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Dragon's Bane
Bar bara Hanbl y
Copyri ght 1985 by Barbara Hanbly

CHAPTER |

BANDI TS OFTEN LAY in wait in the ruins of the old
town at the fourways—Jdenny Waynest thought there were
three of themthis norning.

She was not sure any nore whether it was magi ¢ which

told her this, or sinply the woodcraftiness and instinct
for the presence of danger that anyone devel oped who

had survived to adulthood in the Wnterlands. But as she
drew rein short of the first broken walls, where she knew
she woul d still be conceal ed by the conbinati on of autum
fog and early morning gl oom beneath the thicker trees of
the forest, she noted autonmatically that the horse drop-
pings in the sunken clay of the roadbed were fresh,

unt ouched by the frost that edged the | eaves around them
She noted, too, the silence in the ruins ahead; no coney's
foot rustled the yellow spill of broonsedge cl oaking the
hill slope where the old church had been, the church sacred
to the Twel ve Gods beloved of the old Kings. She thought
she snelled the snoke of a concealed fire near the remains
of what had been a crossroads inn, but honest nen woul d
have gone there straight and left a track in the nets of
dew t hat covered the weeds all around. Jenny's white
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mar e Moon Horse pricked her long ears at the scent of

ot her beasts, and Jenny wi nd-whi spered to herfor silence,
snoot hing the raggedy nane agai nst the |ong neck. But

she had been | ooking for all those signs before she saw
t hem

She settled into stillness in the protective cloak of fog

and shadow, like a partridge blending with the brown of
the woods. She was a little like a partridge herself, dark
and small and nearly invisible in the dull, random pl ai ds

of the northlands; a thin, conpactly built wonan, tough
as the roots of noorland heather. After a nonment of

silence, she wove her nagic into a rope of nist and cast
it along the road toward the nanel ess ruins of the town.

It was something she had done even as a child, before

the ol d wander-mage Caerdi nn had taught her the ways

of power. All her thirty-seven years, she had lived in the
W nt eri ands—she knew the snells of danger. The | ate-
lingering birds of autumm, thrushes and bl ackbirds, should
have been waking in the tw sted brown mats of ivy that

hal f-hid the old inn's wall s—they were silent. After a
monent, she caught the scent of horses, and the ranker,
dirtier stench of nen.

One bandit would be in the stunpy ruin of the old tower
that commanded the south and eastward roads, part of

the defenses of the ruined town left from when the pros-
perity of the King's |law had given it anything to defend.
They al ways hid there. A second, she guessed, was behind
the walls of the old inn. After a noment she sensed the
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third, watching the crossroads froma yellow thicket of
seedy tamarack. Her magi ¢ brought the stink of their souls
to her, old greeds and the carrion-bone nmenories of some
cherished rape or nurder that had given a nonentary

gl ow of power to lives largely divided between the giving
and receiving of physical pain. Having lived all her life
in the Wnteriands, she knew that these nen could scarcely
hel p bei ng what they were; she had to put aside both her
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hatred of them and her pity for them before she could
braid the spells that she | aid upon their mnds.

Her concentration deepened further. She stirred judi-
ciously at that conpost of menories, whispering to their

bl unted mi nds of the bored sl eepi ness of nen who have

wat ched too I ong. Unless every illusion and Linmitation

was wrought correctly, they would see her when she

moved. Then she | oosened her halberd in its hol ster upon
her saddle-tree, settled her sheepskin jacket a little nore
cl osely about her shoul ders and, with scarcely breath or
nmovenent, urged Moon Horse forward toward the ruins.

The man in the tower she never saw at all, fromfirst

to last. Through the browning red | eaves of a screen of
hawt horn, she glinpsed two horses tethered behind a
ruined wall near the inn, their breath maki ng pl unes of
white in the dawn cold; a nonment |ater she saw the bandit
crouching behind the crunbling wall, a husky man in greasy
old I eathers. He had been watching the road, but started
suddenly and cursed; | ooking down, he began scratching
his crotch with vigor and annoyance but no particul ar
surprise. He did not see Jenny as she ghosted past. The
third bandit, sitting his rawboned bl ack horse between a
broken conmer of a wall and a spinney of raggedy birches,
simply stared out ahead of him lost in the daydreans she
had sent.

She was directly in front of himwhen a boy's voice
shouted from down the sout hward road, "LOOK QUT!"

Jenny whi pped her hal berd clear of its rest as the bandit
woke with a start. He saw her and roared a curse. Periph-
erally Jenny was aware of hooves pounding up the road
toward her; the other traveler, she thought with grim
annoyance, whose wel | -neant warni ng had snapped the

man fromhis trance. As the bandit bore down upon her,
she got a glinpse of a young man riding out of the mist
full-pelt, clearly intent upon rescue.

The bandit was arned with a short sword, but swung
4 Bar bara Hanbl y

at her with the flat of it, intending to unhorse her without
damagi ng her too badly to rape later. She feinted with the
hal berd to bring his weapon up, then dipped the | ong bl ade
on the pole's end down under his guard. Her |egs clinched
to Moon Horse's sides to take the shock as the weapon

kni fed through the man's belly. The | eather was tough,

but there was no netal underneath. Shs ripped the bl ade
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clear as the man doubled up around it, screamnm ng and

cl awi ng; both horses danced and veered with the snell

of the hot, spraying blood. Before the man hit the nuddy
bed of the road, Jenny had wheel ed her horse and was
riding to the aid of her prospective knight-errant, who
was engaged in a sloppy, desperate battle with the bandit
who had been conceal ed behind the ruined outer wall

Her rescuer was hanpered by his | ong cloak of ruby

red vel vet, which had got entangled with the basketwork
hilt of his jewel ed | ongsword. H s horse was evidently
better trained and nore used to battle than he was: the
maneuverings of the big liver-bay gelding were the only
reason the boy hadn't been killed outright. The bandit,
who had gotten hinmself mounted at the boy's first cry of
war ni ng, had driven them back into the hazel thickets that
grew al ong the tunbl ed stones of the inn wall, and, as
Jenny ki cked Mbon Horse into the fray, the boy's trailing
cloak hung itself up on the | ow branches and jerked its
wear er ignom niously out of the saddle with the horse's
next swerve.

Using her right hand as the fulcrumof a swing. Jenny
swept the halberd' s blade at the bandit's sword arm The
man veered his horse to face her; she got a glinpse of

pi ggy, close-set eyes under the rimof a dirty iron cap
Behi nd her she coul d hear her previous assailant stil
scream ng. Evidently her current opponent could as well,
for he ducked the first slash and sw ped at Mbon Horse's
face to cause the mare to shy, then spurred past Jenny
and away up the road, willing neither to face a weapon
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that so outreached his own, nor to stop for his conrade
who had done so

There was a brief crashing in the thickets of briar as
the man who had been concealed in the tower fled into
the raw msts, then silence, save for the dying bandit's
hoar se, bubbling sobs.

Jenny dropped lightly from Moon Horse's back. Her

young rescuer was still thrashing in the bushes |ike a stoat
in a sack, half-strangled on his bejeweled cloak strap. She
used the hook on the back of the halberd' s blade to tw st
the long court-sword fromhis hand, then stepped in to

pull the nuffling folds of velvet aside. He struck at her
with his hands, |ike a man swatting at wasps. Then he
seenmed to see her for the first tinme and stopped, staring
up at her with wi de, myopic gray eyes.

After a |l ong nonment of surprised stillness, he cleared

his throat and unfastened the chain of gold and rubies that
hel d the cl oak under his chin. "Er—thank you, ny |ady,"

he gasped in a slightly wi nded voice, and got to his feet.
Though Jenny was used to people being taller than she,

this young man was even nore so than nost. "|I—dh—=

H s skin was as fine-textured and fair as his hair, which
was al ready, despite his youth, beginning to thin away
toward early bal dness. He couldn't have been nore than

ei ghteen, with a natural awkwardness increased tenfold
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by the difficult task of thanking the intended object of a
gal l ant defense for saving his life.

"My profoundest gratitude," he said, and performed a
suprenely graceful Dying Swan, the |ike of which had

not been seen in the Wnteriands since the nobles of the
Ki ngs had departed in the wake of the retreating roya
armes. "I am Gareth of Magl oshal don, a travel er upon
errantry in these lands, and | wi sh to extend ny hunbl est
expressions of..."

Jenny shook her head and stilled himwi th an upraised
hand. "Wait here," she said, and turned away.

6 Bar bara Hunbly
Puzzl ed, the boy followed her.

The first bandit who had attacked her still lay in the
clay muck of the roadbed. The soaki ng bl ood had turned
it into a mess of heel gouges, strewn with severed entrails;

the stink was appalling. The nman was still groaning weakly.
Agai nst the matte pallor of the foggy norning, the scarl et
of the blood stood out shockingly bright.

Jenny sighed, feeling suddenly cold and weary and

uncl ean, | ooki ng upon what she had done and know ng

what it was up to her yet to do. She knelt beside the dying
man, drawi ng the stillness of her magi c around her again.
She was aware of Gareth's approach, his boots threshing
through the dew soaked bindweed in a hurried rhythm

that broke when he tripped on his sword. She felt a tired
stirring of anger at himfor having made this necessary.
Had he not cried out, both she and this poor, vicious,
dyi ng brute woul d each have gone their ways...

And he woul d doubtl ess have killed Gareth after
she passed. And other travel ers besi des.

She had | ong since given up trying to unpick wong
fromright, present should fromfuture if. If there was a
pattern to all things, she had given up thinking that it was
sinmpl e enough to lie within her conprehension. Still, her

soul felt filthy within her as she put her hands to the dying
man' s clamy, greasy tenples, tracing the proper runes

whi | e she whi spered the death-spells. She felt the life go
out of himand tasted the bile of self-loathing in her nouth.

Behi nd her, Gareth whispered, "You—he' s—he's
dead. "

She got to her feet, shaking the bloody dirt from her
skirts. "I could not |eave himfor the weasels and foxes,"
she replied, starting to wal k away. She coul d hear the
smal | carrion-beasts already, gathering at the top of the
bank above the nmisty slot of the road, drawn to the bl ood-
snell and waiting inpatiently for the killer to abandon
her prey. Her voice was brusque-she had al ways hat ed
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the death-spells. Having grown up in a |land w thout |aw,
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she had killed her first man when she was fourteen, and
si X since, not counting the dying she had helped fromlife
as the only nmidwife and healer fromthe G ay Muntains

to the sea. It never got easier

She wanted to be gone fromthe place, but the boy

Gareth put a staying hand on her arm | ooking from her

to the corpse in a kind of nauseated fascination. He had
never seen death, she thought. At least, not inits raw
form The pea green velvet of his travel -stained doubl et,
the gold stampwork of his boots, the tucked enbroidery

of his ruffled lawn shirt, and the el aborate, feathered
crestings of his green-tipped hair all proclaimed himfor
a courtier. Al things, even death, were doubtl ess done
with a certain anbunt of style where he cane from

He gul ped. "You're.—you're a witch!"

One corner other nouth noved slightly; she said, "So

| am

He stepped back fromher in fear, then staggered,

clutching at a nearby sapling for support. She saw then
that anong the decorative slashings of his doubl et sleeve
was an uglier opening, the shirt visible through it dark
and wet. "I'Il be fine," he protested faintly, as she noved
to support him "I just need..." He made a funbling effort
to shake free of her hand and wal k, his myopic gray eyes
peering at the ankle-deep drifts of noldering | eaves that

lined the road.

"VWhat you need is to sit down." She led himaway to

a broken boundary stone and forced himto do so and
unbut t oned the di anond studs that held the sleeve to the
body of the doublet. The wound did not | ook deep, but

it was bl eeding badly. She pulled | oose the | eather thongs
that bound the wood-bl ack knots of her hair and used

them as a tourni quet above the wound. He w nced and

gasped and tried to loosen it as she tore a strip fromthe
hem of her shift for a bandage, so that she slapped at his
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fingers like a child' s. Then, a noment later, he tried to
get up again. "I have to find..."

"Il find them" Jenny said firmy, knowi ng what it

was that he sought. She finished binding his wound and

wal ked back to the tangle of hazel bushes where Gareth
and the bandit had struggled. The frosty daylight glinted
on a sharp reflection anmong the | eaves. The spectacl es
she found there were bent and tw sted out of shape, the
bott om of one round | ens decorated by a star-fracture.
Flicking the dirt and wetness fromthem she carried them
back.

"Now, " she said, as Gareth funbled them on w th hands
shaki ng from weakness and shock. "You need that arm
| ooked to. | can take you..."

"My lady, I've no tinme." He | ooked up at her, squinting
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a little against the increasing brightness of the sky behind
her head. "lI'mon a quest, a quest of terrible inportance."

"I nportant enough to risk losing your armif the wound
turns rotten?"

As if such things could not happen to him did she only
have the wits to realize it, he went on earnestly, "I'll be
all right, I tell you. I am seeking Lord Aversin the Dra-
gonsbane. Thane of Alyn Hold and Lord of Wr, the

greatest knight ever to have ridden the Wnterl ands. Have
you heard of him hereabouts? Tall as an angel, handsone

as song... Hi s fane has spread through the southl ands
the way the floodwaters spread in the spring, the nobl est
of chevaliers... | nust find Alyn Hold, before it is too
late."

Jenny sighed, exasperated. "So you nust," she said.
"It is to Alyn Hold that | amgoing to take you."

The squinting eyes got round as the boy's nouth fel
open. "To—to Alyn Hold? Really? It's near here?"

"I't's the nearest place where we can get your arm seen
to," she said. "Can you ride?"

Had he been dyi ng, she thought, anused, he would
Dr agonsbane 9

still have sprung to his feet as he did. "Yes, of course.
| —.do you know Lord Aversin, then?"

Jenny was silent for a nonent. Then, softly, she said,
"Yes. Yes, | know him™"

She whistled up the horses, the tall white Mon Horse

and the big liver-bay gel ding, whose nane, Gareth said,

was Battlehammer. In spite of his exhaustion and the pain

of his roughly bound wound, Gareth made a nobve to offer

her totally unnecessary assistance in nmounting. As they
reined up over the ragged stone slopes to avoid the corpse
inits rank-smelling puddl es of nmud, Gareth asked, "If—

if youre a witch, ny lady, why couldn't you have fought
themwi th magic instead of with a weapon? Thrown fire

at them or turned theminto frogs, or struck themblind..."

She had struck themblind, in a sense, she thought
wyly—-at |east until he shouted.

But she only said, "Because | cannot."

"For reasons of honor?" he asked dubi ously. "Because
there are sonme situations in which honor cannot apply..

"No." She gl anced sidelong at himthrough the aston-
i shing curtains of her |oosened hair. "It is just that mny
magic is not that strong.”

And she nudged her horse into a quicker wal k, passing
into the vaporous shadows of the forest's bare, over-
hangi ng boughs.
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Even after all these years of knowing it, she found the
adm ssion still stuck in her throat. She had cone to terns
with her | ack of beauty, but never with her |ack of genius
in the single thing she had ever wanted. The nost she had
ever been able to do was to pretend that she accepted it,
as she pretended now.

Gound fog curled around the feet of the horses; through
the clamy vapors, tree roots thrust fromthe roadbanks
like the arnms of half-buried corpses. The air here felt
dense and snel |l ed of nold, and now and then, fromthe
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woods above them cane the furtive crackle of dead | eaves,
as if the trees plotted anong thenselves in the fog.

"Did you—did you see himslay the dragon?" Gareth

asked, after they had ridden in silence for sonme m nutes.
"Whul d you tell me about it? Aversin is the only living
Dr agonsbane—the only man who has slain a dragon. There
are bal |l ads about hi m everywhere, about his courage and
his nobl e deeds... That's ny hobby. Ballads, | nean, the
bal | ads of Dragonsbanes, |ike Sel kythar the Wite back
in the reign of Ennyta the Good and Antara Warl ady and
her brother, during the Kinwars. They say her brother
slew..." By the way he caught hinself up Jenny guessed
he coul d have gone on about the great Dragonsbanes of
the past for hours, only someone had told himnot to bore
people with the subject. "I've always wanted to see such
a thing—a true Dragonsbane—a gl orious conbat. His

renown nust cover himlike a golden mantle."

And, rather to her surprise, he broke into a |ight, wav-
ery tenor:

Ri ding up the hillside gl eam ng,
Like flane in the gol den sunlight stream ng;

Sword of steel strong in hand,

W nd-swi ft hooves spurning | and,
Tall as an angel, stallion-strong,
Stem as a god, bright as song...

In the dragon's shadow t he nmi dens wept,

Fair as lilies in darkness kept.

"I know himafar, so tall is he,

His plunmes as bright as the rage of the sea,"’
Spake she to her sister, 'fear noill...'

Jenny | ooked away, feeling sonething tw st inside inside
her at the menory of the Col den Dragon of Wr.

She renmenbered as if it were yesterday instead of ten
Dr agonsbane 11

years ago the high-up flash of gold in the wan northern
sky, the plunge of fire and shadow, the boys and girls
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screamnming on the dancing floor at Great Toby. They were
menori es she knew shoul d have been tinted only with

horror; she was aware that she should have felt only gl ad-
ness at the dragon's death. But stronger than the horror,
the taste of nanel ess grief and desol ation cane back to

her fromthose tines, with the netallic stench of the drag-
on's blood and the singing that seened to shiver the sear-
ing air..

Her heart felt sick within her. Coolly, she said, "For

one thing, of the two children who were taken by the

dragon, John only managed to get the boy out alive.

think the girl had been killed by the fanes in the dragon's
lair. It was hard to tell fromthe state of the body. And if
she hadn't been dead, | still doubt they'd have been in
much condition to make speeches about how John | ooked,

even if he had cone riding straight up the hill—ahich of
course he didn't."

"He didn't?" She could al nost hear the shattering of
sonme image, nursed in the boy's m nd.

"Of course not. |If he had, he would have been killed
i medi ately. "

"Then how..."

"The only way he could think of to deal wi th sonething
that big and that heavily arnored. He had ne brew the
nost powerful poison that | knew of, and he di pped his
harpoons in that."

"Poi sonT" Such foulness clearly pierced himto the
heart. "Harpoons? Not a sword at all?"

Jenny shook her head, not knowi ng whether to fee

anusenent at the boy's di sappoi nted expression, exas-
peration at the way he spoke of what had been for her

and hundreds of others a tine of sleepless, nightmare
horror, or only a kind of elder-sisterly conpassion for the
nai vete that woul d consider taking a three-foot steel blade

12 Bar bara Hunbly

agai nst twenty-five feet of spiked and flanm ng death. "No,"
she only said, "John came at it fromthe overhang of the
gully in which it was laired—+t wasn't a cave, by the way;

there are no caves that large in these hills. He slashed its
wings first, so that it couldn't take to the air and fall on
hi m from above. He used poi soned harpoons to slow it

down, but he finished it off with an ax."

"An ax?!" Gareth cried, utterly aghast. "That's—that's

the nost horrible thing I've ever heard! Were is the glory
in that? Wiere is the honor? It's |like hanstringi ng your
opponent in a duel! It's cheating!"

