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One

Utcni- Ausney arrived in the village to srudy wrrh Glyrenden, he had no ideathat the great wizard had
taken awife. At thetime, drinking an aein thewarm, lightlesstavern which was Stuated a the very
center of town (in fact, the hea* of the small community), he did not think it mattered one way or the
other. Nonetheless, he was surprised. From what old Cyril had told him, Glyrenden did not seem like the
kind of man disposed toward the softer passions. But then, it was obvious Cyril did not like the court
magician, and perhaps his unflattering words could be traced to professiona jealousy.

It had not been Aubrey'sideato apprentice with the shape-changer. He had been certain Cyril could
teach him what he wanted to know, for Cyril was renowned in thisland and three lands farther west as
the greatest wizard in seven generations. But Cyril, who had willingly and with patient generosity shared
with him the spells and knowledge it had taken him eighty yearsto accumulate, flatly refused to ingtruct
him in the matters of transmogrification.

"But why not?" Aubrey had asked him, adozen times, ahundred times. "Y ou know the spells. Y ou have
cast them.”

"They are barbaric spells," Cyril had said, and would say no more. But Cyril's conscience had troubled
him. Alchemy of every sort was essentia to the education of any well-rounded wizard, and Aubrey was,
even thisyoung, showing signs of being among the most gifted wizards of this century. So hewroteto
Glyrenden and proposed Aubrey as a student; and Glyrenden wrote back to accept the charge. Cyril
had sent Aubrey on hisway with the briefest words of advice.

"Learn everything he teaches you so well you can cast his own spellsback at him," the old wizard had
said. "Glyrenden respects only those stronger than heis, and those he hates. If you cannot beat him, he
will destroy you. Already you are a better magician than hein many of the branches, but if he seeshe can
best you in this one branch, hewill use his skill against you. So you must learn everytling, and forget
nothing, and beware of Glyrenden at dl times."

"Youdarmme," Aubrey said mildly, smiling. He was afair-haired, open-faced, sunny-tempered young
man who had afearsome passon for knowledge and an absolute faith in his own abilities. He had never
yet come across something he could not do; but this easy ability did not make him arrogant or maicious.
Rather, it turned him benevolent and charming, happy with himsdf and hisworld. "Why do you send me
to him, if heisso menacing?'

"It would not do you much harm to face achdlenge at this point in your career,” Cyril muttered.

Aubrey laughed. "And why has he agreed to tutor meif heis such an Ogre? He does not sound like the
typeto gladly accept troublesome pupils.”

Cyril gave him aquick sdeways|ook from his narrow blue eyes, the glancing look like sunlight glittering

across water, alook that gave away more than the spoken answer if Aubrey could only read it. "Because
he cannot conceive that you will prove to be better than he, and he wants achanceto proveit.”

Aubrey gaveit up. "l had best be on my guard during my whole stay at his house, then,” he said.
"Ygs" sad Cyril. "I think you had better."

So Aubrey had packed up his thin saddlebags and tossed his threadbare green cloak over his shoulders,
and walked the three hundred miles to the wizard's house when he could not beg the odd ride from the
peddlers and merchants that traveled the North King's Road. He had arrived late one evening and



elected to deep overnight at the town's single hostel before presenting himself at Glyrenden's door. And
inthe morning, there was thefair to see, and the pretty girlsto flirt with, and flowersto buy for some of
them in the market; so it was afternoon before he was ready to start on the fina mile of hisjourney.

He had fortified himself with aglass of de at the tavern, and it was then helearned that Glyrenden had a
wife. Aubrey had made friends with the tavernkeeper over hislunch of bread and cheese, and had told
the man what he could remember about the condition of the roads between there and Southport. And
then he had asked the man for directions to the home of Glyrenden, and he had seen the sirangest |ook
cross the fellow's tanned and honest face.

"On the way there, are you," the man had said, and his voice becameflat and distant, the voice of aman
talking to a customer to whom he must be civil and not to aman he liked. "Wdll, you takesthisroad here,
that runs outside me door, and follows it to where it forks Ieft. After that, you'll see three crossroads, and
at each

you takes the left cross. And when you comesto hishouse, you'll know it."

Aubrey gavethe man hiseasy smile. "Vearing tothesiniste," he said. "That seemsto fit. It should be
smpleto remember.”

The man's dark eyes gave back no hint of asmile, no hint that he had even comprehended the small joke.
"Will you beleaving soon?" he asked politely.

"Assoon asmy drink isdone. Tell me, does Glyren-den come to town often? Or does he move only
between his place and the king's castle?!

"He comes," the barkeeper said coolly, "but not often. She comes even less."
"S'-EI?I

The man lifted his hands involuntarily from the rubbed-wood counter, then deliberately set them down
again. Aubrey wondered what gesture he had been going to make; the man'swhole body was stiff with
digagte. "Thewizard'swife."

"Hesmarried?"

"Aye. Or at least, the woman has lived there any time these three years now."
"Cyril didn't tell methat."

"Pardon, Sr?'

"Nothing. Nothing at dl." Aubrey smiled again, laid agold piece on the counter, and smiled privately once
more to see the expression with which the barkeeper regarded the coin. Glyrenden was not much liked in
this place, it seemed, and those who trafficked with him fell instantly under the same suspicion. "I hope
will seeyou again,”" he added pleasantly. "Thisisthe closest village, so | understand, to Glyrenden's
place”

"Aye," the man said somewhat dryly. "It isthat.”

"'"Then no doubt | will be down now and then when | am thirsty for adrop or two."
"Of course. Well be looking to see you again, Sir," the tavernkeeper said.

Aubrey grinned. "Well, good. Till then, my man.”



"Till then.”

Thewalk through the village and up through the forested foothills was a pretty one, the afternoon being
cool for summer, and the danting sun giving to al the late-green trees aluxuriant glow. Aubrey hummed
as hewalked, and now and then broke out into actual song, and he strode along at a brisk, healthy pace
and laughed at his own youth and eagerness. Neither Cyril's dour warnings nor the tavemkeeper's
hostility sobered him. It was afine day and he wasin afine mood and on hisway to a place he had never
been, to acquire aknowledge he had long coveted; and he could not imagine atime when the world had
seemed any better or full of more promise.

Asthe villager had told him, the house of Glyrenden wasimpossible to miss. It was separated from the
main path by an overgrown track scarcely wide enough to admit a cart to pass, and it was huge: three
stories of iron-gray rock piled together in acardess fashion. It was somberly accented at the front
entrance and at widely spaced intervals with panels of dark wood which served as doors and window
shutters. Dead ivy striped the southernmost turret, and live ivy curled possessively around every other
lintel, threshold and outthrust brick. An untended garden ran wild in aborder five feet deep asfar around
the dwelling as Aubrey could see—rosestwining with theivy up thewadls, yelow sunflowers heavy with
the weight of their powdery brown hearts, hollyhocks opening their lush and vulgar blossomsto catch the
last rays of the setting sun. The only sound was

that of Aubrey's boots crunching acrossthe gravel, and the bend and sigh of the low-hanging branches
and bushes that he pushed aside as he struggled up the path to the house.

When he knocked, hisfist created such a small sound against the heavy wood of the door, he doubted it
could be heard by anyone inside those tumbled walls. He knocked again three times before he noticed
the rusty chain hanging to one side of the door; then he crossed the porch to pull that vigoroudly.
Digtantly, he heard the clamor of warning bellsinsde the fortress and was satisfied that someone would
now be aderted to his presence. He hammered on the wood one moretimejust in case.

He waited, but there was no response. Impatiently, he stepped off the low, cracked stone porch to look
up a what he could see of the face of the building: afew closed windows, and the fluttering ivy. From
where he stood, it wasimpossibleto tdl if there was any smoke drifting up from the back kitchens or the
front parlors, and he had not bothered to look for any as he cleared hisway up the front walk. Perhaps
no one was home. He stepped back on the porch again and gave the bell chain another hearty pull.

On theingtant, the door opened. Aubrey turned quickly toward the sound, his ready smile back on his
face. A tal woman stood framed in the doorway, holding the door open with both hands asthough it
were heavy. Her hair, braided in a coronet around her head, was as dark as the wood of the door, her
gown was as gray asthe stone, and her eyeswere agreen so rich they were a startling source of color in
thisdrab place. On her face was an expression of utter indifference.

"What do you want?" she asked. She sounded neither friendly nor unfriendly; she did not even sound
curious.

Some of Aubrey's smile had faded to be replaced by aquizzicd look. "Hdlo," he said, starting with his
mildest grade of charm. "'l am Aubrey. | was sent here by the magician Cyril of Southport to study with
Glyrenden. | believe heisexpecting me."

"Ishe?' thewoman asked. "l didn't know."

Aubrey waited amoment, but that seemed to be dl she had to say. He turned his charm afraction of a
degree higher. "Perhaps he has forgotten,” he said. "Ishe here? May | come in and speak with him?”



Shewas 4till holding the door with both hands, but not as though she minded the weight. For amoment,
Aubrey thought she would refuse; then she shrugged, and pulled the door wider. He stepped inside.
"He's not here," she said, as he crossed the threshold. "He ought to be back tomorrow or the next day,

though.”

Aubrey was ooking around him in some astonishment, and so at first did not catch the import of her
words. The neglect of the outer grounds had led him to expect some deterioration insde aswell, but from
what he could see of the front hallway and parlor, the house wasin utter disarray. Dust lay inchesthick
on every surface; his boots had sunk in apile of it, and the woman'stracks could be plainly seenin this
corridor which she had traversed to answer the door. Cobwebs competed with cut glass as the most
conspicuous feature of the handsome chanddier hanging over their heads; the iron suit of arrnor that
guarded aniche down the hall was beginning to rust over. A pervasive odor that seemed to rise from the
gray bricks themselves was compounded half of dampness and half of dust.

He could not keep the amazement off hisface when

he turned to look at the woman who had let him in. Her eyestraveled where his had wandered, to see
what had caused him to look so. "It isnot so bad in the rooms where we mostly live." she remarked,
seemingly unembarrassed. " Arachne does what she can. but the placeistoo big. No one ever usesthis
part of the house, anyway."

It rvas then that he remembered what she had said when hefirst stepped inside. "Y ou say Clyrendenis
not here?' he repeated. "Isit inconvenient that | stay, then”?”'

Her eyes came back to him and noticed his travel-stained r:lothes and the saddlebags he carried over his
shoulder. "Oh," shesaid. "Y ou were planning to live with us, | takeit?"

Hetelt suddenly awkward and foolish, both rare thingsfor him. "Wdll, as Glyrenden's pupil—but, after
al, itisnot far fromthevillage, and | can just aseasly return each day—and if heisnot [sls—"

What may have been a smile brushed across her mouth and was gone. Do not trouble yourself over
gppearances,” she said. "There are servants here. Of asort. And none of the villagersislikely to accuse
me of entertaining alover, even if they spoke to my husband, which they don't. Y ou may stay here easly.
| just did not know that was what was expected.”

Aubrey's eyeswidened alittle at this speech. So thiswas the wife that the barkeeper had mentioned; and
no wonder he had looked so odd. She was blunt, graceless and strange, and Aubrey, who could talk to
anybody, had no ideawheat to say to her. "Perhaps once your husband returns...” he began tentatively.

"Hewill be angry with meif he finds you have come and gone again,” she said, dthough that prospect did
not seem to disturb her much. "Stay until he arrives, a

least. After that, you may want to leave again." And she gave him such abrilliant smile, which made her,
for afraction of an ingtant, so vivid, he again dmost missed the sense of her words; and it was not until he
had followed her down the dusty corridor to the large and only dightly less dusty kitchen that he redlized
what she had said.

Here, two other inmates of the house were present. One was asmall, colorless, middle-aged woman,
with athin and scandalized face haf-hidden by afdl of siff dbino hair. She bustled about the room
working her arms energetically, wiping at grimy surfaces and snatching suddenly and sporadicaly at
insectswinging by. If she was supposed to be cleaning the place, Aubrey thought, she had made very
little headway; she seemed incensed at something, muttering inaudibly under her breath, but what she
ralled againgt he could not say.



The other inhabitant was squatting before the unlit fire when they walked in, but roseto hisfeet with a
dow, unbalanced motion. He was quite six and ahalf feet tall and covered with dark, rough hair on every
visible portion of hisbody except for the flesh immediately around his eyes and nose. Hiseyeswerea
dark, dense brown, just now narrowed with concentration, and his huge hands worked themselvesinto
fistsand then opened onejoint a atime. His mouth, parted to admit his noisy breath, seemed overfull of
teeth.

"Oh, st down again, Orion. He's obvioudy harmless,” said the lady of the house. Her voice was not as
sharp as her words. "He has come to study with Glyren-den. Y ou must be niceto him."

The huge man kept hisintense gaz,e on Aubrey'sface, but seemed to relax dightly a the woman'swords.
I
‘oNice." he repeated, enuiciating the word with difficulty. "Must be nice.”

Glyrenden'swife gestured to thelittle woman still scurrying around the room, head bent over her tasks
and indignation drawing her mouth tight. " That is Arachne. She cooks and cleansfor us. Shefightsa
losing battle with the dust and dirt, though, and as you can see, it makes her very unhappy. | doubt if she
will ever speak to you. She seldom spealisto anyone.”

Aubrey was beginning to feel he had strayed somehow into amadhouse. but he kept a courteous srnile
upon hisface. "And you are? Somehow | never asked your nanle."

Again, that curious, brief smile touched her mouth and wasgone. "I am cdled Lilith," shesad. "What are
weto cdl you?'

"Aubrey, of course.”

"Very well, Aubrey of course, | will ask Arachneto prepare aroom for you. It will not be much
improved over therest of the house, though, | warn you. But you will not care about that. Y ou have
cometo study."

Hewas not sureif he heard mockery in her voice, and if so, why she should mock him, but he replied at
once, "Yes, that istrue. A roof and abed aredl | ask for."

"How fortunate.”

Arachne did indeed show him to hisroom, scuttling aong before him down adark and dusty hallway
with her head bent to mute the sound of her incessant muttering. The chamber sheleft himin might not
have been cleaned since the day the stones of the house werefirst piled together. Aubrey actualy fdt the
grit of dirt through the soles of his boots as he walked across the floor to hisbed. Thiswas ahuge,
sagging affair covered with apatched and rotting feether quilt; strips of frayed silk hung from the four fat
posters which had once supported a canopy. A delicate border of light showed around one solid wood
shutter, but none of Aubrey's energetic pounding could get the lock to yield and the window to open. If
the room offered any other amenities, he could not see well enough to discover them.

"A drange and wonderful placethisid" he murmured to himsdlf, as he sood in the middle of the
shadowy room. He did not know whether to laugh and stay, or despair and make good his escape.
"How much of thisdid Cyril know, | wonder? What amotley collection of disreputable soulsare
gathered under this dilapidated roof! Can it be any better when Glyrenden returns? And will | have
stayed long enough to find out?"

The next day, however, Aubrey woke to find he could not leave if he would. The previous evening's



dinner had dmost decided him againgt staying even one night in this house, so bizarre and uncomfortable
wasit. The food was not unpleasant, but entirely unrecognizable as any stew he had ever tasted. Arachne
served it to them, nearly running around the table in her haste to ladle out dl the portions at once, but she
did not sit down and join the others. orion immediately lowered his head over his plate and began to
shovel spoonfulsinto his mouth without spesking one word, egting huge quantities of the foreign stew
before the medl was over. Lilith ate sparingly and very daintily, mostly nibbling on apples and bread and
drinking from alatge goblet of water. Aubrey ate without examining his plate too closdy, and made afew
desultory attempts at conversation before surrendering to a sillence too immense for even his socid skills.

Oddly enough, he dept well in the ancient, moldy bed. and woke up thinking he must have dreamt the
wirole. Hewaslying in bed, lazily trying to remember some of the events of the night before, when a
chorus of thunder derted him to the fact that it was ssomring outsde. What little light filtered in past the
barrier of the shutter was gray and dismal; and now that he listened for it, he could hear the shriek and
whine of monsoon winds whistline about the fortress boundaries.

Trapped, he thought, and got up from bed.

Lilith confirmed his suspicionswhen he joined her in the kitchen for alight breskfast. "We have sorms
likethisevery so often,” she said, partaking of nothing but some honey which she mixed in aglass of milk.
"It'samost impossible to get the doors open againgt the pressure of the wind, and it'sjust as difficult to
keep to theroad if you manage to get outside. Not to mention that you're soaked throughin lessthan a
minute”

"Then | had best stay indoors, hadn't I," Aubrey said pleasantly.

She lifted those incredible emerad eyesto his. "Had you thought about leaving?' she asked. The question
sounded innocent but the look in her eyeswaswise, asif shewere privy to every thought in hishead and
had been since he walked into her husband's house.

"Not serioudy,” he answered, giving her awinning smile.

Shewas dressed in agray gown identica to the one she had worn the night before, and which in fact
might be the same one. Her thick brown hair was wound in the same braid, and her face still wore the
incurious, placid look it had worn when she answered the door to him.

Y et hefound himself studying her asif he had not seen her before. There was something in the plain lines
of her face and the startling beauty of her eyesthat was mesmeric, amost spellbinding.

"Tdl me" he ventured, "what do you do herefor entertainment when Glyrenden is gone and the weather
keepsyou dl in the house?"

"Thereisvery little to entertain me even when Glyrenden is not away from home," she said.
He raised his eyebrows. "Surely you do not st dl day and watch Arachne perpetudly clean?”

The briefest hint of laughter crossed the full lines of her mouth. "Even that losesits gpped after awhile,”
she admitted.

"Then what do you do when it sormslikethis?' he perssted.
"Modtly | stare out the window at the world denied to me."

"Do you play cards? Sew? Write letters? Y ou must do something.”



Shetilted her head to one Side, ever so dightly intrigued. "f cannot,” she said.
"Cannot what?"
"l have no oneto writeto, | have never sewn, and | do not know how to play cards.”

His own smile became broader. "' Are there cards in the house?"

"l suppose s0."
"Well, then! I will teach you. We shdl spend the day gaming.”

They sent Arachne, furious, on ahunt for adeck of playing cards and any other diversions she could find.
She returned with three decks of standard cards and one tarot deck which Aubrey tossed impatiently
aside. Addi-

Sharr>n Shinn

tiondly, she had found three pairs of dice, two of ivory and one of onyx set with small rubies; these
Aubrey kept. The housekeeper had a so unearthed awooden board game but none of its pieces. It
congsted of triangles and circles burned into inexplicable patterns on the wood. and Aubrey had noidea
what game was played on its surface. Thistoo helaid aside.

"All right, then," he said, shuffling one deck and then laying the cards out in suits. "We begin with fifty-two
Separate g31dg—"

Lilithwasaquick learner, he discovered, and by the end of the day he had taught her smple gameslike
Drain the Well and more complex games like whist and picquet. She gave her entire concentration over
to theintricacies of the game, fingering each card before she drew or discarded, asif the smal colored
sguares could whisper advice or encouragement. She never lost by much and even defeated him once or
twice before the day was over.

Arachneignored them completely, moving around them asif they were not present in the room, and once
or twice Aubrey was sure she passed her dust rag over hisback and shoulders. Orion, however, cameto
watch them gloomily before the day was haf through, and followed the motions of the spades and clubs,
diamonds and hearts, with such palpable longing that Aubrey began to lose his taste for the game.

"Wemugt let him play,” he said to Lilith after Orion had silently watched them for more than two hours.

"Heisnot very bright,”" she said, which Aubrey thought was unkind with the man Sitting so close. "I don't
know that he can learn.”

"One of the smpler games, then. Drain the Well, don't you think?*
"l don't mind."

So they taught him to neaten up histhird of the deck before him and to turn over one card a atime, and
they told him when his queen took thetrick (which filled him with aferocious éation) and when histwo
lost to the four (which made him dump back disconsolately in hischair). Aubrey, who was after dl a
master of deight of hand, subtly rearranged the cards so that al the kings and aces magically appeared in
Orion's hand, and the big man won the game at last. At first he could not understand it; then hewas
beside himsdlf with delight and would not let Lilith take the cards back from him when shetried to explain
that he had won the game, not the pieces.



" told you he wouldn't understand,” she remarked.
"It doesn't matter,” Aubrey replied. "I'm tired of cards anyway."

It was clear that no one else was going to propose another diversion, so Aubrey began to amuse himself
with afew of hissmpler but more dazzling magic tricks. He brought coins out of Orion's ear (and then let
the poor smple beggar keep them); he caused Arachne's apron to lift over her head and temporarily
blind her; he took akitchen knife and pretended to cut off his own hand and reattach it to hisknee. Even
Arachne paused in her activities to watch this cogric performance, and Aubrey thought he saw ared
gmile cometo Lilith's face while shelooked on.

They didn't likefire, though. Arachne turned away and returned to her sweeping when he brought blue
flame from hisfingertips. Orion ducked under the table, yelping, and even Lilith drew back and put her
handsto her facein sudden dread. Immediately, Aubrey extinguished the blaze.

"I'm sorry," he said to her alittle blankly. "I didn't know you would be afraid of it."
She uncovered her face but her cheeks were still ashen. "1 have dways feared fire," she said.
"How do you stay warm, then?"

Again, that ghost smile, amost not there. "I am never cold, even in winter. It does not take afireto keep
mewarm.”

"You areluckier than me. | am dways shivering,”

"Best not stay here through the winter, then," she said. "For thisisacold house.”

That was dl that transpired during Aubrey'sfirgt full day in the shape-changer's house.
Two

Tge npxr nnv, Augrey woke to find fierce sunlicFlt trying to beam itsway past the barrier of the shutter at
hiswindow; the air held therich, hot scent of atruly fine day. Once downgtairs, he learned that Orion had
dready |eft for aday's hunting and might not be back till after dark.

"Isheagood hunter?' Aubrey asked.

Lilith drank her honeyed milk and watched Aubrey finish bregkfast. "Very good. Evenin bad winters
when thereisno game to be found, Orion can find mest. Some of the villagers even come to uswhen
winters are hard, and offer to buy his deer and rabbits. But they must be very hungry before they come
herefor succor.”

It was the second time she had said something like that, and thistime Aubrey followed up. "They don't
like Glyrenden?'

"They don't like any of us."
"Do you keep away from the village?"

She shrugged. "I have no reason to go there. Orion goesin once aweek or so to buy milk and
vegetables and things we cannot supply ourselves.”

Orion did not seem sharp-witted enough to be able to carry on smple mercenary transactions, and
Aubrey said so. "But don't they cheat him?"
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Lilith srniled. "Cheat one of Glyrenden's servant,s? They would not be so foolish. If anything, they are
more than fair to him. He does not like to go to the village, though, so he does his best to find what we
need in thefofest.”

"If he does not liketo go. then why—"
"Clyrenden makeshim."

That wasdl. smply stated, but it gave Aubrey achill. Lilith did not seem to miss her husband when he
was avay.

"Have you plansfor today?" Aubrey asked her. She shook her head. "Then walk with me. | find | am
cranky and sore from yesterday's inactivity."

"Morelikely from last night's deep in an uncomfortable bed," she said, rising. "L et me change my shoes.”

Five minutes |ater, they were hiking across one of the forest trailsthat was only dightly less overgrown
than the woods around it. Aubrey in the lead, pushing aside branches and debris and, set a spirited pace,
seeking to shake off some odd shadow of discomfort that clung to him; Lilith kept up with him without
complaint. They spoke very little for the first hour or so, until Aubrey dowed to admire a pretty, open
view before them.

"Very nice” Lilith agreed. She had rested a hand against one of the big oaks that ringed the clearing, and
the brisk climb had brought a certain color to her face. Shelooked much more dive and vibrant to him
than she had in the two days he had known her.

"Do you walk much in the forest here?" Aubrey wanted to know. "It does not seem like these paths are
often used.”

"| prefer thetral toward the king's pdace,”" she sad, "but | do not take it much. That isusualv theroad
Glyrenden follows."

And that was another odd thing to say. "What isthere to see on thetrail to the roya court?" Aubrey
asked.

"Nothing much; except, if you wak long enough and far enough, you come to the King's Grove, and that
ismy favorite placein thewholeredm.”

He turned to face her. She was not a beautiful woman, but theflat, clear angles of her face continualy
drew his attention; the depth of her green eyestroubled him. "And what isthe King's Grove?'

She had changed her position to lean back against the wide trunk of the tree, and she held her shoulders
againgt the wood in a pose that was amost sensuous. She had half-shut her eyes, and she did not look at
Aubrey when she spoke. "The King's Grove isa stand of treesfrom dl over the world, and nothing that
growsin thiskingdom or any of the three kingdoms farther west is not represented in this preserve. No
onemay chop down any of thetreesin thisgrove, no one may carve hisnamein their bodies, no one
may even gather firewood from the falen branches, for this grove is sacred and belongs to the king and
will be untouched for so long asthere are laws which govern men. It isabeautiful place.”

"We must go there sometime," Aubrey said, not entirely sure of what he was saying. "How far isit to
wak?'



"Not too far, if you arewilling to take aday or two to get there."
"Thenwewill go sometime”

And she opened her green eyes and looked straight at him, and he felt dl hiseasy charm and dl hislight
nonsensefal away from him. "Perhapswe will," she said, and shut her eyesagain.

Aubrey took a step backward and then astep away, fedling unaccountably shaken. BlindlY, he turned
his at-

tention to the landscape before him, aferv picturesque trees around a smoky gray lake, with ripe summer
grass making aclearing around it. As he watched. two squirrels raced down one tree and across the
clearing and up another tree; orioles made a black and flame-colored pattern against the sky. The pond
rippled with the promise of fish, and the chirrup and drone of insects made a pleasant background noise.

"No wonder Orionis s0 successful hunting,” Aubrey remarked, just to be saying something. "The forest
seemsfull of game.”

Lilith opened her eyes again, and thistime they were ordinary eyes, except for their extraordinary color.
"Here, itis" shesad. "Y ou must walk some distance from our house to find rnuch to kill."

Aubrey consdered, and could not remember seeing asingle bird or chipmunk near the house in thetime
he had been a Glyrenden's. "That'strue, isnt it,” he said dowly. "How odd."

She shrugged. "The animas are afraid of Glyrenden,” she said. "They do not come close to the house nor
anywhere heis. He cannot get near enough to them to hunt. That iswhy Orion bringsin al our meat.”

Aubrey frowned. "I have heard of dogs and horses who keep back from certain men, but—that is
ridiculous. Y ou cannot have awhole forest full of wild crestures avoiding one man. That makes no
sene”

"Doesit not?' Lilith said with avery faint amusement. "Perhaps there is another explanation, then. Heisa
wizard. Perhaps he has put up warding spells to keep them from the place.”

"Yes, that ismorelikdly," Aubrey said. And did not add, If it is even true.
He thought she was going to say more, but then a
L

strange thing happened. The air, which had been till and sun-warmed al morning, suddenly woke up to
an darmed frenzy; abreeze so cool that it seemed to carry dark colors on its back fled through the trees
and went skiing across the surface of the lake. Overhead, the heavy summer leaves whispered of al the

things they had learned during two short seasons. The squirrels and the orioles and the silver-backed fish
had completely disappeared.

Lilith had pushed hersdlf away from the oak, athough she il kept one hand on itsthick trunk. Her head
was turned back in the direction from which they had come, and when she spoke, it was over her
shoulder. "Glyren-den hasreturned,”" she said.

And the shadow of uneasiness, which Aubrey had thought hed walked off, hid again under the fall of
blond hair at the nape of his neck. "How do you know that?" he asked.

"I know," she said. "Come. We must be going back to the house.”



They spoke not at dl for thelong walk back—Ilonger, it seemed, than the walk out, for Lilith set no very
hasty pace and she was in the lead thistime. She seemed to have no fear of what her husband would say
when he found she had been touring the countryside with an itinerant gpprentice wizard. Aubrey'sown
steps dowed; he was suddenly alittle reluctant to meet the greatest shape-changer in the memory of
living mages

But when they anived back at the house more than an hour later, Glyrenden greeted hiswife with
tenderness, and Aubrey with asort of hearty cheer. Hewasatal, thin and restless man in whom al the

colors seemed to beintensified. He wore a brilliant red tunic over jewe-blue trousers and walked into a
room with an actua

force. Hisfine hair was such asooty black that Aubrey expected it to leave smudges across his cheek
and forehead, but hisface, instead, was a clean. marble-white. His eyes were ablack so pure they
reflected points of light from the doors and windows around him, and hislong, narTow mouth was asred
asagirl's.

He saw them enter the room and strode over to take Lilith in hisarms. "My dear,"" he said, and kissed
her with afine and loving gusto. She stood within the circle of hisembrace, unmoved, neither leaning into
nor away from his caress, and accepted the three kisses he carefully planted on her mouth. Aubrey, who
normally would have averted his eyes from such ascene, could not ook arv!,ay; but the Sight of the
unequd kisses bothered him.

Glyrenden lifted his head and looked over at Aubrey and laughed, and not until then did he release Lilith.
"Forgiveme," he said, and charged over to Aubrey with his hand extended. "The servantstold meyou
arrived two days ago. | am sorry | was not here, but | trust they made you comfortable?’

As comfortable as can be expected here, Aubrey thought, and took Glyrenden's hand. It was
unexpectedly cold, asthough the wizard had just returned from along winter ride; but no one should
have taken achill in thisfine weather. "Very comfortable, sr," hesaid. "But | hated to impose if you were
not expecting mejust yet—"

Glyrenden released Aubrey's hand to wave hisown dismissively inthe air. "Nonsense. | expected you
whenever you arrived. But | am gone often, you know. It will be no smple, daily lessons you will be
getting from me, for my routine varies by the week."

"I will be happy to adapt mysdlf,” Aubrey said, smiling. "1 am eager to learn whatever you can teach me."

For an ingtant, the wizard looked skeptical, asif he doubted that Aubrey would be able to learn much,
and then his own smile returned. Aubrey smiled back. He had seen the skeptical ook, but even Cyril had
greeted him with such an expression, when he first showed up on the old man's doorstep. Aubrey knew
his attractive |ooks and open face fooled people into thinking he had not wit nor strength of purpose. But
he did, and Glyren-den had as much to learn about Aubrey as Aubrey did about Glyrenden.

Atfirgt, it was not like learning magic at al. Glyrenden piled up astack of books and bade Aubrey read
them, then taught the younger wizard afew smal spells and told him to practice them, and Aubrey was
heartily bored. The bookswere dry scientific journas on arange of topics: geography, minera
formations, ornithology, human anatomy, meteorology and chemistry. The magic exercisesweresmple
ones of concentration and illusion, involving will more than talent. Some of them Aubrey knew dreedy,
and some he did not, but none of them taxed his considerable ahilities, and he began to chafe a the dow
unfolding of knowledge.

But Glyrenden, though he sensed his pupil'simpatience, was not aman to be hunied. Over the next three
weeks he qtizzed Aubrey on the facts from the textbooks; when Aubrey was not |etter-perfect, he



required him to read the volumes again. He ordered Aubrey to perform his spellswhile he, Glyrenden,
attempted to distract him with more colorful antics and spells of his own. When Aubrey'sillusions
wavered before Glyrenden's assault, Glyrenden refused to teach him anything

new. So Aubrey gritted histeeth and buckled down to his studies again, vowing to have the books
memorized and the illusions so perfect, not even Glyrenden could see through them.

"To successfully transform yourself," Glyrenden told him one night after Aubrey had managed to resst
Glyrenden's effortsto pierce hisilluson, "requires a complete knowledge of the thing which you areto
become. It requires aswell an ability to hold on to the thing you have become, through every imaginable
distraction. Say you have transformed yoursdf into a hare, and you are set upon by awolf. If you forget
you are ahare, and that you can bound with great swiftnessto the srnail burrow which istoo narrow for
awolf to enter— or for aman. which iswhat you redly are, to snlsl—if', as| say, you forget you are a
hare, you will be transfixed. Y ou will be unable to move. Or if you move, you will not movelike ahare
but like athing that is half something ese. And the wolf will be upon you, and the wolf will devour you
and you will taste just as good to him as any hare that was not in redity aman.”

"If thewolf was after me, why couldn't | just turn mysdf back into aman?' Aubrey asked reasonably.
"Or better yet, to an eagle, and fly away?'

'0Of course you could, and you would be wise to do so if you did not think the hare could escape the
wolf'sattack. But if you do not study the books | have given you, you will not know what it isliketo bea
man, what muscles and bones and cells go into making aman, let done an eagle, and unlessyou learn
how to concentrate, you will not be able to cast the spells, anyway. The ability to transform must be
instant and dmost by rote; and the knowledge of that thing you rue to be must be apart of the
subconsciousleve of your brain, or you will never

be a great shape-changer. Y ou may perhapslearn how to change shapes dowly and under perfect
conditions, but you will not be able to change shapes when your life depends upon it, and thereisno
other reason for knowing how to change shapes. In my opinion.”

So Aubrey read the books again and asked for more books, and learned about rocks and trees and
mountains as well as rabbits and deer and wolves. Eventuadly, he hoped, there would not be asingle
thing, animate or inanimate, that he could not transform himself into if the need arose. If he ever learned
the spellsthat would teach him how to transform himself.

