A square of sun progressed along the wall and across the carpet and then al ong
the wall again before he noved.

"Uf," he exhaled, and drew his |l egs up onto the bed, crawed to the pillows,
and lay down with his face in them Fromthe workroom the soft chinmes of a
cl ock sounded. He chuckled before falling asleep again to descend into an old
dr eam

He wal ked away fromthe burning Well in its eight-sided white wall and
wandered i n dreamfashion through gardens, until he cane to the Royal Tonbs
and found hinself standing in the ivy-choked arch that |led to one. He ascended
the nbssed and crunbling stair behind the arch and found at the top a great

t onb.

A tall man, bearded, by his bearing powerful yet clothed austerely, emnerged
fromthe tonb' s grapevi ne-overgrown portico. The grapes were ripe and purple.
' Though we neet at my tomb, | am not dead," he said.

The dream ng sorcerer nodded.

Now t he stranger wal ked toward the dreaner, down the weedy wal kway of the
tomb' s approach, and stood before him "I lay upon thee this geas," he said,
and he noved his hands and spoke slowy, and the force of the Wll flowed into
his words so that they becanme one with the world. "Seek ne until we neet, and

when we neet shall thou tell me thy nane and lineage that | will know thee."
The sorcerer | ooked into the man's eyes, which were bright grey like clouds,
not cold but kind and grave, and the geas fell, settling on his life and

altering it.
"Saf e journey,
safely away."
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Sonet hi ng tugged the sorcerer deeper into sleep, deeper than dreans, and he
si ghed and turned unknow ng.

Wien the sorcerer rose fromhis bed, he bathed and dressed, then went down to
his kitchen and prepared a hero's breakfast. Having eaten well and tidied the
room he clinmbed up to his bright workroom agai n and stood, arns fol ded,
contenpl ating the table.

The twi n vaned conpasses, which he had designed and built in his fury of
enlightened insight, still pointed in tw different directions. However, the
I ines al ong which they pointed intersected in an area nearly devoid of the
mar ki ngs etched into the table's gl ossy black surface.

"I have you at last,"” he whispered to the table, uncrossing his arns and

| eani ng over the place where the lines intersected. "There: wherever there

m ght be."

The sorcerer took froma shelf a single-dish scale with a polished ball of
flawl ess rock crystal suspended where the pan would be. This he placed on the
tabl e, changing the location by fractions of mllinmeters many times, until he
was satisfied, crouching at eye-level to the tabletop and squinting at the
vaned conpasses, sighting fromit to them He straightened and reached for one

the man said. "That which brought thee here will bear thee



of the conpasses, touching it lightly. A golden line sprang fromit, running
back to the center of the diagram where the scale swayed and steadied itself,
and nore lines sprang out fromthe counters placed here and there on the
lines, finally hitting the second conpass. A new line arced from both
conpasses now and struck the crystal sphere, which bobbed, and the sorcerer
reached into the lacewrk of the spell and adjusted the sphere's pl acenent
again and again until the ball filled with light of its own and a new network
of lines sprang into being over the old, very pale and fine.

He took his hand away and | ooked at the tabletop, which lit the roomnow, and
t hen opened a gl ass-fronted cabinet to take out a |l ong slender sliding-rule
with six moving bars and peculiar scales engraved on it. Wth this he sat by

t he
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table for a long tinme, calculating, witing in a | eather-bound book

One of the clocks chinmed with an al nost apol ogetic note. He snorted softly and
murmured "You're next" to it but did not ook up

Thus he passed the day and the night, then slept awhile and worked agai n,
measuring and cal culating and plotting in his book, seized by an inspiration
of genius and know edge and revelling in the possession. This phase of his

| abors bore himthrough the waxi ng and wani ng of sumrer in the nmountains
around his tower. In the autum, he found his apparatus to be inadequate to
his vision and passed the winter, and many seasons foll ow ng, designing and
buil ding a substitute for his tabletop covered with fine lines. It required
that he | eave the solitude of his tower several times to travel and obtain
materials. He was exacting about the conposition and purity of everything he
used and could tell at a glance what were the qualities of a stone or spool of
wire.

The old table was retired to the kitchen with honors; for the sorcerer |oved
ki tchens and respected them A new, |arger, nore detail eduand roundut abl e t ook
its place. The sorcerer sat looking at it, pleased, for sone little while when
he had it arranged; and when he had | ooked his fill, when he had fully savored
his acconplishment in its creation, he rose and left the table, left the
cunni ng whirling clocks which were now correct and now were three in nunber,
left the glassed cases stuffed full of the tools of his trade, and, wearing
his |l ong sea-green caped cl oak, he | ocked the tower behind himand set out on
a great journey whose ending he could still only dimy forecast.

THE SORCERER STARTED ACROSS A LOW ARCHED St one- and-

pl ank bridge, lifting his hat to wipe his forehead, and stopped hal fway to the
ot her side. Sweet-noted bubbling
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dawnsong peal ed fromthe thick-grown forest around and above the bridge's
stream early sun glowed through pal e new greenery that fringed the branches
over the stream which was at spring flood, chuckling and gurgling around

boul ders. The water was deep and the current sw ft, catching and di scarding
flotsamas it pushed al ong the rocks. The steep banks were inpenetrably
thicketed to the brink, chewed by the turbul ence so that knots of roots and
stones hung hal f - exposed over the water, festooned with trailing white- and
purpl e-fl owered weeds. A red-headed bird whizzed out of a tree to sit on a

sl ender branch, doughtily repeating his high-pitched spring challenge. The
sorcerer gazed at the sight with a pang of appreciation, forgotten hat in
hand, leaning a little on his black staff.

"It is just as well to stop, sonetines,” he murnured.

As he stood, filling his eyes with the noving water and light, he heard the
rhyt hm c, disorgani zed sound of a troop of horses approaching fromthe
direction he'd just come from The sorcerer put his hat on slowy. Brigands?
As he travelled, he'd been warned many ti nmes agai nst the gangs of arned
robbers who peregrinated through these Pariphal Muntains south of Ascolet,
but he had yet to encounter any.



They came around a shall ow curve and down the slope that led to the river and
pull ed up, forming into ranks as they did. Twelve threes, arnored and dressed
uni formy: uncomonly well-accoutered brigands.

"Hey! You!" yelled a man in a red cloak in the center of the front rank
"Move! "

The sorcerer's heart sped with instant rage; no one commanded himthus, like a
| ackey, a peasant. He half-turned toward the nounted nen.

"Cet your bloody ass off that bridge," shouted the red-cloaked man.

"You find sonething objectionable in other travellers using a public bridge?"
retorted the sorcerer, drawing force up through his staff, flexing his hand
around it.

"Captain," said a slight rider beside Red, "there's no need to quarrel 0"
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"We're wasting precious tine, your |adyship. Get nmoving, tourist, or be
over-ridden!"

The sorcerer's eyes hardened. He shifted his grip on his staff and nuttered
qui ckly as he brought it down hard on the bridge, stepping back fromthe
center toward the bank

The piers shivered. The stones of which they were built tunbled down into the
stream and the thick wooden planks fell with them The runbling and crashing
of the wood buried the outraged shout of the conmander and the growls of his
nen.

The sorcerer stood on a snall platformof wood renmaining on the opposite bank
three planks still fixed to the first stone pier of the bridge. The streanis
banks were sheer and the water deep, turbulent around the boul ders. It would
be difficult to cross without the bridge.

"Shocking that the Enperor's gold buys such shoddy work," he observed, the
fires of anger and power still in him Hs staff humed in his hand, a note
only he could hear through his palm

The horsenmen were tense and silent.

The red-cl oaked man urged his horse forward a couple of steps, noving, trying
to see under the traveller's dark-grey hat. He raised his right hand.

The other lifted his staff, waved negligently, and scattered the rocks up- and
downstream wi t h spl ashes and cracki ng sounds. For good neasure, the sorcerer
threw a geas of repulsion on the debris of the streamfor as far as he could
in each direction. It would be inpossible to stack them now. Any new bridge
nmust be built of other stones.

The red-cl oaked captain swall owed. He stared across at the man in the

sea-col ored wi nter cloak, who chuckled and turned and wal ked qui ckly away into
t he wood.

"Qto," whispered the wonman.

"Son of a bitch!™ Oto |lowered his hand, realizing he had nearly exposed
hinsel f to great awkwardness, a fool's mistake, in his anger. He chided
hinself. It wasn't tine for that. Too many expl anati ons.

"Wio coul d that have been?" she asked.

"We'| | have to ford here." He sat staring at the stones for
Sorcerer and a (jent Ceman
47

three breaths, then turned and called the order to nove ahead, adding, "Witch
your footing!"

They didn't see the man on the road after picking their way across the stream
whi ch at once relieved and worried tto. He had simultaneous urges to kill him
for wrecking the bridge and del ayi ng them (though it was sone confort to think
that Ccher too would be delayed by the m ssing bridge) and to grab himand ask
how the hell he'd done it. On the third hand, if there could be one, Oto

t hought he could live the rest of his life happily w thout running into him
because he'd chal |l enge the bastard if he didu

"Qto," the lady said.

"Thi nki ng. "



"Ccher will believe you destroyed the bridge."

"Let him 1t'Il occupy his six brain cells with sonething new. "

"But he'll file a conplaint against you. On the Enperor's road, that's a crine
agai nst the Crown." She was genuinely worried.

"Well, in that case | have a lot of witnesses to say 1 didn't do it. Including

you, ny lovely abductee."” He grinned reassuringly.

She | aughed. O taviano | aughed with her, but not |ong nor hard. It was a bad
start to the day.

The sunmmrer had been dry, after a dry spring and a warm snow ess wi nter
Prospero had left the weather to itself, for in the preceding seven years he
had done rmuch weat her-working, and it was tasking to constrain the natura

patterns for very long. He had other things to occupy him drilling and
instructing his arny of nmen, taking themstep by step through formations and
maneuvers. The drought was no great inconvenience; the river still ran, and

his folk got fromit their drinking water wi thout difficulty. Nonethel ess, he
used the occasion to have teans of nmen sink wells, pounding through the soi
and rock, in certain auspicious |ocations where he divined that water would be
easily reached. They toiled unwillingly until their first bubbling

wat er-stri ke, which delighted and heartened them so that
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Prospero was hard-put to di ssuade themfromdriving holes all through the
forest and the cleared fields.

The fields by the riverside (where a few years before trees had reached over
the water) were brown early in the season; crops nust be irrigated by hand and
wi th quickly-built punps, and Prospero rel eased nen fromlaboring on the first
stone building of the town to aid the wonen and children in watering the
sapling orchards and the fields of grain.

Seven years had his people dwelt by the riverside; seven years of changes had
t hey w eaked under his conmand, and seven years of change had worked on them
There were | ong-houses now, communal places where the folk lived together; in
t he begi nning Prospero had tried to segregate the sexes and had given it up

t hough men and wonen | abored at different tasks in different places. He was
anmused by his own dismay at the easy manners of his people, for they coupl ed
wi t hout inhibition when the notion struck, and that was often. Though sone
wer e pair-bonded fromthe beginning, the idea of matrinony nmade little headway
here. They had not even a word for it in their rippling, lilting, Spring-born
tongue. They all appeared to be nostly free of jeal ousy, which was well,
because few were inclined to fidelity and none to chastity.

The first child was born I ess than a year after Prospero's night of Spring-fed
sorcery, and so many others hard after that Prospero could not recall which of
the many it had been, nor who the nother was. The place had teemed with snug,
bi g-bel li ed womren and then with squalling infants. This occasioned delay in
Prospero's plans; he ruefully adjusted themto acconmodate the nurturing of a
si zabl e popul ati on of children. The nen who were not paired to wonen were
largely uninterested in the infants, although many of them were visibly
annoyed by rebuffs fromthe preoccupi ed not hers.

Prospero had not expected a sudden crop of brats, but indeed that was the

nat ural consequence of the vigorous anorous activity. After the initial

expl osion, births cane in a nore even scattering, nost frequently in autum.
None of the children wanted for sustenance or attention, and the

score or so whose nothers had died in childbed and soon afterufor with births
cane the first deathsuwere adopted and nursed by foster-nothers, w thout need
of Prospero urging it.

In the third year, Prospero becane aware that nmany of the women had forned
into close, clan-like associations, based around the farns, and that some of

t hese groups nostly spurned the conpany of nenuthough not all, for the wonen
bore children still. The men lived in a nilitary structure Prospero had



shaped, gradually inposing nmore and nore organi zati on on them as he taught
them t he use of weapons and supervised themin the heavy cl earing work of
preparing |land for the wonen to farm Yet sone of the wonen's clan-groups

i ncl uded men who worked the fields and gathered wild food with the wonen, and
Prospero gave up trying to conprehend the shifts anong the settling
popul ati on.

He cared not, Prospero decided, what their sexual customs were, so |long as
they did his bidding in nmore inportant things; their nature was still

hal f -bestial, and so he glanced over the grappling in furrow and forest

wi t hout censure. As |long as they avoi ded viol ence and none were forced, as

I ong as they accepted his rule and served his plan, they m ght associate in
what ever ways pl eased them Prospero's only qual mwas for what Freia's
reaction m ght be when she returned and was exposed to the cooing and rutting.
Surely such unbridled and flagrant activity would stir her own covert desires.
Though he had no ready plans for her marriage, he woul d not have her make her
own. She was his own blood, after all, of noble and particul ar genesis, not to
be squandered on the first | ubber who m ght catch her eye and tunbl e her
Therefore he spoke of her to themas different and other, an object of
reverence as Prospero hinself was, aloof and untouchable; no playfellow but a
m stress, a |ady.

For hinmself, his attention was focused on other mattersu al t hough he sought

wi t hout success for the wonman who had been his | ast-made creature. She had
gone wandering, as sonme of the folk had; she returned briefly in the third
year,
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in the arnms of another woman, and Prospero shrugged to himself wyly and
pushed her from his thoughts. A vol uptuous bl onde called Dazhur, his
first-shaped femal e creature, nade no secret of her interest in bedding
Prospero; his courteous refusal piqued her vanity and heated her desire, and
she di spl ayed herself invitingly to hi mwhenever possible. But Prospero was
cautious of such entangl ements, and Dazhur's lust came to naught though she
sought year in and year out to slake it.

Seven years had passed, and Freia had not returned fromher hunt. On full-noon
ni ghts Prospero Sunmoned visions of her in a golden basin full of the Spring' s
water, to watch her as she cooked her neat, paddled in dark waters, or slept
curl ed beneath sky or bough, all unaware of his spying. Healthy and solitary,
she roamed through nountains and in thick, saturated tropical forest: far
north of the Spring. She would return. Prospero could wait. She had bolted

bef ore when their opinions diverged and, drawn back to himby her own nature,
she had al ways returned, had al ways reconciled herself to his will.

Freia was seldomiri his thoughts, but occasionally, as today, everything
brought her to mind and he wi shed she would return; seven years was as |ong as
her | ongest journey before this, surely |ong enough. The weat her was

oppr essi ve. Her abandoned gardens withered in the drought. He had neglected to
have them weeded or watered: the folk did not come to the isle unless he bid

t hem

Prospero wal ked through crunpled plants and flaccid | eaves in a searing red
dawn, uneasily sniffing a hot, dry wind. It was a wild wi nd, none of his
calling, and it snelled of cinders and snoke. There had been great nunbers of
wood- el k about for the past few days, other beasts too, and bl oated corpses
had floated by in the river. Prospero suspected fire, struck by one of the
hail -t hrowi ng thunderstornms in the nmountains and borne through the wood on the
wi nd, high Elenents allied against the | owest.

The wi nd sucked the moisture fromhis |lips and eyes. He wi ped them Perhaps he
shoul d raise a stormof his own to
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batter the wild ones down, to counter them before they reached here. Such

rai sings had frightened Freia, and he recalled with nel ancholy fondness how
she woul d rush to his arnms for confort when he returned to the cave fromthe



Spring's hilltop, having stirred a fine stormto blast and bl ow. Then he nust
hol d her, but he would stand in the open doorway, mentally critiquing the
storm s thunders and lightnings whilst soothing her terror

Prospero reached the stones at the upstreamend of the island and sat on one.
Soneday he woul d have a proper boat house here, with proper boats, not this
clutter of crude canoes and coracl es; proper civilized gardens, too, green and
grooned, not the wilderness resulting fromFreia' s desire to plant sone of
everything and her inability to keep it all tidy. Coo! shade he'd have, and
fountains; grapes and roses on arbors, and soft |awns.

Prospero nmopped his neck; he wore only a thin shirt on his back, but he was
sweltering. The water was busy this norning. As he sat, a quartet of the
native spotted otters cane out of the water nearby, |ooked insouciantly at
him and poured their |ong bodies into sonme hiding-place anong the stones.
Logs had piled up at this end of the island and were snagging flotsamin their
linbs and roots. Prospero saw a tree-trunk, its roots wenched fromthe earth,
floating silently past in the hot nmorning |ight, and another, and dark shapes
he knew to be animal corpses. Yes, there nust have been fire, far upriver, and
now the river bore the debris to the sea.

"Papa," he heard, a panting voice at the water's edge where the otters had
been, acconpani ed by a splash and a sl osh

"Freia?" Prospero junped to his feet, sonme part of himunsurprised.

"Papa," she said again. Freia it was, dripping wet and saggi ng onto the
ground. She wore only her scant hunting tunic, no |eggings, not even an

arm brace, and she was barefoot; and as Prospero made his way to her he saw
that she was bone-tired and sonmewhat singed. There were blis-
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ters on her left armand a long angry burn on her left thigh, and her |egs
were | aced with scratches. Her hair was burnt unevenly on the left and back
"How now, Puss," was all he said, and he bent over her, half-lifted her to her
feet. She nodded, wobbl e-kneed, and let himlead her fromthe water. He patted
her shoul der. "Wert caught in the fire?"

"I couldn't get away. | ran and ran. It's horrible. Papa, Papa, it's al
flames, all the wood, and the aninmals run, and the poor little Satyrs, and the
birds cannot fly fast enough u " She coughed, shaking her head. "The river is
full of death," she said. "I thought | could float with the |ogs, but the
flames falling, and the aninmals U " Freia sat down again, on a long rock this
time, shivering in spite of the heat.

Prospero sat beside her. " Tis a dry season," he said, "and sone
lightning-strike in the nountains hath sparked the blaze. It will devour unti
it meeteth its own flank, and there die, self-poisoned.” An infelicitous

nmet aphor: he thought of Panurgus, of the flash of fire and bl ood as he was
wounded, disnissed the thought.

"Pl ease, Papa, please, 'nmake it stop?"

" Twere best | not tanmper overmuch with it," Prospero said. "There's a natura
rhythmto these things best |left unchallenged. Such fires are not unknown;

t hey' ve come beforetinmes, though thou hast never seen them and they serve to
scour the forest of deadwood and choki ng brush, making place for new grow h.
["l'l not hinder it, Freia. | know it pains thee, but I'Il not stop the fire
"less it threatens us here.”

She stared at him "Way won't you stop it? How can you let it burn all the
forest away?" and she coughed agai n.

He stood. "Conme now. Let's feed thee and sal ve thy scorchings.”

"How can you?" Freia's reddened eyes accused him She w ped at her face and
stayed seat ed.

Prospero sighed and sat again. He took her right hand in his left, pressing
it. "It likes me little, Freia, but | cannot nend all that's amiss in the
world. Yet what's amiss with

A Sorcerer and a °ent denan

53



t hee, can be nended." After a pause, "Hast been long from hone," he said.

"Are they still here?" Freia asked, looking significantly at the clearings on
t he banks, the boats drawn up, the |ong-houses.

Prospero nodded. "Aye, they are here. | would no nore send themfromthe place

than 1'd send thee. Less, indeed." He watched her face change, open
heart-ache. "Freia," Prospero said, |eaning toward her, "thou hast that which
none other hath, nmy blood. Thou'rt mnmine own and there's none |ike thee. Dost
conpass the difference 'twi xt thyself and these others | have nmade?"

Freia | ooked down at their clasped hands. He took her left hand al so, hol ding
t hem bot h between his now

"Puss," Prospero said, pressing her hands, "I do love thee; art dear to ne as
only mne own child could be. Yet thou canst not have nme all thine own, no
nore than the wind may blow only on one tree or the rain fall on one stone.
Must share.”

"There's too many of them" she whispered. "They're a, a herd."

"Thou hast not seen a group of nen before," Prospero said, scenting victory.
"They startled thee, | know, thou art likew se strange to them Aye, they're
many, but withal nmy concern for themis balanced by nmy |ove for thee, and
thou'lt receive full measure of thy entitlenent."

"Why did you make then? Wasn't | good enough?" Freia asked, |ooking up at him
Prospero smiled at her. "Good? A flower fresh-budded hath nore of evil or

hat ef ul ness than thou. Leave jealousy, lest it canker and corrupt thee. Good
enough? | am pleased with thee; thou art made to please me. | nmade themto
serve ny purpose in ways beyond thee, in nmatters where | would not hazard

t hee. Sooner would | build a wall of blossons than spend thee on such

whol esal e work as | undertake with them™

Freia gazed at him perplexity in her face. "Then what do
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you want me to do. Papa? Wy am| here? I'mno use to you. Wat should | do?"
"Do thou obey ny bidding, and be of good cheer, and keep thy duty uppernopst in
thy thought," he told her. "Do as thou hast ever done, as a daughter ought,
and thou wilt be ever near mny heart."

O taviano, his lady, and his nmen arrived in the | arge chartered town of
Peridot as the town gates closed, having pushed five mles further than kind
usage of the horses and the spring-mnmuddi ed roads woul d have permitted, and,
Oto reckoned, leaving Ccher at least ten niles behind them stranded in one
of the far | ess hospitable villages through which their road had taken them

t hat day.

Their feeling of safety died when Otaviano sel ected one of Peridot's three
inns and found that a | arge chanber had been reserved for Lunete. Oto asked
how this came to be, and the | andl ord explained that a gentl eman had bespoke
it for her.

"\What gentl eman?"

"Put himdown, OQtto!'Was he a tall man with a blue-green cloak and a bl ack
staf f?" Lunete interrupted.

"Yes," whispered the landlord. "He's outusiruny | adyuback soon now | daresay,
siru"

“1'11 ubeubl owed," Oto said, and apologized to the landlord in cash. Then he,
his lieutenant, and his betrothed put their heads together

"Third tinme's the charm" Lunete suggested, smling despite Gto's gl owering
face.

"Charm ny leftu" Oto interrupted hinself. "This is the third tine he's been
right where we're going. Last night and yesterday afternoon, not to nmention
yesterday norning at the bridge. He's followi ng us."

"Sir, we've got to get rid of him He may be reporting to Ccher,"” Qto's

i eutenant C ay urged.

Lunete said, "Ocher wouldn't have such a man working for him Indeed, | don't
t hi nk such a man would work for Ccher." Cearly she thought himtoo el egant to
be associated with the gross Baron of Sarsenar.
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"What do you think he is, then?" OQto snapped at her inpatiently. "An
eccentric nobl eman fond of wal ki ng al one? A wandering student? A bard with
expensi ve habits and a | ong purse? Coincidentally bound for Lys, just as we
are?"

"Wuld a spy reserve a roomfor me?" To Lunete, the answer was obvi ous. The
spy woul d betray hinmself by snowing too nmuch interest in her if he did that,
and so no spy woul d.

Oto began to frame his own answer to this question and said instead, "I'm
checking it over before you set foot init."
"Do it now, please. |I believe ny head begins to ache."

They proceeded upstairs without further conversation, OQtto carrying the snall
bundl e that was her sol e baggage. Hi s hunor was not inproved by his discovery,
on opening the door, of an unseasonal yellow rose in a slender glass vase on
the table. Behind a screen waited a basin of steam ng water strewn with rose
petals, and the fire had pleasantly overcone the spring chill

"Ch, lovely!" exclainmed Lunete, and brushed past him

“Lu! There coul d beu"

She shook his hand off. "Qtto, you're being very silly. | think you're
jealous."

H s jaw sl ackened; he gaped at her, taken off-guard by the accusation. "Sky
above me! We're running fromhalf an arny, toward a war, and you think I'm

j eal ous because this, this crazy rich vagrant is follow ng us?"

"Yes," she said firmy, taking her baggage fromhim "If you knock on the door
in an hour and a half perhaps we'll have dinner together. Au revoir."

The door cl osed behind him

Oto stood with his back to it, fuming, building up a good head of steam and
then growl ed deep in his throat on his way down to the public room

There he was, talking with a well-dressed nerchant in the conmon room

O taviano ignored himand had a mug of good dark beer until the merchant had
left, with many courtesies, to join his fellows at table in a smaller room on
the other side of the inn. There were few locals in the inn yet,
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and they were loitering at the counter. Oto ignored the stranger a few

m nutes nore and then suggested to Lieutenant Clay that the men should go into
the inn-yard and run through an hour of drill, to linber themup after the
riding and keep them at peak readiness.

When his nen, grunbling, had left the inn, Otaviano wal ked up to the
stranger, who was now reading by the fire in the early spring twilight, at his
el bow a table which held a candle, a pewter plate of tidbits, a glass of red
wi ne, and a bottle. Oto observed that he wore high black riding boots and

cl ot hi ng of good but not ostentatious cut and quality, displayed by a full

bl ui sh-green cl oak thrown back over one shoul der; the Iight showed gold on his
dagger's pommel and his sword-hilt, and a very nice enerald pendant dangl ed
fromhis left ear.

Otaviano glared down at the stranger. "W the hell are you?" he denmanded in
a | ow voi ce.

"I beg your pardon," said the man, |lowering his small black book. "Are you
addr essi ng ne?"

Oto belatedly alerted his senses for nascent sorceries and | ocked his gaze on
the other's. The guy might try another spell. If he did, Gtto nust disrupt it
or avoid it.

"Yes, | am" Oto said softly. "Don't get cute."

"I have been called many things, but never 'cute,’ said the other coldly.

"1 believe you. You're tailing us, or me, and | find it very, very annoyi ng,
buster."”

The sorcerer | ooked at the man | eaning over him The fellow plainly wanted to
pick a fight. He thought he'd deny himthe satisfaction of it. "You have an
overrated opinion of yourself if you believe that, sirrah. | have no interest



inyou at all."

"I find that hard to believe, considering the nunber of tines |'ve seen your
face lately."

"Believe anything you like, by any means," said the other, indifferently.
"I"d also like your attentions to ny fiancee to stop,"” OQto said.
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"You have confused ne with someone el se,’
book agai n.

"l don't think so."

"You think?" the sorcerer nuttered, and it took a few seconds for the insult
to register.

O taviano reached for the sorcerer's wist, but a slow, sticky resistance
engul fed his hand. He tugged back at it. He couldn't free hinmself, and he
real i zed he had been snared and i nmobilized by a protective spelluone he
hadn't sensed in the slightest degree.

"I can |l eave you like that all night, you know," said the sorcerer, not
lifting his eyes from his book

"Where are you fron®? Noroi son?" Oto whispered, cold seeping into his extended
arm through his fingers. There was no one to see his odd position; the room
was still enpty.

"Yes."

Oto had intended the question sarcastically; he had expected any answer but
that. "No shit."

This statement had no possible reply that the sorcerer could conceive. He
reread the sonnet. He couldn't decide whether he liked it or not. The conceit
was not novel, but the interesting way the poet had broken the meter in the
concl udi ng coupl et

Meanwhile, Gtto tried to free his hand again. No success, and he was nunb to
the shoulder. "Unh, look, if you don't mnd, we should either finish this
conver sati onu"

"W aren't having a conversation. You're swaggering and maki ng an ass of
yourself. If | release you, you shall cease this buffoonery."

"You just happen to be going everywhere we're going."

"It appears so. Unfortunately. The journey becones rather dull when one sees

t he sane faces again and again."

"\Where are you goi ng?"

Si |l ence

"Al'l right, your business. It's rather unusual to see anyone from Noroi son
around these parts.”

The sorcerer glanced up, and Oto noticed that the man's eyes were a
remarkably intense blue, even in the dimlight.

58 u”

"l suppose so. You'll speak of this to no one."

"Yes," said Otto, automatically it seemed, his nouth agreeing wthout

consul ting his thoughts.

"Excel lent."

Otaviano's hand flew back; he staggered off-bal ance for a nonent, then wal ked
away fromthe sorcerer w thout another word, nassaging his arm

Nor oi son. That put the wind up Oto, left himcold long after his arm was
flexible and sensate. Was it possible? One of the | egendary bogeynen, here:

not far from Landuc and the Wll itself. How had he crossed the Linen, King
Panur-gus's sorcerous screen between cold, ancient Phesaotois and burning,
younger Pheyarcet? Had that outermnmpst Bound begun to weaken, after the King's
death, as the Well had faded and drawn i nward? Qtto pushed that question aside
for nore i mredi ate worrying.

The stranger was probably a spy, and certainly a sorcerer, as all the people
of Noroison were reputed to be. He was not spying on Oto personally, but on
things in general. Oto's doings, however, would formpart of the spy's stock
in trade, and Oto thought he objected as nuch to that as to the attentions to

the sorcerer decided, and raised his



Lunet e.

Yet there was pitifully little that he could do about the man. Killing him
outright, considering the command of sorcery he'd denonstrated so of fhandedly,
woul d be difficult. He was protected and wary. Oto wasn't so foolish as to
get hinmself into a sorcerers' duel

St eppi ng out the stableside door into the danp spring twilight, Oto fol ded
his arms and | eaned agai nst the wall, scanning his surroundi ngs automatically,
longing in vain for tobacco or anything snokable. H's hand, in his pocket,
found his special red-handl ed fol ding pocket-knife. He took it out and began
whittling a twig of wood he picked up fromunder his feet, making it into a
spiralling screwshape. The thuds, grunts, shouts, and clashing of his nen's
practice session cane from a paddock behind the inn, honey sounds.

A sorcerer, travelling alone and inconspicuously. It occurred to Oto that
this could even be long-silent Prince
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Prospero, titled the Duke of Wnds; in which case Oto thought he would |ike
to know where Prospero was goi ng and why.

The door rattled. "There you are,"” Lunete said, smling at him

"Here | am" His irritation over the sorcerer was bal med by Lunete's concedi ng
to seek him Otaviano folded his knife away.

"Are you awaiting an assignation of honor, sir?"

"I was awaiting a brilliant idea, but | think the odds of one visiting ne just
now are low. I'll accept your briH ant snile instead," and he smiled back at
her .

"I was afraid you and that fellow would have brought the building down by
now, " she said, dropping the courtly tone to match him

Oto considered asking her to make herself agreeable to the stranger, thereby
to try for nore information. He reconsidered. The man had al ready taken too
much notice of Lunete.

"Did you find anything out about hin?" Lunete asked, interrupting the thought
and slipping her hand through his arm

"How did you knowld No. Yes. In fact | did."

"Being . . . ?"

"Heu" and Oto's tongue froze.

Lunete waited politely.

"Son of a bitch!" he exclainmed, regaining command of his vocal cords and
realizing what had happened.

"I'f you keep calling himnanes |ike that, he'll get really annoyed, Oto,"
Lunet e said, sighing.

"He'su" and Oto found he couldn't tell her what had been done to himeither
He gurgled incoherently. "I'mgoing to break his ribs bone by bone," he
gasped.

Lunete stared at himin alarm took his shoul ders, and shook himslightly.
"What's wrong? What's wrong?"

Oto, breathing slowy and hard now, conmmanded hinmsel f to cal m down. There was
no point in raging like this. He'd been bagged as neatly as any coney coul d
be, a geas slapped on himto tie his tongue and | ock his throat when
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he tried to speak of the traveller being a sorcerer from Noroi son

Humiliating, it was, and infuriating. He knew just when it had been done, too:
when the other had said, "You'll speak of it 1o no one."” And done so well Oto
hadn't even suspected it.

The subtlety and force of the sorcerer's workings were inpressive. to had
felt nothing of them though they had seized himand settled on himwhile he
was wary of just such neasures. There were few, or no, sorcerers so able in
Phe-yarcet, and none in Landuc, a lack due to the late King's and now t he
Enperor's vigorous di scouragenent of the Art. Who could he be? The Wl

nearly inaccessible after King Panurgus's death, was supposed to be banned to



new initiatestua ban that could be evaded, Oto knew, but stillu

"Qto?"

"I"'mall right, Lu."

"You didn't look it." She still stared into his face, but took her hands from
his shoul ders. "You | ooked ready to choke."

“I'mall right now. Just auspell." Oto snmled to cover his dismay. "I think
"Il stay out of that guy's business. No point nmessing with a strange nmagici an
when we've got a war to worry about." Could the Enperor have bargained with a
new sorcerer? But this wasn't the time to consider that problem Lunete cane
first.

"I"mglad you've changed your mnd," she said, and squeezed his hand, pleased
that he'd dropped the quarrel. "Come up for dinner."

After their meal, Lunete allowed Oto a single chaste kiss on her hand before
cl osing and barring her door for the night. He bowed, smling, over the hand,
and they played their customary quest ion-gane:

"How | ong, ny | ady?"

"Four weeks, five days, and six hours,"” she replied, smling also.

"It gets longer every day," he nuttered, straightening. At tines there were

di sadvant ages to being a gentl eman.

"It does not."

"I't will take infinitely long, nmadame, for first we nust |ive
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hal fway until then, then half the remaining tinme, then half what is |eft
agai nu"

"I"ve heard that before," she said, folding her arnms denurely, smling, "and
didn't believe it then and | don't believe it now. Four weeks, five days, and
six hours, sir."

"Good night, Your Grace. | go to lose a few hours in oblivion, counted off by
the clock of ny heart." He thunped his chest theatrically.

"Good night, Oto." Wth a last smle, Lunete closed the door, then | eaned
against it and sighed, pressing her hand to her breast. Four weeks, five days,
si x hours. There was no point even thinking about it; that only nade the

wai ting | onger, she chided herself. They would ride on toward Chanplys in the
norning. Then it would be four weeks, five days even, and she did not believe
the tine could ever pass quickly enough

-

PROSPERO S FOLK WERE |INDI FFERENT TAILORS AND

stresses. Their clothing, when they wore it, was |oose-draped and little
decorated, pieced together fromscraps of whatever cloth was to be had. Coth
was scarce; Prospero had brought in bales of woollen and Iinen stuffs, but

t here was none woven locally, and no native material save |leather, nostly used
for winter boots and garnments worn by those who hunt ed.

Freia, gowned, beribboned, and sandalled, her scorched hair sheared evenly and
curling as it dried, trotted stiffly beside her father as he took her to neet
one of the men. She | ooked at the stained and frayed wool and at the coarse

| eat her on the people carrying water to the irrigation trenches of the fields.
"I can nake better clothes than they do," she observed, alnbst smug, to
Prospero, "and you said |I'mnot very good at making cl ot hes."

"No need for thee to be so," he said. "For them 'tis the early work of their
novi ce hands, and | doubt not they'l
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better it in tine, with experience and material. But material's in short
supply. Soon I'Il fare forth to the wider world for purchase of such goods as

t hose, and other things needful to carry out nmy plans."

"They could nmake cloth fromthe tossflowers," Freia said.

"Tossfl owers?" Prospero said.

"The tall yellow flowers on the black stal ks have long threads in the stal ks,
Freia said. "They stick together. | made a fish-net, and ropes, and ny belt,



and a map when | was in the north. I showed you my belt this norning."
Prospero paused and | ooked at her acutely for an instant, then wal ked on. They
nmet bl ack-bearded Scudanor, and the Prince made Freia known to this man, his
first-shaped and now his Seneschal. Prospero had Freia tell Scudanor of the
tossflowers, and later that day the Seneschal set people to collecting the

pl ants. Freia was shy of Scudamor, wary of all the new fol k; she half-hid
behi nd Prospero to talk to the Seneschal in a near-whisper, and the tactful
Seneschal never | ooked at her directly, but at her feet, or the sky, or the
grass.

Then Prospero took Freia in tow again, and with her hand on his arm or hol di ng
on to his pocket he led her to where his Castellan Urachet and three others
wer e maki ng bows and arrows. But Freia nmurnured that she used a better wood
than that the Castellan had, and the Castellan and his helpers trotted off
into the forest to find it.

"Why are they making so many bows? Surely they do not all nean to hunt?" Freia
asked, follow ng Prospero along a nuddy track between fields where trees had
stood before she left. Her trees: the cultivated fields | ooked wong to her
eyes, and she tried to see only Prospero, narrowi ng her vision to his back

his hat, his broad shoul ders dark -clad. "Time conmes when they'll be needed,"
Prospero said. "I have chosen ny tine, and | shall strike down the usurper in
Landuc. There's nmuch work to be done here before then: we'll have fletchers

and smths, bowers and arnorers, ropemakers and weavers, sailors and
carpenters, all manner of trades anbng us soon."
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"\Why 2"

Prospero stopped, dipped a drink of water froma bucket by a stone-sided well
at the neeting of three nmuddy paths. He offered her the wooden cup. "Wy? Wy,
mai d, think'st thou that Avril will return nmy stolen patrinony for th' asking?
Though I'mthe rightful ruler in Landuc, he's had | ong yearsuwhy, |onger than
thy menory runsuto drive out or murder alt contrary to him ny friends, ny
agents, my subjects. Even Lord Gonzal o, that Panurgus consulted in any natter
of law of the realm is banished for his service to the truth, his |ands

baldly stol'n, little left himbut his daughter fair Mranda. Avril is a fool
and a fool's arse is ill-seated on the throne of Landuc. The real msuffers
for't."

Freia had listened to this, understanding not all, and waited when Prospero

concl uded for a further concl usion

"But, why?" she asked again, when nothing further cane.

Prospero di pped water, drank again. "The realms the mrror of the kingu"
"The, the sailors. The smiths. The foundries. Wiy those, Papa? Are they driven
from Landuc?"

"Nay, mss, Avril in Landuc hath arnorers and smiths aplenty. And | have none.
Therefore do | prepare to armne, to armny nen, to dispute false Avril's
claim"”

"Wth hinP" Freia asked.

"I'n war," Prospero said, exasperated, "in battle, Freia, art wood-headed yet?
In war 1'Il face his men with mine, and I'Il conquer them by force and
sorcery, drown "emin blood if need be; possess the city, depose the usurper
and claimny throne. In war." He shook his head at her and started off again.
Freia stood, understanding at last, and then hurried after him catching his
arm "Hereu"

"There. Hast lent ear to one word of mne in a thousand, 'tis patently shown."
Prospero shot her a quick grey |look. "Very natural art thou i ndeed. Cone now.
"Il tell this to thee slowy once again, and this tinme I'll hear thee say it
back to ne. W go to war with Landuc, that | nmay be King as is right."

"But, Papa, why? Aren't you happy here? You have peo-
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pi e now, nobody is killing anybodyuyou told me it's wong to kill peopl e!
won't your people be killed too? They don't have any quarrel with these Landuc



people! Wn't they kill you? Please, Papaudon't go to Landuc and have war.
Everything is good here. WIlIl you not stay here and be happy?"

They had halted again anmbngst a terraced patch of vegetabl es; wonmen and
children were hoeing and weeding at the far end of it, out of earshot, peering
up curiously at Freia.

"Thou hast as much sense of honor as yon cabbages," Prospero decl ared,
scow i ng blackly at Freia, "and as nmuch know edge of policy and sorcery. Tis
right that | nake war 'pon Landuc, by any nmeans to hand; |1'mthe King, by
right of blood, for the King died without nam ng another heir, rather mnurdered
hinsel f and fouled the Wll with his death. Say naught of these matters thou
dost not understand! The world' s wagged ami ss since that Avril insinuated

hi nsel f upon a throne too great for him beneath a crown too heavy. The Ob
and Scepter are idle in his hands. The Roads ravel, the Bounds unbind; the
very vigor of the world spends itself, useless, in the wastes,. |, | have al
the powers and every right to take it fromhim to rule the place better than
he, witling princeling, can. He's no scholar, no sorcerer, knoweth naught of
the Well: he's unfit to rule. Now give nme peace indeed: thy questions are a
very battery of foolishness. Hearken to ne, cease thy larking, thou'lt learn
all needful to thee in good tine."

O taviano roused Lunete and his men an hour before the spring dawn, as the
sleepy folk of the inn and village were stunbling through their waki ng chores.
Then he hurried back to his roomand finished dressing, shaving hastily but
pai nst aki ngly, re-using the basin of water he had just put to a wholly

di fferent purpose. The water glimrered faintly, but with reflected

candl elight, not the trapped light of the norning star, and it showed no inage
of Baron Ccher of Sarsemar nor his men, only Qttaviano and his razor and soap
It was stupid to waste the tinme, Gtto thought as he
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shaved, but a stray piece of his father's advice had gotten stuck in his head
and he'd never been able to ignore it.

Assune, Sebastiano had witten him in the letter stained on one corner with
his blood, [hat in any confrontation you will be killed, and, when possible,
prepare yourself to present a dignified and gentlemanly front to the world in
death as in life. Keep cleanliness forenpst anong your habits. Let your attire
be neat and not ostentatious. Let your nails be clean and pared, and your
boots well-soled; let your face be shaven, or, if you should wear a beard, |et
it be washed and trimed neatly as your hair, w thout extraneous matter or
perfuned oils. Let your person be as free of flaws as is in your power to
assure, bathed and dressed in such a way as you woul d not be ashaned to lie
upon your bier, and then go forth and conquer any who oppose you .

"Shit," Oto said, and enptied his basin out the w ndow

A moment later it flew back in and splatted himin the face.

"Hey!" Dripping, he | ooked out, knowi ng what he'd see.

A cold and di sdai nful face glanced up at himfor an instant from beneath a
grey hat.

Wth a sharp, tight-lipped inhalation, Oto turned red, pulled his head back
in, and slamred the wi ndow shut. He was sure that this guy was working for
Ccher, no matter where he claimed to be from for his habit of follow ng them
around was di sturbing and his methods of getting to their next stop before
they did disconcerting. A Ley-path, OQtaviano knew, ran from Stonehill in
Sarsemar to the Shrine of Stars in Lys, but it was weakened by di suse: there
was a newer road, and riding on the road was easier than followi ng the old Ley
up hill and down dale. Oto supposed that old King Panurgus had probably neant
to supersede the Ley with the new road, perhaps forge a new Ley; but he had

di ed of Prospero's wound before conpleting the work, and
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his son Enmperor Avril had nade small progress on any public-works projects.

Pi cking up his saddl ebags, Otto left the spartan chanber which had fallen to



his lotua quarter the size of Lunete's, which had, gallingly, been Iocated

ri ght next to the stranger'suand went downstairs. The nen had sl ept above the
inn's stables, and, had Lunete not been along, OQto would have been with them
but she preferred himto take an inn-roomrather than a common bunk

H s men were assenbled in the stable-yard. Lunete, flushed with excitenent,
hel d her horse Butterfly off to one side.