"He wasn't fighting a duel,"” Jenny pointed out. "If a
dragon gets into the air, the man fighting it is lost."

"But it's dishonorable!" the boy insisted passionately,
as if that were sonme kind of clinching argunent.
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"I't might have been, had he been fighting a man who

had honorably chal | enged hi msonet hi ng John has never

been known to do in his life. Even fighting bandits, it pays
to strike from behind when one is outnunbered. As the

only representative of the King's law in these |ands, John
generally is outnunbered. A dragon is upward oftweldity

feet long and can kill a man with a single blow of its tail.
You said yourself," she added with a snile, "that there

are situations in which honor does not apply."”

"But that's different!" the boy said miserably and | apsed
into disillusioned silence.

The ground beneath the horses' feet was rising; the

vague walls of the nmisty tunnel through which they rode
were endi ng. Beyond, the silvery shapes of the round-

backed hills could be dimy seen. As they cane clear of

the trees, the winds fell upon them clearing the m sts and
ni pping their clothes and faces like ill-trained dogs. Shak-
ing the blowi ng handfuls of her hair out other eyes. Jenny
got a look at Gareth's face as he gazed about himat the
moors. It wore a | ook of shock, disappointnment, and puz-

Dr agonsbane

13

Scal e and Structure of a Dragon
(From John Aversin's notes)

1) Mane structure and spikes at joints are thicker than
shown. A bone "shield" extends fromthe back of the
skul | beneath the mane to protect the nape of the

neck.

2) ol den Dragon of Wr measured approx. 27" of which

12" was tail; there are runors of dragons |onger than
50
14 Bar bara Hanbl y

zlement, as if he had never thought to find his hero in this
bl eak and trackl ess world of nbss, water, and stone.

As for Jenny, this barren world stirred her strangely.

The noors stretched nearly a hundred nmiles, north to the

i ce-1 ocked shores of the ocean; she knew every break in
the granite | andscape, every bl ack peat-beck and every

hol | ow where the heather grew thick in the short highl ands
summers; she had traced the tracks of hare and fox and
kitmouse in three decades of winter snows. O d Caerdinn,
hal f-mad t hrough poring over books and | egends of the
days of the Kings, could renenber the tine when the

Ki ngs had withdrawn their troops and their protection
fromthe Wnteriands to fight the wars for the |ordship of
the south; he had grown angry with her when she had
spoken of the beauty she found in those wild, silvery
fastnesses of rock and wi nd. But sonetimes his bitterness
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stirred in Jenny, when she worked to save the life of an
ailing village child whose illness |ay beyond her snall
skills and there was nothing in any book she had read that
m ght tell her howto save that life; or when the lceriders
canme rai ding down over the floe-ice in the brutal winters,
burni ng the barns that cost such | abor to raise, and sl augh-
tering the cattle that could only be bred up from such
meager stock. However, her own | ack of power had taught

her a curious appreciation for small joys and hard beauties
and for the sinple, changel ess patterns of |ife and death.
It was nothing she could have expl ai ned; not to Caerdinn,
nor to this boy, nor to anyone el se.

At length she said softly, "John woul d never have gone
after the dragon, Gareth, had he not been forced to it.
But as Thane of Alyn Hold, as Lord of Wr, he is the

only man in the Wnteriands trained to and living by the
arts of war. It is for this that he is the lord. He fought
the dragon as he woul d have fought a wolf, as a vermn

whi ch was harm ng his people. He had no choice."

"But a dragon isn't vermn!" Gareth protested. "It is
Dr agonsbane 15

the nmost honorabl e and greatest of challenges to the man-
hood of a true knight. You must be wong! He couldn't
have fought it sinply—sinply out of duty. He can't have!"

There was a desperation to believe in his voice that

made Jenny gl ance over at himcuriously. "No," she agreed.
"A dragon isn't vermin. And this one was truly beautiful."
Her voice softened at the recollection, even through the
horror-haze of death and fear, of its angular, alien splen-
dor. "Not golden, as your song calls it, but a sort of anber,
gradi ng to browni sh snmoke along its back and ivory upon

its belly. The patterns of the scales on its sides were like
the beadwork on a pair of slippers, |like woven irises, all
shades of purple and blue. Its head was |ike a flower, too;

its eyes and maw were surrounded with scales |like colored
ri bbons, with purple hons and tufts of white and bl ack
far, and with antennae like a crayfish's tipped with bobs
of gems. It was butcher's work to slay it."

They rounded the shoul der of a tor. Below them I|ike

a break in the cold granite | andscape, spread a broken

line of brown fields where the msts lay |ike stringers of
dirty wool anmong the stubble of harvest. Alittle farther
along the track lay a haml et, disordered and trashy under

a bl uish smear of woodsnoke, and the stench of the place
rose on the whipping ice-wi nds: the Iye-sting of soap being
boi | ed; an al nost-visible nurk of human and ani mal wast e;

the rotted, nauseating sweetness of brew ng beer. The
bar ki ng of dogs rose to themlike churchbells in the air.
In the midst of it all a stunpy tower stood, the tunble-
down remmant of sone larger fortification

"No," said Jenny softly, "the dragon was a beauti ful
creature, Gareth. But so was the girl it carried away to
its lair and killed. She was fifteen—John wouldn't |et her

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonshane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (10 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:34 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt
parents see the remains."

She touched her heels to Moon Horse's sides and | ed
the way down the danp clay of the track

* *

16 Bar bara Hanly

"I's this village where you |live?" Gareth asked, as they
drew near the walls.

Jenny shook her head, drawi ng her mnd back from

the bitter and confusing tangle of the nenories of the

sl ayi ng of the dragon. "I have nmy own house about six
mles fromhere, on Frost Fell—+ live there alone. Wy
magic is not great; it needs silence and solitude for its

study." She added wyly, "Though | don't have nuch of
either. | ammdw fe and healer for all of Lord Aversin's
| ands. "

"WIl—=wll we reach his | ands soon?"

Hi s voi ce sounded unsteady, and Jenny, regarding him
worriedly, saw how white he | ooked and how, in spite of

the cold, sweat ran down his hollow cheeks with their

faint fuzz of gold. Alittle surprised at his question, she
said, "These are Lord Aversin's lands."

He raised his head to | ook at her, shocked. "These?"

He stared around himat the nuddy fields, the peasants
shouting to one another as they shocked up the |ast of
the corn, the ice-scummed waters of the npat that girdled
the rubble fill and fieldstone patches of the shabby wall.
"Then—that is one of Lord Aversin's villages?"

"That," Jenny said matter-of-factly as the hooves of
their horses runbled hollowy on the wood of the draw
bridge, "is Alyn Hold."

The town huddled within the curtain wall—a wall built

by the present lord' s grandfather, old Janes Standfast, as
a tenporary neasure and now hoary with fifty w nters—

was squal i d beyond description. Through the archway
beneat h the squat gatehouse untidy houses were visible,
clustered around the wall of the Hold itself as if the |arger
bui | di ng had seeded them |owbuilt of stone and rubble
upon the foundations of older walls, thatched with river
reed-straw and grubby with age. Fromthe wi ndowturret

of the gatehouse old Peg the gatekeeper stuck her head
out, her long, gray-streaked brown brai ds hangi ng down

Dr agonsbane 17

i ke bights of half-unravel ed rope, and she caned out to
Jenny, "You're in luck," in the glottal lilt of the north-
country speech. "Me lord got in last night fromridin' the
bounds. He'll be about."

"She wasn't—was she tal king about Lord Aversin?"
Gar et h whi spered, scandali zed.

Jenny's crescent-shaped eyebrows quirked upward.
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"He's the only Iord we have."

"Ch." He bunked, making another nental readjust-
ment. "' Riding the bounds'?"

"The bounds of his |ands. He patrols them nobst days
of the nonth, he and mlitia volunteers." Seeing Gareth's
face fall, she added gently, "That is what it is to be a

lord."

"It isn"t, you know," Gareth said. "It is chivalry, and

honor, and..." But she had already ridden past him out
of the slaty darkness of the gatehouse passage and into
the heatl ess sunlight of the square.

Wth all its noise and gossipy squal or, Jenny had al ways
liked the village of Alyn. It had been the home of her
chi | dhood; the stone cottage in which she had been born

and in which her sister and brother-in-law still |ived—

t hough her sister's husband di scouraged nention of the

rel ationship—still stood down the |ane, against the cur-
tain wall. They might regard her with awe, these hard-
wor ki ng people with their small lives circunscribed by

the work of the seasons, but she knew their lives only a
little less intimately than she knew her own. There was

not a house in the village where she had not delivered a
child, or tended the sick, or fought death in one of the
nmyriad forms that it took in the Wnterlands; she was
famliar with them and with the long-spun, intricate pat-
terns of their griefs and joys. As the horses sl oshed through
mud and standing water to the center of the square, she
saw Gareth | ooki ng about himwith carefully conceal ed
dismay at the pigs and chickens that shared the fetid | anes

18 Barbara Hanbly

so anmicably with flocks of shrieking children. A gust of
wi nd bl ew the snoke of the forge over them and with it

a faint wash of heat and a snatch of Muffle the smith's
bawdy song; in one |ane laundry flapped, and in another,
Deshy Werville, whose baby Jenny had delivered three
nmont hs ago, was m | king one of her beloved cows half-

in, half-out of her cottage door. Jenny saw how Gareth's
di sapprovi ng gaze lingered upon the shabby Tenple, with
its lumpish, crudely carved i mages of the Twel ve Gods,
barely distinguishable fromone another in the gloom and
then went to the circled cross of Earth and Sky that was
wrought into the stones of so many village chimeys. His
back got a little stiffer at this evidence of paganism and
his upper |ip appeared to | engthen as he regarded the
pigpen built out fromthe Tenple's side and the pair of
yokels in scruffy |l eather and plaids who | eaned agai nst
the railings, gossiping.

"Course, pigs see the weather," one of themwas say-

ing, reaching with a stick across the |ow palings to scratch
the back of the enornmous bl ack sow who reposed w thin.
"That's in divy's On Farning, but |'ve seen themdo it.

And they're gie clever, cleverer than dogs. My aunt

Mary—you remenber Aunt Mary?—dsed to train them

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbhane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (12 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:34 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt

as piglets and she had one, a white one, who' d fetch her
shoes for her."

"Aye?" the second yokel said, scratching his head as
Jenny drew rein near them wth Gareth fidgeting inpa-
tiently at her side.

"Aye." The taller man nade kissing sounds to the sow,

who raised her head in response with a slurping grunt of
deepest affection. "It says in Polyborus' Analects that the
Od Cults used to worship the pig, and not as a devil,
either, as Father H ero would have it, but as the Mon
Goddess. " He pushed his steel-rimed spectacles a little

hi gher on the bridge of his |ong nose, a curiously profes-
sorial gesture for a man ankl e-deep i n pig- nuck.

Dr agonsbane 19

"That a fact, now?" the second yokel said with interest.
"Now you cone to speak on it, this old girl—-when she

were young and flighty, that is—had it figured to a T how
to get the pen gate open, and would be after... Ch!" He
bowed hastily, seeing Jenny and the fum ng Gareth sitting

their horses quietly.

The taller of the two nen turned. As the brown eyes

behi nd the thick spectacle | enses nmet Jenny's, they | ost
their habitual guarded expression and nelted abruptly into
an i npish brightness. M ddl e-sized, unprepossessing,

shaggy and unshaven in his scruffy dark | eather clothing,
his old wol fskin doublet patched with bits of nmetal and
scraps of chain mail to protect his joints—after ten years,
she wondered, what was there about himthat still filled
her with such absurd joy?

"Jen." He smled and held out his hands to her.

Taking them she slid fromthe white mare's saddle into
his arnms, while Gareth | ooked on in disapproving inpa-
tience to get on with his quest. "John," she said, and
turned back to the boy. "Gareth of Magl oshal don—this

is Lord John Aversin, the Dragonsbane of Alyn Hold."

For one instant, Gareth was shocked absolutely

speechl ess. He sat for a nonent, staring, stunned as if
struck over the head; then he disnmounted so hastily that
he clutched his hurt armwith a gasp. It was as if, Jenny
thought, in all his ballad-fed fantasies of nmeeting the Dra-
gonsbane, it had never occurred to himthat his hero would
be afoot, not to say ankle-deep in nud beside the |oca
pigsty. In his face was plain evidence that, though he

hi nsel f was over six-foot-three, and must be taller than
anyone el se he knew, he had never connected this with

the fact that, unless his hero was a giant, he woul d per-
force be shorter also. Neither, she supposed, had any
bal | ad nentioned spectacl es.

Still Gareth had not spoken. Aversin, interpreting his
silence and the ook on his face with his usual fiendish

20 Bar bara Hanbly
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accuracy, said, "l'd show you ny dragon-slaying scars to
prove it, but they're placed where | can't exhibit "emin
public."

It said worlds for Gareth's courtly breedi ng—and

Jenny supposed, the peculiar stoicismof courtiers—that
even | aboring under the shock of his life and the pain o
a wounded arm he swept into a very creditabl e sal aan;

of greeting. Wen he straightened up again, he adjusted
the set of his cloak with a kind of sorry hauteur, pushed
his bent spectacles a little nore firmy up onto the bridge
of his nose, and said in a voice that was shaky but oddly
determned, "My |lord Dragonsbane, | have ridden here

on errantry fromthe south, with a nessage for you from
the King, Uiens of Belmarie." He seened to gather
strength fromthese words, settling into the heral dic son-
ority of his ballad-snatch of gol den swords and bri ght
plunes in spite of the smell of the pigsty and the thin,
cold rain that had begun to patter down.

"My lord Aversin, | have been sent to bring you south.

A dragon has conme and | aid waste the city of the gnones

in the Deep of Ylferdun; it lairs there now, fifteen mles
fromthe King's city of Bel. The King begs that you come
to slay it ere the whole countryside is destroyed."

The boy drew hinsel f up, having delivered hinself of
his quest, a | ook of noble and martyred serenity on his
face, very like. Jenny thought, soneone out of a ballad

hinsel f. Then, like all good nmessengers in ballads, he
col lapsed and slid to the soupy nud and cowpies in a dead
faint.

CHAPTER | |

RAI N DRUMMED STEADI LY, drearily, on the walls of

Alyn Hol d's broken-down tower. The Hol d's single guest

room was never very bright; and, though it was only m d-

af t ernoon, Jenny had summoned a di mball of bluish

witchfire to illumnate the table on which she had spread
the contents of her nedicine satchel; the rest of the little
cubbyhol e was curtained i n shadow.

In the bed, Gareth dozed restlessly. The air was sweet
with the ghosts of the long-dried fragrances of crushed
herbs; the witchlight threw fine, close-grai ned shadows
around the dessicated numm es of root and pod where

they lay in the circles Jenny had traced. Slowy, rune by
rune, she worked the healing spells over them each with
its own Limtation to prevent a too-quick healing that

m ght harmthe body as a whole, her fingers patiently
tracing the signs, her mnd calling dowm the qualities of
the universe particular to each, like separate threads of
unheard nusic. It was said that the great nmges could see
the power of the runes they wought glowi ng |like cold
fire in the air above the healing powders and sense the
touch of it like plasmc light drawn fromthe fingertips.

21
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After long years of solitary neditation, Jenny had cone

to accept that, for her, magic was a depth and a stillness
rather than the noving brilliance that it was for the great.
It was somnething she woul d never quite become recon-

ciled to, but at least it kept her fromthe resentnment that
woul d bl ock what powers she did have. Wthin her narrow
bounds, she knew she worked well. "

The key to magic is magic, Caerdinn had said. To be
a mage, you nust be a nage. There is no tinme for anything
else, if you will come to the fullness of your power.

So she had renmined in the stone house on Frost Fel

after Caerdinn had di ed, studying his books and neasur-

ing the stars, neditating in the crunbling circle of ancient
standi ng stones that stood on the hillcrest above. Through
the sl ow years her powers had grown with neditation and
study, though never to what his had been. It was a life

that had contented her. She had | ooked no further than

the patient striving to increase her powers, while she heal ed
ot hers where she coul d and observed the turning of the
seasons

Then John had cone.

The spells circled to their conclusion. For a tine silence
hung on the air, as if every hearth brick and rafter shadow,
the fragrance of the applewod fire and the guttural trickle
of the rain, had been preserved in anber for a thousand
years. Jenny swept the spelled powders together into a

bow and raised her eyes. Gareth was watchi ng her fear-
fully fromthe darkness of the curtai ned bed.

She got to her feet. As she noved toward him he
recoiled, his white face drawn with accusati on and | oat h-
ing. "You are his mstress!"”

Jenny stopped, hearing the hatred in that weak voi ce.
She said, "Yes. But it has nothing to do with you."

He turned his face away, fretful and still half-dreani ng.
"You are just like her," he nuttered faintly. "Just like
Zyene., ."

Dr agonsbane 23

She stepped forward again, not certain she had heard
clearly. "Wo?"
"You've snared himwi th your spells—brought him

down into the nud," the boy whispered and broke off

with a feverish sob. Disregarding his repul sion, she cane
worriedly to his side, feeling his face and hands; after a
moment, he ceased his feeble resistance, already sinking
back to sleep. His flesh felt neither hot nor overly chill ed;

his pul se was steady and strong. But still he tossed and
mur mur ed, "Never—+ never will. Spells—you have laid
spel s on hi mAaade himlove you with your witcher-

ies ..." H s eyelids slipped closed.
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Jenny sighed and straightened up, |ooking down into

the flushed, troubled face. "If only | had laid spells on
him" she nmurmured. "Then | could rel ease us bot h—

had | the courage."

She dusted her hands on her skirt and descended the
narrow darkness of the turret stair.

She found John in his study—-what woul d have been

a fair-sized room had it not been jamed to overfl ow ng
wi th books. For the nost part, these were ancient vol -
unes, left at the Hold by the departing armnies or scav-
enged fromthe cellars of the burned-out garrison towns
of the south; rat-chewed, black with nildew, unreadable
with waterstains, they crammed every shelf of the |aby-
rinth of planks that filled two walls and they spilled off
to litter the long oak table and heaped the floor in the
corners. Sheets of notes were interleaved anong their
pages and between their covers, copied out by John

in the winter evenings. Anmong and between them were
jumbled at randomthe tools of a scribe—prickers and
quilI's, knives and inkpots, puni ce stones—and stranger

thi ngs besides: netal tubes and tongs, plunb-bobs and

| evel s, burning-glasses and pendul ums, nagnets, the

bl own shells of eggs, chips of rock, dried flowers, and a
hal f - di sassenbl ed cl ock. A vast spiderweb of hoists and

24 Bar bara Hanbl y

pul I eys occupied the rafters in one coner, and battalions
of guttered and decayi ng candl es angl ed al ong the edges
of every shelf and sill. The roomwas a nagpi e- nest of

pi cked-at know edge, the lair of a tinkerer to whomthe
uni verse was one vast toyshop of intriguing side issues.
Above the hearth, like a giant iron pinecone, hung the
tail-knob of the dragon of Wr—fifteen inches lortg and
ni ne through, covered with stunpy, broken spikes.