Glyrenden knew those spells. In Aubrey's mind, there was no doubt at al about that. Behind those black
eyes was a knowledge more comprehensive than Aubrey had encountered anywhere outside Cyril's
unpretentious house. And Aubrey, whose hunger for knowledge had led him before down paths lesser
men would have shied from, making sgnsagaing evil, found himsdlf famished for theinformation
Glyrenden possessed. It led him to fed for Glyrenden an admiration bordering on the fanatica or the
ecstatic. He watched Glyrenden with aclose, obsessive attention; he tried to read the secretsin aface
clearly designed to keep secrets; he shivered with ddlight when Glyrenden praised him, and was
swamped with angry despair when Glyrenden was displeased.

And Glyrenden did nothing to discourage this. If anything, he encouraged the younger man's devotion. He
used the fluid gestures of hislong, thin fingersto hypnotize the young man's eyes; he leaned forward when
he spoke, s0 that his black eyes came between Aubrey and the rest of the world like aglittering curtain;
he tantalized with hints of knowledge soon, but not too soon, to be reveded. He had the feast inside him
but he kept

Aubrey hungry. and Aubrey watched him steadily. dally, without tiring.



A few times. in the evenings, Glyrenden would take Aubrey into town. They spent hoursin the tavern
where Aubrey had asked directions on histirst day, drinking tankards of ale and talking. The landlord or
hisdau_ehter served them courteoudy, but none of the other patrons of the bar joined them or asked to
share a pitcher with them. Glyrenden did not seem to notice; Aubrey noticed, but was not surprised.
Country folk often f'eared wizards, and Glyrenden was just the kind of wizard to make asimple man
nervous and resentful.

In other circumstances, Aubrey would have set out to charm the wary townsfolk, for he could generally
win over anyone when hetried, but when he had Glyrenden's company, he was satisfied. He was even
glad that no one interrupted them. He sat across from the shape-changer in the smdll, dark tavern,
drinking in the other man's stories. Often he grew more inebriated on the conversation than on the de.
What he loved best were Glyrenden'stales of how he had used his shape-changing to benefit the king,
and of these stories Glyrenden had an inexhaustible supply.

"There was the time the delegation from, let's see, it was Monterris, came to Say at the paacefor a
week," Glyrenden told him once. "Lord Evan Monterris had come to discuss opening the northern ports
to us, but the king did not trust him. Did not trust him at al. But we were to have aweek of friendly
activities—ahunt, aball, forma dinners. Y ou know how the king entertains.”

Aubrey did not know, but he nodded; he imagined opulence.

"That first day, for the hunt, | changed mysdlf into afalcon and rode on the fist of Evan Monterris. For
him | caught three rabbits and abrace of quail. He was very pleased.” Glyrenden smiled reminiscently.
"But we were surrounded by other petty lordsall day, and Lord Evan said nothing to compromise
himsdf.

"For the rest of the vigit | took whatever form seemed to suit the occasion. | became ahunting dog, |
became one of the great golden fish swimming in the king's ornamenta pond. Many times| turned myself
into afat white deepy cat, and | lay in Lady Monterris lap while she sat in her bedroom listening to her
husband rant. | purred under her stroking hands to calm her, for her husband was a violent man and he
aarmed her. She became quite attached to me—she asked the king if she could bring me home with her
when thetime cameto leave.

Aubrey laughed. "l assume he said no?"

Glyrenden echoed his laugh. "He would have agreed, | think. had | not areadv found out the information
he needed to know."

"And thet was?'

"Oh, that Monterris was planning an ambush the first time we tried to use the northern ports. It was what
we had suspected al aong, but we had had no proof until | was ableto capitaize upon my useful skills.”

"The king must have been very pleased with you."
"Hewasindeed."
"Other times. What have you done at other times?"

Glyrenden laughed again, back in histhroat. "There wasthe time | turned myself into ayoung and
beautiful woman to charm the secrets from arecdcitrant envoy. He was susceptible to women, you
understand, and hetold me agreat deal more than he intended.”

"A woman!" Aubrey wasimpressed. "But wasthat not utterly alien to you?'



"Moredienthan acat or afacon?'

"\try'gll—"

"Besides. | had someinterest in learning how awoman was fbrmed. | thought the knowledge would be
ussful tome.”

Aubrey shook hishead in admiration. "Amazing. To be able to turn aman into awoman. | would not
have thought it possble.”

Glyrenden smiled and raised ahand, signding for morede. "Y ou have alot to learn, young Aubrey,” he
sad.

A minute or two later. the landlord's pretty young daughter brought over another tray of drinks. She
nodded coolly enough to Glyrenden, but gave Aubrey awarm smile when he thanked her.

"It'sgood de," she offered. "My pabrewsit himsdf, and ftis pabrewed it before him. Hes training my
brother now."

"And will you work with your brother when this becomes his place?' Aubrey asked, smiling back at her.

Shelaughed heartily. "La, no, | don't want to be aworking girl," she said. "f've my eye on agood young
Inan, and well buy afarm and raise chickens. And babies," she added, with asidelong grin.

"A young man picked out aready, and |'ve scarcely gotten a chance to know you," Aubrey responded,
putting one hand across his heart. She was used to flirtations; she laughed again and wrapped her hands
in her gpron.

"Sweetheartsin every town—you're that type," she said shrewdly. "Y ou don't need to be making eyes at
me.

"But there are sweet women in every town," Aubrey protested. "How can | help mysdlf?”

"Questionslike that will get young menin trouble every time," shereplied. A voice acrossthe room cdled
out for another round; she waved a hand in that direction and bobbed a curtsey at Aubrey. "Back to
work for me. Holler if you want morede." And smiling sill, sheleft them.

Aubrey tasted the ale, which wasfineindeed, and looked up to find Glyrenden watching him
sardonicdly.

"My inginctstell me she named you rightly,” thewizard said. "Do you indeed boast agirl in every
village?'

"Hardly that," Aubrey said, grinning. "l flatter and | smile. It rarely goes beyond that.”
"But you likewomen."
Aubrey laughed. "What man does not?"

Glyrenden nodded at the tavernkeeper's daughter, now talking happily with customers across the room.
"That one, now. Shefound you afine, handsome fellow. Y ou could have your way with her tonight, if
youwere so inclined.”

"No, I'm surel couldn't. Y ou heard her—she hasaman all picked out, asteady sort who will give her a
home and afamily. She's not feckless enough to trade dl that in for a penniless magician's gpprentice.”



"Magic makes even the most sensible girl feckless," Glyrenden observed.

"Magic? Y ou mean love potions?' Aubrey sat straighter in his chair, prepared to debate the point. "f've
mixed afew in my time, and I've seen their immediate effects, but | confess| find them a poor substitute
for red affection.”

"Ah, yourearomantic,” Glyrenden said, nodding sagely. ™Y ou want to believe the protestation of desire.”

"Wdll, of course! Who would enjoy the coerced kiss' Now, | reglize apotion is not physic,a ccercicn.
anel the \ryoman who has drunk the drug may fedl an induced passion. but | have a sense of justice about
the whole thing. / rvould not rvant to experience desire projected onto me by rnagic, and neither would |
want to believe that no one rvould love me of her own freewill "

Glyrenden shrugged. "Even nren *'ithout recourse to sorcery practice alittle magicin their seductions” he
sad. "It is. perhaps. merdly anlatter of degree. If aman hasawoman in hisarms, and hewhisperslies.
and she believes them, how isthat any more honest than casting a spell? Or say the seduction has been a
protracted campaign—a matter of roses sent and invitationsissued and, on one specid night. the room
prepared with musi cians and incense and wine—awoman might lose hersdf in such heady surroundings
and give hersdf when she had no intention of yidding. Is not that akind of magic'? And yet men useit

every day."

Aubrey was laughing again. "Y es, but awoman may use the same magic on aman—Iliesand promises
and moonlight and perfume,” he said. "And each sex has learned to defend itself againgt the other's
machinations. But againgt true magic, who has adefense?”!

"Only another wizard," Glyrenden said.
"Exactly! That iswhy the potionsare unfair.”
Glyrenden raised hismug of beer to hislips. "That," he said deliberatdly, "iswhy | anamagician.”

But intermissionslike thiswere rare, and came only after very full, very intense days of concentration.
Since Glyrenden had returned, Aubrey had seen very little of the othersliving in the magician's house. He
and Glyrenden were often at their exercises before everyone

else had even risen for breskfast. Arachne brought them their lunch daily, and very often carried in their
supper aswell. During the few medsthey ate with the others, Glyrenden was gay and expansive,
attentive to hiswife, and tolerantly affectionate toward Orion. They said little in response, but kept their
eyes upon him amaost without wavering, Orion in particular regarding the wizard with a heavy, steedy
gare. Lilith would look at him, then look away, then ook at him again, dmost asif she could not help
hersdlf. Glyrenden watched her delicate, fastidious movements with an expression of smiling infatuation.

Aubrey was impatient with the mealtime breeks, ate rapidly and was aways finished before anyone el se.
These dien soups and stews were not the food for which he was starved, and the strange undercurrents
that passed between the other men and women in the room made him dightly uncomfortable. He would

have foregone the meals dtogether, and told Glyrenden so, but the wizard laughed and insisted they eqt.
And they ate, and the instructions went on.

Three

And so it went for tI{ ree weeks, but as the four.th week began, Glyrenden prepared to leave again for an
unspecified period of time. "[ warned you, remember?' Glyrenden said, laughing at Aubrey's blank look.
"I said | would be in and out of the house and that you could expect no set schedule from me. But do not



worry. | shal hurry back to you as quickly as| can.”

They were thewords of afond older lover to hisimpetuous mistress, but Aubrey brushed them aside.
"Let me comewith you," hesaid. "l could watch you work."

"Y ou could not."

"l could. | wouldn't get in the way."

"[ don't want you with mewhen | work." But Glyrenden said it smilingly, so Aubrey was not offended.
"Next time, then? For there will be anext time, won't there?"

"And anext time and anext time. | make no promises. my pet. | have grave doubts. But | will think about
it"

The next day he was gone, but when Aubrey woke in the morning, that was not the first thing that
crosed hismind. Indeed, it took a very long time before he thought anything at dl, waking up in that
oversized, lumpy, molding bed. Every musclein hisbody ached, asif he had been exercising strenuoudy;
his mind was unfo-

cused and unfamiliar to him. The room itsalf |ooked disproportionate, asymmetrica . Aubrey sat up and
felt dizzy. He dropped his head to his handsto clear hisvision, then looked up again, more criticaly. Yes,
this was the room he had been assgned from hisfirst night at this house. Why, then, should it look so
0dd? It was asif some drug had been administered to his system and had suddenly worn off, leaving him
uncertain of the bal ance between redlity and fiction, truth and fabrication. Or perhaps he was coming
down with someillness, which had clogged his ears and fogged over hiseyes. That was certainly more
likely, particularly since he had neglected himself physicaly over the past three weeks.

Herose dowly, catching first at the bed frame and then at the wall, but before he made it downdtairs, his
disorientation was wearing off. No one wasin the kitchen, but today, unlike recent mornings, he was
behind the crowd and not before. Grumbling beneath her breath, Arachne served him alate breakfagt,
and Aubrey ate as one just lately awakened from a stupor.

Hewas good for very little that day, and neither Orion nor Lilith bothered to make conversation with him
at dinner, but by the next morning he was much improved. He came out of bed with abounce and joined
the others at the breakfast table, and much of hisold, easy cirmaraderie had returned to him.

"| asked you once what you did when your husband was gone," he said to Lilith. "And you said, nothing
much. | see why now. His presence certainly changes the place, and his absence leaves one dull and
lethargic.”

She surveyed him with those unlikely eyes, utterly dispassionate. She till made no attempt to guard her
tongue with him. "Do you think s0?' shesaid. "l find

jrirtiheop"pesitcistille. | am rnuch happier w.-hen heisaway ."

"Ah, that can't betrue." he said heartily, pouring himself another cllp of teaand sugaring it liberaly, "He
S0 obvioudy adoresyou."

"Doyouthink s0?' shesaid again,

"And you mllst have loved him once," he pursued. waving adicc of toast at her befrrre biting intcit. "Or
why esemarry him?}"



The faint mocking smile was back on her paelips. "Why, indeed J' she said.

He had seen amost nothing of her while Glyrenden was there, but now he found he had thought about
her, for he remembered without needing to be reminded the precise dant of her cheekbones and therich
summer-green of her eyes. He thought it was strange that Glyren-den's presence in the house had blinded
him so completely to Lilith's existence, but that was exactly what had happened; the wizard had blotted
out hiswife. There did not seem to be enough room in one man's head to be mesmerized by both of
them, and Glyrenden had been by far the closer these past days.

But Glyrenden was gone for more than aweek, and during that time, Aubrey felt some of hisallegiances
changing again. He had dways been afairly straightforward young man, quick to like someone and dow
to didike, and he seldom changed his opinion once it was well and truly made up. But with Glyrenden
gone, Aubrey remembered that Lilith seemed to didike her husband; and now that he had met the
wizard, it wasimportant to Aubrey to learn why. Although he could not have said why thiswas so.

Lilith did not seem to mind that he had ignored her so completely while her husband was home. With her
usud

mild civility, she accepted his attention again. He played games with her for hours, bringing out the onyx
dice and demonstrating how to gamble, carving out a cribbage board and teaching her itsrules. When
they could not bear Orion's sillent observation, they played children's card games with him aswell. Then
they escaped for long walksin the woods, where sometimes they talked and sometimes they were silent.
Aubrey thought about it once or twice, but never suggested they make the long trek to the King's Grove,
and Lilith never again mentioned it.

One day they took the downhill path to the village to buy spices and fruit and cheese. Orion had claimed
to beill with afever, dthough Aubrey could fed no heet in his head, and they were nearly out of food.

"Hejust does not want to go to the village," Lilith iaid, standing beside Aubrey and looking down without
much interest at the sck man. She had not lost her habit of speaking in front of the dow-witted giant asif
he were not there or was incapable of understanding her. "I'm sure heis perfectly fine."

"Perhaps, but we can scarcely force himto go if heredly does not want to,” Aubrey said.
"Glyrenden would," shesaid.

Aubrey ignored that. He laid hishand on Orion's belly, and the big man instantly drew his knees up and
emitted an unpleasant grunt. "Well, I'm a passable hedler, but he doesn't respond to any of the smple
gels” hesad at lagt, straightening. " So elther he's pretending, or he's got something worse than my
routine magic will cure”

Lilith's eyes sharpened with acertain interest. "Y ou mean, he might die?"' she said. She sounded asif the
prospect pleased her. Aubrey was surprised; he had not

thought she didiked the servants with whom she shared her house.

"| didn't say that. Probably heisjust pretending.”

"That'swhat | said from the very beginning."

"But we can't send him to thevillase in this state. Let usgo instead. youand |."

"Tothevilla-ee?" sherepeated, asif he had proposed walking to the next kingdonr. "Why?"



"For food. And because | am bored. And because | arn convinced achange ol' scenery would do you

"A wak to the village would not do me much good.”
"Areyou afraid to go?'

"No[ at al. | will if you want meto."
"Thenletusgo.”

So they walked down, and it was Aubrey'sfirgt tinre back in sunlight since the day he had left to find
Glyrenden'shouse. At firg, it was like the morning he had awakened after Glyrenden left: Everything
looked strange to him. The farmersin their market best. the peasantsin their much-mended srnocks, the
pretty girlsin their colorful dresses, even the dogs and the horses and the well-built houses looked out of
place and exotic. He had been too long with odd people in an odd house, he knew that wasit; yet it had
been barely amonth since he had been done among the folk of thisvillage. They should not have
appeared so distorted to him.

He and Lilith strolled through the marketplace like any burgher and hiswife, she with abasket over her
arm and he with the money Arachne usualy counted out to Orion. Lilith was not much of a shopper, for
she had no ideawhat they needed or how much things should cost, but she seemed to get amild pleasure
from hefting the ripe squash and sniffing at the shrunken cantaloupe.

Aubrey picked the bread, and the herbs, and the wine and the salt. Lilith bought a bunch of flowerswith
the handful of change he gave her, and clipped the small purple blossomsinto the braid over her right ear.
They gave her agirlish, flirtatious demeanor he had never seen before.

They had just left asmdll, gaily striped tal where Lilith had considered, then rgjected, alarge
watermelon, when Aubrey |ooked back to check on some dight disturbance behind them. The small,
dirty woman who had watched them buy nothing had thrown the melon violently to the hard earth at her
feet, and wasin the process of ssomping its sweet ruby fruit into pulp againgt the dirt. She looked up
angrily to catch Aubrey's astonished gaze, and glared back at him remorselesdy.

"gpoiled!" she caled a him, shaking her fist. "Spoiled it, she did!"

Aubrey took a step toward her, almost too shocked to know what he was doing. "My good woman—"
[sbegan, but Lilith tugged on hisarm and pulled him up short.

"Leaveit," shemurmured.

"spoiled it, shedid!" the woman was shouting now. "Naught else to do with agood piece of fruit than to
throw it away, once such asthat has put her hand to it. Rotten clear through, it would be!"

Aubrey shook off Lilith's hand and came closer to the woman, feding his own anger stir. "How dare you
say such athing about a respectable woman?' he said sternly. "We pay you with proper money for
proper goods and you shsuld—"

"Respectablel" she screeched back at him. By thistime, they had drawn the attention of most of the other
merchantsin theimmediate vicinity, and not afew of

the custtimersaswell. "She'sawitch, sheisl A changdling! Dogs don't go near her, nor horses, nor cats,
nor even therats of the village. Children run fronr her. and al good men look away when she walks by.
Shetouches athing and it's spoiled for decent people—"



"That'senough!™ Aubrey thundered so violently that thefiuit-sdler f-dll slent in awve. Therewas such fury
in hisbody, such atorrent of wickedness. that it was all he could do not to speak the incantations that he
knew could be used to punish her. "Not another word, do you hear me? Or | swear | will make you
sorry you ever stepped foot ingdethisvillage, let doneinsulted alady who—"

"Ladyt" thefruit-seller repeated, regaining her voice. "If such aone asthat isalady, then I'm—"

"Aubrey." It was Lilith'svoice, cool and indifferent as dew; she had come to stand by him but did not
look at the ranting shrew. "Leaveit. Let usgo now."

But untortunately, her interruption had drawn the fruit-sdller's attention again. She whipped her two hands
before her and crossed the forefingers devoutly; and this ward againgt the dark forces she held between
her heart and Lilith's gaze. "Evil!" she cried. "Evil! Stay back from me. evil one! Or cometo vou blood
and destruction and hate "

Without waiting for the woman to finish her curse, Aubrey lifted hisarmsin ablind, unreasoning gesture.
But Lilith's hand, urgent on his elbow, stopped him again. Helooked down and saw her asthrough a
great distance, rage blurring even her clear-cut face, and thought on some cam, inner plane of hismind,
How odd. | would kill for this womnn. And then sanity was

restored, and the world collapsed quickly to its normal proportions.
"Leaveit," Lilith was saying again. "We have what we camefor. Let usgo now."

He kept his eyes on her face and alowed her to turn him so he would not be tempted to look again in the
direction 6f ttre woman he had very nearly spelled from existence; and he dlowed Lilith to pull him by the
arm from the marketplace and out of the village and back to the path that led to Glyrenden's house. And
never once did he look back, or down at hisfeet, or forward to the path that lay before them, because al
that time his eyes werefixed on her profile, snce she kept her face turned from him. And neither of them
spoke for that long walk back, and never once did Lilith drop her hand from his affn.

Glyrenden was gone for two more days. During that time Aubrey attended diligently to his studies, back
in the room where he and Glyrenden practiced magic, where Lilith and Orion and Arachne never came.
He did not want to act as though something extraordinary had happened, so he made appeilances at
mesaltimes and was quitejolly. It was awaste of effort, he knew. Orion gulped hisfood down and ran
from the table; Arachne scuttled around them, bringing in and removing platters, and neither of them
cared if he spoke or was silent. Lilith responded with her usua carelessness when he addressed her, and
obligingly kept quiet when he did not. He was not even sureif she sensed in him the tension her presence
roused. But nothing had happened, redlly, and Glyrenden would be back in aday or two.

Glyrenden returned in the middle of the seventh night, and Aubrey knew he was back when he opened
hiseyes

inthemorning. He could not have said why he was so certain, but he was, the air was heavier or the light
passed through a different filter when Glyrenden was nearby. Thefirst tcw days of the wizard's absence.
Aubrey had missed him, and u'aited impatiently for hisreturn. But now he found himsdif filled with a
curious reluctance to go downstairs and join the mage a breakfast or in the tearrhing room.

Hewent downdtairs late. but husband and wife were ill at the kitchen table. Glyrenden had Lilith's small.
dim hand in hisand hc was playing some complicated lover's game with her fingers. From the doorway, it
looked as though he took onefinger at atime and pushed it back against the knuckle asfar asit would
gn; but Glyrenden was smiling and Lilith had no expression at al on her face, so probably that was not
what hewasreally doing. As Aubrey walked self-conscioudly into the room, Glyrenden planted akisson



the back of Lilith's hand, then dropped it.

"Ah, my gpprentice,” said thewizard, hislively black eyes examining Aubrey. ™Y ou dept late. Have you
been holding splendid parties and drinking dl night in my absence?’

"No, indeed. | have been most studious so asto impress you upon your return.”
"But | am aready impressed with your powers, surdly | told you that before?"
"Thereisdill room for improvement.”

"Thereisfor dl of us" Glyrenden said, but Aubrey had the impression he was not entirely pleased.
"Except for my beloved Lilith. She comesto us perfect.” He nodded his head gracioudy toward hiswife.
Aubrey was alittle embarrassed.

L
"You should beajudge,” Lilith said coolly. Aubrey |ooked over & her, but said nothing.
Glyrenden roseto hisfeet. "Eat quickly, my young disciple. | shal await you in my study.”

Aubrey sat down and hagtily threw together aplate of the leftovers on the table. To hissurprise, Lilith
stayed with him after her husband had |eft the room, sipping her milk and watching him est.

"You arevery eager," she remarked, observing him chew and swallow asrapidly ashewas able.

"l don't want to try his patience," Aubrey explained around a mouthful of food. "He can have atemper,
sometimes dirred by very smdl things.”

‘'oCan he?' she said, amused. "I hadn't noticed.”
"I'm sureyou have," Aubrey said quietly.
"Perhaps| just don't care.”

"That's moderately obvious."

"What elseis obvious about me?!

She had never asked him for an opinion on anything before, and he thought it strange that she would
chooseto ask that question, at thistime, with her husband not twenty yards away. "Almost nothing,"
Aubrey said with acertain bitterness.

She smiled again. "Y ou have alot to learn.”

Aubrey was standing now, gulping hislast sip of coffee and feding about as mannered as Orion at a
medl. "Yes, | think s0," he said, and | eft the room.

Themorning'slessons did not go well. Aubrey, wondering why this should be so, laid the blame on his
own confusion, his doubts about Lilith, hisfaint, nagging distrust of Glyrenden. These things had built a
gauzy wall of resistance between him and his mentor, impaossible to articulate or discuss, but somehow
there. He was clumsy with the spdlls he knew the best, and dow to learn the

new ones, and Glyrenden called ahdlt to the lessons belbre the afternoon was half over.

"Y ou have not impressed metoday, my pet,” the older wizard said. "We can hopefor better luck in the



nrorning."

And the next morning, thingsdid go better. Aubrey had firrnly pushed from hismind al thoughts of Lilith;
he had entered the study roorn determined to do well. He had come in upon Glyrenden creeting fantastic
colorsin ahandheld ball of light, and arush of admiration dizzied him fbr aminute. Then Glyrenden
turned and smiled at him and held out the kaleldoscope of flame. Aubrey took it in hishand and it was as
cool aswater in his pam, athough the gray smoke from thetiny fire drifted into his eyes and stung them.

"Isit not pretty?* Glyrenden said. "And very smple. Come. Can you tel mewhat it is made of 7'

So Aubrey concentrated, and he felt again the liquid icy contours againgt his pam, and he saw the blue
and rugt of the burning minerasin the flames, and he knew he held an ounce of the ocean in hishand. So
he sllently recited the spell that would change an object back to the thing it had once been, and thefire
went out and became water and dripped through hisfingersto the floor.

"The sea," Aubrey said.
"The sea," Glyrenden said. "Now | am alittleimpressed.”

That was the first thing Aubrey had ever changed from one thing to another, and he was very excited. To
change an inanimate object from one state to another, even though the change returned it to its natura
form, was not the most difficult part of shape-changing, but it was hard enough, and Aubrey was pleased
with himself. He had read the truth behind the altered facade and he

had spoken the spell of transformation properly. And Glyrenden was pleased with him.

That whole week he changed many things to many other things and back again. It waseasest, as
Glyrenden showed him, to change something to something elsethat it resembled or would eventudly
become. For instance, it was asmple matter to turn alump of cod into adiamond, acaterpillar into a
greet, multicolored butterfly. The essentid truths and structures were in the items themselves, only to be
learned and carried out. Much more difficult, Glyrenden said, was to take something and twist it entirely
from its purpose.

"But it can bedone" hesaid. "It isdifficult and it requires great skill and it can dmost never be reversed,
but it can be done.”

Glyrenden kept in this room a carved wooden box fitled with a string of pearls, which, he said, had

bel onged to a mistress he had loved long ago and now hated the very memory of. " She gave me the box
and | gave her the necklace and now | have both," he said, and the smile he gave Aubrey was touched
with devilish-ness. "' She must have thought that was unfair, but it is hard for awizard to lose in the game
of love. Or do you know that aready? | wonder sometimeswheat it isyou do and do not know."

Glyrenden wastalking as usual to try and distract Aubrey from the task at hand, which wasto change the
wooden box to acrystal one. Aubrey tried to block out the smooth, hypnotic voice, putting al his
attention on the jewd case before him, but he could not help but hear some of Glyrenden'swords.

"Love, now thereis something | think you could tell me about. We are both magicians—we [ook on
these affairs with eyes attuned to aterations. What do you

think'l Islovetlre ultimut” lllu,rion’ Or isit what it seemsto be—the greatest trandbrmation of al?!

Without Aubrey'swilling it, Lilith's perfect face took shape at the back of hisrnind. He was so sur*
prised that Clyrenden would franre such a question, his concentration dipped. The box remained wooden
and obdurate. Glyrenden smiled with a certain satisfaction.



"Do you know what an attractive boy you are? | fed certain you must, but you don't trade on it often. |
sense aceftain naivetd beneath your earnestness and a certain shyness behind your easy charm. Let me
tell you, there is more than mere shape-changing | could teach you if you had the heart for the initiation.”

Aubrey resolutely closed his mind to the sense of Glyrenden'swords, though his voice was so
well-trained and perfectly pitched that it wasimpossible to ignore it completely. He focused instead on
the slky, polished grain of the cedar box, the veinsin the wood that marked its age and its history, fifty
years old before the lumberjack had arrived with his axe and saw and laid a charcoal marker acrossthe
line heintended to cut. Aubrey fdt, asif hisfingers were upon them, the aily, creamy texture of the pearls
insde, piled on top of each other with asort of sensuous abandon. the braided silk wire running through
their hearts on a perf-ectly symmetrica plane. Asif he had chopped down the tree himsdlf, asif he had
been agrain of sand that layered itsdlf lovingly into this cocoon of white, he understood the essence of the
wooden box, the string of pearls; and as he understood them, he changed them.

"—But you'll never know, will you?" Glyrenden said. "Because you haven't heard aword I've said.”
Aubrey looked up at him and grinned. Heredlized he

was sweating across hisforehead and his chest, but he felt charged with energy. "Look," he said, "I've
doneit."

Glyrenden picked up the jewel case, now a ddlicate structure of etched glass, and peered in at the
choker of emeraldsinsde. "So you did," he said. There was anotein hisvoice Aubrey had never heard
there before, and it startled him out of his smiling, so nasty and unpleasant wasiit. Glyrenden opened the
box and pulled out the necklet of emerads, big and heavy and ripe and cold, and Aubrey knew that this
waswhat had displeased him.

"I'll change them back," he offered quickly. "1 had just thought—to show you, you know—that | could
do two things at once."

"l know exactly what you weretrying to show me," Glyrenden said, and hiseyeswere still on the
necklace. When helifted his gaze, Aubrey recoiled in sudden alarm, so fierce and furious was that gaze;
but even as Aubrey stepped back, the wizard smiled. "Most impressive again,” he said, in his customary,
melow voice.

Aubrey was not sure what to make of this. "I'll change them back,” he said again, nervoudly.

"Nonsense, why should you? They are quite lovely— much lovdier than the pearls, and | have no
sentimentd distaste for them. We shall give them to Lilith. Won't that be nice? Thus we will wipe out
forever the memory of that other lover. Iv{ uch better all around, don't you agree?

But Aubrey, who had entered the room this morning vowing to trust the wizard completely, was not
decaived. Glyrenden was enraged with him for the double transformation; he did not want Aubrey to
have mastered that particular trick, or at least not yet. And that seemed strange to Aubrey, who had
awaysfound Cyril

b

ddighted rvhefl hef+rgr:d ahead 'n hisstrdies. learning bv some fantastic legp of understanding the
difflcult task-s when he had only been tar-rght the easy’ ones. Glyrenden perhaps did not want him to
leam shape-changing at al. But in that case. u,hy had he agreed to take Aubrey on to begin u,ith?

C)r'er dinner that night. Clyrenden presentcd Lilith with the necklace of enierdds. "Thisis,.omething



Aubrey madefor y'ou," hetold hiswife. fastening it about her throat with acertain linserinc care. "Isit not
exquigte?'

She had bent her head forward and held her unbound hair out of hisway so he could secure the clasp at
the base of her neck. When she spoke, her voice was muffled from her head being held in this odd
position. "Why did he make a gift for me?' she asked.

"Because you are very beautiful,” Glyrenden said. He leaned forward and kissed the exposed column of
her neck just under the hairline. She did not move. He kissed her again, bringing one of his hands forward
to cup around her throat, over the jewds, and hold her steady againgt the pressure of his mouth. His eyes
were closed; hisfingerstensed againgt her white flesh and then relaxed, tensed and relaxed, while he
continued kissing her. She sat as though he had changed her into marble. Not asingle strand of hair fell
from the impromptu knot she was holding together with her hand; she did not shiver or draw away or
respond. She seemed not to be even breathing.

Aubrey watched though he did not want to watch, and he felt asmall stone form in his ssomach and make
adeadweight. The scene did not last more than three minutes but it seemed to go on for hours, the man
drunk on the flavor of the woman's skin, the woman as

dill asagtatuein hisgrip. Nothing had ever repulsed Aubrey so much in hislife and he did not know why
this should be so: but while the wizard kissed hiswife he could not ook away. The knot in hisbelly was
so painful that he knew it would be days before it went awav.

Fowr

Glynenoen was home three days and then abruptly gone. As soon as Aubrey woke in the morning. he
knew by his curious sense of lightheartedness that the wizard was no longer in the house. He did not want
to analyze hisrelief; he washed and dressed himsdlf rapidly, al the *'hilc resolutely resisting theimpulseto
think.

He came down to breskfast to find Orion and Arachneinvolved in anear-slent dispute, while Lilith
watched disinterestedly from achair at the table. Arachne was gesticulating and chattering in her strange,
furious way; Orion was shaking his head and grunting out a clear, stubborn negative.

"What'swrong?" Aubrey asked, diding into the chair opposte Lilith's and helping himself to a plate of
food.

"We need supplies and Orion does not want to go to town."
"Haven't we been throueh this before?!
"Oftgn."

Aubrey ate hisrneal, watching. Arachne, for al her incoherence, could be very inastent: She held out the
empty canisters of rice and flour and stamped her foot on the sonefloor in rage. Orion huddled in afar
corner and covered his earswith hishands. "No," he grunted. "No. No. No."

When this diverson had gone on aslong as he could bear, Aubrey looked over at Lilith with his
eyebrows raised. Shetoo shook her head. "I'm not going,” she said. "Y ou can.”

Aubrey hesitated, shrugged and stood up. "1'd just as soon not starve to death,” he said. "Orion! On your
feet, man. ['ll go withyou.”

Within afew minutes, the two men were on their way. Aubrey was certain they made an odd pair, he



with hisfrayed cloak and easy stride and blond hair; Orion agood foot taller, hairy as abeast, moving
with hisdigointed, lumbering stride. Orion was quiet, though, padding through the forest on soundless
feet; Aubrey began to see how the big man could be such an efficient hunter. His head swiveled
congtantly from side to side, reacting to sounds Aubrey scarcely heard—abird's cry, therustling of a
deer, therattle of apinetree. Orion seemed not so much neryous as dert, keening the breeze for every
aromaand noiseit could bring to him. Aubrey had to admit he was impressed.

When they anived in town, however, Orion definitely exhibited Sgns of anxiety. As Aubrey led him
through the market stals, the big man crowded up behind him. Aubrey could fed him jerking away from
sudden voices and heard him whimper once for some unfathomable reason. The wizard wastorn
between irritation and compassion. He wondered how Glyrenden had ever been able to force Orion to
come to town on hisown.

"And afifteen-pound bag of flour, and aten-pound bag of sugar, and one of those big sacks of
potatoes— yes, that Size," Aubrey said to the young girl waiting on him. "No, | have acarrying sack,
thank you very much."

Hetook his purchases and turned, practicaly into Orion'sarms. "Y ou must stand back from me, just an
inch

cr tu+." Aubrey ".said. trving to keep the exasperation out of hisvoice. "Here, load this up. can you?
Getting too heavy for -vou yet?'