"Ccher's on our ass,"” Oto told them "W have two goals: delay Ccher so Lady
Lunete at |east gets over Lys's border, behind Champlor's city walls, and get
there ourselves. We'll hurry, but | expect himto overtake us and we'll have
to fight. | also expect that we can beat him Everybody got that?"

They "Yes, sir'd." He told themto mount and they swept as a body out of the
inn yard and onto the road for Lys at a gallop

As ever, the strange sorcerer was nowhere to be seen on the road, and Oto

wi shed he'd | ose hinself or get his throat slit by the bandits who worked the
woods hereabouts, though such an end seened unlikely for so able a man. Lunete
rode now in the center of the line of his armed nen and they were quiet and
alert.

Cl ouds cl osed overhead as they arrived at a crossroads where a rutted path
fromthe nmarket town of Semaris joined theirs to Lys. The intersection's

chi pped- nosed ki ngstone was negl ected, npssed on one side and the ground bare
before it. There were no signs of passage of any other |arge group, which
conforted Oto sonewhat: he had feared Ccher woul d have cut through Semaris.
VWhat Xto had seen in his scrying-bow had not been clear as to just where
Ccher was, only that he was near. Perhaps the Baron of Sarsemar had turned
back, accepting inevitable defeat.

Wul d he turn back? Oto asked hinself, and answered,
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No. Not with Lunete and Lys at stake. Not until he had | ost everything trying.
The forest was still, without bird or animal sounds to break the murky
silence. A sweet warbling birdsong was a relief. Lunete | ooked overhead for

t he brown-backed idler, but did not see it, which was not renarkable; the

new budded | eaves were plunper here in the | owl ands. Another sounded a few
mnutes later, followed by a challenging note fromacross the roaduthe idlers
are territorial birdsuand a fraction of a second |ater Lunete heard ot her
sounds, a clink and a thud, and then Ccher's men were racing out of the wood
to either side, along the cleared area toward them and Oto was shouting
conmands to his men. They spurred their horses and managed to fly out from
bet ween Ocher's closing lines. Lunete crouched | ow agai nst her Butterfly's
neck and rehearsed Oto's plan in the event of attack: she and four picked nen
who rode before, behind, and beside her were to flee onward and take refuge at
a prearranged location; Oto would deal with Ccher and foll ow.

It occurred to her that Gto mght be killed. She had never thought of that
bef ore, and she was seized with panic on thinking it now She would not |eave
himto face Ccher and death al oneushe could fight at his sideu

Idiot, Lunete interrupted herself, and he'd be killed trying to protect her
Best to stick to the plan.

They were still outdistancing Ccher's nen, and Oto yelled sonething. She
tried to see ahead, but the ranks of nmen and horses bl ocked her view.
"Splitting off now, mlady!" the man next to her shouted, and she nodded; the
others were parting now before them and she and her four escorts pounded
through the Iine that, even as they passed, was re-formng and preparing to
nmeet Ocher; she |ooked for Otaviano but didn't see him which |ack tw sted
around her heart with her fear that she might never see himliving again. And
t hen what woul d she do?
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The sorcerer disnmounted to collect a certain herb he had noticed at the
roadsi de, which was valuable for its topical anaesthetic quality when prepared
correctly. He heard the horses approaching and sighed to hinself. Hi s horse,
whi ch he'd bought this norning on seeing the excellent animal in the inn's



stables (left as paynent by a valet's straitened naster), pricked his ears and
| ooked back toward the approachi ng nass of nen and horses.

Five riders shot by at racecourse speed, and the sorcerer recognized them as
bel onging to the group whose route lately had coincided with his own.
Wondering what was toward now, he rolled the |eaves in his handkerchief and
nmount ed agai n. The sorcerer urged his horse anpong the saplings that edged the
forest.

The rest of the red-cl oaked, belligerent captain's force came al ong nore
slow y, passed, then wheeled about with drilled precision and took on the | ook
of a formation.

They were about to do battle, the sorcerer realized, but w th whonubri gands?
And it puzzled himthat he had not been attacked, for a lone rider is easy

pi cki ngs. He worked a small spell to nake hinself |ess noticeable, a vei

bl ended of air, light, and darkness, and he watched down this straight stretch
of road as the red-cl oaked captain's troops and the pursuing force, which bore
a device of red tower, approached one another

They were out nunmbered three to one at best, thought the sorcerer, and he acted
wi t hout thinking further.

Otaviano yel ped and haul ed his horse up as the earth in front of him erupted.
One of his nen banged into him wangling his horse for footing and bal anceton
the left, luckily, his sword sliding off Oto's shielduand shouted curses cane
fromevery side. Horses whinnied shrilly, panicking. There was dirt flying up
inthe air, rocks, dustu

Coughi ng, choking, Oto shouted a retreat order to his nen, and they conplied,
di sorderly but pronpt.

The dust was settling, although the ground in front of themstill boiled in an
unnatural way. It seethed, as the surface of a stew or overheating custard
does; it runbled in
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many keys, the sounds of stones grinding together; it hissed and threw
friction heat. The air above it shimered as on a hot, dry summer day.

Ccher faced Ottaviano. Otto could just see his noustaches beneath his helms
nosepi ece across the thirty-foot-w de breadth of this no-man's-1land. They

gl ared at one anot her.

"You bastard puppy!" screaned Ccher. "You birth-damed uncl ean dog

The sorcerer listened, smling, and saw the five riders returning at a
cauti ous pace. He nudged his nervous horse out of cover without lifting the
spell that veiled them and wal ked the horse until he was at the verge just
opposite them where they had drawn up to the rear of the others. As one of the
men went up to ask his fell ows what had happened, the sorcerer rode toward the
smal | party, undoing his conceal ment as he went. Someone was bellow ng at the
unsettl ed edge of his earthen barrier. Cccasionally, an unseen tree crashed in
the forest as the disturbance | engthened.

The men with the |ady drew their weapons and surrounded her as he approached,
but she spoke and they reluctantly put up their blades and noved asi de.

The sorcerer and the lady in riding clothes regarded one another. There was
some shout ed conversation going on now over the seething earth.

"What did you do?" she asked. "It was you, wasn't it?"

"I ? Do?" The sorcerer blinked innocently and smiled, tipping his head to one
side. H s hat hung at his back, suspended on a cord.

Lunete's heart did three backflips and | anded sonewhere near her liver. "Uh,"
she said, and smled also. He is a magician, a w zard, thought Lunete

di stractedly, but her snmle was still there and so was his. He was so young!
And so handsone. She'd thought wi zards were centuries ol du

The sorcerer lifted an eyebrow. "Your party appears to be in disarray," he
observed. "Perhaps it would be best to regroup and continue on your way,
madane. "

Lunete couldn't stop smling. "lIs that what you advise,
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sir?" H's eyes were an uncomopn shade of blue. And he was quite tall, taller
than Qttavi anou

"My advice is always worth its price, madane."

"What price will you ask for this advice?" she asked him collecting herself.
He shrugged, snmiling still. "I do not engage in trade, and you have al ready
returned nore than its value, madane," he said, bowing fromhis saddle, and he
flicked his left eyebrow again and turned away, nudging his horse toward the
re-formng line of nen.

Ccher was trying to circunvent the disturbed, nmoving section of ground. Oto
turned his horse to prepare for the assault and saw the sorcerer

"Son of a bitch!" he exclainmed. "You!"

The other man smled. "Is he trying to flank?"
"Looks that way," Oto replied tersely.
"Mm he'll fail," decided the stranger, studying his handiwrk. "It would be

wi sest for you to go on your way, Captain."

Oto stared at himand then saw Lunete, who was gesturing urgently in apparent
agreenent with the stranger.

"What did you do?"

The nmagi ci an shrugged.

Oto stared at himagain, narrowed his eyes, and then shouted an order to fal
back to his men. Shouts of dismay were conming from Ocher's troops, nixed with
t he sounds of nore crashing trees and the scream ng of an injured horse.
Otaviano cleared his throat. "Thanks," he said.

The magi ci an shrugged agai n.

They studi ed one anot her.

"Qur paths seemto coincide,” Otaviano said after another monent. "Want to
ride with us?"

The sorcerer thought about it. "I thank you for your offer," he said
inclining his head. "1 will join you after conpleting sone business which that
rude fellow s arrival interrupted.”

Oto wondered what in the nanes of the stars it could be, but he nodded and
turned his horse, shouting "Fall in!" Wen he gl anced back half a mnute

| ater, he saw that the
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man had di smounted and was picking plants by the road, ignoring the simrering
ground twenty steps away.

Hal f an hour later, the nen muttered as the magician's horse overtook them and
then matched their pace at the head of the troop. They were on a pleasantly

wi de stretch of road, its sides guarded by tall, slender straight trees just
com ng out in bud. Beyond the trees lay fields of turned earth, black beneath
the grey sky.

"Why, hello," said Lunete, smling.

"Good afternoon, madane," replied their new y-acquired conpanion, inclining
hi s head.

"Hello," Oto said, "you finished yourubusi ness?"

The corner of the other's mouth lifted in a half-smle. "For today."

"I am Lunete of Lys," said Lunete, "and this is Otaviano, King of Ascolet."
"Count ess Lunete of Lys," Qttaviano corrected her, nettled by her openness.
She shrugged. "Ch, well, yes."

The magi ci an managed a graceful bow to her, from horsebackuno nmean feat. "I am
honored to make your acquai ntance, Your G ace, Your Mjesty."

O taviano heard nockery in his tone, but again Lunete spoke before he coul d.
"Pl ease call ne Lunete."”

Their new conpanion sniled at her, bowed again, and said, "Dewar,'
hi nmsel f.

An outl andi sh nane. "Pleased to neet you," Qtaviano said.

"For a change," Dewar said, catching his eye.

"For a change," agreed Qttaviano. "May | ask why you did that?"
“Di d?"

i ndi cati ng



"Blew up the road."

Dewar shrugged. "Certainly, you may ask," he invited Otaviano, w thout a
trace of sarcasm

Duckshit, thought Oto, and said, excruciatingly nicely, "Wy did you bl ow up
t he road?"
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"To get to the other side?" Lunete suggested in a light, lilting voice.
"Because it was there?" wondered Dewar, and chuckled. "I don't know, Your

Mpj esty. It anmused me to do it."
Oto inhaled, giving hima hot |ook that was just a degree renoved froma

glare. "I don't like being on the receiving end of favors from strange
nmagi ci ansu"

Dewar interrupted quickly, hardly thinking, "Then you are in luck. I ama
sorcerer."

"usorcerers because it can be notoriously expensive."

"Wse of you. However, | did you no favor," Dewar said.

Lunete | ooked at the road and felt her cheeks grow warm Otaviano shrugged,
not noti cing.

"I amnol famliar with the ki ngdom of Ascolet,” Dewar said after a short
silence, "although I believe that one of the sons of Panurgus held a barony of
that name, at one tinme ..." and his voice trailed off invitingly. It had, at
| east, not been nentioned in his guidebook, but the book was years ol d.
Otaviano | ooked at the road now "Long story," he said curtly.

"Prince Sebastiano was Qttaviano's father," Lunete said softly.

"He is dead."

"Yes," she said.

"You seek to claimyour patrinmony, then?" Dewar asked, and sonmething in his
tone made Oto gl ance at himagain. He wasn't condescendi ng now, he | ooked

i nterested, his brows drawn together, his voice serious, not nocking. This
was, thought OQtto, the stuff that spies were supposed to find out.
"Something like that," Oto said. "As | said, it's along story."

"But it can be shortened," Lunete pronpted himin an undertone.

"In short, yes," said Oto

"Fol |l owi ng Prince Sebastiano's death, the Enperor declared the barony extinct
and took Ascolet as Crown territory," Lunete expl ai ned.
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"Ah," said Dewar. "Avril the Usurper."

"I don't care how he got his throne," Oto said. "He's a son of Panurgus, he
was there when the old man died, he's been able to keep it, and he can have
it. I don't give a damm who reigns in Landuc, but Ascolet is mne."

"Yet if your father was a Prince of Landucu" Dewar said.

"Hi s mot her was Queen of Ascolet,” said Oto. "By blood, not marriage."

"I do seemto recall sone old tale of that species,” murmured Dewar, exhum ng
gossi p and scandal fromthe back of his menory. Assassinations, |and-grabs,
marri ages of conveni enceu

"You seemto know a fair bit of ancient history,” Qto remarked.

"It is not terribly ancient,” Dewar replied. "So Lys allies herself with
Ascol et to seek independence fromthe Wll-w el ders?" It was an

i nnocent -toned, though | eading, question, acconpani ed by an am able snmile and
nod to Lunete.

"Not exactly," said Lunete, a delicate pink again.

Otaviano recalled referring to her as his fiancee to the sorcererta stupid
slip. "In a manner of speaking, yes," he admitted. "W, ah, the other is an
i ncidental thing."

"But the armies of Lys are well-spoken-of," murnured Dewar.

"Justly so," Otto agreed.

"On the other hand," Dewar said, as if thinking aloud, "plainly soneone

obj ects.”



Lunete blushed deeply. "It's not what you think," she said.

"I"'mnot sure what | think it is," Dewar said, amused, glancing at Oto to
check his reaction. "On the one hand, someone objects; on the other, unless I
have been gravely deceived, we are travelling to Lys, not fromit."

"It'"s along story," Otto said.

"Best kind," replied Dewar, overmatching his terseness.

"What are you doing up around these parts?" Oto asked.

"Travel ling."
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"I always thought sorcerers had hooves, tails, horns, and yell ow eyes," said
Gto

"In all truth, some have," said Dewar, and he turned his attention fromQto
to Lunete. "Chanplys is reputed a fair city."

"It is indeed lovely," said Lunete. "I have heard hi gh prai se spoken of the
Shrine of Stars," said Dewar courteously.

"It is the nost ancient Shrine of Stars anywhere in the Enpire," Lunete said,
"for King Panurgus founded it first of themall and placed it in the care of
nmy ancestor Urs, the first Count of Lys."

Otaviano held his tongue and listened as the two di scoursed politely, across
him about the attractions of Lys and Chanplys for the better part of an hour
"You're famliar with Chanplys and Lys," he remarked to Dewar finally at a
conveni ent break in the conversation. "The place is of some renown," Dewar
said. H s Mada-nese gui debook had assured himof it.

Not so much as all that, thought Oto. "Have you visited there before?" he
asked. "No," said Dewar. "VWhat brings you there now?"

Dewar shrugged. "I travel for ny own reasons, sir, and sonetinmes | am hard- put
to find one for travelling where I do. |I mght say, that Lys |lies between ny

| ast location and ny next, and certainly that is sufficient reason for going
there."”

"So you're passing through?' Oto suggested. Dewar met his eyes and slowy
raised his left eyebrow "My time is at ny disposal,"” he said blandly. "

tarry when there's something worth tarrying over."

"Lys may not be a salutary spot for tourismjust now," OQtto said.

Dewar's expression did not change. "I hope things do not go so far as that,"
Lunete said, trying to break the tension. "So do I," said Oto. The sorcerer
shifted his gaze to Lunete. "A lady's w shes
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shoul d be granted whenever possible," he said, and inclined his head to her
Otaviano clenched his teeth and | ooked ahead. They approached a crossroads
with a mlestone for Chanplor. Beside the milestone was a watering-trough for
horses and oxen and a fount for human travellers which overflowed to fill the
trough. At the other side of the crossroads, hard at the edge of the road, was
a man-sized pillar of rough-dressed hard white stone, a kingstone topped with
a good |ikeness of the late Panurgus. It was in better condition than the
Semari s crossroads' stone. This imge | ooked toward Lys, not smiling but with
a beni gn expression.

"\What ever el se one may say of Panurgus,’
roads. "

"You are a fair-mnded man," said Dewar.
Otaviano ignored this, turning to informdC ay that they would stop to water
t he horses.

"W seemto have |ost Ccher, sir,'
"I doubt it's permanent,"
"Yes, sir."

O taviano di smounted; Lunete got down al so before he could assist her and | ed
Butterfly to the trough. Cay, having passed the order on to the nen, asked
hi s commander where he intended to halt next. Oto drew Cay to one side

wat chi ng Lunete and the sorcerer. They were tal king, he stroking his horse's

G taviano said, "he maintained the

Cl ay said.
G taviano said, "so make the halt brief."



neck, she noddi ng.
"I"d planned on stopping in Chanplor,"'

Gtaviano said to his |ieutenant.

"However. | don't trust this sorcerer, although 1'd rather keep an eye on him
t han not."

"Maybe it would be best to push on to Chanplys, then?"

"Maybe. "

G ay | ooked over the men, nodding. "If we'd had to fight Ccher, sir, 1'd say

no, we couldn't do it. But as it is
"Wth a feed and a rest in Chanplor instead of a night, they'Il make it."

"The horses have been ridden long, but not too hard. Easily, we'd nake it,
sir."

"W'll go on," decided Oto.
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"And when you arrive in Chanplysu"

"W arrive. \What do you nean?"

"The sorcerer," Clay said, his eyes narrowing a little.

The sorcerer had turned away fromLys and |l ed his horse across the crossroads.
He appeared to be addressing the pillar, bowi ng and gesturing, and the nen
were carefully and uneasily not watching him Lunete was, though. Dewar knelt.
O taviano saw himpouring fromhis wineskin at the base of the pillar and
nodded to hinself.

"Ch. Hm | don't know They're tricky bastards. |I'd just as soon he jogged

al ong, but | have a feeling there's darm little | m ght do to encourage it."

O taviano shrugged slightly. "I suspect that if Ocher attacks, he'll find the
pl ace less interesting than he thought, and if he sticks aroundu"” He shrugged
agai n.

C ay nodded. Otaviano noved away, |eading his horse to the trough

A light, msting rain began falling as they left Chanplor, which was a small,
fortified city on the border of Lys and Sarsemar. The rain becane nore
determined in the last ten mles, and the horsesl hooves spl ashed through
puddl es on the road.

Dewar, who by his sorcery needed no light to know the road, carried none; a
sol dier riding beside Gttaviano bore a torch. By its light, Dewar glanced from
time to time at the other, picking up a new detail of his bearing or face each
time. He was perhaps a hand' s-breadth shorter than Dewar, neither bul ky nor

sl ender, and quick in his novementsu mrroring qui ckness in his thoughts.

Dewar considered that Qttaviano had acted rashly toward him but admtted to
hinsel f that, were he indeed a spy of Ocher {which seemed to be what O taviano
t hought he was), Qtaviano's handling of himwas shrewd enough. By picking him
up, Otaviano exerted a certain control over his novenents.

Dewar's curiosity was engaged by the situation into which he had ridden. H's
know edge of Landuc's local politics was spotty. Wio was COcher? Why was the
Countess of Lys fleeing him with Qtaviano's assistance? Wat woul d
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they do in Chanplys, and would it be worthwhile to stay and watch this play
itself out? And he thought also that he would enjoy talking nore with Lunete,
or flirting with her to anuse themboth. His travelling was w thout tinetable;
he could linger a few days or a nonth and cenment an acquai ntance that coul d
prove useful later. Surly Qtaviano m ght object, but Dewar had the clear

i npression that his influence over the |ady was something | ess than

i ron-banded. He glanced at Otto again; their eyes net, for Oto was studying
himw th the same surreptitious intensity.

"I thought sorcerers hate the rain,” Oto said, feeling caught out.

Dewar raised his eyebrows. "Your Mjesty, show nme a man who will indifferently
stand out in the wet and be soaked to the skin, and | will show you a man who
is at least half an aninmal. Probably a sheep.”

O taviano blinked, then smiled, then | aughed softly. "Touche."

Dewar smiled and | ooked away, suddenly liking Otto for all his bluster. He



caught sight of a nmilestone at the roadside in the dull torchlight. "Five to
Chanplys," he observed. "O fifteen."

"Five. | know where we are.”

Dewar nodded and sighed to hinmself, settling in for the |last handful of
nmud- wei ghted mil es.

Lunete left her place in the mddle of the troop of men and rode-forward to
join Gttaviano as the walled city of Chanplys becane vaguely apparent before
themin the rain and darkness. She nudged her horse between Gtto's and the
sorcerer's and smiled at them both, unseen in the snmoky light, but the snile
col ored her voice.

"Wl come to Lys," she said.

"But i thought we had been in Lys for sonme miles," Dewar countered.

"Chanpl or has been part of Lys for not nore than a hundred and fifty years,"
Oto explained. "It was sone-body-or-other's dowy."

"Ah," said Dewar, "from Sarsenmar "

"It came fromthe penultimte Baron of Yin, actually,"”
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Lunete put in. "He had five daughters, none of theminclined to religion
Chanpi on went with the youngest, who was a spendthrift and a burden to her
fam ly. Unhappily she died just ten years later of the wasting di sease, which
annoyed the Baron greatlyubut it was too late to get the city back, because it
had passed to her husband, my father, by the terns of the nmarriage contract."
"Which is why Yin today is so much smaller than it used to be," Oto said.
"There's a noral there.”

"Don't dower your daughters with real estate,” said Dewar. "But he is hardly
the first to learn that the hard way."

"Hnph, " said Lunete.

In spite of hinself, Oto chuckl ed.

Behind them day yelled an order to shape up; they were half a mle fromthe
city gate now. Lunete gl anced back at the sodden line of men and shook her
head slightlyuthey | ooked as if Ocher had beaten them soundly and harried them
hone. But at |east, she thought, nobody was killed. Oto managed it all very
neatly, and the sorcerer Dewar's fortuitous intervention cane in tine to
prevent the one potentially lethal confrontation they had. Ccher must be
apoplectic with frustration. She sniled to herself and lifted her head in the
rain, which had lightened to a drizzle, as they drew near the gate.

The standard-bearer blew three | anentable notes on his horn. "Open for the
Countess of Lys!" bellowed Otaviano at the watchtower.

"Who calls without?" cried back the watchman, querul ous.

"Shsh," Lunete said to Gto, and raised her own voice and her face to the
tower, pushing back her hood to be clearly seen in the torchlight. "It is I,
your Countess Lunete of Lys with my escort come from Sarsemar, and if you do
not know nme, you are a fool," she called.

"Aye, mlady," called back the watchman, and sone wet minutes |later the gates
swung outward, adnmitted them and closed behind them

Dewar began edging away fromthe party as Lunete
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| eaned down and spoke with a nman who stood with a torch inside, under an
archway. Lunete, however, had kept her eye on him suspecting that Otaviano
meant to tell himto begone, and called, "Wait, Dewar."

Oto sighed and wyed his nouth in his hood.

"At your |adyship's command," Dewar replied.

"Your company has been a wel come diversion on the road. Accept ny hospitality,
| beg you, and permt nme to offer what confort may be found in ny house to you
for your courtesy.”

Dewar smiled and inclined his head. "Your Gace could not have bet hought
herself of a nore wel come nor a nore generous offer," he said.

Lunete smiled at himand returned to her conversation with the man, which
concluded half a mnute |later. She nodded to Oto and nudged her horse



forward; Dewar cane up on her left again, Otaviano to her right, and Gto's
men foll owed as they cl opped and spl ashed through the dark town, past another

arch, through a wi de market-square, up a nodest hill to a nodest castle, where
they were received.
8

TWO MEN SIT IN A TAVERN where the lighting is bad and the clientel e worse.
They are in the back, at a table barely big enough for their forearnms and
steins, but of a perfect size to | ean head-to-head and dice, as they are

doi ng.

The rooms low ceiling is sinply the floorboards of the second storey,
supported on tinbers as thick as a big man's thigh. It is stained from above
and below in a free-form nosaic of blood, urine, beer, wne, water, and
snoke-circles. There are nanmes, initials, and occult signs carved into the
crossbeanms, so nany that the beams are nowhere square. The corbels and braces
at each wall-end of each beam were decorated early in the inn's history and
have been acquiring a patina of adornnent since; sone have beconme buxom
figurehead-1ike wonmen (sone with addi-
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tional heads where their breasts should be); others are fantastically Priapic
expressions of wishful thinking (around these are carved many exhortations and
insults); and fully half are deforned gargoyl es and sheil a-na-gigs. The

br oad- bri med plunmed hat of one of the two ganblers hangs froma set of nale
genitalia at hal f-mast over his head, getting snoked by a greasy |anp bel ow
The wal s are sparsely adorned by such | anps, whose chimeys are dirty and

wi cks ill-tended; they have bl ack-striped and greyed the graffiti-laced walls
with their soot over the years, and the few tiny high-placed wi ndow panes are
nearly opaque fromtheir accunul ati on of grease-cenmented smuts.

But little light is desired by the patrons for their pursuits. The drinkers,
both sullen and boi sterous, prefer the dimess and fug to bright clean air;
the prostitutes working the crowd, or being worked in the corners and boot hs,
consider the bad light an ally; the host saves pennies on oil; and many

ganbl ers' stratagens are covered by the shadows. The ganbling between the two
men at the small table in the rear, however, is as clean as a pair of |oaded
di ce on one side and a touch of sorcery on the other could make it.

Unli ke the other ganmblers, those two nake little noise; the novenents of their
hands and coins is nearly automatic, with only perfunctory enotion expressed
at a wn or loss. Both are well-arned and both wear heavy | eather jackets with
no devi ce; they both have well-broken-in boots and bul ky, weat her proof,
weat her mar ked cl oaks in nondescript tweeds. One wears his sword across his
back and the other at his side; the former, very dark but with bright cold
grey eyes, is bearded and the latter, brown-haired and bl ue-eyed,

approxi matel y cl ean-shaven

"This offer of yours is alittle strange,"” said the brown-haired man, resuning
the conversation after a neditative lull

"So may't seem " his conpanion nurnured, "yet ny client, though peculiar, is
able to afford such whins." He dropped the dice back into the wooden cup they
were using as a shaker.

"I"d like to know what your client gets out of ne and ny
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men heading in and raising hell. |I'm suspicious of a deal this sweet."
"Captain Golias, | shall enphasize: nothing granted for nothing done. 'Tis
required to do real damage, to face true opposition.”

"I"mbeing used as a cat's-paw, then, and | don't like it."

"There's no need to engage; indeed 'twere counter to the purpose. Ri de and
harry."

"Decoyi ng. Decoying. They'll be after me pretty damm quick."

"An it please you, take Vilamar for the winter," said the nman, shrugging.
"Catch them by surprise, and you're well-set for a |l ong siege."

olias studied him aquiline nose, elegant short beard, tanned face, callused



hands clearly accustoned to lifting nore than dice; yet his speech was of the
Court, the old Court of Panurgus's days, and his arrogance fit his speech. The
captain was perturbed by his inability to place the nman's face in nenory, and
a prickling consciousness that the other was not what he seened made Coli as
cauti ous.

"This sounds like a load of shit to ne, and I'mnot touching it w thout
hearing the full story first," said the captain. "Fromthe man who's hiring."
He was begi nning to guess who the enployer m ght be: there were few nobl es
alive with a I ong purse and a | ong grudge who could |locate the captain in his
chosen refuge.

"You may hear it fromme, but if you refuse the conmi ssion afterward .
The dark nan's voi ce dropped om nously.

"Ch?" said the captain softly.

"Aye," said the other.

They stared at one anot her.

"So why have soneone attack Preszheanea? Grudge?" tried the captain.

"Of a sort.”

" Agai nst someone specific?"

The dark man's eyes were | owlidded, and they watched $, the captain's
hands. He | owered his head slightly. f; "Some Court feud," specul ated
t he captain.
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"Your charge is to damage the towns and roads as greatly as possible and then
to withdraw to sone local fortress and stay there," said the dark nan.

"To trash the place and | eave," said the captain in an undertone.

The other smiled slightly. "In a manner of speaking." "Preszheanea
specifically? Vilamar in particular?" "Ere you'll know nmore, we'll discuss the
contract." The captain nodded. "You know nmy usual ternms. Nothing usual in this

job. Four times nmy usual rate for it, considering the di sadvantages."
"I"mprepared to offer double your usual terns. The sol e unusual clause would
be that you'll continue your ... efforts until you receive word to stop. There
is no other object." "And surrender? Three tines nmy usual, then." "Done," said
the other, his voice ringing through Golias for a nmonent. "Nay, to withdraw to
safety and there wait. Tis understood that you may not be in position to do so
at once, but nust do so as soon as 'tis feasible.”

"For example, hole up in Vilamar or one of the other little cities."

"An it please you."

"Triple pay for this picnic. My, ny. This is an expensive feud."

The dark man's left eyebrow flicked up and down. "Indeed."

"You' re saying, you want nme and my nmen to head into northeastern Landuc and do
as much damage there as we can until we receive orders fromyour boss to
stop?" "In summary, that's correct." "Pillage, burn crops, violate shrinesu"
"As it please you. Those are the usual activities of an attacking arny."

"I could do a lot better with a goal." "There may be further word of ends,
later. You are the means."

"And the pay schedul e? Wth no clear destination .

"This quarter in

advance. Thereafter, you'll be paid for the coming quarter on the first."
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"My, ny. Fringe benefits?"

The dark man smiled. "They're what you nake of 'em"”

Captain Golias chuckled, "And transportation? Just how are we supposed to get
back to Landuc fromhere, ny friend?" he asked, his smle disappearing,

| eaning forward. "It's a long, hard Road."

"I believe you can arrange that yourself, as you arranged your transport
here," said the dark man quietly.

The captain's eyes narrowed. He consi dered taking exception, and reconsi dered.
Triple pay. There was no point |osing the contract, and he could indeed
arrange his own transportation fromthe Eddy-world to Landuc.

"Your nmen will follow you?"



"Ch, yeah. The hard part will be convincing themthe job's for real." The
captain tipped the dice, which had sat idle several m nutes, over and over on
the table with his fingertip. "Your boss wouldn't mnd," he asked, "if | used
the opportunity to get a little personal business out of the way, | take it?"
"So long as it interfered nowise with his own works and purposes.”

H's. Bullshit, thought the captain. Wth a cl osed, pleased expression, the
captain nodded a few tines and then sniled gradually. "You' ve got yourself a
deal . "

DEWAR STOOD ON THE BALCONY QUTSI DE hi s bedchamber in the castle of Chanplys,

| ooki ng down. He was a snmall distance back fromthe Hchened bal ustrade, so
that he was not obviously | ooking at the couple on another bal cony one fl oor
bel ow him he hadn't intended to do so when he cane out for a breath of air
before | eaving the provincially confortabl e chanber where he had spent the
night. But the sunlight glinting off Xtaviano's reddi sh-blond hair and the
sparkling sound of Lunete's laughter had drawn his notice, and he wanted to
study themin this unguarded nonent.
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Otaviano wore a purple cloak today, gold -bordered. H s back was to Dewar; he
| eaned over the Countess of Lys, who was seated wi th her breakfast before her
on a low table. The Countess wore turquoi se and red. Dewar could see no
servants with her. She was | aughing at sonething he had sai d, shaking her

head, now shaki ng her finger too. Together, they nmade a col orful splash on the
sober ol d grey stone bal cony.

Bef ore she | ooked up and saw him Dewar stepped back inside. The Countess's

| aught er bubbled to a halt, and the songs of the birds in the courtyard bel ow
were audi bl e again. Dewar folded his arnms and | ooked up at the blue, blue sky
reveal ed by the passing of the night's rain, considering what he would do now
go on his sorcerer's business al one, or pause here in this pleasant place,

Lys, and dance at a weddi ng.

The Countess, Lunete, left the balcony after her breakfast. Though the day was
pl easant, the weather was still cool for lingering outdoors once the sun had
nmoved away fromthat side of the building, and at any rate she had business to
attend to. Otaviano, with her authorization, was working with Lys's Marsha
to organi ze an arny to oppose Ccher, who had paused to collect a |arger force.
She had sent the announcenment of her betrothal out with the city's criers that

norni ng, and to do so had given Lunete a delicious thrill. There was no
turni ng back now. Once everyone knew, there was no way to change it
Thi nking of that thrill, smling to herself, she walked to the Fiscor's office

wi th Laudi ne, her maid, and went in.

The first clerk who sat at a high stool in the Fiscor's office was al so the
one who answered the door, ran errands, and announced visitors to the Fiscor
when he was in his office. Now he wote busily in a | edger while the
Countess's dark little naid awaited her |ady's pleasure on a bench by the
door, turning her fan around and around in her fingers and | ooking at the
three clerks, one after the other, frombeneath her lashes. Fromtine to tineg,
the first clerk, who was closest to her, would feel her gaze on him and j ust
twi ce he

lifted his own eyes to nmeet hers for a fleeting instant. She snil ed, each
tinme. He blotted his book, each tine.

The Fiscor spent the norning reviewi ng certain accounts with the Countess, who
wi shed to be assured that the funds she and Ottavi ano anti ci pated needi ng
woul d be avail able at once. She gave directions for getting nore cashufor
what, she did not say, save that there would shortly be demand. Although she
was not yet of age, the Fiscor had heard the announcenent of the upcom ng
weddi ng, and he had decided that, legal or not, the Countess's word was | aw.
"I amthirty-six days frommjority," the Countess said to himas she rose to
take her |eave.



The Fi scor nodded.

"I know that it is not lawful for ne to conmand ny own affairs yet."

The Fiscor sniled. "Your Grace," he said, "I have lived within the law all ny
life. If living within the | aw now were possible, |I would. However, | cannot,
i n good conscience, do so. And in the end, a nan's own consci ence judges him
nore harshly than any nonarch can."

Lunete, who had neant to offer himan opportunity to resign and | eave Lys if
he wi shed, smiled. "Thank you, Sir Mtteus."

He smiled al so, enmbarrassed. "Although your guardi an was appoi nted by the
Crown, Your Grace, | was appointed by your late father. | consider myself his
hunbl est servant, and yours." He bowed deeply.

"Thank you, Sir Matteus," she said again, softly. "May the Well favor your

| oyalty. Good day. Please keep ne informed about the noney."

"Yes, Your Gace." He bowed again and opened the door for her. She left his
office and the first clerk hopped down and opened the outer door for her
bowi ng deeply. Her maid swept out behind her

The Fiscor's offices were in a relatively recently-built black-and-white tiled
corridor, which had a shallow gallery on either side where there were benches.
Wnter tapestries still hung between the galleries' high, narrow wi ndows. The
pillars were spirally striped black and white, and the tapes-
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tries were nostly in shades of red: an outdated fashion since the death of
Ki ng Panurgus, but honely to the Countess's eye. She started down the
corridor, neaning to go to her own roons and send for certain burgesses of the
city to informthemin person as to her intention of marriage and t he probable
consequences.

She paused, however, seeing a tall man in blue-green and green-blue standing
with his back to her studying one of the tapestries in the right-hand gallery.
He turned and sniled frankly, then approached her and bowed.

"Good norning, Your Grace," he said. "I wish to thank you for your
hospitality."

"Good norning," Lunete replied, and, though it felt oddly intimate to address
hi m nakedly by first name, added, "Dewar."

He smiled again. "You are nmuch occupi ed with business,

I know, but | would steal a few m nutes of your tinme today."

"The theft of time is a grave thing to contenplate,™

Lunete said, beginning to wal k again and nodding to himto

join her. "Once stolen, it cannot be returned.”

"True. Yet the victimcan often be conpensated in other ways, even to the
poi nt of welcom ng the theft," he suggested.

"The conpensation's value nust in such cases be well in excess of the tinme's,
then, for tinme is a precious thing to all nortal creatures," Lunete said. "W
have a fixed allotnment which cannot be increased."

"The theft of time, by and |large, cannot account for nearly so many of the
days lost froma lifetine as tine wasted and ti ne squandered on trivia
things," Dewar said drily.

"It is often difficult to determine what is trivial and what is significant
until time is nearly out," Lunete countered.

"Thus | rmust offer you, for the tine I'd steal, sonething of enduring and
evident value," he said, and smiled at her again.

Lunete could not but snile back. She felt her face grow warm She was engaged
to be married, she thought; she
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should not be flirting with this nan. He was a sorcerer. There was no know ng
what he really wanted in Lys.

"Sorcerers are not known for ganbling," she said. "You nust have sonet hi ng
whi ch neets those criteria already in your mnd."

"I do," he replied. "And if it does not nmeet those criteria in your mnd, |
shall do ny utnost to refund your wasted tine."



"This is uncomonly generous of you," Lunete said, "and | shall strive to
assay the value of your conpensation as justly as humanly possible."

"I thank your |adyship for double kindness, then: for enabling the theft and
for your justice in judging the thief. In return | shall offer sonething few
victinms of theft receive: the boon of naming the tine."

As they tal ked, they had left the bl ack-and-white checkered corridor and
crossed through the central hall of the castle, ascending a flight of stairs
at its back and arriving outside Lunete's solar. Lunete had stopped; Laudine
hovered a few steps behind her mstress, watching the sorcerer with evident
dubi ety.

Lunete hesitated, then suggested that he join her at the eighth hour for a
light luncheon in the garden. Dewar bowed and t hanked her again and took |eave
of her. The Countess watched himgo and then went into her apartnent.

Laudine tried to catch her nmistress's eye. The preoccupi ed | ady, however, went
to her witing-desk and sat down, ignoring her naid.

"Madame, " said Laudine finally.

"Yes?"

"I's it true that that man is a sorcerer?" Laudi ne asked.

"By his own admi ssion, Laudine. He is clearly a gentleman as well."
"Handsone, " Laudi ne said, in an undertone, going to the w ndow and | ooki ng
out .

Lunet e shrugged. "He speaks agreeably," she said.

"Have you need of a sorcerer, ny |lady?" asked the maid.
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Lunete turned and | ooked at her, raising her eyebrows. "No," she said. "But a
gent| eman who makes hi nsel f pl easant is wel cone everywhere he goes."

Through a gl ass, Prince Prospero watched his daughter watch the town.

She was sitting on her heels on a felled tree at the edge of a stunp-littered
clearing, half-hidden in the tree's foliage. He could see the end of her bow
above her shoul der, see the |eather band that held her hair nore or less in
order, see the line of sweat trickling through the dust on her throat; her
nmouth was set in a line, her brows winkled in a frow, and her deneanor was
that of the animal which intends to have a | ook, then nove on

The obj ects of her suspicious glare, a party of nmen apparently resting from
the m dday heat of the early summer sun, |ounged and chattered tensely at the
other end of the clearing. They were unsure what to do, and so they

pr et endedubadl yut hat she was not there, that her brilliant and unrel enting
stare did not disconfit them and that they were going to go back to trimmng
the tree's branches and cutting it up as soon as they had rested.

Prince Prospero frowned. She was wild; rather, she had becone feral. He'd had
her domesticated, at |east he had thought so, and he had been caught unawares
by the revival of her solitary roving habits. She'd run for seven years after
he had shaped the peopl e he needed, and run again three days after her return
fromthat |ong absence, yet not so far as before. For an hour or a few days or
nost of a winter, Freia would sidle back in, wary and weat her beat en, bearing
some gift of game or gathered fruit. She'd rarely acknow edge with | ook or
word the hundreds of folk, denying them It always ended: she'd take offense
at some little matter and fly. He had not wi shed to hobble her and keep her
forcibly with him trusting tine to tane her; yet soon he nmust lead his arny
i nto Pheyarcet, and he intended that she sit in governance in his absence and
carry on his works in the town. He had told her this, yet still she preferred
the forest.
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It was enough; it was too much. Prospero put the glass back in its case and
wal ked down the bare-sided steep hill where he'd been watching for a

stone-barge on the river. He could not fathom Freia. Though she had no art for
di ssenbl i ng and showed all her thoughts in her face, he could not pierce her
moods and fits of tenper to see what stirred them nor what spurred her
departures and returns.



He picked his way through a pasture and over a fence, and the folk at the edge
of the clearing saw hi m nowuand he saw the other thing they' d seen that he
could not see fromhis hilltop: an aninmal behind Freia, hidden in the green
Freia noticed him The aninalua bird, he saw the beak, of gigantic sizeutossed
its head, rustling the branches, and he recognized it. A gryphon, by heaven's
veil; he had seen few enough of them It night be a favorable portent.

Freia shifted on the tree-trunk, waiting for himto cone near

"How now, daughter," Prospero said. "Hast seen fit to be seen." Freia said
not hi ng, but her expression altered: he had stung her thin skin. Prospero

si ghed, softened his voice. "And | am pl eased to see thee," he concl uded.

"You were not here. | came back, and you were gone, they said."

"That is half a year agounay, nore. | travelled away sone days, and returned.
Twas busi ness that concerns thee not. Thou wert wi ser to have waited for ne
here.”

Freia tossed her head back. "I had business too. | went to neet soneone,
because | had prom sed her | would do that."

Prospero, briefly dismyed by her "someone," was reassured by "soneone's" sex.
It woul d be educational for Freia to spend nore tinme with the wonen here. "So

thou hast made a friend of one of ny people? That is well," he said. $
"She is nothing like them | don't like them™" she said. i] "They have
done thee no offense." O|f "They cut down the best trees," said Freia

and Prospero heard real grief in her voice. "You let them"

"l commanded them "
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There was a |l ong, cold nonent.

"I found this animal," Freia said, "and | brought her back."

Prospero said levelly, "Do not allow thy gryphon to prey upon the fol k here.
command t hee so."

"OfF course not. I'mgoing to give her a pig,’
"Nay, no pigs, nor cattleu"

"Why not? They're not people.”

"They're for breeding and working and eating in winter," he said. "Let the
gryphon hunt her wld neat."

"She is hurt, and | prom sed her a pig," Freia said. "I promsed."

"The pigs are not thine to give," Prospero said, folding his arns, "that thou
knowest, for | have told thee. Now |l eave this gane and coneu”

Freia said firmy.

"Not without my gryphon. She's mne, | found her, and | said she would have a
pig here. There are many pigs. | counted forty-four. She can have a male pig
and you still will have pigs to breed."

"The pigs belong to the folk here, not to thee," Prospero said, his patience
f adi ng.

"Then | will ask them" Freia said, and she stood, wal ked al ong the trunk of

the tree, and junped down. "Chup-chup-chup!" she called, clapping her hands,
and the gryphon's head withdrew into the green shade. A di sturbance, and the
ani mal pushed through the bushes, snapping at themw th that terrible beak

It ushe, Prospero corrected hinmselfu | ooked briefly at Prospero with an
unnervingly intelligent gold eye. As she enmerged fromthe trees, w ngs
protectively tucked tightly agai nst her back, Prospero realized he had
underestimated her size. He had never seen such a |arge one.