John hinself stood beside the wi ndow, gazing through

the thick glass of its nuch-mended casenent out over the
barren lands to the north, where they merged with the

brui sed and tunbl ed sky. H's hand was pressed to his

side, where the rain throbbed in the ribs that the tail-knob
had cracked.

Though the soft buckskin of her boots nade no sound

on the rutted stone of the floor, he | ooked up as she cane
in. Hs eyes smled greeting into hers, but she only | eaned
her shoul der agai nst the stone of the doorpost and asked,
"Wl 2"

He gl anced ceilingward where Gareth woul d be 1vying.

"What, our little hero and his dragon?" A snmle flicked
the comers of his thin, sensitive nmouth, then vanished
like the swift sunlight of a cloudy day. "I've slain one
dragon, Jen, and it bl oody near finished me. Tenpting as
the promise is of getting nore fine ballads witten of ny
deeds, | think I'Il pass this chance."

Rel i ef and the sudden recollection of Gareth's ball ad
made Jenny giggle as she cane into the room The whitish
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light of the windows caught in every crease of John's
| eat her sl eeves as he stepped forward to neet her and
bent to kiss her Ups.

"Qur hero never rode all the way north by hinself,
surel y?"

Jenny shook her head. "He told ne he took a ship from
the south to El dsbouch and rode east fromthere."

"He's gie lucky he nmade it that far," John renmarked,
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and ki ssed her again, his hands warm agai nst her sides.

"The pigs have been restless all day, carrying bits of straw
about in their nmouths—+ turned back yesterday even from
riding the bounds because of the way the crows were

acting out on the Wiin Hlls. It's two weeks early for

them but it's inny mindthis'll be the first of the winter
storns. The rocks at El dsbouch are shipeaters. You know,
Dotys says in Volunme Three of his Histories—er is it in

that part of Volume Five we found at Enber?—er is it in
Clivy?—that there used to be a nole or breakwater across
the harbor there, back in the days of the Kings. It was

one of the Winders of the World, Dotys—er divy-says,

but nowhere can | find any nmention of the engineering of

it. One of these days I'mmnded to take a boat out there
and see what | can find underwater at the harbor nouth..."

Jenny shuddered, knowi ng John to be perfectly capa-

bl e of undertaking such an investigation. She had still not
forgotten the stone house he had bl own up, after reading
in some nol dering account about the gnomes using bl ast-

ing powder to tunnel in their Deeps, nor his experinents
with water pipes.

Sudden commotion sounded in the dark of the turret

stair, treble voices arguing, "She is, too!" and "Let go!"
A muted scuffle ensued, and a nonment |ater a red-haired,
sturdy urchin of four or so exploded into the roomin a
swirl of grubby sheepskin and plaids, followed i medi -
ately by a slender, dark-haired boy of eight. Jenny smled
and held out her arns to them both. They flung them

sel ves against her; small, filthy hands clutched delightedly
at her hair, her skirt, and the sleeves other shift, and she
felt again the surge of ridiculous and illogical delight at

being in their presence.

"And how are ny little barbarians?" she asked in her
cool est voice, which fool ed neither of them

"Good—we been good. Manm," the ol der boy said,
26 Bar bara Hanbl y

clinging to the faded blue cloth of her skirt."/ been good—
Adric hasn't."

"Have, too," retorted the younger one, whom John
had lifted into his arns. "Papa had to whip lan."

"Did he, now?" She sm | ed down into her ol der son's
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eyes, heavy-lidded and tip-tilted |like John's, but as sum
mer blue as her own. "He doubtl ess deserved it."

"Wth a big whip," Adric anplified, carried away with
his tale. "A hundred cuts."

"Real | y?" She | ooked over at John with matter-of-fact
inquiry in her expression. "All at one session, or did you
rest in between?"

"One session,” John replied serenely. "And he never
begged for nmercy even once."

"Good boy." She ruffled lan's coarse black hair, and
he tw sted and giggled with pleasure at the sol erm make-
bel i eve.

The boys had | ong ago accepted the fact that Jenny

did not live at the Hold, as other boys' nothers lived with
their fathers; the Lord of the Hold and the Wtch of Frost
Fell did not have to behave |like other adults. Like puppies
who tol erate a kennel keeper's superintendence, the boys

di splayed a dutiful affection toward John's stout Aunt

Jane, who cared for them and, she believed, kept them

out of trouble while John was away | ooki ng after the | ands
in his charge and Jenny lived apart in her own house on

the Fell, pursuing the solitudes of her art. But it was their
father they recognized as their naster, and their nother

as their |ove.

They started to tell her, in an excited and not very
coherent duet, about a fox they had trapped, when a sound
in the doorway nade themturn. Gareth stood there, |ook-
ing pale and tired, but dressed in his own clothes again,
bandages nmaki ng an ungainly | unp under the sl eeve of

his spare shirt. He'd dug an unbroken pair of spectacles
from his baggage as well; behind the thick |enses, his eyes
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were filled with sour distaste and bitter disillusion as he
| ooked at her and her sons. It was as if the fact that John
and she had becone | overs—that she had borne John's
sons—had not only cheapened his erstwhile hero in his

eyes, but had nade her responsible for all those other

di sappoi ntnments that he had encountered in the Wnter-

| ands as wel | .

The boys sensed at once his di sapprobation. Adric's
pugnacious little jaw began to cone forward in a mniature
versi on of John's. But lan, nore sensitive, only signaled
to his brother with his eyes, and the two took their silent
| eave. John watched them go; then his gaze returned,

specul ative, to Gareth. But all he said was, "So you lived,
t hen?"

Rat her shakily, Gareth replied, "Yes. Thank you—=

He turned to Jenny, with a forced politeness that no anount
of aninosity could uproot fromhis courtier's soul. "Thank
you for helping ne." He took a step into the room and
stopped again, staring blankly about himas he saw the

pl ace for the first tinme. Not something froma ballad,
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Jenny thought, anused in spite of herself. But then, no
bal l ad coul d ever prepare anyone for John

"Bit crowded," John confessed. "My dad used to keep

t he books that had been left at the Hold in the storeroom
with the corn, and the rats had accounted for nobst of 'em
before I'd learned to read. | thought they'd be safer here.”

"Er..." Gareth said, at a loss. "I—+ suppose..."

"He was a stiff-necked old villain, nmy dad," John went

on conversationally, coming to stand beside the hearth

and extend his hands to the fire. "If it hadn't been for old
Caerdi nn, who was about the Hold on and off when | was

a lad, 1'd never have got past the al phabet. Dad hadn't

much use for witten things—+ found half an act of

Luciard's Firegiver pasted over the cracks in the waBs of
the cupboard ny granddad used to store wi nter clothes

in. I could have gone out and thrown rocks at his grave,
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I was that furious, because of course there's none of the
play to be found now. God knows what they did with the
rest of it—kindled the kitchen stoves, | expect. Wat

we' ve nmanaged to save isn't much—Yol unes Three and

Four of Dotys' Histories; nbst of Polyborus' Analects

and his Jurisprudence; the Elucidus Lapidarus; divy's

On Farming—+n its entirety, for all that's worth, though
it's pretty useless. | don't think divy was nmuch of a
farmer, or even bothered to talk to fanners. He says that
you can tell the com ng of stornms by taking neasurenents
of the clouds and their shadows, but the grannies round
the villages say you can tell just watching the bees. And
when he tal ks about the mating habits of pigs..."

"I warn you, Gareth," Jenny said with a snle, "that

John is a wal ki ng encycl opedia of old wives' tales, granny-
rhymes, snippets of every classical witer he can |ay hands
upon, and trivia gleaned fromthe far conmers of the holl ow
eart h—encourage himat your peril. He also can't cook."

"l can, though," John shot back at her with a grin.

Gareth, still gazing around himin nystification at the
cluttered room said nothing, but his narrow face was a
study of nental gymmastics as he strove to adjust the
bal | ads' conventionalized catal og of perfections with the
reality of a bespectacl ed amat eur engi neer who coll ected
| ore about pigs.

"So, then," John went on in a friendly voice, "tell us
of this dragon of yours, Gareth of Magl oshal don, and why
the King sent a boy of your years to carry his nessage,
when he's got warriors and knights that could do the job
as well."

"BEr..." Gareth | ooked conpletely taken aback for a

monent —Aessengers i n ball ads never being asked for

their credentials. "That is—but that's just it. He hasn't
got warriors and knights, not that can be spared. And
came because | knew where to |l ook for you, fromthe
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He fished fromthe pouch at his belt a gold signet ring,
whose bezel flashed in a spurt of yellow hearthlight—
Jenny glinpsed a crowned king upon it, seated beneath
twel ve stars. John |l ooked in silence at it for a nonment,
then bent his head and drew the ring to his lips with
archai c reverence

Jenny watched his action in silence. The King was the

Ki ng, she thought. It was nearly a hundred years since

he withdrew his troops fromthe north, leaving that to the
barbari ans and the chaos of |ands without |aw Yet John
still regarded hinself as the subject of the King.

It was somnething she herself had never understood—

either John's loyalty to the King whose |aws he still fought
to uphold, or Caerdinn's sense of bitter and persona
betrayal by those sane Kings. To Jenny, the King was

the rul er of another |and, another tine—she herself was

a citizen only of the Wnterl ands.

Bright and small, the gold oval of the ring flashed as

Gareth laid it upon the table, Iike a witness to all that was
said. "He gave that to nme when he sent ne to seek you,"

he told them "The King's chanpions all rode out against

the dragon, and none of themreturned. No one in the
Real m has ever slain a dragon—or even seen one up

close to know how to attack it, really. And there is nothing

to tell us. | know, |'ve |ooked, because it was the one

useful thing that | could do. I know I'm not a knight, or
a chanpion..." H's voice stammered a little on the adm s-
sion, breaking the arnmor of his formality. "I know I'm no

good at sports. But |'ve studied all the ballads and all
their variants, and no ballad really tells that nmuch about
the actual howto of killing a dragon. W need a Dra-
gonsbane, " he concl uded hel pl essly. "W need soneone

who knows what he's doing. W need your help."

"And we need yours." The light tinmbre of Aversin's
smoky voi ce suddenly hardened to flint. "W' ve needed
your help for a hundred years, while this part of the Realm
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fromthe River Wl dspae north, was being |laid waste by
bandits and Iceriders and wol ves and worse things, things
we haven't the know edge anynore to deal with: marsh-
devils and Whisperers and the evils that haunt the night
woods, evils that steal the blood and souls of the living.
Has your King thought of that? It's a bit late in the day
for himto be asking favors of us."

The boy stared at him stunned. "But the dragon..."

"Pox blister your dragon! Your King has a hundred

kni ghts and ny people have only me." The light slid across
the Il enses of his specs in a flash of gold as he | eaned
hi s broad shoul ders agai nst the bl ackened stones of the
chi mey-breast, the spikes of the dragon's tail-knob
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gleaning evilly beside his head. "Giones never have just
one entrance to their Deeps. Couldn't your King' s knights
have gotten the surviving gnones to gui de themthrough

a secondary entrance to take the thing from behind?"

"Unh..." Visibly nonplussed by the unheroic practi-

cality of the suggestion, Gareth floundered. "I don't think
they could have. The rear entrance of the Deep is in the
fortress of Halnath. The Master of Hal nat h—Pol ycar p,

the King's nephew—+ose in revolt against the King not

| ong before the dragon's coming. The Citadel is under

si ege."

Silent in the comer of the hearth to which she had
retreated. Jenny heard the sudden shift in the boy's voice,
|i ke the sound of a weakened foundation giving under
strain. Looking up, she saw his too-prom nent Adanis

appl e bob as he swal | owed.

There was sone wound there, she guessed to herself,
sonme nenory still tender to the touch

"That' s—that's one reason so few of the King's cham

pi ons could be spared. It isn't only the dragon, you see."
He | eaned forward pleadingly. "The whole Realmis in
danger fromthe rebels as well as the dragon. The Deep
tunnels into the face of Nast Wall, the great mountain-
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ridge that divides the | oM ands of Bel marie fromthe north-
eastern Marches. The Citadel of Halnath stands on a cliff
on the other side of the nmountain fromthe nain gates of
the Deep, with the town and the University belowit. The
gnomes of YI ferdun were our allies against the rebels, but
now nost of them have gone over to the Hal nath side.

The whole Realmis split. You nust cone! As long as the
dragon is in Yl ferdun we can't keep the roads fromthe
mount ai ns properly guarded agai nst the rebels, or send
supplies to the besiegers of the Ctadel. The King's cham
pi ons went out..." He swall owed again, his voice tight-
ening with the menory. "The men who brought back the

bodi es said that nost of them never even got a chance to
draw their swords."

"Gah!" Aversin | ooked away, anger and pity tw sting
his sensitive nmouth. "Any fool who'd take a sword after
a dragon in the first place..."

"But they didn't know Al they had to go on were the
songs!"

Aversin said nothing to this; but, judging by his com
pressed lips and the flare of his nostrils, his thoughts were
not pleasant ones. Gazing into the fire. Jenny heard his
silence, and sonething like the chill shadow of a wi nd-
driven cloud passed across her heart.

Hal f against her will, she saw images formin the nolten
anber of the fire's heart. She recognized the w nter-

col ored sky above the gully, the charred and brittle spears
of poisoned grass fine as needl e-scratches against it, John
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standi ng poised on the gully's rim the barbed steel rod
of a harpoon in one gloved hand, an ax gleaning in his
belt. Something rippled in the gully, a living carpet of
gol den kni ves.

Clearer than the sharp, small ghosts of the past that
she saw was the shiv-twi st nenory of fear as she saw
hi m j unp.

They had been | overs then for less than a year, stil
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bum ngly consci ous of one another's bodies. Wen he

had sought the dragon's lair, nore than anything el se Jenny
had been aware of the fragility of flesh and bone when it
was pitted against steel and fire.

She shut her eyes; when she opened them again, the

silken pictures were gone fromthe flane. She pressed

her lips taut, forcing herself to |isten without'speaking,
knowing it was and could be none of her affair. She could
no nore have told himnot to go—ot then, not now—

than he coul d have told her to | eave the stone house on
Frost Fell and give up her seeking, to cone to the Hold
to cook his nmeals and raise his sons.

John was saying, "Tell me about this drake."

"You nmean you'll cone?" The forlorn eagerness in
Gareth's voice made Jenny want to get up and box his
ears.

"I mean | want to hear about it." The Dragonsbane

cane around the table and sl ouched into one of the roons
big carved chairs, sliding the other in Gareth's direction
with a shove of his booted foot. "How |l ong ago did it
strike?"

"I't cane by night, two weeks ago. | took ship three
days later, from d aekith Harbor below the city of Bel
The ship is waiting for us at El dsbouch.”

"l doubt that." John scratched the side of his |ong nose
with one scarred forefinger. "If your mariners were smart
they' Il have turned and run for a safe port two days ago.
The storms are coning. Eldsbouch will be no protection
to them"

"But they said they'd stay!" Gareth protested indig-
nantly. "I paid them"

"Gold will do them no good wei ghting their bones to
the bottom of the cove," John pointed out.

Gareth sank back into his chair, shocked and cut to
the heart by this final betrayal. "They can't have gone..."

There was a nonent's silence, while John | ooked down
Dr agonsbane 33

at his hands. Wthout lifting her eyes fromthe heart of
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the fire. Jenny said softly, "They are not there, Gareth.

| see the sea, and it is black with stornms; | see the old
harbor at El dsbouch, the gray river running through the
broken houses there; | see the fisher-folk naking fast their

little boats to the ruins of the old piers and all the stones
shining under the rain. There is no ship there, Gareth."

"You're wong," he said hopel essly. "You have to be
wong." He turned back to John. "It'll take us weeks to
get back, traveling overland..."

"Us?" John said softly, and Gareth bl ushed and | ooked
as frightened as if he had uttered nortal insult. After a
monent John went on, "How big is this dragon of yours?"

Gareth swal | owed again and drew his breath in a shaky
sigh. "Huge," he said dully.

"How huge?"

Gareth hesitated. Like nost people, he had no eye for
relative size. "It nmust have been a hundred feet |ong. They
say the shadow of its wings covered the whol e of Deepi ng

Val e. "

"Who says?" John inquired, shifting his weight side-

ways in the chair and hooki ng a knee over the fornicating
sea-lions that made up the left-hand arm "I thought it
came at night, and nunched up anyone cl ose enough to

see it by day."

"Well..." He floundered in a sea of third-hand runor.
"Ever see it on the ground?”

Gareth bl ushed and shook his head.

"It's gie hard to judge things in the air," John said

ki ndl y, pushing up his specs again. "The drake | slew here
| ooked about a hundred feet long in the air, when | first
saw it descending on the village of Great Toby. Turned

out to be twenty-seven feet frombeak to tail." Again his
quick grin illum nated his usually expressionless face. "It
comes of being a naturalist. The first thing we did, Jenny
and 1, when | was on ny feet again after killing it, was
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to go out there with cleavers and see how the thing was
put together, what there was left of it."

"It could be bigger, though, couldn't it?" Gareth asked.
He sounded a little worried, as if. Jenny thought dryly,
he consi dered a twenty-seven foot dragon somewhat pal -
try. "I nean, in the G eenhythe variant of the Lay of
Sel kyt har Dragonsbane and the Wrm of the |nperteng
Whod, they say that the Wormwas sixty feet long, with
wi ngs that would cover a battalion."

"Anybody neasure it?"

"Wel |, they nust have. Except—now that | cone to
think of it, according to that variant, when Sel kyt har
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had wounded it unto death the dragon fell into the River
Wl dspae; and in a later Belnarie version it says it
fell into the sea. So | don't see how anyone coul d
have. "

"So a sixty-foot dragon is just sonebody's neasure of

how great Sel kythar was." He | eaned back in his chair,

hi s hands absentni ndedly tracing over the lunatic carv-

i ngs—the mngl ed shapes of all the creatures of the Book

of Beasts. The worn gilding still caught in the chinks flick-
ered with a dull sheen in the stray glints of the fire.
"Twenty-seven feet doesn't sound like a lot, "til it's there
spitting fire at you. You know their flesh will deconpose

al most as soon as they die? It's as if their own fire con-
sumes them as it does everything el se.”

"Spitting fire?" Gareth frowned. "All the songs say
they breathe it."

Aversin shook his head. "They sort of spit it—+t's |lig-

uid fire, and nearly anything it touches'!! catch. That's

the trick in fighting a dragon, you see—+to0 stay close

enough to its body that it won't spit fire at you for fear

of burning itself, and not get rolled on or cut to pieces

with its scales whilst you're about it. They can raise the
scales along their sides Iike a blowfish bristling, and they're
edged |i ke razors."
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"I never knew that," Gareth breathed. Wnder and
curiosity |l essened, for a nonment, the shell of his offended
dignity and pride.