Orion hel'ted the two large burlap bags they had filled aready. Aubrey carried athird oner)ver his
shoulder. "Heavy," Orion sad.

"Too heavy? Can you carry it back?"
"l can carry.”

"Good. We il ne.ed fruit—ah, yes, |here's a stand down at the other end." The crowd had grown
thicker between stalls. and Aubrey wanted to get this done and over with. "L ook. Seethisnice place
here?" The wizard pushed the servant over to a circular wooden bench built around an oak tree. "Y ou sit
here. Y ou stay here. I'll be back in amoment or two. Y ou don't have to talk to anyone, or do anything.
Jugt wait. All right?'

°You hurry," Orion saidin hisgutturd voice.
"I will. I'm just going down there. I'll beright back.”

And Aubrey hurried off . dipping through the crowd much more quickly than he could have with Orion at
his hedls. Unfortunatdly, there were three women ahead of him at the fruit-sdler'sstdl, so it was twenty
minutes or more before he was able to pick out the goods he wanted. " Apples—and oranges—and
rasins—and pomegranates,” herattled off, choosing theitems hiseyefdl| onfir. "Lemons. Wild
grapes.” . "Will thet beadl, sr?'

"y"r—plenty, thank you very much.”

Hehad just laid his coinsin the farmer's outstretched hand when afurious commotion from behind
caused him to spin around. He knew before his eyes even located the disturbance that something had
happened to Orion; and he could tdll, by the unruly mob forming around the oak tree, that he wasright.
But the press of



people was too thick. He could not see what had happened.

"Demons devour us," he muttered (one of the oaths he had stopped using when Cyril frowned upon
profanity) and snatched up his bundles. He was less gentle on thistrip through the packed marketplace,
using his elbows and hips to bump people out of the way. The shouts from the oak tree grew louder and
more ragged, and Aubrey was not the only one moving in that direction. But when ahigh, childish,
terrified shriek stabbed through the air, Aubrey dropped his packages, made his handsinto weapons,
and tore through the crowd.

What he found under the oak tree for amoment petrified him. Orion stood on the bench, hisarmsraised
and his great pams spread open, ready to dap downward.Three men stood before him, one brandishing
apitchfork, one holding alarge curved hunting knife, and the third one swinging alength of barbed chain.
On the ground about four yards from the bench, ayoung boy lay motionless and bloody. Two women
bent over him; one was sobbing. The rest of the crowd hung back, away from thewild man's overt
menace, but there were plenty of callsfor violence and justice.

"Kill him, Joe! Driveit home."
"Did you see? He threw that boy down, like to broke his neck."
"No better than ananimad! Ananimd!"

Aubrey shoved himself between the man with the knife and his partner with the chain and legpt up to the
bench beside Orion. Ingtantly, he felt the big man'sterror subside alittle.

"What's going on here?" Aubrey demanded—asif he couldnt tdll, asif he couldn't guess. He made his
vaice as stern and displeased as possible. "What's going on?”

"That erazy man knocked Kendd in the heead—may havekillecl him!" the man with the pitchfork called
back. "Y ou get outta here. None of your mix."

"Thismanisunder my protection.” Aubrey saicl. not yielding his place. "Notrody here toucheshim.”

Twenty or more voices cried out a negative response to that. Aubrey made his own words kluder. "
want to know what happened,” he said. "Why did hetry to hurt the boy? What did the boy dc-r to him'l”

"Didn't do nothing! Kendd was just standing there—"
"That crazy man darnrned him againg the ground—"
"Kendd wasjust standing there—"

Aubrey tnmed his head dightly so he could speak to Orion. "What happened? Why did you hit that
boy?"

"Hit nte," Orion said emphaticaly. "With rocks. Hit me. Lots of rocks."

Aubrey quickly glanced down. There were a handful of common -gray rocks lying around the perimeter
of the bench, but then, the whole street was littered with them; hard to prove these had been thrown at

anybody.
"Thet'sdl?'
"And hit me. Withadtick."



Indeed, there was along thin ash branch lying haf afoot from the injured boy's head. Aubrey raised his
voiceagain.

"Did anyone see what happened? Orion claims that the boy was teasing him—throwing rocks and such.”

"Wadl, and no wonder if hewas!" amale voice shouted back. "That big old haf-wit doesn't belong herel
Scares everybody, he does! He's mean—and he's strange—"

"That doesn't judtify abusing him,” Aubrey said, but

no one heard him; others had taken up young Kenda's case.

"That wizard's got no reason bringing such odd creatures here, this crazy man and f[4] woman—"
"Boy'sgot aright to come to town, see the market—"

"Kendd wasjusgt standing f[slg—"

"Kendd never did athing to this nnl64l—"

Suddenly anew voice madeitsaf heard over the genera muttering of mob anger. "Kenda did so throw
rocks a this man—I saw him and so did you," said the spesker briskly. Aubrey, quickly locating her with
his eyes, recognized her asthe tavernkeeper's daughter. ""Poked him with a stick, too—here, thisone. |
saw him do it. No wonder the poor smple man struck him. 1'd like to hit Kendal myself most days of the
week."

A few of the raised voices denounced her now, but with alittle less conviction. She had been knedling
beside Kendal, but now she was on her feet, hands on her hips and afierce expression on her face. "You
al just go on now, do your marketing,” she said. "The half-wit isn't going to hurt anybody else.”

"Y eah, well, what about Kenda?' someone called out, and the cry was taken up by others. "What about
Kenda? How bad is Kenda ?'

"Kendd will bejust fine as soon as he gets alittle peace and quiet,” the girl said with asperity. "Go dong,
now! Get out of my way!"

"Stay here," Aubrey said briefly to Orion, and jumped off the bench. Down among the disgruntled
gpectators, he began to herd them back toward the market stalls, smiling benignly to show that everything
wasadl right, laying his hand on an arn or aback in ashow of fellowship. He was not above using a bit of
magicin thisstuation, aspdl of wel-being, encouraging the townspeople

to cheer up and lorget their anger. Within afew minutes virtualy the whole crowd was dispersed.

Aubrey then quickly turned his attention to Kenddl, still lying with darming rigidity on rhe ground. The
woman kneeling beside the boy was probably his tnother, Aubrey guessed. and he dropped down beside
her.

"How ishedoing?' Aubrey asked.
She shook her head. "He's breathing, heis, but | can't tell much else.”

Aubrey nodded and touched his hands to the boy's skull, throat and chest. He was not one of those
magicians with an inborn talent for medicine, but he knew the basic healing skills; they were among the
first that Cyril had taught him. Healing is merely amatter of making whole, Cyril had said; both illnessand
injury disrupt the perfect and complementary circuits of the body. Find the failed synapse, the broken



vessd, the obscured and cloudy patch of fever; remove or repair. Aubrey'sfingers, skating over the
permeable surface of the skin, detected the surge of blood through the resilient tissues and over the
recalcitrant bones. He cleared some dight debris from the deeping brain, reknit an artery that had split its
seams, and made sure there was room enough for air in the lungs. Kendal sighed and stirred, curling up
ingtinctively toward his mother.

"L ooks like there's nothing much wrong with him," Aubrey said, coming to hisfeet. "I'm sure hélll be
better by this afternoon.”

"Thankee, sir," the woman said. She leaned closer to her son. "Kennig, darling, can ye hear me? Ah,
that's my boy, | like to see those big eyes—"

Aubrey turned and stepped back toward Orion—and
found the tavernkeeper's daughter beside him. "He will be dl right, won't he?' she asked.

"] think 0. Hewasn't hurt badly." Aubrey glanced at Orion, who watched him fixedly, then turned to
face the young woman. "But | thank you for speaking up when you did. Those men werein amood to
lynchmy friend."

She shrugged. "Folks here don't care much for the people the wizard keeps at hishouse,” she said. "They
don't care much for the wizard either." She smiled quickly. "But you don't tell a sorcerer you don't like
him, or it may be thelast thing you ever say."

Aubrey smiled back, liking her more and more. "Theresno harm in Glyrenden,” he said. "Or his servants.
Or hiswife. | admit they're strange—or at least, the servants are. But | don't think Orion would have
attacked anyone without provocation. He's more afraid of other people than they are of him."

"W, there's gpt to be trouble if you send him to town again,” shesaid. "I wouldn't let him come aone.®

Aubrey laughed. "1've been escorting one or the other to town the past few times we've been to market,”
he said, "and there's been trouble each time. Maybeit's me, and not them.”

She flashed her pretty smilea him. "Try coming alone next time and see,” she suggested.
"I might," hesaid.
"And then stop by my pasplace, and I'll give you an ale. And maybe a bit of lunch.”

Hegrinned a her. "Now, didn't you tell me you had some nice young fellow picked out to keep you
company?"

Shetossed her hair back. "All | was offering wasamed," she said, but shewas smiling. "A girl can talk
to aman or two before she settles down and marries.”

"Agreed then." Aubrev said, smiling back. "Next time | come, if | come done, I'll stop by fbr some of
your father's home-brewed de."

She looked asif shewould say something more, but just then someone called out to her. wav'ing from
acn)ssthe road. Aubrey thus learned her name, which was Veryl. "I've got to be going dlong,” she said.
"Don't forget now." She gave him that rogue's srile again and left him. running daintily through the heavy
dust of the road.

Aubrey watched her go, asmilelingering on his mouth. He was startled to fed atouch on hiselbow, and



swung around quickly to find Orion had climbed down to stand beside him.
"Go now." the bisman inssted. "Go now. Home. Now."
Aubrey turned his hands up, empty. "I dropped the fruit," he said. "L et's get another bag; then well go.”

"Go novt," Orion repeated. He hesitated, searching for aword; his dark eyes were pleading and doglike.
"Please" hesaid.

Aubrey sghed, but hewas not in the mood to be heartless. "All right," he said. "Let'sjust go home. Well
get more fruit some other day."

Thistime, asthey walked along the forest road, Orion seemed much lessinterested in his surroundings.
He plodded beside Aubrey with his head down and his sacks clutched to his chest, saying almost
nothing. Once in awhile helooked up, tracking some sound or scent that Aubrey did not catch, but then
he sghed and looked down at the road again. Aubrey found himsalf wondering how many timesin the
past, forced to go alone to market, Orion had been ridiculed and persecuted. Did Glyrenden know?
How would he respond if

he did know? Aubrey decided, without examining his motives closdy, that he would not be the oneto tell
him.

But the next time they needed groceries, he would go to town aone. And then quite possibly he might
stop at the tavern for lunch; it sounded like a pleasant diversion, and aman, after al, must eat. And it
would be no bad thing, he thought, for him to flirt with another woman, one who was pretty and lively
and blond. He had grown so accustomed to Lilith and Arachne that he was forgetting what ordinary
women wef e like—he was forgetting, even, that they were the strange ones, yes, even Lilith, with whom
he found it o easy to spend the greatest portion of his days. She was strange, and she was married, and
it would do him good to go to town aone now and then. Perhaps he would not even wait until the next
time supplieswerelow.

When Glyrenden came home two days later, he wasfilled with ady dation. Everyone noticed it, but no
onetroubled to ask what made him so happy. Not until dinner was over did he volunteer his news, lifting
hiswineglass high asif to toast sSomeone not present.

"Lilith, my love" he said. "Guess where you will be spending the harvest holidays?'
Shelooked over at him with perfect indifference. "Here, | suppose.”
"Indeed, no. You and | have been invited to be guests at L ord Rochester's home. For the week."

Lilith merely nodded and turned her eyes back to her empty plate. Aubrey admitted to afeling of
surprise and reluctant admiration. Lord Rochester was the richest noblein the county, the king's cousin,
andahighly in-

flr-rentid rnan. Clyrenden. who had Lilked of the nobleman often, had long coveted hisfavor.
"What do the celebrations entail 7" Aubr-ey asked.

Glyrenden turned hisfever-bright eyes on his gpprentice. "Ah. the usud. Hunting, feasts. bals. musica
competitions ™

"I had not redlized Lord Rochester was areligious man,” Aubrey said, for in the kingdorn where he had
been born, only the peasants and devout women celebrated the harvest holidays. There, as here, they



were observed at the very end of summer, to thank the gods tor a good growing season and to ensure a
bountiful harvest to come.

Glyrenden laughed. "Heisnot. Far from it. We are pagans here, or mostly. Faren Rochester certainly is.
In the eastern kingdoms, the harvest is not asacred time, but rather afestive one. | think you will enjoy
yoursdf."

"Am | to go with you, then?"

"But of course! Y ou are my apprentice, are you not? 'Y ou must learn how to comport yourself at the
house of anoble—for, believe me, when | am done with you, you will be sought after by the wealthiest
men on the continent.”

Smiling, Aubrey replied, "Wdl, when | was with Cyril, | wasin apaace or two. | did not behave soill
then."

"Old Cyril," said Glyrenden with astrange inflection, "would never take you to some of the placesyou
could vist withme."

Aubrey was unsure of what reply to maketo that. "Well, he never took meto Lord Rochester's,” wasdl
he could think of, but it was good enough; Glyrenden smiled.

"When do weleave?' Lilith asked. Shewas still looking at her plate.

"A week from today. We had best begin packing soon.”

Shelifted her eyes. "I have nothing fine enough to wear to thelord's bals and dinners.”

"My love, my angel, you could appear in rags and you would put dl the other women to shame.”
She shrugged and returned her gaze to the table.

"But asit happens,” her husband continued, "1 have anticipated your distress.” In an asdeto Aubrey, he
added, ""Women do so fret over their gowns and their fal-lals." Aubrey thought he had never met a
woman who cared lessfor her appearance than Lilith; but he did not say so.

Thewizard went on. "I ordered seven gowns made for you when | was passing through town. They will
be ddliveredin four days. Y ou will be clothed magnificently." And he sat back in hischair with an air of
triumph, asif waiting to be congratulated.

Lilith looked over at him expressionlesdy. "Y ou ordered seven gownsfor me?"
"l did
"What if | do not like them?'

Glyrenden laughed merrily, asif she had said something amusing beyond reason. "Have | ever given you
anything you did not like, my precious?"

She seemed to consder. "Onething,” shesaid at las.

Heraised hiswineglass again, thistimein tribute to her. "And in time you shal cometo vaue even that,
my dear. Eventhat."

Aubrey had no ideawhat they were talking about, but it seemed an oddly intimate conversation for



married people to conduct in the presence of aguest. He stood

up hatily and excused himsdlf. Cl,v-renden. gtilt watrlhing hiswife, merdly waved acardesshand in his
direction; but Lilith looked over at Aubrey with an expression so heavy and so unfathomable that for a
moment it stilled him where he sood. Then he muttered something inarticulate and left the room.

Four days later the gowns were ddlivered while Lroth Glyrenden and Aubrey were out of the house.
Aubrey returned firgt, to find the dressmaker's box gitting in the front hall, still corded with the carter's
ropes. He went back to the kitchen to find Lilith Sittins at the table. doing nothing.

"Why, don't you know that your gowns are here?' he exclamed, laughing at her. "Aren't you excited?
Aren't you curious? Don't you want to see what your husband ordered for you?"

Shelooked up a him camly. "All right," she said. "Well haveto get aknifeto cut the ropes.”

"Then get aknife!" he said gaily. Arachne, muttering under her bresth, pushed him aside when he reached
for the cutlery, and dug through the tray hersdlf. The knife she handed him was dull from much usage and
no whetting, but it would do, Aubrey supposed, to cut arope. "My thanks," he said with somewhat ironic
couftesy, and waited for Lilith to precede him down the hall.

Lilith'sgray dress swept up threeinches of dust as she strolled to the front entry way; Aubrey's boots
sank into it up to hisankles. "fan't there aclean room anywhere in the house?' he demanded asthey
reached the trunk. "Y ou can't look at your new dresses here in the hallway. They'll be filthy before you've
evenworn them.”

I
"We can take the box to my room," she said. "It's clean enough there."

Aubrey bent to test his strength againgt the weight of the trunk, cautioudly lifting it by two of the crossed
ropes. "Isit too heavy?' Lilith asked.

Aubrey grunted and siwung it to his shoulder. "Not quite," he said, managing to smileat her. "Lead on."

The bedroom was upstairs, and the uneven surface of the stairway treads gave him alittle trouble. The
trunk itsdlf was not heavy so much as cumbersome; he banged it againgt thewall, and then againgt his
throat, more than once in the ascent, so that he was panting alittle when they finaly gained the upper
gory.

"Thisw&!," shesad, and led him down the hdlway.

Aubrey had never been in the bedroom Lilith shared with Glyrenden, and once he set the box down, he
looked around with frank interest. It was an odd-shaped room, with five walls, and ahigh celling that
stooped to alow point over an arched window. Therewas very little furnitu—abed covered with a
burgundy velvet quilt, awashstand, afrayed chair, and alarge oak ar-moire. An open window admitted
cool ar but very littlelight, asit was practically covered with athick interweave of ivy. Infact, the vines
had curled over the win-dowsll| and crept into the room itself, snaking aong the imperfect seams of the
bricksto the place where the wide bed was pushed against thewall. A few tendrils had even dared to
twine across the headboard and wrap around the pinesppl e-shaped ornamentation of the four-poster
frame.

"Look at that!" Aubrey said. "I've never seen ivy comeinsde ahouse before.”

"That'sthe sde of the bed where | deep,” Lilith replied.



Aubrey went eloser to investigate. Thetight green vines seemed tough and sentient under his hand.
"Aren't you afraid of waking up inthe middle of the night to find yoursdlf being strangled?' he asked. only
haf-jesting.

Her sudden smile gleamed and vanished. "Glyrenden is," she said.

"l wonder why heletstheivy grow into the room, then.”

"He doesn't. He cutsit back al thetime. But it kegps growing.”

"Do you want meto cut it back for you now? 1 don't think Glyrenden will be hometill after nightfall.”

She had comeio stand beside him and her hand rested, briefly, on one of the flat, heart-shaped leaves.
"No," shesad. "l likeit."

A moment they stood so, Side by side; then Aubrey turned away. "So!" he said, hisvoice sounding alittle
too hearty. "L et's see what your husband has bought you."

He kndlt beside the trunk and cut its cords, then stood asideto let Lilith have the pleasure of seeing what
giftslay insde. She hesitated a moment, then bent, and with asingle quick motion lifted the heavy black
lid.

Glyrenden had indeed done well by hiswife. One after the other, Lilith pulled out the tlsssulss—gowns of
green sk, of red taffeta, of black velvet. He had bought her fringed scarves and lace gloves and ddlicate
satin dippers beaded with pearls. And more— enameled combsfor her hair. silver braceletsfor her
wrigt, bottles of perfume and boxes of cosmetics. One by one, Lilith laid these items on the burgundy
coverlet, and when she was done she stood back and stared at them.

Shedid not look at al like awoman ddlighted at her husband's generosity. She looked morelike a
woman who had been offered two poisoned cups, and had resigned hersdlf to drinking one of them, and
now was trying to decide which would be the least terrible.

Aubrey picked up the gown he liked best, the one of emerald silk, cut with adeep V-neckline and
narrow three-quarter deeves. "Thisispretty,” he said. "Don't you think so?

"Very nice" shesad.

"Of courseyou havent tried them on yet," he said. He felt that he wastalking just to fill the space, that
one of them should be talking; one of them should be pleased. ™Y ou don't know if they will fit."

"They will fit," shesad.
"How can you be so sure?’
"Because Glyrenden purchased them for me, and he knows how | am made.”

It was such an odd answer—and yet so typical of her—that Aubrey could not any longer pretend he
sensed nothing wrong.

"Lilith, why don't you want to go to Lord Rochester's festival ? | would think you'd be happy to go. You
never get away from here, and you should—you should be around other people, enjoying yoursalf,
making friends—"

"I enjoy mysdf most when | am not around other people,” she said coolly.



"| think you'rejust afraid of people,” he said.
Shelooked a him. "Do you?'

"Yes, you are afraid they will be hostile or sarcastic. Many people are afraid of others, you know. You
just have to be nice to them first, and most people are very willing to be friends."

"That has nct been my experience," shesaid dryly.

"But you are not very welcoming, asarule” hesaid in alittle rush. "1 mean, you do not seem interested in
w-hat others have to say, or—or to be interested in their lives at al. It puts others off. If people have
been unkind to you in the past, perhapsit is because you have not been warm to them to begin with."

"Warm," sherepested. "No, | would not describe mysdlf s0."
"And at Lord Rochester'5—"

"At Lord Rochester's, there will be a hundred strange people, and | will bethe strangest,” she
interrupted, with a curious passion very unlike her. "'l will be gazed a askance. | will betaked of in the
halways. | will be more donetherethan| am here. Y ou will see”

"Youwont beadone" Aubrey said. "Y our husSilpd—"
"My husband will be currying favor with Faren Rochester and hisfriends.”
"Well, | will bethere. Glyrenden said so. | will stand by you."

Again shelooked at him, that measuring, considering look that he found so disconcerting and so
compdling. "Will you?' shesaid.

"Of course! | will fetch drinks for you and fan you when you're hot and dance with you, if you'll let me.
Do you dance?'

"Glyrenden taught me once,” she said. "I can't remember why, because he never took me any place
where | might dance again.”

Aubrey had amomentary sense of blinding insight: Wasthis her trouble after al? She was resentful that
her husband kept her immured at thislonely fortress, awvay from al other eyes, forgetting the small socia
ills

that made strangers acceptable to each other. It was not that she was displeased with the invitation, the
opportunity and the new clothes—asit might appear—but that she was angry these things had not come
her way sooner.

"Come" hesad, amiling, "tell mewhich of these new gownsyou love the best.”

A quick frown swept across her face; she watched him briefly, asif surprised, asif he had somehow
misunderstood her and she was disgppointed. Then her face cleared to its usua serene mask, and she
turned her attention to the items on the bed.

"I don't love any of them," shesaid.
"Wdl, which onedo you like the best?"

She shrugged; now, he thought, she was being ddliberately petulant. "They are dl the sameto me. | like



the one I'm wearing just aswdll.”
"The oneyou're wearing!" he repeated. "Y our old gray gown that you wear every day!"
"It'scomfortable and I'm used to it."

He shook hishead. "I don't understand you," he said, but he amiled, asif hewereteasing her. "Any other
woman whose husband had brought her such thingswould be thrilled. Any other woman | knsiry—"

"f am not like other women," she said sharply. "I do not like the thingsthey like or fed the thingsthey fed!.
Andit isbetter so. | do not want to be like them. | do not want to turn into one of them."

Aubrey stared at her. He wasincapable of replying. She gazed back at him and he was shocked at the
primitive fury in her eyes. He did not know what he had said to dlicit such a bitter response; he could not
guess what things must have happened to her to make her say such

athing, He wanted to gpologize, but he didn't know what to say. He lifted both his handsin a speechless
gesture of remorse. then turned and left her done in the room.

Fiue

Thnpe days | ater, they lefr for Fenenl Rochesrer's home. They were on the road two days and had
trouble nearly every mile of the way.

The problem revolved primarily around the horses. Glyrenden choseto ride, as he usualy did, but
Aubrey and Lilith followed behind in ahired coach. Aubrey could ride, though not well, snce hisincome
had rarely been large enough to dlow him theluxury of owning and maintaining ahorse; and Lilith could
not ride at dl. So they sat in the coach, dong with their bundles and baggage, and watched the
countryside dowly unfold.

Glyrenden’'s mount was a big, muscular stalion, black and nervous, with avolatile combination of power,
gpeed and temper. Whenever there was a strange noise, afdlen branch, an eruption of quail from cover
or the sound of an oncoming rider, the stalion reared back in darm, striking at the air with hisironshod
hooves. Glyrenden's merciless hand would bring him down again, and the black would invariably plunge
forward, racing ahead asif to outrun some unimaginable equine horror. The gdlion's distress was duly
communicated to the coach horses, who would strain againgt their harness and grow entangled or
unmanageable. They changed teams three times on the road during the first day of their

journey, and each ,set of hired animals reacted with the same panic and unease when Glyrenden and his
wild beast galloped past.

"f can'l believe[his" Aubrey murmured the third or fourth time they wereforced to cometo ahdlt
because the horses touled their lines. "Why does he keep the brute? That horse will kill him if he's not
caeful.”

"Animasdon't carelbr Clyrenden,” Lilith replied. "This horseisn't as bad as some others.”

Auitrrey glanced over at her, but she waslooking out the window and did not meet his eyes. They were
passing through the westernmost edges of the forest near the wizard's home, and there was nothing to see
but the endless line of interchangeable trees. Aubrey thought she was till angry at him for something he
had said, or not said, or failed to understand when they examined the gowns of Glyrenden's choosing; but
he could not very well ask her what. And yet she seemed relaxed, her pahns open on her lap and her
head resting against the scuffed upholstery of the seat. He turned his head to u,atch the identical view out
his own window. and dowly the miles passed.



At nightfal, they stopped ar asmal inn. Glyrenden virtudly had to wrestle hisbig black to astanddtill in
the courtyard, while three ostlers stood in atense circle, ready to leap forward and help. Theingant the
sorcerer was out of the saddle, the horse calmed; one of the young stableboysled it away with no trouble
whatsoever.

The hired coachman was less sanguine. He had barely thrown hisreinsto agroom when he jumped from
the box and strode over to confront the wizard. 'That'll be asfar as| go on thisroad with you, sirrah,” he
cried. Hewas small and feisty, aworkingman proud of hisskillsand his sdlf-reliance. "Never seen such a
man for roust-

ing up the cattle! Onelook at you and they dl turn white-eye edgy! That'sit, no further. Y ou'll haveto
find another gig to take you on tomorrow."

Glyrenden'sface grew cold. "I paid you in advance for two days travel there and two days back,” he
sadicily. "Youwill tekeuswhere| say."

The coachman spit expressively. "That for your money,” he said. "Y ou couldn't give me enough gold to
ride alongside you another day."

"Andyet | think | could," Glyrenden murnured, the tenor of hisvoice changing. He stared unwinkingly a
the hired man, who glared back in defiance. Eyesfixed on the coachman, the wizard seemed to settle, to
gather darkness around him; his black eyeswere drained of dl light and his pale facelost itsfaint color.
The driver shifted on hisfeet but refused to look away. Glyrenden held the gaze another minute, another.
Thedriver did not move again. Aubrey and Lilith sat wordlesdy in the coach.

"Another twenty crowns should keep you happy, don't you think?' Glyrenden said at last, in a pleasant
conversationa voice. "Ten now, ten when we complete our journey.”

"Twenty crowns,” the man repested, his own voice oddly flat. " Should keep me happy.”

"Very good,” Glyrenden said, and handed over aroll of gold coins. "WEell expect you to be ready for us
inthemorning. Quite early.”

"I'll beready inthemorning,” wasthe dutiful reply. "Early."

Glyrenden nodded and strolled over to open the carriage door. "My dear," he said, helping Lilith aight.
"Let us break our journey herefor the night. Ah, Aubrey. And how have you enjoyed the trip so far?"

"Aswedl as might be expected," Aubrey said. answering in some confusion. He had turned to watch the
coachman scuffle off in an obvious daze. " Sir, what did you—that man, he changed hisrnind so
suddenly—"

Glyrenden laughed lightly and pulled Lilith's vaise|-rom the roof of the coach. "Just my persuasive
powers," he said. "Nothing to worry about. Y ou must be hungry. Let'sgo insde and eat.”

Aubrey dept deeply that night, waking bewildered to the unfamiliar sunshine. He could scarcely
remember the last time this had awakened him, although surely there had been plenty of sunlit dayssince
he had begun deeping at Glyrenden's dark and silent fortress. He hurriedly washed and dressed, not
wanting to be letl behind by an impatient master.

The journey resumed, and passed, much asit had the day before. By nightfal, Aubrey was heartily sick
of the interminable forested highway, the ceasaless rocking of the coach, and the stern unapproachability
of hiscompanion. The few times hetried to make conversation with her, Lilith was monosyllabic or, a
times, slent. Aubrey eventudly gave up.



Then they turned from the highway to a country road, and from that to a private drive, and Aubrey forgot
Lilithfor amoment. The paatia Rochester estate was visble from haf amile awvay, and it was
meagnificent.

The main body of the house was four stories high, built of acool gray marble that, under the moonlight,
appeared to be burnished smooth. Turrets rose from the four compass points of the roof; flags flew from
each smdl tower, whipping briskly in the breeze. Every window facing the drive was ablaze with
candlelight; the massive front doors, thrown open to admit new arrivals,

spilled yellow lamplight twenty yards down the manicured lawn. Even from this distance, afaint hum of
music and laughter drifted out; shadows and colorsthrew patterns againgt the sheer curtainsin dmost
every room. The harvest holiday celebrations, it would appear, were aready under way.

"Light, music and gaiety,” Aubrey sad, forgetting that Lilith was not spesking to him. "Don't they lift your
heart?'

She actudly looked over at him, athough her face was hard to seein the dark. "Y ou are glad to be here,"
shesad.

"l am," he admitted. "I've dways been a sociable man. | forget how much I've missed the companionship
of others.”

"Y ou have been with ustoo long," she said. "We are not much company.”
"That's not what | meant," he said swiftly.

"Nonethdless, it istrue. Perhgpsit istimeyou left us.

"No," he said, without pausing to think about it. "1 couldn't leave yet.”
"Y ou 4till have so much to learn about Glyrenden?”

"From Glyrenden," he corrected.

"Nothing worth learning,” she said.

°Y ou know nothing about it," heretorted, smiling alittle.

"Morethan you think," shesaid.

"l am not ready to leave yet," he said again.

She gestured at the Rochester mansion, so close now they could not see the turrets or the upper stories
from the coach. "Even when you see a place like this and you remember?”

"Remember what?"
"What other people are like. People who are not— strange. like we are. Ordinary men and women."

He had never heard her talk thisway. Until the day they had quarreled over her new gowns, he had not
thought she redlized how diffbrent she was fronr other women. ™Y ou spesk asil' you want neto leave,”
hesad.



"It might be better if yoLr did." she sad.

"Better?" he echoed. He was by now totaly bewildered, and any minute the coar:h would cometo a hat
and Glyrenden would open their door. ™Y ou mean, better for you? For Glyrenden'J’

"For you,' she said. "For Glyrenden, it makes no difference.”

"And for you?"' he asked, greatly daring, because he heard the driver call out asoft "Whoal" to the
horses. "Doesit matter to you if | Stay or go?"

She .watched him for what seemed along time; he could just make out her face in the glow of the lorches
being carried from the house. "Why should it matter?' she asked &t last.

He was conscious of a sharp stab of disappointment; he thought he made a sound of protest, but it was
merely the whine of the unoiled door being wrenched back by Clyrenden's eager hands. "My lovel We
have arrived! No, forget your things, one of these pretty boyswill carry in your bags and parcels. We are
just intimefor dinner, the man tells me, so come quickly! Out you go!"

Her husband had taken both her wristsin his hands. and Aubrey could seethat, in his excitement,
Glyrenden had unconscioudy gripped her much too tightly. She gill had not turned her eyesfrom Aubrey;
she did not seem to be aware that someone el se was speaking to her, or even touching her.

"But it does," she said, and dlowed Glyrenden to pull her from the coach.

Much of that first evening passed for Aubrey inablur. They were, infact, in timefor dinner, but bardly.
Everyone e se was seated and through the first two courses when the three of them took their chairs at
thefar end of onetable. While he ate, Aubrey stared avidly around. Between the opulence of the room,
the magnificence of the guests, the richness of thefood, and the lushness of the music sdling infrom a
curtained acove, there was so much to see and hear and taste that he had trouble sorting out details. So
he ate and watched, and hoped no one looked at him and thought he behaved like an idiot.

After the med, the whole crowd of close to ahundred people adjourned to a huge room set up with
velvet-covered benches. Here the orchestra that had serenaded them during dinner-—or another
ensemble brought in especidly for this event—played lyricaly beautiful music for the next two hours.
Aubrey sat back on his seat cushion and listened, entranced. Cyril had taught him some appreciation of
the more civilized arts, taking Aubrey to professiona concerts whenever the chance arose, so he knew
enough about music to judge whether it was played well or poorly. This music was played with dl the
elementa dation heimagined would be attendant on the birth of asaint, and it enthralled him.

Not until the playerstook a brief rest did Aubrey remember that he was acquainted with anyone elsein
the audience, and he turned to look for his companions. Glyrenden was standing in the back of the room,
deep in conversation with saverd serious-looking gentlemen, but Lilith was Sitting right beside him.

"You liked that immensdy,” shesad.
He smiled a her scmewhat vasudv. "lt'sthat obvious?"
"Yestt

"Didn't you?" he asked impulsively, then wished he hadn't. Lilith never expressed enthusiasm tor
anythin_e. and he did not w-an[ her cool dispassion to destroy the lingering memory of the concert.

But she surprised him. "It was beautiful," she said. "It's odd, but music is something I've dways enjoyed.”



"Why would that be odd?" he asked, foolishly relieved.
She seemed to consder. "Because | have had no training init,” she said at last.

"Oh, neither have |. But that doesn't mean we can't have an appreciation for it. What do you think of
when you hear music like that?!