Freia had a plaited | eather halter around the gryphon's beak, head, and neck
She tugged on the | ead-rope and the gryphon, favoring her off hind |eg
heavil y, hopped after her, toward the little group of people on the other side
of the clearing. Her wings, Prospero saw, were restrained by a fibrous-Iooking
rope, made by Freia, and one wi ng was splinted.

"Frei au" Prospero began

Freia threw hima quick, brilliant glance and | ooked back to the people.

They were backing away, murnuring. One stood his ground, and Freia went to him



and stopped an arm s-length away. The gryphon halted and settled into an
unconf ortabl e hal f-crouch

Scudanor and Freia exam ned one another. Freia's bow and her little |eather
knapsack of gear, her short leather tunic and the knee-high | eggi ngs she wore,
made her appear a wild woman of an explorer's dream before bl ack-bearded
Scudamor, who wore a sinple nuddy-white sl eevel ess snock, belted up above his
sandal | ed | egs for ease in working.

"Wl cone, Lady," said Scudanor.

"This is a gryphon," Freia said, "She's Trixie."

Scudanor | ooked at the gryphon

"I prom sed her a pig, and Prospero says the pigs are yours," Freia said.

Scudamor | ooked at the gryphon still. She had pulled her head in, sitting
hunched.
Freia | ooked at Scudanmor, and then Prospero heard her say a very small, soft

word that gave himall hope for the future
"Pl ease," Freia said.

Scudamor said, "The gryphon favors her |eg.
"Yes."

"She cannot hunt," Scudanor sai d.

"I hunt for her."

"Let us go to the pigs," Scudanor said.

" Tis not needful 0" Prospero began, and Freia drew in her breath, and Scudanor
said mldly, "To give the Lady's gryphon a pig is a good thing." He nodded, as
if to hinself, and turned and wal ked away. Freia tugged the gryphon's tead
gently and the gryphon rose and linped with them

"Be damed," muttered Prospero, confounded. Well, let themgive the beast a
pi g, and when her |eg healed they'd have no pigs at all in eight days.

But the gryphon ate her one pig, and then no nore, for
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Freia hunted for her; she hopped after Freia devotedly, and Prospero realized
when the gryphon's feathers and fur began to shed and grow again that this was
a youngling, comng only now into bright mature plumage. He did not know how
young she m ght be, but she was growing | arger as she fledged. Trixie had
apparently decided Freia was her foster-nother, and Freia, who had never shown
inclination toward pets, poulticed and bandaged and combed and fed her

assi duousl y.

"Belike," Prospero suggested, as Trixie pulled strips of nmeat froma wood-el k
Freia had shot and rafted home to the island for her, "belike thy gryphon were
better encouraged to hunt for herself." He feared the day the animal's health

ret ur ned.

"She cannot fly," Freia said. "Her feathers are half-out. | told her she
mustn't eat anybody here, or the pigs or the new ones."

" Sheep. "

"They don't |l ook very nice to eat. They're all hairy."

"That's wool, wench, and thou hast seen it 'fore this, in thy garnents." And
he told her about wool, Freia thought that cutting the hair off the sheep was
a strange occupation, and suggested that waiting for themto shed would be
easier, but Prospero forbore to expand upon the m nutiae of husbandry.

"Anyway Trixie won't eat themy | said she nustn't,"” Freia said when Prospero
had risen to | eave her. "Papau"
He wait ed,

"I asked the men who were naking the ship, the big one, if | could not have
sone of the iron ropesu”

"Chain, Puss. It is chain, or chains."

"Chains. So that is what chains ook like. | had wondered. uThey said | must
ask you."

"What woul dst thou with chai ns?" Prospero asked, guessing.

"For Trixie."

"WIt not let her fly when she's nmended?"



"Yes, | will, but ... she nust have better harness. The
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| eather is thin, and she doesn't nean to break it, but it breaks."

"Ah. Hn Well, there is little to spare. Do thou wait, and tell them | have
sai d thou mayst have any excess, but only when they have conpleted their work.
"Twill not be longu five days, or six; they labor with good will."

Frei a nodded. "Thank you, Papa."

Dewar used the hours between his nmeeting and his appointnent with the Countess
profitably. He went into the town and found a tavern where he eavesdropped and
gossi ped, learning as much as he coul d about the Countess and her affianced.

At the eighth hour he net a page as he energed fromhis roomat the castle,
and the page led himto a sunny, pleasant bower in the garden where the
Countess's maid and the Countess waited by a table laid with covered di shes on
a yellow cloth, beneath a tree which was seasonably adorned with cl ouds of
white flowers and sharp, inmpossibly bright-green new | eaves.

"Cood afternoon, Your Grace." Dewar bowed.

"Cood afternoon, Dewar. Laudine."

Rel uctantly, Laudine withdrew to a bench sone di stance away and sat down to a
pi ece of needl ework, and the page was al so dismissed to skip off back to the
castle.

"Pl ease be seated.”

"Thank you, mnadane."

"I seemto recall asking you to call me Lunete,'’
her .

"I would not seek to presune on the informality of fellowtravellers," he
said, "but to willfully disoblige you would be far nore presunptuous. Lunete,
then. ™

"Thank you. Wuld you care for sal ad?"

"Allow ne. It is kind of you to grant me this interview today. There are a
great number of things clanoring for your attention after your absence.”

"I amcurious," said Lunete. She was curious, and his tal k was delightful
Wth his courtesy and address, he made her feel as if she were the Enpress

G encora hersel f.

she said when he was besi de
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"And so am|," said Dewar. "You see, | amnot particularly informed on ioca
i ssues. | wondered why you and the King of Ascolet were pursued by Ocher of
Sarsemar." He had acquired some inkling of the business in the tavern, but

wi shed to hear the tale fromthe | ady herself. The town had begun to seethe
wi th preparations for sone kind of battle; Dewar had glinpsed Oto | eading a
col um of pikenen.

"Ch," said Lunete. "Ah." She sipped some wine. "Well, it is conplicated. In
effect, Otaviano ki dnapped ne."

Dewar raised his eyebrows, watching her over the rimof his heavy

ol d- f ashi oned gobl et .

"In effect," she enphasized. "Baron Ccher was appoi nted my guardi an by Enperor
Avril on the death of nmy parents when | was a child; he was no particul ar
friend of my father, but when he petitioned for the position, the Enmperor
granted it to him The terns of my parents' will and the customin this area
have kept him from assum ng real power over Lys; | have |lived here sonetines,
i n Chanmpl or sonetines, and in Sarsemar sonetines, but in Sarsemar nore than
anywhere. Wen | was sixteen Ocher petitioned the Crown for perm ssion to wed
me. He was denied. | amtold this was probably through the interest of Enpress
@ encora. My mother Sithe of Lys was a lady-in-waiting of Queen Anenone, and
she knew Princess @ encora in Landuc. The Baron lately has made every effort
touto woo ne, although | find himentirely disagreeable. | refused and nade
nmysel f as unpl easant and unmanageable as | could, while keeping close ties in
Lys. Ottaviano was a captain in Ccher's service who maneuvered hinself into
the position of escorting ne as often as possiblel" She smled, her cheeks
flushing red for a nmonent.



"I see," Dewar said, also smiling. Parents, guardians, friends, |overuforces
that acted on other people, but not on sorcerers. It was an engagi ng change
from his usual work. He envisioned Lunete's story as spheres circling spheres,
colliding at tinmes.

"l did not know he was Prince Sebastiano's son at first."

Anot her sphere, its orbit tangent. "I daresay he's kept

that very quiet. If the Enperor had known of such a poten-
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tial troubl emaker, he'd have had his throat cut/'

"Ch," Lunete said, and she paused before continuing her tale. "My twenty-fifth
birthday is four weeks away. Sarsemar, for reasons of his own which | cannot
fathom recently decided to use force to nake nme consent to the marriage after
all. If | marry as a mnor, you seel"

"Your assets pass to your husband. Lys." Dewar nodded. Territory was sonething
of inportance to everyone, even here in Pheyarcet where there was only one

ruler over the Well. If Lunete was Lys, then she must act for Lys first,

al ways.

"And if | marry as an adult Lys remains mine. Yes. | couldn't let that happen
to Lys. | amthe last of Lys blood; only the stones have been here |onger. M

great - grandf at her was made a kni ght by King Panurgus in the War when he
conquered Proteus and seized the sacred Well from Noroison. Lys is part of ne;
| belong here. It would be a betrayal of the very soil to let Ccher or another
rule here while | yet live." Lunete straightened slightly. Her voice rang with
pride.

Dewar smiled. "So you ensured this did not happen.™

Lunete nodded tautly. "Ottaviano rescued ne and we fled Sarsemar. That was
when we net you. We contracted our betrothal before we left. Ccher knows about
that, because Otto nmade the captain of the guard in the place where | was held
sign the agreenent as a witness. Now all we have to do is hold Ocher back
until we are wed."

"A pretty tale, madane. | presune you have selected for the weddi ng the nost
auspi ci ous day you could as closely as possible follow ng your twenty-fifth
birthday," Dewar said. The systemwould stabilize, he thought, around this new
twin planet, Lunete and Ottaviano, and all would go on, with them and around
them confortable and foreordai ned.

She rel axed, smiling back at his snile and hunorous tone. "But of course."
"How delightful. So Ccher, if he comes to war, shall be attenpting to seize

your person, or, failing that, to kill Otaviano."
"Or to keep us apart on that day. Anyone coul d guess
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whi ch day we chose; it was the best one in the calendar for a nonth, OQto
said. | wished to petition the Crowm to renove Sarsemar from his position as
nmy guardian for the balance of ny mnority, but Gtto thinks that such a
petition would be refused. It mght even end with Sarsemar being given nme by

t he Enmperor, and then Lys would no |l onger be mine but his, ny famly's bl ood
erased by his. Besides, by the time a nmessenger rode to the Enperor in Landuc
and returned, | would be of ageuso we nmay as well do as we will. | knowit is
right."

Dewar began to ask why, and stopped. "And Lys's arny remmins yours," he said
softly. Even in Noroison, the nen of Lys were famed for their fighting skil
and spirit. He had forgotten an elenment in his nental nodel: Ascolet,

O -taviano's Ascoiet, Otaviano's territory. As Lunete sought to preserve Lys,
so must Oto burn to hold Ascol et ubut Ascol et had been taken from himby the
Crown. Dewar's pang of recognition and synpathy surprised him It was an old
story in Phesaotois, and an old story here in Pheyarcet too; in the end,
everything canme down to | and, and the Source.

"Yes. If Sarsemar prom sed additional nmen to the Enperor, the Enperor would be
sure to give me to him"



"While Gtto will use them agai nst Landuc."

"W haven't agreed on that yet. It depends on what Sarsemar does. | will not

| eave Lys vul nerable.”

"Wse of you." Lunete's explanation bridged wi de gaps in the gossip Dewar had
collected this norning. The Enperor would be very annoyed to find the armes
of Lys suddenly turned agai nst himon behal f of Ascoletuif that was what
Lunete intended. If Otaviano refused them he was a fool, and Gtto did not

seem a fool. "The Enpress, you think," he said after a nonent, "takes an
interest in you."
"I have never met her; | have never been to Court. But Mther knew her. People

here said, when Baron Ocher was refused ne when | was sixteen, that the
Enmpress nust have done it."
"The Baron m ght have had tacit Inperial approval for his recent plan to marry

you agai nst your will, then," Dewar
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remar ked, and poured nore wine for both of them "If the Enperor desires Lys

under Sarsemar but did not wish to arrange it openly, he mght have let Ccher
know t hat this woul d be overl ooked. "

"Ye-es," agreed Lunete slowy. "I suppose he night."

"You can count on it not being as sinple as it |ooks, when monarchy is

i nvol ved, " Dewar sai d.

"May | ask, Dewar, why you take an interest in Lys suddenly yourself," Lunete
said. "There is a saying about sorcerers and sinplicity."

"I"ve heard it," said Dewar, "l amcurious."

"Curious?" she said, when he did not el aborate.

"Yes. Or perhaps | should say, | was curious. Now | aminterested."

"I nterested?"

"I find Otaviano' s case against the Crown conpelling," said Dewar. "I would

like to see himsucceed init."

"You woul d?"

"Yes," he said. "I have every sympathy for his undertaking. | understand that
people in areas like this wuld regard a sorcerer's attention as nore a threat
than a possible benefit, but mne is benevolent."

"Benevol ent," repeated Lunete.

Dewar nodded, hol ding her eyes with his. She had w de, bright brown eyes with
straight, barely-curved brows over them they dropped fromhis suddenly and a
wash of color went over her cheeks.

"However," Dewar went on, "it is very difficult to denmonstrate nere goodwi I |."
"You hel ped us yesterday," Lunete said, aligning her silverware precisely.
"For no reason." She glanced at himfrom under her |ashes.

"That made Ottaviano | ess than happy,"” Dewar said, "and nore than suspicious."
"He is worried," Lunete said softly.

"You are too."

"Yes, of course."

"I'f an occasion arises," he said, "in which I might be of assistance to either
of you, it would give nme great pleasure
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to grant any aid in nmy power. And |l est you concern yourself over with what fee
| mght burden you in return, hear this: | do not sell ny sorcery."

Lunete | ooked up at him still high-colored, and said, "You are not anything

like a sorcerer, or not |like the ones | have heard of."

"OfF what sorcerers have you heard?" Dewar asked. The general ignorance of the
Art in Landuc was appal |l ing.

"Ch, Prince Prospero, let's see, Esclados the Red, Lady Oriana of the d ass
Castl e, the Spider King, Neyphile, Foul Acrasiaul"

"I see. An unsavory collection." Dewar sipped his wine. "The scorn heaped on
the Art here is deserved, if those are its nost noteworthy practitioners.”
They were of undistingui shed repute in Noroison. Lady Oriana was the only one
wort hy of serious thought, and she had been but a mi nor sorceress before



supporting Panurgus and | eavi ng Phesao-toi suand had not, after all the
travails of exile, beconme his consort. "I amof a nore retiring and scholarly
bent than any of them having deliberately cultivated a certain . . . distance
bet ween nyself and ny peers.™

"I"'mafraid it's not very usual to even nmeet a sorcerer."

Dewar smiled crookedly. "If one were wise, one would not wish for such a
meeting. It is usually dangerous, or at |east unhealthful."

"But | amglad to have had the opportunity.” Lunete smiled at him again. "How
did you happen to be travelling that way?"

Dewar selected a pale gold-white pear fromthe tray of fruitulast fall's, but
still gooduand peeled it carefully as he spoke. "I am | ooking for sonething of
interest to me." H s head was tipped back and he addressed the fruit through
hal f - cl osed eyes.

Lunete wat ched him peeling the pear with undue attention. "A known thing? O
just something to anuse you?"

"I know its characteristics; | do not know precisely where it is to be found."
"Ch," Lunete said. "Is it rude to ask such a question?"

Dewar's left brow quirked. "It is not sorcerous etiquette
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to ask such a question other than to annoy the questioned party. However, you
asked without intention of offense, and so | answered. Be warned |I'Il say no

nore of it."

"l beg your pardonu”

"Granted already.” And he smiled at her, that broad, brilliant snile which

t hrough some curious trick of perception Lunete felt at the base of her spine.
Lunete smled and blushed a little again. "So you will be |eaving soon."

"I have no fixed itinerary," Dewar said. "If you are unconfortable with ny
presence in your house or your denmesne, | shall not inpose a noment |onger on
your ki ndnessu"

"I didn't nmean that at all," Lunete interrupted him I|eaning forward. "No, no.
You are wel come as long as you care to stay, and | say so sincerely."

"I still don't know," replied Dewar, smiling nmerrily, with such a nischievous,
teasing | ook that Lunete |aughed outright.

10

ARI EL HAD GATHERED A COLLECTION OF fallen | eaves, bright-

colored and dark, all different, and whirled themup and down in a col um,
rattling themon the ground as they struck, then spiralling themup again in a
circle. There were wild wi nds and gusts about, too, swooping up drifting

| eaves and grasses and bl owi ng them agai nst the stone and wooden walls of the
buil dings clustered at the bank of the river opposite Prospero's island. Ariel
had cl eared the weather for Prospero |ast night, and the norning was a hard,
cold bright one, the mud stiffened with frost, the grasses and stubble

bl eached into winter. The hard ground was good for nmen to wal k on, Prospero
had said. The cold air kept them nmoving briskly. Wen Prospero comranded,
later, Ariel would nmove thembriskly in their ships. The men who nust travel
that day were arranged in neat
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square patterns over the tide-bared beaches a fewmles fromAriel's
sporting-place, at the mouth of the river. Carrying their weapons and packs,
they had marched there in rows and columms in the infant hours of the day and
had begun enbarking there, row by row, orderly and in good tine, clinbing into
boats, shoving them off the beach, and rowing out to their noored ships

t hrough the cal msea, a forest of masts bobbing of fshore now with faces turned
shoreward bel ow the rigging. Another crowd stood apart fromthe array of nen,
a conpact mass of wonen, a few nen, and children. They were quiet; there were
no cheers, nor marching nusic, nor banners nor parting shouts, a silence which
bot hered Prospero. An arny should set forth in good heart, he thought, should
bear with it the confidence of its hone, and these gl oony faces were no neet



farewel |

Prospero stood apart from both these groups, watching the enbarkation with one
eye, the other on his daughter and his Seneschal before him

"I amloth to | eave thee, Scudanor," said Prospero, "yet must |, and think not
that "tis for any lack in thee; rather for thy strengths that will guide the
folk here in the work I rnust |eave, unfinished, in thy charge." Prospero had

| eft behind a handful of adult nen. The ol dest of the boy-children, grown now
and sprouting beard-fuzz, were in the army; the others stayed, with the wonen
and girls, to carry forward (slowy, Prospero knew) the project of the city
wal | s under Scudanor's direction

"Master, | shall not fail you."

"Do not. | know thy ability; let not thy will fall short of it." He | ooked

pi ercingly at Scudanmor, who was square-bodi ed and dark-bearded, dignified in

| oose belted robes of blue-grey wool and an undyed grey wool |l en cl oak
Satisfied, Prospero glanced over the handful of others who hovered sone few
paces away and fixed on Freia.

Her oppressed | ook and silence angered hinm she had infected many of the
worren, and sone of the nmen, with her worries about his enterprise before he
conmanded her hol d her tongue, but the damage had been done and doubt sown
anong them where only confidence had fl ourished before.
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Now she stood like a road-pillar, wapped in a stained old cloak and a fraying
shaw .

"Freia."

She tore her gaze fromthe boats and ships and said, nearly whispering, "Don't
go, Papa."

He nade a sign to her, to follow himapart fromthe others, and they wal ked
over the |l oose sand to a serpentine, silvery trunk of driftwood. "Thou knowest
better than to oppose nmy will, daughter,"” he told her, |ooking down into her
eyes.

Freia stared up at himan instant only, then turned her face down, away. She
nodded.

"Do not abandon these folk, whom!| leave in thy care. Ill to themshall be il
for thee."

"l don't want
"What now?" he demanded sharply.

"Papa, please don't go. | cannot inmagine you not here. It's so far away. What
i f you cannot cone back?" Freia | ooked up at himagain, so pleading, so sad,

t hat Prospero was softened: he knew her devotion to himwas bone-deep

bl ood-strong, despite her youthful rebellions and tenpers. This time, he left
her behind, for an indefinite tine, and she was frightened.

"How now, Puss. | nust go, and | shall go." Prospero squeezed her shoul der
"Hast thou not coursed unmarked, unseen wildernesses, faced beasts never net
by man before, brought thy gryphon to heel o' thy will and heart alone? This
time rmust thou be brave enough to stand thy ground: to stay here. Thou'rt
strong in body, strong in mnd, too strong to trenble at ny leaving thee for a

time. | have gone away before, and returned: and so shall it happen again."
"When? How | ong?"

"I do not know," he said, "but if ny plans fall out as | intend, ere two

wi nters come again to Argylle. But do not reckon overmuch on that, Freia: for
the Well is disturbed and all runs warped and unruly fromit, so that tinme is
crooked. When |'ve clained the Ob for mne, there'll be urgent tasks to
conplete and vows to fulfill."

"WIl you not let nme go with you? Please, Papa. | wll
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bring Trixie. I will help you if you want ne to. She's very fierce; she can
fight for you. And I can help, can't 1?"

"No," he said. "No. | command thee, Freia, to stay here. Do not seek to foll ow

me, do not try to send thy gryphon after ne.



"I found her for you, Papa . Freia's voice failed her. Her disappointnent
and frustration brought tears to her eyes. "I kept her especially for your
war!"

"I thank thee. It was nost generously done. But a dozen gryphons, fierce

t hough they seemto thee, will not make Landuc quail. 'Twill take nore
famliar threats. | have ny plans already, and no call for gryphons." He
vei l ed his amusenent; truly, it touched his heart that she had gone to such

| abors for him "And while | am gone, do thou attend to the folk here, be
good, be a Lady as | have taught thee. Prom se ne."

Too dispirited to argue, Freia said, "I will, Papa. UAre you going to bring
her here, Lady M randa?"

"Mayhap. 'Tis early for such plans. Til not tenpt Fortune by such

specul ation." Prospero turned away, watched a group of soldiers clanbering
into a rowboat and pushing off.

"Papa." Freia put her hand on his arm

He | ooked at her; her face had changed fromuncertain child to watchful woman,
as sonetimes happened of |late. She was maturing at |ast, pushed out of |ong
chi l dhood by the pressure of the times, Prospero thought. Wen he returned, he
nmust see about settling her. There were nen enough willing here, but he
harbored better plans for her. "Puss."

"My friend Jedieu | told her about Mranda, and she wondered, we wondered, if
you brought her here, would she not miss her famly?"

Prospero had never yet nmet Freia's friend Cedie, who was one of the folk who
had wandered into the forest in the first few days after the transfornmation
Freia nentioned her nane only occasionally. "There's but her father left her
Freia, if he lives yet."

"Then if you brought her famly, her father then, also,
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you woul d not need to go away to Landuc again, would you?" Freia' s head was
cocked to one side, her eyes mssing no nuance of his expression

Startled, Prospero stared at her, at once annoyed and charned. "Thou'rt
transparent yet in thy persuasions, little diplomat," he said, with a rush of
tenderness. He bent and folded her in his arns, then lifted her, a strong
tight enmbrace: she was dear to him he knewit in his heart. "And | shall not
prom se thee anything of the sort, but I will not wed w thout thee know ng
oft, I do pronise that."

Freia sighed when he put her down, resigned. She had not expected any argument
to turn aside Prospero's plans, but she had wanted to try, hoping (she knew)
vainly for a mracle.

Prospero watched his nen enbark. Freia stood beside him her hands tucked

t hrough his arm hugging it. Wen the time came for himto go, clinbing into
the | ast boat, she kissed himon both cheeks and was ki ssed, w thout tears; as
brave, Freia thought, as Lady Mranda coul d ever have been

The Enperor of Landuc waited to receive a guest with whom he had had, in al
the tine of his reign, no previous dealings, and with whom he woul d have
preferred to have none. He sat in the Small Formal Recepti on Room attended by
only his six highest mnisters, Count Pallgrave, and also Cremrin, and waited
for the herald to conme in and announce her. A w nter-toothed autumm wi nd
rattled the tall w ndows; the Emperor, disliking the clatter, turned to his
secretary and told himto see that the windows did not rattle in the future.
Crenmin bowed and nmade a note.

Her arrival was precipitous and unexpected, but this was characteristic. She
cane, the nessenger had said, in a chariot drawn by bl ack goatlike animals
with long horns; the nmessenger had preceded her to the Pal ace by ninutes, and
t he Enperor had instantly broken off his audience with the new Anbassadors to
be sent to two tributary nations in Pheyarcet, away on the Road. He had rushed
into a nore formal robe and rushed to the formal roomwi th his Lords
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of this and that, Count Pallgrave, the rival Barons Broul and Cashallar, and
his brother Prince Ful gens, who had been in the conference with him

There were very few people for whomthe Enperor would rush to do anyt hi ng.
"Lady Oriana," the herald said, bow ng deeply, knee bent.

Lady Oriana, tall, cloaked fromhead to foot in ice-blue satin and white fur
entered slowy and stood, exam ning the Enmperor with eyes the col or of her

cl oak.

"Greetings, Your Mpjesty," she said.

"Wl come, Lady Oriana," he Ilied.

Her mouth noved very slightly: perhaps a snile, a Sphinx's snile. Conscious of
the effect she created, she noved forward a few steps. "Your Pal ace has grown
since your accession," she cormmented. She had not received an invitation to
the attendant festivities, a conspicuous discourtesy after her close and
extensive dealings with the late King.

The Enperor inclined his head, accepting it as a conplinment. "As has our

Empire," he said.
"And in much the sanme way. Yes, Landuc is |arger now t han when Your Majesty
took the Ob of Pheyarcet and the Scepter of the Well; it is larger than in

Panurgus's day; but it is not so large as it was a few days since." Her snile
wi dened very slightly.

"What does this mean, Lady Oriana?" the Enmperor asked, showi ng no concern

She | ooked fromhimto his courtiers and her eyebrows noved a hair's-w dth
upward. The Enperor narrowed his eyes.

"Your journey," he said, "has doubtless been arduous; some refreshnent perhaps
woul d be wel cone. Let us retire to a nore congeni al place for such a collation
as mght please your |adyship."

Oiana's snile wi dened as she bowed her head fractionally in agreenent.
Cremmin, at the rear of the assenbled peers, scurried through the back door to
carry out the Enperor's inplied order. The Enperor rose and |eft the throne,
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bowed to the sorceress, and offered her his arm She was half a head taller
than he, and | ooked down at himw th that sane wei ghing, calculating
expression before setting her hand very lightly on his arm and acconpanyi ng

hi m t hr ough the side door

They went to the Gold Sal on, three doors down the white-and-gold corridor. The
Enperor dism ssed the peers with a glance; Pallgrave began to foll ow and was
gi ven a pointed glance of his own, so that the Count stopped abruptly in the
doorway and backed out, graceless, to close it. Wthin, the Enperor seated the
sorceress on a sofa upholstered with gol d-fl ecked red vel vet and took a gil ded
chair at right angles to her

"It is never wise to ask a sorcerer what is neant," Oiana said, stil
scrutinizing him "unless one ts prepared to know t he answer."

"Your comment begs for clarification, madane."

"My coment," she said, "would, to sone, require none."

"To say to an Enperor, that his Enpire is not so large as it was a few days
past, is to either insult himor tease him" the Enperor said, |eaning back
"Clearly you have sone information about the real mfor which you think we
woul d trade with you."

"Your Majesty has, of course, let it be known that you will not deal with
sorcerers. If you verily have no interest in nmy information, which | flatter
nmyself is of the variety in which nonarchs generally take great interest, then
there is no need for clarification."

The door opened and three liveried servants entered and set out, with
efficient haste, trays of canapes, cold neats, and fruits, three chilled
bottl es of various light wines and one of a heavy sweet red. During their

hal f-m nute intrusion, neither the Enperor nor the sorceress spoke.

The Enperor suggested one of the wi nes and, on Lady Oriana's slight nod,
poured gl asses for them both. He was on the horns of a dilemrma: he did not
like sorcerers, did not want to do business of any kind with them but



Oiana's abilities to divine and see and foretell were | egendarily accu-
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rate, and Panurgus had used her. |If she knew sonet hing about his

Enpi reusonet hing about it shrinking or being smalleruit was of acute

i mportance that he know what it was, the sooner the better. The Well m ght do
anything, in its present sullen state.

Yet, he thought, anything to do with his Enpire would certainly cone to his
attention. What val ue could he place on having the informati on sooner? She had
struck hard and peculiar bargains with the late King Panurgus, and the Enperor
preferred to remain out of the webs of sorcery, unencunbered by vows, outside
interests, and hidden cl auses.

"Madame, " he said, "one must distinguish between curiosity and interest. W
are curious about your remark. W have, however, no interest in and no

i ntention of transacting any bargain for further information related to it or
any matter."

Lady Oriana lifted her bright coppery brows slightly. "Very well,"'
and si pped her w ne.

The sorceress departed an hour after arriving. She drove her black beasts from
the Pal ace to the Gate of Wnds and passed unchal | enged through that portal of
the City of Lan-duc. Veiled and hooded, she snmiled to herself as she went
along a Ley and made her way to the Road at a Bl ood-Gate. She had had her

i nformation for two days, but had del ayed her journey until she knew she woul d
be able to enter and | eave Landuc quickly. Today was a favorable one for
travel ; many of the Gates regulating the Road were passable, and so she nmade
good tine, spinning along in her chariot. She gave no notice to the faint
outlines of superinposed cities and hills, forests and oceans, vill ages and
wastes, as they slid past; her black beasts, blinkered and accustonmed to such
use, pulled the chariot and hurried their hooves along to the broad plain
where Oriana dwelt.

The Castle of dass was surrounded by a deep, glittering enpty nopat and a

hi gh, slick greenish wall ornamented by pal e hol | ow obj ects whose enpty eyes

| ooked out in every direction fromthe Castle. In the mlky-white paved
courtyard, two sere and winkled nmen took the chariot and beasts
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fromtheir mstress, bow ng obsequiously.

Lady Oriana refreshed herself on entering her residence, then went to her

hi ghest workroom where a tall mirror stood in a pivoting, swivelling silver
frame. The mirror, curiously, was not snooth; its surface was rippled

conposed of many smail, rounded | enses, and it was not silver, holding instead
fragnments of scenes, of colors, of shapes caught anmpng the nyriad | enses. The
mrror was a relic of the early days of Pheyarcet, forged before Panurgus had
utterly domnated the Well; it too | ooked out in every direction fromthe
Castl e.

She perfornmed certain necessary prelininaries and | ooked on the scene it
showed her: the Enperor Avril and the Enpress dencora in a box at a theatre
Oiana disnissed the i mage for another.

This showed her a city beside a grey, stornmy sea. Qutside the city walls, a
plain stretched, and on the plain there was encanped an arny. In the city's
har bor, ships rode at anchor, a great navy, and fromtheir nasts fluttered
banners bearing a device which was not the silver octagon on crinson usually
seen on Landuc's vessels.

The i mage burst apart into prismatic shards. Oriana started back, alarned, and
began a sweeping gesture wi th her hands.

"Ah. Lady Oriana," said the nan whose i nage coal esced to replace that of the
city and harbor. His mouth, franed by a neatly-pointed dark beard and

nmoust ache, smiled, yet there was no coloring of the smle in his voice. He
wore a plain blue-black doublet without jewelry or ornamentation, and his
beari ng and expression were those of authority.

she said,



"Your Highness," she said, collected again, and curtseyed, perhaps nockingly.
" "Ware thy step, fair Oriana," said the man. He was seated before a dark
drapery, a detailless background which gave no hint of his |ocation. "W've
rubbed al ong harnoniously in the past. Twere regrettable that | be forced to
some nmeasure we'd both find painful to dance.™

She | aughed. "Your brother is a fool, Prince Prospero.™

"That's debatabl e, dependi ng on which thou speakest
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of ," Prospero said, drawing on a pi pe whose bow was carved and painted to
resenbl e a curling-horned ram

"As long as your brother is a fool,"

Oiana replied, disregarding the other's

unconceal ed contenpt, "we two, you and |, may continue in our present
courteous relations. I will tell you a thing, Prince Prospero: | would rather
see the Orb and the Well in your hands than Avril's; Pheyarcet prospers not in

t hese days of his lane, blinkered rule.”

"That reined you not fromcalling on him" rmurrmured Prospero, fixing her with
his eyes.

"He is a fool," she said again.

"He refused to cheapen Enpire for sorcery.”

"Yes," she adnmitted.

"I could have told you 'twould be thus." Prospero smiled. "Ill-judged of him™"
He | ooked at her for a long half-mnute, saying nothing. "Last tine," he said,
exhal i ng snmoke, " 'twas Escl ados played Pandarus, tendering tidings to
Avrilutidings which he bought fromyou, for Esclados can barely see his own
face in a mrror."

Oiana's eyes narrowed. She began to speak and stopped.

"This time," Prospero went on reflectively, "you'd sell w thout his agency.
Thy fair-faced flattery offends me, O Lady who dwells in the Castle of @ ass,
and it reminds ne thou'rt treacherous as a Sal anander unbound." He put the
stem of his pipe between his teeth again.

Oiana smled tightly. "I will also remind you that | keep nmy word," she said
"That is true. Wen you are bought you are bought, an the fee be high enough
and cunningly entailed,"” He blew a ring of bluish snoke, which tinted itself
rosy slowy as it dissipated.

"I woul d be pleased to conclude sone bargain with you whi ch would serve us
bot h advant ageously,” Oiana said. "For exanple, to know how you detected ny
Sunmmoni ng of Vision toward Ithellin."

He snorted, smiling unam ably. "Doubt not that you would that, yet I'd not
purchase privacy at such a rate. | conplinment you on your subtlety and
efficiency, Lady Oriana. Your work presses at the very boundaries of our
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Art, o'ershadowi ng them However, mne presses at other boundaries. Twere
regrettable for your Art to stunt mine. | think they cannot be consonant."

The sorceress's expression was a nmask of bl andness. "You decline to deal with
ne?"

"I mslike to allow any such know edge as your spells gather
"I have never broken a contract! Do you inply that | woul d?"
Prince Prospero shook his head, holding the pipe and looking into its bow .
"Nay. I'll have noneunot even you, dear, honorable Oianauto know how | fare
and whi t her and when."

Oiana lifted her eyebrows. "Ch?"

"Naturally, I'd not say that had | no nmeans of enforcing it," he said, draw ng
on the pipe.

"Ch?" repeated the sorceress, coldly. "You chall enge ne?"

"Alas, no. |'ve struck aforehandedly. WIt find it |aborious and taxing now to
use thy Mrrors for the duration of the war, nadanme. | apol ogi ze for the

di scourtesy, but | rem nd thee that thy past intrigues | eave me scant ground
to build trust with thee." He gestured, a wave of his hand, and the Mrror



m sted and di nmed, then cleared and showed Oriana only her own haughty visage.
She commenced at once anot her Summoni ng of Vision. But the spell was only

wor dsuwhen she Summobned the Well to it, the Well flowed weakly, an

i nsufficient power to act on the words and structures. The Mrror of Vision
m sted, but the commands she had uttered slipped away and did not hi ng.

Oiana rose and left the room hurrying to another chamber at the top of the
Q ass Castle's glittering keep, and there sought to find what Prospero had
donelia barrier to the Wll's flow, she suspected, such as the | ate Panurgus
had often shaped, though she had never known how such barriers were nmade. Al
that day and the ni ght through she | abored vainly to fathomwhat spell he had
| ai d about her and found no trace of any. At last, hissing a curse on the
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Duke of Wnds through her teeth, she went down again, and vented her
frustrati on ot her ways.

Dusk had cone early, or so it seened; low, thick clouds had swept in and by

t heir shadow advanced the season to its darkest. The Inperial household' s

| anpl i ghters hurried through the Pal ace of Landuc, touching flames to w cks
and hearths agai nst the sudden night and cold. Yet the clocks had not struck
the first night-hour, and so the gates of Landuc stood open and traffic stil
pressed t hrough, some with torches and | anterns sw ngi ng and sonme nerely
benefiting fromborrowed light. Acity's lanplighters' guild is not so easily
nmoved to respond to circunstance as those bound to the Enperor, and so the
mai n t hor oughfares were dark, even those leading to the Pal ace, and everywhere
call ed voices uncertainly for msplaced associates and streets. "Loto? Your

pardon, sir; he has an orange coat as well. Loto! Come up here, sluggard, we
are scorching lateluFire and Flane, this may be Chandl er-street, but 'tis
snuffed for all | can see of it.uChandler's one down, nmy lord!'u M stress

Sigune, may | offer this lantern and ny arnuMy purse! My purse!"

A lightless messenger, riding up the dimand jostling road on his post-horse,
saw his goa! illuninated before himas he approached: w ndows sprung lit from
obscurity to outline the wings, the towers, the walls, and then the |anterns
were lit at the very gate he neared, a sight that heartened himto haste. The
stone archway glowed with the Well's prom se of haven and hel p. He funbled at
his neck for his pass-token.

"I've come from Ascolet,"” he told the lieutenant, as the |ieutenant took the
token fromhimand examned it. "I rmust see Hs Majesty at once. There's war."
"War? In Ascolet? Do the goats rebel ?" asked the lieutenant. "Sir Strephon
isn'"t it?" He returned the pass-token

"YesuChard Pirope! Lieutenant Pirope, | should say. How came you here? It's no
joke, Pirope; there's blood shed already and ny father's in great danger.

have nessages for the Emperor.”

"Then you'll have to see him won't you? You, you; escort
Sorcerer and a gentl eman
111

Sir Strephon to His Majesty's presence with his news of revolting goats! And
you can ask for ne at the officers' barracks tomorrow, Stuffy.”

Ten m nutes passed, and the swarthy youth's hoarse breath puffed the flame of
the [ anp on the Enperor AvriPs desk to and fro despite the chimey. H's face
was chapped with cold and w nd.

"You have further news?" asked the Enperor curtly. He handed the letter over
his shoul der to Count Pallgrave, scowing at the young man. "Were is our
Governor, your father? He does not say."

"He feared |'d be taken, Your Majesty. Didn't wite it. He is in G el durne now
if all has gone well."

"The fortress."

"Yes, Your Mjesty."

"Wth how many nmen?"

"He had about one hundred twenty when | left, Your Majesty. They were going to
splituleave forty to hold the manor and distract the attackers while the rest
went with himto G eldurne. He counted on gathering allies, reinforcenents, on



t he way; but, Your Majesty, in Verdolet | saw nen nustering to go, they said,
to the King, and they quizzed ne roughly about ny destination. My lord father
may have met opposition on his way to Celdurne if the countryside rose so
qui ckly, and my nother was with himand sistersu"

"And eighty nen of his household and in the Crown's service," said the
Enperor. "Pallgrave, his token."

"Sire." Pallgrave handed the token back to the young man, a ring on a stained
bl ue ribbon. It was one the Enperor had given the Governor-General of Ascolet,
Earl Maheris, on appointing Maheris to the office.

"Count Pallgrave," the Enperor said, "Sir Strephon is our guest; let himbe
acconmmmodated. Sir Strephon, we see you have travelled |long and hard. You shal
attend us again later."

"Yes, Your Majesty," Sir Strephon said, and bowed, and left the roomwth a
footman to whom Pal | grave nuttered sonet hi ng.
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The Enperor scow ed at Sir Strephon's back, recalling Oriana's remark.

The Enperor's next nessenger arrived an hour later, in true darkness and just
before the night struck, after His Majesty had spoken with Prince Herne and
ordered himto begin preparations to take part of the standing arny to

Ascol et. This nessenger was in worse condition than Sir Strephon, an ol der man
with tattered clothing and battered gear. He rode his weary horse to the

Pal ace gates and denanded entry of the guards there, who denied it to him
"I"ve inportant tidings for the Enperor!" cried the nmessenger

"We had one of those already today," said the lieutenant on duty. "You rode a
l[ittle too slowmy." The guards permitted thensel ves small sniles.

"I've come fromthe West! It's about the war," the man shouted, furious.

"The war's in the East," Lieutenant Pirope said.

"Idiot!" retorted the nmessenger, who was tired and overexcited, having | ost
three days on the wong roads. He had circled the city w thout approaching it,
m sreadi ng the signposts and ki ngstones, passing the sanme places again and
again until he thought hinself cursed. "My nessage is for the Enperor about
the war!"

"You're drunk," said the lieutenant. "Get out of here before we arrest you."

"Holy Sun!" cried the messenger. "You'll be sorry if you keep nme a mnute
| onger when the Enperor hears of it! Ithellinis fallen!"
"Ithellin?" said one of the guards. "I'mfromlthellin! It's in the Wst,

Li eut enant Pirope u
"l know where Ithellin is!"

"Fall en how?" denmanded the guard.

"The Dark Prince of the Air u "

"Don't say it!" cried the water-boy, who had been bringing the guards' supper
when the man arrived. The superstitious anong the guards brushed their arns
and breasts in warding gestures to avert the attention of evil sorceries.

A shocked sil ence hung over the courtyard for a nonment, and then the

i eutenant said, "Disnount and conme with ne."

Count Pall grave fixed the second nessenger with a cold | ook as the man dofl ed
his coat, a waistcoat, a jacket, and another jacket beneath. He produced from
the inside of his innernpst waistcoat a fol ded parchnent docunent. The Count
took the danp, sweat-stained letter gingerly, unfolded it slowy, and handed
it to the Enperor with a bow

To Hi s Right Royal and G acious Majesty A vril the Enperor of Landuc and Rul er
of Pheyarcet Salutations fromhis Loyal and Devout Subjects the Master
Qui l dsmen of Ithellin which is chartered a Free City under the Crown. W cry
to Your Majesty for Assistance as is promised in our Charter in our Affliction
of War which hath cone upon us of a Sudden in the H'! Mnth of this Year the
XXI'I'l of Your Majesty's Long Reign. For on the Night of the Dark Moon in this
Mont h we found our City surrounded by a Force which overpowered our Defense



whi ch coul d be but neagre being unready for Attack and havi ng no Warni ng
previous of Same and within the Day follow ng were presented with a Choice of
Deat h or Surrender by the A ttacker whose Force battered the Gates of the City
and was prepared to breach the Fortifications which have been a Protection to
our City since its Foundi ng, Upon which Presentation the Guild Counci
conferred and Elenents within the Council who spoke Treachery and Treason

agai nst Your Radi ant Majesty prevail ed upon Reason to prostitute herself for
themin persuadi ng others of weak Conviction and flawed Moral s that
Capitulation to the Attacker who styleth hinself Prospero rightfully King of
Landucu

"Scorch his soul!" snarled the Emperor, with an inner wench, and read on
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uand in consensus unwillingly did we endorse this Treason agai nst Your Majesty

with the private Conviction that a live Ally serveth better than a dead

Parti san. Thus do we present ourselves to Your Majesty as ready to carry out
any Order which you m ght send by Courier or by Pudl ock who beareth this
Message to Your Majesty and hath sworn Blood-Oath to see its Delivery. The
Nurmber of the Arny which lieth now wi thout our Walls is Ten Thousand or
greater and a Boy of sharp Eyes hath espied others unnunbered in the Wod
which lieth beyond the Commons and the Number of the Vessels which to our
Knowl edge bore the Force hither is about Fifty but cannot be counted exact on
account of Myvenents. W have heard Runor of other Assaults and Victories at
Me-thalin and the Seat of the Governor of the Province but Nothing hath comne
reliablyu

The Enperor snorted and paused at the proverb evoked there (Indeed, the only
thing nore reliable than Nothing is Trouble) and finished.

ufromeither of those Places and so we take the Tidings with Salt. W do send
this Petition to Your Majesty to invoke our reciprocal Duty of Assistance from
the Ctown in time of War as stated in the Charter of our Gty in the V
Paragraph Il Sentence and send al so Assurance of the Support of those loyal to
Your Radi ant Majesty the Rightful Enperor of Landuc in the Name of the sacred
Wll. Signed this VI day of Bluth

There foll owed a hal f-dozen nanes and seals. He handed it to Pallgrave.
"Verify the seals," he said.