"Well, the pity of it is, probably the King' s chanpions
didn't either. God knows, | didn't when | went after the
dragon in the gorge. There was nothing about it in any
book | could find—botys and Clivy and them Only a

few old granny-rhynmes that nention dragons—er drakes

or worns, they're called—and they weren't much hel p.
Things |ike:

"Cock by its feet, horse by its hane,
Snake by its head, drake by its nane.

"Or what Pol yborus had in his Anal ects about cer-

tain villages believing that if you plant | oveseed—those
creeper-things with the purple trunpet-flowers on them—
around your house, dragons won't cone near. Jen and

used bits of that kind of |ore—Jden brewed a poison from

the | oveseed to put on ny harpoons, because it was obvi ous
on the face of it that no fiddling little sword was going to
cut through those scales. And the poison did slowthe

thing down. But | don't know near as nuch about them

as |'d like."

"No." Jenny turned her eyes at last fromthe fire's

t hrobbi ng core and, resting her cheek upon her hand where
it lay on her up-drawn knees, regarded the two men on
either side of the book-cluttered table. She spoke softly,
hal f to herself. "W know not where they come from nor
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where they breed; why of all the beasts of the earth they
have six linbs instead of four..."

"' Maggots frommeat,'" quoted John, '"weevils from

rye, dragons fromstars in an enpty sky.' That's in Terens
O CGhosts. Or Caerdinn's 'Save a dragon, slave a dragon.'
O why they say you should never |look into a dragon's
eyes—and I'll tell you. Gar, | was gie careful not to do

36 Barbara Hanbly

that. We don't even know sinple things, |like why nmagic

and illusion won't work on them why Jen couldn't cal

the dragon's inmage in that jewel of hers, or use a cl oaking-
spel | against his notice—nothing."

"Not hi ng," Jenny said softly, "save how they died,
slain by nen as ignorant of themas we."

John nust have beard the strange sorrov/ that underl ay

her voice, for she felt his glance, worried and questi oni ng.
But she turned her eyes away, not know ng the answer

to what he asked.

After a nonment, John sighed and said to Gareth, "It's

all know edge that's been | ost over the years, like Luciard's
Firegi ver and how they nmanaged to build a breakwater

across the harbor nouth at El dsbouch—knowl edge that's

been | ost and may never be recovered."

He got to his feet and began to pace restlessly, the flat,
whitish gray reflections fromthe w ndow w nking on spi ke
and mail -scrap and the brass of dagger-hilt and buckl e.
"We're living in a decaying world. Gar; things slipping
away day by day. Even you, down south in Bel —you're
losing the Realma piece at a tinme, with the Wnterl ands
tearing off in one direction and the rebels pulling away
the Marches in another. You're |osing what you had and
don't even know it, and all that while know edge is |eaking
out the seans, like nmeal froma ripped bag, because there
isn't time or leisure to save it.

"I woul d never have slain the dragon. Gar—slay it,

when we know nothing about it? And it was beautiful in
itself, maybe the nost beautiful thing |I've ever laid eyes
on, every color of it perfect as sunset, like a barley field
in certain lights you get on sunmer evenings."

"But you nust—you have to slay ours!" There was
sudden agony in Gareth's voice.

"Fighting it and slaying it are two different things."
John turned back fromthe wi ndow, his head tipped slightly
to one side, regarding the boy's anxious face. "And
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haven't yet said |'d undertake the one, let al one accom
plish the other."

"But you have to." The boy's voice was a forlorn whis-
per of despair. "You' re our only hope."
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"Am |1 ?" the Dragonsbane asked gently. "lI'mthe only

hope of all these villagers, through the coming wnter,

agai nst wol ves and bandits. It was because | was their

only hope that | slew the nost perfect creature |'d ever

seen, slewit dirtily, filthily, chopping it to pieces with an
ax—+t was because | was their only hope that | fought it

at all and near had my flesh shredded from ny bones by

it. I"'monly a man, Gareth."

"No!" the boy insisted desperately. "You're the

Dr agonsbane—the only Dragonsbane!" He rose to his

feet, sone inner struggle plain upon his thin features, his
breathing fast as if forcing hinself to some exertion. "The
King..." He swall owed hard. "The King told me to nake
what ever ternms | could, to bring you south. If you cone..
Wth an effort he made his voice steady. "If you come,

we will send troops again to protect the northlands, to
defend them agai nst the Iceriders; we will send books,

and schol ars, to bring know edge to the peopl e again.
swear it." He took up the King's seal and held it out in
his trenmbling palm and the cold daylight flashed palely
across its face. "In the King's nanme | swear it."

But Jenny, watching the boy's white face as he spoke,
saw that he did not neet John's eyes.

As night cane on the rain increased, the w nd throw ng

it like sea-breakers against the walls of the Hold. John's
Aunt Jane brought up a cold supper of neat, cheese, and
beer, which Gareth picked at with the air of one doing

his duty. Jenny, sitting cross-legged in the coner of the
hearth, unw apped her harp and experinented with its
tuni ng pegs while the men spoke of the roads that |ed
south, and of the slaying of the CGol den Dragon of Wr.
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"That's another thing that wasn't |ike the songs," Gar-

eth said, resting his bony el bows am d the carel ess scatter
of John's notes on the table. "In the songs the dragons
are all gay-colored, gaudy. But this one is black, dead-
black all over save for the silver lanps of its eyes."

"Bl ack," repeated John quietly, and | ooked over at
Jenny. "You had an old list, didn't you, |ove?"

She nodded, her hands resting in the delicate maneu-
verings of the harp pegs. "Caerdinn had nme menorize

many old lists," she explained to Gareth. "Some of them
he told ne the neaning of this one he never did. Perhaps
he didn't know himself. It was names, and colors..." She
cl osed her eyes and repeated the list, her voice falling
into the old man's singsong chant, the echo of dozens of
voi ces, back through the length of years. "Teltrevir helio-
trope; Centhwevir is blue knotted with gold; Astirith is
prinrose and bl ack; Mrkel eb al one, black as night..

The |ist goes on—there were dozens of nanes, if nanes
they are." She shrugged and |inked her fingers over the
curve of the harp's back. "But John tells me that the old
dragon that was supposed to haunt the shores of the |ake
of Wevir in the east was said to have been blue as the
waters, nmarked all over his back with patterns of gold so
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that he could |lie beneath the surface of the | ake in sumrer
and steal sheep fromthe banks."

"Yes!" Gareth al nost bounced out of his chair with

ent husi asm as he recogni zed the famliar tale. "And the
Worm of Wevir was slain by Antara Warl ady and her

brother Darthis Dragonsbane in the last part of the reign
of Yvain the Well-Bel oved, who was..." He caught him

self up again, suddenly enbarrassed. "It's a popular tale,"”
he concl uded, red-faced.

Jenny hid her smle at the abrupt checking of his ebul-
lience. "There were notes for the harp as well—-not tunes,

really. He whistled themto ne, over and over, until | got
themright."
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She put her harp to her shoulder, a small instrunent

that had al so been Caerdinn's, though he had not played

it; the wood was darkened al nost black with age. By

daylight it appeared perfectly unadorned, but when fire-
Iight glanced across it, as it did now, the circles of the air
and sea were sometines visible, traced upon it in faded
gold. Carefully, she picked out those strange, sweet knots
of sound, sonetimes two or three notes only, sometines

a string of themlike a truncated air. They were individua
in the turns of their timng, hauntingly half-famliar, like
thi ngs remenbered from chil dhood; and as she pl ayed she
repeated the nanes: Teltrevir heliotrope, Centhwevir is

bl ue knotted with gold... It was part of the |ost know -
edge, like that from John's scatterbrained, jackdaw quest

in the small portion of his tine not taken up with the
brutal demands of the Wnterlands. Notes and words were
meani ngl ess now, like a line froma lost ballad, or a few
torn pages fromthe tragedy of an exiled god, pasted to

keep wind froma crack—the echoes of songs that would

not be heard again.

From t hem her hands noved on, random as her passing

t houghts. She sketched vagrant airs, or snatches of jigs

and reels, slowed and touched with the shadow of an
inevitable grief that waited in the hidden darkness of future
time. Through them she noved to the ancient tunes that

held the tinmeless pull of the ocean in their cadences; sor-
rows that drew the heart fromthe body, or joys that called
the soul like the distant glitter of stardust banners in the
summer night. In tinme John took fromits place in a hole

by the hearth a tin pennywhistle, such as children played

in the streets, and joined its thin, bright nusic to hers,
danci ng around the shadowed beauty of the harp like a

t housand-year-old child.

Musi ¢ answered nusic, joining into a spell-circle that
bani shed, for a tinme, the strange tangle of fear and grief
and dragonfire in Jenny's heart. \Whatever would cone
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to pass, this was what they were and had, now. She tossed
back the cloudy streans of her hair and caught the bright
flicker of Aversin's eyes behind his thick spectacles, the
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pennywhi stle luring the harp out of its sadness and into
dance airs wild as hay-harvest w nds. As the evening
deepened, the Hold folk drifted up to the study to join
them sitting where they could on the floor or the hearth
or in the deep enbrasures of the wi ndows: John's Aunt
Jane and Cousin Dilly and others of the vast tribe of his
female relatives who lived at the Hold; lan and Adric;

the fat, jovial smith Muffle; all part of the pattern of the
life of the Wnterlands that was so dull-seening at first,
but was in truth cl ose-woven and conplex as its random

pl aids. And amobng them Gareth sat, ill at ease as a bright
southern parrot in a rookery. He kept |ooking about him
with puzzled distaste in the | eaping restlessness of the red
firelight that threw into nomentary brightness the nol d-

ery rummage of decayi ng books, of rocks and chemi ca
experinents, and that glowed in the children's eyes and

made anmber mirrors of the dogs' —wondering, Jenny

t hought, how a quest as glorious as his could possibly

have ended in such a place.

And every now and then, she noticed, his eyes returned
to John. There was in themnot only anxiety, but a kind
of nervous dread, as if he were haunted by a gnaw ng
guilt for something he had done, or sonething he knew
he must yet do.

"WIl you go?" Jenny asked softly, nmuch later in the
night, lying in the warm nest of bearskins and patchwork
with her dark hair scattered |ike sea-wack over John's
breast and arm

"If 1 slay his dragon for him the King will have to
listen to ne," John said reasonably. "If | come at his
calling, | nust be his subject, and if | amwe are-his
subj ects, as King he owes us the protection of his troops.
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If I"'mnot his subject..." He paused, as he thought over
what his next words woul d nean about the Law of the
Real m for which he had so | ong fought. He sighed and

| et the thought go.

For a tinme the silence was broken only by the groan

of wind in the tower overhead and the drumm ng of the

rain on the walls. But even had she not been able to see,
catlike, in the dark, Jenny knew John did not sleep. There
was a tension in all his nuscles, and the uneasy know edge
of how narrow had been the margin between |iving and

dyi ng, when he had fought the Gol den Dragon of Wr.

Her hand under his back could still feel the rucked, hard
ri dges of scar.

"Jenny," he said at last, "ny father told ne that his

dad used to be able to raise four and five hundred of nilitia
when the lceriders cane. They fought pitched battles on

the edge of the northern ocean and marched in force to

break the stronghol ds of the bandit-kings that used to

cover the eastward roads. Wien that band of brigands

attacked Far West Riding the year before last, do you
renenber how many nmen we could cone up with, the
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mayor of Riding, the mayor of Toby, and nyself anong
us? Less than a hundred, and twelve of those we lost in
that fight."

As he noved his head, the banked gl ow of the hearth

on the other side of the small sanctum of their bedchanber
caught a thread ofcanelian fromthe shoul der-1ength nmop

of his hair. "Jen, we can't go on like this. You know we
can't. We're weakening all the time. The | ands of the
King's law, the | aw that keeps the stronger from ensl aving
the weaker, are shrinking away. Every tine a farmis

wi ped out by wolves or brigands or lceriders, it's one |ess
shield in the wall. Every time some fanmily ups and goes
south to indenture thenselves as serfs there, always pro-
vided they nake it that far, it weakens those of us that
are left. And the lawitself is waning, as fewer and fewer
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peopl e even know why there is law. Do you realize that
because |'ve read a handful of volunes of Dotys and

what ever pages of Pol yborus' Jurisprudence | could find
stuck in the cracks of the tower |'m accounted a schol ar?
W need the help of the King, Jen, if we're not to be
feeding on one another within a generation. | can buy
them that help."

"Wth what ?" asked Jenny softly. "The flesh off your
bones? If you are killed by the dragon, what of your
peopl e t hen?"

Beneat h her cheek she felt his shoul der nobve. "I could
be killed by wolves or bandits next week—eone to that,
I could fall off old Gsprey and break ny neck." And when
she chuckl ed, unexpectedly anused at that, he added in
an aggrieved voice, "It's exactly what ny father did."

"Your father knew no better than to ride drunk." She
smled a little in spite of herself. "I wonder what he woul d
have nade of our young hero?"

John | aughed in the darkness. "Gaw, he'd have eaten
himfor breakfast." Seventeen years, ten of which had
been spent know ng Jenny, had finally given hima tol -
erance of the man he had grown up hating. Then he drew
her cl oser and ki ssed her hair. Wen he spoke again, his
voice was quiet. "I have to do it, Jen. | won't be gone
| ong. "

A particularly fierce gust of wind shivered in the tow
er's ancient bones, and Jenny drew the worn softness of
quilts and furs up over her bare shoul ders. A nonth,

per haps, she cal cul ated; nmaybe a little nore. It would
give her a chance to catch up on her neglected nedita-
tions, to pursue the studies that she too often put aside
these days, to come to the Hold to be with himand their
sons.

To be a mage you nust be a nage, Caerdinn had said.
Magic is the only key to magi c. She knew that she was
not the nmage that he had been, even when she had known
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himfirst, when he was in his eighties and she a skinny,
wretched, ugly girl of fourteen. She soneti nes wondered
whet her it was because he had been so old, at the end of
his strength, when he came to teach her, the last of his
pupils, or because she was sinply not very good. Lying
awake in the darkness, listening to the wind or to the
terrible greatness of the nmoor silence which was worse,
she sonetines adnitted the truth to hersel f—+that what
she gave to John, what she found herself nore and nore
giving to those two little boys snuggl ed together |ike pup-
pi es upstairs, she took fromthe strength of her power.

Al'l that she had, to divide between her magi ¢ and her

|l ove, was tine. In a few years she would be forty. For
ten years she had scattered her tine, sowing it broadcast
like a farmer in sumer sunshine, instead of hoarding it
and pouring it back into neditation and nmagi c. She noved
her head on John's shoul der, and the warnth of their |ong
friendship was in the tightening of his arm around her
Had she forgone this, she wondered, would she be as

power ful as Caerdi nn had-once been? As powerful as she
sonetines felt she could be, when she neditated anobng
the stones on her lonely hill?

She woul d have that time, with her mnd undi stracted,
time to work and strive and study. The snow woul d be
deep by the tine John returned.

If he returned.

The shadow of the dragon of Wr seened to cover her

again, blotting the sky as it swooped down |ike a hawk
over the autum dance fl oor at Great Toby. The sickening
jam of her heart in her throat canme back to her, as John
ran forward under that descendi ng shadow, trying to reach
the terrified gaggle of children cowering in the center of
the floor. The nmetallic stink of spat fire seemed to bum
again in her nostrils, the screans echoing in her ears..

Twenty-seven feet, John had said. What it neant was
that fromthe top of the dragon's shoulder to the ground
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was the height of a man's shoul der, and half again that to
the top of its tall haunches, backed by all that wei ght and
strength and speed.

And for no good reason she could think of, she remem
bered the sudden shift of the boy Gareth's eyes.

After a long time of silence she said, "John?"
"Aye, |ove?"
"I want to go with you, when you ride south."

She felt the hardening of the nuscles of his body. It

was nearly a full mnute before he answered her, and she
could hear in his voice the struggl e between what he wanted
and what he thought m ght be best. "You' ve said yourself
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it'll be a bad winter, love. |I'mthinking one or the other
of us should be here."

He was right, and she knew it. Even the coats of her

cats were thick this fall. A nmonth ago she had been trou-
bled to see how the birds were departing, early and swiftly,
anxi ous to be gone. The signs pointed to fam ne and sl eet,
and on the heels of those would cone barbarian raids
fromacross the ice-locked northern sea.

And yet, she thought... and yet... Was this the weak-

ness of a wonman who does not want to be parted from

the man she | oves, or was it sonething el se? Caerdinn
woul d have said that |ove clouded the instincts of a nage.

"I think I should go with you."

"You think I can't handl e the dragon nyself?" His
voice was filled with nmock indignation

"Yes," Jenny said bluntly, and felt the ribs vibrate under
her hand with his laughter. "I don't know under what
circunstances you'll be neeting it," she went on. "And

there's nore than that."

Hi s voi ce was thoughtful in the darkness, but not sur-
prised. "It strikes you that way too, does it?"

That was sonet hi ng peopl e tended not to notice about
John. Behind his facade of ami able barbarism behind his
frivol ous fascination with hog-lore, granny-rhymes, and
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how cl ocks were nmade |urked an agile nind and an al nost
fem nine sensitivity to nuances of situations and rel ation-
ships. There was not nuch that he nissed.

"Qur hero has spoken of rebellion and treachery in the

south,"” she said. "If the dragon has cone, it will ruin the
harvest, and rising bread-prices will make the situation
worse. | think you'll need soneone there whom you can
trust."

"I'"ve been thinking it, too," he replied softly. "Now,
what makes you think I won't be able to trust our Gar?

| doubt he'd betray ne out of pique that the goods aren't
as advertised."

Jenny rolled up onto her el bows, her dark hair hangi ng

in atorrent down over his breast. "No," she said slowy,
and tried to put her finger on what it was that troubled
her about that thin, earnest boy she had rescued in the
ruins of the old town. At length, she said, "My instincts
tell me he can be trusted, at heart. But he's |ying about
sonething, | don't know what. | think | should go with
you to the south."

John sniled and drew her down to himagain. "The

last tine | went against your instincts, | was that sorry,"
he said. "Myself, I'"'mtorn, for | can snell there's going
to be danger here later in the winter. But | think you're
right. | don't understand why the King would have given
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his word and his seal into the keeping of the likes of our
young hero, who by the sound of it has never done nore

than collect ballads in all his life, and not to some proven
warrior. But if the King's pledged his word to aid us, then
I'"d be a fool not to take the chance to pledge nine. Just
the fact that there's only the two of us, Jen, shows how
close to the edge of darkness all this land lies. Besides,"
he added, sudden worry in his voice, "you' ve got to cone."

Her thoughts preoccupied by her nanel ess forebod-
i ngs, Jenny turned her head quickly. "Wat is it? Wy?"

"We' Il need soneone to do the cooking."
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Wth a cat-swift nmove she was on top of him snoth-

ering his face under a pillow, but she was | aughing too
much to hold him They tussled, giggling, their struggles
bl ending into | ovemaki ng. Later, as they drifted in the
warm aftermath, Jenny murnmured, "You nake ne | augh

at the strangest tines."