She consdered again. "That music?' she said dowly. "Whilethey played, | saw imagesin my mind. | saw
acaredess summer river, white with moonlight, racing through abirch grove and splashing againg its
banks. | saw theriver grow ill, and widen to alake, slver and silent, and inthe lake | saw the
reflections of every fruit tree ever planted in the kingdom. The trees were heavy with apples and pears
and pomegranates, and their leaves were fat and green, but the hour was midnight and none of their
colors could be seen. So they made silver shapes against the black sky and black shapes against the
slver lake, and when their images shook in the water, you could not tell if the [ake rippled or the trees
rugledinthewind.”

Aubrey felt like one of those treesfor amoment; he shivered, and did not know what moved him.
"Youreapoet,” hesad.

She gave him her brief smile. "1 liked themusic,” shesaid.

Before Aubrey could speak again, Glyrenden was upon them. Even in this setting, there was a brilliance
to him, an intengity that madeit hard to look away from him to other, lesser men. Hiswaxy cheekswere
fantly flushed; hiseyeswere asbright asafandtic's.

"My love, there are people here | would like you to mest," he said. "Our host, for one. Somehow we
dipped into the house this evening without greeting him. Aubrey, you too. Y ou must meet Faren
Rochester and hisfriends.”

Glyrenden led them to agroup of five men standing in the back of the hall. Thewizard, hiswife and
apprentice were dl dressed in their traveling clothes, afact which became more apparent to Aubrey the
closer they drew to their host, for Faren Rochester and his friends wore so much lace and velvet, they
would have been a homein the king's court.

"Lord Rochegter,” Glyrenden said, bowing to atal, solidly built man of middle years. "Let meintroduce
you to my wife, Lilith. And my apprentice, Aubrey. We are dl honored to be your guests.”

Faren Rochester took Lilith's hand and made a shalow bow. His hair wasfire-red and hiseyeswerea
metallic blue. Helooked to Aubrey like so much ice and cdculation thinly covered with avell of flesh.
"Madam,” he said. He dropped her hand and turned to give Aubrey the briefest nod. " Sir."

"And Lord Stephanis, Lord Maoran, Sir Cacebr&)," Glyrenden continued, indicating three of the
remaining men. Each of them repested L ord Rochester's performance, and, to Aubrey, looked much like
him.

Sharon Shinr:
"Lilith, m3i dear,” Glyrenden said, "thisis Sirrit. A sorcerer. He serves Lord Rochester.”

Thefifth man was decidedly diff-erent. Unlike Rochester and the other lords, who were dressed in Htitf.
well-cut velvets. hewas atired in aflowing black robe heavily embroidered with slver. He wore three
slver rings on one hand. asilver and onyx ring on the other. and a bracelet of gold around one wrist. His
hair was white. threaded till with ahint or two of black, and combed severely back from hishi_sh
forehead; it fell to his shouldersin soft tangles. He was agood twenty or thirty years older than Faren



Rochester, and every bit asintelligent, and Aubrey knew two things before the introduction was made.
Thiswas Faren Rochester's house magician, and Glyrenden did not like him.

If the tone of his voice had not been an insult, the wording certainly was. Rochester's cold blue eyes
gleamed, as he waited to see how Sirrit would respond to the dight.

The older wizard merely smiled faintly and offered hispam to Lilith. "Herés my hand, if you aren't
offended to takeit," he said, and Rochester laughed aoud.

"Themagiciansjoudt," hesaid ironicaly. "l must have been mad to bring more than one under my roof."
"What does aman need with rnultiple mages?' Glyrenden asked swetly.

Rochester shrugged. "Why does a sorcerer need multiple masters?' he responded. ™Y ou serve my cousin
the king, and you would tend to my wants, too."

Glyrenden's smile widened. "' have power and more to satisfy your needs and the king's needs and the
needs of many other men," he said.

"And yet, | have always been loath to share my treasures with many other men,” Rochester said.
"Mysdf aswell,” Glyrenden answered. "Lilith, my dear, you have not shaken good Sirrit's hand.”

Indeed, whether by accident or design, Lilith had positioned hersdf asfar from the sorcerer asthe small
circle of men would permit and turned her body so that she was sidewaysto him. Now, as Glyrenden
nudged her forward, Sirrit smilingly extended hishand again. Sowly, asif rluctantly, Lilith laid her palm
agang his

Aubrey had not stopped staring at Sirrit since he heard the name (it was aname Cyril had spoken often,
with some reverence), and so he was watching the wizard when Lilith touched him. An indescribable
expression crossed that lined face and was banished; for amoment, the man's hand crushed the woman's
thin onein afar from socia grip. And then Sinit released her and Lilith stepped back, and suddenly
everyone was talking about palitics.

But Aubrey noticed two more things: Lilith could not bring hersdlf to look at Sirrit, and Sirrit could not
force himself to look away from her. And thiswas so strange that it did not occur to Aubrey for two
more daysthat, in that strange interlude, Glyrenden had neglected to introduce him individudly to the old
wizard; athough perhapsit had not been entirely by accident.

SIX

The ngxr morning, Aueney joined enthusTagticaly into the entertainment planned for the day. For the
men, this meant a hunt through the fragrant green countryside; for the women, it meant awalking tour
through the estate's extensive gardens. The day was fine, Aubrey's borrowed horse was patient, and the
hunting was good, though Aubrey declined to take part in the actua kill. Nonethel ess, he enjoyed himself.
Hefound himself in the company of haf a dozen young men who were nearly hisage, and they conversed
amusingly and accepted him without a second thought. As he had told Lilith, he was a sociable man, and
he had missed such pleasantriesin the last couple of months.

They were back from the hunt just in time to change for dinner, which, this evening, wasfar more forma
than the night before. Aubrey wore his best clothes and used the barest hint of magic to make them
appear finer than they really were. Then he hurried down to the great dining hall to seek hisplace at one
of thelong tables.



Hefound himsalf between two women. One was old enough to be his mother, but dressed to the highest
standards of fashion; her face was made up and her hair was so elaborately coiffed that he imagined she
was afraid to turn her head very quickly for fear of didodging acurl.

Nonethel ess, she was charming in agosspy, knowledgeable way. She pointed out to him afew of the
notables at the table and filled him in on their latest scandal's and accomplishments.

His other dinner partner was young enough to be shy, and pretty enough to be flattering; whoever had
made up the tables had obvioudy thought he deserved to have attractive company. Her name, shetold
him, was Mirette. She was blond asfirdight and her eyes were a guileless brown. When he smiled at her,
she blushed and dropped her eyes, but he saw asmall answering smile teasing at the corner of her mouth.

"Y ou can't have been invited here on your own," he said. "Who have you comewith? A husband? A
brother? Parents?"

The smal smile grew. "Ob—ng my husband!" she exclamed, in abreathlessvoice. "I'm not—I have no
husband.”

"A family, then?"

She nodded. "Y es, my mother and father and my sgters.”
"sgters!" Aubrey repested. "There are more of you?”'
Shelaughed softly. "Two more.”

"And arethey as beautiful asyou?'

She laughed again, somewhat more breathlesdy. "How can you ask such athing! | think you would say
they arefar more beautiful .

"Thsn | had best cover my eyeswhen | meet them,” Aubrey said solemnly. "Mortal men are not meant to
endure such sghts.”

Thistime she giggled, and shot him aquick Sdeways|ook from under her fair brows. "Many mortal men
have looked at dl three of ustogether and not gone blind,” she said.

B
"How can that be?1 feal my eycsght failing even aswe spesk.”

It was lighthearted nonsense and she took it as such; she was not quite so unsophisticated as shefirst
appeared, Aubrey decided, but every bit as pretty. Once or twice he caught another young man at the
table eyeing him with a certain envy. One of his companions from the hunt actualy winked a him when
Aubrey glanced hisway, then spread both his handsin abrief parody of wingflight. Aubrey knew this
masculine signd from days past: "Hunt likethefacon,” it meant, and it was aways a sign of approbation.

Of course he could not claim Mirette's attention for the whole evening; the man on her other Sde wanted
achanceto flirt with her, and Aubrey too had another companion to entertain. It was late into the meal
when it occurred to him to look around for his other friendsto seeif they werefaring so well. Glyrenden
was not hard to spot: He sat at the head table, only two or three places removed from his host. It took
Aubrev sometimeto locate Lilith.

But once he saw her, his gaze stayed for along time; he felt momentarily disoriented, out of place. She



was wearing the green silk gown that he had liked so much, and she had taken some trouble with her
appearance. Her dark hair, braided into its cusomary smooth coronet, was pinned in place with gold
combs. Shewore the emerald collar Aubrey had made for her from a strand of pearls, and the jewels
glowed againg her white skin with astartling vividness. Her face had been delicately painted—ablush
smoothed onto the flat cheeks, a degp shadow applied under the high arch of the brows—and even from
adistance, Aubrey thought he caught the faintest patchouli scent of her perfume.

And she sat at the brightly lit table with ahundred people, and she watched her plate as she ate dmost
nothing; and men sat on either sde of her and across the table from her, and no one a al looked in her
direction. She seemed utterly alone, abandoned, alien and strange. She seemed to Sit in apool of
darkness so degp no one was willing to peer into its depths. Whether that darkness sprang from her or
was forced on her, Aubrey could not tell, but everyone el se at the table, conscioudy or not, seemed to
be aware of it, and to turn away.

Y et it seemed to him, as he watched her from twenty feet away, that she was more dramatic, more
glorious, more dive, and more beautiful than any other human being in the room. The angular face, the
heavy hair, the thin wrists, the pale skin, were asfamiliar to him as his own festures, his own body, but
they struck him now with an unbearable poignancy. He was pierced to the heart by her troubled
incandescence. It seemed impossible to him that no one else in the room noticed her, that no one else
dared a her with the same arrested fascination. He could not believe that she was not ringed with men
begging for aglance from her eyes or the lightest touch of her fingers. He watched her and hefdlt vertigo
surge through him. If he'd been obliged to at that moment, he could not have risen to hisfeet and crossed
the room. She was the shadowed center in agarish and over-bright universe; she drew him in with the
power of her darkness, and he could not look away.

"Aubrey," said asoft voicein hisear, and he started so violently, he dmost spilled hiswine. Thevoice
laughed, and he managed to turn his head and track down the source. The blond girl beside him spoke
hisname again.

"Aubrey. Aren't you going to speak to me again this evening? What have | done to offend you?"

He heard the words but it took him amoment to sort them out and even longer to respond. Thisgirl he
had adrnired just arnoment ago suddenly seemed to hirn shallow and formless, constructed of
meaningless bright pastels and breethy laughter. Againgt Lilith's darkness, she shonetoo metdlic; againgt
Lilith's stark beauty. she was asinsubstantial aswater.

Somehow he made it through the medl. If Mirette's continued light laughter was any gauge, his sudden
conversion was not noticeable, and indeed he struggled to keep up an appearance of gaiety. He wished
he had not been so successful, however, when the woman on hisleft turned to him as the meal ended.

"Tonight we have dancing,” she said. "Faren lovesto show off hisballroom. Y ou must excuse my
forwardness on the grounds that | am so much older than you, and tell me please if you would be willing
to lead me out for the first waltz?"

He had wanted to make hisway immediately to Lilith's side, but courtesy forbade him to refuse his dinner
partner. "1 would be delighted,” he said. ™Y ou anticipated my own request.”

Mirette could hear every word; therewas no help for it. "And you, most lovely lady,” he said, hoping he
disguised the effort it took to speak so lightly. "Would you honor me with the second dance?”

She gave him her pretty sdeways amile. "1 would. Thank you very much for saving me the trouble of



asking."

In arelaxed, disorderly fashion, the guestsrose to their feet and strolled to the ballroom, then stood
around

gossiping asthe orchestramembers worked together to find acommon pitch. Lilith somehow was on the
opposite side of the room, alone, her back resting against the painted marble wall. She stood absolutely
motionless, her eyes fixed on some point halfway across the ballroom floor. Her hands were behind her
back, asif she crushed them between the wall and her body to keep hersalf from reaching or gesturing.
Her face, tilted dightly downward, showed no expression that Aubrey could read. People brushed by her
and did not see her; no one spoketo her at dl.

Aubrey almost started across the room to her side, but just then the music began. His promised partner
took hisarm. "Ah, The Dance of the Naiads,' " she said, naming the piece for him. "It isone of my
favorites. | fed certain you are an excdlent dancer.”

In fact, he had only average sKills, but this woman was so good, his own deficiencies were unnoticegble.
Mirette, too, proved to be aflawless dancer, one who had moreover perfected the art of flirting with her
partner without missing a step. He hoped he did not disappoint her. He answered most of her sdlies
wholly at random, and paid compliments so pallid as to be worthless, or o extravagant asto be
completdy incredible Nonethel ess, when their dance ended, she honored him with asmile and adeep

curtsey.
"Perhaps later in the evening—?" she began, and paused ddlicatdly.

"I will livefor the hour,” Aubrey said, bowing Her hand was still gently clasping hiswhen three young
men elbowed each other out of the way to present themsalves to Mirette as possible partners, and
Aubrey escaped.

Lilith. WherewasLLilith?
When he saw her, he endured his second profound

shock of the night. She was dancing with her husband; his arms were twined tightly around her green
slk-covered waist, and her hands rested languidly upon histhin shoulders. Her face was turned into his
chest, but Glyrenden's expression was plain to read: exultant, possessive, enamored. Aubrey turned
away, sick with an unexpected emotion. He had, how odd, forgotten that Lilith had a husband, and that
her hushband loved her.

Nevertheless, there was no one e sein the crowd of one hundred with whom he cared to speak or
dance. Like Lilith befbre him, he found a convenient, empty stretch of wall and leaned hisback againgt it.
Misusing private magic in a public space, he spoke atiny spell of misdirection and turned adl eyes away
from him, so that he could waich the rest of the dancers undisturbed.

Although it seemed like an hour, Lilith's dance with her hushand lasted only afew more minutes, but
Glyrenden did not return her to anonymity when the music stopped. Greatly to Aubrey's surprise, they
were approached by atal, dark-haired young man who made a nervous bow to Glyrenden and asked
for the favor of adance with hiswife.

Glyrenden seemed amused, though of course Aubrey could not hear what he said. Aubrey vaguely
recaled meeting the young man earlier in the day—Roye Stephanis, that was his name. He wasthe third
son of apowerful lord, and considered an embarrassment to the family because he was of apoetic,
artigtic nature. Royel had not much enjoyed the hunt and had dropped far behind the field as the dogs



closedin on their prey. He had straight, fine hair and aflushed, excitable face; he was reed-thin and
awkward, but clearly well-bred. And his credentials were good enough for Glyrenden. The wiz-

ard carried Lilith'sunresisting hand to hislips, then transferred it to Roye's outstretched pam.

It was another waltz, even dower than the last. Royel, despite his other socid 1apses, knew how to
dance. He had taken Lilith in acareful and reverent hold, and he drew her with authority through the
intricate steps of thewaltz. Asbefore, Lilith kept her head down. Her hands on his shoul ders seemed
barely to touch him. Roye bent his head over hers and spoke in her eer—judging from hisface, words of
entreaty and cgjoling. For the most part, she did not appear to answer, or even to hear, except for one
time, when she responded with a quick, negative shake of her head. Royel was not discouraged; he
asked again, and thistime shemade noreply at al.

Aubrey, watching from his salf-imposed shadow, was consumed by gradations of fire. He hated
Glyrenden and he hated Royel with abitter, uncontrollable passion; he felt aprofound respect for Roye
for percelving and responding to the fey beauty buried in Lilith; he was aghast at himsdlf, furious and
frightened, amazed at the depth of feding and at the obtusenessthat had kept it hidden so long. And he
was seared by the sght of Lilith hersalf, so beautiful, so vulnerable, wrapped in another man'sarms.

Royel took two dances, though Lilith murmured a protest the second time, and Glyrenden took the next.
Aubrey determined to take the following one. He dispersed the fog he had drawn around himself, and
was ingantly accosted by the older woman who had sat beside him during dinner.

"Oh, hullo there," she said, smiling with genuine pleasure. "I didn't see you. Where did you come from?
"I've been right here" he said, attempting to smile back. "Are you enjoying yoursal P’

"Well, the dance | enjoyed most wasthe onewith you,” she said hopefully.

Aubrey forced himsalf to bow. "Then perhaps we can repeat the pleasant experience now," he said.

Of course she accepted, and they danced again. As soon asit was politely possible, Aubrey relinquished
her to another partner and turned his attention to finding Lilith.

There shewas, alone again, once more standing against awall. Had she had an ounce of magic in her, he
would have suspected her of drawing aveil of invisibility around hersdlf, for again shewasignored by the
people who stood closest to her. Even Royd, acrossthe hdl, obvioudy searching the room with his eyes,
seemed unableto find her. But no such spell blinded Aubrey's vison, and he pushed hisway through the
crowd to her side.

"Lilith," he said, and her eyes came up to his. He had expected to be as flustered as a schoolboy once he
finaly came face to face with her, but the opposite wastrue. Sight of those fathomless green eyes
steadied him, gave him back ameasure of rationdity, even gaiety. He found himsdlf smiling down at her,
wanting her to smileat himin return.

"You look so lovely," he continued. "1 think thisisthe finest of your new gowns."
"Glyrenden says so, too," shereplied.

"And your hair. And your face—you have made up your face, have you not?"
"Glyrenden painted it for me. He set the combsin my hair aswell.”

"Then he made you beautiful.”



Shedid smilethen, but sadly. "I believe that was hisintention.”

He knew the answer, but he asked anyway. "Are you enjoying yoursaf?"
"No." shesaid.

"That young man. Royel Stephanis. He seemed quite taken with you."
"Did he?'

"Y ou know he did. He danced with you endlesdy and whispered complimentsin your ear.”
"How do you know what he said to me?’

"| learned everything | needed to know by the expression on hisface.”
Shedid not reply.

"Didyou like him?' Aubrey perasted.

"Not particularly."

That was good news. "He seemslike afine young manto me," Aubrey said. "But you should not flirt with
him too much if you don't want to break his heart.”

"Heisapoet, and heisdrawn to theunusud,” shesaid. "I cannot helpit if I intrigue him."
"l am not apoet, and you intrigue me," Aubrey said, the words dipping out before he could stop them.
She gazed up a him. "But then, you are alittle uncommon yoursdlf,” she said.

It was the first time she had ever offered him an opinion about himsdlf, and he waited amoment to seeif
shewould say more. She didn't. So he said, "The wizard Sirrit is no poet, either, and you startled him.
Why did he stare at you so oddly last night? Do you know?"

She glanced away; it was hard to tell if anger or shame brushed afaint color into her cheeks. "Hethinks|
am grange," shesaid. "'l told you that most people would."

"And you seemed to be—wary of him," Aubrey con-

tinued. "Why? Have you met him before? Heard something to his discredit?’

Shereturned her eyesto hisface. "I am wary of wizardsin generd,” she said somewhat dryly.

He smiled again, coaxingly. "Y ou are not afraid of me, | hope," he said. " Say you do not distrust me.”

Briefly, asmile touched her lips, pleasing him beyond dl reason. 'Y ou are different,” she said. 'l dont
know why that should be s0."

"Living in the same house with aman makes him familiar, perhaps," Aubrey said casudly.

"Doesit?' shesad, wry again. "And are you familiar with any of usyet? Glyrenden, perhagps? Do you
know how hismind is patterned? Arachne, Orion—have you puzzled them out?"

"You?' he continued, softly. "Have | solved that mystery? No. | have to confess | have not.”



"It may take more time than you have," she said.
"l don't think s0," he said serioudy. "1 will not leave until | understand.”
"And onceyou do," shesad, "you will be gone by nightfall."

He did not know how to answer that, but fortunately he was provided with an easy change of subject
when the orchestra began anew number. "I have seen you dance aready with two partners,”" he said.
"Will you dance with me now?"

"If youwish," shesad.
"Vey much."
"Then| will."

Heled her to the dance floor and put hisarms around her. She waslight as an autumn breeze; she felt as
weightless as birchbark stripped from the tree. He could fedl the smooth fabric of her gown under his
hands but

there seemed to be no living form beneath the coal silk. He knew her fingertips rested on his shoulders
but he could not fed them there. He tightened his ,ums and the contours of her body became plainer, the
brittle bones prisoned in the soft, defensd ess flesh. She murmured a wordless protest, and he loosened
his hold, but not as much as he should have. He understood now why Glyrenden dwayslaid his handson
her with too much force; for al the power and strength of her persondity, there was nothing to her
physicaly. She seemed to be fashioned from the idea of awoman, and not to be awoman at dll.

"Isthis how you held the lady Mirette?' she asked him.

He was s0 surprised that he laughed aoud. He had not thought she had collected the names of his dance
partners. " The Mirettes of thisworld livefor daliance," hereplied. "It'svery possible that | hugged her a
little now and then.”

"I'm surprised she could draw abregth to flirt with you."
"But she could, very easily," hesaid. "Y ou, now. Y ou don't seemto breathe at dl."
"If you would not hold me so dese—"

"But | must,” he whispered, and tightened his embrace again. Thistime she did not remonstrate, and so
the dance continued; and Aubrey wished that the waltz would not cometo an end at al, but would be
played over and over again from the beginning, and that he could hold Lilith in hisarms until the whole
night fled by.

But it did end. She stepped back from him, and Glyrenden appeared from nowhere. Thewizard had no
glanceto sparefor Aubrey. Hisattention was al for hiswife.

"Ah, my dear," he said, taking her hand and drawing it through the crook of hisarm. "I have looked for
you for hours. Come st with me awhile and drink aglass of wine and tell me how you are enjoying Faren
Rochester's party.”

Obediently, she followed him from the dance floor, her fingers entwined with his. Neither of them looked
back at Aubrey, who watched them go, fedling the earth tremble benegth the solid floor of the fortress
and wondering that no one else in the room appeared dizzy or ill a ease.



Seven

Tgg nexr day, and the nexr, followed much the same pattern, though for Aubrey the world was changed.
During the day, the men separated to hunt or ride, while the women painted and gossiped and beautified
themsalves; in the evening, there were more genera entertainments. Aubrey did not know which time was
worse: the hours away from Lilith, or the hours with her in company. He did not know if it was more
unbearable to stand and talk to her, teasing her for a smile or some unguarded remark; or to watch her,
aone and friendless, surroundpd by strangers; or to watch her, turning away from the persistent
attentions of Royd Stephanis, or to watch her, encircled in her hushand's arms. Aubrey was happy only
when he was with her, but he knew the price of happiness such as that—the harvest gleaned from

another man'sfield—and he was afraid to be with her too often.

The fourth day of their stay at the Rochester house passed in much the same way. Likethe others, it was
asumptuous early auturnn day, golden and warm; Aubrey suspected Sinit of tampering just abit with the
wesgther The evening festivities were to include a process on through the woods lying on the east edge of
the

t
Rochester estate, al of the guests carrying candles and singing traditional holiday songs.

"A return to the smple peasant rituals, how quaint,” Aubrey overheard one man say to another asthey
stabled their horses after the afternoon ride. -.I had not thought Faren would foist off such unsophisticated
fareon hisguestsand cdl it entertainment.”

"Oh, haven't you been here before for one of Faren'sfestivals?' was the amused reply. "The ceremony is
quite effective. Y ou fed like you're walking through the ancient forests of thefirst creetion, having just
discovered the magic of fire, and you would swear every tree had eyes and was watching you."

Thefirst man laughed softly. "you've been talking to Sirrit again, haven't you?'
"Why do you say that?"

"Oh, he'sone of the primitive cultists—you know, one of those who believes everything isaive. Well,
you know, he says a dog has asoul and arock can fed and atreeisredly adryad. I've heard him go on
and on about these things.”

"Well, Sinit. He's alittle srange.”

The men drifted on and Aubrey heard no more of their conversation, but he wasintrigued. Since his
arriva here, he had had no conversation with the house magician, though he had meant to, if only to give
news of him to Cyril. So now, with time to waste before the next scheduled event, he | eft the stables and
went in search of hismentor'sfriend.

Hefound the old wizard in Faren Rochester'slibrary, reading anove. Sirrit was dressed as before, in
flowing black and dull silver, and he seemed wholly engrossed in his occupation.

"I'm disgppointed,” Aubrey said with alaugh. -.you

look so much the picture of the powerful sorcerer that | was sure you would bein your study mixing
potions, or at least perusing a spellbook.”

Sinit closed the nove with asmile, and indicated the chair beside him. Aubrey sat. "I have memorized all
the spdllsthere are to know, and so now | am freeto pursuetrivid pleasures,” the older man replied.



"Your nameis Aubrey, isit not?'Y our master did not trouble to introduce you, but somewherel
overheard your name."

"I have heard your name many places,” Aubrey said."But first from my former teacher, Cyril of
Southport.”

Sirrit'sbrowsrose; he looked very dightly impressed. "So! Y ou are one of Cyril's students. Then you
must elther be very good or very bad."

Aubrey laughed again. "Very good | can understand, but very bad?'
"If he sent you away from him because you could not learn.”

"No. Infact, | learned agreat ded from Cyril. He thought | would benefit from other teachers, however,
and sent meto Glyrenden.”

"That isjus alittle surprisng,” Sirrit said dryly.
IIWI,'y?I
"Cyril and Glyrenden were nevef'—Sirrit shrugged— "dlies.”

"Y ou do not haveto like aman to respect his abilities" Aubrey said camly. He was certainly learning that
for himsdf.

Sinit amiled. "Even so. Cyril isusudly more discriminating.”
"Y ou don't like Glyrenden, either,"” Aubrey said. "But you must admit he has awvesome power."
"That does not make melike him any better," Sirrit said.

Aubrey smiled and spread his hands. professiond ethics prevented him from inquiring too deeply into that
remark. " Glyrenden ismy master now, and | learn from him,” he said. "I cannot maign him to you."

"And | would not wish you to,” Sinit said gracioudy. "So, tell me, are you enjoying our festival ?*
"Very much. | wanted most especially to compliment you on the perfection of the weather.”
Sirrit smiled again. "Hasit been so obvious?'

"No, it has been magnificent. | understand we are to have aceremony of some sort tonight, but | am from
akingdom far from here. | do not know al your rituals.

Sinit settled back in hischair. "Well, thisis a ceremony not often observed here, either, but Faren has
developed an intense interest in some of the ancient customs of the country folk, and thisis one of them.
Back in more primitive days, people believed in the universal living soul. They worshipped the earth for
its bounty, the sun for its warmth, the corn and the wheet and the growing things. They betieved all
animas had souls, so when they killed deer or quail or rabhits, they praised the spirit of the animal which
had died to keep them dive. Their liveswere aconstant struggle to strike a balance with the other
crestures—entities—who shared their world. Everything was amazingly dive to them—trees, sones,
eagles, the stars and the moon. Each had its own identity, its own persondity, if you will, and they
accorded each entity the respect and cour, tesy they would accord afellow human being. More, infact,
when you consder that they feuded with each other on aregular basis," Sirrit concluded with asmile.

Aubrey wasfascinated. "And so this ceremony tonight—"



"Oh, well, it'shighly corrupted. A thousand years

ago, it would be a celebration to ensure a bountiful harvest—there would be prayers, songs of praise, an
offering of thefruitsof thefields. Although | have dwaysthought it srange,” Sirrit continued, turning
philosophicdl, "that a burnt offering was considered acceptable in any culture. Haven't you? That isto
say, if you are honoring the spirit of the wheat for being aliving thing, possessing intelligence and asoul,
why would you want to burn it? Wouldn't that just be another way of killing it? How would akilling
propitiate the wheat gods, assuming there were wheet gods?*

Aubrey taughed. "But the question isinvdid, isn't it? | mean, there are no whesat gods. Wheat has no soul.
Doesit?'

Sinit spread his hands. They were heavily veined and powerful; awizard's hands, used to magic.
"Wheat—I don't know. hobably not. But animals? Y es, absolutely. Rocks? My guess would be no. The
earth itsef? Sometimes | think yes, sometimes no. Trees? | am certain of it. The moon?[ del'l—"

"Trees?' Aubrey interrupted. "Animas, maybe—I might grant you that—but trees? Living spirits? Like
men—Iike thinking, bresthing creatures? That does not seem possibleto me."

Sirrit looked a him long and consideringly. Aubrey had the distinct impression that he was debating
whether or not to say something, which he decided againgt "Have you ever waked aone through the
forest? Haven't you felt surrounded by a presence much more ancient and much more informed than your
own? Have you ever wandered through an acre of redwoods— among trees so large you could not span
them, not you with your hands linked with the hands of four other men? Do you know how old some
treesare? Do you

know what cycles of human life they have watched, and outlived, and forgotten?

"Do you understand how they grow, with their roots drawing up the substance of the earth itself and their
limbs stretched almost to the sun? What is a tree made of—water and air and earth and thefire of the
sun? Those are the e emental components of the world, my friend. If atreeisnot aive, then men are not
dive, for we are nothing more than water and air.”

For amoment, Aubrey could not speak, and then he took in his breath on aquick laugh. "Almost, you
convinceme," hesaid.

"Believeit,” Sirrit said, and his eyes were the enigmatic, weighing eyes of aveteran magician. "Oneday, |
promise you, you will know | spesk the truth.”

Dinner was late that evening, and informa. All of Faren Rochester's guests had dressed in the fashionable
version of peasant clothes—leather breeches and vests for the men, smple skirts and blouses for the
women. Thefood suited the attire, plain and hearty; they all drank deinstead of wine, and laughed at the
novelty of themed.

When they were done esting, Faren Rochester led them to the hallway, where servants were lined up
waiting. One by one the guests took wax tapers from the hands of footmen, lit them in asmal brazier
burning near the doorway, and stepped out into the velvety dark. When all hundred were standing on the
flagged courtyard, candles cupped in their hands againgt any vagrant breeze, awoman began singing a
smple melody. One by onethe othersjoined in. It was not asong Aubrey recognized, though most of the
others seemed to know it. Therein the open air, under the huge arching bow! of

the black sky, the erratic tight of the candles seemed feebte and inconsequentia; the hundred voices
made athin, plaintive sound againg the overwhelming quiet of the night.



There are not enough of us, Aubrey thought suddenly, drawing his own candle closer to his chest and
wondering where Lilith wasin this crowd. There are not enough of us to beat back the darkness and
subdue the spirits of the otherworld. And athough he did not believe, as Sinit did, that the inanimate
world around him was dive with individua souls, ill hefdt suddenly smal and watched and at risk.

Continuing with anew song, the crowd dowly uncoiled from the courtyard and formed a processiona
down one of the flagged pathways that led toward the wooded sections of Rochester'sland. Aubrey, one
of thelast to fall into place, watched the parade unfold ahead of him, the single-file line of torcheswinding
through the twisting pathways of the forest, haf obliterated by tree trunks and low-lying branches. The
fireflickered; the hands holding the candles seemed disembodied; the singing voices floated back to him,
wistful and eerie asthe voices of the dead. He followed, caught up in abacklash of primitive
superdtition—enjoying the fedling, but alittle disturbed nonethel ess.

After the process on snaked through the woodland for half amile or more, Aubrey began to be aware of
agreet light glowing before them, defesting the dark. A bonfire, he guessed, and discovered he was right
as he came through the final weave of treesinto awide clearing. The other guests were bunched around
the fire, which was huge, asbig as one of the bedroomsin the Rochester mansion. They till clutched
thelr candles, dthough alittle lesstightly in the welcoming blaze of the
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firdight, and they were ftill Snging. The heat from the immense fire was suffocating. Aubrey felt it on his
face from three yards away, and stepped back.

The movement brought him up againgt another guest hovering far back in the shadows. He turned with an
easy word of apology, to find himsdf practicaly stepping on Lilith'stoes.

"Oh! Yourehere" he said foolishly, and just asfoolishly smiled. "I didn't see you before.”

She nodded and did not reply. He leaned closer, inspecting her face by thefitful fire. It was hard to tell,
for she rarely showed much expression, but her face seemed set and strained. The very posture of her
shoulders seemed unbearably tense. She carried no candle; she had wrapped her arms around her body
and appeared to shiver.

"Lilith," he said, concerned. "Are you cold? Come closer to thefire"
She shook her head violently. "No."

"But youre sheking—areyouill ?*

"No."

He could not help himself. He touched her cheekswith hisfingertipsto find them marble-cold. But he
remembered something from hisfirst full day a Glyren-den'shouse: Lilith did not care much for fire.
"Here," he said, dipping off hiscloak, which he had worn despite the warm night. When she did not take
it from him, he settled it over her shoulders. "Isthat better?

"Thank you," shesaid.

She had not looked at him al thistime; her eyes seemed fixed on the fire, and their expresson was
hopeless. "Perhaps | should take you back," he said, growing seriously darmed.

She shook her head again. " Glyrenden wanted me to come.”



"Perhaps he didn't know you wereill."

She spoke so softly, her reply wasinaudible. Aubrey thought she said, "He knew," but surely he heard
her wrong?

She continued to watch the bonfire and tremble. Aubrey moved behind her and put his arms around her,
adding thewarmth of his body to her insubstantial hest. She neither thanked him nor moved away, and so
they stood that way while the singersfinished one pretty carol and began another.

Soon there came the noise of booted feet thrashing through the undergrowth, and a party of house
servants broke into the clearing. They were carrying awholetree, one of thetall cedars that were so
plentiful in thisforest. By its smell and the raw look of its severed trunk, it had been cut only afew hours
ago. The partygoers parted with amunnur of approval as the servants came closer; the big tree would
burn half the night. Braving the extreme hest, the footmen positioned themsdaves on either sde of thefire,
the log hanging between them, and then they carefully lowered it into the waiting flames.