Pal | grave murmured "It shall be done, Sire," and bowed.

The Enperor |ooked at Pudl ock, the messenger. "You rode here directly, rather
than to the Governor?"

"W had word, Your Mpjesty, Sire, that the Governor was dead, Sire, and it
seemed a bad chance to take. | rode
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to Prendile, Sire, and took ship fromthere to Roysile."

The man had been uncomonly swift. Thirty-five days in w nteruhe nmust have had
favorabl e wi nds behind himall the way along the river, his bad news borne on
the cold blast fromthe Wst that had been frosting Landuc unseasonably. He
coul d have gone overland to Chenay (the city where the Governor of the

sout hern province of the sanme nanme dwelt), but to do so woul d have taken
nearly as |long as the ship voyage.

Prospero, at last. The Enperor had al ways known his ol der brother would return
to recommence his battle for the throne. If Gaston did not defeat himthis
time, a fatal defeat, he would cone again, and again, and again. This tine
there had better be no m stakes, or the Enperor m ght get hima new Mrshal
The Enperor's jaw tightened. "You may go," he said to Pudl ock, and "Crenmin!"
as the man left, escorted by the |lieutenant.

"Sire," said Crenmin, fromhis table near the door

"G ve the nessenger fromlthellin sixteen crowns and suggest he join the
arnmy."

"Yes, Sire."

"W are not to be interrupted save by Prince Herne."

"Yes, Sire."



The Enperor Avril rose and went through a tall door into his private office,
where he seated hinself at the witing-table before the convex glass and
performed the Lesser Summoni ng of Vision and Sound for Prince Gaston

11

IN A LONG ROOM HUNG W TH maps and weapons, with three narrowslitted
deep-silled wi ndows at one end and none el sewhere, two Princes planned war for
an Emperor.

Prince Gaston, the Inperial Marshal, and his brother Prince Herne stood at an
oct agonal table of old dark wood. On it, covering the eccentric webwork of
antique curlicues, scratches, and gouges which nade it an unsuitable witing
surface, a large map lay unrolled and weighted. They were placing counters
deliberately, allocating forces, nmoving them exchanging them considering
possibilities of weakness and strength. Over their heads above the table hung
four yellowflamed oil lanps in thorny black baskets, four flames per |anp;
the flames cast a clear nmellow light over the map and put sparks in Prince
Gaston's hair and shadows in Prince Herne's tendrilled curls. Beyond the
lanplit table, the walls and fl oor were dark and the wi ndows hol | ow.

"If he has taken Ithellin, then he will next proceed up the Ithel River,"
suggest ed Her ne.

"Too predictable," Gaston said. "Certes he'll nove nmen there, but 'twill not
be hard to donminate the region. He'll not waste any bulk of his force on't.

Nay. The question forenpst in ny thought is, whether he be indeed in the West
in Zeachathuor in Ascolet." And his finger tapped the Pariphal Muntains and
drew a swift curving line along their length and northward, straight to the
City of Landuc. "Think thou |like Prospero, not |ike Herne, and recall his
strategies afore this. H's wirks are subtle, indirect, yet apt to his need. He
bl ows hot and cold, here and there; ceasel ess novenent veils his centra
purposes. He's nmutable, and in his nutability dwell both his strength and
weakness. For | do believe that betimes his own deeds surprise him"

"We need fresher tidings," Herne said. He folded his arns and studied at the
table. "Hm Gaston, there was sonme runoruvery recentuabout Lys."

"Lys?"

Herne grunted an affirmative. "You recall Red Bors of Lysuhe died in that
battl e against Golias, with Sebastian. Lys's arny turned that one for us. |
can't think what | heard, but it was about Lys."

"Lys," Gaston said to hinmself. There, extending fromthe forested foothills of
the Pariphal s across the Plain of Linors, lay Lys, an inconsequential kingdom
i n bygone days, now a bucolic County.

Her ne nodded. "Lys. It's too much of a coincidence, that we have trouble
boiling up there and hear sonething or other fromthat backwater."
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"The men of Lys fight well. I'Il draw upon them ' gai nst our opponent in
Ascol et . "

H s brother frowned. "You think Prospero could be there?"

"I questioned Sir Strephon. He said that the nen he met nustering did so in
the nane of the true King." Gaston picked a hal f-dozen counters up and wei ghed
themin his hand.

"Prospero right enough. Qdd. Ascolet's never been partial to himnor any but
their sheep and goats,"

"He'll have struck sonme bargain with them Yet there be no grievances to ny
know edge. Tis but another Crown province." Gaston placed three tokens near
the City. "Hath ever Avril studied reviving that Barony?"

"No. | nentioned it to himonceul thought to reward nmy man Sir Anguran with at
| east a Baronetcy. Avril said it's as extinct as Sebastian." Herne snorted.
"Anguran has nothing still," he said

Gaston nodded and tapped a pass on the map. "He'll hold this ere | arrive, an
he be Prospero,"” he murmured.

"You'll go to Ascol et?"

"Aye. The terrain's like to ny Montgard. |I'Il bring men hither. An this be



Prospero, shall want the best force available to ne there; an it be sone

other, and Prospero in the West, then shall | put this down and join thee.
Thou' It take the nmass of our forces with thee to Zeachath,"
Her ne pounded his fist into his hand. "That mi sbegotten sorcerer. |'ll take

his head off when | see him"

"That's no man's prerogative save the Enperor's, and nethi nks even he woul d
hesitate to exercise it," Gaston said coldly.

Baring his teeth briefly in a hunorless grin, Herne paced beside the table and
wat ched his ol der brother allocate the arny.

That night at the Enperor's semcircular high table, Prince Herne said, "I
heard sonme news fromLys, but | can't recall now what it was." The Enperor set
his spoon down with a frown. Enpress
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G encora, with a serious expression, sat a little straighter and watched him
Princess Viola took on a knowi ng | ook, and Princess Evote's mouth settled in a
thin line. Prince Gaston continued with his soup wi thout reacting.

"Your menory is usually not so poor," Evote said, and lifted her spoon to her
lips.

"Well, it was minor scandal," said Viola. "Nobody took any note of it.

Lysureal ly." She shrugged Lys to oblivion

"Nobody with half a brain," the Emperor said caustically. "Lys. Yes, there was
news recently. Why do you inquire?" he asked Gaston

Gast on shrugged.

"Then it can wait," said the Enperor, "until we have supped."”

And the neal resunmed, with Viola unusually quiet as she strove vainly to
recall particulars of the forgotten gossip fromLys that m ght hold secret
signi ficance

Afterward, the Enperor collected Herne and Gaston with a nod and led themto
his private office.

"Are you intending raising troops fromLys?" he asked point-bl ank

"Aye," Gaston said.

The Enperor nodded.

"Somet hi ng wong there?" Herne hal f-asked.

"W hope not," the Enperor said. "This will be a test of whether anything has,
as you put it, gone wong. You recall that Bors and Sithe of Lys left one
surviving child, a girl."

"The son died hunting," Gaston said. "I recall no girl."

"There was a daughter, nuch younger. Bors took his w fe back to Lys when she
was carrying, rather than stay here, although Panurgus wanted themto stay,
Bors was a favoriteuyou know how he was. The wi fe died of chil dbed-fever,

al t hough the girl lived, and then Bors was killed. Thus the girl becanme a ward
of the Crown, and the Crown appoi nted Baron Ccher of Sarsemar her guardian.”

" Tis old business," Gaston said. It cane back well, old Court feuding and

j eal ousi es, and not wholly as the Enperor told it. Avril hinself had been the
reason Count Bors had | eft Panurgus's Court, risking his King' s displea-
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sure. Bors had left in solidarity with Prince Sebastiano, Aval's and Gaston's
bastard hal f-brother, whom Avril had manipulated into a quarrel with their
father through ceaseless plotting, picking, and politicking. Less than a year
| ater Sebastiano was dead, Bors was dead, Panurgus was dead. . . . The

Fi reduke renmenbered the truth of the business, far better than Avril would
ever want anyone to do now that he had gotten his desideratum the throne.
Gaston blinked slowy and attended.

"Qur concern was to secure Lys, because the armies of Lys are a useful tool

W had di scussed with Gcher the possibility of his son marrying the girl, but
Ccher himself was interested in her. He petitioned the Crown for perm ssion
when she turned sixteen and cane out of first minority a few years back. Ccher
had been... aggressive and we were pleased to deny Lys to himfor the nonce."



"That incident with the Free Port," said Herne. "He's a braggart but a good
soldier."

"Alittle too good. W had rather not have Lys's arm es under soneone wth
such obvious anbition to aggrandi ze hinself and his | ands. W have had ot her
ni bbles of interest in Lys and the girl, but we put them off because none was
right, and we had no other good candi date for the place handy."

Gaston thought that he would not |eave such a vacancy |ong open. Avril had

al ways been too grasping.

"Al'l very well," the Enperor said, pacing, "until |ast sumer when we had
tidings fromCcher. The girl, what's-her-nane, eloped with a captain in
Ccher's guard who was no fool at all, for he ran straight from Sarsemar to Lys

with her and wed her on the first day of the appropriate auspices after her
twenty-fifth birthday."

"Ah," said Gaston. "She cane of age." Grls always did. And Avril's grasping
hand had clutched nothing this time, lost its grip on the scion of Lys: tinder
qui ckened at the touch of the match, becone intangible flane,

"Exactly. We do not trust Sarsemar, but now there is a conplete unknown down
there. Ocher tried to get the girl back in time but failed and was beaten out
of Lys soundly."
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"It could be just as well," Herne said. "Recognize the new Count and give him
some small favor, and he will perhaps serve better than Ccher."

"Perhaps. There's no doubt that the fellow has his own ambitions. Men don't do
things that risky for the hell of it." The Enperor stopped in front of a

| ocked cabinet and opened it. Froma drawer he took a stack of papers and

| ooked through them "Here. Her nane is Lunete. The man's nanme is Qtaviano.
No fam |y informationuprobably he's just a soldier who presented a nore
handsome face to the girl than Ccher's.™

"They waited till her mgjority," Gaston said.

"So we said." The Enperor |ooked up inquiringly.

"Probably no coercion, then," Gaston pointed out.

"That means she rules, not he, since she inherited before the marriage," Herne
sai d, understanding. "If he wanted power, he'd have taken her without

wai ting."

"O he's a fool," said the Emperor.

"Hath the Crown recogni zed her?" Gaston asked.

"Yes. Ccher informed us of the abduction, so-calledushe was still a Crown ward
when that happened and he had to, or we'd have had to rem nd himof his
obligations. He wote again and informed us that he had failed to prevent the
marriage after skirm shing in and around the Lys-Sarsemar border. The
abduction was an offense against the Crown, but since it wasn't strictly a
rapeuthey were formally betrothed before the man took her out of Sarsenar,
very cleveruthe Crown took no action against them Here," he picked up a
paper, "she infornms us that she has taken the title of Countess of Lys and
cites her rights to it and so on, taking an administrative-oversight tone. As
if we had forgotten to confirmher in the office. There was littte we could do
about it; we don't want to make a difficulty where none is needed. W sent
back a confirmation of her right to the title and a request that she present
herself at Court at her earliest convenience in order to be vested and to take
the oaths."

The Enperor's plans were a sticky web of threads; Gas-ton saw themall. Avri
now waited to see what sort of fellow
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the girl had taken, waited to see what she would do, waited to draw theminto
his influence. "Wich she hath not yet done," Gaston guessed, |eaning back in
his chair and crossing his |l egs at the ankles.

"No. Wth winter comng, we suspect they'll not attend Court until spring

unl ess we conmand their attendance.”



"What's the husband's nanme agai n?" Herne asked.
"Cttaviano. "
"Madanese?"
The Enperor shook his head. "Qut of Ascolet. Ocher had nothing good to say
about him but we cannot be surprised by that."
"The sumis that we cannot be sure of Lys," said Gaston, "and there is war in
Ascol et . "
"Lys probably knows that," Herne said. "I say that we informLys that her nen
will be required by the Crown."
"As sinmple as that," Gaston said, studying his feet.
"Her husband can't be too stupid,” the Enperor said. "He'll junp at the chance
to distinguish hinself, nore likely. Quite a pronotion, fromsoldier in Baron
Sarsemar's service to Count of Lys."
Prince Gaston and Prince Herne were at their map again, discussing contingency
pl ans, when a footman interrupted themwi th a request fromthe Enperor for
their inmedi ate attendance.
They collected their notes and | ocked the room both being of untrusting and
cautious disposition. The Enperor was in his private office again, and he was
in a foul tenper.
"Read this," he said curtly, and threw a letter at Gaston
Unto H's Gracious and Radi ant Majesty . . . Gaston skipped five |ines of
titles and . honorific flattery.

fromLord Esandor Frett, His Majesty's Governor-Ceneral of Preszheanea,
salutations. | have sent this by the swiftest courier available to ne and hope
that it reaches you wi thout delay. Wrd has
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| ately reached Eal shchar that there have been attacks in the sout hwest border
regi on, by a substantial and well-organized force of nen. Al though reports
varied widely, | have been able to ascertain that the force is quite |arge,
2000 to 2500 in nunber, and well-equi pped. They have struck (to my know edge)
at four smaller villages (of 20 to 50 hearths) and a market town of 2600,
Vi ddi ck. All have been looted and fired, and many of the residents were slain,
taken as booty, or inpressed into nmenial servitude.
Report of these attacks is causing high alarmin the area. | have di spat ched
the locally-posted Twel fth Regi nrent of the Army of Landuc thither, in
accordance with the CXXVlI point of nmy commi ssion, but | amcertain that a
single reginment will be hard-put to defend an area so large froma nobile and
opportuni stic attacker
There have |l ong been difficulties, as Your Majesty is aware, wth brigandage
in the area known as "Quter Ascolet"; the incidents, however, have been in the
south and west, particularly in the Pariphals along the Plain of Linors near
Sarsemar. Pres-zheanea is not prepared to neet or repel such assaults.
petition Your Majesty for reinforcenent of the Twel fth Reginent with at | east
one other and for investigation, on the Ascolet side, into this assault. |
have sent queries to Earl Mheris, Governor-Ceneral of Ascolet, and have had
no reply. The messengers may have been taken on the road.
Awai ting your reply with great concern, | am...
Gaston | ooked up fromthe letter, which had been witten in haste and featured
bl ots and crosses. "Mre trouble,” he said, passing it to Herne.
The Enperor sneered. "Very astute, Marshal. Mre trouble.”
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"Ch, dear," said Lunete of Lys to herself, but al oud.
"Bad news, nadane?" asked her mmid, Laudine.
"I"'mnot sure," said Lunete, folding the parchment and tapping it against her
chin. "Is the blue gown ready?"
"Yes; shall | bring it?"
"Il want it tomorrow," Lunete said, and she opened the letter again. Rising,
she wal ked to the wi ndow and reread her letter
Laudi ne wat ched her, seeing her anxiety, and asked again, "Is it trouble?"



Lunete sighed. "W had foreseen sonething of this sort," she said, "and |ul
sinmply quail somewhat at what ny answer nust be. That is all: the nervousness
before the |l eap."

"This year has been full of |eaps and bounds,"
com ng to her side.

"Yes, and we have | anded on our feet every tine so far."

"Because each time you have considered the junp ere you made it, and pl anned
your way," the maid pointed out, "with circunmspection and due caution each
time. As for the leap of nmarriage, it's always blind; there's no way to know
what comes with that."

"I ndeed,"” and Lunete wyed her nouth, "that's small confort. | do not like the
chasm now before ne."

Laudi ne | ooked at her inquiringly, and the habit of a lifetime nmade Lunete
speak on.

"I rmust deceive nmy Enperor, who is ny liege lord," said Lunete, "and | cannot
hel p but think it a bad start and a rebellious one to a lifetime | had rather
fill with harnmony and goodwill."

"He calls for troops?"

"Yes, in such a way that | believe the intent would be to use themin Ascolet,
under Prince Gaston. That is news also: the Fireduke is sent against

O taviano. "

"He did not expect it?"

"It did not seemlikely. He thought the Fireduke would rather be sent into the
West, to quell the disturbance lately arisen there. UMy answer to this is
ready-crafted, but still
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it mslikes me to turn coat agai nst Landuc."

"It is not really against Landuc,"” Laudi ne said.

"It is. They will see it so. If Oto failsu"

"He cannot fail," said Laudi ne confidently.

"One would think you his wife." Lunete smiled, pleased by Laudine's |oyalty.

Laudi ne said confortingly,

"My lady, | have seen enough of men to know that that one is not lightly to be
put down. If they have sent the Fireduke to do it, they are fools, for even he
will not prevail against the men of Ascolet and Lys if they go, in their

fatherl and which they know well, fighting for a King in whom they have al
faith and agai nst one who robbed them"

Lunete nodded. "That's true," she admitted.

"He has planned it well, madanme, you yourself have told me so: the winter will
be his strongest ally, and if it be severe then the Fireduke will find hinself
doused and shivering."

Lunete | aughed. "As the unwel come troubadour bel ow the bal cony, eh? But with
snow and ice. | ama silly girl to think about this now, Laudine. The decision
was made, the plans laid, |ong ago, and we cannot now deviate fromthem Send
for Barriseo and |I shall dictate nmy reply.”

In the Pariphal Muntains south of Ascolet, autum had cone and fled. It never
lasted long, not like the |azy, slowripening, heavy-fruited autums of the

pl ai ns where tinme poured by at the indolent pace of thick honey. The Paripha
autumm flickered through the high, sharp sides of the snowtopped heights
hastily, preferring to linger on the hospitable | ow ands, and only gave the
nmount ai ns perfunctory attention in all phases. Snow flew in the air while the
smal | yell ow pemrefel fruit, sweet though seedy, hung still on the trees,

t hose freezing which had not already dropped to becone winy nulch for future
sprouts or been eaten by the birds and beasts.

Dewar was standing by just such a tree at the edge of a nmountain neadow, his
heavy bl ue-green cl oak thrown back over one shoul der despite the sandy white
snow whi ch scoured his cheeks and hissed in the twigs. It had dewed his
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dark beard with tiny droplets and whitened and then danpened his hair. H's



conpanion, in a red cloak, had a cocked bow in his hands and was watching a

t hi cket upwi nd of them The sorcerer was eating his way through a handful of
chilly, honey-sweet pemrefel

He was just crunching down on his |ast pemefel when the other released the
bow. The arrow hissed in the air and thudded into a russet-furred nountain
buck's side, just behind its left foreleg; the animal |eapt up, crashed out of
the thicket, and staggered twenty or thirty paces across the neadow before it
col | apsed.

"It's not dead," observed the sorcerer. "l hate that about hunting."

"The | ast bl ow?"

"It ought to be clean."

"You're too squeamni sh, Dewar."

"I"'mnot |ooking forward to this war, either," said Dewar, picking another
penmrefel, and he followed Oto to the deer. He bent and offered the fruit to
the animal, pushing it into its mouth. Its jaw closed convul sively on the

penmrefel, its eyes glazing. "Drink the untongued beast's blood, O Earth," he
sai d, watching the hunter slash the buck's heaving throat. "You'll have better
soonu"

"Knock it off," Qttaviano grunbl ed.

"It's a fanmbus poem " said Dewar, smting.

"Are you going to help ne with this?"

"I'"ll help you carry it. I'"lIl even help you carry it by finding a pole we can
sling it on. Unless you had planned to put it over your shoulders like a
proper vision of the Muntain

Ki ng. "

"I"ll pass. My back is killing ne after that workout yesterday. Were did you
learn to throw |li ke that?" "Postgraduate research. 1'll fetch a pole." OQto
wat ched hi s conpani on go and hack a sapling fromthe edge of the thicket
whence the nortally wounded deer had run. Dewar trimred the trunk roughly wth
a few cuts and then wal ked back, whistling, whittling off branches and brown

| eaves. The snow had stopped, but the thin wind still pushed the dry yell ow
grass back and forth.
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"Somehow when | suggested we go hunting | had something else in mnd,"
Qtaviano said drily.

"You suggested that | acconpany you, and | have; it is nore rewarding than
hunting idl e words and overheard runmors. This has been very pleasant. W have
al so had an excellent view of the Viden Pass all day, which we hope to be
occupyi ng tonorrow "

"The next day, probably, with this storm com ng. The valleys nay have deeper

snow, it'll be slower travelling."

"We're well ahead of the Fireduke. It doesn't rmuch matter." Dewar pared his
sapl i ng.

"You said he isn't in Landuc. |Is he on the Road?"

"I told you: | cannot know. Prince Herne travels west, gathering |levies as he
goes. |'d give sonmething precious to know what's up out there."

" Somet hi ng big."

They 1n-L.xi at orie another for a few seconds.

"if it's big enough,"” said Dewar reflectively, leaning on his trimed tree,
"they may sumon troops from Lys."

"I expect to hear any day that the Enperor has done just that, to use either
here or there. Since the Marshal is away, |'d bet he wants them when he gets
back. The Fireduke keeps an army or two of his own in reserve, in that
stronghold of his."

"I'f I were an Enperor, that would nake ne nervous.'
his pants |eg.

Oto took the tree from himand began | ashing the buck to it. "He's tame. No
anbition along those lines. |I've never understood why; he could ve had it any
timeu"

Dewar cl eaned his knife on



"Since Panurgus's deathuor before it. And he has not. So we must consider
Prince Gaston to be a man who is either too smart to desire to rule or too
self-effacing. Princes are seldomself-effacing." He sheathed the knife.
"He's not stupid, certainly. If Prince Herne is going west that means Prince
Gaston is comng here, and frankly 1'd rather face Prince Herne."

' Then go west."

"Funny man."

"You could," said the sorcerer, smling a little. "There is
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plenty here to keep Prince Gaston busy w thout you."
"The rebellion will die without ne."

"Ah, but | did not say rebellion, did I."

"What | hate about you sorcerers is that you all talk in riddles. You know
somet hi ng new?"

"Something | had previously not seen as what it really is." The sorcerer bent
and hefted the sapling, which bent with the buck's weight. "Oneutwouthree!" On
the third count they both lifted it up onto their shoul ders and settled the
burden confortably.

"Tell on. If you're going to."

"Have you ever heard of a man called Golias of Char-beck?"

The pole crashed to the ground. Oto had dropped his end, spinning to face the
sorcerer, who perforce put his down quickly too. The deer lolled on the frozen
snowy grass.

"Colias? What about hin®"

"So you have."

"Yes."

"Ah. Recently?"

"What do you nean?"

"I'" m aski ng whet her you've recently had any business with him" Dewar said.
"No. 1I'd thought he nust be dead."

"No, he's not dead."

O to denmanded, "Then what about hin®"

"We'd better keep noving. The snow grows heavier."

"Dewar, in three seconds |'mgoing to get pissed offu"

"I thought your back was bothering you. What do you know about hi n?" Dewar
crouched down and took the pole in his hands again, his eyes crinkling with
suppressed anusenent .

"Why do you ask?"

"Curious."

"Curiosity has killed nore than cats."

"As a sorcerer, | amwell able to take care of nyself. Tell me of Colias.
Lift."

They heaved the carcass up again, Qtaviano snol deri ng.
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Then he laughed. "You're like a little boy, you know? You have to have your
surprises u "

"It's an endearing trait; | cultivate it. Golias, Oto."

"Well, how s your history of the turnoil around Panur-gus's death?"

"l do know that Golias shifted fromside to side in there. Seenmed |ike he had
it in for everyone and they had it in for himat the end."

Oto led the way down the neadow, picking his footing and his words. "M
father died fighting him"

llAh. "
"My father Sebastiano was good friends with him GColias knew Count Bors of Lys
first, sonehow, |I'mnot sure just how. Bors was friendly with ny father, too.

Golias's nother was one of the Palace wonen u he said a lady-in-waiting to
Queen Anenone. Panurgus fullered around with her for a while, |he usual thing,
and then when she got pregnant bl ew her off. Had her sent off to one of those



little retreats and informed her he'd no intention of making her Queen, which
apparently di sappoi nted her so nuch she ran away, off to the West, and hid and
nursed her baby and her grudge until she died when he was in his early teens.
They lived in a cottage; she had sold a lot of jewelry to get noney, when she
first ran off, and they used that to pay rent and they had a cow and poultry
and pigs. She did sone spinning and whoring and Golias did everything el se.
When she died, CGolias took what noney was left, which wasn't a little, and
bought hinsel f some good arnor, a sword, a shield, and some | essons. He wasn't
going to herd cattle and swine around for the rest of his life; he knew who he
was, that he was the King's son, and he neant to nmake his mark in the world."
"A romance," Dewar conmented. "I'mrapt. Go on."

Oto snorted, chuckling. "Yeah. | think maybe he romanticized it a little and
sanitized it a lot. So Young Prince Golias u of course he didn't call hinself
that u went out into the world, sword in hand, and joined the Arny. He liked
the life, the travelling, and he found he had the charisma and talent to | ead
men. Much nore to his taste than follow ng |ivestock. He went independent and
becane a nercenary,
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recruited a company pretty quickly and got experience fighting in snmaller
wars, not in Landuc. That |asted about fifteen, twenty years, | guess. Then he

di stingui shed hinmself in the Flange War by a | ot of heroic deeds. Al
according to schedule. Unfortunately he didn't get the degree of distinction
he wanted fromthat, though he did get the Well's favor by being knighted. In
the I ast naval battle, he'd taken fifteen oif the Flange ships, and he was
nai ve enough to expect King Panurgus to be nore grateful

"Some people say it was Queen Anenobne's doing that he wasn't. Colias sl ogged
up to Court to be knighted and afterward announced his lineage to the King.
The King denied it and | aughed hi mout of the place. Anenone had borne nany
sons to himihe |iked Queens who had boys, as Diote found out the hard wayuand
was high in favor and had a | ot of powerful relations, friends, and
supporters, and |'msure the last thing she wanted to see was a bastard
getting on equal footing with or precedence over her brood, like Princes
Gaston and Herne. So CGolias wasn't believed, wasn't pernmitted to bathe in the
Wll's fire, and was publicly humliated."

"Not merely a romance, a cheap romance. Thrilling. O course, Panurgus knew he
was telling the truth; he was a sorcerer, and truth lives in the Well. Curious
t hat he shoul d endanger hinmself with the denial."

"OfF course he knew. Stupidly, CGolias's nother, |I forget her nanme, hadn't

bothered to get anything in witing about it, and the King could deny it up
down, left, and right, because there wasn't any way to prove it."

"There are ways," nurnured Dewar.

"Say, this is a good way to distract nme fromthe fact that | have the heavy
end of this damm buck. Golias was incensed. He went back to his conpany, who
beli eved him and they were peeved too because they'd all figured on riding
his coattails to the top. Since the Fl ange War was over, there were a | ot of
| oose bl ades around, and Golias recruited them and headed toward Landuc.

"He had gotten friendly with Bors of Lys and Prince Sebastiano during the

Fl ange War, | guess. They had sup-
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ported himin his petition, and they were angry when Panurgus threw himout.
Escl ados was the | ast bastard the King recognized, and maybe he'd had enough
of his old sins conming back to haunt him He'd exiled and disinherited
Prospero over his sorcery, and Prospero had already returned to attack the
King on that account, and he'd come danmm close to killing him Maybe that
famous wound was getting to the King and he was starting to think about an
heir, and the second-in-line of the eligible Princes, Fulgens, is by nature
unsuited to command the Well of Fire u Anyway, that's all old gossip, and the
upshot is that Sebastiano persuaded the King that it would be worthwhile to
recogni ze Golias. Panurgus agreed to acknow edge him but refused to give him



any titles or privileges. Wen he sent Sebastiano to Golias to say this,
Colias got even angrier.”

Dewar nodded, unseen. Otto seened to have remarkably detail ed know edge of the
busi ness; perhaps Sebastiano his father had told himof it. How old was Qtto?
As a son of the Well, even unfired, he would change but slowy. "I can see how
t hi ngs coul d get conplicated quickly."

"Yeah. One of those five-hundred-thousand-line epics full of blood, treachery,
royalty, and stinking politics. In the end, of course, Panurgus unl eashed
Prince Gaston, who had been of f somewhere flexing his nuscles for a rematch
agai nst Prospero, Prospero raided Landuc again, and Colias |ost everything."
"Except his life and his wits."

"Right. He took those off sonewhere along with a king-sized hatred of Landuc,
and if you're hinting that he's back again u "

"Sebastiano died in one of those battles, didn't he."

"Yeah. "

"On whose side was he? He was Colias's friend U
"He tried to stay out of it,” Oto said. "In the end he fought under Prince
Gaston. Had to. He was sworn to uphold the King and all that crap. He and Bors
of Lys both."

Dewar, at the other end of the pole behind Gtto, nodded again. The account he
had heard had poi nted out that
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Sebasti ano hung back, nearly losing the battle with that hesitation, and had
clained that the two bastard Princes had been planning to join forces and turn
on favored Gas-ton. Dewar had al so heard that Colias had taken refuge in

Ascol et after the final battle over and within the Landuc city walls. However,
it was understandable if Oto preferred not to discuss that side of the tale,
and Dewar did not wish to overburden their still-fledgling friendship.

"So," Oto went on, "what about hinf? That's what | know "

"I had the inpression you were personally acquainted."

Oto shook his head quickly. "No."

"Ch. Sorry. Well, he is sonewhere to the north of here, burning and pill aging
in southern Preszheanea."

"Son of a bitch,"” Otaviano hissed.

"He has confined hinself to Preszheanea thus far, and not intruded into

Ascol et proper."”

"How do you know t hi s?"

"I know things."

Oto snorted. "Yeah. Well, that's very interesting."

"I'"d wager, though," Dewar said, "that the Enperor and his Marshal do not know
it. They know, that is, that they have trouble there, but not that it is
Golias."

" Hm

"l ndeed. "

"That's very interesting,"’
that."

"I thought you would. The tale was well-told, by the bye."

"I rushed it a bit because we were getting close to canp, and here we are.
Ahudon't nention this el sewhere, naturally."

"Naturally."

They carried the deer carcass through the canp, past piles of packs and snall
tents where off-duty soldiers nended their gear or huddled knitting beside
smal |, snokel ess fires.

"Dewar, what's your cut in this?" Oto asked when they had set the kill down
at the feet of a cook and started back to Gtto's quarters.
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"I prefer the haunch, roasted but not burnt, basted with wine and gravied with
nmushr oons, " Dewar replied.

Otaviano said again. "I'lIl have to think about



Oto rolled his eyes. "Cone in here." He lifted the flap of his |arger

floored tent and nock-bowed; Dewar returned the bow with grace and w t hout
seriousness, and they went in. Oto uncorked a half-enpty bottle of wi ne. "You
know what | neant."

"I know what you nmeant, and the answer | gave is as meaningful as any. |'ve
said it before: | do not sell nyself. | wish to see you win this war."
"Way is that?"

Dewar shrugged, smling slowy, and lifted his cup. "Victory, Your Highness."
"Victory."

They sipped. Dewar made a face. " Tis better mulled.”

Oto banged his cup down. "I don't know what to do with you, Dewar. You anbled

inalittle too nonchal antly, you hung around all sumer and hel ped chase
Ccher out of Lys, you're tagging along on ny personal war, and all you want is
bed and board? Conme off it. Sooner or later there's going to be a price to
pay." He examined his conpanion as if sonething in his face or clothing would
change and tell himwhat that price would be.

"I hope not," Dewar replied. "However, if you do not trust me, | wll |eave.
And | will not be joining Prince Gaston, either. | have plenty of other
affairs to took into."

"You're a hell of a sorcerer,"” said Oto. "Wy hasn't anyone heard of you?"
Dewar shrugged, cleaned the fingernails of one hand with the other's. "I am
nodest . "

Oto nmade a rude noi se.

"Come, cone, Oto. Wiy this, now? Because it cones close to an acid test?"
"You're too good to be true! Speaking of cheap romances and threadbare fairy
tal esusorcerers, hotshot sorcerers who can rearrange a nmountainside with a
couple of words and a thunp of the staff, do not just waltz in out of nowhere
and offer to help out rebellious woul d-be Kingsu"

"Certainly they do. The stories get started sonmehow,
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Oto." Dewar grinned, then |aughed. "Wat has gotten into you? | would never
have thought of it that way. Did you train as a skald sonetinme?"

Oto sighed. "Put yourself in nmy shoes, Dewar."

"I do," Dewar said. "I think: | ama mlitary man of no small ability fighting
a hugeiy superior force. I think: | need all the help | can get. A man
volunteers his services. He serves well. Do | refuse?"

"Put that way, no. But you've stripped out a lot of little details. Like,
don't actually know anythi ng about you."

"Al'l 1 know about you is what you have told ne," Dewar said, "and nore

i mportantly, what | have seen. If | did not think you were worth the trouble,
I'd be on ny way nonths since."

They stared at one another, eye to eye, a mutual chall enge.

Oto broke the silence. "All right. Let one thing be clear between us, though:
If you turn coat on nme, if you're playing a double ganme, if you betray nme in
any wayul'll never rest until | have your skin on nmy wall."

Dewar smniled and shrugged. "Fine."

Oto stared at hima nonent |onger. "Fine. Have another drink."

"No, thank you. | have work to do, but be assured | shall be done when the
venison is."
12

A MAN HAD RIDDEN TO LYS with a letter, and now he rode back to Gttaviano's
canp in the dry, hard ice-wind. Snow had not fallen in Ascolet in nearly a
nmont h, not since the Fireduke had led his soldiers there. This unusual drought
was attributed by Oto's arny to the force of the Well, but they did not take

it as an ill omen for their defeat, because it worked as nmuch to their
advantage as to Gaston's. The nmessenger was a shepherd, native to the area,
and knew the cliff-wal ks and hi dden paths well, and the Marshal's nen
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that prow ed everywhere around Otaviano had not seen him nor even scented
hi m

H s sturdy nountain horse was weighted with a chest and two heavy bags. He
gave the pass-words to Qttaviano's patrols, when he chose to neet them near
the canp, and he went, as he'd been instructed, straight to the uncrowned Ki ng
of Ascolet's tent and there delivered hinmself, with a grunt, of the burdens
and, with a salute, of a letter

O taviano opened the letter first. A weighty lunp of wax made a cl unsy
wrinkl ed bl ob at the bottom scratching with his pocket-knife showed netal ua
coin? No, it was a ring. He read.

Ri ght well bel oved husband, | recommend ne to you, and know ng your urgency |
shal | dispatch this letter and your nan Hedel as soon as he nmay be rested and
freshly horsed. ! send to you again the pledge-ring | gave to you on our
weddi ng- day, which you sent to me by your man that | mght know his nessage to
be truly fromyou. | do sadly charge you to find sone better way for us to
know our letters, for this ty no meet way to use a token of ny |ove. Your
letter brought me great joy as | had not had since tidings of the Prince
Marshal's coming to Ascol et reached me. My joy is greater still that | may
hel p you speedily to conclude your business, and that you may bring it tw ce
as swiftly to the best end, Hedel carries with himin gold double the sum of
nmoney you asked of me. Let there be no word of |oans and interests between us.
Though you have need of men | can provide you only the coin to hire them for
a rider fromthe Marshal has borne to me a nessage, saying that in the
Enperor's name he will have me raise men for him and f dare not serve him

fal sely. That some did volunteer to go with you | can conceal, yet | mslike
that any of Lys should enter this war, and J shall delay as | can, for | would
no nmore see Lys blood spilled than yours. | pray that you will make haste to
victory and that we shall soon sit at table and
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di ne together, ft nust happen for the truth of the Well is in your cause, f
have no leisure to wite half a quarter as much as | desire and | pray that
you will wear ny ring, while yours is fast upon the hand of your w fe Lunete

Count ess of Lys.

Otaviano read but hal fway through this letter, then threw it down and hastily
opened the two netal -bound | eat her sacks and the coffer Hedel had brought him
ol den royals lay there, sleek and cold to touch, sone new that bore the
Enperor's head, sonme old with the hawk-nosed glare of King Panurgus, three
glinting piles of noney, enough to hire the whole of Golias's conpany.

O taviano, grinning, began laughing softly to hinmself, and he plucked a coin
fromeach bag and one fromthe coffer and tossed themin the air, one after
the other, pinging themw th his thunbnail and dropping themback in their
piles.

After several minutes of quiet glee, he recalled there had been sonething
about the Marshal in Lunete's letter, and he took it up again and finished
reading it. She had taken the ring-sending entirely in the wong way, which
irked him but by the Fire she had cone through with noney and information and
the intangible but inportant aid of tine. If she could keep Prince Gaston
waiting for the levy fromLys just |ong enough for Gttaviano to send for and
plan with Golias, then she was worth a dozen rings, a different gemon each
one for every finger and two for her ears.

Otaviano closed up the bags and the coffer again. He'd have the paymaster
count the noney while he drafted his second letter to Golias. And the Fireduke
woul d get a singeing he wouldn't forget.

The uncrowned King of Ascolet fairly jigged fromhis cold tent out into the
canp to find Dewar to tell himthe news, stuffing the letter inside his

j acket.

Prince Gaston, the Fireduke, stood with his hands outstretched. Beneath them

| eapt flames. Wien the wind died down, they canme alnmbst so high as to lick his
pal ms, but never quite managed it, and the Prince Marshal never
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flinched back fromthem He was staring into them thinking hard, and his
captains were doing simlar things, some crouched, sone with their backs to
the fire, sonme rubbing hands over it, some scooping cups of nulled wine froma
bl ackened pot that squatted at the edge of the coals. The Prince Marshal was
not fidgeting. When the wind blew, he stood and let it go around hiny when it
stopped, his cloak fell back to his heels unregarded.

H s captains around hi mrespected the Marshal's nood and did not address him
directly. They tal ked anong thensel ves, businesslike and |low, review ng parts
of the day's battle and praising or blam ng the actors. There was little to

bl ame. The Marshal's forces were superb

But Prince Gaston had net a nasty shock today on the battlefield, and he was
consi deri ng what he could do to prevent it happeni ng again. The Fireduke did
not like surprises. He especially disliked them when they happened in war.

Al t hough he accepted his own fallibility and had years ago come to terns with
t he fundanental inperfection of all human endeavor, the day's discovery was a
t hor oughl y unpl easant thing to have found out with no warning, no
prefig-urenent in any of his intelligence.

The flames shaped all with moving light, flow ng shadows; and ceasel ess w nd
pushed the flames to and fro. The gol den-gl owi ng Prince crossed his arns.

This surprise could cause Landuc to | ose the war. H s opponent, eight days ago
reveal ed to be Sebastiano's son Qtaviano, styled King of Ascolet, was not
badly placed now. He had nore | ocal support than before; he was handling the
areas he controlled very generously and they had no sense, to see how it would
change if he won and took Ascolet from Enpire, |osing wool-buyers and
grain-sellers. He was young and rash, but he showed a canny m nd. Gaston
wondered what Oto had paid for the sorcery that had cost Gaston bl ood today:
a hundred lives. Surely it had not come cheaply. What paid and how? It m ght
be a weakness.

Fl anked |i ke a greenhorn. Gaston's fists clenched. He
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woul d not be fooled again. If Qttaviano's nmen coul d nove under cover of
illusions, invisible to the Marshal's scoutsu then Gaston's scouts must work
harder. Sorcery could be countered with vigilance; this he had | earned agai nst
Pros-pero years before

If this so-called King of Ascol et was indeed, as Ocher clained, the man who
had wed the young Countess of Lys, Lys might rise to support him the Lys |evy
under Gaston's command fought reluctantly now, for sone of their own had
already volunteered to fight for Ascol etunominally, treason, but difficult to
prosecute when they had done so before the levy. Lys and Ascol et shared a
borderubut that was irrelevant at the nmonent. Lys was not in |eague with

Ascol et. Whether Ascolet was in | eague with Prospero or not remained to be
seen.

Otaviano's sorcerer added anot her unpl easant dinmension to the war. Gaston
woul d have to tell the Enperor they needed a sorcerer. |If the Crown wanted
Ascol et's uprising put down and Prospero conquered too, the Crown woul d have
to neet Ascolet's forces evenly. It was too easy to waste too nmany |lives thus.
The Enperor would not like it. He, or Pallgrave, would insist that the Enmpire
could not afford it, that the Fireduke nust continue w thout a sorcerer
However, another |oss such as that day's at Erispas would require half an arny
again of him The Enpire could not afford that either, with Prospero pushing
Her ne eastwar d.

The Fireduke flexed his bare hands slowy in a shower of sparks; sone | anded
on the backs, to lie burning there, unburning, not even scorching a hair. He
shook them of f.

He ought to be in the West, not here. Prospero was the greater threat. Avri
shoul d see that. It was a misallocation of forces. The Enpire should make an
agreement here and let the Fireduke drive the rebellious Duke of Wnds back
fromthe shore to the ocean again. The Enperor could recognize the boy as



Baron. Prince Gaston suspected he'd take that. Political rhetoric aside, it
was nore than he had now and he woul d not have to fight so hard for it. Youth
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was inpatient. Otaviano night | eap at the chance.

A nephew here, a brother there. The Prince did not |ike fighting bl ood-kin.
The Fireduke nodded to hinself, spun on his heel with a nod to the circle of
men and a qui et good-night, and went to his tent.

There he opened a | ocked iron box on the table. Fromit he took things that
clinked and chi nked softly agai nst one another, things that gleamed in the

| anplight. He poured oil in a long, flat bronze dish fromthe chest, sat down,
drewthe lanp a little nearer, and took a light fromits wi ck.

Morents | ater he faced his brother Avril's image in a sheet of flane.

"Your Majesty."

"Good evening, Gaston. O is it?"

Prince Gaston shook his head.

"What now?" the Enperor asked, sharply, not hiding his annoyance.

"Qur nephew hath worked a trick which | must applaud for its cleverness,
Avril, as nmust you. By all evidence he hath hired Golias."

"Colias!"

"Yes."

The Enperor's eyes narrowed and he breathed slowy, hard. Gaston sat as calmy
as he had before.

"You' ve beaten himbefore," the Enperor said finally.