He ki ssed her then and slept, but Jenny sank no further

than the uneasy borderl ands of hal f-dreans. She found

hersel f standing once again on the lip of the gully, the heat
from bel ow beating at her face, the poisons scouring her
lungs. In the drifting vapors bel ow, the great shape was
still withing, heaving its shredded wi ngs or claw ng inef-
fectually with the stunps of its forelegs at the small figure
braced |i ke an exhausted woodcutter over its neck, a drip-
ping ax in his blistered hands. She saw John novi ng
mechani cal ly, hal f-asphyxiated with the funes and sway-

ing fromthe | oss of the blood that gleaned stickily on his
arnor. The small streamin the gully was clotted and red
with the dragon's bl ood; gobbets of flesh choked it; the
stones were bl ackened with the dragon's fire. The dragon

kept raising its dripping head, trying to snap at John; even
in her dream Jenny felt the air weighted with the strange
sensation of singing, vibrant with a nusic beyond the

grasp of her ears and ni nd.

The singing grew stronger as she slid deeper into sleep
She saw agai nst the darkness of a velvet sky the burning
white disc of the full noon, her private onen of power,

and before it the silver-silk flash of menbranous wi ngs.

She woke in the deep of the night. Rain thundered

against the walls of the Hold, a torrent roaring in dark-
ness. Beside her John slept, and she saw in the darkness
what she had noticed that norning in daylight: that for

all his thirty-four years, he had a thread or two of silver
in his unruly brown hair.

A thought crossed her mnd. She put it aside firmy,
and just as firmy it reintruded itself. It was not a daylight

Dr agonsbane 47

t hought, but the naggi ng whisper that cones only in the
dark hours, after troubled sleep. Don't be a fool, she told
hersel f; the tines you have done it, you have al ways

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbhane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (32 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:34 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt
wi shed you hadn't.
But the thought, the tenptation, would not go away.

At length she rose, careful not to wake the man who
sl ept at her side. She wapped herself in John's worn,
quilted robe and padded fromthe bedchanber, the worn
floor like smooth ice beneath her small, bare feet.

The study was even darker than the bedchanber had

been, the fire there nothing nore than a glowing |ine of
rose-col ored heat above a snowbank of ash. Her shadow
passed |i ke the hand of a ghost over the slunbering shape
of the harp and nade the sliver of reflected red wi nk al ong
the pennywhistle's edge. At the far side of the study, she
rai sed a heavy curtain and passed into a tiny roomthat
was little nore than a niche in the Hold s thick waU
Barely wider than its window, in daylight it was coolly
bright, but now the heavy bull's-eye glass was bl ack as

i nk, and the witchlight she called into being above her
head glittered coldly on the rain stream ng down outside

The phosphorescent glow that illum nated the room
outlined the shape of a narrow table and three snal

shel ves. They held things that had bel onged to the col d-
eyed ice-witch who had been John's nother, or to Caer-
dinn—sinple things, a few bow s, an oddly shaped root,

a few crystals like fragments of broken stars sent for
mendi ng. Pulling her robe nmore closely about her. Jenny
took fromits place a plain pottery bow, so old that what-
ever designs had once been painted upon its outer surface
had | ong since been rubbed away by the touch of mages
hands. She dipped it into the stone vessel of water that
stood in a corner and set it upon the table, draw ng up
before it a tall, spindle-legged chair.

For a tinme she only sat, gazing down into the water.
Slips of foxfire danced on its black surface; as she sl owed
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her breat hing, she becane aware of every sound fromthe
roaring of the rain gusts against the tower's walls to the
smal l est drip of the eaves. The worn tabletop was |ike

cold gl ass under her fingertips; her breath was col d agai nst
her own lips. For a time she was aware of the small flaws
and bubbles in the glaze of the bow's inner surface; then
she sank deeper, watching the colors that seemed to swiri
within the endl ess depths. She seened to nove down

toward an absol ute darkness, and the water was |ike ink,
opaque, ungi vi ng.

Gray msts rolled in the depths, then cleared as if w nd
had driven them and she saw darkness in a vast place,
pricked by the starlike points of candl efl ane. An open
space of black stone lay before her, snoboth as oily water;

around it was a forest, not of trees, but of columms of
stone. Sone were thin as silk, others thicker than the
nmost anci ent of oaks, and over them swayed the shadows
of the dancers on the open floor. Though the picture was
silent, she could feel the rhythmto which they danced—
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gnhones, she saw, their long arns brushing the floor as
they bent, the vast, cloudy rmanes of their pale hair catch-
ing rims of firelight |ike sunset seen through heavy snoke.
They danced around a mi sshapen stone altar, the slow
dances that are forbidden to the eyes of the children of
nen.

The dream changed. She beheld a desol ati on of charred

and broken ruins beneath the dark flank of a tree-covered
mount ai n. Ni ght sky arched overhead, w nd-cl eared and
heart-pi ercingly beautiful. The waxi ng noon was |like a
glowing coin; its light touching with cold, white fingers
the broken pavenent of the enpty square below the hill-

si de upon which she stood, edging the raw bones that

mol dered in puddl es of faintly snoking slime. Something
flashed in the vel vet shadow of the nountain, and she
saw t he dragon. Starlight gleaned like oil on the |ean,

Dr agonsbane 49

sabl e sides; the span of those enormous w ngs stretched

for a moment |ike a skeleton's arns to enbrace the noon's
stem face. Music seened to drift upon the night, a string
of notes like a truncated air, and for an instant her heart
| eaped toward that silent, dangerous beauty, |onely and
graceful in the secret magic of its gliding flight.

Then she saw anot her scene by the low light of a dying

fire. She thought she was in the same place, on a rise

overl ooki ng the desol ati on of the ruined town before the
gates of the Deep. It was the cold hour of the tide's ebbing,
some hours before dawn. John lay near the fire, dark

bl ood | eaking fromthe clawed rents in his arnor. H s face
was a mass of blisters beneath a mask of gore and grine;

he was alone, and the fire was dying. Its |ight caught a
spangle of red fromthe twisted links of his torn mail shirt
and glimrered stickily on the upturned pal mof one blis-
tered hand. The fire died, and for a nonent only starlight
glittered on the pooling blood and outlined the shape of

his nose and |ips agai nst the darkness.

She was underground once nore, in the place where

the gnones had danced. It was enpty now, but the holl ow
sil ences beneath the earth seened filled with the inchoate
murmur of form ess sound, as if the stone altar whispered
to itself in the darkness

Then she saw only the small flaws in the glaze of the

bow , and the dark, oily surface of the water. The witch-
light had I ong ago fail ed above her head, which ached as
it often did when she had overstretched her power. Her
body felt chilled through to the bones, but she was for a
time too weary to nove from where she sat. She stared
before her into the darkness, listening to the steady drum
of the rain, hurting in her soul and wishing with all that
was in her that she had not done what she had done.

Al'l divination was chancy, she told herself, and water
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was the nost notorious liar of all. There was no reason
to believe that what she had seen woul d cone to pass.

So she repeated to herself, over and over, but it did
no good. In time she | owered her face to her hands and
wept .

CHAPTER f f1

THEY SET FORTH two days | ater and rode south through
a mael strom of wind and wat er

In the days of the Kings, the Great North Road had
stretched fromBel itself northward |ike a gray stone ser-
pent, through the valley of the WIdspae Ri ver and across
the farmand forest |ands of Wr, linking the southern
capital with the northern frontier and guardi ng the great
silver mnes of Tralchet. But the mnes had fl agged, and
the Kings had begun to squabble with their brothers and
cousins over the lordship of the south. The troops who
guarded the Wnterlands' forts had been w t hdrawn—
tenmporarily, they said, to shore up the forces of one con-
tender agai nst another. They had never returned. Now

the gray stone serpent was disintegrating slowy, like a
shed skin; its stones were torn up to strengthen house
wal | s agai nst bandits and barbarians, its ditches choked
with decades of detritus, and its very foundations forced
apart by the encroaching tree roots of the forest of Wr.
The Wnterlands had destroyed it, as they destroyed al

t hi ngs.

Travel ing south al ong what remmi ned of the road was
51
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slow, for the autum storns swelled the icy becks of the
moors to white-toothed torrents and reduced the ground

in the tree-tangled hollows to sodden, nanel ess mires.

Under the flail of the wind, Gareth could no | onger argue
that the ship upon which he had cone north woul d stil

be waiting at El dsbouch to waft themsouth in relative
confort and speed, but Jenny suspected he still felt in his
heart that it should have been, and, illogically, blamed
her that it was not.

They rode for the nost part in silence. Sonetinmes when
they halted, as they frequently did for John to scout the
tumbl ed rocks or dense knots of woodl and ahead. Jenny

| ooked across at Gareth and saw hi m gazi ng around hi m

in a kind of hurt bew |l dernment at the desol ati on through
whi ch they rode: at the barren downs with their weed-
grown |ines of broken walls; at the old boundary stones,

| unpi sh and nelted-1oo0king as spring snownen; and at

the stinking bogs or the high, bare tors with their few
twi sted trees, giant balls of mistletoe snagged weirdly in
their naked branches against a dreary sky. It was a | and
that no | onger remenbered | aw or the prosperity of ordered
living that comes with [ aw, and sonetines she could see

hi m struggling with the understandi ng of what John was
offering to buy at the stake of his life.
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But usually it was plain that Gareth sinply found the
halts annoying. "W're never going to get there at this
rate," he conpl ai ned as John appeared fromthe snoke-
col ored tangl e of dead heather that cl oaked the | ower
flanks of a pronmontory that hid the road. A watchtower
had once crowned it, now reduced to a chewed-I ooki ng

circle of rubble on the hill's crest. John had bellied up the
slope to investigate it and the road ahead and now was
shaki ng mud and wet out of his plaid. "lIt's been twenty

days since the dragon cane," Gareth added resentful ly.
"Anyt hi ng can have happened. "

"It can have happened the day after you took ship, ny
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hero," John pointed out, swinging up to th& saddle of his
spare riding horse. Cow "And if we don't |ook sharp and
scout ahead, we are never going to get there."

But the sullen glance the boy shot at John's back as
he reined away told Jenny nore clearly than words that,
though he could not argue with this statenent, he did not

believe it, either

That evening they canped in the ragged birches of the
broken country where the downs gave place to the hoary
densities of the Wrwoods. Wen canp was set, and the
horses and mul es picketed. Jenny noved quietly al ong

the edge of the clearing, the open ground above the high
bank of a stream whose noi sy rushing bl ended with the
sea-sound of the wind in the trees. She touched the bark
of the trees and the soggy nast of acons, hazel nuts, and
decayi ng | eaves underfoot, tracing themw th the signs
that only a mage could see—signs that woul d conceal the
camp fromthose who m ght pass by outside. Looking

back toward the fluttering yellow light of the newfire
she saw Gareth hunkered down beside it, shivering in his
damp cl oak, | ooking wetched and very forlorn

Her square, full lips pressed together. Since he had

| earned she was his erstwhile hero's mstress, he had barely
spoken to her. H's resentnent at her inclusion in the expe-
dition was still obvious, as was his unspoken assunption

that she had included herself out of a conbination of
meddl i ng and a desire not to let her |lover out of her sight.
But Gareth was alone in an alien land, having clearly

never been away fromthe conforts of his honme before,

lonely, disillusioned, and filled with a gnawi ng fear of what
he woul d return to find.

Jenny sighed and crossed the clearing to where he sat.

The boy | ooked up at her suspiciously as she dug into
her jacket pocket and drew out a long sliver of snoky
crystal on the chain that Caerdi nn had used to hang around
his neck. "I can't see the dragon in this," she said, "but
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if youll tell ne the nanme of your father and sonething
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about your honme in Bel, at |east | should be able to cal
their images and tell you if they're all right."

Gareth turned his face away fromher. "No," he said.
Then, after a nonment, he added grudgi ngly, "Thank you
all the same."

Jenny folded her arns and regarded himfor a nonent

in the junpy orange firelight. He huddled a little deeper
into his stained crimson cloak and would not neet her
eyes.

"I's it because you think I can't?" she asked at |ast.
"Or because you won't take the aid of a witch?"

He didn't answer that, though his full lower |ip pinched
up a bit in the nmddle. Wth a sigh of exasperation. Jenny
wal ked away from himto where John stood near the oil -

ski n-covered nmound of the packs, |ooking out into the

dar keni ng woods.

He gl anced back as she came near, the stray gl eans

of firelight throwing glints of dirty orange on the netal of
hi s patched doublet. "D you want a bandage for your

nose?" he inquired, as if she'd tried to pet a ferret and
gotten ni pped for her trouble. She | aughed ruefully.

"He didn't have any objections to ne before," she said,
nmore hurt than she had realized by the boy's ennity.

John put an arm around her and hugged her cl ose. "He

feels cheated, is all," he said easily. "And since God forbid
he shoul d have cheated hinself with his expectations, it
must have been one of us that did it, nustn't it?" He

| eaned down to kiss her, his hand firm agai nst the bare
nape of her neck beneath the coiled ridge of her braided
hair. Beyond them anong the ghostly birches, the thin
under brush rustled harshly; a nonent |ater a softer, stead-
i er rushing whispered in the bare branches overhead. Jenny
snelled the rain al nost before she was conscious of its
I'ight fingers upon her face.

Behi nd them she heard Gareth cursing. He squel ched
Dr agonsbane 55

across the clearing to join thema monent |ater, wiping
rai ndroplets fromhis spectacles, his hair in |ank strings
agai nst his tenples.

"W seemto have outsmarted ourselves," he said glum
ly. "Picked a nice place to canp—enly there's no shelter.
There's a cave down under the cut of the streanbank..."

"Above the highest rise of the water?" inquired John,
a mschievous glint in his eye.

Gareth said defensively, "Yes. At |least—t isn't so very
far down the bank."

"Bi g enough to put the horses in, always supposing we
could get them down there?"
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The boy bristled. "I could go see."

"No," said Jenny. Gareth opened his mouth to protest

this arbitrariness, but she cut himoff with, "I've laid spells
of ward and guard about this camp—+ don't think they

shoul d be crossed. It's alnost full-dark now .."

"But we'll get wetf"

"You' ve been wet for days, ny hero," John pointed

out with cheerful brutality. "Here at |east we know we're
safe fromthe side the stream s on—nl ess, of course, it

rises over its bank." He glanced down at Jenny, still in

the circle of his arm she was conscious, too, ofGareth's
sul ky gaze. "What about the spell-ward, |ove?"

She shook her head. "I don't know," she said. "Some-
times the spells will hold agai nst the Wi sperers, some-
times they don't. | don't know why—whether it's because

of somet hing about the Wi sperers, or because of sone-
thing about the spells.” O because, she added to herself,
her own powers weren't strong enough to hold even a

true spell against them

"Wi sperers?" Gareth demanded i ncredul ously.

"A kind of blood-devil," said John, with an edge of
irritation in his voice. "It doesn't nmatter at the nonent,
my hero. Just stay inside the canmp.”

"Can't | even go look for shelter? | won't go far."
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"If you |l eave the canmp, you'll never find your way

back to it," John snapped. "You' re so bl oody anxi ous not
to lose time on this trip, you wouldn't want to have us
spend the next three days |ooking for your body, would
you? Cone on, Jen—f you're not after maki ng supper,
"Il doit..."

"Il doit, I'll doit,"” Jenny agreed, with a haste that
wasn't entirely jest. As she and John wal ked back to the
snoky, sheltered canpfire, she gl anced back at Gareth,

still standing on the edge of the faintly gl eam ng spell-
circle. His vanity stinging fromJohn's | ast words, the boy
pi cked up an acomand hurled it angrily out into the wet
darkness. The darkness whi spered and rustled, and then

fell still again under the ceaseless pattern of the rain.

They left the folded |lands of rock hills and | eaping
streans for good after that and entered the ruinous gl oom
of the great Forest of Wr. Here crowded oaks and haw
thorn pressed cl ose upon the road, catching the faces of
the travelers with warty, overhangi ng boughs and dirty
nmoss and their horses' hooves with scabrous roots and
soggy drifts of dead |eaves. The black lattices of bare
branches above them admitted only a fraction of the pallid
daylight, but rain still |eaked through, pattering in an end-
| ess, dreary murnmur in the dead fern and hazel thickets.
The ground was worse here, sodden and unsteady, or

flooded in nmeres of silver water in which the trees stood,
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knee-deep and rotting; and Aversin remarked that the

mar shes of the south were spreading again. In many pl aces
the road was covered, or blocked with fallen trees, and

the | abor of clearing it or beating a path through the thick-
ets around these obstacles left themall cold and exhausted.
Even for Jenny, used to the hardships of the Wnterl ands,
this was tiring, and the nore so because there was no
respite; she lay down weary at night and rose weary in

the bl eak grayness before dawn to travel on once again.
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What it was to Gareth she could well inmmgine. As he grew
nmore weary, his tenper shortened, and he conpl ai ned

bitterly at every halt.

"What's he | ooking for now?" he demanded one after-
noon, when John ordered their fifth halt in three hours
and, armed with his heavy horn hunting-bow, disnmounted
and vani shed into the choking tangle of hazel and bl ack-
thorn beside the road.

It had been raining nost of the forenoon, and the tal
boy drooped m serably on the back of The Stupid Roan,
one of the spare horses they'd brought fromthe Hol d.
The ot her spare. Jenny's nount, John had christened The
St upi der Roan, a nane that was unfortunately apt. Jenny
suspected that, in his wearier nonents, Gareth even

bl amed her for the generally poor quality of the Hold's
horsefl esh. The rain had ceased now, but cold wind stil
probed through the very weave of their garnents; every
now and then a gust shook the branches above them and
splattered themwith | eftover rain and an occasi onal sod-
den oak leaf that drifted down |ike a dead bat.

"He's | ooking for danger." Jenny herself was |istening,
her nerves queerly on edge, searching the silence that
hung i ke an indrawn breath among the dark, close-
crowded trees.

"He didn't find any last tine, did he?" Gareth tucked
his gl oved hands under his cloak for warnth and shivered.
Then he | ooked ostentatiously upward, scanni ng what sky
was visible, calculating the time of day, and fromthere
going on to renenber how many days they had been on

the road. Under his sarcasm she could hear fear. "O the
time before that, either.”

"And lucky for us that he didn't," she replied. "I think
you have little understanding of the dangers in the Wn-
terlands ..."

Garet h gasped, and his gaze fixed. Turning her head
qui ckly, Jenny followed his eyes to the dark shape of

58 Bar bara Hanbl y

Aversin, his plaids making himnearly invisible in the gl oom
anong the trees. Wth a single slow novenent he had
rai sed his bow, the arrow nocked but not yet pulled.

She tracked the trajectory of the arrows flight to the
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source of the danger.