The shriek that rose instantly upon that act ssemed to come from thefireitsdf. It wasfull of such agony
and despair that dread swept the whole crowd; people drew back from the fire, clutching each other's

arms and staring fearfully about. A few women cried out. Severa of the men laid their hands upon their
weapon bdlts. Lilith sank to the ground in adead faint. Aubrey fell to hiskneesbeside her.

"What isit? Who screamed?’ Faren Rochester's words rose above the general hubbub.
r
"Thegpg—" came awoman's hesitant voice. and two or three other voices echoed her.

"Nonsense, the tree didn't scream,” Rochester said testily. "1t must have been an owl or some other night
cregture. Arewe al safe? Arewe dl recovered?

"Someone swooned," avoice said, and afew moments later Aubrey looked up to find Faren Rochester
standing over him. He had taken Lilith's head upon hislap and drawn his cloak moretightly about her. He
could not tdll if shewas gtill unconscious or merely too exhausted to open her eyes.

"What happened? Did shefdl?' thelord demanded.

"| think the scream—the noise—frightened her, and she tripped—or something,” Aubrey said,
improvising, and not too we{[. "Maybe she hit her head. ['m sure shelll befine.”

"I'll have some of the servants take her back to the house."

"No, I'll take her," Aubrey said, and roseto hisfeet with Lilith in hisiums. Faren Rochester eyed him
uncertainly for amoment, then nodded, and turned his attention back to his other guests.

"Everything'sfine, shejust fainted from the heat," the lord said, seeming, by the force of his persondity, to
shepherd the whole group back toward thefire. "Lady Calcebray, would you lead usin the next hymn?
And Lady Millson, will you hdp her—7?"

Aubrey heard the high, sweet strains of music lift behind him as he hurried down the unlit path back
toward the house. Lilith lay in hisarms aslightly asapile of brittle leaves; she had noweight at al. He
had no hand free to carry his candle, but he spoke an absentminded spell and called forth ablue
witchlight to illuminate the way. Enough of this nonsense, anyway—strange old rit-
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ualsin the forest, educated men and women parading around in peasant dress. What dumbering gods
was Faren Rochester trying to wake? What ancient magic did he hope to invoke? Aubrey increased the
strength of thewitchlight till the path before and behind him glittered under its sapphire glow. The exercise
of hisown skill gave him back a measure of security. This was the magic he understood; rhrs wasthe
way the world was meant to run. In his own powers he had belief. He did not want to meddie with the
fey, forgotten spirits of the earth.

Lilith did not tir in hisarms until he had carried her into the fortress and up to her room. Glyrenden was
nowhere in sght. He had not been at the bonfire, either, and Aubrey took a moment to wonder where he
was. Only amoment, though: As he placed Lilith on the white satin coverlet, she murmured once and
opened her eyes.

The roomwasdim, lit only by a branch of candles on the dresser at the far end of the room.
Nonetheless, he could see her face clearly enough. What color she normally possessed had returned; her
expression was as masklike as ever.

He bent over her ill, hishands resting lightly on her shoulders. "Are you better?' he asked. "1 brought
you back."

Her eyestraveled over the walls and across the celling, asif she wanted to ascertain for herself where she
was. "Thank you," she said. "Let me degp now."

"Do you need something? Water—wills—"
"No," shesaid. "Just let me deep.”

Heleaned closer, lifting one hand to brush the hair back from her eyes. "Lilith," he whispered, dthough
there was no one ésein the room to hear him, no onein the whole fortress. "Why did you sclEam?"
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But she turned away from him, hiding her facein the pillow. "Let me deep, Aubrey,” she said, her voice
muffled and far away. "And do not talk to me again about thisnight.”

Three days later, they left Faren Rochester's house and returned to their own. As before, they were two
days on the road, and the horses fought them the entire way; as before, Lilith scarcely spoke for the
whole, long weary ride. Everything was the same; only Aubrey had changed. He stared out hiswindow
at the rusty frieze of trees and wondered what he would do.

Eight

The wtznrd's housein the middle of the forest seemed smdller, dustier and more solitary than ever, once
they returned. Aubrey and Glyrenden spent the next few days in the teaching room, but the sessonswere
not productive. Aubrey could not concentrate on hislessons, and Glyrenden laughed at him.

"Y ou missyour new arigtocratic friends," he said. "We are too humble and dull for you."
"That'snot true," Aubrey said swiftly. "1 would far rather be here than at Faren Rochester's.”

S0 you say now, boy, so you say now." Thewizard was making up asmall pack of potions, for he was
preparing to leave again in the morning, and Aubrey watched him select and mix herba recipes. As
aways, Glyrenden was secretive about histask and his destination; Aubrey had learned not to ask. "The
day will come when you will find lords and ladies to be the only company you enjoy."



Aubrey smiled faintly. "1 don't think so. | don't come from ahighborn house.”

"But power isdrawn to power, and magic feeds on the nobility,” Glyrenden replied. The older wizard
gppeared amused. "Y ou will daly with the king's daughters yet."

"Do you redly think | will ever bethat good?" Aubrey asked.

Glyrenden smiled down at him, apeculiarly nasty smile. Y ou will be brilliant and powerful, or you will be
nothind," thewizard said. "1 see no middle ground for you."

Glyrenden was gone the next day, but Aubrey's spirits did not improve. He was so rarely depressed that
he was darmed by his symptoms; he did not know how to recover hislightheartedness. Even donein
Lilith's compily, he was not happy, though her presence was dl that made the house tolerable. Then
again, her presence was precisely what was making him so miserable.

"I think you are very bored these days,”" Lilith observed to him after he had moped around the house two
solid days. "Perhaps you should go hunting with Orion.”

"That does not sound especialy enjoyable,” Aubrey replied. "I'm sure he huntslike asavage.”
"Or go into town for avigt. We are low on supplies anyway."

Theidea had instant apped. "We are? It is market day, | believe.”

"I'll ask Arachne what she needs.”

Within afew minutes, he was on the road, pushing asmall three-whedled cart before him. His heart lifted
as he drew closer to town. Perhapsthat was all that was wrong with him—alack of company. He had
grown accustomed to agreeable society during his stay at Faren Rochester's, and he missed it now. He
was unused to being done—<r nearly done, with only two strange servantsto chaperone him while he
kept company with . Any man would fed restless and on edge under such circumstances. What he
needed was
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interaction with ordinary men and women, just the sort of people hewaslikely to find in thevillage.

Asaways on market day, the square was crowded with farmers come to sdll their produce and
townspeople shopping for household goods. Aubrey maneuvered his cart carefully through the throng,
gpologizing frequently for grazing someone's ankle or hip. Hetook histime about making purchases,
engaging each entrepreneur in alengthy debate about the merits of red apples over green, whiterice over
brown, ydllow potatoes over white.

"Wéll, for your pies—your pies, now, they're best made with green apples,” afat-cheeked old woman
told him. "They're alittle sour for esting, but you sugar them up right, bake them in acrust, and they're
just as sweset as molasses. Can you makeapie, Sir?'

17" Aubrey laughed. "Wdll, | never have made one. I'm not a stupid man, though. | suppose | could
make oneif | tried."

She smiled a him out of the smallest, bluest eyes he'd ever seen. "Oh, you've got awoman as cooks for
you," she said, nodding wisdly. "Wéll, that's the best way, ain't it? Having somebody to care for you."

"Having somebody to carefor,” hereturned lightly.



She leaned closer and motioned him to bend down. Aubrey brought his ear to her mouth. "Down therea
ways—seeit? The sdl with the black avning. Man thereis selling things you might want to look at.”

"What things?' Aubrey said.

"Sah! Not everyoneisto know. Pieces of gold, you know, rings and bracelets that aman might giveto a
lady. Y ou've got alady to givethem to?"

Aubrey thought of Lilith, reflexively; then, with deter-
r
mination, of the tavernkeeper's blond daughter. "Yes," he said.

"Then go take alook. They've got mighty pretty thingsthere." And she drew back and smiled at him; and
he straightened up and smiled back.

Of course, with her eyes on him, he had to wend hisway directly to the jeweler's stall. He had no real
intention of buying anything, but it couldn't hurt to look. He owed the old woman that much for telling him
the secret.

Onfirst ingpection, however, the jeweler's goods did not impress him. There were afew cheap pewter
rings set with cut glass, wax beads had been painted with an oily substance to give them the lustre of
pearls. For courtesy's sake, Aubrey poked at a necklace or two, but he shook his head when the dark
young man behind the counter asked if there was anything he particularly liked.

"I wastold—the fruit-sdler from down the way—she said you had some gold jewdry | might like,"
Aubrey said. "But I'm afraid | don't see anything here—"

"Ah, the gold pieces," the young man said quickly. He had an odd, indefinable accent; even Aubrey, who
had traveled some, could not placeit. "We keep them in back. Not everyone we meet can afford them."
The young man disappeared behind a heavy curtain, reappearing in afew moments with ablack velvet
tray in one hand. "Were you more interested in something like this?' he asked.

Aubrey's silent admiration was answer enough. He had learned enough about gold, in his studies of
shape-changing, to appreciate the quaity of theseitems. Thethick chainslay dmost languoroudy on the
black velvet, twisted here and there in voluptuous disarray. Aubrey picked gently through the bracelets
and braided rings
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and ankle chains, and finally rested hisfingers on a short gold necklace. It was wide and flat and sinuous;
it would lielike aband of light across awoman'sthroat. The clasp was studded with three diamonds set
inatriangular paitern.

" think thismay bethe onel cannat live without,” Aubrey said, holding it up till it caught the sunlight. "
warn you, though, that | am awizard of great Kill. If itspriceistoo high, | shal haveto turn you into a
monkey, and then you shdl look very slly trying to sall your gold.”

The young man grinned, unalarmed, but he did look interested. "Isthat right? A wizard? Well, now—but
perhaps you aren't willing to trade your taent for gold.”

Aubrey smiled and laid the necklace reluctantly aside. "I'vetraded it for less," he said cheerfully. "What
do you need done?'



The jewder looked, dl at once, much younger and much less sdf-assured. "It's my father. He usudly
comes with me when we journey to the markets, but he's been ill-—-oh, amonth or two. | hated to leave
him, but salesin the city are so dow these days. Wdll, you know how it is, Silver's become the only thing
the fashionable women will wear, and of course we haven't any connections a the silver mines. So we
come on the road, and we sdll the gaudy pieces to the peasant folk and the gold to the lords and ladies.
And | had to leave, but | hated to go, with him being sesg—"

"Isit apotion you need?' Aubrey intemrpted. "I can mix you one, if you know what hisscknessis.”

"Lung sickness,” the young man said. "He getsit every year. But—could you do something more? I've
heard that wizards can look into acup of water and call
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up visons. Could you do that? Could you tell me how heis, right now, today?"

"Well, not in acup of water,” Aubrey said. He glanced quickly around the array of costume jewelry
spread out at the front of the booth. He remembered an ugly pewter ring set with ahuge glass marble;
hardly an idedl scrying crystd, but for something thissmple, it would do. Aubrey picked up thering and
dipped it over the smalest finger on hisleft hand.

"Here," hesaid. "Let's see what we can discover."

Scrying wasthe first thing Aubrey had learned. Cyril was, by far, the best magician in the three kingdoms
at thisparticular skill, and Aubrey had found it an easy enough ritua to master. Now he questioned the
young man ("Where are you from?What is your father's name? Describe your houseto me") while he
passed his hand over the smooth surface of the glass. Soon enough, wavering colorsformed in the heart
of the globe and resolved themsalves into shapes. Aubrey studied the tiny, moving forms, then held his
hand out to the jeweler.

"Seefor yoursdlf," heinvited.

The young man, who had identified himsdlf as Benni Rosta, looked dubious amoment, and then leaned
forward to peer into the glass. He drew a sharp, quick breath. "That's my father!" he exclamed. "And
hs5— he's dtting up; he'stalking to someone. That must be— oh yes, that's my aunt there with him. She
must be caring for him while I'm gone." Benni looked radiantly over at Aubrey. "He’s better," he said.

Aubrey took off the ring. Instantly, the shadowy shapes melted and disappeared. "1t looks that way," he
sad. "You say he hasthislung trouble often?"

Benni nodded. "Every year it getsworse," he said.
TO

"The town doctors have given him drugs, but nothing seemsto help. Thisyear—thisisasbad as|'ve seen
it"

Aubrey nodded. "Do you have aflask of water you can spare?" he asked. " Something you won't need on
your journey?'

"l suppose | do. Surdly." Benni looked inquiring.

"I can lay an enchantment upon the water,” Aubrey explained. "Then your father can drink it, alittleat a
timewhen he growsill, and it will hedl hislungs. It should last him along time—he shouldn't have to drink



more than acupful once ayear to turn the sickness avay."
Benni was regilding him with astonished, disbelieving eyes. "Y ou can do that?" he breathed.
Aubrey smiled. "Yes," hesad, "if you havetheflask of water.”

What Benni gave him was atwo-gallon jug made of heavy clay and corked tight. "Very good,” Aubrey
sad, and unseded it. Heinserted hisfinger into the mouth of the jug, just dipping it into the water, and
slently recited the proper spell. Thisone, too, he had learned early; Cyril'sfavorite patron had been a
kindly old woman who suffered from troubled breathing, and Cyril had been at painsto keep her hedlthy.

Benni, however, looked dightly skeptical. "And thiswill redly hed him?' he asked. "This—adrink of this
water—"

"Itisnot an herba remedy such asthe doctors make," Aubrey admitted. "1t will look like water, and it
will taste like water. But it will ease him. | cannot proveit to you now, but you may beieve me."

"l saw hisfacein my glassring,” Benni sad. "l believeyou."
When they were finished with magic, they turned to
I

finance, haggling over the cost of the jewelry. Benni declared that Aubrey's services were worth the
entire price of the necklace, if not more; Aubrey indgsted on paying him afew coins, nonethel ess, because
he didn't fed he had worked hard enough to earn such afee. In the end, they parted happy, each of them
convinced he had gotten the better part of the deal, and Aubrey additionally buoyed by the gratification
of having done a service to another human being.

In this beneficent mood, he trundled his cart over to the tavern, parked it outside, spoke afew anti-theft
words over it, and entered the warm, dark room. He took a sest in a booth near the back, nodding at the
other patrons as he passed their tables. In avery few minutes, Veryl approached him, carrying atankard
of de.

"So! Thewizard's household needed supplies,” she said. "1 wondered if you might be stopping by one
day."

"It seemed better if | cameaone,” Aubrey said, smiling up a her. Y ou wereright.”
"Soit'slunch you want thistime?'

"Y ou told me you'd feed me. Don't you remember?”

Shelaughed a him. "'l remember. Will you have ham or beef?!

Both sounded suddenly good. At Glyrenden's, they ate mostly game—venison and rabbit and quall, the
meet that Orion brought in. "Ham, | think," said Aubrey. "And anything that might go withiit.”

She was back in five minutes, carrying two plates. When she set the second one down, she did into the
booth acrossfrom him.

"My lunch timetoo,” she sad. "It's hungry work."

They ate in companionable silence for afew moments, but Aubrey was marveling inwardly a how much
she consumed. Lilith took in virtualy no sustenance



from morning till night, and he had yet to see Arachne eat anything. He had forgotten that women had
appetites as hearfy asaman'’s.

"So what did you buy today?' she asked, when she was through with the greatest portion of her food.

He thought of the short gold chain, curled deepily initsred velvet bag. "Oh, the usud items" he said.
"Rice and sugar and potatoes.”

She shook her head. "Prices areterrible,” she said. "Farmerslost cropsin the drought, | know it, but they
think they can charge the townspeopl e absol utely anything they want. We grow our own crops afew
miles outside of town, and lucky for us! | don't think we could afford to keep our doors open if we had
to buy at market prices."

"I know very little about pricing vegetables" Aubrey said.

"Oh, we used to run agtdl in the market, back before my pahad thetavern,” Veryl said. "Mostly fruit
and corn, but then we started growing wheat when Pa bought up old man Russet'sfarm. | didn't work in
the fields— Pa hired boysto do that—but | sure worked at the market, | can tell you. Bright and early!
Setting up the awning, laying out thefruit. Don't let anybody tell you it isn't hard work.®

Aubrey would not have believed that she could talk so much. That anyone could talk so much. All he had
to do was munnur an assent now and then, or give abrief answer to a sudden, swift question, and she
was off again, chattering away. He kept an expression of interest on hisface, but he was wondering how
long hewould haveto St there listening to her. The exaggerated expressiveness of her face annoyed him,
too—she laughed, grimaced, scowled and raised her eyebrows with nearly every sen-
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tence, asif she were enacting a pantomime to underscore the sense of her words. Aubrey felt hisface
muscles grow weary as he kept hissmilein place,

"Not easy running around waiting on dl the men of the village, either,” shewas saying. "But at least it's
indoors, so rain or shine doesn't matter abit! At the market, we were there winter and summer, wet
wegther or cold. And let metell you, there were some cold, wet days | stood in the sl sdlling apples.”

"Veryl!" The cal came from the other sde of the room—aman'svoice, surely her father's. Veryl jumped
up and scooped her plate and glassinto her hands.

"Lookslikelunchisover," shesad, grinning down a Aubrey. "But it wasafun one, wasn't it?"
"Very pleasant,” Aubrey acknowledged. "I'm glad you could join me."

"Oh, | get an hour off now and then," shesaid airily.

"Veryl!" Her father's voice sounded more impatient.

"Next time," she said, and skipped back toward the kitchen, laughing as she went.

Aubrey quickly drained the last drops of ale from histankard, laid his money on the table and extricated

himself from the booth. Asfast as he could manage it without appearing to run, he was back outside and
once more on the forest road. He did not want to think about it, so he closed his mind to the implications
of the afternoon, but he knew at least one thing for certain: He might return to town again and again; he



might come for supplies or drop in for companionship; he might even spend another thirty minutes
listening to the tavernkeeper's daughter telling him the story of her life. But there was nothing here that
held any lasting gpped for him, nothing here he cared much about—nothing that could lure him from
Glyrenden's cold gray fortressfor more than
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an afternoon or make him forget itsinhabitants even for an hour.

That night a dinner, Aubrey gave the necklace to Lilith. Orion had dready finished his portion and
lumbered back to his corner to deep. Arachne was cleaning around them, clucking and hissing at the
mess they had made. Once, as Lilith reached out for her glass, Arachne's hand dammed down on the
table besdeit, causing Lilith to pause just amoment before she picked up her honeyed milk.

"A fly,'o Lilith said in unconcern as Aubrey looked over, surprised. "Arachne hates them.°n

Aubrey had thought of any number of waysto make this presentation to Lilith, but in the end, they dl
seemed foolish. | bought you this lovely gift because you yourself are so lovely... | think of you, |
dream of you, | want you to remember me—take this gift from my hands.... Hereached into his
pocket and pulled out the red velvet bag.

"Here," he said, handing it to her acrossthetable. "I bought you something in town.”

Incurious, shetook it from him and spilled the contentsinto her pam. The gold chain uncoiled and
preened in her hand. "A necklace," she said. "Why, thank you, Aubrey."

"l did aservicefor ajeweler at the market,” Aubrey said. "He gave me the necklace in return.”
"Shall | wear it now?'
"Ohyes"

She clasped it around her neck, having amoment of difficulty with the diamond-studded clasp. It lay
glittering and incongruous across the dull gray cotton of her high-necked gown. "How does that ook ?"
she asked.

"Very fine" Aubrey said. It did not; it looked ridiculous and out of place. Y et ill Aubrey fet anillicit
pleasurein giving thiswoman a beautiful gift. "I hope you wear it as often asyou like."

Shefingered the fine satin length of gold. "Glyrenden might wonder wherel got it," she said.

Aubrey laughed. "I'll tell him | was practicing my shape-changer's skills and that | madeit for you from a
length of gring.”

"Will he bdieveyou?'

"Y ou mean, isthat something | am capable of doing?"
"l suppose.”

"Certanly | can. Hetaught me how himsdif."

"Then thereis no reason he should not believe you.”



They did not talk about the necklace again that night, or ever, but Aubrey was pleased to seethat Lilith
wore it every day for aweek. One morning, she appeared at the breakfast table without it, and that
afternoon Glyrenden returned home. She did not wear it again for two more days, by which time her
husband was gone once again.

Vine

Aunney could not tdll if hewas glad or sorry when Glyrenden told them that he had only come home for
abrief two-day vist. Thedistrust Glyrenden had inspired in him so early had become a settled and
accepted thing, at least in hisown mind, and yet he still had great admiration for the older wizard's
powers—and an unquenchable desire to learn everything Glyrenden might be willing to teach him. Not
only that, hewasin lovewith , which madeit difficult for him when Glyrenden appeared at the breakfast
tablein the guise of ahushand. Y et Aubrey, clinging Htill to rationa thought, redlized it was no bad thing
for him to be reminded now and then that the woman had a husband—for she did have a husband—and
when Glyrenden was gone, Aubrey wasin danger of forgetting that fact.

So hewas able to summon up red dismay when Glyrenden said he would be returning very shortly to the
king's paace.

"So soon?' Aubrey questioned. "Y ou are rarely here these days.”

"And will be gone again and yet again in the next month or two, for events move rapidly at court,” the
mage replied. He was sorting through bags of crystas
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and looking up formulas in spellbooks; he seemed abstracted but not irritated by Aubrey's company.
"More shape-changing?' Aubrey asked.

Glyrenden looked over with asmile of excitement. "Not thistrip," hesaid. "Thisis one of thosetimes
when illuson stands mein better stead than dteration.”

"We have not practiced illusonssince | firgt arrived,” Aubrey said.
Glyrenden laughed. "Have we not? Then you must let me show you atrick or two."
Thewizard strode to the doorway. "Orion! Arachne! Come here amoment. | have need of you."

Aubrey's eyes widened, for generdly Glyrenden invited no oneinto his study except his apprentice. He
midiked the wizard's mood, so malicioudy eated, and wondered what was reglly going on up at theroya
couft. Not for the first time, he found himself feding a certain disgpprova of the king and his methods.

Orion and Arachne entered, the man behind the woman, neither of them looking pleased to be cdled.
Arachne cast furtive glances around the room, gauging its disorder and dust content; Orion dragged his
feet reluctantly across the flagged floor and kept his eyes on Glyrenden's face.

"Don't be 0 gpprehensive, nothing is going to happen to you," Glyrenden told the big man in achiding
voice. "Just stand there, both of you—just like that. Fine. Try not to moveif you can helpit. An
unattractive pair, aren't they?" the sorcerer continued, scarcely dropping his voice as he turned to address
Aubrey. "Doesit turn your sscomach to take mesat from her hands or share the table with him?"



Aubrey was s0 gppdled at the casua cruelty, he scarcely knew how to answer. "No! | mean—they look
I
fineto me" he said lamely. "Not every man or woman is beautiful.”

"But magic could make them s0," Glyrenden said. "1 could have made them s0. | can make them
beautiful now. Weatch."

Thewizard had lifted his hands as he spoke; now, with asingle liquid motion, heflicked hisfingersin the
air and dropped his hands. Both fascinated and repulsed, Aubrey kept his attention on the two servants.
For amoment, their faces seemed to waver, or to take on afaint, luminescent glow; and then the haze
evaporated and he could see them clearly again. Or perhapsnot...

Orion'smassive, hairy face had been remode ed, dimmed down; he still had wide cheeksand alarge
forehead, but he looked like any other brawny, full-bearded man of moderate intelligence. Arachne's
small, angry countenance had smoothed out and warmed up. Her white hair had been pulled back and
given an dtractive golden sheen. Like Orion, she resembled any other peasant one might pass on the
road—not lovely, certainly, but hardly extraordinary. Not at all strange.

"What have you done?" Aubrey asked, as much in fear aswonder.

"Oh, merdly alittle deight of hand,” wasthe negligent reply. "A deception, not atransformation. You
see?' Glyrenden spread hisfingers again, and theilluson vanished. Back in their familiar shapeswerethe
two homely creatures, still waiting patiently to do whatever their master bid them. Glyrenden smiled. "A
momentary aberration only. Y ou may go now," he said, addressing his servants, and the man and woman
left the room.

"Most impressive," Aubrey said, because he must say
Il
something. "Y ou are asgood at that asyou are a everything.”

Glyrenden laughed again, dmost indulgently, it seemed. "Oh, | prefer out-and-out alchemy,” he said, "but
there are many instances in which it is not appropriate. Then again, you would be surprised a how many
people beieve anillusion, even when theillusonisripped away. They are aslikely to believe that the
fasefaceisthe true one and that the true one is the one that has been bewitched.”

"How isone ever to know the difference, then?' Aubrey asked, keeping hisvoice even.

Glyrenden spread his hands asif to signify that he did not know. "And doesit matter?' he asked softly.
"When disguiseis preferable to the hard bare bones of redity?

"It matters" Aubrey said.

"Y ou had best be prepared for some unpleasant surprisesif you constantly seek the kernel of truth,”
Glyrenden advised.

"But magic isfounded on truth," Aubrey said. "Without an understanding of what athing redly is, it
cannot be either uncovered or changed.”

"But the heart of magicisilluson,” Glyrenden said. "And without the cooperation of gullible men, there
would beno magic at dl."



Glyrenden was gone by nightfal, but his disturbing words lingered, as did the memory of the maskshe
had created for the faces of his servants. At the breskfast table the next day, Aubrey found himsdlf ill
brooding over Glyrenden's demonstration, and watching both Orion and Arachne with closer attention
than he had given them for weeks. He was not sure why he was suddenly so intent, what he expected to
read in their stub-

born, familiar faces. They had not, after al, been permanently adtered in Glyrenden's study. They werethe
same as they had dways been—and yet—and yet—

Arachne came around the table one more time with her curious, Sdeways motion, her armsworking so
rapidly it dmost seemed she had four arms, eight arms; certainly more than her dlotted two. Her
bleached skin was of the oddest texture, tougher than skin should be, with afaint sheen upon it that was
not perspiration. Aubrey looked up at her face, trying to get aglimpse of her eyes, but she was turned
away from him, and would not look in his direction. She whispered baleful words at him as she whisked
past, the strange garbled sentences making no sense, asthey never made any sense.

Orion, asusud, had finished his meal with an indecent haste, then rose to his feet with adow, unbaanced
motion asif the act dizzied him. He shook his head so violently, hiswhole body trembled; then he gavea
great yawn that exposed hislarge, sharp teeth. No one spoke to him; Aubrey's troubled gaze aroused his
anger and he stared back menacingly enough to cause the young man to look away. Orion waited a
moment, asif expecting orders. When none came, he shook himsdlf again, then lumbered over to his cot
and gretched himself out on it full length. Within minutes, he was adeep.

Together they were a strange woman and a strange man, but as Aubrey stared down at his plate he felt
an awful conviction sted over him, and helaid down hisfork, no longer hungry. A strangeman and a
strange woman; but he had been studying the essence of things these past weeks, and heldid not think
ether of them had come into the world human. They had not &t the core of themsel ves the things that
humans had; their bodies seemed to have grown al the necessary organs and their
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faces to have been carved with the right features, but these were not the bodies and the faces they had
once owned. They had been changed; and Aubrey knew of only one man in this kingdom who practiced
the art of shape-changing.

"Youlook ill," Lilith said, her voice breaking through the wave of nauseathat had caused Aubrey to grip
the table with both hands. "Shal | send Arachne for some medicine? | believe my husband keepsafull
complement of herbs on hand.”

Assuredly hewould, but Aubrey wasleery of taking something Glyrenden had mixed and |eft behind. He
shook his head. "Nothing, thank you," he said in astrangled voice. "1 think perhaps | will lie down again,

though.”

So he did; and he forced himself to deep. But when he awoke, the knot of nauseawas till in his
somach, alittle larger now. "I haveimagined it,” he said doud. "I am coming down with afever and | am
imagining things." But there was no unwarranted heet in hisbody and he thought his mind was clear, and
in his heart he knew he had stumbled on the truth.

He spent most of that day and the next one away from the house, using one of Glyrenden's smooth,
well-oiled riflesto hunt for game. There werein the house, Lilith informed him, only two firearms, and
Glyrenden had told her long ago to alow Aubrey free use of them. So Audrey had inspected therifles



and found them both in pristine condition, then asked Lilith which one Orion preferred to use when he
hunted.

"Youmust ask him," shesad. "I have never seen him leave the house with agun in hishand.”
But Aubrey did not ask him, because he did not want Orion to tell him that he caught game with hisbare
T2L

hands. He selected onerifle a random and left the house, only returning when it was too dark to see. He
had missed the commund dinner, o he ate very rapidly in the kitchen by himself, and dipped away to his
bedroom. Where again he forced himsdlf to deep, and where he woke up in the morning with the stone
dill lodged in his somach.

He breakfasted early, reloaded the gun and set off at a brisk walk. They had no need of meat, for both
he and Orion had been successful the day before, but Aubrey did not think he could St quietly in that
house for an entire day, not while he was haunted by such terrible thoughts. Therefore, he would hunt, or
he would pretend to hunt; and Glyrenden would be back tomorrow.

He had hiked asfar asthe lake he had found one day with Lilith, before some of his serenity returned to
him. When he made it to the clearing, he rested the rifle against atree trunk and sat on the top of the
hillock which overlooked the pastora scene below. As before, the squirrels played gamesthat required
them to chase each other from branch to branch; the birds made colorful patterns against the washed
blue sky. A deer tiptoed to the edge of the water to drink. Aubrey sat so quietly, so lost in thought, that
none of the wild things there feared him or ran from his presence.

If aman could turn himself into an animal, then he could turn an anima into aman. For some reason, the
logica extension of the shape-changing spells had never occurred to Aubrey. It might not be true, of
course; he had no proof, and it was not the sort of thing you could ask a mage—if he had cast spells of
transmogyification upon helpless beasts basically for his own amusement. But the incantationswere smple
enough—once you knew the makeup of body and blood and tissue—
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Again, the deer at the lake lowered its head to take a cautious swallow. | could do that, Aubrey thought,
theidea.coming to him uninvited but fully formed. | could be that deer and take that drink. | have
studied him long enough.

Thethought filled him with the first true excitement he had felt for days, and he fought to keep himself
cam, to truly assess his abilities. Well, he had been taught some of the spdlls. He had not practiced them
under amaster's supervision, and that was aways the requirement the first time a dangerous spell was
spoken; that was only common sense. He perhaps could transform himself into a stag, but could he
transform himself back? Could the animal remember what the man knew and follow the same
complicated processes of reason? Perhaps not; perhaps not yet. He would befoolishtotry it.

But heroseto hisfeet anyway with his mind made up.

Quickly, he gtripped himsdlf naked, making asmall pile of his clothes and laying them nestly with therifle
by the tree. Then, moving into the patch of sunlight that had evaded the screen of the leaves overhead. he
dropped to his knees and placed his hands on the ground before him. He closed his eyes and
remembered everything he had read in Glyrenden's books, remembered the exact placement of every
muscle and bone in a deer's body, the precise weight of the antlers on its head, the length of the jaw and
the hardness of the pointed hooves. He did not spesk the spell aloud, because any true wizard can cast a



spell in sllence, and he spoke it only once.

He did not open his eyes until the changes were complete. So different did the world appear to him that
a firgt he thought he had spoken the wrong incantation and removed himsdlf to some entirely different
wood in akingdom far from this one. But then he saw therifle
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againg the tree and the pile of man's clothes besideiit, dthough therifle looked three timesits normal size
and the clothes quite unfamiliar, and he knew that he was adeer.

He glanced forward again. Y es, that was water, though he no longer saw it asasmple, pleasant gray
lake. It waslarger and more perfect in outling; even from here he could make out the rocks below the
surface of the water and the fish swvimming in aparticular current. Each separate tree between him and
the body of water below took on its own significance; he found himsalf judging the distance between
them, seeing each tree as afriendly shelter in this clearing with its potentid hazards. But dthough they
weretrees, and harmless, they looked different than they had before. There was no red or ydlow in their
leaves, no shades of difference between the browns of the aspen and the oak. In fact, there was very
little color anywhere, dthough every outline of every object and animal in thiswildernesswas digtinct and
sharp, and he knew what each one was even though there were some he had never seen before or
noticed if he had seen.

Helifted one foot daintily, the foot that had been hisleft hand, and he felt the peculiar ripple of muscle
extend from the joint at the hoof to the low, outthrust shoulder and across his chest. He carefully laid it on
the ground again and lifted the other foot; then, one by one, his hind legs. Then, even more cautioudy, he
moved forward, feding the odd interplay of bone and sinew, and catching in his nostrils as he moved the
keenest mix of scents he had ever encountered.

He remained a deer most of the day, moving with gradudly increasing sureness up and down the hillock
by thelake and around the lakeitsdlf. It was adelightful
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sensation, he discovered, to run with abody meant for running; the air was dlive with such rich odors that
merely to smell the breeze was to feast. Sounds were complex, and even from far away brought
messages to him, but nothing in the forest spoke of danger. He saw other deer come up to drink, but he
stayed back from them, solitary in the forest, not wanting to darm them. They would sense his
strangeness, he knew ingtinctively. But some day he would be able to take their form, and run with them
and drink with them, and they would never know he was not one of them.