The Marshal nodded. "If 'twere but CGolias, nmy plans would not be perturbed.
However, together he and Ottaviano, as | judge by the fight Otaviano hath
fought afore this, are nore able than either is alone. And '"tis not Colias

al one who aids Qttaviano. | took heavy | osses today at Erispas. As | pursued
Otaviano, Golias swept in froma wood ny scouts had reported enpty and did
great damage. Truly | was baiteduOQtaviano's forces turned and engaged ne as
Golias hit, a perfect trap. Golias had lain | ow there, conceal ed by sorcerous
wor ki ng. "

"Sorcery!" snapped the Emperor. "You're certain it's Golias?"

"I amcertain. | took two of his wounded and put them
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to question. It is Golias. Ottaviano hath a sorcerer as his ally, but they
know little of himsave that he worked the spell of conceal nent on them
Golias is using the same banner as before, also.”

The Enperor said a hissing word. Gaston ignored it.

"I must have more nmen to continue against both; Golias hath a | arge force and

fresh, and I, though |I have done well thus far, have been here a while now in
severe weather. | fear they will cut nmy supply linesualthough, were |
Otaviano, |'d have sent Golias to do that at once rather than throw him

directly at ne. Tis a flanboyant gesture, a young nan's tactic."

"Cripple you, then junp."

"Aye."

"W cannot send you nore nmen now. Herne needs them agai nst Prospero. He
advances rapidly."

Gaston held Avril's eyes through the flame. "Then do | recommend that you nake
an acconmodation with taviano and send me to face Prospero with Herne."
"No. "

"An you make the place a barony again, give it to the boy, he might accept it
and be satisfied, and I'Il take himto the Wst 'gainst Prospero."

"Landuc does not yield," the Enperor said through gritted teeth.

Prince Gaston said mldly, "Landuc yields naught. Landuc takes his fealty. He
becones a vassal ."

"And we still have that jackal Golias around. Maybe we'll say conditionally
yes, Gastonuwe'll nake peace with OGttaviano for Golias's head."

"To whom woul d you extend this offer?"

"W're joking."



The Fireduke said not hing.

"Or maybe not," murrured the Enmperor, and sat back, biting his lower lip. H's
eyelids sank. "Hm Hm Then what do we have. Dead Golias, |ive Baron of

Ascol et, a bunch of |oose mercenaries you can pick up . " He began to
smle. "Ah, Marshal. You are not quite subtle enough. A dead man cannot be
made to live, but a live one can be killed. W
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will grant Qttaviano, son of a bastard, the Barony of Asco-let. W will pardon

Golias. We shall set thereto a condition: that they shall both with their
arm es, including those of Lys which are due to us fromthe inprudent Countess
of Lys, oppose Prospero under your conmand."

Gaston said nothing again.

"We are now not joking," the Enperor said drily.

"I m sdoubt how steadfast Golias's hirelings would be 'gainst such opponents
as Herne faces.”

"Surely the bait can be made very attractive. Every man has his price."
Prince Gaston did not speak, but he shook his head slightly.

"Except you, we all know. "

The Fireduke was thinking about it. Twoul d be in themto turn on us and
demand nore at first opportunity,” he said at last. "However, if thus is your
will, "twill be done

so.

The Enperor scow ed. "We hear little enthusiasm though we have sol ved your
probl em for you, Marshal."

Slowly, Gaston shook his head. "It will serveuperhaps. Tis CGolias | mstrust.
The boy's young. He'd cone to heel with a dram of coaxi ng, neseensusoft words,
small favors . . . pity he's married."

"W have no daughter, appearances to the contrary, but we see what you're
getting at. Make hi m Baron, recognize his connection to Landuc, treat himlike
one of the famly. Hell, he is one of the family if he's Sebastiano's son

G en-cora can tickle himround. She knew his nother Cecilie and Sithe of
Lysushe was one of Anenobne's wonmenuand she could use that as an in with
what' s- her-nane. Lys. The only question is when we'd find the tine for such

folderol. It would be best to get himover there sooner, rather than later."
Avril never changed, thought Gaston. "Well, | wll put the proposal to him"
"Let us consider this yet two days nore before you do," the Enperor decided.
"Very well. Yet your consideration will cost the Enpire
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bl ood. Let your thoughts hold that also." Prince Gaston inclined his head
slightly. The Emperor still had not addressed his second concern. "And the
sorcerer?"

"Well, we'd be pleased to throw himat Prospero too. \Wichever one got

bl asted, we'd be ahead. Have you seen hinP"

"Nay. Nor have | had success finding out who he is. He nust be one of
Otaviano's captains, or feigning so; but they are many and they hail from

di fferent quarters, thus none knows nuch about the rest. My spies have given
me scant ground on which to found a surm se, and the prisoners know little of
use. "

"The idea of a sorcerer getting into such a war is disturbing," the Enperor
muttered. "They're all supposed to be under oath to the Well, the Crown.
They' re not supposed to be able to oppose it."

Gaston waited

The Enperor shook his head. "W cannot afford a sorcerer. If you wish to hire
one, the Enpire will sanction the contract but will not be a party to it."

"l see," Prince Gaston said.

"An Emperor cannot make the kind of bargain one of themwould want to strike.
W cannot engage in that kind of commerce.”

"As you will, then. I do not have tine to seek one out and negotiate, nor



could | delegate such an inportant task. | wll wait for your word on the

ot her business."

13

I N AN ANCI ENT HOUSE SURROUNDED BY titanic gnarled trees which shade and darken
every wi ndow, a man whose hair and beard are the color of snow warned by |ate
gol den sun sits reading a letter in a deep, confortably-cushioned armchair

whi ch has assuned the inprint of his body through long use. H's slippered feet
are propped on a little stool enbroidered with roses and a nottou"Vere
veritatem ser-
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vire"uand his el bows are accommbdat ed by cushions simlarly decorated by the
same hand. On his long, thin hands are three rings: on the left hand, mddle
finger, a plain band with a [ ock of brown hair braided around it; on the right
third finger, a gold signet ring engraved with the wearer's arns (five roses
in a weath); and beside it, on the mddle finger, a plain, heavy silver ring
with a dark-blue cabochon stone. The autumm sun enters the red-curtained

wi ndows and angl es down onto the brown carpet in heavy, dust-|aden beans.

The man's light blue eyes are on the letter, which he holds wi thin eight

i nches of the end of his nose. His brows are slightly raised with the effort
of focusing; his expression is mldly bemused. On his lap |ies a handsone book
bound in tooled red | eather whose spine is a little msshapen, a little frayed
at one end; on the floor lies brown w apping paper and oilcloth and a tangle
of string in which the book had been packed. The letter is pleated in many
smal | accordion folds.

A woman stands at one wi ndow, |ooking out through the bare branches of a tree
at the gardeners raki ng and sweeping

the awns. "Father, what is it?" she asked softly after a long, thick

si | ence.

"Eh," he said. "Eh. Conme see." Slowy, he lowered the letter and |l et her quick
fingers snatch it, her sharper eyes racing over it faster than his. The sun
tinted her smoothly knotted hair, which was the color of a wi nter norning, and
to her fair cheeks came the bright hue of enotion

"Here," she whispered

"Not even near," her father said. "Not even near. But nore here, than

el sewhere." He chuckled drily. "Hah. This shall be fun. | amsure he is ready
this tine."

"Last time he noved too quickly," said the woman softly.

"Anger does that to a man," he said. "Act in haste, repent at |eisure. Yet may
one consider well and still repent at |eisure."

She |lowered the letter and | ooked at him a line dividing
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her brows. "W have done nothing to repent of,’'
woul d regret nothing had it been nuch worse."
"So dost thou repent at leisure with nme," said he, but smling.

"What shall we do?" she asked.

"Do? Not hing."

" Not hi ng! ?"

"Not a bl essed thing. Think, Mranda: He knoweth his work. Were there any aid
we coul d render he would ask." The nman wal ked slowy to the wi ndow where she
had stood in the sun and stood as she had watching the gardeners. "Anot her

Wi nter upon us," he said. "Ah, we have had better fortune than nost. Beort,
beheaded. Chargrove, poi soned. Tebal do and Truchi o, hanged. The others

He did not finish

"They will all be vindicated," she said, lifting her chin.

He nodded, his back to her, his mouth turned down. Though their tombs be
hamrered to rubble, their bodies linmed in a pit-grave, would their souls rest
easi er, vindicated?

Qut si de, the gardeners renmoved the | eaves fromthe | awn | est they decay and
mar it.

she said. "I regret nothing,



Mranda read the letter again, her eyes devouring each word and taking on fire
and intensity of purpose. "If | were a man!" she cried, dropping the letter
and striking her palmwth her fist. "He would have taken me with himu"
"Nay. He would not," said her father. "He went al one because he nmust. W
understood. Wert thou a nman, belike we would have ended as the others." This
was an old argunent, famliar to both of them and he sighed a little at its
reiteration.
"I know," she said wearily. "I know. Father, | amsorry to plague you. | hate
this inaction. It is worse than being dead, being thwarted so, and the
waiting, the waiting that has gone on, and now we have only a few words in a
letter which may be no nore than runor."
He shook his head. "No. This is true tidings. | feel it
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in my bones." H's hand, unseen by her, clenched around the heavy silver
ring.
"It is good of Fidelio to send the news. He takes a great risk each tine,"
M randa said. "Someday | shall thank him Someday he shall thank him"
14
THE STEEP SIDES OF THE PARJPHALS are solid grey rock lightly coated with scree
and, bel ow the hi gher perennially-iced peaks, noraine. The gentler slopes of
| oose matter provide support for any nunber of trees large and small and for
broad meadows drained by whinmsically tw sting streanms. The mountai ns' | ower
flanks are cut by water-graven sheer-sided canyons, whose floors form natura
livestock pens for the Ascolet herdsman and a brutally limted field of battle
for an arny.
Oto had baited Gaston into such a canyon, one which sloped gradually and
whose walls were, at first, far apart; CGolias had attacked the Fireduke there,
and the Fireduke had turned and fought his way out, a purchase not cheap but
necessary. Now I nperial soldiers were scattered al ong the canyon rim
bi vouacked and firing bolts at the Ascolet arny when it showed itself and
sometines when it only betrayed its presence by novenents in the brush and
sapling spinneys. Gaston hinmself lay with nore soldiers sonme little distance
away, in the frozen floodplain of the Parphi-nal R ver where it had scooped
out a valley for itselfua canyon again, but one with maneuvering room A
drovers' road to Erispas, unpaved but w de-tranpled, ran above the river and,
three mles upstreamwhere the cliffs drew together again, a narrow
five-arched stone packhorse bridge arched over it, out of reach of the
nmel twat er fl oods.
Secure fromthe bolts and arrows of the Enpire's sentries, a bareheaded
nmessenger carrying a green bough rode along the drover's road, then up into
t he canyon, and slipped out
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of sight in a cluster of high-topped evergreens.
Among the trees, Otaviano and Colias watched the big-chested bay horse trot
toward themw th tall Dewar in his bright cloak on its back. Wen he arrived,
Oto held the horse's head as the sorcerer disnounted.
"You're not going to believe this one," Dewar said, grinning.
"Try me," CGolias said. "He wants ny head, and then it's all pardoned.™
Dewar shook his head, grinning still. "Better than that." Oto handed the
horse's reins to a groom nurnuring "You' re welcome" to hinself with a
sidel ong gl ance at Dewar. "Let's go inside, shall we?" he said al oud.
They wal ked to Otaviano's tent. Qttaviano turned and said "Well?" softly as
soon as they were inside. "The man has inposing taste in wi ne," Dewar said.
"Everybody knows that," Oto said. "What else?" "He is inposing in height as

wel | ." "Dewar, knock it off. What did he say?" "I thought 1'd start with
thi ngs you'd recogni ze as true, to enhance the inprobability of his proposal
Here you are: If you and Golias will haul up and trek off with himto join

Prince Herne in his defense of the Holy Honel and agai nst Prince Prosperou”
"Then the runors are true!" exclained Otaviano. Colias snorted.



"I said they were," Dewar said coolly. "I also said it worked to your
advantage. If you will do this, you, Otaviano, becone Baron of Ascolet, and
you, Colias, are pardoned and naned Prince; you both are permitted to bathe in
the Wll's fire, taken into the famlial fold, and bygones go by the board."

Dewar smiled slightly. "I think there is not much flexibility in this offer
The Marshal indicated that several times, subtly; he murmured that the
Enmperor's cl emency should not be tested." "Baron of Ascolet," nuttered

Otaviano. "My first thought on hearing that, Oto, is that it is no less than
your father had."
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"That is true," Oto said. "For Colias, pardon.” "Wich is no small thing,
consi deri ng how they feel about you," and Dewar nodded to CGoli as.

"I don't give a black shit what they think. Anything

el se?"

"Not that he spoke of then. That may be the one item for which we can
negoti ate nore: |and for you."

"I'd settle for cash."

"You m ght not be able to get that. Wars tend to | eave governnents | ong on
good intentions and short on coin."

"Cash on the nail," said Golias. "Wat do you want to do, Qtto?"
"I'I'l have to think about it."
Golias snorted. "He's offering this now because he'll take heavy | osses and

probably I ose."

"I do not tell futures," Dewar said, bow ng slightly.

Oto | eaned back and drumred his fingers lightly. "I'd rather have it be an
i ndependent country again," he said. "They will think I've sold short. 'l
think I've sold short. For the privilege of facing down the nan the Enperor
fears nore than anyone alive."

"I's there a deadline?" Colias asked.

"I said you would tell himtomorrow at the same hour and so on whether it be
acceptable or we desire nore tine in consideration. If we attack or nove in
the neantime, he will consider that a refusal and hostilities go on as
previously schedul ed."

"I wonder if he's stalling for tine,’
Dewar. He lifted his eyebrows.

"\Why 2"

They | ooked at one another and then at Colias, who, a veteran of war with
Landuc, was nost fam liar with the opponent.

CGolias said, "Reinforcenents."

"Not that |'ve seen,"” Dewar said. "I wonder where they'd come from They seem
to be throwi ng everything to Herne. Rightly, too; Prospero is a greater
danger, though distant."

Oto nuttered. This hadn't occurred to

"Then he wants to finish this up and head out after Prospero,"” Qtaviano
decided. "Hm" He sl ouched further
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down in his chair, tipping it, and propped his feet on a chest. "Is there any

advantage to us in continuing to fight here, now, if Gaston really wants to
| eave?" he asked, half-al oud.

"Prince Gaston isn't going to walk away fromthe fight,'
hi s head. "Think of what people would say."

"No, no. |'d never expect that. Maybe if Prospero nmarched on the capital
Gaston woul d evaporate for a while and cone back later,"” OQto said testily. "
wonder " H's voice trailed off; he took his oblong red folding knife from
hi s pocket and began tapping it against his left palm "Prospero,” he said in
an undertone.

Colias poured wine for himself. "lIt's to Prospero's advantage that we del ay
Gaston here," he said.

"It is,"” Dewar said. "No doubt he's very grateful to you."

Dewar sai d, shaking



"How grateful do you think he is?" Oto asked his pocket-knife, cleaning a bit
of grit fromits handle with a fingernail, then opening the knife and

begi nning to clean his fingernails.

Dewar chuckl ed softly, shaking his head.

"What's funny?" Qto asked.

"I think it sounds like a good question," Golias said. "How grateful is he?
Can he beat the Enperor's offer?"

"You just send round and ask him" Dewar said. "Do you think he doesn't know
about you, about the war here? O course he knows. If he were interested in
prolonging it, you would have heard fromhim or froma proxy." He glanced at
&olias for a nonent. "Have you?"

O taviano | ooked up fromhis knife, his attention caught by the sharp note in
Dewar's voice. "Have you?" he echoed, when Golias said nothing.

"Not lately," CGolias said. It was true; he had heard nothing from Prospero for
the past twenty-five days. Twenty-five days ago, he had received paynent in
advance for the comng quarter's mayhem a shaggy pony trotting up to himwth
four bags of well-nmuffled coins inits panniers. Golias had counted the coins,
had sl apped the pony and sent it trotting back wherever it cane from and a
few days later had entered into contract with Otavianouat the rate of
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pay Oto had agreed to, which had been one and a half tinmes Colias's |ast.
Oto had been somewhat surprised by the answer, but Golias had pointed out
that the costs of doing business, for the independent man, had increased

st eeply.

"What did you hear and when?" Oto asked.

ol ias gave Dewar a | ook of unveiled dislike. "I've worked for him" he said.
"Doi ng what ?"

"That's confidential, Your H ghness," CGolias retorted.

"So it is," agreed Otaviano, nodding. "I beg your pardon. | didn't mean to

pry." Oto admired the underhanded, yet open, way in which Dewar had just made
himaware that Golias's interest, after all was said and done, was in staying
alive and getting paid for it, not in settling; had warned CGolias that he knew
nore than Golias might |ike about the mercenary's business affairs; and had
poi nted out courteously that deals struck with Prince Prospero were unlikely
to benefit anyone but Prospero. Dewar, one of these days, woul d make sonebody
a hell of a Privy Counsell or

"Don't see any point getting in touch with the Duke of Wnds, now that you put
it that way," Oto said, frowming a little. "If he wanted to exploit this,
he'd have nmade an offer. Maybe what he wants is to face Prince Gaston fastu
before he's had the expense of a drawn-out fight, before he has to spread

hi nsel f out holding territory,"” He thought, trying to second-guess Prospero.
Prince Ga& on was probably nuch better at doing so. OQtaviano began fiddling
with his pocket-knife again. "Wat was it the Marshal said about the offer,
Dewar ?"

"That the Enperor's clenency should not be tested. Those were his words,"

Dewar said. "l suspect strongly that the corollary is that, if you refuse now,
there will be scant clenmency later. C enency does tend to decay, if not

pl ucked pronptly."

Golias grunted. "d enency. Yeah. W get to go fight for Avril, instead of

our sel ves. "

Dewar shrugged. "Fighting and causes and so on aside," he observed, "they are
much ali ke, being baron of a |arge
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and powerful barony owing fealty to an Enperor and being king of a relatively
smal | and poor ki ngdom nei ghboring the sane.”

"Alike?" Oto said. "Wat about the small clauses of fealty, requiring ne to
go fight Prospero if the Enperor tells nme to?"

"Ch, well, that," Dewar said. "| suppose. Looking at it in terms of l|ives

| ostu" He shrugged again. That was O -taviano's probl em



Lives. Otaviano hadn't considered that. How expensive might it be to hold
Ascol et against a merciless and inpatient Gaston, who m ght have nen diverted
fromHerne if he so desired, reinforcenents provided to speed victory here and
free Gaston to nmeet Prospero? How | ong could Otaviano hold out? Golias and
his mercenaries would nmelt away as soon as Lunete's gold was all in their
hands, and that would not take |long, for they were expensive to hire. There
woul d be no mlitary assistance fromLys, for Lunete haduafter such delays as
she dared useurai sed the Enperor's levy of troops there for Gaston and coul d
send no nore to Ascol et w thout treason

If they were facing Josquin, who (fromwhat Oto had heard) was far and away
the | east conpetent of the Princes, or one of Gaston's subordinates in the

| mperial Arny, the chance of victory would be nmuch greater. Otaviano had not
expected to face the Inperial Marshal hinselfunearly in person, the other day,
separated by a dozen strides on the battlefield, swinging his |long sword and
| oppi ng an arm off one of Gtto's men. King Panurgus had appoi nted the Marsha
because he was the best man for the job of defending and expandi ng Landuc.
Enperor Avril had kept himon for that reason.

Ki ng of Ascolet, Baron of Ascolet. Wich was better? It was easy for Dewar to
toss off witty remarks about kings and barons. It wasn't his nane, his future
at stake. Otaviano had deci ded when he first |learned of his ancestry that he
woul d be King of Ascolet, and by the Fire in himhe would do it. But what did
it mean to be king of a place conquered, precariously, at the cost of the
lives of so many
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of its abl e-bodied nmen? They had lost a tenth of their force already. Oto
hadn't expected so many deaths, so much slowkilling pain and so many frozen
bandages. Wuld the throne be secure, set on bones and blood of its own
citizens? Oto opened and cl osed his heavy knife: big blades, little bl ades,
awl - punch, corkscrew .

Suppose, Ottavi ano thought, suppose he won here now and were deposed | ater, by
citizens or Prince Gaston. Looking at it as a problemhe faced fromthe
Emperor's side, Oto would be dead. The Enperor took a di mview of rebellion;
the fates of Prince Prospero's old friends and allies showed that. Dead was a
pretty pernmanent state to be in. There wasn't much chance of inproving it. A
live Baron, however, nmight better his position at opportune nonents u |ater

O tavi ano snapped shut the blades of his knife, one by one. "I'll ask you,
Dewar, to act as spokesman again, tomorrow,” he said. "You'll tell him]l
accept the offer.” "Surrender!" Colias exclai ned.

"I'f you don't want to be included,"” Qtaviano said, "I'll do what | can either

to get you a safe-conduct or to cover for you while you leave. Up to you. W
can try to freight that title of Prince with nore naterial ballast."

ol ias | ooked at Otaviano, inmperfectly covering his contenpt, "Surrendering,"
he repeated, shaking his head slightly, and he | ooked at Dewar disdainfully.
Dewar seemed to be dozing in his chair, but Otaviano saw his eyes glittering
under lowered lids. "I'lIl speak for nyself," Golias said. "I cut my own
deal s. "

The silence was charged. Dewar said nothing. Otaviano felt his face redden
The inplied insult was galling; but Golias had said nothing answerabl e,
not hi ng openly offensive. Gtto couldn't challenge himfor it. Perhaps he could
take the quarrel to other ternms and win.

He forced hinmself to relax, to smle, to nod. "Good enough,” Otaviano said.
"You' re your own boss, and you know best what kind of deal you want to cut."”
He paused, just |long enough to let the topic go, and went on, "Speaking of
cutting and dealing U weren't we going to play cards tonight?"

Sorcerer and a Cfentfeinan

151

The young guard outside Oxto's tent had | ooked very famliar to Dewar as he
went in. As he went out, he paused, taking out a pipe, letting the others go
ahead of him



"Lunete,"” nmurmnured Dewar around the pipestem glancing at her in the
torchlight.

She glared at him "Shsh," she nouthed soundl essly.

He Iifted an eyebrow and | ooked at the other guard. "Pondy,"
the Castellan of Lys.

"Sir," Pondy said blandly, saluting.

Dewar | ooked again at Lunete, still glaring at himfromunder her earfl apped,
sheepskin-1ined helm "One cannot hide the moon in a rainbarrel, madane," he
mur mur ed, amused. OGtto couldn't possibly know she was here. It was very funny
and, Dewar thought, rather sweetly romantic. The sort of thing a girl brought
up away from Court on too nany troubadour's ballads would do. He smiled nore
wi dely, puffing on the pipe.

"Lovely evening," he said to the icy stars overhead. "They're off to a card
gane, but | care as little for it as they care to have ne play; |I'mtoo |ucky,
and honest too. A pleasant and quiet watch to you both."

"Sir," Pondy said again. Lunete said nothing, but Dewar could feel her

wat chi ng hi m wal k away.

When t he guards changed at m dni ght, he put away his books and papers and sat
at his narrow table with an el aborately etched five-Ilobed hourgl ass, watching
the sands run slowy, neasuring the long wi nter mdnight. Before nuch of the
hour had noved fromthe niddl e sphere to the | ower, he heard a murnmur of

voi ces outside

The tent-flap noved.

"Message fromthe King, sir," said one of his own tent-guards.

Dewar lifted his eyebrows, nodded once; the guard stood back and admitted
Lunet e.

They | ooked at one another over the candle's flane.

Dewar beckoned her near with one finger and pointed to the other chair, across
the table fromhim

"Sir," she said in a lowvoice, still standing, "Iu"
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"Cone closer and sit down."

She hesitated, did so.

"No one can hear us now," Dewar said pleasantly. "Wne?"

"Howso? No, thank you."

"A spell," Dewar said.

Lunet e | ooked around, shivering visibly.

Dewar studied her. "May one ask," he said after a noment, "what you're doing
here? O nust one draw conclusions fromone's perhaps excessively creative and
lively imagination?"

Lunete's cheeks reddened brighter than the winter cold had |l eft them She took
of f her gloves for sonmething to do. "I have been worried," she said. "He has
not witten."

"Qtois not adiligent letter-witer," said Dewar.

"Not when things aren't going well," she agreed, |ooking away, and then | ooked
back. "So you are surrendering," she said.

He sighed. "He is."

"Why?" she whi spered, a hot hard word

"Because it is the prudent thing to do," Dewar said, |eaning back in his
chair. "Because Oto shall have what his father had, and that is enough for
nost nen. Because Otto does not |ike seeing his friends bl eed and die. Because
Golias's services are expensive and Gto cannot keep himon hire through the
wi nter. Because Prince Gaston has taken Erispas back. Because it is better
than |l osing everything." "You couldn't |ose."

"Qto could | ose," Dewar said. "Madane, 1 amnot in the business of giving
advice, but | submt to you that Otto has a long life ahead of himin which to
pl ot, schene, and fight, never mind the portions of it which he would spend

wi th yourself, and were he executed now it would put a serious blotch on that
rosy future."

he acknow edged



Lunet e opened her nouth to speak. "Do not asperse himfor it," Dewar said. "He
has won sone of his battles and lost others. He is getting out of it very

well, all things considered. Wre Prince Prospero not in the Wstu"
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"uand Prince Gaston at full leisure to pursue this war and | esson Ascol et
thereby in loyalty, | assure you you'd be a w dow before pl oughi ng season

cane. And that would be a great shame." Dewar took out a pouch of

sweet -snel i ng herbs and packed his | ong-stemmed pi pe again slowy. "Heu"
Lunete began, and did not finish. "He has done all in his power. No one could
do nore. He is outclassed here. That is the sinple truth. Wre we facing, say,
Prince Josqui nuthe odds woul d be different. But it is Prince Gaston, the

| mperial Marshal, and Prince Gaston has trapped us, and he knows it, and he
has other things to do, and Oto is a little nore useful alive than dead. Are
you famliar with the terns?" "I heard surrender."”

"But it is a confectionery surrender, sugared with clemency. Oto and Colias
abandon this war. Oto holds Ascol et, Baron as Sebastiano was. Golias is
granted the title Prince. In payment, so to speak, or atonement, they both go
west with their nen to support Prince Gaston and Prince Herne and the Enpire
agai nst Prince Prospero, who attacks there with great bol dness and great
success. "

Lunete drew her breath in, the blood fleeting from her

face, ivory in the darkness. "It will kill him" she whispered

"Hi s chances are better there than if he continued here,"

Dewar said, lighting the pipe off the candl e and puffing

snoke around his words.

"I mean the dishonor!" cried Lunete. Dewar gazed at her over the candl e and
snoke. "Qto's honor seenms rugged and durable enough to withstand a

conprom se," he said. "He knew the odds when he started the ganme, Lunete."

"I want himto fight on," she said. "I want himto have Ascol et, and not as
another man's |ackey. | want himto be hinmsel f, independent and unchai ned, not
bound to the Em peror."

Dewar shook his head slowy. "Perhaps later," he said. "Perhaps it m ght be
done were there no Prince Gaston to flank and counter and anticipate as he
does, with the flood
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of men he commands. He will still be Olo if he is a baron and not a king,
Countess. He will lose nothing of his essential self."

"You don't know hi nmu"

"Perhaps not," Dewar adm tted, sucking the pipe thoughtfully.

But they both knew he did, and that she did not, and that he had |ived nore
closely nowwith Gttaviano than had Lunete his wife and for |onger. Lunete bit
her lip and | ooked away, at the little wood-burning stove which barely warned
the tent.

"It is not for ne to make his future, | know," she said after a nonent,
"but uDewar, 1 do not want himto be hurt."
"It will sting, but it will not kill him™"

"I nmean in the West."

"He probably doesn't want to get hurt there either," Dewar said, shrugging.
"WIl you do what you can to protect hinP" Lunete asked, her eyes on his.
Dewar sat very still.

"I will pay you," she said in the silence.

"I have other concerns," he said, sighing a | ong stream of pal e snoke.
"Moreover | am not ashaned to say | have no nore desire to face Prince
Prospero than Oto has to face Prince Gaston, and for very simlar reasons.”
"Ch," she said, and with a flick of acid, "I was forgetting. You don't sel
your sorcery."

Dewar was master enough of hinmself not to answer the inplied insult. "No, and
t he Enperor doesn't buy," he rem nded her. "There would be no point in ne
goi ng there; they would not have ne, would not trust me. Qtto does not quite



believe that | stay here now, and for me to go west with himto face down the
nost powerful sorcerer of Phe-yarcetu" He snorted. "They would chain me in a

madhouse, rightly too. It is beyond all reason. | have inportant work to do,
whi ch goes undone while |I play court-wi zard with these petty wars and
politics."

Sorcerer and a gentl eman

155

"You could go for the same reason you canme here," Lunete said.

Dewar | owered his eyes fromhers and watched the hourglass run

"Are you not his friend?" she whispered. "You said so."

"It is not so much a question of that, nmadaneu”

"You said you would hel p hi mbecause you liked him" she remnded him stil
whi spering. "You are a gentleman as well as a sorcerer. WIIl you not foll ow
this through to its concl usion? Assuredly he has needed you here. He will need
you nmore there. Wuld you deny that?"

Dewar said nothing, studying the candle-flane now instead of the running sand
i n the hourgl ass.

"There are things | nust do," he said to the flame, "but when | have done
them | will join himand Prince Gaston in the Wst again. They will not need
me at once; it will take themsone tine to travel thither."

Lunete's breath nade the flame bow to Dewar, a cloudlet of black soot rising
as it kissed its well of nelted wax.

"Anything in nmy power to give youu"

"I do not sell ny sorcery,"” Dewar said in a voice w thout enotion, turning the
wor ds back on her as she had turned themon him

She stiffened, |ooked down. "I0"

"Nay, Lunete," he said, and rose, |eaned over the table, took her hands. "Let
us not quarrel for pride. Let us be friends, as we have been."

She stood too, clasping his warm hands with hers that were cold. "Thank you,"
she said. "Let us be friends." H's eyes rested on hers, and she felt that

di sconcerting swinmng warnth nove through her body again. "WII| you accept,
not paynment, but a token of ny friendshi p?" Lunete asked softly.

He began to say no, and she forestalled him

"Sonet hing of no value, save to a friendu"

Dewar bowed his head gracefully. "Then | am honored."

Lunete let go of his hands and took off her helnmet. Her hair was brai ded and
pi nned tight against her head beneath
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the netal and wool. She undid one of the plaits, drew her knife, and cut a

I ong russet-glinting lock of it.

Dewar wat ched, unspeaking.

"This is a precious thing, and of great value; | thank you," he said | ow
bowi ng deeply as he accepted the gift, coiling it round and round into a ring.
D d she know that she had just handed himfull power over herself? Was she so
i gnor ant ?

Lunete, blushing, put her hair up again.

"There is a favor | would ask of you, Lunete, in friendship's name,’
sai d.

Her eyes gl anced at himand away.

"Do not tell Oto we have spoken thus," he said.

The winter sun was blazing hot. Indifferent to its rays, Prince Gaston stood
on the Erispas road' s packhorse bridge, arns folded, waiting for taviano's
party to dismount and join him

Behind him waiting with the same patience displayed by their commander, were
arrayed in a semicircle the Fire-duke's four principal captains and a

st andar d- bearer who carried the Inperial standard and Gaston's own on a single
staff.

First down at the canyon's nouth was a bl ue-cl oaked man, whom t he Marsha
recogni zed as the fell ow who' d acted as nessenger between his canp and
Otaviano's while they negotiated, followed i mediately by Otaviano hinsel f

Dewar



and Golias. Golias was dressed in the same |leather and nail he wore to fight.
O taviano had a new | ooki ng surcoat. Three other nen and a boy carrying their
standard were with them w tnesses for their side.

The | anky em ssary wal ked besi de Qttaviano, avoiding sl ush-puddl es w t hout

| ooki ng down; they were tal king about sonething, Otaviano nodding. The

st andar d- bearer was on the enissary's other side, eyeing the bridge, which had
been cl eared of the previous day's wet snow and ice. The river underneath was
too fast-noving to freeze, and the ice that fringed it was wet and dri pping
today under the sun's brief appearance.
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The em ssary gl anced up, caught Prince Gaston's eye on them and sniled
slightly and nodded once, a greeting to a peer. He fell back half a step to
join the others. Gaston realized he didn't actually know the nan's nane. He
had al ways identified hinself as the Representative of the King of Ascolet,
Count of Lys.

O taviano and Colias wal ked onto the bridge, and Gas-ton's attention was drawn
fromtheir follower, who had his hands behind his back and was | ooking off to
one side at the stream now

"CGood day," Gaston said.

"W neet without steel, for a change." Qttaviano sniled, suddenly nervous. The
Fi reduke | ooked no smaller now than he had on the battlefield, bloodspattered
and on horseback. He was soft-spoken, but the power simmering under the qui et
courtesy was tangi ble in his handcl asp

"Thou art Ottaviano. | am pleased to know t hee, nephew. | am Prince Gaston

Mar shal of Landuc."

For a nonent, Otto bristled: doddering, decrepit relics of the early days of
Panurgus mght call their servants thee, or their dogs or

great-grandchil drenuand then he realized that in truth. Prince Gaston was a

relic, but a vital, living, dangerous one, who had survived and adapted to
change after change in the world around him Wy should he not call Oto,
thee? He was but a century or so younger than the Well, and he was Oto's

el dest uncle to boot. Otaviano backed away fromthe di zzyi ng prospect of
Prince Gaston's age and attended.

ol ias and Gaston were bowi ng to one another. Gaston smled his anbi guous
smle. " Tis even greater pleasure to face thee so, Golias."

"I hope so," CGolias said curtly.

"Let's get to business," said Otaviano. "As soon as the sun goes behind that
nmount ai n everything's going to be under a sheet of slick ice, and I'd rather
not ride back that way."

"Well-put,"” Prince Gaston said. "Here's the accord, drafted by ny clerks.
Review it as ye would, and the copies, here. | have already done so."
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There were twel ve copies altogether; Otaviano handed four to Golias, took
four himself, and half-turned and nodded to his em ssary. "Make yourself
useful . "

"You demand nuch of your allies,"” said the man, smiling, and Otaviano
chuckl ed as he handed the sheaf of parchment to him The enissary stood beside
himat the table, reading.

olias read skeptically, murnured three tines about a word or a clause to
Otaviano, and finally nodded grudgingly. Qtaviano read it all tw ce and went
over Golias's share as well. The enissary read quickly, nodding to hinself as
i f making nental ticks, one eyebrow unconsciously lifted, a faint smle on his
lips. Gaston thought for the dozenth tinme that he knew he had met the man,
somewhere, and runmaged for the occasion, for a nane. It was not |ike his
menory to be so vague. He was a distinctive character, handsone, well-bred,
and an excel | ent swordsman.

Otaviano did not review the docunents his em ssary had checked, but accepted
themand the man's nod with a private | ook of inquiry and then a nod of his



own.
They were intimte, thought Gaston. Friends at the |east.

"Very well," said Oto, and his smle evaporated. He set the parchnents down.
"The witnesses for the Enperor of Landuc, who here is represented by nyself
today," Gaston said, "are Sir Vittor Cadine, Sir Blanont of Mntfrechet, Sir
M chael Torcarry, and Sir Piscos the Wiite." The standard-bearer, Gaston's
esquire, did not count.

"The witnesses for Ascolet, which is nme, are Sir Halloy the Rider, Sir Barnet
Fridolin, Sir Ustos of Chanplys, and Lord Dewar."

Gaston didn't quite catch the last name, but surmised that it applied to the
em ssary. Lord of what and where? he wondered in the back of his mnd as he
bent to the business of signing.

Otaviano's signatures were tall-capitaled and firm only the first held a
quiver in the final o. Gaston's was neat and conpact, flourished distinctively
t hough unfashi onably; Golias's nane sprawl ed. The w tnesses inscribed names
and
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seal ed seals against themin the space provided. Lord Dewar had no seal, and
he signed his nane only a precise, small "Dewar."

The standard-bearer of Ascolet watched with interest.

"Now for the tough part,"” nuttered Otaviano, straightening and | ooking up at
Prince Gaston, all jesting gone.

Gaston nodded once and took a single step to his left, so that there was no

| onger a table between them

Otaviano | ooked around as if savoring this |ast nmonment, and then, very

slow y, unbuckled his sword belt and handed it to Gaston. He bent one knee and
knelt before the Prince on the bridge. Gaston | eaned forward slightly and
enf ol ded his nephew s hands between his own, holding the man's eyes, know ng
how vul nerabl e and hunbl ed he felt.

"I, Gttaviano, do solemly swear by the Well of Fire that nourishes ne.

Low and clear, no tremor in his voice, spoken directly to Gaston or to
somet hi ng sonewher e behi nd Gast on.

Gaston noistened his lips and said, "I, Gaston, Prince of Landuc, on behal f of
H s Radiant Majesty Avril, Enmperor of Landuc, who reigns with the force of the
Wl |, do accept thy fealty and appoint thee Baron of Ascol et and grant thee
all the rights, privileges, and honors pertaining to this rank, and in return
for this boon do lay upon thee the duties of rendering to the Crown the
Crown's share of the revenues and of pronptly and wi thout delay providing nen
at the Crown's request to carry out war "

The vow wei ghed heavily on OQttaviano, Gaston coutd see. But the boy had

| ostul ost and hardly lost at all, for he had now been granted his father's
position. Admittedly one could dispute that he need not have gone to war for
it inthe first place, but Gaston was no starry-eyed dreamer. Justice denanded
to be served with steei. He released Otaviano's hands and the Baron of

Ascol et rose.

"Shal |l be repeated at Court when circunstances permt," Gaston said.

"I"'mso |l ooking forward to it," Otaviano said, and wyed his nouth, accepting
the return of his sword.

Gaston | ooked at Coli as.
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There was a nore bitter oath to give and one to take. They regarded one

anot her tensely, Gaston standi ng over his opponent and waiting for himto nake
the vow which would surrender CGolias to the Crown and to offer him in return,
a kind of legitinmacy.

ol ias rose quickly, disdainfully, having taken the oath, and Gaston caught

hi m by the shoul ders.

"Prince CGolias," he said quietly.

olias stared at himand then nodded, smiling with only one side of his nouth.



"Yeah. "
"Wl come, " said Gaston, and rel eased himafter another half-second s clasp.
"Thanks," Colias said.

Gaston's eye fell, as he turned back to the table, on Lord Dewar, whose
expression was grave and renote, sadly vacant or turned on sone distant

pr ospect .

"W will begin noving to join you in Erispas tonorrow," Otaviano said,
"weat her permittingu"

"It will,"” said Lord Dewar absently.

O taviano chuckl ed. "Then we will. And you, Marshal ?"

"Il meet you there, and we'll take counsel together o'er the business of

goi ng West as speedily as nmay be done.™
G tavi ano nodded and | ooked at Golias, who nodded al so.

"Farewel |, then, until the norrow," Prince Gaston said.
Lord Dewar turned and went off the bridge to the squire who held their horses,
and OGttaviano frowned after hima nonent, breaking off his own farewell. Lord

Dewar nmounted qui ckly and urged his horse forward toward the bridge.
"Beg pardon, gentlenmenu”

"What ? Where the hell are you goi ng?" demanded O tavi ano.

"I have affairs to attend to," Dewar said. He had a long black staff in his
hand now. "Farewell, Oto, and a safe journey to you."

Gaston's eyes widened fractionally. He stared. The sorcerer! O course! Gaston
had been blind as auno, surely the man had been foggi ng perceptions of hinself
with illusions,
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keepi ng hinself from being noticed closely. Gaston stepped forward to get a
better, last ook at the sorcerer, Lord Dewar.

"What about your prom ses, sorcerer?" hissed Golias. "You abandon us when we
need youu"

"That is alie, Golias," said Dewar, "in that it inplies that | said | would
not, and never did | so." He nudged his horse forward, and the ani mal began to
wal k.

"That's true," OQtaviano said, following him "Look, sonetine weu"

"And farewell, Prince Gaston, a pleasure to neet you." Dewar smiled a brief,
brilliant smile at the Prince Marshal

"Farewel | ," Gaston said, surprised and anused

"I thank you," said the sorcerer over his shoulder, and kicked the horse so
that it began galloping along the drover's road above the Parphinal. He went
around a bend and was out of their sight.

"Son of a bitch!" Colias said. "Fucking unreliable fickleu"

"Prince Golias, you surpass yourself in slander and discourtesy," the

st andar d- bearer said prinmy

Gaston stared at the standard-bearer, startled again. A wonan? WAs not hi ng
what it seened to be, today?

"He sold us out!" Colias said to Qttaviano.

"Don't be an ass!" Otaviano said. "They conme and go."

" 'Tis the nature of the breed,"” Gaston said. "Wence cane he?"

"Madana, " Otaviano said. "Or sonewhere."

Gaston nodded. Had he met the man before? Sonething about himwas famliar

but Gaston could not put a nane to it, or him beyond that given: Dewar. He
resolved to think on it later

"He's going for the Nexus at Byrencross, there's a sunset Gate there,

remenber he mentioned it onceu" and Qttaviano broke of f.

"At ny back," Prince Gaston said. "I aminpressed anew by the quality of the
forces thou hast brought to thy cause, Baron."

"W could have won!" Golias said, still enraged.
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"Nay, " said the Fireduke, "for had you not agreed, Prince Josquin was prepared
to join me with men of Madana, and you woul d have died." H's holiday hunor was



gone; again he was the inplacable | eader of the Enperor's armes.

"Ch," said Otaviano.

"Aye."

"That's not a sure thing," said CGolias. "Betrayed!"

" Tis a certainty," said Gaston di spassionately, and he gathered up the copies
of the treaty.

OTTAVI ANO TURNED SLOALY ROUND AND RCUND, | ooki ng Up

| ooking away in every direction. Above the peaks of the tents, above the poles
of the standards, the sky hung high and enpty, dawn sweeping up fromthe
distant rim the wide, long dawn of the frozen plains. Daylight exposed the
arnmy as a neagre thing in a way that the near-hanging stars had not. They had
arrived at night, following Prince Gas-ton's troops into a bonfire-Way the
Marshal had opened to Prince Herne; the night was spent pitching camp by
torchlight, assigning perinmeter patrols, and the like. Gtto had craw ed into
his cold bed shortly before sunrise, and shortly after, his sharp-voiced
squire had roused himw th the nane of Prince Herne, under whom the Marsha
had pl aced Asco-let's troops and the nercenaries. It had all seened routine,
if a bit off-hours, in the dark. Now that Oto saw the place, the

battl efi el d-pl ai ns of Chenay, he was taken aback. The dun and grey earth
nerged into the heavens; the scraps of color around the arnyupennants, cl oaks,
fluttering | aundryuwere piteously insignificant.