Just visible through the trees, a skinny tittle old man

was stooping arthritically to scrape the dry insides from
arotting log for kindling. Hs wife, an equally |lean, equally
rag-clad ol d wonman whose thin white hair hung | ankly

about her narrow shoul ders, was hol ding a reed basket

to receive the crunbling chips. Gareth let out a cry of

horror. "NO"

Aversin nmoved his head. The old woman, alerted al so,

| ooked up and gave a thin wail, dropping her basket to
shield her face futilely with her arnms. The dry, woody
punk spilled onto the marshy ground about her feet. The
ol d man caught her by the armand the two of them began
to fl ee dodderingly into the deeper forest, sobbing and
covering their heads with their arnms, as if they supposed
that the broad-tipped iron war arrow woul d be stopped

by such slack old flesh.

Aversin |owered his bow and let his targets stunble
unshot into the wet wilderness of trees.

Gareth gasped, "He was going to kill them Those poor
old people..."

Jenny nodded, as John cane back to the road. "I know. "
She under st ood why; but, as when she had killed the dying
robber in the ruins of the old town, she still felt unclean

"I's that all you can say?" Gareth raged, horrified. "You
knowf He woul d have shot themin cold blood..."

"They were Meewi nks, Gar," John said quietly.
"Shooting's the only thing you can do with Meew nks."

"l don't care what you call them " he cried. "They
were old and harm ess! Al they were doing was gathering

ki ndl i ng!"
A small, straight |line appeared between John's reddish
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brows, and he rubbed his eyes. Gareth, Jenny thought,
was not the only one upon whomthis trip was telling.

"I don't know what you call themin your part of the
country," Aversin said tiredly. "Their people used to farm
all the valley of the WIldspae. They..."

"John." Jenny touched his arm She had followed this

exchange only nmarginally; her senses and her power were

di f fused through the danmp woods, and in the fading |ight

she scented danger. It seened to prickle along her skin—

a soft plashing nmovenent in the flooded gl ades to the

north, a thin chittering that silenced the small restive noises

of fox and weasel. "W should be nmoving. The light's
already going. | don't remenber this part of the woods
well but | knowit's sonme distance fromany kind of canp-
ing place.”

"What is it?" Hs voice, like hers, dropped to a whisper.
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She shook her head. "Maybe nothing. But | think we
shoul d go."

"Why?" Gareth bleated. "Wiat's wong? For three days
you' ve been running away from your own shadows..."

"That's right," John agreed, and there was a dangerous
edge to his quiet voice. "You ever think what mght hap-
pen to you if your own shadow caught you? Now ri de—

and ride silent."”

It was nearly full night when they made canp, for, like
Jenny, Aversin was nervous, and it took some tinme for

himto find a canping place that his woodsnanship judged

to be even relatively safe. One of them Jenny rejected,

not liking the way the dark trees crowded around it; another
John passed by because the spring could not be seen from
where the fire would be. Jenny was hungry and tired, but

the instincts of the Wnterl ands warned her to keep nov-

ing until they found a place that coul d be defended, though
agai nst what she could not tell

When Aversin rul ed against a third place, an al nost-
circular clearing with a small, femchoked spring gurgling
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t hrough one side of it, Gareth's hunger-frayed tenper
shapped. "Wiat's wong with it?" he denmanded, dis-

mounti ng and huddling on the | ee-side of The Stupid Roan

for warnth. "You can take a drink w thout getting out of
sight of the fire, and it's bigger than the other place was."

Annoyance glinted like the blink of drawn steel in John's
voice. "I don't likeit."

"Wl |, why in the name of Sannendes not ?"

Aversin | ooked around himat the clearing and shook

hi s head. The cl ouds had parted overhead enough to admit
wat ery noonlight to glint on his specs, on the water drop-
lets in his hair when he pushed back his hood, and on the
end of his long nose. "I just don't. | can't say why."

"Well, if you can't say why, what would you |ike?"

"What 1'd like," the Dragonsbane retorted with his

usual devastating accuracy, "is not to have sone snirp of

a silk-lined brat telling ne a place is safe because he wants
hi s supper.™

Because that was obviously Gareth's first concern, the

boy expl oded, "That isn't the reason! | think you' ve lived
like a wolf for so long you don't trust anything! |'m not
going to trek through the woods all night |ong because..."

"Fine," said Aversin grimy. "You can just bl oody well
stay here, then.”

"That's right! Go ahead, abandon nme! Are you going
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to take a shot at me if | try to cone after you and you
hear the bushes rustle?"

"I might."

"John!" Jenny's cool, slightly gravelly voice cut across
his next words. "How nuch | onger can we travel wi thout
lights of sone kind? Clouds are noving up. It won't rain,
but you won't be able to see a foot ahead of you in two
hours."

"You could," he pointed out. He felt it, too, she
t hought —that growi ng sensation that had begun back al ong
the road; the uneasy feeling of being watched.
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"l could," she agreed quietly. "But | don't have your
woodsmanshi p. And | know this part of the road—there

isn't a better place ahead. | don't like this place either,
but I"'mnot sure that staying here wouldn't be safer than
showi ng up our position by traveling with lights, even a
very di mmagelight. And even that m ght not show up

signs of danger."

John | ooked about him at the dark woods, now barely
visible in the cold gloom Wnd stirred at the bare boughs
interlaced above their heads, and somewhere before them
in the clearing Jenny could hear the whisper of the ferns
and the rushing voice of the rain-fed stream No sound

of danger, she thought. Wiy then did she subconsci ously
wat ch with her peripheral vision; why this readiness to

flee?
Aversin said quietly, "It's too good."

Gareth snapped, "First you don't like it and then you
say it's too good..."

"They' |l know .all the canping places anyway,'
replied softly across his words.

Jenny

Furious, Gareth sputtered, "Wo'll know?"

"The Meewi nks, you stupid oic," snapped John back
at him

Gareth flung up his hands. "Ch, fine! You mean you
don't want to canp here because you're afraid of being
attacked by a little old man and a little old | ady?"

"And about fifty of their friends, yes," John retorted.
"And one nore word out of you, ny hero, and you're
going to find yourself slamed up against a tree."

Thoroughly roused now, Gareth retorted, "Good! Prove
how cl ever you are by thrashi ng soneone who di sagrees
with you! If you' re afraid of being attacked by a troop of
forty four-foot-tall septuagenarians..."

He never even saw Aversin nove. The Dragonsbane
m ght not have the appearance of a hero. Jenny thought,
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but he neverthel ess had the physical reflexes of one. Gar-
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eth gasped as he was literally lifted off his feet by a doubl e-
handf ul of cloak and doubl et, and Jenny strode forward

to catch John's spi ke-studded forearm Wth softness as
definite as an assassin's footfall, she said, "Be quiet! And
drop him™"

"Got a cliff handy?" But she felt the nmonentum of his
rage slack. After a pause he pushed—al nobat threw—
Gareth fromhim "Right." Behind his anger he sounded
enbarrassed. "Thanks to our hero, it's well too dark
now to be nmoving on. Jen, can you do anything with this
pl ace? SpeU it?"

Jenny thought for a few nonents, trying to anal yze

what it was that she feared. "Not against the Meew nks,
no," she replied at |ast. She added acidly, "They'll have
tracked you gentlenen by your voices."

"It wasn't ne who..."

"I didn't ask who it was." She took the reins of the

horses and mules and I ed themon into the clearing, anx-
ious now to get a canp set and circled with the spells of
ward before they were seen fromthe outside. Gareth, a
little shamefaced at his outburst, followed sulkily, |ooking
at the layout of the clearing.

In the voice of one who sought to nollify by pretending
that the di sagreement never happened, he asked, "Does
this hoUow | ook all right for the fire?"

Irritation still crackled in Aversin's voice. "No fire.
We're in for a cold canp tonight—and you'll take the first
watch, ny hero."

Gareth gasped in protest at this arbitrary switch. Since

| eaving the Hold, Gareth had al ways taken the |ast watch,
the dawn watch, because at the end of a day's riding he
wanted nothing nore than to lie down and sl eep; Jenny

had al ways taken second; and John, used to the habits of
wol ves who hunted in the early part of the night, took the
first. The boy began, "But |..." and Jenny swung around

to look at themin the sonmber gl oom
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"One nore word out of either of you and I will lay a
spel | of dunbness upon you both."

John subsided at once. Gareth started to speak again,

then thought better of it. Jenny pulled the picket rope out
of the mule divy's pack and | ooped it around a sapling.
Hal f to herself, she added, "Though God knows it coul dn't
make you any dunber."

Thr oughout their neager dinner of dried beef, cold

comreal mush, and apples, Gareth renai ned ostenta-

tiously silent. Jenny scarcely noticed, and John, seeing
her preoccupied, said little to her, not wanting to disturb
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her concentration. She was not sure how much he felt of
the danger she sensed in the woods all around them—

she didn't know how much of it was only the product of
her own weariness. But she wove all her concentration,
all her abilities, into the spell-circle that she put around
the canp that night: spells of ward that woul d make their
canpsite unnoticeable fromthe outside, that would thwart
the eye of any who were not actually within the circle.
They woul d not be nmuch hel p agai nst the Meew nks, who
woul d know where the clearing was, but they mght pro-
vide a delay that would buy time. To these she added

ot her spells agai nst other dangers, spells that Caerdinn
had taught her against the bl ood-devils and Wi sperers
that haunted the Wods of Wr, spells whose efficacy she
privately doubted because she knew that they sometines
failed, but the best spells that she—er anyone to whom
she had spoken—knew.

She had | ong suspected that the Lines of nagic were
thinning and that every generation attenuated the teaching
of magic that had been passed down fromthe old tines,

the times before the Real mof Belnmarie had united all the
West under itself and the glittering worship of the Twel ve
CGods. Caerdi nn had been one of the mightiest of the Line
of Heme, but, when she had first met himat fourteen, he
was already very old, feeble, and a little crazy. He had
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taught her, trained her in the secrets of the Line passed
frommster to pupil over a dozen generations. But since
his death she had found two instances where his know edge
had been incorrect and had heard of spells from her Line-
ki ndred, the pupils' pupils of Caerdinn's nmaster Spaeth
Skywar den, whi ch Caerdi nn had either not bothered to

teach her, or had not known hinself. The spells of guard
agai nst the Wi sperers that had nore and nore cone to
haunt the Wrwoods were ineffective and sporadic, and she
knew of no spell that would drive themor the blood-devils
out of an area to render it safe for humans again. Such things
m ght reside sonewhere in a book, witten down by the nage
who di scovered them but neither Jenny, nor any nage she
had net, had known of them

She sl ept that night uneasily, exhausted in body and
troubl ed by strange shapes that seened to slide in and
out through the cracks in her dreans. She seenmed to be
able to hear the whistling clutter of the blood-devils as
they flitted fromtree to tree in the marshy woods across
the stream and below themthe soft nurmurs of the Wi s-
perers in the darkness beyond the barrier of spells. Tw ce
she pulled herself painfully fromthe sucki ng darkness of
sl eep, fearing sone danger, but both tinmes she only saw
Gareth sitting propped agai nst a pile ofpacksaddl es, nod-
ding in the m sty bl ackness.

The third time she woke up, Gareth was gone.

It had been a dreamthat woke her; a dream of a wonman

st andi ng hal f-hi dden anbng the trees. She was veiled, |ike
all the wonen of the south; the lace of that veil was |like
a cloak of flowers scattered over her dark curls. Her soft
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| aughter was |like silver bells, but there was a husky note
init, as if she never |aughed save with pl easure at sone-
thing gained. She held out small, slender hands, and whis-
pered Gareth's nane.

Leaves and dirt were scuffed where he had crossed
the flickering lines of the protective circles.
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Jenny sat up, shaking back the coarse nane other hair,

and touched John awake. She called the witchlight into
being, and it illumnated the still, silent canp and gl owed
in the eyes of the wakened horses. The voice of the spring
was |oud in the hush.

Li ke John, she had slept in her clothes. Reaching over

to the bundl e of her sheepskin jacket, her plaids, her boots
and her belt that |ay heaped at one side of their blankets,
she pulled fromits pouch the small scrying-crystal and
angled it to the witchlight while John began, wi thout a
word, to pull on his boots and wol fskin-Iined doublet.

O the four elenents, scrying earth—erystal —was

easi est and nost accurate, though the crystal itself had
to be enchanted beforehand. Scrying fire needed no spe-
cial preparation, but what it showed was what it woul d,
not al ways what was sought; water would show both future
and past, but was a notorious liar. Only the very greatest
of mages could scry the wi nd.

The heart of Caerdinn's crystal was dark. She stilled

her fears for Gareth's safety, calnmng her mnd as she
sunmoned the inmages; they gleaned on the facets, as if
reflected from somewhere el se. She saw a stone room
extrenely small, with the architecture of sone place half-
dug into the ground; the only furnishing was a bed and a
sort of table forned by a block of stone projecting from
the wall itself. A wet cloak was thrown over the table,
with a puddle of half-dried water about it—-swanp weeds
clung to it like dark worns. A nuch-bejewel ed | ongsword
was propped nearby, and on top of the table and cl oak

lay a pair of spectacles. The round | enses caught a spark
of greasy yellow | anplight as the door of the room opened.

Someone in the corridor held a lanp high. Its light
showed small, stooped forms crowding in the broad hal
beyond. A d and young, nen and wonen, there nust have
been forty of them with white, sloped, warty faces and
round, fishlike eyes. The first through the doorway were
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the old man and the ol d worman, the Meew nks whom
John had nearly shot that afternoon

The old man held a rope; the wonman, a cl eaver

The house of the Meew nks stood where the land |ay

Il ow, on a knoll above a foul soup of nmud and water from
whose surface rotting trees projected |ike hal f-decayed

corpses. Squat-built, it was larger than it | ooked—stone
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wal I's behind it showed one wi ng hal f-buried underground.
In spite of the cold, the air around the place was fetid
with the snmell of putrefying fish, and Jenny cl osed her
teeth hard agai nst a queasi ness that washed over her at
the sight of the place. Since first she had known what
they were, she had hated the Meew nks.

John slid from his dapple war horse Gsprey's back and

| ooped his rein and Battl ehanmer's over the linb of a
sapling. H's face, in the rainy darkness, was taut with a
m ngling of hatred and di sgust. Tw ce househol ds of Mee-
wi nks had tried to establish thensel ves near Al yn Hol d;

both tines, as soon as he had | earned of them he had

rai sed what mlitia he could and burned themout. A few
had been killed each tinme, but he had | acked the nen to
pursue themthrough the wild | ands and eradi cate them
conpl etely. Jenny knew he still had ni ght mares about what
he had found in their cellars.

He whi spered, "Listen," and Jenny nodded. Fromthe

house she coul d detect a faint clanor of voices, muffled,

as if half-below the ground, thin and yamering |ike the

bar ki ng of beasts. Jenny slid her hal berd fromthe hol ster
on Moon Horse's saddl e and breathed to all three nmounts

for stillness and silence. She sketched over themthe spells
of ward, so that the casual eye would pass them by, or

think they were somethi ng other than horses—a haze

thicket, or the oddly shaped shadow of a tree. It was these
sane spells upon the camp, she knew, that had prevented
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Gareth fromfinding his way back to it, once what nust
have been the Wi sperer had | ed hi m away.

John tucked his spectacles into an inner pocket. "Right,"
he murnured. "You get Gar—+'Ill cover you both."

Jenny nodded, feeling cold inside, as she did when she
enptied her mnd to do sone great magi ¢ beyond her
power, and steeled herself for what she knew was com ng.
As they crossed the filthy yard and the strange, muffled
outcry in the house grew stronger, John kissed her and,
turni ng, smashed his booted foot into the small house's
door.

They broke through the door |ike raiders robbing Hell

A hot, danp fetor snote Jenny in the face as she barged
through on John's heels, the putrid stink of the filth the
Meewi nks lived in and of the decaying fish they ate—
above it all was the sharp, copper-bright stench of new
shed bl ood. The noi se was a pandenoni um of yammeri ng
screans; after the darkness outside, even the snoky gl ow
of the fire in the unnaturally huge hearth seened bli ndi ng.
Bodi es seethed in a heaving nob around the snall door

at the opposite side of the room now and then sharp
flashes of light glinted fromthe knives clutched in noist
little hands.

Gareth was backed to the doorpost in the mdst of the
mob. He had evidently fought his way that far but knew
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if he descended into the nore open space of the big room
he woul d be surrounded. His |eft armwas w apped,
shieldlike, in a muffling tangle of stained and filthy bed-
ding; in his right hand was his belt, the buckle-end of

whi ch he was using to slash at the faces of the Meew nks
all around him Hs own face was streanmi ng with bl ood
fromknife-cuts and bites—nixed with sweat, it ran down
and encrinsoned his shirt as if his throat had been cut.

H s naked gray eyes were wide with a | ook of sickened,

ni ght mare horror.

The Meewi nks around hi mwere gi bbering like the souls
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of the damed. There nust have been fifty of them al

armed with their little knives of steel, or of sharpened
shell. As John and Jenny broke in. Jenny saw one of them
crawml in close to Gareth and slash at the back of his knee.
Hi s thi ghs were already gashed with a dozen such attenpts,
his boots sticky with runnels of blood; he kicked his
attacker in the face, rolling her down a step or two into
the mass of her fellows. It was the old woman he had

kept John from shooti ng.

Wthout a word, John plunged down into the heaving,
stinking nob. Jenny sprang after him guarding his back;

bl ood splattered her fromthe first swing of his sword,

and around themthe noise rose like the redoubling of a
storm at sea. The Meew nks were a small folk, though

some of the nmen were as tall as she; it nmade her cringe
inside to cut at the slack white faces of people no bigger
than children and to slamthe weighted butt of the hal berd
into those pouchy little stonmachs and watch them fall

gaspi ng, vomting, and choking. But there were so nmany

of them She had kilted her faded plaid skirts up to her
knees to fight and she felt hands snatch and drag at them
as one man caught up a cleaver from anong the butcher's
things lying on the roomis big table, trying to cripple her
Her bl ade caught him high on the cheekbone and opened

his face down to the opposite coner of his jaw. Hs scream
ripped the cut wider. The stench of bl ood was every-

wher e.

It seenmed to take only seconds to cross the room

Jenny yelled, "Gareth!" but he swung at her with the

bel t—she was short enough to be a Meew nk, and he had

| ost his spectacles. She flung up the hal berd; the belt
wrapped itself around the shaft, and she wenched it from
his hands. "It's Jenny!" she shouted, as John's sword
strokes canme down, defending themboth as it splattered
themwith flying droplets of gore. She grabbed the boy's
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bony wrist, jerking himdown the steps into the room
"Now, run!"

"But we can't..." he began, |ooking back at John, and
she shoved himviolently in the direction of the door. After
what appeared to be a nonentary struggle with a desire
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not to seema coward by abandoni ng his rescuers, Gareth
ran. They passed the table and he caught up a neat hook

in passing, swinging at the pallid, puffy faces all around
themand at the little hands with their jabbing knives.
Three Meewi nks were guardi ng the door, but fell back
screami ng before the greater length of Jenny's weapon.

Behi nd her, she coul d hear the squeaky cacophony around
John rising to a crescendo; she knew he was out num

bered, and her instincts to rush back to fight at his side
dragged at her like wet rope. It was all she could do to
force herself to hurl open the door and drag Gareth at a
run across the clearing outside.