He remained adeer till nearly sunset, and then he returned to hisrifle and his pile of clothes. This should
have been the hard part, but it was not. Aubrey had known since he first opened his deer's eyesto see
like an animal but think like aman, that he would be able to cast the spdll in reverse. He had to think it
through carefully, dowly, not wanting to make amistake, but it cameto hismind even more easily this
time, and then he was once again aman. He was crouched on his hands and knees, naked and wild, ina
dowly darkening and brilliantly colored forest, and dl the smells and sounds that had been so clear dl
day were muffled or swept away. He shook his head onceto cleer it, then fell back to agitting position
and stretched hislegs out before him asfar asthey would go.

He was a shape-changer.

When Clyrenden returned the next day, he wasin such afoul mood that Orion hid from him and Arachne
stayed in the kitchen, and both Lilith and Aubrey held their tongues. Aubrey had decided the day before



to make no mention of his own remarkable progress, and
T
indeed he did not spesk to Glyrenden at dl until breskfast the following morning.

"Y our last expedition did not go well?* he asked respectfully, as Glyrenden's scowl showed no signs of
disappearing.

"Well enough,” the wizard shot back. "Why do you ask?"

The teaching sessions did not go smoothly that day, for Aubrey had ahard time concedling that he had

aready moved beyond ssimple exercises; and this attempt to lie made him mispronounce even the spdlls

he knew. But his maladroitness restored to Glyrenden some of his good humor, so Aubrey felt perhaps
the deception was proving useful.

"Old Cyril told me athing or two about your cleverness before he sent you to me," Glyrenden said as
they stopped to take the afternoon med that Arachne brought into the study. "I confess, | have only once
or twice seen evidence of it. But perhapsit isadow thing to learn, eh? | have been a shape-changer so
long, | cannot recall how long it took meto learn the kills."

Aubrey was piqued by the dighting reference to his ability, but hetried to hideit. "Have you had many
students besides me?' he asked. "And have | been the dowest oneto learn?”

Glyrenden took aswig of light e and gave Aubrey asomewhat maicious amile. "Y ou arethefirgt,” he
sad.

"Am | redly?But why?'

"I have never been interested in taking students. They waste one's time and intemrpt one's schedule.”
"Why did you agreeto take me, then?"

If anything, the smile became more maevolent. "Because Cyril convinced me that you were specid.”
There seemed to be no answer required to that.
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Aubrey was ddighted to learn that Glyrenden wasto leave again in two short days, and thistime be gone
more than aweek. More time to exercise his newfound abilities. He did not say so, of course. "Perhaps
someday you will take mewith you," he said instead, though by now he knew Glyrenden would never
invite him. By now hewasglad of it.

Glyrenden laughed. "1t would inconvenience me gregtly to have you at my sde—thistime, at leest.
Maybe sometimein the future. If you beg me hard enough.”

Aubrey forced agmileto hide hisdistaste. "I begged once or twice when | first came here, and you never
accepted my escort. Y ou are not moved by begging.”

"Indeed, you arewrong. | enjoy it very much.”

"Perhapsthen, if | plead hard enough, you will teach me something new," Aubrey said, to turn the
subject. "1 have not been successful yet today, and | would like something fresh to practice while you are

gone.



Glyrenden regarded him narrowly for amoment, and then his mouth drew back in afera smile. "I know
just thelesson," he said, and moved over to the narrow ebony desk pushed againgt the back wall. After a
moment's debate, he picked up asmall silver statuette in the shape of a nude woman with her iums
stretched luxurioudy above her head.

"I have afondnessfor thispiece,” he said. "But its color no longer pleases me. Can you turn it to gold?”

Smiling, Aubrey took the figurine from Glyrenden's hands, feding the silken meta cool and smooth
agang hisfingers."[ cantry," hesaid, and slently invoked the spell.

Despite hisearlier failuresthis day, he was astonished when the silver woman did not immediately
metamor-
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phoseto gold. Having learned to change the complex circuitry of his body, he had not expected to have
trouble atering any mundane inert material. How had he miscued the spdll? He tightened hisfingersand
tried the enchantment again.

Glyrenden, as usud, wastaking. "A perfect woman, isshe not?' he said, in hislight voice. "Such detailing
inthe face, in the breasts—you can amost imagine the color and texture of her skin, if sheweredive, if
she were human. What does she reach for, with her hands lifted up like that? For the kiss of aman? For
the heat of the sun?1 think shejust likesto fed the suppleness and eladticity of her own body. | think she
hasjust risen from her bed, where her lover lies degping, and sheisthinking that now, in the daytime, her
body isher own again. But at night it ishis, and she knowsit is his—it was histhe night before and will be
hisagain thisnight, but for now she feds solitary and purified and free.”

Asdways, Aubrey was distracted by the sense of Glyrenden'swords, for the wizard generaly indulged
in strange, seductively sinister monologues when he wastrying to destroy Aubrey's concentration. Y et
even S0, had he been done in the room and Glyrenden nowhere nearby, Aubrey knew he would have
been unable to change the silver statue to gold. He could send his mind to the smplest, deepest level of
the cast metd; he could fed the molecular bindingsthat held one infinitessimal fragment to the other, but he
could not dissolve those bindings and rearrange them. The woman resisted his alchemy. The knowledge
made him furious, but he would not let Glyrenden see. Glyrenden was teaching him something—or
proving apoint, it was hard to tell-— and only meek deference would alow Aubrey to learn which.
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He st the statue back on Glyrenden'sdesk. "I cannot change her," he admitted. "Sheisimperviousto my
megic."
Glyrenden smiled, well-pleased. He fondled the figurine, | etting her stand where Aubrey had placed her.

"And yet, sheisreceptive to sorcery,” the wizard said. "For she was not always awoman clothed in
glver.”

Aubrey understood then. " She has been changed aready,” he said.

Glyrenden nodded. Hisfingers il played lovingly over the curves and surfaces of the metalic body. "A
beautiful piece," he said. "Carved from cherrywood dark as port. The Striations of the tree made black

loops around her waist and ringed her wristswith bracelets. But | stroked her breast once and found a

splinter in my hand, and that was the end of that wooden girl.”

Glyrenden laughed; someirony, not apparent to Aubrey, amused him. "Now who would want awoman



made of wood?" he asked. "Who would embrace a dryad? Give me flesh and blood any day.”

Aubrey wastired of this posturing; he wanted to know the mord. "So the silver lady,” he said. "Will she
be slver forever? Or might you make her gold?

Glyrenden gave him aquick, sharp look from those lightless black eyes. "[ could make her gold, if |
chose" he said haughtily. "I changed her, and her shape respondsto my calling. But you cannot. For you
shewill never dter.”

So Glyrenden was proving a point after al. "Never? Can you not teach me the spellsto change
something that has been shaped from something els=?

"They are the same spells,” Glyrenden said, "but what has been transfigured by one man cannot be
modified by another. What | have converted to stone or silver or dia-
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mond will remain stone or silver or diamond, no matter how many spellsyou cast.”

"Once, long ago, you changed a piece of the ocean to fire, and | changed it back to water," Aubrey said.
"Why wasthat possible, whilethisis not?"

"Because | meant you to find the ocean in the flame. | put no bafflesin my incantation.”

"Y ou arefar more powerful than | am, and | redizethat,” Aubrey said inaleve voice. "But might a
stronger wizard circumvent your spells?!

"No," Glyrenden said. "Because the shape-changer's magic isincontrovertible.”

Aubrey met the black eyes, keeping hisown limpid and submissive, and knew that the man waslying. It
scarcely mattered; Aubrey had failed to counteract Glyrenden's spdll thistime, and it waslikely hewould
fail againif hetried once more. But that did not mean the magic was unalterable. It did not mean
Glyrenden could, with impunity, change every last object that came within hissight. It just meant that, to
defeat him, Aubrey needed to find a better wizard—or to become a better wizard himsdlf.

Ten
In rhs mornTng, Gtvrenden was gone. Two days later, Royd Stephanis cameto vist.

That morning, Aubrey and Lilith werelingering late over breskfast. Snce returning from Faren
Rochegter's house, Aubrey had made it a point to spend aslittle time alone with Lilith as possible, but he
could not force himsdlf to give up those intimate morning meas. Sometimesthey sat at the breskfast table
until nearly noon, saying very little but loath to leave the room. Thisday, it was close to the hour of ten
o'clock when arusty, discordant clamor tumbled through the house.

"What in thisworld—" Aubrey began, starting up from hischair, although Lilith sill sat serenely in hers.
"The bell. On the front porch. Someone has arrived.”

Aubrey sat down again. "A vigtor? But who? Y ou never havevistors.”

She shrugged, and picked up her glass of honeyed milk. " Someone for Glyrenden, most likely.”

She sipped at her milk. Arachne, who was cleaning up after the meal, continued to scrub furioudy &t the
coun-tertops. Orion had long since | eft the house.



"Aren't you going to answer the door?' Aubrey asked finaly. r
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"Perhapswhoever it iswill go away," Lilith said. "Perhgps he has aready."

Indeed, the horrendous clangor had died down and finally ceased. Aubrey wondered who could have
come to seek out the wizard.

"It could have been someone from town," he said. 'Glyrenden might have ordered more gownsto be
madefor you."

"l don't think so0."

"Perhapsit was atradesman, then, with abill that Glyrenden forgot to pay."
"We are never dunned here."

"Wl filgn—"

But before Aubrey could offer further speculation, the wretched noise started up again, filling the house
with its hoarse summons. Aubrey cameto hisfeet. "A persistent someone,” hesaid. "I'll go seewhoitis,
ghdl I?

Lilith shrugged, and Aubrey |eft the room. He noticed, as he stepped gingerly through the dusty front
hallway, that there was no longer any sign of the footsteps he and Lilith had |eft there the day her gowns
had arrived. In this house, traces of human habitation were silted over quickly; even the stone and brick
seemed to resent their occupation and to attempt to obliterate their presence.

The massive front door was not locked, but the catch was stiff, and it took Aubrey amoment to pry it
open. When he had finally managed to throw back the door, he wished he had not bothered; he wished
he had stayed in the kitchen with Lilith. He had no desire to invite Royd Stephanisinside.

"My lord," Aubrey said, hiswords polite but his voice edged. "The master of the houseisnot at home. Is
there something | can help you with?"
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Mainly, Roye was as chagrined to see Aubrey as Aubrey wasto see him. "l—that is—no, heisn't a
home," the young man said, stuttering in hisdiscomfort. "Heis at theking's court. | know heis. He
arrived aday or two—you see—that is, my father has sent meto court to serve the king, ssl—"

"Well, then, you'd best go back there," Aubrey said unkindly.

He made asif to swing the door shut, but it was as hard to close asit was to open, and Royel moved
more quickly than Aubrey expected. He wasinsde the disgraceful hallway before Aubrey could stop
him.

"Isshe here?' he asked quietly.
"Thewizard'swife?" Aubrey asked with some emphasis. "Yes"
"Sheistheonel want to see”

It was not Aubrey's house; he could not deny another man entry unless Lilith or Glyrenden told him



whom to turn away. He sighed inaudibly and headed toward the kitchen. "Back thisway," he said over
his shoulder. He heard Royd scuff aong behind him through the dirt.

In the kitchen, nothing had changed. Arachne till attacked invisible stains on the wooden countertops,
Lilith still sat at the table and took tiny swallows of her milk. looked neither surprised nor annoyed when
Royd tripped into view; nor did she look pleased or embarrassed or self-conscious. She did not care at
al.

"My lady," Royd said, giving her an unearned courtesy title and abow deep enough to impress a queen.
"I have hoped thet | could seeyou again.”

Scowling, Aubrey dropped into the chair closest to Lilith and waved at an empty chair across from him.
"Wdl, snceyou're here, you might aswel st down,”

T
he said, supremey ungracious. "Have you eaten? Are you hungry?'

Roye did not take hiseyesfrom Lilith'sface; by fedl, hefound a chair, pulled it out, and seated himsdif.
"Hungry?' he repeated. "1 don't—it doesn't seem that I'm hungry.”

Again, Aubrey stifled asigh. "Arachne, if we have any food left, would you serve him aplate?' he asked.
Arachné's muttering grew momentarily louder, aform of protest, and then she clattered some utensils
together to prepare Roye's medl.

"You are as beautiful as| remember,” Royd was saying to Lilith. "[ have thought about you congtantly for
the past few weeks. | have thought of nothing e se but your white skin and green eyes.™

Aubrey rose aruptly. "1 have things| must do,” he said. "Roye, you might remind yoursdlf that the lady
isamarried woman. There are servantsin the house, and | will be within cal. Do not do anything to
dishonor your father's name."

Lilith'seyeslifted to hiswhen he stood. She had not said aword since Roye entered the room, and she
said nothing now, athough Aubrey hesitated, thinking she might. But she merely watched him for the
briefest moment, then looked down at her plate again. Aubrey |eft the room.

As he had promised Royel, he stayed within earshot of the house for the next few hours, chopping wood
and making an ineffectud effort at weeding the flower garden that circled the house. He did not,
however, redly expect Roye to attempt any physica declaration of passion; the boy was too innocent,
for onething, and too well-bred, for another. But Aubrey was troubled by wondering what Lilith would
say or doif such asitua

L

tion arose. Would she cry out for hep? Struggle in the young man's arms? Grab some convenient
wespon and assault her assailant in turn? Or would she shrug and submit, as she submitted to so many
indignitiesin her life, not seeming to care who held her, who desired her, who loved her; having no
respect at dl for the limits of her body or the requirements of her soul?

It was nearly twilight, and Aubrey was getting hungry, when Royd emerged from the house done. The
young man glanced around as if checking for the familiar reference points of earth and sun; when he
spotted Aubrey, he came over to join him. Never had Aubrey seen aface so sorrowful and disconsolate.

"Shewill not listen to me," the young man said without preamble. Asfi Aubrey thought in some



exasperation, 1 am his confidante and his abettor; asif he expects me to commiserate. "l tell her
that | love her. and sheturnsaway."

"What did you expect her to do?' Aubrey asked. " She has a husband.”
"Shedoesnot love him."

"She shared thisinformation with you?'

"No."

"Then what great ingght told you so?

"Itistrue. | am sureof it. She does not love him—she could not.”

Aubrey had said much the same thing to himsdlf many times, but he had no proof of it. "She stayswith
him," he said coldly. "And she has ample opportunitiesto leave."

"Perhaps she has nowhere e se to go. But—if she COuld Come [g me—"
"Perhaps shewill," Aubrey forced himsdlf to say, "if she knows she hasthe choice.”
I

For amoment Royd did not reply. He stared down at his expensively shod feet and toed the dry dirt. "I
have thought of nothing else but her," he said a last, hisvoicelow and hopeless. "Since shefirst waked
into Faren Rochester'sfortress, | have had the picture of her in my mind day and night. | cannot talk to
the other women at my father's house or in the king's court—their voices sound harsh to me; their shrill
laughter falson my ears and gives me actud pain. | have spent maybe one full day in her presence, and
maybe three minutes out of those hours has she met my eyeswith hers, and yet the memory of her faceis
50 clear to methat | know nothing € se will move me so greetly until the day that | die. | fed drugged. |
fed bewitched. | know that her husband is a sorcerer, and | wonder if he haslaid acharm on me. Buit |
would not ask him to undo the words, revoke the spell—and | would not ask him to make meforget her.
Evenif | cannot bewith her another day inmy life, | have had thismuch time, and it will do me—it will
see me through the other blank, empty daysof my life."

Aubrey absolutely could not respond to that extraordinary speech. Hefdt asif the young poet had found
ahated, sumbling text printed in hisown brain, and turned the sentimentsinto verse. Royd shot him a
hooded |ook from under histhin, dark brows.

"I know," the young lord continued, alittle morerapidly, “that there is something odd about her. | know
sheisnot like other women. All my life, | have been drawn to people who were disfigured or crippled or
drange. At my father's house, there was an old hunchback, aterrifying man—all the children hid from
him, al the women shrieked when he came near. But he was my friend, and he taught me many things. |
have been

drawn to the witchwomen of villages and the peasant boys who were born smpletons though they had
amazing abilitieswith animals. If abeggar on the road accosts me, heis sureto have six fingers or one
eye blue and the other black. I know there is something in methat is out of key—that responds only to
otherswith the same broken music. But | cannot help it. | cannot change. And | love her."

Aubrey lifted ahand and gently laid it across the boy's back. "Y our love for the wild and the strange does
you credit,'o he said softly. ™Y ou were born to be a saint, perhaps—certainly apoet. But it doesyou no
good to love thisone. Y ou would do better not to return here.”



Royd pulled away from him, afresh surge of determination routing his momentary despair. " She does not
love him," he said with conviction.

"I don't believe sheloves anybody,” Aubrey replied.

Royed Stephanis|eft at nightfal, athough Aubrey felt obliged to offer him abed, which herefused. Lilith
watched him go, adark shape againgt the lingering red line of sunset, but she did not seem to be sorry.

They had eaten dinner, and watched Arachne clean the kitchen, and played three games of Drain the
Wil before Aubrey broached the subject of the young lord'svist.

"He seemslike anice young man," was his opening gambit.
"Who?'

"Royd Stephanis. Who esewould | mean?”’

She shrugged.

"Doyou like him?" Aubrey pursued.

"l don't didikehim." shesaid.
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"That's not saying very much.”

Her swift smile came and went. "What isit that you want meto say?* sheinquired obligingly. "Just tell
me, and | will say it."

"l want you to tell me what you thought of him.”

"He seemslike anice young man,” shereplied, giving him back his own words.

Aubrey shook his head, but he could not help smiling. "Hethinks heisin love with you," he said.

"So hetold me."

"Did you not care about that< ne way or another? Were you pleased or angry or flustered or touched?”
"NO," shesad.

Hedid not want her to love Royd Stephanis, but the cold answer disconcerted him alittle. "But it means
so much to him," he pergsted. " Surely you could find it in your heart to be kind to him because he cares
for you so grestly.”

Lilithlaid her cards down and let him see the skepticdl, ironic look on her face. [ do not know what men
mean when they say they love me," she said. "I have heard the words 'desire’ and ‘passion’ and ‘[ust,’ and
they arejust wordsto me. | know the word 'love' is supposed to encompass these things and
more—tenderness, you would say, some kind of empathy for the object of the emotion. | feel none of
these things, therefore | do not know how another feels when he says heis experiencing love. What am |
supposed to say to him? It does not mafter if heloves me or not.”

"That isadreadful thingto say," Aubrey said, very quietly.

"Well, itisthetruth. | thought that iswhat you wereinterested in.”
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"Y ou say you don't know what aman'slovefedslike" Aubrey said. "And yet your husband lovesyou.”
"My hushand'slove," she said, "isthe most suspect of dl."

"So you do not carefor him," Aubrey said.

"No. | do not carefor him."

"Why did you mgrry him, then?'

She regarded him steadily and did not answer.

"And you care for nobody? In the world?"

"l told you," shesaid, "I do not know what the words mean.'t

"But,” hesaid, very dowly, afraid to say it but wanting to know the worgt, "you told me. In the coach, as
we arrived at Faren Rochester's. Y ou told me it mattered to you, whether | stayed or went. Y ou said
that. Did you not mean it?'

She did not drop her eyes, but her expression changed, became thoughtful, asif she wasjust now
recalling her own words and deciding what they meant. Aubrey waited, utterly motionless.

"Y ou make my life more bearable," shesaid at last. "'l meant what | said.”

It was more than he had expected. "Y ou consider me afriend—isthat it?' he asked, feding himsdlf
breathless as he said the words.

"I have not had much experience with friendship, ether,” she said. "Isthat what you are? A friend?’

"| care what happensto you—I would do what | could to help you," he said, sammering alittle. As bad
as Royel Stephanis, but more adept at guile. "If there is something you would have me do, ask ps—"

"| can think of nothing you can do for me," she said curtly. There was silence between them for a
moment. Then she said, asif the words surprised her even more
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than they surprised him, "But | thank you for the offer.”

Perhaps it was because of Royd Stephanis impassioned words, or perhaps it was because the air was
30 fine the next morning; for whatever reason, Aubrey could not bring himsdlf to leave Lilith done at the
breakfast table the following day.

"I'm restless and tired of my own company,” he said. "Would you wak with me in the woods today? We
have not gone exploring together for weeks."

"l would be glad to," she said, rising a onceto her feet. It wasthefirst time he had ever heard her claim
tofed any emotion at dl.

So they spent the whole day together, strolling the green pathways of the forest. They said very little, but
their silence was companionable. Lilith, when questioned, proved to know the name of every bush and
tree that grew together in disorganized fashion throughout the length and breadth of the woods, and she



named each one for Aubrey asthey passed. About wildflowers, however, she was strangely ignorant,
and she had no interest in the names of the birds or the habits of the foxes or the formations of the clouds.
Aubrey told her what he knew, but he did not flatter himsalf that she bothered to remember hislecture.

Hewas afraid to spend another day aonein her company, for that day had been, without exception, the
most pleasant day of hislife. He did not know what to do; he was sure his heart would break. He could
not stay, he could not go, and he did not believe that if he asked her, Lilith would come away with him. It
was not that she harbored any affection for Glyrenden. Oh, no. She had made her detestation of her
husband plain

enough—and yet, she seemed strangdly unwilling to forsake him. Any other unhappy wife, abandoned for
daysat atimein aremote house on thefar reaches of civilization, would have surprised her husband with
an empty house one day when he came back from hiswandering; but Lilith stayed. And never spoke of
leaving.

The same was true of the other inmates of the house, afact that puzzled Aubrey almost as much, and
worried him aswell. For Orion was clearly afraid of the wizard; he cowered when Glyrenden cametoo
close, and never stayed in any room with him longer than was trictly necessary. Arachne seemed to have
no emotions of any kind, but she kept hersdf dways more than arm'slength from the shape-changer, and
ducked her head neiuer to her chest any time he walked into aroom. So they had no love for him, and as
far as Aubrey could tell, he paid them no wage. So why did they stay?

Because they want him to change them back.

The thought cameto Aubrey late that night, far past midnight, as he lay deeplesdy ligening to astorm
crashing through the forest. It clawed at his closed shutter and raged across the eaves and turrets, and it
made him restless enough to stand, light his candle and begin pacing his uneven floor. Lately, it took
magic to make him deep through the night, and even in hisdreams his somach held astoneiniit, heavier
each day and darker in color.

They want him to change them back.

Surely that could not be true; surely hiswild suspicions were lunatic, unfounded. A strange man and a
strange woman, who had been made briefly beautiful
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with magic; why did he believe they had ever been anything other than what they were now?
But the stone rocked and turned in his ssomach. They want him to change them back.

Aubrey spent the next three days donein the forest, undergoing avariety of transformations. He became
adeer again, and then ahawk, and he caught one night's supper in that winged and taloned form. He
made himsdlf a cougar, deek and deadlyi an owl, wide-eyed and impassive; afish, mindlesdy joyous. He
thought of Orion and made himsdlf into a bear, dow-witted but cunning; he thought of Arachne, and
changed himself into aspider, quick and industrious. Thet last transformation was the most difficult of all
and the hardest to return from. He came back to his own shape nauseous and sweeting. The spider was
too far removed from the human shapeto dlow for easy interration, but at least the experiment had
been vauable; it had answered that question and stretched his ability. The next day he made himself a
moth and an ant and afirefly, and that day it was easier.



He became, in afew short days, so skilled that he could move from one form to another without
becoming aman in between, athough he could not do it rapidly. He made himself adove, acardina and
ajay; asquirrd, aweasdl and abeaver; awolf, ahound and afox. He made himself every kind of animal
he could think of; he waswithin avery few days dmost every species known to the kingdom, but none of
them felt familiar to him. Not one of them reminded him of Lilith, and the onein his ssomach grew

larger.

For hewasin love with her and she would break his heartt she had not been born awoman but even
now he did not know what she was.
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It was then that Aubrey decided he needed to visit Faren Rochester's home again, to talk with the lord's
sorcerer.

"I'il be goneaday or two," hetold Lilith.

She did not ask where he was going; did not care, probably. "What shdl | tel Glyrenden if he returns
before you do?' she asked.

"[ don't think hewill," Aubrey replied. "If he does, say you have no notion where | am.”

He had walked half amile aong the road toward Rochester's before he paused and began to ready
himsdf for travel. Having given thisagood ded of thought in the past few days, he was prepared. He
took off his clothes, the thinnest ones he owned, and carefully folded them into aflat, lightweight pack.
He dipped the pack over hisshoulders, tying it carefully under hisarms and around hiswaist till it did not
bind anywhere. Once it wasin place, he spoke the spellwords, and melted into walf shape.

Hetook afew tentative steps, and then tried alight run, but the pack was still inconvenient. He turned
himsdlf to aman and tried again, thistime tying the bundle so that it lay againgt his chest. Back in wolf
shape, he trotted forward again, his stride settling into an easy lope as the ropes of the pack grew more
familiar.

The colorless miles flashed by; the acres of forest that he had found so uninspiring on hisfirst trip thisway
now seemed thick with noise and incident and odor. He stopped for water at arunning stream. When he
was hungry, he caught an indolent rabbit and ate it raw. His mind turned on the most immediate
problems: the presence of game, the sensation of thirst, the occasiona
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whisper of danger. Toward nightfal, he heard men'svoices far ahead and caught the pungent whiff of
their campfire. He altered his course and ran invisibly around them.

When hetired, he turned himsdlf into aman again, and dept. Hewould have liked to remain in animal
form, but it was ill too new to him; he could not be sure his borrowed ingtincts would keep him safein
the night. It ssemed more sensible to degp asaman, to face only the dangers aman might face, so that if
hewokein peril he could respond in the ways with which hewas most familiar.

He rose early the next morning, resumed hiswolf gppearance, and raced on through the forest. It was till
afew hours before noon when he arrived on Faren Rochester's land and cameto ahdt. Hislegs grew
thicker and his eyes remembered color; he felt his skin turn smooth and thin. He changed back into a
mean.



He did not want to present himself at the door. Faren Rochester seemed like the sort who would wonder
why one wizard was seeking the counsel of another, and Aubrey did not particularly fed like explaining.
S0 he caught amorning breeze and endowed it with amessage, and sent it skirling into the magician's
chamber. Then he dressed himsdlf and smoothed down his hair, hoping he did not present aragged
appearance. He fdt asif atrace of wildnesslingered somewherein the dant of hiseyes or the fierceness
of hisposture; the longer he stayed awalf, the more difficult it would be to become wholly human again.

Sirrit did not make him wait long, but came sirolling through the forest within an hour. He picked hisway
through the undergrowth with the aid of aslver and
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ebony cane, and he navigated without circuit to the glade Aubrey had chosen.

"Good morning,” the elder wizard greeted the younger, nodding as casudly asif they werein the habit of
mesting for conferencesin the woods. "'Y ou're traveling some distance from home.”

"| felt the need for comp?]," Aubrey said with aquick, cursory amile.
Sirrit glanced around, but Aubrey was sure it was adeliberate charade. "Where's your horse?”
"l came on foot."

Sirrit glanced down to see Aubrey's feet covered only in thin woolen socks; his boots had been too
heavy to carry in hispack. "Not on those feet, I'll wager,” thewizard said dryly.

"No," Aubrey said. "I have been practicing my newest skills."

"Ah." Sinit pointed with his cane, and led Aubrey to the tmnk of a mammoth fallen tree. They both sat.
"So Glyrenden isin fact teaching you to be ashape-changer.”

"That iswhat | cameto himto learn.”
"Well, heisthe master. But he has not been overfond of taking students, in the past.”
"I wonder why he took me, then.”

Sinit gave him asiddong look and seemed to consider. " Glyrenden believesin getting to know his
"Hisenemy?| was never that," Aubrey said—and then fell slent. For he knew that was, now at least. a
lie

"Someyears & 90," Sirrit said, settling himself more comfortably on the log, "we were better friends.
Glyrenden, and Cyril and I, and men whose names you would

not know if | told them. Cyril, who could aways forecast better than any of us, took his scrying crystal
and told us each our futures. | wasto grow old and fat in some lord's service, Cyril wasto win respect
and acclam, Mintdle wasto trave to foreign lands to battle some ancient magicd creature. Prophecies
likethat. Glyrenden wastold that hisfate lay in the hands of ayoung magician whose name hewould
recognize when he heard it."

"Hisfate," Aubrey repeated. "What does that mean?"



Sinit shrugged. "Who knows? Was this young man to save Glyrenden's life or make his reputation or
utterly destroy him? Cyril could not be more specific." Sinit gave Aubrey another sdeways glance. "Buit |
have to believe your name sounded familiar to Glyrenden, and so he took you on when you applied.”

"It was Cyril'sideathat | go to Glyrenden,” Aubrey said. "He would not teach me the shape-changing
odIshimsdf.”

"But Glyrenden has shared them with you?"

"Some of them. Some | have puzzled out on my own. Some of them—" Aubrey hesitated, shrugged and
then burgt out: "Sirrit, | am learning somethings | wish | had never known."

"Knowledgeis aways double-edged,” the sorcerer replied.
"That cannot be true.”

"Believeit," Sirrit said. "Thereis not aspdl you will learn from now until you die that cannot be misused
or misdirected.”

"I have learned the most barbarous spell thereis,” Aubrey said, very low.
"Andthat is?'
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"How to create ahuman being from something that was not human at dl.”

Sinit planted his cane between hisfeet and rested his clasped hands on its silver handle. "Oh," he said,
"that is not so barbaric.”

Aubrey turned shocked eyesto him. "How can you say that? Y ou were the one who lectured me about
the existence of the universa sed—"

Sirrit held up one hand to silence him. "Very well. Barbaric, then, but not surprisng. The oldest urgein
the range of human desiresisto create another being in afamiliar image. To create another being to love.
That iswhy you were born, why | was born—why any of usisdivetoday and traveling from city to
city—because the human drive to procreate is as strong asthe driveto live."

"Y es—Sut—that isanatura act, an inevitable progression of the race. But to make something—a being,
aman or awoman—ifrom materia that was something ese—"

Sirrit shrugged. "Wizardstake shortcuts,” he said. "And they like to improve upon the imperfect human
process."

"It isoutrageoud”

"No doubt, but it'snot amazing,” Sirrit said. " The second-strongest human urgeisto find something
helplessand contral it."

"That's not truel™ Aubrey said hotly.

Sirrit regarded him for amoment with ahdf-amile. "Well, perhaps youreright,” he conceded. "But for
somemenitisanirresstibleurge”

Aubrey stared at him. If this man was as unprincipled as Glyrenden, if the whole race of wizardswas



addicted to such games of power, then he had cast his
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last spell; he could not bear to practice magic another day. "Have you ever,” he asked, hisvoicedmogt a
whisper, "called forth such a cresture? Done such athing?'

"Thiswas not abranch of magic that appealed tome," Sirrit said dryly. "I never learned the spdlls.”
Aubrey felt arush of relief; he knew it colored hisface rosy.

"Cyril knows them but he will not use them, nor will many of the other great sorcerers. But you have
learned them,” Sinit said softly. "And having learned them, you cannot unlearn them. Thet is one of the
other dark prices of knowledge."

"I did not come here to ask you to teach me how to forget,” Aubrey said.
"Why, then?'

"To ask you how to undo another magician's spell.”

Therewasalong slence. "Theeasest wir!," Sinit sad, "istokill him."
"That isnot theway | would choose.”

"No, and it isnot aways effective, ether,” Sirrit said with acertain amount of regret. "Usudly itisl | was
in Cannewold when the sorcerer Tavisdied, and | saw with my own eyes the ocean surge through the
dams he had constructed to keep the city safe. | saw the houses fall to the blue hunger of the waves, and
| saw seafoam swirl around the high spire of the viceroy's castle. A thousand men perished in that flood,
and al because the magic died with the man.”

"But when Soetan died, the roses till bloomed on Virris Mountain, and it was his spell that had turned
that barren earth fruitful," Aubrey said. "And no wizard, not you nor Cyril nor Tavishimsdf, wasableto
reversethe

gpell that Soetan laid on King Reginald, and so the man finished his days blind and mute.”

"Well, Soetan was aman of exceptiond gifts,” Sirrit said. "And it is hard indeed to bresk aspell when a
powerful wizard does not want it to be circumvented.”

"How isit done, then?' Aubrey said. "Because | must know."
"Y ou haveto be abetter wizard," Sirrit said smply.
Aubrey just looked at him.

"Thereismore, of course,” the old sorcerer continued. ™Y ou must love the thing itsdlf, the thing that you
are restoring—not the thing that it has become, which is sometimes more beautiful and more useful than
the thing it was, but the thing that it was brought into the world to be. The reason none of us could return
King Reginald to hisformer state was that none of us, redly, liked him, and we had al rather preferred
the world when he could not watch our doings or comment upon them. None of uswould have visited his
infirmities upon him, | believe, but we couldn't quite bring ourselvesto correct his problems.”

"How can you love something you have never seeninitsprimeva state?’ Aubrey asked. He had grown
chilly at the wizard's words; he knew what it wasto prefer the dteration to the origind.



"That's thefirst unanswerable question,” Sirrit said. "Thereisanother.”
Aubrey looked over with dread. "'What?'

"When you release something from the grip of magic, or when you reverse magic, you put that person or
that object at tremendous risk. Magic changes people— things—it sometimes makes them unfit to exist
on their own. How do you keep from destroying the very thing you aretrying to restore?"
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"How?" Aubrey demanded.

Sinit shook hishead. "I don't know. No one knows. Magic, my friend, is even more capricious than love.
Only you know how much your own isto be trusted.”