"What's biting you?" Prince Herne demanded, halting and | ooki ng back at him

"It's . . . flat," Oto explained.

"These are the Western Plains," Herne retorted. "Step snmartly; the Marsha
waits."
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The Marshal enmerged now fromhis tent, frowning a little; the frown

di sappeared when he saw Prince Herne, Prince Golias, and the Baron of Ascolet.
They were | ate.

Oto glanced around hinmsel f again with a shudder. It was too flat. It was |ike
being on a plate. Prospero had chosen his venue well; the Enperor's arny was
exposed in every way. xto had been on prairies before, in deserts, on oceans,
and he hated their naked sweeps of space and sky.

Prince Gaston was waiting, though. Qttaviano saluted and greeted him then was
stopped as he started into the tent by Gaston's hand on his shoul der

"Sir?"

"Hadst thou difficulties in the journey?"

"None. No. The nen, a few of themdidn't like it, but they cane through. W
had some pani cky horses. And they're all finding it strange here."

"Strange?" the Fireduke pronmpted him

Oto gestured, enbarrassed. "Well, it'suflat. It's likeu |ike being on top of
a mountain," he said, "all the time. Seeing so far. The air's thin, even."

" "Tis an unwonted bitter cold strike, fromProspero's hand no doubt," Prince
Gaston said. "Aye, the land's not |ike Ascolet."

"I don't like it, sir. W can't do anything."

"We can. W can advance."

Otaviano nodded. "Yes, sir," he agreed, and the Prince |let himgo. But as
Otaviano went into the tent, he glanced back again. On the nmonot onous

hori zon, a blue-violet line of stormswept toward them from Prospero's forces,
and Oto wondered how far anyone woul d advance agai nst that.

He had the answer sooner than he |iked. The Enmperor's nen coul d not advance.
They could barely hold their own. Prospero had nonentum and Prospero had
sorcery the like of which had not been since Panurgus and Proteus had divided
Hendi adys into Pheyarcet and Phesaotois, and Prospero had weat her. Hai
hamrered down, and fierce small cones of black cloud whi pped over the | and and

t hrough their lines, sucking men up and crushing them when they fell. The
weat her nocked themy a few hours of
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sun or stars would precede a stinging near-horizontal rain that soaked through
their tents and gullied and rutted the encanpnment. They froze, but snow never
fell, only icy, glazing rains.

Otaviano admred the weather-working; it took fine Elenental control to do
it, the sort Prospero had been runored to have, but seeing it in action was
deeply disturbing. Wien the very air a nman breathes can turn into a hostile

wi nd, norale suffers. Gaston's troops seened to take it better; perhaps their
proximty to the Fireduke heartened them GColias's portion of the arnmy had it
the worst, or clainmed to, and Herne's men were bogged in nud.

Yet they did progress, feet by days. Prince Gaston attacked Prospero anyway,
and Prospero fell back sonetinmes and held sonetinmes. Prospero's object, Gaston
said, nust be to reach the River Ire, which he could use to nove very swiftly
past a nunber of obstacles to land relatively close to the capital. Landuc's
Bounds barred himfrom using sorcery to go so near and prevented himfrom sone
of the direst workings, and he nust fight his way as any invader woul d.

"I'f Panurgus were alive," Oto nuttered to Golias, as they walked to Golias's
tent to dine and play a game of cards with Herne and Clay, "he could
strengt hen the Bounds and push Prospero back. That's how the danmm things are
supposed to work."

"Were the old bastard alive, Prospero wouldn't be, sinple as that," Colias
said. "Who's there?" he added, half-drawing, turning to face a torch-bearing
figure racing toward them

"Baron! Sir! Prince," said the nessenger, one of Gaston's squires. "His

H ghness the Prince Marshal, sir, w shes you to come to his tent now, Baron
sir."

O taviano could think of reasons for Gaston to send for himat this time of
the night, but none seened plausible. "Now? Wl |l uGolias, go on wthout ne, |
guess. "

ol i as nodded and turned away, slogging on alone in the icy drizzle Prospero
had sent themtoday, and Oto plodded through the encanmpnent to Gaston's tent.
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There were an unusual nunber of guards around the place. Qtaviano foll owed
the squire in past four grimfaced hel med nmen waiting outside the door

"Ah, there you are," said Dewar cheerfully.

The first thing Qttaviano noticed about the sorcerer was that he was bone-dry,
unli ke everyone else within sixty-four mles of the sodden battlefield. Dewar
was cl ean, cleanshaven, and clothed rather better than war m ght dictate, the
enerald pendant in his ear; he |ooked like a foppish | andowner visiting his
ganekeeper as he sat across fromthe Prince Marshal

"What are you doing here?" Oto asked, before Prince Gaston could say
anything. Was Dewar acting as an emissary againuthis time for Prospero?

"I thought 1'd see how you were getting on with this war," Dewar said. "The

| ast one wasn't nearly as interesting." He smiled, lifting an eyebrow.
Otaviano stared at him shook his head, and turned to the Marshal. "Sir, | do
swear by the Wll's Fire that | did not know he was here, or coning here, nor
did | ask himto do so."

Gaston nodded. "I do believe thee," he said,
a sorcerer unawares than this one was."

"It is not inpossible to catch a sorcerer napping,"” Dewar put in fromwhere he
sat. "It is difficult, but not inpossible. Sone are carel essujust as any nan

m ght be."

"What are you doi ng here?" Otaviano asked again.

"He said he wished to see thee," Gaston said, sitting down and nodding to

anot her enpty canmp-chair. Qto sat slowmy. "No nore than that."

Oto shook his head. "Mre fairy-tal es?"

Dewar shrugged. "I was curious," he said.

"That's going to get you into a |lot of trouble, one of these days," OQto said.
"Curious?"

"Yes. And now | aminterested."”

for me-seens 'tis harder to take



"Interested,” Gaston repeated.
"And hungry," Dewar said. He paused hopefully and
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then went on, "But yes, interested. | have not seen ever so one-sided a

conflict as this. Prince Prospero has considerable force in his hands."

"The Emperor,"” OQtto said, "won't hire a sorcerer."

"I do not sell ny services," Dewar replied haughtily, lifting his chin and

rai sing an eyebrow.

"So you cane to watch us get ground into conpost,” Otaviano said. "That's
real neighborly of you." He thought suddenly of Lunete, of the note in her

voi ce when she spoke to the sorcerer, of the way he didn't |like her smling at
Dewar, of the way the sorcerer smled back sonetinesu

Gaston interrupted the begi nnings of Oto's seizure of jealousy. "Lord Dewar,"
he said in his usual even way, "under the circunstances, the presence of a
strange sorcerer is not welcome here." He shifted in his seat. Light flashed
fromthe long hilt of his sword at his back as the Fireduke noved a shoul der.
"But 1'mnot strange. to knows me," Dewar said, with a hint of dandified

draw, "and | have come to visit himas any gentleman mght visit a friend. |
assure you that | amnot a partisan in this conflict. | have no interest in
seei ng Prospero conquer Landuc, nor in seeing Landuc defeat Prospero. | am
simply here."

"Sinmply here, sinply visiting. Cvilians seldomfind welcone in the m dst of
the battlefield,” Gaston said.

"Rotten weat her you're having," Dewar said.

"We've noticed," Oto replied. Gaston's straightforward hints woul dn't nake a
dent on Dewar, he knew, the sorcerer |iked ganes.

"I't's much better a few niles west," Dewar continued. "Snappyucol dubut none of
this vile rain.”

"Doesn't seemto be bothering you," Oto said.

"Ah, well, | cane prepared," Dewar said. "Didn't you?"

"Prepared? Wth unbrellas issued to all ranks. No, not if that's what you
nmean,"” Oto said.

"There's probably not so much as a wind-rope in the whole canp, is there,"

Dewar said. "lI'm di sappointed; | had
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heard such glowi ng reports of Prince Gaston's military acunen."

O taviano ki cked Gaston beneath the table as the Fire-duke tensed and drew his
breath. "Well, Dewar," OQto said, "do you have any suggesti ons? The Enperor
hasn't allowed the Marshal to hire a sorcerer. Refuses to deal. | heard a
runmor that Oriana offered, too."

"The deals Oriana offers,” Dewar said, "nobody wants," and now he grinned,
"not even those who rather fancy her. She's quite charmng on short

acquai ntance, but | understand she becones,"” he paused as if seeking a word,
"wearing with | onger exposure."

"I"ve heard that too," Oto said. "And the Enperor's a married man anyway."
Dewar made a dism ssing gesture, his eyes on to's. "You shall all be dead in
about twel ve days," he said.

"How m ght you know that," Gaston wondered.

"Because in eleven days there will be a Day of Flane," Dewar said.

"Days of Flane cone every year; they are not uncomon to the cal endar,"” Gaston
sai d.

"On Days of Flane," Dewar said, examining his fingernails and pushing the skin
back fromthem "the Summoni ng and Bi ndi ng of Sal amanders is easier than at
any other tine. There is a Firebound about six mles east of you. There is a
Fi rebound about ten miles north and another eighteen mles south. Prospero has
one at the lines. You cannot see them but | can. He can Summon a Sal anander,
have it harried by his winds, and let it do his work for him contained by the
Fi rebounds. No guarantee that that's what he'll do," Dewar added, "but | can't



think why a sorcerer would Install those elaborate protections if he weren't

pl anni ng exactly that. Such things take tine." He licked his |ips and | ooked
pointedly at a bottle of wine breathing on a small table at the other side of
the tent, Gaston's dinner w ne.

Gaston didn't nove, either missing the cue or unwilling to offer hospitality
to an unknown sorcerer. Oto stood, got
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the bottle, put it in front of Dewar, and sat down agai n.

"Wy, thank you, sir," Dewar draw ed.

Gaston said nothing, but after a noment he rose al so and opened a chest, from
whi ch he took a round glass. He set the glass by Dewar and poured.

"And thank you," Dewar said. He sniffed and tasted the w ne, then drank,
saluting Gaston with the glass first.

"Thanks for the tip," Oto said. "W'll have to arrange to be el sewhere.™
"How?" Dewar asked, lifting an eyebrow

"Through a Way, | suppose,” Oto said. "O the Road. | reckon the Marshal here
isn't keen on all of us getting i molated by a Sal anander."

"You mght find making a Way rather difficult,"” Dewar said

"It is inmpossible to prevent," Gaston said.

Dewar raised both eyebrows in such a way as to convey that he was too

wel | -mannered to di sagree openly, but that the Fireduke was not properly

i nf or ned.

"How can Prospero prevent the Marshal from opening a Wy?" Oto asked with a
si nking feeling.

"I don't know, but | tried to open one to |eave here. It doesn't work.
Prospero has not been idle; he has advanced certain aspects of the Art
intriguingly."

"We can march,” OQto said

"Not fast enough. He can throw Bounds around you faster than this nmany nen can
nove. Your Marshal knows that."

"Well, thank you for letting us know, then," Qtaviano said. "I'd better go
wite awll and put it in a fireproof chest."

Dewar poured hinsel f another glass of wine, smling slightly. "You really have
no i dea what to do," he said. "Really?"

The Fireduke frowned, catching Oto's eye. Oto shrugged.

"You have a suggestion?" Gaston said.

"Actually | have a question, or a criticism"

Gaston inclined his head, waited.
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"Why don't you have Bounds on your encanprent?" Dewar asked, setting the gl ass
down, genui ne wonder in his voice. "You' re facing a sorcerer, and you don't
have the nost rudi mentary of Bounds."

"I know not the Art of placing them" Gaston said,
a sorcerer, and we have no sorcerer anong us."
"Hm" Dewar said. "Panurgus's doing. | see. Pity."
"I cannot make contract with a sorcerer," Gaston said bluntly.

"I don't sell my services," Dewar said. "I just cane to see Ottaviano, how he
was getting on. | shall convey, sir, your respects to your w dow, " he added,
rising to his feet.

O taviano ki cked Gaston again, hard, and stood hinmself. "Don't bother," he
sai d, and dragged his tenper under control. Gaston had risen too now and
appeared to be hol ding some hot words in his clenched teeth. It rem nded Oto
of the coy conversation he had had with Dewar before, when Dewar had been
obliquely letting Oto know that he would help Gtto with his war. "Perhaps
you' d |like sone supper,” Otaviano said. "Let's go to ny tent. It's not far."
"Very kind of you," Dewar said, that annoying smle returning. "I shall accept
with all the gratitude of the fam shed, if the Marshal will allow nme to | eave
his presence without sending those husky fellows after me everywhere."

Gaston | ooked at Otaviano, clearly considering whether this were sone

nor does anyone who i s not



treacherous gane or weird plot. He nodded once. "Baron, thou shall wait on ne
at mdnight," he said.

And report on what this is about, Oto filled in. "Yes, sir."

"And whilst Lord Dewar is in the canp, bear himconpany at all tinmes."

"Yes, sir."

Uni nvi ted, Dewar sat down in the one real chair Oto had

in his tent, a rather nice one Lunete had enbroidered with

- a picture of the fampus Ascol et castle, Ml perdy, on its

, 0. back and a fine big ram representing the acknow edged

%0 fundament of the Ascolet livelihood, on the seat. She had
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had some trouble with the rams right |egs, so that he appeared to be fixed to
his hillside at an angle, and his gaze was a touch cross-eyed. Still, it was

an excellent chair, having uphol stered arnms and built to be tilted onto two

| egs, and the Baron of Ascolet nearly suggested that Dewar night be nore
confortable on one of the three-legged sling stools.

But Dewar slouched and propped his feet on a chest at the foot of Oto's bed,
and Orto sat on another chest.

"I hope you neant it about the food," Dewar said after a nmoment, opening his
eyes and | ooking sharply at Oto.

"Sure | did. I'll send sonmeone. There's usually stew at |east." Otaviano went
out again and found one of his squires, who was a few tents away gi ggling and
dicing with two other boys and a predatory off-duty |ieutenant from Herne's
troops. Oto sent the boy off to find thema late bite of supper and

consi dered, as he squel ched back to his tent, that perhaps he should find nore
work for his squires, if only to keep themfromlosing their shirts and the
Sun m ght see what el se

Dewar was rubbing his forehead and yawni ng.

“Tired?"

"The Marshal's wine in an enpty gut brews instant hangover," Dewar said. He
smled thinly. "He woul d have been happier to see Prospero hinself, | do

t hi nk."

"I"'msure that if he does, he'll offer hima drink," Qto said. "Gaston

doesn't seemto take this whole thing personally."

"But of course not. Is it not the Enmperor whom Prince Prospero opposes? The
Marshal is, hm standing in the way. Not a good place to be, between a
sorcerer like Prince Prospero and sonething he wants."

Oto sat on the bed again. "Not a good place at all. Even less good in a few
days, if what you said is true."
"It's true.'

"Did you drop by just to tell us that?" Oto asked

"No," Dewar said, after thinking for a nmoment.

The wind flapped the tent's sides. Dewar got up, thunping the chair, and went
to the tiny wood-stove in the center
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of the tent. "Coal would be better," he said, stuffing two days' ration of
wood into the cast-iron belly.

"I'n Ascol et we use coal," Oto said; "we've got a lot of it. Qut here there's
nothing to burn but dung, which stinks, so we're leaving that for the foot
troops and as a special concession to the officers the Marshal |et Herne haul
in sone wood."

"Most of the heat goes right up and out,'
t he stove, |ooking up the pipe.

"Why are you here?"

The sorcerer dusted bark fromhis hands. "Have you ever seen Prospero?"

"Yes. Well, at a distance. A great distance. | thought it was him"

"I dreant of him" Dewar said, turning and sitting on the stove. He and Oto
eyed one another by the dull light fromthe | anp, whose chi mey needed to be

Dewar observed, standing and cl osing



cl eaned.

"Did he tell you to come here?" Oto asked, trying to keep his voice level. He
didn't believe in supernatural dreams, dreans of foreseeing and dreans of
far-sight.

"He laid a geas on nme," Dewar said, "to seek himuntil we net."

"Hell of a geas," Oto said. "Wiat did you do to deserve that?"

Dewar lifted his eyebrows. The stove was becom ng warm enough to penetrate his
trousers. He shifted his seat. "Well," he said, "when | first had it | was in
his tonb."

O tavi ano opened and cl osed his mouth. Trespassing in the Royal Tonbs? How?
Why? But Dewar woul dn't answer questions, certainly. "You get around," he

sai d.

Dewar inclined his head, smling. "Lately," he said, "the geas has, in a
manner of speaking, been roused. | could ignore it before. Have you ever had a
geas?"

"Uh, no, not that sort."

"They're a pain in the neck," Dewar said thoughtfully. "Dreadful nuisance.
Particularly that sort, the very vague and wi de-ranging sort that, if one
isn't aware, hangs over one's every deed and either shapes or shadows it. One
forever has a feeling that there's sonething el se one ought to

172

Vfittey

be doing. Not pleasant at all, particularly when one is doing sonething that
one is quite sure is what one wants to be doing." Dewar nodded slowy, his
eyes | ooki ng past the tent to something outside, beyond, with detached, renote
i nterest.

"So," Oto asked, when the sorcerer had said nothing nore for several mnutes,
staring into nothing, "Prospero put a geas on you, in a dreamyou had in his
tomb. And you' ve been | ooking for himsince. How | ong ago was this?"

"Ch, years. Years," Dewar said, blinking and shaking the geas's veil from him
"As | said, one can ignore a geas, for a while anyway. But all that talk in
Ascol et about Prospero woke nine."

"What are you going to do, then? Walk over there and introduce yourself?"

"I hardly think so. He's patently in a fire-first, worry-later tenper; he
snapped a bolt at me when | prodded one of his Bounds today. If Fd known he

was nearby | woul dn't have done, | assure you."
The tent-flap flipped back, and all the feeble warnth whooshed out and a cold
slab of winter fell in. Oto's squire entered, carrying a covered tray. Dewar

wat ched as the boy laid the rough table with a cloth, dishes and green gl ass
gobl ets, napkins and utensils.

"We'll not need you to serve," OQttaviano said. "Stay out of Tick's tent and
his games,"” he added. "Did you finish oiling those boots?"

"No, sir," said the boy.

"Do it," Qttaviano commanded, and the squire, with a sullen look, left with
anot her gust of cold air. "Shall we eat?"

The food was ham a bony stewed rabbit, and nutton; there was bread al so, and
Dewar concentrated his first attention on the loaf, eating with the quiet

rut hl essness of sharp hunger. Wen they had supped as well as they night, both
sat back and regarded one anot her

"You could call himto a duel,"” Otaviano suggested.

"No, thank you. | have no quarrel with him nor do | desire one." Dewar w ped
the | oaf-end meticul ously around

Sorcerer and a gentl eman

173

and around the rabbit-dish, renmoving every trace of gravy, and ate it.

"But here you are," OQto said. "Right in the path of his possible firebath."
"Ye-e-s. . . . Do you know how the cal endar really works?"

"What ?"

"The cal endar. Events such as Days of Fl ame happen regularly and for a
reason. "



"Well, yeah, everybody knows that. Holidays."
"Landuc observes only Days of Flame," Dewar said, "but there are others.

Tomorrow will be a Day of Stone.™

Oto slapped the table, exasperated. "I don't understand. W should get
religion? Could you say sonething straightforward, Dewar? It's late, | have to
go tell Gaston why you're here, and | can't figure you."

Dewar chuckled. "All right," he said. "I can't imagi ne what passes for

education here. Tonorrow is a Day of Stone. It's the npbst auspicious and

ef ficacious day for working with that El ement. The npbst sensible thing for
you, for Gaston, to do, is to use that day to put up Bounds of your own and
get inside them Stonebounds can repel a Sal anander, properly made."

"Thank you for the suggestion. It is inconvenient that none of us is able to
do that."

"I can," Dewar said

"Cbvi ously you can, but why would you?"

"Because," Dewar said condescendingly, "I have a geas gnhaw ng at me, and
don't like it, and | intend to putter about in the area and get a better idea
of Prospero, what he is and so on, before | let the geas rule nme altogether

It's much stronger with proximty."

"I see," murnmured Xto. "So you'reuvolunteering. Again.”

"l suppose one could Il ook at it thus. Or one mght say that | amusing Gaston
and his arny as a piece of distracting business while | observe a potenti al

opponent. Wether or not Gaston wants nme, | will be here. Wether or not he
likes it, | shall certainly forge Bounds to protect myself. He can
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allow me to nake nyself, fromhis point of view useful."

"You' re insane."

"Unconventional ," Dewar said, smling. "Nowit is nearly mdnight. Run al ong
and tell Gaston he has a sorcerer, for the nonce, if he wished to retain ne,

t hough I know he can't, and | don't sell ny sorcery; and that if he does not
want nme, | shall be here anyway."

"Truth to tell,"” Dewar said, "I rather like this rain. It's thoroughly wet."
He was soaked to the skin, his creamwhite Iinen shirt nolded to himin dark
fol ds, water running down his face.

"Part sheep, are you?" Oto gibed.

Dewar bared his teeth at Gto in a hunorless grinufromhis point of view, the
jest lacked taste and hunoruand tossed wet hair fromhis face. The torch in
Prince Gaston's hand sputtered and hi ssed at the spray of drops. "lIs the horse
ready, Prince Herne?"

"He doesn't like it," Hene said, "he's a warhorse, not au"

"Yes, yes. He'll manage. If he bites me I'Il geld him" Dewar added, "on the
spot."

"What do we do?" Colias asked.

"You, if you're smart, will all go about three hundred feet from hereuthat | ow
hill should be all rightuand watch," Dewar said. "Since none of you is a

virgin, or so | believe | may safely assune, none of you can possibly be of
assistance. Gve ne that end of the rope. Marshal, your nen have marked the
gaps | surveyed?"

"Yes. There are two greater, east and west, and two | esser. The stakes were

further apart, east and west; | assuned you neant them so."
"Very good," Dewar said. "Hm one of you can carry this plough while I |ead
the horse. Thanks, Prince Herne. This way; we'l! start at the west side, as

that's the nost inportant. No, put it facinguyes." The sorcerer and the Prince
wal ked to a tall upright wand and Herne set the plough down. "Go, join the
others," Dewar said, suddenly urgent. "Take ny lantern. Hurry. Dawn cones."
Sorcerer and a C ent Ceman
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Prince Herne bit back a retort and left, not running but not lingering. The
lights he carried bobbed away anong the bushes.



Dewar stood in the predawn rain with a crude plough, to which Herne's horse
had been harnessed, and a | ong rope, which led off through the foul weather
and darkness to the center of Gaston's new y-chosen canpsite. dosing his
eyes, he laid his hands | oosely on the pl ough-handl es and concentrat ed.

There it was: the first trickle of daybreak, and the Wl l's nuted roar beneath
it. Dewar's hands closed; he lifted the plough, set it down, and shouted
"Ceel" to the horse, adding a kick of the Wll to the word, so that the huge
horse started and sprang forth, draggi ng the plough

The pl oughshare dug into the ground, meking a shallow furrow, and Dewar strode
forward, chanting in a | ow nonotone. The earth runbl ed and shivered and began
to flow behind him the wind switched around to hanmmer rain in his face and
parted screaming in his wake. He did not | ook back; once he had put hand to

pl ough and begun the Bounds, he nust not | ook back until the circle was
conpleted. A Well-fostered ni nbus crackl ed on the pl oughshare and gradual ly
spread up over the handles, over Dewar, over the horse.

"Holy Well," muttered Herne, reaching the hilltop and | ooking back

An ethereal, glowing figure of a ploughman as high as a nmountain was striding
around the perineter of the canmp, followi ng a ghostly horse, and the furrow he
made was a deep, steep ditch, and the earth he turned was a high dike inside
the ditch. Athin line of fire led fromthe plough to a tall pole of sparks,
snappi ng di scharges of power, in the center of the plough's circular path.
Gaston and the others said nothing, watching. If one squinted, one could see
in the distance the tiny Fire-limed figures of Dewar, the straining horse,
and t he pl ough.

A whirlw nd, black and conical, whipped toward Dewar fromthe west. Prospero
had taken note.

Dewar, head down, felt the Well punping through him
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and he felt the rippling approach of Prospero's whirlwind. He was nearly to
the first break; he would be vul nerable as he carried the plough over it, not
digging, and so he tried to hurry the horse, so as to be past when the wi nd
struck. The whirlw nd stitched and ki nked, del aying; was Prospero controlling
it fromwherever he was? Dewar canme to the pole; the whirlwi nd' s roar was
behi nd him approaching swiftly, and the sorcerer jerked the ploughshare out
of the ground and wal ked sl owy forward.

The stormhit with a pummelling wi nd. Dewar screwed his eyes shut. The horse
stunbl ed and caught his footing. The plough was pushed toward the ground;

Dewar held it higher and pressed on, feeling the line of the Wll's Fire
burning fromthe center of his Bounds outward (the spell now suspended between
his plough and the point where it had left the ground), drawi ng nore power
fromthe Well than before, and chanting still as the power built up and then
shot into the whirlw nd.

A rushing inplosion shook the plough in Dewar's hands. The whirlw nd was gone;
noreover, the rain had stopped. Panting, feeling hollow and |ight-headed, he
arrived on the other side of the gap and dropped the plough to the ground

agai n.

There came no further overt opposition. He had been tested and had passed.
Prospero had | earned that he was facing a sorcerer, not a fool trying to

pl ough a Bound without knowi ng what he did. They would nmeet again, |ater

Dewar wrestled the plough through the half-frozen earth, feeling the ground
part before the bite of the blade, and pressed on, his nouth automatically
conti nui ng the Summoni ng chant, his hands begi nning to bl eed fromthe chafing.
He had never forged such a | arge Boundary before. Protecting the city Lys from
Sarsemar had been far less difficult, because of Lunete; of Lys blood, a
virgin, and the mstress of the city, she had gone around the ancient,
weakened Bounds with him dragging a half-peeled green staff on the grass, and
that had been all: a festive occasion, a procession with flowers and drums and



afterward a picnic and danci ng.

Dewar had had to do nothing strenuous, and neither had blushing Lunete, for
the fortuitous conbination of innocence and power in her person had nade for a
t ext book- perfect Bounding. In this weather-blasted waste, fighting Prospero's
wi nd, battered by bushes and stones, he seened to be taking forever to reach
the third gap, and then he must go even further to reach the end, the |ast
pol e.

The sorcerer was stunbling and the horse was barely lifting his hooves by the
time he lifted the plough and set it back in the center of the first gap he
had made, which now |l et on a causeway through the ditch-and-di ke thrown up by
t he pl ough.

Dewar | eaned on the plough's handles with his forearnms, his knees |ocked, his
back aching wetchedly, and hoped that someone woul d have the decency to bring
hi mwi ne. The tenperature was falling. He could feel the air drying, a

di fferent kind of weather blow ng in.

"l am knackered," he told Herne's horse. The horse had halted when Dewar did,
hi s head hangi ng wearily downward, his back probably aching as nmuch as the
sorcerer's. Dewar began picking splinters out of his hands.

"Dewar!" someone yell ed, and he nodded, not wanting to turn and | ook

O tavi ano shouted agai n; hoof beats pounded nearer

"Lord Dewar," said the Prince Marshal, disnounting.

"How do you like it?" Dewar asked, pushing hinself up, his spine creaking.
"Well done," Gaston said. "It is nightfall, nearly."

"OfF course," Dewar said. "You rmust bury the plough here. Here. Tonight.

M dni ght. Don't forget."

He and Gaston stood eye-to-eye for a mnute. "The rope?" Gaston asked.

Dewar hal f-1aughed, a sharp sound, and jerked the rope sharply. Ashes bl ew
away on the breeze.

O taviano gal |l oped up now, and Herne on Dewar's horse, and CGolias. Dewar gazed

at Gaston, noticing with his Well-sharpened vision that Gaston was illum nated
fromw thin, that flame streamed in his every gesture. "Forgive ny |ack of
conversation," Dewar said. "I aminmmnently
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asl eep. Good sorcery is pleasantly tiring."
"Li ke screwing, eh?" Herne said. Oto guffawed, throwi ng Dewar's cloak around
his shoul ders as Dewar's eyes cl osed.

"Sorcery's better," Dewar nunbled, and sighed, and slept, still standing
bal anced.
"Well," said Gaston. He had not expected such exhaustion; Panurgus had never

seemed wearied by sorceryu rather, invigorated, rejuvenateduon the few

occasi ons when Gaston had seen his father ply the Art.

"Leave himthere," nmuttered Golias. Herne was grunbling about his heaving

hor se.

"Baron, do thou bide here with him" Gaston said, "and I'l|l send a litter. Let
us move himaside until there is a tent for him Hath done as honest a day's
work as any man in the Enpire today." And he took off his cloak, and they

ti pped Dewar into it gently to carry himslung in it, and he stirred as much
as a log mght.

Al'l night, unearthly lights played up and down, earth to stars and hi gher, at
t he edge of the Bounds Dewar had nade. Gaston stood and watched a long tine,
and he saw that the |lights were made by shapel ess dark things from Prospero's
direction striking the Bounds and i mol ati ng thensel ves on Dewar's defenses.
"For the nonce are we nore evenly matched," the Fire-duke whispered to the
faraway sparks of Prospero's canp-fires. "Let us see what coneth now. "

16

PRI NCE PROSPERO STOOD TO RECEI VE H S gUCSt

Ariel's arrival nade the flames in all the candles flatten and gutter; the
door swung open and the cl oak-tangl ed man stunbl ed in.

"Here he is, Master," said Ariel triunphantly.



"Well done, Ariel. Tis all for now "

"Shall | go andu"

Sorcerer and a gentl eman

179

"Aye, do that. I'lIl Summon thee later."

Ariel left with a gust and a bang of the door
"A Syl ph," said the w ndbl omn man, shaking hinmself out of the blue-green wool,
turning to watch Ariel go

"Aye," Prospero said.

"And powerful ."

"Aye."

He ran his hands through his hair, and | ooked at Prospero. "I find nyself
fairly ba . " H's voice trailed away, and he stared at Prospero

Prospero regarded himsteadily. Now that he saw this fellow face-to-face, in
the sane roomby the still-trenbling light of the candles, now that he traced
the Iine of brow and nose and jaw with his own eye directly, there was

somet hing to him Prospero knew he knew.

The young man cl osed his eyes and shook his head as if dizzy.

He | ooked at Prospero again with a new expression of wondernment.

"It was you," he said. The dreamnenory, brief and intense, ringing with the
clarity of a true experience, flickered through his m nd

"Was't?" Prospero blinked, feeling the Well purl and catch at him

"You. Your tonmb. Strange customthey have here."

"Barbaric. |1'd Hever be conposted in a nushroomfarmthan trapped in one of
yon ego-fattening marbl e mausol ea. What of ny tonb?"

The ot her was surprised. "Do you not renenber the geas?"

Prospero caught at the Well, which, he recognized, knit the two of them
together in an ancient pattern. "A geas." He noved closer to the nman, studying
his face in the calnmed candlelight for a clue, and found it in his renarkable
eyes. But once before he'd seen such eyes, their intense col or matched by
their intense intelligence; he had seen themin a dream a portentous dream on
an inportant day, the menory now dredged fromits bed beneath the sedinment of
i ntervening years. Yes, they had net after a fashion. "Aye. The
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geas," he repeated. "Other things too," he nmuttered, stilt studying the
younger man's face. "I do remenber. Indeed. Cone sit down.'1

"Why did you lay that geas on ne?"

"I desired to know why 'twas | should have seen thee in my dream ng, and
guessed that we were bound one day to neet: thus | w shed to know thee. For

such visions are never insignificant. Now | trust Ariel did not drag thee
t hrough ditches nor drown thee in streans?"
"Not at all. Not at all." Slowy, Dewar sat down. The geas was strong. It rose

in his throat and seized him and before he could halt hinself he stood,

bowi ng, and said, "Dewar." He sat again, fighting down the conpulsion to say
nore. Sone of the geas-pressure was gone; the rest could be put off.

"I am pl eased to know thee, Dewar. |'m Prospero. Allow ne to offer thee sone
of this port. Art hungry?" He poured, the deep-faceted decanter sparkling in
hi s hand; the goblets were transparent frail crystal too, nade solid by the
gol den port they held.

Dewar shrugged nonconmittaHy, but accepted a goblet, and Prospero | aughed
gently and rose. He pulled a bell-cord and returned to his chair.

"lu" began Dewar, the word exploding fromhim and Prospero held up his hand
with a piercing |ook.

"Not yet. Let us savor this noment. There is no knowi ng, for ne or thee, what
cogs thy geas's release will set a-nmov-ing. Let us enjoy a monent of peace.”
Dewar nodded, self-comanded again after the surge of the geas. Hi s thoughts
wheel ed away fromthe past; he spoke without thinking, sinply to speak and
di stract hinself. "A strange thing froma nan who has taken Landuc to war."
Prospero snorted. "I suppose. | amold enough to contradict myself when't



pl ease ne." He tasted his port. Dewar did the sane. It was very fine stuff.
"Good," Dewar murnured, his nouth warnming and the rest of himbeginning to

t haw.

Sorcerer and a Cjentteman

181

"I daresay even Gaston would agree with thee. How fares he."

"I daresay you know, but he's well." Dewar found that he didn't nind
Prospero's speaking down to him and he thought it was for the sane reasons he
never mnded Gas-ton: the nen were ancient of days, w ser than Dewar, and
superior to nost everyone alive. And they were both courteous otherw se.

"Uni njured. "

"Not |ately. Noupardon, he took an arrow in the knee joint of his arnor.

Twel ve days ago."

"Ah. | hope he's up and about.’
"Well, naturally."

"Naturally," chuckled Prospero, and his smile faded. "I would like to spend
anot her afternoon with Gaston and his palate,"” he said, "one such as we had

| ong ago, going through the wine cellars, tastingunever mnd. Such

mawk-i shness will kill me someday."

"Not if you guard against it."

"That's a young man's notion," Prospero said, eyeing him "A man who believes
he conmands hinmself and the world around himto whatever degree he cares to do
so. "

Dewar flushed and set down the port.

"Thy work hath nade an inpression on ne," Prospero went on

"Thank you."

"I will further flatter thee by telling thee | cannot fathom how thou'rt
contriving nmuch oft."

Dewar smiled, pleased though knowi ng the bl andi shnment for what it was. "That's
good to hear."

Prospero | ooked at his guest, who had | eaned back in his chair slightly now,
rel axi ng, confortable. "May | ask a professional question?"

"I may not answer."

"OfF course. |'ve wondered what thy fee mght be."

Dewar began to speak and stopped, appearing enbarrasseduat |east, he | ooked
away, at the tapestry of the

Prospero was sniling.
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[ aughing girls with their garlands of flowers held high. "I'd rather not say."
"Thy pardon for asking. Avril in the past hath refused absolutely to barter

with sorcerers in any way, as thou'rt doubtless aware."

Dewar nodded. "He expressed a vehenent dislike of me on principleu"

Prospero snorted.

"ul'mtold. O course he m ght have personal reasons for that," and Dewar
grinned m schi evously, for although the Enperor m ght have personal reasons to
di sli ke Dewar, the Enperor hinself could not be aware of them "No telling. Is
he sane?"

"Avril?"

"The Enperor. Avril."

"Why, | know not. An thou hast doubts, perhaps not. |'ve never seen nore than
cold self-interested reason in his deeds: could call it sanity. On t'other
hand, many of his habits could be considered synptons of madness, the madness
of the over-focused m nd that seeth but one purpose. Ask Gaston. He'll answer

thee or not."

"He is good that way."

"Aye. He never lies. He'll tell thee naughtusin of om ssionubut he'll never
utter untruth. He's the |ast honorable man in Landuc."

"You have been away. Perhaps there are new ones."

The door opened and a shuffling, brown-robed and hooded servant entered
pushing a serving-cart of covered dishes. Dewar glinpsed a | onguwas it



furred?tnose within the cow, and the hands that rested on the cart's handle
were short-knuckl ed, oddly tw sted, and grey. H's host was de-nonstrably a
gentl eman, and a dangerous sorcerer nonethe-1|ess

"Thank you, Uf. Twill be all."

The servant bowed wordl essly and shuffled out.

Dewar shuddered, and his geas tw sted again in his throat as half-drowned
menories of other such creatures rose to perturb his nood. Aie ... the geas
pressed upon him Aie
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oppressed him suddenly close. He drew his breath in sharply.

" Col d?"

Dewar mastered hinmself. "No. The fire is very pleasant."

"Wnter . . ." nurnured Prospero, uncovering dishes, rising and setting them
on the table between them "Nay, thou'rt ny guest, sir; pernit ne. The

| avabo's through there," he added, "shouldst thou care to recover thyself from
Ariel's attentions to thy person.”

"Thank you, yes." Dewar went through the indicated door; there was a chill

dar k- panel ed hallway with doors in the paneling to either side and another
door, ajar, at the end. The lights were yellow sh candles in reflective
sconces shaped sensually like flowers, the candles glow ng stamens energing
fromthe hal f-wapped cones of the petals.

Prospero laid out the neal and added wood to the fire. He stood at the flanes,
wat chi ng the new | ogs catch and burn.

Dewar joined himthere a few minutes later. Prospero glanced at him sidel ong,
and an odd feeling gripped him anticipation, excited dread. This young nan
was barely a finger's-breadth shorter than Prospero hinself, and the haze of
power around hi mwas intoxicating. Prospero again felt the thrill of
recogni ti on, bone-deep, as if he had known Dewar for years and had but awaited
him Was it his death he saw here, blue-eyed and fair to behol d?

Dewar | ooked fromthe flanmes to Prospero inquiringly. In that nonment of
preoccupation, the geas rose up to claimhim He swallowed, teeth clenched,

sei zing control of his throat again. He would not let it rule him

"Let us dine," Prospero suggested.

They sat. Prince Prospero poured the wine. Dewar, the Prince noted, was indeed
hungry; he, the host, urged himto eat well and did not demand conversation

H s guest seened conpletely at ease. "This is very pleasant," said he, smling

suddenly at Prospero, pushing his pudding-plate away fromhimat last. "I have
not had a neal like this in long and |long."
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"I"'mgrieved to hear rations are so short," Prospero twitted him

"l meanuoh, | don't know what | nean. Never mind. | don't mean the food, the
wi neunot just those anyway. | should not have spoken.™”

Prospero smiled and topped their glasses off with the last of the third bottle
of heavy red wi ne that had acconpani ed their supper of onion-tart, venison
baked mushroons, snall gane-birds in a sauce of currants and cherries, ham
pie, and other rustically wintry fare. The cheeses lay before themstill: a
t hi ck gol den hem sphere with a criss-crossed rind and a richly

t ur quoi se-vei ned beauty, gently reeking.

The geas whirled around Dewar as the wine ran into his glass, surprising him
in md-sigh before he could resist. "Cdile the Black Countess of Aie," said
Dewar suddenly, al nost expl osively.

Prospero's gobl et was bunped fromthe table by his el bow as he jerked away,
st rai ght eni ng.

The wi ne spread over the carpet unregarded. The crystal goblet did not break
"What of her?"

Numb with shock at what he had said, Dewar replied, "My nother." Damm the
geas, and damm Prospero for laying it! What had Dewar's ancestry to do with
anything? Odile was all the ancestry he had, and he had renounced her



How strangely her name |lay upon his tongue. He had not said it in years, not
since he had fled her house, not in the years with his master, nor after, not
even on this side of the Linmen between the Stone and the Wll. People in
Phesaot 0oi s knew better than to speak such a curse-freighted nane | est they
draw the attention of its owner to thenselves. Dewar's skin prickled into cold
bunps, all in the instant as he realized what he had done.

"Thyu" Prospero's throat tightened suddenly, and he had to set the bottle down
very carefully to be sure it stayed upright. A cold inevitability gripped him
here was his fate, here his nemesis, here his end. "Thy nother."

"Yes." The geas lightened. Dewar could feel its ebb, as he had felt its
presence for so many years. It left a curiously
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i rksone vacancy in the underpinnings of his thought, and he wondered, afraid
and then detached, how nmuch it had influenced him

Prospero | eaned on the table, over it, supporting hinmself on both his hands.
"Thy fat her?"

Dewar blinked, coming out of contenplation

"Who was thy father, then?" demanded Prospero nore sharply.

Dewar shrugged, puzzled. "I don't know. She receives few callers. Some poor
fool she ensorcelled, | suppose.™
" Suppose. "

"I don't know which particular pig he mght have been," Dewar snapped. "How is
it you know her? There seens to be little commerce between Pheyarcet and
Phesaotoi s. "

"Once | knew her full well," Prospero said softly.

Dewar | ooked at himnore warily now. "She has no | ove for ne,
for her."

Prospero stared at himstill, quivering. "Wen wert thou born?" he asked.
"It doesn't matter."

"It does!" The Prince's blood pounded in his ears.

Dewar stared at him The geas pul sed; his tongue held the answer; he

" he said. "Nor |

tenporized. "I suppose you're right," he said, "it's part of the geasu"
"Dost know when?"

Dewar withdrew fromhis intensity. "I nmight be able to figure it out," he
said. "A nonent." He closed his eyes, clearly calculating. "In the fifteen

hundred and twenty-third Great Circuit, fourth dodecade, twelfth year," he
decided. "G ve or take one or one and a half or so."

Prospero | owered his head, displeased, and grow ed, Tis hardly nice."
"Nothing in Aie isual nost nothing." Dewar glanced at the door involuntarily,

t he door through which the hooded servant had departed. The niceties of Ae
were unpl easant in their el egant rigor

Prospero resuned his seat. H's foot struck the goblet, which rang faintly; he
bent down and picked it up, frowning at the w nestain, deeper red on crinson.
186
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Fifteen hundred and twenty-third, twelfth of the fourth. O thereabouts. No
end, but a begi nning.

He bore something of her face in his. Hard to tell with that beard, though
Her straight nose. Her brows were snoothly-curved neat lines, and his were
nothing like that, angled and arched. Eyes . . . How could Qdile's son have
m ssed inheriting Gdile's beautiful eyes, the dark wi ndows on O herness?
Because he was a nan, and there was no Qtherness to hin®

"Prince Prospero, you are far from here."

"Aye," Prospero replied curtly, and | eaned back in his chair to study the nman
further. "I've seen thee in the battle, too," he remarked after a nonent. He
had hel d his sorcery back one day to see what Dewar woul d do. Dewar had
spurned the opportunity; he had not attacked. Instead he had held his defenses



and had ridden down to fight in a nelee beside a fellow in the old Ascol et
colors, using earthly weapons as effectively as his sorcery.