Gar et h bal ked, pani cky. "\Were are the horses? How
are we...?"

For all her snall size, she was strong; her shove nearly
toppled him "Don't ask questions!" Already small,

sl unped forns were runni ng about the darkness of the
woods ahead. The ooze underfoot soaked through her

boots as she haul ed Gareth toward where she, at |east,
could see the three horses, and she heard Gareth gul p
when they got close enough for the spells to |ose their
ef fecti veness.

Wil e the boy scranbled up to Battl ehammer's back,

Jenny flung herself onto Moon Horse, caught Osprey's

| ead-rein, and spurred back toward the house in a por-
ridgey spatter of mud. Pitching her voice to cut through
the scream ng clanmor within, she called out, "JOHN" A
moment | ater a confused tangle of figures erupted through
the | ow doorway, |ike a pack of dogs trying to bring down
a bear. The white glare of the witchlight showed Aversin's
sword bl oody to the pomel, his face streaked and run-
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rung with his own blood and that of his attackers, his
breath pouring like a ribbon of steam from his nouth.
Meewi nks clung to his arns and his belt, hacking and
chewi ng at the | eather of his boots.

Wth a screanming battle cry like a gull's, Jenny rode
down upon them swinging her halberd |like a scythe. Mee-
wi nks scattered, newi ng and hissing, and John w enched
hinself free of the last of themand flung hinmself up to
Csprey's saddle. Atiny Meewink child hurled up after
him clinging to the stirrup | eather and jabbing with its
little shell knife at his groin; John swung his arm down-
ward and caught the child across its narrow tenple with
the spi kes of his arnband, sweeping it off as he would
have swept a rat.

Jenny wheel ed her horse sharply, spurring back to where
Gareth still clung to Battl ehamrer's saddl e on the edge

of the clearing. Wth the precision of circus riders, she
and John split to grab the big gelding' s reins, one on either
side, and, with Gareth in tow between them plunged back
into the night.

"There." Aversin dipped one finger into a puddl e of
rai nwater and flicked a droplet onto the iron griddle bal-
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anced over the fire. Satisfied with the sizzle, he patted
commeal into a cake and dropped it into place. Then he
gl anced across at Gareth, who was struggling not to cry
out as Jenny poured a scouring concoction of marigold-
sinmple into his wounds. "Now you can say you've seen
Aversin the Dragonsbane run like hell froma troop of
forty four-foot-tall septuagenarians." Hs bitten, band-
aged hands patted another cake into shape, and the dawn
grayness flashed off his specs as he grinned.

"WIl they be after us?" Gareth asked faintly.

"l doubt it." He picked a fleck of commeal off the

spi kes of his arnbands. "They'l|l have enough of their
own dead to keep themfed awhile."

Dr agonsbane 71

The boy swal | owed queasily, though having seen the
instruments laid out on the table in the Meew nks' house,
there could be little doubt what they had neant for him

At Jenny's insistence, after the rescue, they had shifted
their canp away fromthe garnered darkness of the woods.
Dawn had found themin relatively open ground on the
form ess verges of a nmarsh, where | ong wastes of ice-
scumed, standing water reflected a steely sky anong

the bl ack pen strokes of a thousand reeds. Jenny had

wor ked, cold and weary, to lay spells about the canp,
then had occupied herself with the contents of her
medi ci ne satchel, |eaving John, somewhat agai nst her bet-
ter judgnent, to nmake breakfast. Gareth had dug into his
packs for the bent and battered spectacles that had sur-
vived the fight in the ruins up north, and they perched
forlornly askew now on the end of his nose.

"They were always a little folk," John went on, com ng

over to the packs where the boy sat, letting Jenny finish

bi nding up his slashed knees. "After the King' s troops

left the Wnterlands, their villages were forever being

rai ded by bandits, who'd steal whatever food they raised.
They never were a match for an arnored man, but a

village of '"emcould pull one down—er, better still, wait

till he was asleep and hack himup as he lay. In the starving
times, a bandit's horse could feed a whole village for a
week. | expect it started out as only the horses."

Gareth swal | oned again and | ooked as if he were going
to be ill.

John put his hands through his netal -plated belt. "They
generally strike right before dawn, when sleep is deep-
est—+t's why | switched the watches, so |I'd be the one
they dealt with, instead of you. It was a Wi sperer that
got you away fromthe canp, wasn't it?"

"I -+ suppose so." He | ooked at the ground, a shadow
crossing his thin face. "I don't know. It was sone-

thing ..." Jenny felt himshudder.
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"I've seen themon ny watch, once or twice... Jen?"
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"Once." Jenny spoke shortly, hating the nenory of
those crying shapes in the darkness.

"They take all-fornms," John said, sitting on the ground
besi de her and wrapping his arns about his knees. "One

ni ght one even took Jen's, with her lying beside ne..

Pol yborus says in his Anal ects—er maybe it's in that half-
signature of Terens' O Ghosts—that they read your

dreans and take on the fornms that they see there. From
Terens—er is it Polyborus? O maybe it's in divy, though
it's a bit accurate for divy—+ get the inpression they
used to be rmuch rarer than they are now, whatever they
are."

"I don't know," Gareth said quietly. "They nust have
been, because |'d never heard of them or of the Mee-
wi nks, either. After it—t lured ne into the woods, it

attacked ne. | ran, but | couldn't seemto find the canp
again. | ran and ran... and then | saw the |ight fromthat
house..." He fell silent again with a shudder

Jenny finished wapping Gareth's knee. The wounds

weren't deep, but, like those on John's face and hands,

they were vicious, not only the knife cuts, but the small,
crescent -shaped tears of hunman teeth. Her own body bore
them too, and experience had taught her that such wounds
were filthier than poisoned arrows. For the rest, she was
aching and stiff with pulled nmuscles and the general fatigue
of battle, something she supposed Gareth's ball ads neg-
lected to mention as the inevitable result of physical com
bat. She felt cold inside, too, as she did when she worked
the death-spells, sonmething else they never nentioned in
bal | ads, where all killing was done with serene and nobl e
confidence. She had taken the lives of at |east four human
bei ngs last night, she knew, for all that they had been born
and raised into a cannibal tribe; had nai ned ot hers who
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woul d either die when their wounds turned septic in that
at nosphere of festering decay, or would be killed by their

br ot her s.

To survive in the Wnterl ands, she had becone a very
competent killer. But the |onger she was a healer, the
more she | earned about magi ¢ and about |ife from which
all magic stemmed, the nmore she | oathed what she did.
Living in the Wnterl ands, she had seen what death did
to those who dealt it out too casually.

The gray waters of the marsh began to brighten with

the renote shine of daybreak beyond the clouds. Wth a

soft w nnowi ng of a thousand wings, the wild geese rose
fromthe black cattail beds, seeking again the roads of the
col orl ess sky. Jenny sighed, weary to her bones and know-
ing that they could not afford to rest—know ng that she
woul d have no rest until they crossed the great river WId-
spae and entered the | ands of Bel narie.

Quietly, Gareth said, "Aversin—+tord John—+—+'m
sorry. | didn't understand about the Wnterlands." He
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| ooked up, his gray eyes tired and unhappy behind their
cracked specs. "And | didn't understand about you. |—
I hated you, for not being what—-what | thought you
shoul d be. ™

"Ch, aye, | knew that," John said with a fleet grin.
"But what you felt about ne was none of ny business.

My busi ness was to see you safe in a |l and you had no
know edge of. And as for being what you expected-¥ell,
you can only know what you know, and all you knew

were those songs. | mean, it's like Polyborus and divy
and those others. | know bears aren't bom completely
shapel ess for their mothers to sculpt with their tongues,
like Civy says, because |'ve seen newbom bear cubs.

But for all | know, |lions may be bom dead, although
personally | don't think it's likely."

"They aren't," Gareth said. "Father had a |ioness once
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as a pet, when | was very little-her cubs were bomlive,
just like big kittens. They were spotted.”

"Real | y?" Aversin | ooked genuinely pleased for one

nmore bit of knowl edge to add to the | unber roomof his
mnd. "I'mnot saying Dragonshanes aren't heroic, because
Sel kyt har and Antara Warl ady and the others m ght have
been, and may have gone about it all with 'swords in gol den
arnmor and plunes. It's just that | knowI'mnot. If I'd

had a choice, |I'd never have gone near the bloody dragon,
but nobody asked ne." He grinned and added, "I'm sorry

you were di sappointed."

Gareth grinned back. "I suppose it had to rain on ny
birthday sonetine," he said, alittle shyly. Then he hes-
itated, as if struggling against sone inner constraint.
"Aversin, listen," he stanmered. Then he coughed as the
wi nd shifted, and snoke swept over themall.

"God's Grandnother, it's the bl oody cakes!" John swore
and dashed back to the fire, cursing awesonely. "Jen, it
isnt ny fault...”

"It is." Jenny walked in a nore |eisurely manner to

join him intinme to help himpick the last pitiful black
lunp fromthe griddle and toss it into the waters of the
marsh with a mlky plash. "I should have known better
than to trust you with this. Now go tend the horses and

| et me do what you brought nme along to do." She picked

up the bow of neal. Though she kept her face stem the
touch of her eyes upon his was |like a kiss.

CHAPTER | V

I N THE DAYS that followed. Jenny was interested to

notice the change in Gareth's attitude toward her and
toward John. For the nost part he seened to return to

the confiding friendliness he had shown her after she had
rescued himfromthe bandits anong the ruins, before he
had | earned that she was his hero's mistress, but it was
not quite the same. It alternated with a grow ng nervous-
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ness and with odd, struggling silences in his conversation
If he had |ied about sonething at the Hold, Jenny thought,
he was regretting it nowbut not regretting it enough yet
to confess the truth.

What ever the truth was, she felt that she cane cl ose

to learning it the day after the rescue fromthe Meew nks.
John had ridden ahead to scout the ruinous stone bridge

that spanned the torrent of the Snake River, |eaving them
alone with the spare horse®and nmules in the |ouring silence
of the winter woods. "Are the \Wisperers real ?" he asked

her softly, glancing over his shoulder as if he feared to
see last night's vision fading into daytime reality fromthe
m sts between the trees.

"Real enough to kill a man," Jenny said, "if they can
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lure himaway fromhis friends. Since they drink blood,
they nust be fleshly enough to require sustenance; but,
other than that, no one knows nuch about them You had
a narrow escape."”

"I know," he munbl ed, | ooking shanmefacedly down at

hi s hands. They were bare, and chapped with col d—as

well as his cloak and sword, he had lost his gloves in the
house of the Meew nks; Jenny suspected that later in the
wi nter the Meewi nks woul d boil them and eat the |eather
One of John's old plaids was draped on over the boy's
doubl et and borrowed jerkin. Wth his thin hair dripping
with nmoisture down onto the |lenses of his cracked spec-
tacles, he looked very little like the young courtier who
had conme to the Hol d.

"Jenny," he said hesitantly, "thank you—this is the
second tinme—for saving my life. |+'msorry |I've behaved
toward you as | have. It's just that..." Hs voice tailed
of f uncertainly.

"l suspect," said Jenny kindly, "that you had ne m s-
taken for soneone el se that you know. "

Ready col or flooded to the boy's cheeks. W nd noaned
through the bare trees—he startled, then turned back to
her with a sigh. "The thing is, you saved ny life at the
risk of your own, and | endangered you both stupidly.
shoul d have known better than to trust the Meew nks;
shoul d never have |left the canp. But..."

Jenny smiled and shook her head. The rain had ceased,

and she had put back her hood, letting the wind stir in
her long hair; with a touch of her heels, she urged The
St upi der Roan on again, and the whole train of them noved
slowy down the trail

"It is difficult," she said, "not to believe in the illusions
of the Wisperers. Even though you know that those whom

you see cannot possibly be there outside the spell-circle
crying your nane, there is a part of you that needs to go
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"What —-what shapes have you seen themtake?" Gar-
eth asked in a hushed voi ce.

The nmenory was an evil one, and it was a nonent

bef ore Jenny answered. Then she said, "My sons. |an and
Adric." The vision had been so real that even calling their
i mges in Caerdinn's serving-crystal to make sure that

they were safe at the Hold had not entirely bani shed her
fears for themfromher mnd. After a nonent's thought

she added, "They have an uncanny way of taking the

shape that nmost troubles you; of know ng, not only your

| ove, but your guilt and your |onging."

Gareth flinched at that, and | ooked away. They rode
on in silence for a few nonents; then he asked, "How
do they know?"

She shook her head. "Perhaps they do read your

dreans. Perhaps they are thenselves only mrrors and,
like mrrors, have no know edge of what they reflect. The
spells we |ay upon them cannot be bindi ng because we

do not know their essence."

He frowned at her, puzzled. "Their what?"

"Their essence—their inner being." She drew rein just
above a long, flooded dip in the road where water |ay
anong the trees like a shining snake. "Wo are you, Gar-
eth of Magl oshal don?"

He startled at that, and for an instant she saw fright
and guilt in his gray eyes. He stamered, "I—+'m Gareth
of —ef Magl oshal don. It's a province of Belmarie..."

Her eyes sought his and held themin the gray shadows
of the trees. "And if you were not of that province, would
you still be Gareth?"

"BEr—yes. O course. |..."

"And if you were not Gareth?" she pressed him hol d-

ing his gaze and mnd | ocked with her own. "Wuld you
still be you? If you were crippled, or old—f you becane
a | eper, or lost your nmanhood—who woul d you be then?"

"l don't know—
78 Bar bara Hanbly
"You know. "

"Stop it!" He tried to | ook away and could not. Her

grip upon himtightened, as she probed at his mnd, show
ing himit through her eyes: a vivid kal ei doscope of the
borrowed i mages of a thousand bal | ads, burning with the
overwhel mi ng physical desires of the adol escent; the raw
wounds |eft by some bitter betrayal, and over all, the
shadowi ng dar kness of a scarcely bearable guilt and fear
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She probed at that darkness—the lies he had told her

and John at the Hold, and some greater guilt besides. A
true crine, she wondered, or only that which seened one
to hin? Gareth cried, "Stop it!" again, and she heard the
despair and terror in his voice; for a noment, through his
eyes, she saw herself—pitiless blue eyes in a face like a
white wedge of bone between the cloud-dark streans of

her hair. She renmenbered when Caerdi nn had done this

same thing to her, and released Gareth quickly. He turned
away, covering his face, his whole body shivering with
shock and fright.

After a noment Jenny said softly, "lI'msorry. But this

is the inner heart of magic, the way all spells work—with
the essence, the true nane. It is true of the Whisperers
and of the greatest of mages as well." She clucked to the
horses and they started forward again, their hooves sink-
ing squishily into the tea-col ored ooze. She went on, "All
you can do is ask yourself if it is reasonable that those
you see would be there in the woods, calling to you."

"But that's just it," said Gareth. "It was reasonabl e
Zyerne..." He stopped hinself.

"Zyenme?" It was the nane he had nuttered in his
dreans at the Hold, when he had flinched aside from her
t ouch.

"The Lady Zyene," he said hesitantly. "The—the
King's mistress." Under its streaking of rain and mud his
face was bright carnation pink. Jenny renmenbered her
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strange and cl oudy dream of the dark-haired wonan and
her tinkling |aughter.

"And you | ove her?"

Gareth bl ushed even redder. In a stifled voice he
repeated, "She is the King's mstress."”

As | am John's, Jenny thought, suddenly realizing
whence his anger at her had stemed.

"In any case," Gareth went on after a nonent, "we're

all inlove with her. That is—she's the first |ady of the
Court, the nost beautiful... W wite sonnets to her
beauty..."

"Does she | ove you?" inquired Jenny, and Gareth fel
silent for a time, concentrating on urging his horse through
the mud and up the stony sl ope beyond.

At length he said, "I+ don't know. Sometines
think..." Then he shook his head. "She frightens ne,"
he adm tted. "And yet—she's a witch, you see."

"Yes," said Jenny softly. "I guessed that, from what
you said at the Hold. You feared | would be like her."

He | ooked stricken, as if caught in sonme horrible socia
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gaffe. "But—but you're not. She's very beautiful..." He
broke of f, blushing in earnest, and Jenny | aughed.
"Don't worry. | learned a long tinme ago what a mrror
was for."

"But you are beautiful,"” he insisted. "That is—Beau-
tiful isn't the right word."

"No." Jenny smiled. "I do think "ugly' is the word
you' re | ooking for."

Gareth shook his head stubbornly, his honesty forbid-

ding himto call her beautiful and his inexperience making
it inpossible to express what he did nmean. "Beauty—

beauty really doesn't have anything to do with it," he said
at last. "And she's nothing |ike you—for all her beauty,
she's crafty and hard-hearted and cares for nothing save
the pursuit of her powers.”

"Then she is like ne," said Jenny. "For | amcrafty—
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skilled in ny crafts, such as they are—and | have been
called hard-hearted since | was a little girl and chose to
sit staring at the flane of a candle until the pictures cane,
rather than play at house with the other little girls. And
as for the rest..." She sighed. "The key to magic is magic;

to be a mage you nust be a mage. My old master used

to say that. The pursuit of your power takes all that you

have, if you will be great—t |eaves neither tinme, nor

energy, for anything else. W are born with the seeds of

power in us and driven to be what we are by a hunger

that knows no sl aki ng. Know edge—power—+to know

what songs the stars sing; to center all the forces of cre-
ation upon a rune drawn in the air—we can never give

over the seeking of it. It is the stuff of loneliness, Gareth."

They rode on in silence for a tinme. The woods about

them were pewer and iron, streaked here and there with

the rust of the dying year. In the wan |light Gareth | ooked
ol der than he had when they began, for he had | ost flesh

on the trip, and | ack of sleep had | eft pernmanent snudges

of bister beneath his eyes. At length he turned to her again
and asked, "And do the nmagebom | ove?"

Jenny sighed again. "They say that a wizard's wife is
a wi dow. A worman who bears a wi zard's child nmust know

that he will leave her to raise the child alone, should his
powers call himelsewhere. It is for this reason that no
priest will performthe weddi ng cerenony for the mage-

bom and no flute player will officiate upon the rites. And
it would be an act of cruelty for a witch to bear any man's
child."

He | ooked across at her, puzzled both by her words
and by the cool ness of her voice, as if the matter had
nothing to do with her

She went on, |ooking ahead at the half-hidden road
beneath its foul mre of tangled weeds, "Awitch wll
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al ways care nore for the pursuit of her powers than for
her child, or for any man. She will either desert her child,
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or come to hate it for keeping her fromthe tine she needs
to neditate, to study, to growin her arts. Did you know
John's nother was a witch?"

Gareth stared at her, shocked.

"She was a shaman of the |ceriders—his father took
her in battle. Your ballads said nothing of it?"