"My own magic, or my own love?' Aubrey said, risng to hisfeet. Hefdt shaky, alittle dizzy. He wished
he could believe it was the shape-changing that had so unnerved him, but he knew it wasthe
conversation.

"Both," said Sinit. "Either."
Eleven

Ausrgy was back er Glyngnden's house early rhe next morning, preceding the master of the house only
by amatter of hours. But even had Aubrey been absent when Glyrenden returned, the wizard probably
would not have noticed: He brought company with him, and al his attention wasfor her.

His new companion was ashy and frightened young girl Glyrenden called hisniece. Shewasvery small
and very brown, with large liquid eyes and a dappling of freckles over her nose. She moved with a
dartled fluidity that was beautiful to watch. The dightest noise made her jump from her chair or tensein
her tracks. As she moved from room to room she made her way cautioudy from chair to sofato table, as
if taking shelter behind each piece before moving forward again. Glyrenden said she did not know their
country'slanguage, but Aubrey suspected she had no human speech at al.

"Weshdl cal her Eve" Glyrenden said fondly, mnning his cold, thin hand lovingly down the silky river of
her hair. "Isthat not alovely name, my pet?'

She shivered under histouch but did not move away.
Indeed, at dl times shefixed her eyeson hisfacewitha
strange beseeching intensity whether he was near her or
across the room; she never missed asingle move he

15l

made. For his part, Glyrenden was quite besotted with her. Heloved to it by the girl, holding her small
hand in hisand stroking her hair back from her face, or dropping his handsto her shoulders and giving
them adight squeeze.

"Isshenot lovely?' he murmured to Aubrey, or to Lilith, or to whoever wasin the room. "Is she not
perfect, in fact?"

It was obvious she was not his niece, but whether or not she was hislover, Aubrey was not able to



determine. She looked to be barely out of her early teens, undeveloped and girlish, but even her dight
charmswereirresigtible to the shape-changer. He even neglected to pay hisusua cloying court to Lilith
while Eve wasin the house; atl hissnister attention was focused on the girl.

What Lilith thought about the introduction of Eve to this household was impossible to guess. She treated
the girl as shetreated everyone ese, with acool indifference that was neither welcoming nor hodtile. If
shefet any jed ousy—<r compasson—it did not show. She smply did not care.

Asfor Aubrey, he waked around the house as aman inflicted with the influenza, his ssomach in perpetua
torment and the weight dowly dropping from hisbody

From thetime that Glyrenden returned with Eve, dl lessons hdted. The wizard wastoo taken with his
young prize to waste time with a troublesome student, and Aubrey wastoo sick to ask for the
shape-changer's atention. Although this was the busy season at the king's court, Glyrenden made no
mention of leaving again soon; there was no way to know how long he would be a homethistime.

So for several weeksthey lived in astrange, uneasy state of idleness, the two men and the four changed
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things, and each of them filled the days as best they could. Arachne cleaned and cooked and kept to
hersdf; Orion hunted by day and dept noisly in the evenings. Lilith and Aubrey played cards endlesdy,
match after match of picquet and whist and cribbage, till even the unmarked decks became familiar and
predictable. And Glyrenden gloated over his newest possession.

It was by sheerest accident that Aubrey and Glyrenden came face to face one afternoon in the study
where they had once practiced exercises and which now they seldom used at all. Aubrey was searching
for abook Glyrenden had once lent him; the older wizard was |ooking up some wayward piece of
knowledge. No one el se was present.

"Still sudying, my pet?' Glyrenden asked him, with that half-mocking smilethat Aubrey had findly
redized wasredly asneer. "And have you learned much of any worth since | have neglected you so
shamefully of late?"

"I have taught myself what | could,” Aubrey replied. "But | have rarely found my own invention good
enough to equa atutor's guidance.”

"No—how should you, indeed? It isapity | have been gone so much, | know."

Aubrey took adeep bresth. "Perhapsitistimel left you..." hesaid dowly. "If you have no timeto teach
me—if | amin your way—"

Glyrenden smiled widely, his expression so wicked that Aubrey felt the very bonesin hisbody shrink
inward. "Do not pretend you will ever leave me," he drawled. "Y ou will stay with me months and weeks
and years. Y ou want so many of thethingsthat | aready have.”

Aubrey turned cold. What, besides his knowledge, did Glyrenden suspect that he coveted?"Why did
you teke
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me on asapupil, Glyrenden?' he asked, for the first time using the wizard's name as an equal would.
"Meredly from fear that | wasredly asgood as Cyril said | was?!



Glyrenden was il amiling. "It isawise man who learns his antagonist young,” hereplied.
"If you consider me an adversary, why teach methe spellsat al?'
"Hdf the gpdls" Glyrenden murmured.

Aubrey laughed shortly. ™Y ou think to leave me hungr!," he said. "But you have gained no power over me
by treeting mein such away."

"Havel not? Why are you still here then, Aubrey, my pet, my lamb?What holdsyou here, if it isnot
desire?' Hissmile, impossibly, widened. "Or isit fear?!

"I begintothink it ishatred, Glyrenden,” he replied quietly.
"Ah," the sorcerer breathed. Then you have learned something from me after dl.”

That was the last private conversation that passed between the wizard and his apprentice for the next
fortnight. The mood at the house grew more strained as the days passed; this was the longest period of
time Glyrenden had spent at his own house since Aubrey first took up residence there. Everyone waited,
with an unvoiced hope, for the day some new commission would take the wizard away again; but the
days passed, and no such commission came.

Aubrey and Lilith had ceased playing cards except in the evenings. Now they spent much of their day
walking, careless of what construction Glyrenden might Put on their obvious preference for each other's
company. During those hikes, in the bracing autumn air, Aubrey dmaost managed to be happy, dmost
managed to over-
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look the stone in his stomach and the continual, tortured circling of histhoughts. He could not persuade
himsdf thet Lilith felt any warmer fedingsfor him than mereliking, but snce she did not even like anyone
else, that was amost enough for him.

During those weeks, they taked only once about Eve, whom they had come across that afternoon at the
border of the woods. They had found her with her mouth bloodied and her large brown eyes red with
tears. Aubrey had crouched beside her, though she drew away in alarm, and healed as best he could the
scrapes and bruises on her arms and legs. She would not answer his gentle questions, but as soon as he
finished hisminigrations, she struggled to her feet and ran back toward the house. The two of them
watched her go, then dowly resumed their walk toward the clearing in the forest.

"Did Glyrenden beat her?' Aubrey asked at last.
Lilith shook her head. "I doubt it. His abuses seldom run that way."
"Then what happened?’

Lilith shrugged. "I don't know. Probably she climbed the highest tree she could find and jumped fromiit,
but thefdl did not kill her."

Aubrey was horrified. "Was shetrying to kill hersdf?
"It would not surpriseme."

Now helooked at Lilith with afear that he knew would never leave him again aslong as Glyrenden was
dive "Haveyou ever tried to kill yourself? Since he brought you to this house?'



She made a disinterested gesture with her hand. "Once, | did. | was not successful. Glyrenden's women
are proof againgt death.”
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"Why do you stay with him?" he whispered, though he knew the answer. "Why do you not run away?"

Shelooked over at him and suddenly the indifference was gone from her. Beneath her unemotional mask
he sensed alonging so grest that his own love for her was a pdtry thing besideit. "Because only he can
give metheonething | want."

He shook his head. "Hewill never giveit to you."

"l know. But | will get it nowheredsein thiskingdom.” They had arrived at the clearing that had become,
of every placein thisentire forest, their place especialy, and she asked him, "Why do you stay? Merely
becauise you want to learn histerrible spells?!

He shook his head again, and spoke the truth with some desperation. "I stay because | cannot leave
you," hesaid. "I love you. Not even Glyrenden's evil is enough to drive me away.”

The clean lines of her face softened dightly, but she shook her head in denid. "'l havetold you before
what | think of thelove of men," shesaid. "I do not know what to do with it when it is offered to me, and
| have noneto offer in return. | thought you understood.”

"l understood,” he said. "But it did not change me. Do not send me away as you sent away Royel
Stephanis™

He saw her lips shape themsalves to ask, Who? but then she remembered. "'l would not wish you to go
just because you love me," she said.

He had no answer for that, but the cool reply strangely enough did not discourage him. He thought, if
anything, shewasfaintly pleased by his declaration; but he knew better than to press his suit.

Instead, during the long walk home, he asked her the question he had wanted to ask for so long. He did
not

know how she would react to the inquiry, so he approached it obliquely, with another question.
"Will shebedl right, do you think?" he said first.

"Will who bedl right?" Lilith asked.

tEve"

Lilith shrugged. "She will not be happy. She will not betame. | don't think shewill die of him, but | can't
be sure. 1t looks as though she will survivethe day, at any rate.”

Aubrey looked avay from her to study the overgrown path before them, which—uwith their constant
traveling—had come to resemble atrail again. "Sheisadoe, of course" he said camly, "or afawn,
rather. Very young. And | have learned the truth about Arachne and Orion, or | think | have. But you are
dill amystery. | have studied the shapes of dl the animasin the kingdom and not one of them reminds
me of you. What isit that you redly are?’

For amoment she did not answer, and he thought she might not tell him—or, even more unlikely, did not
know. Then she said, and her voice was dreamy, "In dl thiskingdom, thereisonly one placethat | love



and one place that | would consider beautiful. It is caled the King's Grove, and iniit is planted one of
every kind of treethat grows. No man is alowed to hunt there, no gardener to prune, and when the wind
comes through on asummer evening the singing of the mingled leavesis achorus so Sweet that even the
birds pause to listen. The scent of cedar blends with the fragrance of the blossoms on the fruit trees, and
the white of the birch isno more beautiful than the heavy auburn of the em. When the leaves are sllent,
thereisno sound at dl, and the only word is the echo of the name for peace.”

And then he knew. He looked at her again and saw
I

not the smooth brown hair and the coarse gray gown, but along full shape, limber and graceful and
arched againgt thesun. "A willow," hesaid. "Yes" shereplied.

Two days later, early in the morning, Aubrey was awakened by an urgent knocking at his bedroom door.
"Just aminute!" he called out, dragging himself from hisbed and pulting on athreadbare robe. He could
not recall atime during the months he had stayed in this house that someone had summoned him early
from bed.

Lilith stood outside the door, aready dressed in one of her gray gowns. "Come quickly,” she said. He
had rarely seen her so gtirred up; awash of color accentuated the line of her cheekbones.

"What isit?" he demanded, following her down the steep steps.
"Eve" shereplied. "°Hurry."

They found the young girl in the last place Aubrey would have expected—Glyrenden's study. Shelay on
the floor, curled tightly in upon herself, moaning piteoudy. Her glossy hair was spread in tangled disarray
over the stone floor; her nightdress was torn and twisted around her body. Arachne stood to one side of
her, whispering under her bresth. The room smelled unpleasantly of vomit—and something else even
more maevolent.

Aubrey dropped instantly beside the girl. "What happened?’ he asked.
"I don't know. Arachne found her afew minutes ago and cameto get me."

Aubrey touched the colorless face, then ran hisfingerslightly down from the girl'sthroat to her abdomen.
"Poison,” he said grimly. "One of Glyrenden's mixtures, no doubt.”

r
"Canyou help her?' Lilith asked.

"I don't know. It depends on what she'staken." Helooked up at her. "Where's Glyrenden?”
She gestured. "Gone. In the middle of the night. | don't know where or for how long."

Aubrey nodded and rose to hisfeet. "Heat some milk," he directed Arachne. "And some water. Well
want to clean her up.”

Lilith left with Arachne. Aubrey prowled the magician's study, looking for clues. They were not hard to
find. Eve had apparently crept down to the magician's room as soon as he left, and put together amixture
of whatever potions were easiest to hand. She had |eft the jars standing open on the table, some of their
contents spilled nearby. Aubrey tasted and identified each one: rue, belladonna, curare, and ahandful of



ensorcelled herbs, given more potency by magic. Any one of these would have been enough to kill the
girl, but she had mixed too well—they had reacted againgt each other and made her soill she could not
keep them in her body. Her eagernessto die had no doubt saved her life.

Nonetheless, some of the toxin was sill seething through her blood; her continued pain made that
obvious. Glyrenden was not the kind of man to accidentally drink his own poisons, nor to administer
them and then regret, so he had not bothered to brew antidotes for any of the deadly potionson his
shelves. Aubrey worked quickly, combining ingredients for the cures he knew, guessing at the ones he
didnt.

Arachne entered behind him, carrying akettle of hot milk. "Set it [here" Aubrey said. "And I'll need a
clean glass, and a poon—yes, thank you."

Lilith had returned a Arachne's hedls, bringing tow-
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elsand apail of water. She had aclean mudin nightgown thrown over one shoulder.

"Will shebeill again?' thewizard'swife asked practicaly. "I don't want to ruin another nightdress.”

"No, | don't think so," Aubrey said. "'l think the chemicals have dready been absorbed too far into her
system. Now we have to counteract them, not expel them.”

Lilith nodded and kndlt at the girl's Sde. Aubrey, mixing the hot milk into his desperate concoction,
spared amoment to watch Lilith work. As he might have expected, she was neither distressed nor
repulsed by the sick and filthy girl; she took the brown head onto her lap and began wiping away the
vomit and spittle. What surprised Aubrey was her gentleness, what he would even call tendernessif he
did not know better. Eve cried out once sharply, when Lilith began to unbutton the collar of her

nightgown.

"Seh," Lilith said, her voice dmost acroon. "Ssh, now. You will bedl right. You'l see. Itisnot asbad as
you think."

No, it'sworse, Aubrey thought, turning back to his stirring. He had never known Lilith to lie before, even
to offer comfort. In fact, he had never known Lilith to offer comfort. Hefelt asmal, irrationa chill shiver
at the base of his neck, and he shook hishead to dispd it.

By the time Aubrey's potion was mixed, Lilith had cleaned and changed the girl, even combing out the
knotted masses of her hair. Aubrey knelt down and handed Lilith the glass of doctored milk.

"I'll hold her up," he said, taking Eveinto hisarms and raising her againgt his shoulder. "Y ou help her
drink."

Eve resisted, but they managed to pour most of the
r

drugged milk down her throat. She still had not opened her eyes, and she did not seem to be conscious,
but she thrashed in Aubrey's arms and uttered intermittent cries of horror. But the potion had its quick
effect. Shortly after she swallowed it, she calmed alittle. Her body relaxed and she seemed to tumble
down the precipice of deep.

“Now what will happen?' Lilith asked.



"Now | don't know," Aubrey said. "I am only guessing with dl of this."
"Can we move her somewhere more comfortable?
"Yes't

Aubrey rose with Evein hisarms and carried her back to the kitchen. It was the warmest room in the
house, the place where they could all hover round and watch her. Orion had made up abed for her ona
cot by the stove, and Aubrey laid her there gently. She turned to her side and did not move again.

"Sick," Orion said.

"Very sick," Aubrey agreed. "But we hope she will get better.”

"We should have Arachne clean the study,” Lilith said. "Before he gets home.”

"Wed best doit oursalves,” Aubrey said. "1 would not like to leave any signs of Eve'strespassing.”

So they got morc buckets of water and a handful of rags and returned to the sour-smelling study. They
had worked about half an hour in silence when Lilith spoke.

"What will happen to her?!

"Shewill be sick aday or two, and she will have to eat easy things, like soup and bread. And then she
should bedl right."

Lilith looked over a Aubrey sorrowfully. She stood acn)ss the room from him, the very picture of a
domestic

servant—nher dark hair piled on her head, her gray skirt hitched up, awet rag wrapped around both
hands. And yet shedid not look humble or ridiculousto Aubrey.

"No," shesaid. "What will happen to her, Aubrey? While she continuesto live in this house?"
Hefdt that stonein his ssomach grow heavier. "What will happen to any of you?' he asked in turn.

Lilith gestured and laid aside her cloth. "For therest of us, it does not matter so much,” she said.
" Arachne and Orion he does not trouble. They were not formed for his pleasure, merdly for his
amusement. He created them but he leavesthem aone.”

"And for you? How can you say it does not matter?"

She shrugged. "It isnot the same," she said. "I have no ingtinctud terror at the touch of aman'shand. |
was not born hating and distrusting men—I was brought into the world with no thought of them at dl. But
for her it isdifferent. It isworse. And sheis so much younger. And | have had time to grow used to him."

"What are you saying?' he said. "What are you asking meto do?"
She shook her head. "Thereis nothing you can do," she said. "1 know that. Or you would."

And his somach lurched again. He carefully set down thetiny glass jar he had been wiping clean; it was
too heavy for himto hold. "I would," he said. "I would."

She sighed and sat down where she had stood, appearing, for the first time since he had known her,



weary, discouraged and sad. Human. "PerhflPs;" she said dowly, "we should have let her die.”

" She probably would not have died with the toxins she had taken. She just would have suffered longer
before she recovered.”

"Then perhaps you should have given her the drugs
L
she wanted instead of the drugs that would alow her to hedl.'o

He stepped around the damp places where he had mopped, and settled himself beside Lilith on the floor.
"I have never killed ahuman being,” he said dowly. "I don't know if | could doit.”

"' She has the shape of awoman, but sheis not awoman. Y ou would kill adeer for food."
"For food," he agreed. "But not—not—" He gestured, unable to complete the sentence.

"If you came across a doe wounded in the woods, and you could not save her, you would kill her,” Lilith
sad swiftly. "It isthe same thing.”

"It may bethe samething,” he said, "but | cannot give her the potionsthat will let her die Hewasslent a
moment, thinking.

"l cameto magic," hesaid a last, "with joy. | thought it was a splendid thing to take the well of power
that | found within me and shape it to marvelous uses. | learned to call up wind and contral fire, to draw
flowers from barren soil and divert rain to the desert. | learned to exorcise madness from men's brains
and to banish illnessfrom their blood. | can createillusions, | can make ascrying crystal give mevisons
that arelitera, that are true. And everything | learned made me happy—made others happy. And that is
what | learned magic for.

"But magic, | have discovered, it like any sKill. It isnot inherently good in itself. And some of it—yes,
someof it rsinherently evil. There are wicked spells, savage spells, enchantments that are so black that
even to know them withersthe heart just alittle, taints the soul. And yet to be agreat magician, tobea
sorcerer of any ability or renown, those spells must be learned aswell. For
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if amagician does not know them, they can be used againgt him—and what is magic, after al, but aman's
power to change the world whileit isincgpable of changing him?

"l cameto magic with joy," he repested, "but even asit turnsjoylessin my hands, | cannot look away
fromit. | must know it al, its breadth and its depth and its darkness. | am hungry for it, even asit sickens
me. | am addicted toit."

"Thereisno hopefor any of us, then," Lilith said quietly, "if someone like you can be comrpted.”

He put out hishand and lifted her chin. Her eyes stared back at his unwaveringly. He had never seen her
face so sad. "No," he said gently, "let mefinish. | must have knowledge, but | do not haveto useit. Cyril
taught methat along time ago. There were spellsthat he knew, that he would not use, that he would not
even teach. Hewas like afarmer who owned a cache of weapons and kept them buried in the ground. |
am that kind of person aswell. Glyrenden has taught me how to change my shape, but | have ways
come back asthe man | was before.”



"L eave us now, then," she whispered, "before he changes you as he has changed us dl.”
"I havetold you dready," he said, bending forward, "why | cannot leave."

Hekissed her lightly, afeather kiss, feding the shape of her mouth long and digtinct againgt hisown. She
neither responded nor pulled away. When helifted his head, she was watching him, her face puzzled and
her eyes questioning.

"I loveyou," he added, in case she did not remember. "If you wanted to be awoman, | would try to
makeyou love mein return.”

She came dowly to her feet, staring down at him. "But | do not want to be awoman,” she said.
"I know," hesaid.

He was not surprised when she left the room without speaking again. He spent the rest of the day
cleaning Glyrenden's study by himsdif.

Twelve

Eve wns better the next day and Glvnsnoehl had nor returned. " Two good omens," Aubrey observed
over breakfagt. "I am not asuperstitious man, but | shall not overlook the portents.”

Litith glanced a him expressonlesdy. It was probably hisimagination, but she seemed wary of him this
morning, as she had over dinner last night. Y ou spesak inriddles,” she said.

"I have something | want to try," he said. "Thismight be agood day. | don't know when I'll be back."

She nodded and did not ask him where he was going or what he planned. From her husband she had
learned that few men appreciate curiosity; or perhaps she had never been curiousto begin with. Aubrey
accepted a packet of food from Arachne and set out well before noon.

Hewaked far and fast, deep into the forest, miles from the glade where he had frst learned to be a
shape-changer. For this particular exercise, he wanted to be removed from any familiar place, any
clearing or acre that held the faint but unmistakable imprint of man.

It was noon before he stopped. He was three miles from the nearest pathway that branched off the main
road; he had broken hisway through heavy undergrowth
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for thelast sx hundred yards, and he had come upon the smallest open clearing in the woods. Here, the
closefraternity of trees was broken, and sunlight splashed down to the greedy grass beneath the thick
interweave of branches. Perhaps, decades ago, another oak or em had stood here shoulder to shoulder
with its neighbors. Now there was an empty circle herein the heart of the forest, and Aubrey stood there,

getting hisbearings.
To change something back, Sinit had said, you must love the thing it had been before. Aubrey touched
the rough bark of the tree closest to him, and thought abouit that.

A treeis composed of the dements, Sirrit had said: earth, air, water, fire. A man, on the other hand, is
only air and water.



Aubrey lifted hisface to the sun, ddiberately anayzing the fed of its heat across his bones, the sickle of
his cheek, thetight curve of hischin. Sirrit had been wrong about that. A manisair and water. but heis
adsofireasatreeisfire, taking hisprimordia spark from the distant, essential conflagration of the sun.

And is he earth, too? Aubrey wondered. Man ate the fruits of the earth, giving him some aliance. Might
he skip that intermediate step, and teach himself to take his sustenance directly from therich,
unadulterated soil?

Quickly, Aubrey bent to strip off his boots and hiswoolen socks; then he unlaced, unbuckled and
discarded every last item of hisclothing. It was possible, he knew (he had been practicing), to change
shapes and not be troubled by garments he had neglected to remove. But for thistransformation he
wanted nothing in hisway.

He dug his bare feet into the black soil, criticaly noting its compostion. Generations of leaves, bits of
bark, airborne debris, the remains of animalslong dead;

L

deeper ill, the dementa compounds—hnitrogen, nickel, copper, iron. He burrowed farther, feding the
driated layers of the earth ringing his ankles and his calves, touching, far benesth the placid surface of the
ground, the secret, quick-running table of water.

Heraised his hands above his head, stretching his anns as high asthey would go, and then higher,
resching for the sun itsalf. He spread hisfingers, multiplying the surfaces upon which the sun could fal, till
he offered twenty fingers, fifty, a hundred, an uncounted number, flat and shiny and marbled with
heliotropic veins. He felt the wind shake through him and set him to dancing through his shouldersand his
elbows;, but historso remained stable, firm, rooted in the earth.

Hefdt the dow drag of chemicalsthrough the entire length of his body, pulled from the soil around his
toes, up through the arteries of hislegs, past his heart, thmugh his shoulder blades, winding across histhin
forearms, and bursting out through the very tips of hisfingersin abright, joyous exploson. He could not
see shapes or colors, yet he was aware when the light faded, to be replaced by a blackness that was
complete but undlarming. Again, thelight, growing dowly, until there was nothing but light, sSmple and
sufficient; then agradua descent again into the serene, uncomplicated night.

If hisbody had apulse, it had dowed to thislazy, diurna rhythm; the valves of his heart opened at dawn
and closed again at sunset. If he breathed, it was through every pore of hisbody, and not through his
useless, imprisoned lungs, He was not conscious of deeping or being awake, but merdly of existing; and
the existence was composed of light and quiet ecstasy.

It was five days before he remembered what he redlly was, and remembered how to become that again.
The

r

transformation was dow, reluctant and disorienting; he lay on the ground along time as he reaccustomed
himsdlf to the sensation of blood skittering across hisbones. Later, hiking back through the forest, hefelt
as uncoordinated and clumsy asachild first learning to walk. His breath came fast and short, and his
heart troubled him with itsinsistent pounding. He paused onceto rest, leaning his back against amassive
02k, and he found his body amost unconscioudy molding itsdf to the contours of that well-remembered
shape. He forced himself to stand upright again, quickly, and resumed walking back toward the haunts of
men.



He had cometo love trees too well, he thought, in afew short days. Or perhaps he had already loved
them for longer than he knew.

By noon, his own body no longer felt strange to him, and he strode along at arapid pace. Asaways
when he had mastered some new and difficult skill, he was pleased with himself, and his pleasure colored
his entire outlook. The depression that had hovered over him lifted perceptibly; he actudly whigtled alittle
as hewaked. He found that he was hungry, arare state these days, so he stopped to make a midday
meal out of the rations he had brought with him five days ago. The bread was stale and the dried mesat
very tough. Hewould look for fruit and other edibles as he continued through the forest.

He was back on the main road, but still a good two hours from Glyrenden's, when he spotted afellow
wanderer heading hisway. "Hulloatherel" he called out, waving hisarm. In his present mood of
exuberance, hefdt auniversa benevolence and kinship with al mankind. He was ddlighted to see

anyone.
But the person he hailed recognized him firgt, and
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cameto adead hat in the roadway, waiting for him to gpproach. It was Lilith, and her face was pale with
uffering.

Instantly, concern erased his cheeriness. "Lilith," he said in darm, once he was close enough to see her
face. "What'swrong? Wheat's happened?’ He came up to her and put his hand on her shoulder. She
gared a him and did not pull away. "Lilith. Areyou dl right?

"Youredive" shesad.

He laughed, but kindly, because she looked so wretched. "Y es, of course I'm dive. I'm sorry—werc you
anxious about me? | didn't think—"

Suddenly she wrenched away from him. Her hands had flown to her cheeks; she looked at him over the
barrier of her fingers. "Y ou have been gone five days," she said flatly. "I thought you were dead.”

"I'msorry," hesaid quietly. "'l didn't realize you would worry. Y ou have never worried about me before.”

"I thought you were dead,” she said again. And it was then he redized that she was weeping—slently,
hopelesdy—saurdy for thefirg time.

Hetook one quick step forward and swept her into his arms. For amoment he was conscious of the
awkwar4 angled arrangement of her bones, and then she relaxed into his embrace. She seemed actualy
to melt into flesh and blood as her body leaned againgt his, asif she learned the textures and the
substances from him. He felt her shoulders shake, and hefdlt her terrific Sension as shetried to repress
her sobs. He stroked her hair soothingly; he whispered wordless endearments and rcpeated his apology
countlesstimes. Y et atraitorous éation crept through him. She wept, and she wept for him.

Abruptty she pulled back, not quite escaping the enclosure of hisarms. Her expression was, a the same

time, vulnerable and defensive. °'Y ou were gonefive days," she repeated. "1 thought you would not come
back."

He freed one hand to brush the hair from her forehead. And the unbelievable wetness of tears dong her
cheeks—he had to touch that, too. "Haven't | told you that | will not leave you?' he murmured. "And
didn't you believe me?'



"What were you doing?'

Helaughed softly. "Y ou wouldn't believe meif | told you."
"What, though?'

"Learning to love you better."

She shook her hand in automatic denid, but afaint, self-conscious flush rose to her cheeks. He laughed
again."l didn't think it was possible," he added, and drew her close again.

He bent his head to kiss her, for the second timein hislife—ared kissthistime, full on her mouth. She
was tentative and shy asagirl who had never been kissed, but she seemed to like it; her mouth was pliant
under his, willing to experiment. As he kissed her lips, they seemed to grow fuller, richer, more plush.
Heat rose under her cool skin, dmost vein by vein. She spoke amuffled phrase and pressed her body
closer. Her hands were locked together behind his back.

And then suddenly, she flung herself from him again, more violently thistime. Theforce of her resstance
pushed Aubrey back three steps and actualy brought her to her knees.

"Lilith," he began, starting forward, but she jumped up and backed away from him. He froze.

If she had been wretched before. she was wild now. "Oh, what have you done to me?' she cried.
7L

"What havel done to you?' he exclaimed. "What have | dspg—"

"Y ou have made my lifeintolerable!™

"Lilith!"

Kneading her hands on the front of her gray dress, she began to pace. "He changed my shape, but he
didn't change me," she said over her shoulder. "Nothing touched me, nothing moved me; | did not care
for Glyrenden or for any man. | looked like awoman, but | waswhat | had always been. He could not
make me fed as human beings do.

"But you—frem the beginning, it was different with you. At first | thought it wasjust amatter of like or
didike—mlld words, mild emotions. | thought you just made my life more pleasant—and | had certainly
cometo learn the difference between pleasant and unpleasant in my three years with Glyrenden. | don't
know how it happened that you became important to me. | don't know when it began to please meto
know that you cared for me. Or when it began to matter if you were dive or dead.”

"l am glad that it matters,” he interposed quickly.

"Well, | am not glad!" she retorted. "How can | live as Glyrenden's wife—how can | stland to have him
touch me again, now—now that | have learned to fed ?"

The sense of her words struck him like ablow; he saw precisaly how he had betrayed her. He started to
Spesk, failed, and tried again. "I did not mean—it was not my intention—to hurt you," he said,
sammering alittle. "I wasin love with you before | knew what you are. It is human natureto try and win
affection from the creature that oneloves. | did not mean to change you to do s0."

She had stopped pacing. Now she stood still, staring down at the thick carpet of pine needles beneath
her



feet. Her face had grown dull and homely again; he was not sure she was listening to him. "Once the
transformation starts, it cannot be stopped,” she said. "If | learn to love like awoman, | learn al the other
things women know—hate and fear and passion, boredom and jedlousy and dl therest. | becomelikedl
those other women.”

"Never likethem," Aubrey interjected.

"And | dowly losethethings| knew before" shewent on, il ignoring him. "I mistake the turning of the
seasons. | can no longer understand the language of the wind. | cannot remember what it wasliketo
stand naked under the winter moonlight and be coldly beautiful "

"But | loveyou,” Aubrey said. "What can | give you that will make up for those other things?*

She shook her head; she would not look at him. "I do not want the things you have to give me," she said.
"l do not want to be changed, either by magic or by love."

"But you have been changed,” he whispered. "What will you do now?"

Theintengity of hisvoice caught her attention. She findly looked over a him, and what she saw in his
eyes made her back away astep. "'l will do what | have dways done," she said. "I will wait for himto
releaseme.t

"But hewont! Andit will kill you to livewith him!"
"What choicedo | have?

He bounded forward, catching her hands before she could retreat again. "Come away with me," he
pleaded. "L eave with me today—now. Thereisnothing | need back at Glyrendsp's fussss—"

She was shaking her head. She wastwisting her fin-
I
gersagaing hishold, but she could not free hersdf. "Aubrey, no—hewill look fd ss—"

""We can be in the next kingdom in three days time. Within afew weeks, we can be so far from here, he
will never find us. | am not o ill amagician—I can disguise dl traces of our passage—"

Her face had become obdurate; she made her trapped handsinto figts. "'l will not go away with you. |
cannot leavehim.”

"Why?" he- demanded. “Why?"

"Y ou can only change me more," she said. ™Y ou cannot change me back. Y ou cannot give mewhat |
want."

He dmost flung her hands back at her; she staggered alittle before regaining her balance. "He will not
give you what you want either!" Aubrey cried. "Would you rather be a miserable woman with Glyrenden
or acontented one with me?"

Stubbornly she shook her head. "Hope was the first human emotion | learned,” she said. "With him, |
have hope. With you, | have only love. It isnot enough.”

He closed his eyes. He was suddenly exhausted. "I have love, but no hope," he said. "I cannot tell which
isworse."



She came close enough to touch him, and he opened his eyes again to ook down at her. On her face
wasasmal, timid smile. "Please," she said. "1 do not want to fight with you. | do not want to be angry
with you—or you with me. Let us—|et us be the way we werg."

She did not know how to express regret or fear; she did not even know that she was afraid of losing him.
Aubrey watched her, wondering what €lse she would learn, without knowing it, againgt her will. "Do you

want meto stay, then?' he asked dowly. "If | can only make your lifeworse, | will go now."

"No," shesaid quickly. "You makeit more difficult, but you do not make it worse. | don't—I am not sure
how | would survive now without you.”

"l cannot stop loving you,” he warned. ".[f that prohibition isto be a condition of my staying on, | will
haveto go."

The color rose again in her face, but she shook her head. "I will not try to change you if you do not try to
changeme,” shesaid. "Please stay.”

Hewanted to kiss her again, or at least kiss her hand, but instead he gave her a short, courtly bow. "I
will,', he said. Clasping her fingersin his, heled her back to the road; and hand-in-hand they began the
long walk back to Glyrenden's house. But Aubrey thought they had both lied not so long ago, though
neither would admit it. He knew what it was to hope, and she knew what it wasto love.

Glyrenden was home when they returned, but he did not seem to notice that hiswife and his apprentice
had been gone. He sat in the kitchen, on one of the sturdy wooden chairs, with Eve perched tremuloudy
on the chair beside him. Orion, seated on the far sde of the room, watched them both with his usual
apprehensive attention. Arachne, moving from table to countertop as she prepared the evening meal, cast
them frequent furtive glances and whispered animadversions as she worked.