Dewar pushed his chair back slightly, slouched a little, put his right ankle
on his left knee and steepled his fingers.

"Who taught thee swordsmanshi p?”

Dewar let his head tip alittle to one side. "Sir, |I think that is a piece of
nmy history that does not concern you."

"It concerns nme nearly, boy. Was it Gaston?"

"No. "
"No. Canst handle the blade |like a gentleman born to it, yet ... thou'rt a
sorcerer."

"I ama sorcerer."

"Dam it, |I'mnot challenging thee. | brought thee here with the intent of

arrangi ng such a match, but | think now 'twere unw se."

"You flatter ne."

"Hardly. | dislike killing people; '"tis difficult to undo.

Wast eful . "

"How odd that both you and Prince Gaston have expressed sinilar sentinents
about killing, yet both of youu"

"Don't be fatuous," Prospero snapped.

Dewar didn't finish the statenent.

"Wth whom di dst thou apprentice in the Art?" asked his

host nore softly after a brief, unconfortable silence.

The younger man said nothing, but his gaze was di sdai nf ul

Prospero sighed and his | eft eyebrow quirked up. He regarded Dewar, nenorizing
him noting the tautness of his jacket over his shoulders and arns and the
st eadi ness of his hands, the length of I eg and angle of rest, the brightness
of his eyes, his attitude of readiness. He was a thing of deadly beauty, and
i ke nbst such, wisely to be destroyed. It lay within Prospero's power to do
that. He had the fellow here in his palm and though between themthey woul d
destroy the province down to the prinmal fire below, Prospero would be
victorious in a duel. That would be great shame, a vandal's way to deal with
such a fine creature as this courtly young sorcerer. Herne killed things

out - of - hand. Prospero knew better

"Lord Dewar," he said at last, in a heavy tone, "I shall send thee away now,
unchal | enged. "

"I amsorry to hear it.

n W]y?ll
"I't would save a great deal of trouble if we settled it between us, but, on
the other hand, if |I lost, I'd die, and | cannot inmagine a cause worth so much

of my talent as that. Not Landuc, to be sure. Perhaps the Enperor would strike
a deal: if I lost, Esclados diesu"

"The Emperor's incapable of bargaining with sorcerers.” Prospero reached over
t he untouched cheeses to the nearest candl e and closed his hand around its

flanme. He concentrated a nonent and then opened his fingers; a brilliant spark
of gold light darted out of themlike a fish, zigzagging through the air.
"Fol |l ow," Prospero commanded Dewar, putting the Well into the word, catching

hi m of f - guard
Dewar stood, his eyes fixing on the sparkuan ignis fatuus.

"Farewel | ," said Prospero to him standing also. "We'Ill "0 nmeet again,
and then I'Il tell thee of thy ancestry." |>- Dewar did not seemto
hear; he slung his cloak absently \* around himand foll owed the ignis
fatuus out of the room
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Prospero sat and listened to his |ight footsteps descend the stair.

Gaston heard crashing and thrashing as he crossed the coarse wooden bridge
they'd thrown up to replace the stone one destroyed in a battle. He recognized
the voice cursing after half a mnute's surprise and reined in. The pre-dawn
sentry inspection could wait.



"Lord Dewar!"

"By Flane and lce!" Less-intelligible expostulation followed, and suddenly a
fireball erupted out of the brush-filled gully. Afewtwigs inits vicinity
glowed briefly and fell, instant cinders, and by its bobbing Iight and his own
lantern's gl ow Gaston saw Dewar, scratched and torn and wet, clanbering up the
steep side of the gully. The sandy, gravelly slope rmust be nearly inpossible
for himto scale, and Gaston considered offering to fetch a rope, but then
reconsi dered as Dewar, grimfaced and determned to rise wthout assistance,
began goi ng si deways.

Gaston dismounted to help the sorcerer past the overhanging, crunbling lip.
"Thanks, " gasped Dewar, scranbling over, sitting on the

ground.

The Fireduke bent over him "Art injured?" "lI've pulled a muscle. Be fine.
Damed ignis. Bastard! 1'd

swear he did it a-purpose u Quch."

Grabbing Gaston's arm Dewar tried to rise and wob-

bl ed.

"Here," Gaston said, and hel ped hi mup. "Were's thy

staf f?"

"Not with ne. Else there'd have been no problem Quch

Maybe | broke it. Quch."

"Lord Dewar, what's passed here?"

Dewar, |eaning now on the horse, |ooked away and shook his head a little, then

| ooked up at Gaston. "I'mnot sure.”
"Yestereve cane a wi ndstorm hath bl own half the canp
away u "

"I"'mnot surprised." Dewar snorted. Ariel the Syl ph had been sent away on

ot her busi ness, having dragged Dewar
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into Prospero's hands to be entertained: the Prince was a thoughtful host and
a wly eneny.

Gaston grabbed his shoul der. "Thy doi ng?"

"No, no, no. | was leaving Golias after going there to find out what he

pl anned for tonorrow. Aua kind of a wind, a Syl ph, grabbed nme and hustl ed neul
don't even know just where or how far, it blew me around souto Prospero."
"Prospero!"

"Yes. He wanted to have dinner and a chat." Dewar brushed tw gs out of his
hair, |ooking weary all at once. Gaston renoved a few | eaves from his cl oak
"He'd sent the Sylph to bring me in. It's his. | nmean he owns it. Never mnd;
you don't understand the inplicationsuso we dined and tal ked of this and

t hat u"

"Tal ked," Gaston said, his voice very | ow

"Just tal ked. You seeu It's a conplicated tale. Can | beg a lift of your horse
to canp? This is that perishing bridge, isn't it?"

"It is. Here, 1'll give thee a leg up."

"Thanks. Ah! Ow. Hell's bells, | owe himfor this."

In Gaston's tent, the Marshal saw that Dewar was considerably nore battered by
his fall than had been evident. His clothing was wet and his face bright with
cold. A large bruise was coming up on his head and his hands were enbedded
with thorns and splinters; he settled stiffly into a chair and |let Gaston cal
a bonesetter to | ook at the foot.

Gaston opened a snall cabinet and took out a w cker-w apped bottle of

somet hing colorl ess. He poured a tunbler half-full for Dewar, splashed in a
few drops froma smaller brown jug, and topped the tunmbler off with a thick
gol den Madanese wi ne.

"Thanks. Painkiller?"

Gaston chuckl ed and poured for hinmself in another tunbler

Dewar tasted it, coughed, and wi ped his eyes. "Wat is this?"

" Tis whol esone fruit, the essenceucherry, apricot, berries. . . ." Gston



enptied his gl ass.
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"Whew. " He sipped, coughed again, and swall owed manfully. The Madanese wi ne
was soft, a sweet wash over the stronger brew H's stonach began to gl ow
"Where was | ?" "In a ditch." Gaston sniled slightly, refilling Dewar's
tunmbler: less wine, and nore of the w cker jug's contents. "Ch. He sumoned up
an ignis fatuus to gui de me back, and the blasted thing waltzed nme all over
the countryside and guided ne into the ditch. Al of me but ny head nissed the
bridge by six inches. They're rotten little fuckers, fickle and never fixedu"
Dewar sanpled the stuff in his glass again. It wasn't so bad, once one got
used to having a nunb tongue. There m ght even be a flavor to it. He drank a
nmout hful . The warnmth was pleasant, and it distracted himfrom his poundi ng
head. "What did Prospero want?"

"To chall enge nme, he said." Dewar was suddenly hungry. The meal wth Prospero
had been hours ago. He drank nore of Gaston's w ne.

Gaston set his glass down, frowning. "Art resolved that this be w se?"

"He didn't challenge nme, though. Said he'd changed his mnd." Perhaps Gaston
woul d send for breakfast... meanwhile, the |liquor warmed him "Wy?"

"Personal reasons," Dewar nuttered, and had another swallow of his whol esone
fruit-essence. He coughed, but this tine he did detect a hint of apricot and
cherry in the fire. An acquired taste, no doubt.

The squire canme in and said that the bonesetter was not to be found. Gaston
sent himfor his surgeon. Dewar stared at the mica-paned | antern and si pped
mechani cally at the wine, fighting the col dness of his wet clothes.

"OfF what did Prospero speak?" Gaston asked softly, when the squire had gone.
"Ch, all kinds of things. You. War. Her. Suchlike gossip." Dewar drank again,
suddenly nervous. Thinking about Aie made him perspire at the best of tinmes.
He emptied his glass and rubbed his hands over his face. The bruise just
tingl ed now.
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" Her ?"

"He knew her. Knows her. Seens |ike her kind of fellow My dear, dear nother."
"Why, who's she?" Gaston tried

"Thought | told you. Odile of Aie. Mst dangerous wonan in the universe, Oen
used to say. Did you never hear of Aie?" Curious: this time when he said her
nane, there came no stabbing fear. Had he lost that with the geas?

Gaston pronpted quickly, "So th'art from A e?"

"Left as soon as | could," Dewar said, yawning, |eaving his eyes closed,
dozing an instant and snapping upright as he began to slunp, glaring at the
Fireduke. "What's in this? Is this one of your exotic soporifics?"

"Nay, nay. Pure fruit-essence, nothing nore. Tis nigh to dawn; th'art weary.
So Prospero knows dile.”

Dewar shuddered. "Yes, it seems so. He behaved very bizarrely. Said he wanted
to know when | was born. Guess he wanted to cast ny horoscope."

"What didst tell hinP"

"I gave hima broad answer so he couldn't. |I'mnot stupid. Then he wanted to
know where | studied and all kinds of things, and when | didn't answer he

di smssed ne. Wth his cindered little ignis." Dewar slunped in the chair,
clumsily turning the tunbler in his dull fingers. "Said we'd nmeet again, and
he'll tell me of ny ancestry . . . Has he always been so eccentric?"

"Aye," Gaston said, and poured a little nmore into Dewar's glass. "D dst know
he knew t hy not her?"

"No. | dough nidea. I'd no idea. | nust have wal ked a score of nmiles tonight.
In the dark. Damm' bug. Prospero. Wne at dinner was good, though. Hunph." He
si pped, enptied the glass again in two swallows, and slouched further, eyes
closing without interruption. He was so tired. Gaston wouldn't mnd if he just
rested for a nonent.

Gaston watched Dewar's face relax, the courtier and sorcerer leaving it, weary
yout h remai ni ng. Why had Prospero rel eased hin?
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Hi s hands, his hands were gone, becone hoovesuhis tongue was thick and

unl i nberua frightened bl eat began in his chest, and his body jerked. Awake,
Dewar stared down at his body. H s body. Not the other. Bandages around his
hands, mittening them The bandages had set off the nightmare. He | ooked
around him unsure where he was. He couldn't recall returning to his tent. No,
this wasn't his tent. Arnor hung on a stand beside the tent-flapu It wasu Sun
above, it was Gaston's. He was in the squires' anteroom What had he done? he
wonder ed, and he nmoved and felt his foot twinge. It brought the night's events
back to him There was a note pinned to his jacket, which was on a stoo

besi de the bed, his boots underneath. See ne. G

Prince Gaston had hel ped himout of the ditch and brought hi mback here. Yes.
Dewar had fallen asleep before the surgeon had tied up his foot, though
Gaston's dammed i nfl amrabl e i ntoxi cant had knocked himout and left himwth a
t oot h- achi ng headache.

He shoul d have known better than to drink anything the Fireduke swall owed

wi thout cutting it with nine parts water; Gaston's gullet seemed to volatilize
the strongest distillations. Dewar made a di sgusted sound and threw aside the
bl ankets with which he'd been tucked up. His own cloak was on top of the pile,
brushed, and he reached for it. The surgeon had cl eaned and |ightly bandaged
his hands. He lifted them staring: thunbs, fingers, wistsuall there, covered
wi th smpoth human skin and |inen, not the hooves and hide of his nightnare.
Dewar pushed the dreamfromhim it was over, gone. Another bandage was around
his head. He didn't recall being that badly hurt, but when he put his feet on
the floor and felt the bruises along his body wake up, he thought that he

m ght have been very lucky not to break his neck

Respectful of his aches, he pulled on his boots and gl oves.

The bandage made the left boot fit tightly, but the tightness

supported himbetter, and Dewar was able to walk, |inping

slightly.

One of Prince Gaston's pages ran up to himas he lifted
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the tent flap and stepped outside, a boy with glossy, evenly-cut hair and an
unbr oken, piping voice.

"Lord Dewar, Prince Gaston's respects, and he'd like to see you."

"Yes, he left a note," Dewar said. "Is he free?" "I'll take you to him sir,"
t he page of feredubDewar shrugged and nodded.

Gaston stood at one side of the practice ground, arns fol ded, watching one of
his sergeants put a tough-1ooking group of Golias's men through a fornmation
drill. The page ran ahead to the Prince Marshal and tugged at his sl eeve,
speaking to him Gaston | ooked down, nodded, and left the sidelines to join
Dewar, who was | eaning agai nst an oak-tree up on a low rise. The page ran off
on sone other errand.

"How boots thy foot?"

"I think it will be all right. I don't even renmenber the surgeon."

" Twas Gernan. Hast cracked a small bone belike, but '"tis not significant an
thou favor it."

"Thank you for picking ne up." Dewar smiled. "Wiat did you want to see ne
about ?"

Gaston's eyes flicked over his face. He stood on the | ower side of the slope,
so that the difference in their heights was elininated, and he was eye-to-eye
with Dewar. "Last night didst thou tell a curious tale, and |I'd be sure

heard aright."

Dewar lifted his eyebrows expectantly, hiding a sinking feeling.

"Thou sai dst Prospero was acquainted with thy nother."

Had he said that? To Gaston? Dewar supposed he nmust have. "That's what he told
ne."

"Lord Dewar, canst thou repeat his words exact?" The Prince kept his voice
casual and friendly.



"I can, but | don't knowif |I care to do so," Dewar said.

Gaston bit his lip. "I ask not to idly pry, Lord Dewar."

Dewar gave hima closed | ook of veiled hostility. Gaston did nothing
accidental ; Dewar was certain he'd been given the strongest |iquor the Mrsha
had, to | oosen his tongue.
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"I"msure you don't. | consider the conversation a professional encounter not
pertinent to anyone else. Is that all? |I've work to do."

"Dewar!" The Marshal caught his armihe did not want Dewar to be angered by his
qguestions, yet he felt he nust have the answers, or partial answers if the
whol e truth could not be told. "Were lieth A e?"

Dewar began to answer and stopped; Gaston's urgency was famliar to himfrom
ot her places, other times. Wat had he said of Aie? Nothing, he hoped,
not hi ng, he was certain, for he | oathed the place sincerely. "I'll do you the
favor of never telling you, Prince Gaston," he said softly, and shook his
head.

" Tis in Phesaotoi s?" guessed Gaston

Dewar bl i nked.

"I"'mcorrect."

"Yes. Prince Gastonu"

"I"ve no plan of faring thither."

" Gast onu"

"Dewar . "

"Look, lu"

They stared at one another for a long, long mnute. Dewar was hot and cold at
once; he felt a turnoil of enotions, of which fear seenmed to be strongest, a
lonely lost fear. Could he never escape Aie?

"I'"'mnot here to nmake trouble," Dewar whispered finally. "lu Wat do you think
| anf"

"A sorcerer,"” Gaston said | owvoiced, watching him "A foreign sorcerer

wor ki ng wi thout contract, for reasons wholly opaque to his allies.”

Dewar folded his arns and watched the sergeant bawling at the nen, the w nd
carrying the sound away. "And so you don't trust me. Golias never does
either."”

"1 trust thee, Dewar."

"Then pleaseulet this lie. Please. Ask nothing of Aie, think nothing of Aie;
it is not a place for you." Dewar glanced at the Marshal and wi shed he had
not; he could not | ook away.
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"Hast let things lie, thyself,’

Gaston said, his eyes fixed on Dewar's.

Dewar, not understandi ng what he night nmean, lifted his eyebrows.
"I have never asked thee," Gaston said, "why thou didst join us here after
| eaving Baron Otaviano in Ascolet. | will ask thee now, and | desire an

answer, a truthful answer."”
Dewar | ooked down, rubbed his nose which itched suddenly, and shifted his

wei ght. He | eaned against the tree again. "It was sonmething to do," he said
finally. "I'd hate to see Oto get killed." He glanced up at Gaston

"He is thy friend."

Dewar shrugged and | ooked down agai n.

"Why di dst make cause with hinP"

"I liked his fight," Dewar said at once. "I net themon the road, and

t hought they wereuhis cause was a good one and | wanted himto succeed. It
will always gall me that we |ost. Wiy did you support your brother Avril when

he seized the throne?" he asked.

It was a question of conparable intrusiveness, Gaston supposed, and so he
answered. "l did not wish the kingdom fragnented, as night have happened.

Th' art outside that; thou seest not the inner tensions. For a tine, it seened
possi bl e that Landuc woul d be shattered into internecine, fratricidal rivalry.
Twere a great evil. Wen Avril nmoved to take the throne, | supported him



meseened he'd make a fit nonarch. Prince Prospero was exiled by King Panurgus,
and though the throne nmust be said to be his by right, by politics hath it
been alienated utterly. W were at war with CGolias and needed a ki ng,
anduperhaps th'art not fully awareua sorcerer nonarch, Prospero, even were
favored, m ght not have been accepted so quickly as Avrii was. For Panurgus
di sapproved sorcery, beyond his own, and the general opinion followed himin
that."

"It seened the right thing to do." Had Gaston done otherw se, had Landuc's

| eader shi p been broken, Pheyarcet m ght becone |ike Phesaotois: a disorganized
collection of feuding petty sorcerer-1|ords.

"Sumed in few words, aye. And thy reasons are simlar, then."

"They could be. | haven't viewed themso idealistically. uDo you think | wll
betray you, Herne, Golias, Oto? |Is that what you fear?" Dewar said, angry.

"I think that unless thou hast understanding of why th'art here, thou'it
stunble to explain thy position to another and to justify it to thyself."
"Prospero nade nme no such proposal!"

"I amglad to knowt, but to hear it is not why | question thee."

a

Dewar drew a shuddering breath. "Prince Gaston, | swear to youuto you
personal |y, not to Landuc about which | care not a pinuby the Wl and by ny
life, I will not betray your fight here."

Gaston shook his head regretfully. "I require no such oath of thee, Lord

Dewar. Nor do | expect it, nor do | consider thy participation here as
anyt hi ng nore than a personal favor to Baron Qtaviano."

"Good." Dewar began to turn away again, and Gaston caught his arm as he had
done before.

"Dewar . "

"Now what ?" Dewar hal f-yelled, wheeling on him

"l trust thee."”

Dewar regarded hima long time, and his ire ebbed as he did, and finally he
sai d, "Thank you."

"Let this remain in our ears only."

"Per sonal .

"Aye."

A blurred confusion of enptions fl owed over Dewar's face, and all of them
conbi ned and cancell ed one another to leave a snile, a very small, al nobst shy
sml e.

Gaston sniled al so, relieved.
"I"'mgoing to ny tent to cl ean up,

Dewar sai d.

"An thou hast no objection, I'll walk with thee, because there's a matter of
whi ch hast yet heard naught."
"Hm Attack?"

"Nay, but soon."
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"You keep saying that."

"Prince Josquin shall join us with reinforcenents from Madana, and then we
shal | attack." Gaston watched the sorcerer, sidelong.

"Prince Josquin!"

"Aye."
"Herne, Oto, CGolias, and | aren't enough for you? You need himtoo?"
"Not so much himas the men he will bring. | have fought Prospero before, Lord

Dewar. Dost know oft? Tis the |atest engagenent in a battle that taketh years
to nove through its feints and parries. Last tine we fought we parted, neither
the victor, and before that 'twas the King's lingering death resulted from
Prospero's defeat. My desire is a swift end.”

"Victory at a stroke."

"Wth the | east nunber of blows, the | east of |osses. Prospero's a tenacious,
creative, wily fighter, and no | ess than crushing | oss can even di scourage
him Hath the weather in his hand, even. Wre it not for Panurgus's Boundsu"
Gaston interrupted hinmsel f. "Hast seen how he adapts hinself to all thou dost,



to every mlitary nove."

"He al nost seens to read nmy mind."

"Aye. He's brilliant in nore ways than one; heu He's |like our father so,
| eading his enemes to defeat thensel ves, weakening themw th their own
weapons. Wth Prince Jos-quin's reinforcenments | shall have the force
desire.”

"What will happen when he is defeated?"

"l know not."

"Execution?"

" Twoul d sate the Enperor,"
"But not you."

"Prince Prospero's ny brother, Lord Dewar. Hast belike no siblings, but I'm
loth to nurder mine, no matter how objectionable they may be, no nore mny other
kin."

"Thus Ottaviano lives, and is at |east adm nistratively rehabilitated.
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Gaston sai d not hi ng.

"l consider that no weakness, Prince," Dewar said after a nonent.

"Nor 1."

"When will Prince Josquin arrive?"

" Twill take himat |east sixteen days to cone here, now he hath assenbl ed the
force, though he travel with ail haste on the Road and then, the |ast nove,

t hrough a Way. The greater nunbers slow the pace."

Prince Gaston left Dewar at his tent and wal ked slowy to his own quarters. En
route, he answered questions, gave orders, inspected automatically each

sol dier he saw with an unforgiving eye; yet all the while his body carried on
a part of his mind sat apart. He thought of Dewar, of his quickness and his
sorcery, his hands and his thoughtful squint, his youth and his easy,
unconsci ous superiority. And he thought of his own brother Prospero, whose

| east gestures spoke of conmmand and power, col d-eyed and dark, a connoi sseur
of fine things who had devoted the days and nights of his long life to his
search for know edge, and he wondered what manner of woman COdile of Aie mght
be. A sorceress herself, Gaston suspected, if Dewar described her as

danger ous; potent and deadly, known to Prospero.

How m ght she be known to a Prince of Landuc? Well, Gaston thought, Prospero
was a sorcerer also; sorcerers all seened to know one another, an uneasy
fraternity, by nane at |east and often by doi ng business with one another

They traded anongst thensel ves, Prospero had once said. Traded what? soneone
had asked, and wintry Prospero had smled and said. Wy, intelligence that
thou hast not, lugwit. Prospero mght have traded with this woman of Aie.
Dewar's not her.

Gaston reached his tent and sat down at a veteran wooden desk, giving his
whol e attention to the idea germnating in his thoughts.

Prospero was interested in Dewar, kindly so. Else he'd have chall enged him
Prospero had duel |l ed Escl ados, a swift challenge that had ended swiftly with
Escl ados wracked and nearly dead and fleeing to his hideaway, where he'd

[ urked
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humi i ated and silent ever since. Esclados had breached contract in the
flight; he wasn't dead, but he might as well be, and only cowardi ce had spared
him Dewar would stand to his own destruction in such a duel. Prospero had not
chal | enged him had wi ned and dined his young opponent with a courtesy nostly
m ssing fromthe world nowadays, had questioned himand gotten answers. About
Dewar's nother. And had then rel eased Dewar.

Gaston turned a dagger in his hands, staring at the light on its bl ade wi thout
seeing its flash and dance.

H s heart's-feeling was that Dewar was not treacherous. He was brash,

advent urous, young and admittedly inexperienced, but he had been hol ding his

Gaston said after a nonent.



own defensively agai nst Prospero. And no nore could they ask of himthan what
he m ght choose to do, w thout contract.

Prospero had countered Dewar's spells, had sparred with himduring

skirm shing, but Gaston knew the protocol of sorcerous war was as any other:

t he ol der man had been testing and studying his adversary, waiting until the
right monent to take himon full-blooded and |ife-staked. Dewar had said so

hi nsel f when questions had been put to himin a staff neeting. Golias had
asked Dewar if he would nmeet the chall enge when it came and Dewar had poi nted
out that he was not under contract and had received no support fromthe
Enperor. It was his answer to many questions. Gaston took it to nean that
Dewar didn't know what he'd do; in the heated excitenment of battle, he m ght
wel |l lock hinmself up with Prospero and fight to the end of either or both.
Such premeditated unreliability galled Golias and Herne, unexpected common
ground between them for muttering and dark gl owering, but Gaston coul d not
fault Dewar for it.

Such a battle would put Dewar beyond useful ness during the earthy, earthly
fighting around it, but would al so preoccupy Prospero, who was his own

mar shal - gener al

Gaston twirled the dagger, its point on a block of blotting-paper, his eyes
hal f - cl osed.

Now suppose, Gaston thought, suppose Prospero would not engage Dewar at all

It woul d be expensive, but if Dewar
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chal | enged Prospero, he nmust answer. But if Dewar would not chall enge him and
Prospero woul d not chall enge Dewar, then things would continue as they had,
neither sorcerer at great risk

But there would still be some risk. Gaston had seen Dewar after a hard bout,
his third skirmish with the Prince of Air. Mssing himafter the battle,

t hey' d sought and found himash-white, trenbling, blood running fromhis nose,
so si ck-exhausted he could not speak or eat, and Gtto had put his cloak around
hi m and sent for w ne-laced soup, which he poured froma coffee-pot down
Dewar's throat until Dewar was able to stand and stagger fromthe hillside.
Dewar had kept Prospero fromstriking directly at the Enperor's
forcesuactually Prospero ained nost at Herne's troops and at Herne, under
whose command Gaston had put Oto and his Ascolet and Lys nmenubut it had cost
him even a restrained duel could injure a sorcerer. Dewar had kept to hinself
for two days, and Oto had becone the butt of soldiers' jests by his concern
sitting watching by his bed for the first half-day. Certainly there was danger
to Dewar.

Prospero knew t hat.

He had brought Dewar to himto challenge himto a fight Prospero would
certainly win and had changed his m nd

Gaston stopped twirling the dagger and forced the budding idea into

full-fl owered thought.

How much did Prospero want victory?

Did he want it enough to kill this Dewar, who rem nded Gaston every day of
Prospero before he had wapped hinself wholly in sorcery and power, before the
dead King had exiled hinf

Suppose Prospero, for some reason, renounced sorcery for the battle, or at

| east the great workings that had noved himthis far so swiftly. Suppose
Prospero held his spells back and relied on his steel

Gaston would win, he was certain of it. It was the conbination of sorcery and
nortal warfare that had worked for Prospero thus far
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Gaston pushed the dagger slowy through the blotting-paper until it penetrated
two fingers'-breadth into the wood.

He considered how well Prospero m ght know Dewar's nother

17



BENEATH A SHI FTI NG BED OF CLOUDS which t 0SS tO veil and

show the stars and thin-pared noon, the peaked roofs of Valgalant are a

m ni ature nountai n-range. No wi ndow s light betrays inhabitation in the dark
bul k of the house; no soul stirs above the stables, where a nessenger stands
besi de a saddl ed horse, tucking into a saddl ebag a bundl e which the cl oaked
man who hol ds the horse has just handed over. The nessenger's hair shines fair
in the nmoonlight, uncapped in the cold air, the face beneath the bow -cut
fringe set and intense. No badge or enbl em decorates the nessenger's | eather
jacket; the high riding-boots and tight-woven trousers betray nothing in their
col or or cut.

"Father, the ring," the youth whispers, turning fromthe horse.

The man hol ding the horse's reins bows his head. Slowy, frombeneath his
nmoon- dar kened cl oak, he reaches a gl oved hand, and as he pulls the glove off
slowy so does the nessenger renmove a glove as well, so that they both stand a
nmonent with one hand bare in the bitterness of winter mdnight. Slowy the

cl oaked man draws from one finger a heavy silver ring with a snooth oval

dar k-bl ue stone. The ring flashes in the moonlight as he hands it to the
nessenger.

The nessenger's fist closes on the ring; it tingles with the silver of the
noon, the cold of the wind, the bite of snow

"Put it on," whispers the old man, and the nessenger does, and pulls the glove
on over it all in a sudden hurry, and seizes the old nman's hand and kisses his
cheek, and nounts the horse with wordless haste. It is done before the
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old man can speak; he is |looking up at the pale intense face before his hand
has dropped.

"Farewel | ," one of them whispers.

"Keep well," one replies.

"I must go!" half-cries the nessenger, and the horse's heavy body is fired to
nove at his command, and the horse's hooves strike sparks fromthe cold dry
cobbl es on the path out of the stabl e-yard.

The old man stares at the honely stained face of the noon. The mpon sees all;
the noon still sees the nounted nmessenger with his wei ghtl ess burden of heavy
news going nore slowy and cautiously along the dark-rutted road; the noon
sees the whole of the journey, every road and river, before the messenger, and
all the traps and snares that |lie between this dark house and the journey's
end. If sonmeone were | ooking through the moon, as in a mrror, sweeping his
gaze across the world as the moon's path swept it, would he not see the
nmessenger too? Wuld he know the nessenger to be bound for hinf

"Ch, Mranda," whispers the old man to the noon, "may the Well send thee hone
again to me."

The noon turns its face toward a veil of cloud and di sappears. The old nman

wal ks slowy, groping with his feet, back to the house al one.

IN THE NGHT FOLLONNG H'S DI STURBING interview wth

Gaston's young sorcerer, Prospero |eft under cover of a stormwhich Ariel

rai sed. The storm had the additional benefit of battering the Landuc
canpuProspero's own forces were spared all effectstuand Ariel paid particular
attention to the supply tents, naking sure they were flattened and thoroughly
soaked.

Prospero left the war in the hands of his captains, reluctant, but fearing to
post pone his errand. Hi s black horse Hurricane carried himat a constant
gal | op away down the
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Road; between Landuc and his destination Prospero halted only three tines to
rest and recover, drawing on the Wl |l to sustain hinmself. Hurricane was
hal f - nade of Well-force hinself now, having been fed on it so | ong, and never
tired.

The I ong journey through the desol ate marshes took another day. Hurricane

bal ked at the Linmen, whose thickness and col or and brightness fluctuated in



unrel ated, irregular cycles.

"Softly, softly,"” Prospero murmured, stroking the horse's neck. Ti s pai nful
to thee, we've been here ere this, but fear it not, we'll pass it and go on
There's naught to fear of it, good fellow, good Hurricane . " and so on,
until Hurricane lifted a hoof, placed it fastidiously in the marsh, and

wal ked, shivering, into a rosy haze that turned a bilious yell owgreen as soon
as they touched it. Pheyarcet and the Wl |l were left behind with that touch
The passage was brief and not overly difficult; Prospero was relieved. He had
known it to seem days |ong, when forces fromthe Wl |l on the Pheyarcet side
and the Stone in Phesaotois had escaped to |lap at the edges of their donains.
Once across, Prospero praised Hurricane and stopped to give the horse water
and a nosebag of oats.

As Hurricane ground up his oats, his master stood on a | ow dune-rise with his
eyes closed, turning through a half-circle, seeking and sensitizing hinself to
the Stone that stood on faraway Mdrven, The thin trailing lines of its

unt apped power were few here; he observed their strengths and their |ocations
relative to his and then sat down with a Map of Phesaotois and other tools to
pl ace hinself in the universe he had now entered.

That took but an hour, and then he packed, nmounted Hurricane, and nudged him
to trot away into the nonotonous dunes, follow ng a neager Ley of the Stone.
Hurri cane went nortally slowly at first, until Prospero began draw ng the
Stone's power through the horse, and then he tossed his head and picked up his
feet and cantered with sonething of his usual vigor

Four rests were necessary before Prospero reached his goal, and he rested
agai n just before crossing what he
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judged was a threshold of awareness of sortsuanother's, not his own. He
repaired his travel -stained condition in a dark stone i nn whose patrons were
taller than he with sinewy, dark |inbs and nottled | ong-nosed faces. Hurricane
bore himonward after a few hours' sleep. Prospero carried now a blue tortoise
in a sack behind him and he stopped at a certain wide, flat place on a road

t hat wound up and down through eroded sandstone hills to array its carapace
and certain of its internal organs in the pattern prescribed by his Phesaotois
Epheneri s.

Hurri cane bore himon again, but nowthe hills to either side, ahead, and
behi nd were indistinct to Prospero; he had joined the Road and stayed a few
hours on it before leaving at a pair of giant white stone hal f-man

hal f-1ions..who reared up on their hind | egs, facing one another, to forman
arch. Prospero rode under the arch to a Ley, which brought himafter a few
nmore hours of hard riding to a brook. On this side, where he sat a nonent
letting Hurricane drink, there was nothing of great interest; the |andscape
was gently rolling, overgrown with trees and bushes, fallen into neglect.

Col I ections of disorganized stones marked quondam dwel lings here and there in
the forest.

On the other side of the brook were green, neatly-kept fields and vel vety

| awns separated by I ow walls or hedges, adorned with prettily-distributed
copses. Animals could be seen grazing in the fields or anbng the trees, and
over all lay the warmlight of |ate afternoon

After fording the brook, Hurricane lifted his head and laid his ears back
"Easy, ny friend," Prospero whispered to him and laid his pal mon the horse's
head. He drew on the Stone and the horse tossed his head again, snorting, as
the Stone surged through him Prospero nudged Hurricane, and Hurricane went
forward at a wal k.

Meanwhi | e, the beasts grazing had taken notice of the intruders, one head
after another lifting fromthe bl ossom spattered sward as the al arm spread.
Cattle, swi ne, horses, goats, and sheep cane charging fromall directions and
Sorcerer and a (jentfeman
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pressed around Hurricane and his rider, pushing themtoward the brook again.



"Back!" Prospero cried. "I have an errand here. | amduly grateful for your
efforts to deter me, but | cannot gl adden you by departing."

The beasts milled about. Eyes rolled; nostrils flared. Among the bluish trees
of the nearest copse slunk a | ow, grey shape: perhaps a dog or wolf.

"I pray ye permit nme free passage; | would not harmye, but | nust go on,"
Prospero addressed the aninmals around hi m agai n.

Rel uctantly they fell back and gradual |y di spersed again anong the fields and
trees.

Hurri cane tossed his head again haughtily and cantered toward a narrow track
whi ch Prospero saw sone di stance away over the fields. Attaining it, they
followed it for several miles through the Iush and pleasant hills, all dotted
with animals who lifted their heads to watch Prospero's passing mournfully or
phl egmatically, and at last crested a long rise to see, on a high, symetrica
hill before them a great black pillar-porched tenple.

White and bl ack birds decorated the tenple's steps with hyperbolic curves of

| ong-feathered tails. Prospero disnounted, took off Hurricane's bridle that he
m ght graze, and stood for a noment rmurmuring a wardi ng spell over the horse.
Then he slung one of the saddl ebags across his chest beneath his cloak. The

cl oak conceal ed the bag, but did not conceal the black hilt of a sword at
Prospero's left side

He clinbed the steps slowy, deliberately. Though the sun had lain on it al
day, the stone was w thout warmh. The birds scattered unhurriedly before him
and a few went inside the shadowed porch.

Prospero foll owed them The shade was cold and very dark.

Before himwas a door as tall as the tenple itself, a double door wth

tarni shed, unworn cross-shaped brass handl es at chest height in the center of
each hal f. The doors were
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carved in bas-relief, but exactly what was carved on them was not visible in
t he darkness of the porch.

Turning the I eft-hand handl e and pushing gently on the door, Prospero entered.
The door swung lightly away fromhim and lightly swng closed at his heels
with a dull echoi ng bang.

The interior of the tenple was thick with black colums as the exterior had
been thick with darkness. However, it was possible to see, because the roof
ext ended only hal fway over on all sides, |eaving unroofed in the mddle a

wi de, square black dais raised eight |ow, shallow steps above the floor. The
sun was past the central opening in the tenple's roof, but that central open
square was bright; the darkness anbng the interior colums was | ess oppressive
than that around those outside.

On the dais were four tall black torcheres, a transparent flame shimering in
the pan of each one, and in the center of the dais was a seated woman. She
wore bl ack, a soft, velvety black, veils and |layers of it draped around her

cl oudi ng the shape of her body, a stark setting for the pal eness of her |ong
throat and face and arms and hands.

Three of the white birds clustered around her feet, their tails trailing
gracefully down the stairs.

Prospero's nouth twitched a little. He wal ked without haste to the dais and
stopped at the bottom step

"Cdile."

"I knew you nust return sooner," said she, "or later," and sml ed.

Prospero set one foot on the step and | eaned forward, hand on his knee. "Which
am |, then? Soon or |ate?"

il e shrugged. Her eyes were hal f-closed, her expression distant, anused.
Prospero shrugged also. "I amhere now | will give, gratis, three guesses as
to what the reason be."

"1 woul d not denean nyself by doing so," Odile said. "Wat is your errand,
sorcerer?"

"I come to assay the risk of a certain business before ne," Prospero said. "A
green journeyman hath challenged me. | have reason to believe you' d raise arms



to avenge the chal -
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| enger when | drub himand kill him M Art so far ex-ceedeth his that |'ve
all confidence that I'll do so; he's a gadfly, a nost perenptory nui sance, who
hath hired hinself out in a war."

(il e said nothing. Her eyes never noved; her face changed not a nuscle.

"The challenger's nane is Dewar, and he claineth descent in the npost i mediate
degree fromyou, madane."

"Interesting," she said.

"I"ve no desire to be at odds with you," Prospero went on. "If indeed he be
your blood, 1'd not kill himbut confine him a salutary |esson but not
fatal ."

"He is ny son," (ile said. "Confine him and if you would have nmy goodw | I,
hither return him that | may undertake to renedy certain |acunae in his
education which resulted fromhis premature, willful term nation of his
apprenticeship."”

"He seeneth a rash boy," said Prospero.

"He is headstrong and treacherous. | rue his introduction to the Art, for his
temperament is ill-suited to it."

" Tis a regrettable, but a natural, error of affection,” Prospero said.

A brief silence passed, during which Prospero studied OGdile, smling slightly,
and Odile studied Prospero without nmoving in the snallest degree.

"So you are at war," she said.

"Still."

"This is a long war you are about. O is it a different one?"

"A battle in the same, though mne own goal hath altered."

"I amsurprised to hear that. Unswerving devotion to purpose hath ever been a
pillar of your character."

"You flatter me, madane,"” Prospero said, and bowed fromthe waist, not deeply
but el egantly.

"You flatter me yourself, for | know you are not so easily flattered."
Prospero | aughed quietly. "Alas, Countess, the courtier's arts are wasted
here; sorcery discards themas a child's paper
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dolls, vain trash. But, madane, | have a further doubt regarding ny chall enge

now, one which you nmay allay."

"What is that?"

"What will his father say to my prisoning the upstart? | am sure you
understand me when | say |'ve no intention of avoiding one offense and
committing another unwittingly."

"Bring himhere, and | shall deal with the ... ancillary issues,” COdile said.
"Ah," said Prospero. "Then there shall be difficulties."
"I think not."

"I prefer certainty to best approximation, nmadane. Let us informhis father of
his son's activities."

"No. "

" No?"

"No. "

"Plainly, no."

"You have heard nme correctly.”

"What will you, then, COdile? | have nuch afoot; | cannot go forth to this
chal | enge wi thout knowing | shall not lay nyself open to a greater. | Bind the
boy; | deliver himto you, his nmother, for sorely-needed correction in certain
grievous errors which appear to be ingrained in his thinking; and you prom se
me there will be no further consequences?"

"Not to you. To the boy, yes. He nmust learn the protocol of interaction and
chal | enge. "

"I agree. He is about to learn sonmething of it. But you do not concern



yourself over his father's reaction, so long as his father is ignorant. |

t hi nk you shield the boy."

Qi | e sai d not hi ng.

"You are too fond, Cdile," Prospero said. "I fear you will scold himroundly
and box his ears and send hi m abashed on his way."

"That is nothing of your concern."

"Very well," Prospero said, "I shall not concern nyself about it further
Thank you, madame, for this interview. | shall see you next with this Dewar in
hand. "

"I amlooking forward to it," Odile said

He bowed, turned to go.

"You | eave at once?"
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"It doth not do to let things hang too |ong," Prospero said, pausing.

"Allow ne to offer thee sone refreshnent ere thou goest."

He hesitated, then nodded and turned back to face her fully. "Thy courtesy is
not am ss, Countess," he said, "to offer, but | fear delay."

"The delay will be but a few hours in thy journey," said she, "but if it be so
urgent u"

"Not so urgent as to offend thee by refusing, then," Prospero said, and he
smi | ed.

Odile rose to her feet. The birds, disturbed, fled in three different
directions anong the pillars to the sides and behind Prospero. Her veil-like
robes swirled and settled around her foggily with the movenent of her
standing; Qdile stood as still as she had sat for the time of one heartbeat

and then, slowy, descended the dais. Prospero bowed deeply and of fered her
his arm she took it and they stood anot her beat of Prospero's heart
eye-to-eye (for she was tall). Then, at a stately pace as if they were | eading
a procession, they wal ked together around the dais, to the rear of the

bl ack-pill ared tenple.

The three white birds waited at the edge of the pillared darkness, heads
bowed. Odile touched their heads negligently with a drifting finger as she
passed, not | ooking downward from Prospero's silvery gaze, and when she had
passed, three fair white-clad serving-maids, slender and soundl ess, hurried
away to fetch refreshnments for their nistress and her guest.

Dewar opened the bottle of wine and poured four glasses. He handed the first
to Prince Gaston, the second to Baron Otaviano, the third to Prince Goli as,
and the fourth he raised hinself.

"To Prince Josquin," he said. "A generous man.'
t he new suppli es.

ol ias | aughed and drank. Otaviano snorted, grinned, and drank al so. Gaston
tasted the wine, then sipped. Dewar's smle was secret, nocking.
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"So he's al nost here? Or what?" Golias said, w ping his nouth.

"He is where he should be, and on the nmorrow shall we confer all together to
pl an our next attack," Gaston said. "Lord Dewar hath provided such know edge
as he may safely gather about the enemy's disposition; to wait |onger would be
needl ess del ay, for what we know now i s adequate."

"It's about tinme," CGolias said. "All the time we've been waiting for his
dandi fi ed hi ghness, that bastard's been building up forces and spying on us."
"Wth Josquin," Otaviano said, "the nunbers are ours."

The sorceress Odil e rose noi sel ess, naked, from her sil k-draped couch and
stood at its foot. Behind her, through an arched doorway, the noon hung
between two pillars of the tenple of Ale, and its light was but little, for it
was a pared old noon. Yet the little light cast a shadow, dile's shadow,

bef ore her, cold and bl ack- edged, a shadow cut fromthe noon-stream and

anot her, deeper, nore perilous and potent streamcane in with the noon, that
cast a shadow al so: unfathomably deep, and darker still. COdile | ooked into her

The wi ne was Madanese, from



shadow, where her visitor lay, his eyes closed, asleep for an instant: |ong
enough.

"Nay, Prospero, |I'll not delay thee," whispered (dile, as thin as the noon's
edge. "Haste fromhere: haste to thy wars and workings, and haste thereby to
thy end.” dile's hands noved, cupping the darkness, and it grew nore dark
all light seeping fromit. "Seek thy own bl ood, and find defeat and
destruction.”

The darkness seeped from her hands, a silent trickle onto Prospero, who sl ept
in her shadow.

When Odile's white hands were enpty, she lay again, a soft and silent
noverent, beside Prospero, and touched himlightly, and his eyes opened.

"Madame, " Prospero said to her, "dear though dalliance be, | may not tarry; |
may not |inger another mnute here.”
"That | wit well,"” said she, "for hast thou not said it afore the sunset? and

in the dusk? and now as the noon doth rise
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and open thy Road to thee, will | believe thee. Lo, | did not hinder thee;
"twas the Stone and the noon."

"True enough, madane. If | rest another instant, sleep would claimnme, nor
would it be thy doing that it keep me fromnotion."

"Hast never been a restful man," she said, and drew dark draperies around her
vei ling her body. He rose then, and cl othed hinself alone, for she left

t hrough the noon-1i med archway, and when Prospero had dressed he foll owed her
and took | eave of her at the dais, bending over her hand in the light of the
four tall torcheres, turning and | eaving her motionless there.

Prince Josquin was hardly recognizable in |leather armor and a helm H's fine
bl ond hair was cut short to lie fur-snooth against his skull; he was thinner
and harder-1ooking than he had been when Dewar first net himin Landuc sone
years previous. But his speech had the same arrogance over the Madanese draw
and his nmovenents the same sensual deliberation, and his pal e-blue eyes had

t he sane good- natured expression.

Dewar slipped into his chair at the table as Prince Gaston presented Golias to
Prince Josquin with el aborate courtesy. OQtaviano was already there, engaged
in drawing in his notebook. It didn't | ook Iike his usual subjects: arbalests
and onagers, bridges and wat er-wheel s.

"What's that?" Dewar asked in a | ow voice, keeping half his attention on
Josquin's | eather |eggings.

"Just this thing | saw," Oto said evasively.

"A cannon." Dewar was familiar with themthrough his travels on the Road.
"Yeah. The Marshal said the Prince Heir has a few "

"Good. I'mtired of being all the ordnance. Primtive design, that."

"I"'ma prinmtive artist.”" Qto's pencil broke; he took out his strange red
fol di ng pocket-knife and began whittling the pencii-point sharp

Gaston, Josquin, and Golias had conpleted their introductions and were sitting
down. The other two | ooked up
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Dewar kept his face bland and enoti onl ess.

"Lord Dewar, | did not see thee join us," Gaston said. "Prince Josquin, here
is our sorcerer."”

Josquin | ooked from O taviano to the man beside himin sea-blue silk and bl ack
| eather. The Prince Heir's breath paused, quickened as his face was touched
with nore than wind and cold' s reddening. "I am pleased to neet you, Sir
Sorcerer."

The sorcerer rose to his feet, holding Josquin's eyes with his own, and bowed
fluidly without | ooking down.

"The pleasure is mne, Your Highness," he nurnured.

After passing the girdling Limen which the warring brothers Panurgus and
Proteus had forged to separate Fire from Stone, Prospero buiit a large fire



and through it opened a Way to a certain place near his headquarters.

Hurri cane, an old hand at this, allowed hinself to be | ed without balking into
the fire and through to the other side of the Way, a flat, open place of
stones anong the scrub. The nmidday air was cold and col orl ess. Beneath his and
Hurricane's feet, the ground thunped with the hol | owness that freezing brings;
a high, thin glazing of cloud hinted at snow.

Swi nging hinself into the saddl e, Prospero nudged Hurricane, and he, who knew
wel | the way home from here, wal ked between the trees, choosing his way to the
narrow, rutted road. As they travelled, occasional things seen and unseen
fluttered around them and then departed, sentinels of the occupied
territories. Prospero was their master, and so they nade no interference with
hi s passage.

The house whi ch he had made his occupati onal headquarters becane visible as he
left the winding | ow road. Prospero's eyes saw things that others could not:
shi mering, insubstantial |ines of warning spells and Bounds; Ele-nentals
flitting, flowing, or creeping; in the distance behind the bare black sticks
of the weather-tw sted wi nter-nude trees, a skyward veiling gl ow between his
lines and Gas-ton's, coruscating up and down the spectrum as the opposing
spel I s Dewar had set against himtouched it.

Hurri cane pricked his ears forward, pleased at the sights
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and smells of their tenmporary home. He trotted to the house, ignoring the

doi ngs of the Elenentals and other creatures w th august indifferenceuhe,

after all, was the Master's preferred steed, his intimate in nmany enterprisesu
and to the stabl e-yard.

"Thank you, Hurricane. Good fellow do!"

Qdo was a boy who had remmi ned behind when the rest of the manor-house's
residents had fled before Prospero's advance. He had been in the stables, and
in the stables he had stayed, apparently conpletely uninterested in whose
horses he curried and fed. He cane running a few minutes after Prospero had

di smounted, froma far corner of the paddock where he had been clearing the
stream

"Sir," Odo said, and took Hurricane fromhis master. "Good 'orse, good 'orse
good 'orse," Odo chanted under his breath, |eading himaway.

Prospero patted Hurricane's neck and went into the house carrying his

saddl ebag. In the room where he had received Dewar, he sunmoned his captains
to a neeting and reviewed with his second-in-conmand U rachet the i mediate
busi ness that had arisen in his absence. Strangely, there was none.

"They have not nade any but small sallies,” Urachet said.

"He is waiting for sonething."

"He may have gotten it, my lord. Today Stachan saw activity in the turncoat
Golias's canp which mght signify some | arge novenent."

"Interesting. It could be a feint. They know we watch."

"They have attenpted to conceal their doings this tine, but | am suspicious."
"I shall call in nmy watchers and see if they can add to't. In the neantine,
pass the word: prepare for an attack two days hence."

"Yes, sir. We have been in readiness for days now "

"I know. | dislike this stalemating, but we have no choice. The tine was not
yet right."

When Utrachet had gone, Prospero unrolled maps and wei ghted them down flat on
his table, and he stood a | ong
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ti me gazing down at them noving hinmself and Gaston through possible encounters
in his mnd

Prince Gaston's page cane to himwhere he sat witing orders in his tent and
announced Prince Josquin, who was on his heels. The Marshal sent the boy out
and offered Josquin a seat. He poured two tunblers of wine and offered Josquin
one; Josquin accepted and drank, then set the tunmbler down with a thunp as if
deci di ng sonet hi ng.



"I left and came back," Josquin said, "because | didn't want to be seen. No
guarantee | wasn't, of course, but at least I've tried. Your sorcerer, Uncle
Gaston. "

"He is not mine, nor anyone's but his own. Had thy father deenmed fit to
contract with himwe mght call himours."

"Exactly. Uncle Gaston, that is the man who stole ny Map and Epheneris.”

" "Twas years ago, well-nigh a score. Art certain?" the Fireduke asked.

"I"d know hi m anong thousands," Josquin said, and his face was hi gh-colored as
his uncle studied him "He's the one," said Josquin.

Gaston nodded once slowy. Dewar was a nan to | eave a strong i npression behind
him having many fine traits to catch the eyeuparticularly an eye like the
Prince Heir's. "Aye. |I'd thought 'a nust be."

"You what!"

"Thy description then was particular and he fits it surpassing well, and he
hath every mark of having passed through the Wll's Fire."

Josqui n sat back and nodded slowy. "But he is of use to you."

"Josquin, 'tis not judged that 'a hath committed any greater nisdeed than

cozening thee. Tis not, per ensanmple, a crinme to approach the Well, though the
Crown seeketh to keep the Well for itself. Once 'tis done so, there's naught
to mend it. | cannot think of a previous case oft."

"Does ny lord father know he is here?"
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"1 have not nentioned it to the Enperor because | amnot certain."

"What doubt could there be? How el se could he use the Map and Epheneris? Wy
steal themif he had not been to the Well?" Josquin found his uncle's cautious
reasoni ng, as always, opaque.

" Tis evidence by circunstance," Gaston said. "Thou saidst at the tine that he
enpl oyed a spell to render these sensel ess.™

"To put me to sleep. Yes."

"Thus he had sone neasure of power already conpetently at his comrand. |'m no
sorcerer; | know not whether 'tis essential to command the Wll in order to
use the Roads and Leys and all, though |I've believed so. It may not be the

case. He may sinply be a very clever man."
"Too clever. Gaston, how can we be sure of hinP"
"I trust him" Gaston said. "Do not accuse or antagonize him Josquin. If no

other reason will still thee, then because we need his cooperation to defeat
Prospero. Wthout himl had long since lost."
"Marshal I'"

"Prospero hath a peculiar array offerees at his disposal. He is using nore
sorcery and nore nagi cal beings than ever hath done before. W should have
been roundly defeated nore than once but for Lord Dewar's help."

"Whi ch you accept unquesti oni nglyu"

"I have conversed wi th himenough to understand him If we accept himand his
assi stance now wi thout censure or remark, he will be an enduring ally."

"Hm He is testing us."

"An thou wilt. He is no nore certain whether he should trust Landuc than
Landuc can be that it should trust him"

"It's to no one's advantage to nake an eneny of a sorcerer. Very well, 1"l
say nothing if he says nothing." Josquin rose.

"An if he speak oft? Hast vengeance in m nd 'gainst hinP"

Josqui n shrugged and twi sted his nouth. "Wat could
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say? Gve it back? Challenge hin? He beat me in the one fencing-match we ever
haduhe' s good, you know, very good! He befooled me and did me no harmat all."
He chuckl ed. "And | hel ped him Good night, Uncle Gaston."

Gaston held up his hand, halting the Prince Heir's departure. "A word,
Prince," he said.

"Yes?" Josquin, startled by the title, waited.

Gaston | ooked at the younger man ready to dart out of the tent, bright-eyed



and smling. The Marshal's expression was inpassive and his voi ce without
enotion as he said, "! shall remind you that in my comrand, | allow no
fraterni zation 'nongst nine officers.”

Josquin's smle vanished. H s face flickered with anger; a wash of color
flooded and left his cheeks. But he said, "I renmenber, sir."

"Good ni ght, nephew. " Gaston rose and escorted Josquin out.

At the edge of the forest, Freia sat on a long | og destined to becone a bridge
piling and watched the people of Argylle |aughing and tal king, cooking and
eating, around their bonfires in a fenced, stubbled field. Her hands were

cl asped and pressed between her knees, and her shoul ders were hunched and
tight; she stared at the festivities w thout seeing them She had brought them
a wood-el k to cook, out of her awkward, abiding sense that she nust give them
somet hing, but further involvenent in their feast was outside her training.
She had no children nor lovers in the crowd; she had no gossip about others
children or lovers; she did not think they needed her help to prepare the
food; and she supposed, in her dissociation fromthem that they felt no
association : wth her

Soneone took up the wood-el k's rack and began prancing around the fires,
holding it over his own head. A line of |aughing, clapping, whooping others
followed himin a nonment. Freia | ooked up at the thin-scattered stars. Beneath
t he woodsnoke and roast-reek, the night air was sweet and warm but this was
the cel ebration of taking the |ast sunmer
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grains, and sonme of the children were waving the first yell owed boughs of
autumm in the train of the horned dance | eader. The season and the sky had
turned; the harvest made it certain. Until the ripe grain had been cut, she

could tell herself that sunmer still reigned
Sparks rose in a tower fromone of the fires, welcomed with delighted shrieks.
Freia stared at the stars still and tried to picture the Landuc star-patterns

Prospero had taught her. Wnter was com ng. How far away was Landuc, anong the
strange | ands Prospero had descri bed?

"Brr, it is cold," said a worman softly.

Freia | ooked down fromthe sky. "Cledie."

"Come to the fire and be warm Lady. The food is ready, or nost of it." Cedie
wore a | oosely pinned nmauve tunic that left a breast bare until she,

shivering, pulled the cloth tighter around her. She went to one knee beside
Freia, to see her face by the firegl ow

"I'"'mnot hungry, thank you."

"It is not possible," Cledie said firmy. "I can snell the meat cooking even
here. A stone would salivate."

Freia smled but shook her head. "It's your feast," she said.

"And yours, as the grain is yours, and the nmeat and the fruit and vegetables,"
Cledie said. "Sonmeday you will admt it."

"None of it's mine. You did it all, yourselves."

"Here comes Scudanor to argue it with you, apple by peach by bean if you will,
Lady. "

"Freia."

"Freia," Cedie said, snmling, touching Freia's armonce, |ight and quick. "If
you will be our Freia, then you nmust eat with us.”

"Lady," said Scudanor, crunching over the stubble, a dark earthy-snelling
bul k. He crouched on his heels in front of her, beside Cledie. "If you are

hungry, Lady, there is food to eat now Conme and eat."

"Scudanor," Freia said, "sumrer is over today."

"I feel you are right, Lady." Scudanor sighed.
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"No, no, there will be nmany nore warm days," Cledie protested. "Wy, sumer
will not end, truly end, for half a season yet."

"You exaggerate," Freia said, "and you said yourself a noment ago that it's



cold."

Cl edie laughed. "But in conparison to the fireside, it is cold here in the
stubbl e and wood-pile." She shivered conmically. "Perhaps it will snow "

"The harvest is in, and sunmer is over," Scudanor said. "l have always thought
of it thus. The year wheels on."

"Yes. Time, nore time, and no Prospero, nor any word fromhim It has been too
long," Freia said, pulling her hands from her knees and straightening.

"It has been a long time, Lady," Scudanor agreed, reluctantly. "Yet not so
long as to be all out of nenory."

"He said he would be hone last winter," Freia said, "and here it is nearly

aut um agai n. Somet hi ng must have happened to him"

"What could befall Lord Prospero?" wondered d edie.

"He m ght be in trouble,"” continued Freia, "and we cannot know, waiting here."
"He said he would return,” Scudamor nurnured. "That he m ght be del ayed. That
we nmust wait."

"I want to know where he is," Freia said, gesturing once, sharply. "It cannot
be taking this long just to make a war. They neet, they fight all at once, and
Prospero is King. That was all there was to do."

"I know not hing of war," said Scudanor hel plessly. "I know he said we mnust
wait."

Cl edi e spread her hands. "Wat can we do? W are here, and he is not. W nust
wait."

"I amgoing to follow himand seek himout," Freia said. "I amnot waiting any
longer. Soon it will be winter again, and he will have been away a year nore
than he said. It is too much tine. | want himto conme hone."

"How can you foll ow hi m?" Scudanor asked. "He has taken the strange path away,
he said, over the sea; he said we could not find Landuc if we sought it. |
cannot pretend to understand, Lady, as you nust, but Landuc is not here,
Sorcerer and a (jent &man
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not anywhere to go fromhere. So he said."

"I will go with Trixie," Freia said. "She knows Prospero, and she can find him
anywhere. | ... | have already tried, a little. W need himhere. | nust go."
Scudanmor and Cl edi e | ooked at one another, dismayed, and C edie said, "But

bef ore you go, then, conme and eat with us.” And her hand rested on Freia's
arm lightly.

"I"'mnotu" Freia stopped herself.

"Lady," said Scudanor, "you are wel come anong us." He caught Freia' s eye and
nodded tensely, until she rose to her feet and wal ked with them back to the
fires and the feast.
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DEWAR HAD CHOSEN THE HI GHEST GROUND he CQuld find for

hi s vantage-point for the battle, which Gaston and his gut had told himwould
probably decide the war. He had intended to ride in with the Prince Mrshal

as he sometines had in the past, but on studying the draft of maneuvers that

t he Marshal had provided him Dewar decided he'd do the nost good out of the
fray, throwi ng what aid he could to each of the captains bel ow. The previous
ni ght he had supped with Otaviano, drinking two bottles of the best w ne they
could find with the best food the cooks could prepare. Otto had arranged for
further amusenmentua pair of brown-eyed Ithellin girls younger and healthier
than any of the wonmen Dewar had seen on the fringes of the I|nperial
encanprent. Dewar had declined that portion of Gtto's hospitality and left the
Baron to entertain both of them (the girls a bit niffed but Oto not at all),
and the sorcerer had spent the night with notes and instrunents, preparing

hi nsel f for the day.

Now, with a quick bread-and-cheese breakfast sitting on his stomach |ike | ead,
Dewar wrapped his cloak around hinself against the wind that gusted from
Prospero' s canp.

It was the other's command of Elementals that had presented Dewar with the
core of his challenge. Dewar, though
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he had worked with them had never done so in the depth and detail that
Prospero obviously had. The Prince of Wnds had El enental s of every kind in
hi s arnmyuSal amanders, Sammeads, Sprites, Syl phstuand an array of strangely

m xed creatures as well. There were things |ike variably-sized gl owi ng bars
whi ch tunbl ed end-over-end to crush men and sweep them away. There were

bl ack- and- brown brindl ed four-1egged creatures with agile, flexible bodies and
four arms on a headl ess thorax-1ike protrusion. There were skate-shaped birds
made of razor-sharp nmetals, with long trailing whiptails which scythed through
fl esh and sonme arnor. There were things |ike bundles of sticks, snakelike

t hi ngs, tusked wol ves nearly pony-sized

And rnen.

Prospero's nen were of two types: the known and the strange. The strange nen
fought well; Gaston, Herne, and CGolias had all remarked on their strength and
skill. Their battle cries were alien, though, and their shouted words to one

anot her were inconprehensi ble. The known men were recruited fromoutlying
areas of Pheyarcet, and they were good soldiers, but w thout the heroic
stami na and ability of the strangers. They died in greater numbers than the
strangers.

But all of them could die.

Dewar's materials were arrayed around him he shivered in the cold and sought
the Prince Marshal's banner. There it was, in the vanguard: the full gol den
sun on red beside the sitver-on-red of Landuc.

Couldn't they parley? he wondered. So many deat hs woul d happen today.

The carrion-birds knew. Every variety waited overhead.

He | ooked through the other lines for Prospero and could not find him even
with the aid of a spygl ass.

A horn sounded: Gaston's call.

Behi nd Dewar, a twi g snapped beneath the thorny, bare tree which shared the
hilltop with him He whirled on his heel and saw, outside his protective
Bounds, Prospero. The Prince was on foot. Dull black chain mail cased his body
beneath his gold-tri med blue cl oak. A huge bl ack horse

Sorcerer and a gentl eman

221

with a white off-fore sock was behind him its nose snuffling Prospero's
shoul der. Hung on the saddl e were Prospero's gol d-plumed hel m and | ongsword.
Though sheathed, the sword fairly snmoked with sorcery: that was the weapon

t hat had wounded Panur gus.

A chal l enge after all, Dewar thought.

"Nay, " Prospero said, shaking his head. "A truce."

"A truce?"

Bel ow t hem the arm es crashed together. Prospero inhaled, |ooking down on the
fight fromthe closest point of Dewar's Bounds to Dewar.

"Looks like you're too late."

"l suggest a truce 'twixt us. No sorcery to be used in this battle."

Dewar shivered and folded his arns tightly. "I have a feeling that the Marsha
will find such a truce objectionable."
"Thou'rt here to counter sorcery. An | use none, he'll need none."

"Why a truce?"

"Personal reasons."”

"Hardly a conpelling argument, sir. You keep nme fromny work." Dewar glared at
him Was Prospero attenpting to ruin the small allotment of honor Dewar had
been grudgi ngly granted here?

Prospero chewed his lip. "I've spoken with thy mother," he said.

"You interfering bastard," Dewar said, furious: that this man rumrmaged in his
life so casually; that he was kept fromhis work; that Prospero assuned he,
Dewar, was his inferior

"I"d not seen her in long," said Prospero. "I told her thou hadst chall enged
me and claimed her as kin, and | said | wanted to know if she'd chall enge ne



in turn an | defeat thee, as was certain | would. Odile said she woul d not,
and asked that | bring thee Bound to her." He | ooked at Dewar, who was rigid,
his face bl oodl ess. "Fear not that. | know her custom"”
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Dewar expl oded, "Thanks a shitload. Can we gossip later? 1u0"

"This is the answer to thy question."

"Spit it out then."

Prospero | ooked at him hard, sharply arching his left eyebrow, and Dewar

bl ushed.

"Hast passed too many idle hours with Golias," Prospero said drily. "Wen 1
was | ast in Phesaotois," he went on after a nonent, "l desired know edge
regardi ng transformations and transfigurations. Naturally | went to the
acknow edged expert and . . . negotiated for a few scraps. | was abl e enough
to ward me 'gainst her preferred tricks. CGdile had never been thwarted thus
before, and 'twas a new and annoyi ng experience. | shall dock a long tale and
say that in the end we cane to be on very good ternms, am able terns. | dwelt
seven years in Aie."

Dewar was half-1listening, follow ng Herne's progress through his spygl ass.

" "Twas the price Odile and | settled on," Prospero said, "a thing | was quite

glad to give her: nyself. But it seens that when | left after seven and a hal f
years there, | had given her nore than intended."

Sonething in his tone brought Dewar's attention to him again. "Intended?" he
r epeat ed.

"She was incensed when | left; of ny free will I1'd o' er-stayed her term but,
after all, | had much to attend el sewhere. | left, and we parted in

di sharmony. | spoke not with her again until her name arose in our recent
conversation, and thenu" He paused and went on, "I |ooked on thee and saw
traces of thy nother, and | saw also things | could not clearly interpret.
Thou wert born not long after | left Aie; albeit thou madest shift to confuse
me on that issue, | confirmed it otherw se."

Dewar changed his grip on his staff, in his left hand, and | eaned on it nore
heavi l y.

"You think you're . " he began, but his throat shut and no nore sounds

cane.
"I"'msure oft," Prospero said, and smled quickly at him "Therefore let us
keep truce "twixt us this day. After this,
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however it end, | would talk nore with thee . "
Dewar was speechless still. He stared at Prospero, unable to organize his

t hought s and enotions into anything coherent.
" an thou hast no objection," Prospero concluded | ow voi ced.
Dewar made a snmall sound and shook his head.

"Cood. Until later, then. Truce 'tween us." He nounted the horse, turned him
with his |l egs as his hands adjusted his cloak, sword, and helm and trotted
away over the crest of the hill and down its back

Dewar sat suddenly down on a boul der, his face slack with shock. He swal | owned
and his eyes watched the battle's waves of attacks and his m nd stunbl ed

t hrough other matters, while the cold bright sun reached noon

He rose slowy and broke his Bounds. The tide of the battle had noved away;
Prospero's western line had fallen back. Dewar wal ked down the hill to a
temporarily lulled place on the field, took a sword and shield and hel mfrom
an arrowthroated corpse and dragged a shirt of mail from another, and donned
them He was trenbling uncontrollably, and he could not understand why nor

st op.

Otaviano was with Golias to the northeast. Dewar went to join them
conmandeering a dead man's horse on his way, and becane Oto's shadow,
protecting and nmoving with him Qto shouted sonmething at Dewar when he saw
him but Dewar ignored it and set, cold-faced, to the | oathsone butcher's work



at hand.

Her ne brought Prospero down with a |l ength of chain on a handl e which had been
a norgenstern, but which had lost its head. He wrapped the thing, flail-like,
around his brother's sword arm and dragged himfromthe saddl e.

"Yield thee, pretender!" Herne bell owed.

"\Whor eson bastard!" Prospero shouted, truthfully, and he and Herne engaged on
f oot .

Prince Gaston saw. He was not far off; Otaviano and CGolias were pressing a
di sordered clunmp of Prospero's spike-hel meted troops down a slope, having cut
t hem of f
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fromretreat to their canp, and they saw it too. Dewar saw, riding behind
Oto, and he threw the bl ood-clotted sword in his hand away.

"Yaaaah!" hooted Ottaviano in pure bl ood-1ust.

"Kill him" screamed Coli as.

"Herne, hold!" shouted the Marshal, his voice carrying over the din of battle,
and Her ne whacked Prospero on his helmed head with the chain he still had in
his left hand. Prospero staggered; Herne went over his countersw ng easily and
hit himagain with the fiat of his sword, then whirled the chain again and

di sarmed him

Gaston was charging, on his bl ood-spattered warhorse, over corpses and around
knots where conmbatants were still engaged; the standard-bearer couldn't keep
up with him

"Yield"

"Herne! Hold!"

Prospero lay on the tranpled ground before Gaston, Herne having knocked himto
his side with the disarmng blow H s left armhad fol ded beneath him He was
not moving. Herne lifted his sword two-handed to strike again, a sure-fatal
stroke, and Gaston's |ong bl ade whi pped around, singing in the air, to ring
against his brother's blade and prevent the blow, knocking Herne's sword to
one side and Herne of f-bal ance, so that he stunbled a step away fromthe
fallen Prince. Gaston's sword returned and whi zzed toward Herne's neck, too
fast for Herne to parry, so that if Gaston had not pulled the blow, half a
hands- breadt h short of striking, Herne had been a dead man.

The Marshal took a deep breath, commanding hinmself. "l said, hold, " Gaston
said, and his voice was soft. The sword was quite still and quite close to his
brot her's gorget.

Herne glared up at Gaston through the visor of his helmand then stepped back
Otaviano, with Dewar behind him joined them

"He's stunned. There's no conmon bond I'd trust to hold him" Gaston said,
junping down lightly, as if he were not plate-arnored fromhead to heel
"Dewar, do thou confine himwith thy sorcery.”

Dewar's ears roared. He | ooked wildly at Gaston and
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then bl ankly, despairingly, at Prospero, who suddenly shook his head,
recovering, and rolled onto his back with an audi bl e pai ned hiss.

"Confine him" Gaston repeated, watching and knowi ng that Prospero was

st rengt heni ng hinsel f for another fight.

"Wake up, man!" Otaviano reached over and shook Dewar's el bow.

Herne lifted his sword and held the chain ready.

"Dewar!" Gaston snapped, and glared at the younger man, who was breathing
heavily and seened entranced.

"Dam you, Dewar! /'// do it," OQttaviano said, stabbing his sword into the
ground. He noved his hands, gathering power as he wal ked around Prospero,
addressing the forces of the Well and forging them

Gaston suppressed his startlement at this hitherto-undenonstrated ability of
t he new nmade Baron of Ascol et and waited.

Dewar closed his eyes to close out the sight of the world shifting jerkily
fromside to side before him He feared he would fall fromhis saddle. Before



O taviano finished the invocation of Binding, he spurred and wheel ed his horse
and raced the tired aninmal away across the field of carnage, forcing him

t hrough the dead and dying nmen and ani mal s.

"What the fuck!" Herne cried. "Treacheryu"

"Let be!" Gaston shouted himdown angrily.

Prospero, as the sinews of OQttaviano's spell constricted around him had
shaken his head again and sat up, pushing up his visor in tine to see Dewar
turning and fleeing. There was bl ood on his face, but no obvious wound.

"Aha," he said, in a strained voice, |ooking at Otaviano. "Neyphile's boy."
Oto blinked, reddened. "I know you not, sir."

"Of course not," Prospero said, with the ghost of a chuckle, and | eaned on his
opal escent bl ack-bl aded sword to rise, holding his left arm cl ose agai nst him
He and Gaston regarded one another for a mnute, a mnute and a hal f.

"So, Gaston."

"Prospero."

226

"EC z. aBet fi

"Avril hath not the stonmach to fight his own fight, and you chanpion him"

"I fight for Landuc."

"So did Panurgus."

Gaston reddened. "I will not argue this with you."

"Nay. Your best argunent is there in your hand, Marshal."

Anot her tense hal f-m nute of silence passed.

"I amyour prisoner,"” Prospero said quietly, in a stronger voice, and after
per haps three heartbeats, he unfastened his hel mand dropped it on the ground.
It bounced at Gaston's feet and bounced back to Prospero's. "If yon journeyman
will be so good as to break these Bounds, |I'Il yield nmy sword." He wi ped the
bl ade on his cl oak.

"Do it," Gaston said w thout |ooking at Otaviano.

"Siru" Oto started.

"Gastonu" Herne said, and stopped at a glare fromthe Fireduke.

O taviano nmurmured and gestured concisely. Prospero chuckled drily again and
nodded. "Very good." Otaviano flushed and scow ed at him

Prospero offered his sword uncerenoniously, hilt-first, to Gaston.

Gaston accepted it, his hand closing around Prospero's on the hilt for a
nmonent. Prospero unbuckl ed the scabbard and handed that to Gaston as well, and
their eyes never |eft each the other's.

Prince Gaston gently slid the black blade, stained forever with King
Panurgus's blood, into its scabbard. "Let us go see to things," he said softly
then, and, taking the reins of his horse, gestured back to the encanpnment wth
hi s chin.

Prospero whistled one note to Hurricane, who stood sone distance away

wat ching, calling the horse to him Hurricane cane slowy to them and Prospero
mount ed, not using his left arm which he tucked into his belt. Escorted by
Otaviano, they left the battlefield, and Prince Herne, cold-faced, nounted
his own horse and rode off to organize the inprisonment of Prospero's men.
Sorcerer and a (jentteman
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Prince Prospero di snobunted and stood | eani ng agai nst Hurricane a nonent

| onger. He stroked the horse's neck, grateful, and breathed in a | ong ear

"Co, friend. Find Dewar. Serve himas ne."

The Fireduke approached. "Are you injured? Let neu"

Prospero sl apped his horse mghtily on the runmp and Hurricane reared,

whi nni ed, and raced away as if his tail were afire, |eaping over wagons and
dodgi ng narrow y around a knot of soldiers arriving to guard Prospero,
knocki ng two down, gall opi ng back toward the battlefield.

"Too fine a horse to fetter here," Prospero said.

Gaston | ooked at hima | ong, weighing nmoment, and then nodded. "Cone into ny
tent. We've much to discuss.”
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THE SORCERER SAT ON THE ROUNDED, grey-Hchened stone where he had sat before.
He watched the dark birds arriving to inspect the battlefield below him

The sun was setting. Cear, cold night was coming; the sky was uncluttered
with clouds and the fire-colors progressed seanl essly fromthe round horizon,
broken by higher hills leading to the faraway nmountains at his back, to the
unf at homabl e zenith. Dewar watched as |ights appeared here and there in the
north where Gaston was encanped. He had di scarded his battered mail shirt when
he had gotten clunsily off his horse. The horse was presently tearing at the
wi nter-dried grass down the hill.

Dewar's cl oak had a deep hood. He had pulled it over his head and nuffl ed
hinsel f up so well that in the waning |ight he appeared to be nothing nore
than a taller rock anong the many which littered the hillside. H's eyes were
open; he had watched the sun set indifferent to the beauty of its going and
now wat ched the com ng of night with the same bl ank-ness. H s thoughts were
all within hinmself. There he revolved slowy in a circle of anger,

di sappoi ntnment, fear, self-hatred, disgust, and grief, going fromlink to Iink
in the
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chain until he had returned to the begi nning again.

He wanted to | eave this place, and he knew he could not wi thout dishonoring
hi nsel f so thoroughly that his next goal would have to be self-destruction.
Yet his allies, sometime friends to hinmiand his father, his unexpected father,
finer than any sire Dewar had never expected to find, who had refused to use
sorcery today and been defeated w thout ituhe could not | eave themwi thout a
word of explanation or excuse, and there was none. H s place was sonewhere
bel ow, there anmong the wispy lights and sparks of the arnies.

But with which arny? Free or captive?

H s friends, his chosen conmpanions ... his father, his blood-kin, his own

ki nd.

Dewar nmpaned softly and put his head on his knees, presenting a |lower profile
to the night w nd.

It was thus that Otaviano found himafter the gi bbous nmoon had risen above
the eastern nountains and nmade Dewar's and the thorn-tree's shadows hard and
bri ght.

Oto stopped a little distance away and | ooked at himfor a time, noting his
hunched posture, and then disnounted, threw a bl anket over his horse's back,
and let himgo at the grass with Dewar's. Oto wal ked slowy to Dewar's side
and squatted on his heels, |ooking over the night-flooded | andscape.
"I"'msorry," Oto said softly.

Dewar did not acknow edge him

Prospero had been quiet and dignified giving orders to his captains to
surrender. He had unknotted a slew of sorceries, with Gaston only to w tness,
and | oosed his bindings of the weather. Oto had felt the world tw sting
around him half a mle away, and before his eyes a flat, throbbing dark bar,
one of those that tunbled and swept, had dissolved. Prospero was a fool,

t hought tto, or playing a deeper gane than just this war. Wth such power,
why surrender?

ol ias and Herne had called Dewar a traitor that night at the staff neeting.
Gaston had said only, "There was no treachery here today," and ordered themto
be silent. Herne

desired ardently to kill Prospero, and he was pissing angry at Gaston for
interfering. Golias . . . well, Golias would have been as happy to see Gaston
dead as Prospero; Oto couldn't fool hinself about that. O Qto hinself,
maybe. Golias hated Landuc nore acidly than ever.

olias said he would find Dewar and haul hi mback here for an expl anation, and
O taviano had junped in and said he'd find him Gaston nodded at to and
said, "CGo, then," and had Colias begin organizing patrols to hunt down the



| oose tags of Prospero's forces.

So taviano had gotten a fresh horse and ridden up this hill.

"M ghty strange war," Oto said after Dewar had remained silent a long tine,
"when the best sorcerer in Phe-yarcet swears off sorcery and | oses."

Dewar sai d not hi ng.

"He's a good strategist,” Qto went on, "but the Marshal's that nuch better
and Prince Josquin turned up where he wasn't expected, just |like the Marsha

pl anned. " He paused. "Prince Josquin's not the twit | thought he'd be. And the
Marshal is a lot smarter. | guess living as long as he has you learn to | ook
beyond your nose or the end of next year. Maybe Prospero woul d've | ost even if
you hadn't been here. Maybe not. We'lIl never know. " He was nattering. He

st opped hi nsel f.

Oto waited, but Dewar was stone-silent.

"I was thinking," Oto said, "if you're not busy, you mght want to come to
Landuc with me, seeing as Lunete and | have to go take oaths and stuff. M ght
as well spend the winter there, getting cultured. It's a lively town. | know

peopl e you ought to neet: there was this surgeon's daughter, Zebal dina, that
ran a bat h-house, and she used tou anyway, think about it."

Dewar hadn't noved, hadn't indicated he was alive.

"It's been a long year," OQto said. "More'n a year of killing people. | kind
of think that's enough." He paused and said, "Well, conme by ny tent. |'ve got
a bottle of Ascolet nountaintop sunshine | forgot about and it's not safe to
drink that stuff standing up or alone. Al right?"
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Dewar was still notionless and wordless. Oto nodded and stood, satisfied, and
mounted his horse and rode away.

Dewar had heard him he was sure. Oto had used the neeting to assure hinself
that Dewar wasn't now under a geas or spell. There was nothi ng detectable.
Earlier, probably; it seemed the nost |ikely explanation, that Prospero had
hit himdirectly and hard and Dewar was ashanmed and enbarrassed at being
invisibly but painfully defeated. Or perhaps, Oto thought, the geas Dewar had
spoken of had been nore linmting, nore stringent, than Dewar had known. But
he'd come around. Oto was sure of it.

When Oto had gone, Dewar continued to sit. The noon rose at his back. He

wat ched t he shadows nove

A scrabbling sound and a stone bouncing down the hill past him next
interrupted his nusings. Had Dewar lifted his head and | ooked, he woul d have
seen a cl oaked and hel -nmeted squire or nmessenger on a wheezing horse. The
newconer gasped, "Ch!"

Dewar stared ahead, his chin on his hands still.

"I thought you to be a rock, sir."

He sai d not hing.

"I pray you tell me, sir,’
Prince Gaston's arnmy 1 see encanped there ..
There was no answer, and the squire, frowning, dismunted and stood beside
Dewar, bending, thinking perhaps he was sonme deaf, flockless shepherd who sat
here out of habit or nadness.

"Siru" and stopped. This statuelike man wept; the starlight glistened on
danpness on his face and beard. "Sir," said the squire, nore gently, "I beg
your pardon for hectoring you, but I rmust know if that is the Fireduke's force
bel ow. "

Dewar heard not hi ng, wal ki ng again through his nmental circuit of fear and
castigation.

"What grieves you, friend?" asked the squire softly then, going to one knee
and touching his armgently, pitying him

Leani ng around, eye met and spoke to eye, and finally Dewar blinked.

"Who are you?" he whi spered hoarsely.

the squire continued, coming closer, "if that be



"A messenger, sir. | amsorry that | interrupt you. | rust know if the lights
| see there are the arny Landuc has sent to oppose and throw back Prince
Prospero."

"It is both armies, or none," Dewar said. "Gaston has taken Prospero and
victory, and their forces that were divided in violence on the field today are
one uneasy mass tonight."

"Ch . . ." said the nessenger. "Prince Prosperou defeated? Taken, you say?"
"Captive." Dewar closed his eyes. Wat could he do? What could he do?

The nessenger's pal e eyes studied him "These tidings sadden you, | do
bel i eve. "

"It is a sad business that sets men of the sane bl ood agai nst one another."
"It is. Were you of Prospero's conpany, then?"

"No, " whi spered Dewar. "I've done himno harm though, nor any great good.
Whom do you seek?"

"I bore a nmessage from Landuc which, it seens, is not needed now " The
nmessenger's head bowed.

Sonething tickled the side of Dewar's arm sone little inconsistency in the
worl d which tingled up to his neck and brain and drew his attention fromthe
enptiness before himto the nessenger kneeling at his side. He wore no livery
Just plain, rough clothing, and his blown horse was no fine animl. C oak
boots, legs were all bespattered with muds and clays from every hi ghway

bet ween here and the capitol. From beneath the hel net pale w sps of
sweat - draggl ed hair stuck to cheeks and neck

"A nmessage, " Dewar said.

"It matters naught now | amtoo late."

Dewar reviewed their conversation and studi ed the messenger nore acutely.
"Your message was for Prospero,” he guessed.
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A flash of alarmcane and went in the nessenger's face as he stood swiftly,
and Dewar rose too.

"My destination is secret,'
dagger.

"No | onger. Am | correct? You bore sonme word for Prospero and are too late
arrived for your word to benefit him Any nessage to Gaston woul d have been
rel ayed by means of the bl ood-all oyed Keys his kin enploy to Summon and hol d
one another's attention."

The nmessenger grabbed the horse's bridle and began to nount. Dewar ducked
around the animal and prevented him

"What was your nessage and from whon? | woul d hear of another's shortfal

sai d the nessenger, and his hand was on his

t oday. "
"My nessage shall never be spoken," began the other, and Dewar interrupted
"Does Prospero have allies, friends still, in Landuc?"

They stared at one another in the mlk-light of the nmoon. Slowy, maeking a
deci sion, the messenger renoved his foot fromthe stirrup and put it down
again. "Aye," he breathed.

“In truth.”
"A few only. The Enperor hath |ong besmirched his name and mired his brother's
brilliance with nmuck. Ot her things too have drawn from Prospero's canp those

who woul d have supported hi miti me forenpst anpong their reasons now. It is not

| ong since the Enperor usurped the throne, but people have nearly made

t hensel ves forget that usurpation.”

"None woul d dare openly support Prospero.™

"One only. You have little know edge of Landuc, frienduif you are thatu"

"I know not if |I can be anyone's friend, but to Prospero | owe a debt which
must di scharge. Tell ne your tale."

"You must first tell ne yours."

Dewar studied the other's thin, white face and then said, "It is brief. | ama



sorcerer, who fought with Otaviano of Ascol etl"

"That Dewar of whom|'ve heard."

"I'"'m fanpbus? O perhaps there's another of the sane

nane. | fought for a free Ascolet, but Gaston was too nmuch for us. \Wen he

of fered Otaviano a kind of nercy, it seemed best to take it, so Otaviano now
is Baron, CGolias Princeuand the price of the Enperor's conpassion was to cone
here to oppose Prospero. | had other affairs and went to tend them But |
returned here to keep Otaviano alive if my sorcery could do that, for he has
been like a friend to nme; and for that have | fought on Landuc's side, yet

wi t hout all egi ance, agai nst Prospero. W never net until he had a Syl ph bl ow
me to himsome nights past, to his quarters where we dined and chatted

am ably. He quizzed ne then about ny kin, and sent me away saying he'd no
desire to challenge ne as he'd intended. Then today he cane to ne here, as |
stood preparing to do battle with himas sorcerers do and to raise forces to
oppose his. He said he desired a truce between us, us two, so that we'd use no
sorcery today. For his reason he gave a cause | can neither adopt nor reject:
that he is ny father. | bind on you silence in this matter: you will tell no
one, neither that you have nmet ne nor of what we have spoken here tonight,"
Dewar finished, and laid with his |last words a geas on the nessenger

"I ndeed you are a sorcerer," whispered the nessenger, shivering as the geas
fell. "On my honor I will say nothing." "You cannot, now. Tell me of your
message." "My father, Lord Gonzal o, has |ong been Prospero's staunch
supporter, to the extent that he has been all but exiled fromLanduc to his
country estates where we are watched and whi spered at. Yet he still has
friends in Court, and received word by one of themthat Prince Josquin had
been sent to Madana to raise there an arny equal again to Gaston's and to | ead

it here, over the Roads open to those who've survived the Fire of the Wll, to
join with Gaston and secure victory for Landuc. My father sent nme to warn
Prospero of this; | know Prospero, he knows neu'twas | as his page gave him

the very stirrup-cup on that Fortuna-cursed day he fled Landucuhe has never
been less than a friend to ne, and | knew that an | bore himthis word he

woul d penetrate ny disguise and trust ne. | left the day after Prince Josquin
did. I have failed." The messenger's
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mout h twi sted, then pressed together tightly. He turned away, and Dewar saw
his hand go to his eyes, w ping at sudden tears. "Ah . . ." he sighed or
coughed or sobbed.

"Lord Gonzalo's a nane | heard once or twice in Landuc when | was there years
ago," Dewar said, "but of you |l have not heard at all."

The nessenger | aughed, a high, strained sound.

Dewar bl i nked.

"You're a woman!"

"Aye, so is half humanity. |'m Lady Mranda, Lord Dewar. Qur fathers are
friends. Let us be so."

Dewar stared at her, surprised and then admiring. Finer-boned and fairer than
Lunete of Lys, Lady Mranda was clearly her superior in bottomas well.

"So you rode, overland, all this way."

"Yes. I've rested little, and now | fear to rest, for if |I'mfound hereabouts
it will be the certain death of ny father. There is none but would guess |I'm
here for treason of sone degree. Twentyuno, noreunights and days of sleepless
riding and I have | ost count of the horses." She sighed.