Glyrenden had eyesfor no one but Eve. .Ah, my beauty," he gloated, siroking her soft hair. -.How |
missed you while | was gone! How | wished you could have come with me. Y ou are not ready yet for
the com-
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pany of great men, but soon. Soon, you will travel with me wherever | go."

Eve stared up at him with her huge brown eyes, despair and supplication mixed upon her face. She
shivered under his hands, and said nothing.

Aubrey stood on the threshold so long that Lilith brushed past him to enter. She took her customary seat
at thetable, glanced a her husband and glanced away. She did not look again at Aubrey.

And Aubrey continued to stand at the door, incapable of moving forward, incapable of walking out of the
room. How much longer can | endure this?hewasthinking. And what can | do?

Glyrenden had only been home for two days—during which time amost no one spoke, amost no one
ate, and dmost no one seemed to breathe—when amessenger came to the front door looking for him.
They weredl Hill at the breakfast table when they were summoned by the broken music of the mistuned
bdls

Glyrenden was spooning honey-sweetened cereal into Eve's mouth, and he scowled at the unexpected
intem.rption. “"Who could be caling here?" he demanded. "I am not expecting vistors.”



Aubrey was glad enough of an excuseto leave theroom. "Shall | go see?" he offered, aready on hii feet.
Glyrenden waved his assent.

Aubrey hastened down the dusty hall, wrestled open the heavy door and stared in displeasure at the
figure of Roye Stephanis.

"Her husband ishere,” was Aubrey's curt greeting. "Y ou had best be on your way immediately.”

Asbefore, the young lord dipped inside the doorway before Aubrey had timeto stop him. "It is
Glyrenden|
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am herefor,” Royd said. "I have been sent by the king to fetch him back to court.”

Aubrey had forgotten that Royel had been gppointed to serve hisliege. But even so. "1 am surprised that
the king would treat a nobleman as amessenger or page,” he said.

"| volunteered to come," Royd said. "Now, will you take meto him?"

So Aubrey led the young lord back through the hallway, past the rusty suit of armor and the cracked
gtone stairway, into the kitchen, where the rest of the household waited. He wondered what Royel would
make of this scene—the wizard'swife sitting camly at the table while her husband hovered possessvely
over abeautiful, frightened young girl. If anything was needed to convince Royel that Lilith should
trust hislove, thought Aubrey in resignation, this particular glimpse of domesticity should do it.

"Royd Stephanis, with amessage from the king," Aubrey announced, stepping into the kitchen with
Royd at his heds. Glyrenden dropped his spoon and whipped around, but no one el sein the room
seemed much interested. Eve took advantage of Glyrenden's distraction to pull her chair asfar back from
hisaspossible. Lilith Spped at her milk and glanced ar the figure in the doorway. Arachne and Orion
paid him no attention at dl.

"A message from the king?' Glyrenden snapped, coming to hisfeet. "l Ieft him afew daysago, and he
said he would not need me for another two weeks."

"A matter of some urgency hasarisen,” Royd said tiffly. He covered it well, but Aubrey suspected he
wasrigid with shock. By a supreme effort of will, the boy kept his eyesfixed on Glyrenden and did not
once look
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in Lilith'sdirection. "I have aparchment here, closed with hissed.”
"Let me haveit," Glyrenden said, and snatched it from Royd's outstretched hand.

What he read there gpparently satisfied him-—rven pleased him—for he laughed shortly and folded the
paper twice. "1 will bewith you in ten minutes," he said. "There iue sorcerous objects | must collect.”

Thewizard |eft the room. Royd's eyeswent ingtantly to Lilith'sface. "I have wondered—I wanted to
know—I wished to know you were well," the young man slammered, though he had spoken with great
coolnessto the mage. "'l was glad for achance to come here—to see you again, however briefly—"

"l amfineg," Lilith replied. She met hiseyesfleetingly and looked away.
"Coffee? A med?' Aubrey asked practicdly. Y ou must haveridden dl night.”



"| broke my journey late last evening in avillage nearby,'0 Royd said. "I did not want to arrivein the
middle of thenight.”

"Widl, you may aswell eat something whileyou're here" Aubrey said, and pushed him toward the table.

But Royd, like everyone e sein that house, had no appetite. He took achair closeto Lilith's and spoke
to her inalow, intense voice. "Y ou seem unwell—unhappy,” he said. "How can | aid you? Who isthat
gn?'

Lilith glanced a Eve. "My husband's niece," she said.

"Hisniece!"

"Royd—" Aubrey said warninglY .

Royd turned disbdlieving eyesin hisdirection. "Sheisnot that man'sniecel” he exclamed.

"It isbetter for all concerned if we say s0," Aubrey said. "Eat, and prepare yoursdlf for atong ride back
to court in the magician's company.”

Instead, Royd edged even closer to the wizard'swife and took her hand in his. Sheregarded him
steadily, with no expression. "If | return for you," the young man said, "would you come away with me?|
could take you to safety, | could take you 1s freedom—"

"No," shereplied.
"But | loveyou!"

She pulled her hand away and picked up her glass of milk. Glyrenden stepped through the hallway door,
back into the kitchen.

"Ah, | seetha my charming wife hasfed you," the wizard said gaily. It wasimpossible to tell what he had
seen, overheard or suspected. "Come, young Stephanis. The king's message was sent in some agitation.
We have no timeto waste.”

Royd camerductantly to hisfeet and bowed impartidly to al thosein the room. "The saintswitling, 1 will
seeyou again shortly," he said.

Glyrenden laughed. "Oh, I am sure you will becomeintimatewith dl of us," hesad. "Intime."

Thewizard bent to kiss Lilith on the mouth. When he lifted his head, he kept hisfingers cupped under her
chin for amoment. "Once again | am reminded how beautiful you are,” he murmured. "Do not forget, |
will be back quite soon."

Next, hetook Evein aclose embrace, drawing her up from her chair to hold her small, shaking body
againg hischest. "My dearest," he murmured into her dark hair. "The next time, | Swear it, you shall
travel withme.'t

Thesefarewd|s made, the wizard turned to laugh at
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the young lord, who stood waiting with hisface utterly immobile. " Shall we be on our way?' he
suggested, and led the boy out of the room. Royel risked one last, hopeless glance back at Lilith. Ina
few moments, the noise of their passage died away, and they were gone.



"There goesavery foolish young man,” Aubrey said severdly. '
"And avery crud old one," Lilith responded.
TVtirteen

Foun days later, Glyrsnnsn returnpo. He was rid-ing his bad-tempered black stallion and leading ahorse
that looked very much like the one Royd had ridden in on. Behind them, running as though hislegswere
aching and his muscles unused to so much work, pattered a mixed-breed hound just past puppyhood. As
the small cava cade reached the doorway of the wizard's house, the dog collapsed to its belly with an
audiblesgh, closad its eyes and was instantly adeep.

Lilith and Aubrey, just back from their afternoon siroll, turned slently to observethe new arrivals. Eve,
who had been sitting on the ground before the flower garden, came to her feet uncertainly asthewizard
dismounted. The horses backed nervoudy away from Glyrenden's hands, creating so much disturbance
that, in the end, Aubrey came forward to take the reins of both animals. He secured them to the hitching
post and untied Glyrenden's saddlebags from the stallion's back.

Then he turned and stared down at the hound now deeping at the door.

"Wasthisnot an odd thing?' Glyrenden said, athough no one had questioned him &t dl. "We were not
halfway to the palace when arattlesnake uncoiled from the ground at our feet, and this excitable steed
reared to

theair and threw his master. Y oung Stephanis was killed instantly, though | did my best to save him.
When | took the sad newsto the king, he expressed great grief and thanked me for my attemptsto
succor him. In reward, he gave me the boy's own mount, and his favorite hound aswell. | like the dog,
but the horseis something of abrute. If | cannot tameit, it will have to be gotten rid of ."

Now Orion and Arachne had emerged from the house, drawn by the nervous nicker of the horses or
some even stronger portent of disaster. Orion had gone to the beasts heads and miraculously camed
both; Arachne had come to a hdt before the dog and looked down on it with aheavy frown. Hair to
clegn up fromall the furniture and who knows if it's housebr oken? she might have been thinking,
from the expression on her face. In her hand she carried along-bladed kitchen knife, for she had
evidently been intemrpted while preparing the evening medl, and this she wiped mindlessy on the dirty
hem of her apron. Eve had made hersdf into asmall, shivering pile on the front porch. Lilith, unmoved as
ever. merdy watched Aubrey.

Aubrey stood with his head bowed and horror moving through hisveinslike acid. He could not have said
why thiswasworse, but it was. It was so bad it could not be lived with. The decision that he could not
make had suddenly been made for him.

"Turn him back," he said to Glyrenden without even lifting hishead.

Glyrenden had been sorting through his saddlebags for something acquired at court, and when he brought
his gaze around to Aubrey he looked blank and preoccupied for aminute. "1 beg your pardon? he said.
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Aubrey raised hiseyes, looked levelly at Glyrenden, and said alittle moreloudly, "Turn him back."
The wizard dropped his bags and straightened, to return Aubrey's steady stare with an unfriendly one of



hisown. "I don't know what you're talking about.”
Aubrey pointed. "The dog. That was once aman. And the king's man, at that. Turn him back.”

For amoment, Aubrey thought the wizard would deny it again, but then suddenly the older man laughed.
The sound cut a discordant swath across the cheerful colors of the autumn afternoon. "He amuses me as
heis"

"Turn him back anyway."
"At your command?| think not.”
"Turn him back. Or | will tfansform him mysdf."

Glyrenden seemed to grow thinner and tauter, and his black eyes resembled the night sky, so full were
they of distant pointsof cold light. ™Y ou will haveto kill meto be ableto counteract my spells.”

"Yes® sad Aubrey. "Turn him back, or | will do it mysglf.”

They were standing in the small clearing before the house, hedged in on dl sides by trees and overgrown
shrubbery and the houseitself. As Aubrey spoke, the space seemed to shrink down by haf, asif al
thingsliving within amile of that arenadrew closer to watch. Eve stopped shivering, the hound lifted its
head; but neither of the antagonists noticed. They had attention for nothing except each other.

I"You are good," Glyrenden munnured, "but are you that good? | have not taught you al | know."

"But | have learned much without your help," Aubrey said camly. Now that the moment had come, the
cancer in his ssomach had melted away; now hewould kill Glyrenden or be killed. Either way, he would

no longer
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haveto live cozily with guilty knowledge, and rdlief made his mind exultant and finely honed.
Glyrenden spat out asingle syllable of contempt. "I do not fear what others have taught you," he said.
"Itisnot their education | intend to put to use," Aubrey replied.

"Well, then," Glyrenden said, and not another word. Almost before Aubrey realized Glyrenden had
picked up the gauntlet, the battle was joined. Glyrenden was suddenly no longer athin, restless man; he
was a huge, wide-jawed wolf midway through a deadly lunge for Aubrey'sthroat.

But neither was Aubrey any longer aman. He had become a hawk, and hiswings begt the air afull two
feet above the head of the snarling predator. Then Aubrey dove, histaons curved to hook into his
enemy's black eyes. But the wolf had flattened to the ground, and was a cougar, and sprang up again
with ayowl, to legp for the banking hawk. Aubrey felt the thinnest imaginable scimitar of the cat's claw
catch inthetip of hisleft wing, and on the instant, he was changed. He was a bear, bigger than Orion,
with paws as huge as sKillets, and he swiped at the cougar's squdling face with every nail extended.

But the cougar was gone. In its place was arock, colorless and flinty, impervious to teeth and claws.
Aubrey fel on it from abovein the shape of ametd spike, six feet long and vicioudy pointed at thetip. A
jagged line cracked down the stone's rough surface; then the two combatants both fell to the ground.
Briefly they were men again, themsdlves, one dark and onefair. They rolled to their feet with four yards
between them and measured each other with human eyes.



"S0," Glyrenden said, "you have been practicing while | was avay.”
t

"Cyril must havetold you how quickly I learn.”

"Hetold me. | confess| did not believe him."

"Have you never met any wizard more skilled than you?”

"Oh, Cyril isabetter illusonist, and better at calling up visonsin water or glass. And there are others
with taents| cannot quite match. But in this—no, my pet, | have never met my equal.”

"Turn him back," Aubrey said again. "Turn them dl back."

Glyrenden merely smiled. His smile was so wide that hisface became dl teeth, hiswhole body agrinning
face; he had grown monstrous, he was adragon, his skin the rusty color of autumn trees and hisfearsome
teeth whiter than milk. The dragon growled deep in itsthroat and reared back, then fell forward with the
power of faling rock to land in ahegp upon the other wizard and crush him.

But Aubrey wastoo smdl and too agile; he had become u fly, tiny and inconsequentid, riding on the
dragon's back. Dragon no more; Glyrenden melted before him to alimpid pool of water, thrashing itself
into arough seathat would drown the ingpct resting precarioudy on its surface. But the insect dashed to
safe ground and grew ferocioudy, bursting into flame at the edge of the stormy lake. The water rose,
spilling itsimaginary banks to drown the blaze, but the fire was far stronger; its heat drove back every
watcher in the woods.

Like dew under summer sunlight, the pool evaporated, but much more quickly; Glyrenden hovered over
Aubrey asmig intheair. Thefire suddenly vanished and in its place was adevastating chill, pursuing the
heavy cloud of moisture that was the wizard. Glyrenden fell to the ground in along white line of frogt,
diamond-
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backed; the crystals coalesced, and he was a snake, copper-colored and hissing. Aubrey chopped &t his
head as a descending axe, but the snake had become rust and clung to the iron of the blade. Aubrey
changed to glass, fragile and dippery; Glyrenden shattered him as abullet, catapulted from nowhere. But
the glass was now sand, inches deep and unresisting. It smothered the cartridge with itsweight.

Metamorphosis. The bullet writhed once and became aweed, able to grow in any soil, poking its shaggy
head above the ridgeline of the dune. Then agreat wind arose, focused and precise, whipping up the
atoms of the sand to animal height, chest height, man height; then it was Aubrey again, on hisfeet but
stooping over to snap the weed off its salk.

But in his hand the weed changed to a bramble, thick with thorns, blood dotted Aubrey's pamin
half-a-dozen places. He cursed softly, with an odd impatience, but kept his hold on the briar. The air was
so il that his murmured words should have carried to al corners of the forest, but he spoke so quietly
that no one understood what he said.

And then standing before him, dazed and uncertain, stood Glyrenden, who had been changed by
someone else's magic from one form to another. Just an instant he stood there, fury and comprehension
coming to him together, but Aubrey did not wait for hiswitsto regather. He snatched the kitchen knife
from Arachne's hands and dove for the black-haired wizard, and he drove the entire tength of the blade
deep into Glyrenden's heart. There was amoment when everything in the world was utterly motionless.



Then, in adow, eegant pirouette, Glyrenden fell to the ground at Aubrey's feet.
Thenit wasasif every beast intheforest let loose at
r

once with whatever howl, cry or moan itsthroat would cary; there was a cacophony of primitive eation
that rose from dl sides, milesin each direction. Trees cavorted from the force of adriving wind, or
created the wind themselves, whipping their branchesfrom side to sidetill they clattered and interlaced.
Behind Aubrey, dowly, asif stone by stone were being pried |oose and dropped, the doppy gray
mansi on that was Glyrenden's house toppled to the ground and began to disintegrate.

Inthe clearing just in front of the decomposing porch, thefive living creatures that remained tried to keep
their balance on suddenly shifting ground and strained to recover their numbed and disordered senses.

Aubrey woke from what seemed like atranceto find himsalf till clutching the bloodied knife and staring
down at the crumpled figure of the dead wizard. It was afrightening thing to watch. Glyrenden had been
dead lessthan aminute, yet al the scavengers of the forest had aready gone savagely to work on him,
the ants, the maggots, the fungi and the molds. Across each wrist and ankle, and wound around the white
throat, creeperstwined to bind himin place. His sooty black hair had fallen back from hiswhite face, and
the shape and structure of the skull could be plainly seen under the besieged membrane of the skin. By
nightfal, not abone nor scrap of hair would be left; not arock would mark the place the house had
stood. Glyrenden and his effects would have disappeared.

Aubrey roused himsdlf with a sudden fear, and before he even looked to check who till atended him, he
raised hisarms and spoke aquick spdll of suspension. All movement hated within the radius of his
incantation; the trees stopped their swaying, the busy antsfroze, the grass lay quiet again. The bear,
which had staggered
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toitshind feet, dumped down on its haunches. Thetiny brown spider, scuttling toward the promising
overhang of afelled gray brick, stopped in her sticky tracks. The young man lying on hisside, horror and
bewilderment on hisface, settled in to deep again. The fawn froze with one foot curled againgt her chest.

But Lilith had not moved at dl, and she only stirred now when Aubrey came over to her.
"He'sdead," Aubrey said to her unnecessarily.

She nodded. "For how long have you meant to kill him?" she asked.

"l suppose ever since realized what he had done, and that he would not undo it.”

She gestured toward the others. ™'Y ou have freed them with his death. Isthat what you thought would
happen?’

"Mogt of awizard's magicsdie with him. They tdll stories of rubies turning to rocks and whole mountain
ranges melting back into meadows when the desth of the great sorcerer Talvisfinally reversed some of
his spells. But agood wizard can make magic that lasts after his death. He can speak spellsthat are so
true they become the truth, and then only new magic can reversethem again.”

Now shelooked at him, and plainly in the green eyes he saw the unspeakable longing he had only sensed
before. Very smply, she said, "Can you change me?"



"I think s0," hesaid, "but | am not sure”

She glanced at the body of Glyrenden, then back a Aubrey. "Y ou changed him againgt hiswill in the heat
of battle. | would think that would be aharder thing."

Aubrey smiled with no mirth whatsoever. "My old teacher, Cyril, dwaystold meit was easer to kill than
to create,” hesaid. "l never understood what he meant, but the only spells he taught me were spells of
crestion, and
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they were very hard indeed. By comparison, destruction ismuch smpler. | have learned that for thefirst
timetoday."

"] don't understand,” she said.

Aubrey pointed to apile of fallen stones and they both sat. He carefully refrained from touching her. "To
change something from one form to another isadifficult task, and the spellsto do so are among the
hardest things | have ever learned. To change athing that has been made something else by magiciseven
harder, and the risks are gresater. It was possible that | would kill Glyrenden by changing him back to his
true form, but since | planned to kill him anyway, | did not greatly care. | runthe sameriskif | try to

changeyyou.”
"Oh," shesad.

"But | will try if you want meto."
"Yes" shesad. "l want you to."

Aubrey made no reply to that, hoping she might add aword or two to soften the findity of her choice,
but she said nothing else. Findly, heroseto hisfeet again and made hisway to where the other creatures
waited, stayed in place by his quickly woven command.

He placed his hand over the bear's eyes and took from him al knowledge of what it meant to be aman.
Hetook away the memory of table and bedroom, village and fair, the rudiments of speech and thetaste
of cooked mesat. He took away the hatred of mankind that he found in Orion's heart, but he left the sense
of terror that even aman'sfaint scent could bring. "Go now," he whispered, releasing the bear from the
gpdll that held him in place. "Livewdl and happily, and avoid humankind for the rest of your days.”

He kndt beside the small brown spider and laid afinger flegtingly on her hunched back. There waslittle
I

room in that tiny brain for memory, but Aubrey cleaned those cluttered cells as best he could of the shape
and remembrance of womanhood. In her true form, she was a dainty thing, no beauty but delicately
made. Aubrey stroked her back with the gentlest of motions. "Forget everything,” he murmured to her,
"except your fear of men." Then helifted hishand and she hurried awvay, moving asfast as her thin, fine
legswould carry her.

The fawn watched him motionlesdy, her great eyes a their widest, and even under the spell of tillness,
shetrembled. Aubrey put his pamsto either side of her pointed face and closed her eyeswith his
thumbs; and as he closed her eyeshe wiped away dl the interior images that caused her ill to shiver.
Almost immediately, she quieted, and dmost as quickly grew frantic again. For he had not taken from her
that ingtinctive distrust of man, and here he was, aman and holding her. He let his hands drop away and



he undid his spell, and she darted away through the welcoming forest without a backward glance.

Last, Aubrey turned to the degping man, little more than aboy and wearing, even as he dreamed, a
puzzled, frightened look. Aubrey rested his hand upon Royd's brow and pulled from histhoughts al
memory of the past four days, the journey to Glyrenden's house, the awful moment of transfiguration
itsdlf, thefed of the dog's feet, the foreign smoothness of the beast's muscles, the sound of the hound's
baying, so strangdly liquid coming from one's own throat. He hesitated as he rummaged through Royd's
mind and found image after image of Lilith, but in the end, he alowed the boy to keep those visons. Had
positions been reversed, he would not have wanted Royel to destroy his own pictures of the wizard's
wife; he could be that generousin return.

To replace the memories he took away, Aubrey fashioned new ones, of afal from hishorse, adizzy day
of amnesia, and two days of being nursed to hedlth by afriendly peasant woman. The king might wonder
why Glyrenden's version of the young lord's disappearance differed so radically from Royel's own, but he
would soon have more to wonder about as Glyrenden's disappearance raised more questions. And those
guestions, Aubrey thought, will never be answered.

Heroseto hisfeet and glanced over at Lilith, who watched him till. The boy at hisfeet continued to
deep. "Ishedead?" Lilith wanted to know.

"No," Aubrey said. "But | think it will be best if we are gone from here before he wakes up. | am not
eager to answer any questions he may have."

She glanced around the clearing, which wasless of a clearing every moment that they stayed. Aubrey had
lifted his spell of suspension, and the forest was cregping closer, dmost asthey stood there and watched.
"He may find thisastrange place to awake if he degpstoo long.”

"I havelaid a protection upon him. He will not be harmed.”
"And what news of Glyrenden will he carry back to the king?'
"No news, but only the rumor that will soon be on everyone'slips—the great wizard is dead.”

Shelooked at the body of her dain husband with no expression on her face. "There will be no proof of
that."

"No," said Aubrey. "But heis il dead.”

She cameto her feet and looked at him directly, and he marveled again at how green her eyeswere, such
beautiful eyesin such aplain and such abeloved face. "And me?' she asked.
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"Wewill walk to the King's Grove," Aubrey said, "whichisaplace | have long wanted to see. And then |
will leave, and you will stay, and the world will be asit was before Glyrenden was ever born."

"Not quitethe same," she whispered, and for amoment he thought he saw the faintest glitter of tearsin
her eyes. "For you will remember and use the spdlls he taught you. And I—I will live along time with an
dien memory inmy heart.”

Aubrey was silent amoment. "No," hesaid at last, very dowly. ™Y ou will be as you once were, with no
thought except what belongs to you, and no memory except that of soil and season. | have made the
othersforget, and | will make you forget, and these three years will be asif they never were."



"But if | am madeto forget Glyrenden,” she said, still whispering, "doesthat mean | will forget you as
wdl?'

"Yes" hesad.
"Then | do not want to forget.”

Hewas silent, for awild hope laid astrangulating hand across his throat, and speech wasimpossible. She
had felt nothing at al for Glyrenden, not love and not hate, for she was fashioned of aliving thing that had
no passions, desires or emotions. But she had been three years awoman, treated as awoman and loved
asawoman by three very different men; she had speech and reason and a soul. Perhapsthe
transformation she had feared so gresatly had finally cometo pass.

"Lilith," he said at last, hisvoice very low. "I know what you have suffered at Glyrenden's hands and that
you could never have cometo love the man hewas. But | am not like Glyrenden, and | have loved you
for along time. | will do what you say—I will take you where you want to go. But my lifewill be sere
and empty without
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you. Theworld that once seemed so full of color and promise will be gray and tedious. Say you will stay
with me. Remain awoman and become my wife. Y ou do not know how good that life can be. | swear |
would die to make you happy."

She was silent amoment, her head bowed, her marvel ous eyes hidden. Then shelifted her head and he
could see she was crying, even though she smiled. She came closer and put her two hands on either sde
of hisface; and it wasthe first time he could remember that she had reached out to him. "It would not
make me happy for you to die,” shesaid. "And if | could be happy asawoman, | know it would be at
your side. But you forget so many things, Aubrey, my dear. Y ou forget how strange | am, and that even
smple peasants recognize that strangeness[n me—"

"They would say nothing againgt you while | was near," he intemrpted swiftly.

"Y ou forget that | have no family, that | cannot make friends, that | have no skills and no conversation. |
could not move with you in the world of men, in the exdted circlesin which you will someday move."

"I do not care for the society of rich and exalted men. | would be content in a cottage in an untracked
forest, if you werein the cottage with me."

She smiled again. "Y ou would not be content. Y ou are agreat wizard, Aubrey, and you are destined to
be with great men. It would not help you to have me a your side.”

"I loveyou," hesaid helplesdy. "It could not huft meto have you near mefor the rest of my life.”
"But Aubrey," she said, "can you not see how it will hurt me?!

"But then do you not carefor me at al?' he cried des-
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perately. "1 thought—it seemed—surely you fed some affection for me after l?"

"I think I must loveyou,” she said, her voice very low. "For | fed asif this parting will break my heart.
And | did not think | had a heart.”



He flung himself to the ground at her feet. "Then stay with me" he begged. "A little while, stay with me,
Seewhat it islike to be awoman in love with aman. After that little while, I will ask you again, and then
whatever you decide | will do."

Shelooked down at him unflinchingly. "And then you will beg me againto Say just alittlewhile, and
again, and again, and soon | will forget to be anything except awoman and | will even be happy that that
iswhat | am. But Aubrey, that isnot what | want to be. | have been twisted out of my purpose, turned by
black enchantment from my true shape, and | have been unhappier than you can imagine for three
interminable years. Thereisawillow missing from the King's Grove where | was supposed to stand and
make the forest complete. Theworld isout of kilter, just alittle, because | am not where | should be.
And | want to be there, Aubrey. | loveyou, but | do not love you enough.”

He dropped his head, and his shoulders seemed to draw in againgt his neck and make hiswhole body
andler. For amoment more he knelt before her, no longer pleading, but unable to climb again to hisfeet.
She watched him, but did not touch him or speak again. At last, he looked up, then stood again, and on
his face was the forlom look of aman for whom al magic hasfaded.

"Let usgo then to the King's Grove," he said, and his voice, though soft, was steedy. "We can forage for
our food. Thereis nothing here either of us needsto pack or carry. Let uswalk to the King's Grove."
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She could not help hersdlf; she put one hand on his arm and the other to his cheek again. "But et us make
thetrip dowly,"” shesaid, "so it takes us at least three days.”

It took them four days to make the journey to the King's Grove. Those four days, Aubrey knew, would
be the last happy days of hislife, and the only happy days Lilith had known in her threeyearsasa
woman. Aubrey hoped, though he did not voice his hope, that those four days would make her
reconsder her decison, for during that time she loved him as much as any woman had ever loved him.
But on the morning of the fifth day, they duded the armed sentindls patrolling the borders of the King's
Grove, and he knew that Lilith had not for an instant wavered in her determination.

For as soon asthey stepped onto that protected soil, into that perfect and sanctified garden, shefell away
from him. Her hand dropped from hisarm, her body seemed to change and roughen; dl her attention,
which had been fixed on him, focused € sawhere. She ran from oak to em to cedar with achildish
delight, touching one coarse trunk, then another, naming to hersdlf their real names, the names by which
they addressed each other. The wind had picked up and danced through the bare autumn brancheswith
an excited motion. They had no speech men could understand, these trees, but Aubrey almost thought he
heard the fantastic, ancient language of the dryads as the news flew instantly from one end of the sacred
groveto the other: She's back, she's back, the one long gone has returned to us at last.

And when the woman finatly rgoined him, and took his hand impatiently to draw him to the right spot,
the specia place, the oddly bare patch of land that was the
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one corner of the earth set aside for her particular use, he knew none of the last-minute supplications he
had prepared would sway her. For she had changed adready; it was a stranger's impersona hand shelaid
in his, and her fey green eyesheld virtualy no recognition asthey met his. He amost thought he could
leave her inthisplace, il in the body of awoman, and the very intensity of her longing would gradudly
turn her back to the thing she once was. That greatly had she dtered during the few short minutes they
had siood inside this grove.



But speech was Hill |eft to her, though even with that she wasimpatient, using asfew words as possible
to convey her meaning. "Here," she demanded. "Now. This place." She planted her feet and with a
luxurious, sensuous motion, spread her arms as wide asthey would go.

He used his sternest voice, trying to catch her remote attention. "Lilith. Remember what | told you before.
Thisisahard spell, the hardest, and it ispossible | could kill you instead of change you. Y ou redlize tht,
don't you? Y ou still want me to spesk the incantation?”

"Yes, yes" shesad, flinging her head back and closing her incredible eyes. "Now. Say it now."

And he gazed once more at the coiled braids around her head and the smple, elegant lines of her body,
and knew a craven moment of rebellion. If he did not speak the spell, she would never be changed; not a
wizard in thiskingdom could reverse Glyrenden's magic except himself. She would stilt be awoman. She
would follow him wherever he went, needing something from him she could get nowhere e se. She would
be with him aways, for he would never change her. Heloved her. Shewould be hisforever.

But he knew, even in that split second while the evil thought took hold of him, that he would never hold
her
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s0 againg her will. That would make him no better than Glyrenden; that was one thing. For another, he
loved the woman known as Lilith, and he would not be able to live with her unhappiness. So he closed
his eyes, so he would not have to watch her while he spoke this spdll, and silently he chanted the charm
that would change awoman to awillow. And he put into the enchantment al the baffles he knew, al the
protectors, dl the safeguards. He made the spell so strong not even Glyrenden, had he been dive, would
have been ableto undoit.

And then he opened his eyes. It was the most beautiful, the most awful thing he had ever seen, this
transformation of awoman to atree. Her body thickened and grew brown, her legs lengthened and
rooted dowly in the earth. Her arms stretched and her fingers stretched, and tiny twigs began forming on
her fingertips. He had missed the point where her brown head melted into the silver-brown trunk, for
suddenly her face was no longer to be seen, and then none of her body was to be seen, and her dim,
wiry branches arched over him likearainfal, splashing in al directions. It was nearly winter, but she
dazzled him with arepertoire of seasons; hard buds formed on her long, delicate limbs, then unfurled to a
brief, heady green, then crinkled up and became old, and fell lazily around hisfeet. Thetrailing, clinging
branches closed about him, brushing his shoulders and chest, and he had to push them aside with some
force to move away from her, out from under her shade and into the white sunlight.

She had told him she wanted to remember and so he let her remember, but he did not think it would take
any spall of histo make her forget. Asfor himsdlf, no magician in the world would be able to take this
memory from hismind; it had patterned itself over theintricate

whorlsand ridges of hisbrain and would be apart of him till the day he died. He stood |ooking for one
long moment at the single willow in the King's Grove, which was more beautiful than any object he had
ever seen; then he stooped to retrieve something that had fallen from her when she changed. It wasthe
gold necklace he had given her, which she had worn for the past four days and had no use for now.
Aubrey pocketed it and turned away, and made hisway as quickly as he could back past the guards and
out of the grove of trees.

Epilogwe



Soue say that isthe end of the story, and some say it is not. For while much isknown of Aubrey'slife, he
who became known as the Gifted, much il lieswithin the reelm of myth and speculation. Some say he
never again laid eyes on the woman known as Lilith and that she remained as he had changed her until the
king'sforest burned down and al life within it perished. Others say that is not so.

These eager romantics will tell you that, as the forest took fire, and one by one the trees succumbed,
spicy cedar lending its burning fragrance to the hot pitch of the pine, one tree did not burn when the
flames reached it. That tree shook in the acrid breath of the gpproaching fire, and collapsed in upon itsdlf,
and remembered, when the need was upon it to remember, how to be awoman and how to run. And
that woman escaped the conflagration that destroyed every other living thing in the King's Grove; and she
stole clothes from the first peasant's hut she came to, unwatched and untended; and she made her way
dowly from villageto village, stedling food and remembering the language, until she reached atown that
was large enough to have news. They say that there she inquired as to the whereabouts of awizard
named Aubrey, and that she traveled to the place where he
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lived, which was athousand miles and two kingdoms from the grove where she had started. And that
they were reunited that one time and never again, for they were never again parted from that day until the
day they died.

It istrue, asthese storytdllers say, that the King's Grove burned down; and it istrue that in hislater years,
Aubrey the Gifted had with him at al times awoman companion who was reputed to be green-eyed and
strange. Any record of the magician'slife will give you thesefacts. But asto the woman'sidentity, there
are no clues. None of the histories record her name, and it is hard to believe that aspell spoken by
Aubrey the Gifted could be so easily overturned. Moreover, she had once preferred the risk of death to
the prospect of life asawoman, and she had had many yearsto forget that she had once had feet and
could run from the threatened fire. But the Stories persst, and no scholar has definitdly refuted them.

Asfor the great magician, Glyrenden, the stories are even stranger. It is said that you can spend your
whole life quartering the king's domain and never yet come across the wizard'sremains. That whole
forested areq, to thisday till wild and nearly impenetrable, is so overgrown that it isimpossibleto find in
it any of the paths and roadways that once existed. The forest has taken its revenge on Glyrenden, the
villagers say, and obliterated dl traces of his existence, so that even those who have heard about him
from others who have heard about him cannot prove he ever once lived and breathed and cast mdicious
spells; and they cannot be inspired to emulate aman who has disgppeared so entirely from the memory
of the earth.