He shook his head numbly. "Nothing—n fact, in the

G eenhyt he variant of the ballad of Aversin and the Gol den
Worm of Wr, it tal ks about himbidding farewell to his

mot her in her bower, before going off to fight the dragon—
but now that | think of it, there is a scene very like it in
the Greenhythe ballad of Sel kythar Dragonsbane and in

one of the late Halnath variants of the Song of Antara

Warl ady. | just thought it was somet hi ng Dragonsbanes

did"

A smle brushed her lips, then faded. "She was ny first
teacher in the ways of power, when | was six. They used
to say of her what you thought of ne—that she had laid
spel I's upon her lord to nmake him |l ove her, tangling him
in her long hair. | thought so, too, as a little child—unti
I saw how she fought for the freedomthat he woul d not
give her. Wien | knew her, she had already borne his
child; but when John was five, she left in the scream ng
wi nds of an icestorm she and the frost-eyed wol f who
was her conpani on. She was never seen in the Wnter-

| ands again. And I..."

There was | ong silence, broken only by the soft squish

of hooves in the roadbed, the patter of rain, and the occa-
sional pop of the nule divy's hooves as he overreached
his own stride. When she went on, her voice was | ow, as

if she spoke to herself.

"He asked ne to bear his children, for he wanted chil -
dren, and he wanted those children to be mne also. He
knew | would never live with himas his wife and devote
my time to his confort and that of his sons. | knewit,
too." She sighed. "The |ioness bears her cubs and then
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goes back to the hunting trail. | thought | could do the
same. Al nmy life | have been called heartl ess—woul d

that it were really so. | hadn't thought that | would |ove
t hem "

Through the trees, the dilapidated towers of the Snake

Ri ver bridge cane into view, the water stream ng high and

yel | ow beneath the crumbling arches. Before them a dark
figure sat his horse in the gloony road, spectacles flashing
like rounds of dirty ice in the cold daylight, signaling that
the way was safe.
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They nmade canp that night outside the ruined town of
Enber, once the capital of the province of Wr. Nothing
remai ned of it now save a di npl ed stone nound, over
grown with birch and seedling naple, and the decaying
remai ns of the curtain wall. Jenny knew it of old, from
the days when she and Caerdi nn had searched for books

in the buried cellars. He had beaten her, she renenbered,
when she had spoken of the beauty of the skeleton |ines
of stone that shinmered through the dark cloak of the
fall ow earth.

As dusk came down, they pitched their canp outside

the walls. Jenny gat hered the quick-burning bark of the
paper birch for kindling and fetched water fromthe spring
nearby. Gareth saw her com ng and broke purposefully

away fromhis own tasks to join her. "Jenny," he began,
and she | ooked up at him

"Yes?"

He paused, |ike a naked sw mrer on the bank of a

very cold pool, then visibly lost his courage. "Er—s there
sonme reason why we didn't canp in the ruins of the town
itsel f?"

It was patently not what he had been about to say, but
she only gl anced back toward the white bones of the town,
wr apped in shadow and vine. "Yes."
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Hi s voice dropped. "Is there—s there sonething that
haunts the ruins?"

The corners of her mouth tucked a little. "Not that |

know of. But the entire town is buried under the biggest
patch of poison ivy this side of the Gray Muntains. Even
so," she said, kneeling beside the little dry firewood they
had been able to find and arrangi ng the birchbark beneath
it, "l have laid spells of ward about the canmp, so take
care not to leave it."

He ducked his head a little at this gentle teasing and
bl ushed.

Alittle curiously, she added, "Even if this Lady Zyene
of yours is a sorceress—even if she is fond of you-she
woul d never have cone here fromthe south, you know.
Mages only transformthensel ves into birds in ball ads,
for to change your essence into the essence of sone other
life formwhich is what shapeshifting i s—aside from
bei ng dangerous, requires an incredi ble anbunt of power.
It is not sonmething done lightly. Wen the magebom go,
they go upon their two feet."

"But..." H's high forehead winkled in a frown. Hav-

ing decided to be her chanpion, he was unwilling to believe
there was anythi ng beyond her powers. "But the Lady

Zyenme does it all the tine. |1've seen her."

Jenny froze in the act of arranging the |ogs, cut by an
unexpect ed pang of a hot jeal ousy she had thought that
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she had | ong outgrown—the bitter jeal ousy other youth
toward those who had greater skills than she. Al her life
she had worked to rid herself of it, knowing it crippled
her fromlearning fromthose nmore powerful. It was this
that nade her tell herself, a nmonment |ater, that she ought
not to be shocked to | earn of another's use of power.

Yet in the back of her m nd she could hear old Caerdinn
speaki ng of the dangers of taking on an alien essence,
even if one had the enornous power necessary to perform
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the transfornmati on and of the hold that another formcould
take on the minds of all but the very greatest.

"She nmust be a powerful mage indeed," she said,

rebuki ng her own envy. Wth a touch of her mnd, she

called fire to the kindling, and it blazed up hotly beneath
the 1 ogs. Even that snmall magic pricked her, like a needle
carelessly left in a garment, with the bitter reflection of
the smal |l ness of her power. "Wat forns have you seen

her take?" She realized as she spoke that she hoped he
woul d say he had seen none hinself and that it was, in
fact, only runor.

"Once a cat," he said. "And once a bird, a swall ow.

And she's taken other shapes in—n dreans |'ve had. It's
odd," he went on rather hastily. "In ballads they don't
make much of it. But it's hideous, the nost horrible thing
I've ever seen—a wonan, and a wonan | —+— He stum

bled in his words, barely biting back sone other verb that
he replaced with, "—+ know, tw sting and withering,
changing into a beast. And then the beast will watch you
with her eyes."

He fol ded himsel f up cross-1egged beside the fire as
Jenny put the iron skillet over it and began to mx the
meal for the cakes. Jenny asked him "Is she why you
asked the King to send you north on this quest? To get
away from her?"

Gareth turned his face fromher. After a nonent he
nodded. "I don't want to betray—to betray the King."

H s words caught oddly as he spoke. "But sometines

feel 1"'mdestined to do so. And | don't know what to do.

"Pol ycarp hated her," he went on, after a few nonents
during which John's voice could be heard, cheerfully curs-
ing the mules divy and Mel onhead as he unl oaded t he

| ast of the packs. "The rebel Master of Hal nath. He al ways
told ne to stay away fromher. And he hated her influence
over the King."

"I's that why he rebelled?"
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"I't mght have had sonmething to do with it. | don't
know." He toyed wetchedly with a scrap of neal left in
the bowl. "He-he tried to nurder the King and—and

the Heir to the throne, the King's son. Polycarp is the

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbhane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (58 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:35 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt

next heir, the King's nephew. He was brought up in the

pal ace as a sort of a hostage after his father rebell ed.

Pol ycarp stretched a cable over a fence in the hunting

field on a foggy norning when he thought no one woul d

see until it was too late." Hs voice cracked a little as he
added, "I was the one who saw himdo it."

Jenny gl anced across at his face, broken by darkness
and the leaping light of the flames into a harsh nosaic of
pl ane and shadows. "You loved him didn't you?"

He managed to nod. "I think he was a better friend to

me than anyone el se at Court. Peopl e—peopl e our age
there—Pol ycarp is five years older than | amused to

mock at me, because | collect ballads and because |'m
clumsy and can't see without ny spectacles; they'd nock

at him because his father was executed for treason and
because he's a phil osopher. Many of the Masters have

been. It's because of the University at Hal nath—they're
usual |y atheists and troubl enakers. Hi s father was, who
married the King's sister. But Polycarp was al ways |ike

a son to the King." He pushed back the thin, danp weeds

of his hair fromhis high forehead and finished in a stran-
gl ed voice, "Even when | saw himdo it, | couldn't believe
it."

"And you denounced hi nP"

Gareth's breath escaped in a defeated sigh. "Wat could
| do?"

Had this. Jenny wondered, been what he had hi dden
fromthen? The fact that the Realmitself was split by
threat of civil war, like the Kinwars that had drawn the
King's troops away fromthe Wnterlands to begin with?
Had he feared that if John knew that there was a chance
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the King would refuse to I end himforces needed at hone,
he woul d not consent to make the journey?

O was there sonething el se?

It had grown fully dark now. Jenny picked the crisp

meal cakes fromthe griddle and set them on a wooden
plate at her side while she cooked salt pork and beans.
Wil e Gareth had been speaki ng, John had come to join
them half-listening to what was said, half-watching the
woods that henmmed themin.

As they ate, Gareth went on, "Anyway, Polycarp nman-

aged to get out of the city before they came for him The
King's troops were waiting for himon the road to Hal nath,
but we think he went to the Deep, and the gnomes took
himthrough to the Ctadel that way. Then they—the
gnhonmes—bolted up the doors | eading fromthe Deep to

the Citadel and said they would not nmeddle in the affairs
of men. They wouldn't admit the King' s troops through

the Deep to take the G tadel fromthe rear, but they
wouldn't let the rebels out that way, either, or sell them
food. There was sonme tal k of them using blasting powder
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to close up the tunnels to Halnath conpletely. But then
t he dragon cane."

"And when the dragon came?" asked John

"When the dragon cane, Polycarp opened the Citade

gates that led into the Deep and | et the gnones take refuge
with him At least, a lot of the gnones did take refuge
with him though Zyene says they were the ones who

were on the Master's side to begin with. And she should
know-she was brought up in the Deep."

"Was she, now?" John tossed one of the small pork
bones into the fire and wiped his fingers on a piece of
contake. "I thought the nane sounded |ike the tongue

of the gnones."

Gareth nodded. "The gnones used to take a lot of the
children of nmen as apprentices in the Deep—tusually chil -
dren from Deeping, the town that stands—stood—n the

Dr agonsbane 87

val e before the great gates of the Deep itself, where the
snelting of the gold and the trade in foodstuff's went on
They haven't done so in the |ast year or so—n fact in

the | ast year they forbade nen to enter the Deep at all."

"Did they?" asked John, curious. "Wy was that?"

Gareth shrugged. "I don't know. They're strange crea-
tures, and tricky. You can't ever tell what they're up to,
Zyenme says."

As the night deepened, Jenny left the men by the fire

and silently wal ked the bounds of the canp, checking the
spell-circles that defended it against the bl ood-devils, the
Wi sperers, and the sad ghosts that haunted the ruins of

the old town. She sat on what had been a boundary stone,
just beyond the edge of the fire's circle of light, and sank
into her neditations, which for some nights now she had
negl ect ed.

It was not the first tine she had negl ected t hemshe

was too well aware of the nights she had |let them go by
whil e she was at the Hold with John and her sons. Had

she not negl ected them-had she not negl ected the pur-

suit of her power—would she be as powerful as this

Zyenme, who coul d deal in shapeshifting at a casual whinf
Caerdinn's strictures against it returned to her mnd, but
she wondered if that was just her own jeal ousy speaking,
her own spite at another's power. Caerdinn had been ol d,
and there had been nowhere in the Wnterlands that she
could turn for other instruction after he had died. Like
John, she was a schol ar bereft of the meat of schol arship;

like the people of the village of Alyn, she was circum
scribed by the fate that had planted her in such stony soil.

Agai nst the twi sting yellow ribbons of the flames, she
coul d see John's body swayi ng as he gestured, telling
Gareth sone outrageous story fromhis vast collection of
tales about the Wnterlands and its folk. The Fattest Ban-
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dit in the Wnterl ands? she wondered. O one about his
incredi ble Aunt Mattie? It occurred to her for the first
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time that it was for her, as well as for his people, that he
had undertaken the King's command—for the things that
she had never gotten, and for their sons.

It's not worth his |ife!l she thought desperately,

watching him / do well with what | have! But the

silent ruins of Ember nocked at her, their naked bones
vei |l ed by darkness, and the cal mpart of her heart whis-
pered to her that it was his to choose, not hers. She could
only do what she was doi ng—ake her choi ce and aban-

don her studies to ride with him The King had sent his
command and his prom se, and John woul d obey the King.

Fi ve days south of Enber, the |ands opened up once

nmore. The forests gave way to the long, flat, alluvial slopes
that | ed dowmn to the WIdspae, the northern boundary of

the lands of Belnarie. It was an enpty countryside, but

wi t hout the haunted desol ation of the Wnterl ands; there
were farns here, like little walled fortresses, and the road
was at | east passably drained. Here for the first tinme they
met other travelers, merchants going north and east, with
news and runor of the capital —ef the dread of the dragon
that gripped the land, and the unrest in Bel due to the

hi gh price of grain.

"Stands to reason, don't it?" said a foxlike little trader,
with his caval cade of |aden mules behind him "Wat wth
the dragon ruining the harvest, and the grain rotting in
the fields; yes, and the gnomes what took refuge in Bel
itself hoarding the stuff, taking it out of the nouths of
honest folk with their ill-got gold."

"I'l'l -got?" asked John curiously. "They mned and
snelted it, didn't they?" Jenny, who wanted news w t hout
irritating its bearer, kicked himsurreptitiously in the shin.

The nerchant spat into the brinmng ditch by the road-
side and wi ped his grizzled reddish beard. "That gives
themno call to buy grain away fromfol ks that needs it,"
he said. "And word has it that they're trafficking regular
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with their brothers up in Hal nath—yes, and that they and
the Master between them ki dnapped the King's Heir, his
only child, to hold for ransom"

"Coul d they have?" John inquired.

"Course they could. The Master's a sorcerer, isn't he?
And the gnones have never been up to any good, causing
riot and mayhemin the capital...”

"Ri ot and mayhen?" Gareth protested. "But the gnones
have been our allies for tinme out of m nd! There's never
been troubl e between us."

The man squinted up at hi m suspiciously. But he only
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grunbl ed, "Just goes to show, doesn't it? Treacherous
little buggers." Jerking on his lead nmule's bridle, he passed
t hem by.

Not long after this they met a conpany of the gnones

t hensel ves, traveling banded together, surrounded by

guards for protection, with their wealth piled in carts and
carriages. They peered up at John with wary, shortsighted
eyes of anber or pale blue beneath | ow, w de brows, and
gave himunwilling answers to his questions about the

sout h.

"The dragon? Aye, it lairs yet in Ylferdun, and none

of the men the King has sent have dislodged it." The

gnone | eader toyed with the soft fur trimof his gloves,

and the thin winds billowed at the silk of his strangely cut
garments. Behind him the guards of the caval cade wat ched
the strangers in deepest suspicion, as if fearing an attack
fromeven that few "As for us, by the heart of the Deep,

we have had enough of the charity of the sons of nen,

who charge us four tines the going price for roons the
househol d servants woul d scorn and for food retrieved
fromthe rats." H's voice, thin and high like that of all the
gnhonmes, was bitter with the verjuice of hate given back

for hate. "Wthout the gold taken fromthe Deep, their

city woul d never have been built, and yet not a man wl|l
speak to us in the streets, save to curse. They say in the
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city now that we plot with our brethren who fled through
the back ways of the Deep into the Citadel of Hal nath.

By the Stone, it is lies; but such lies are believed nowin
Bel . "

Fromthe carts and carriages and curtained litters, a

mur mur of anger went up, the rage of those who have

never before been hel pl ess. Jenny, sitting quietly on Mon
Horse, realized that it was the first tine she had ever seen
gnones by daylight. Their eyes, wi de and nearly col or-

less, were ill-attuned for its glare; the hearing that could
catch the whispers of the cave bats would be daily tor-
tured by the clanor of the cities of nen.

Aversin asked, "And the King?"

"The King?" The gnome's piping voice was Vicious,

and his whole stooping little body bristled with the raw
hurt of humiliation. "The King cares nothing for us. Wth
all our wealth mewed up in the Deep, where the dragon

sits hoarding over it, we have little to trade upon but
promi ses, and with each day that passes those pronises

buy less in a city where bread is dear. And all this, while
the King's whore sits with his head in her |ap and poi sons
his mnd as she poisons everything she touches—as she

poi soned the very heart of the Deep."

Besi de her. Jenny heard the hissing of Gareth's indrawn
breath and saw the anger that flashed in his eyes, but he
sai d not hing. Wen her gl ance questioned him he | ooked
away in shane.
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As the gnonmes noved out of sight once again into the
m sts, John remarked, "Sounds a proper snakes' nest.
Coul d this Master really have kidnapped the King' s chil d?"

"No," Gareth said miserably, as the horses resuned

their walk toward the ferry, invisible in the foggy bot-
tom ands to the south. "He couldn't have left the Citadel
He isn't a sorcerer—ust a phil osopher and an at hei st.

| —don't worry about the King's Heir." He | ooked down

at his hands, and the expression on his face was the one
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that Jenny had seen in the canp outside Enber that night—
a struggle to gather his courage. "Listen," he began shak-
ily. "I have to..."

"Gar," said John quietly, and the boy startled as if
burned. There was an ironic glint in John's brown eyes
and an edge like chipped flint to his voice. "Now+the
King woul dn't by any chance have sent for me for sone
ot her reason than the dragon, would he?"

"No," Gareth said faintly, not neeting his eyes. "No,
he—he didn't."

"Didn't what ?"

Gareth swall owed, his pale face suddenly very strained
"He—he didn't send for you—for any other reason. That

is...

"Because," John went on in that quiet voice, "if the

Ki ng happened to send nme his signet ring to get ne invol ved
in rescuing that child of his, or hel ping himagainst this
Master of Halnath | hear such tell of, or for his dealings
with the gnonmes, | do have better things to do. There are
real problens, not just noney and power, in ny own

|l ands, and the winter closing in | ooks to be a bad one.

I"1'l put my life at risk against the dragon for the sake of
the King's protection to the Wnterlands, but if there's
aught else init..."

"No!" Gareth caught his arm desperately, a terrible

fear in his face, as if he thought that with little nore
provocati on the Dragonsbane would turn around then and
there and ride back to Wr.

And per haps, Jenny thought, renenbering her vision
in the water bowl, it might be better if they did.

"Aversin, it isn't like that. You are here to slay the
dragon—because you're the only Dragonsbane |iving.

That's the only reason | sought you out, | swear it. |
swear it! Don't worry about politics and—and all that."

Hi s shortsighted gray eyes pleaded with Aversin to believe,
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but in themthere was a desperation that could never have
stemred from i nnocence.
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John's gaze held his for a |l ong nmonent, gaugi hg him
Then he said, "lI'mtrusting you, ny hero."

In dismal silence, Gareth touched his heels to Battle-
hamrer's sides, and the big horse noved out ahead of

them the boy's borrowed pl aids maki ng them fade quickly
into no nmore than a dark, cut-out shape in the colorless
fogs. John, riding a little behind, slowed his horse so that
he was next to Jenny, who had watched in specul ative

sil ence throughout.

"Maybe it's just as well you're with ne after all, love."

She gl anced from Gareth up to John, and then back
Sonewhere a crow called, |ike the voice of that nelan-
choly land. "I don't think he neans us ill," she said softly.

"That doesn't nean he isn't gorm ess enough to get us
killed all the sane."

The mists thickened as they approached the river, unti

they noved through a chill white world where the only

sound was the creak of harness |eather, the pop of hooves,
the faint jingle of bits, and the soughing rattle of the w nd
in the spiky cattails growing in the flooded ditches. From
that watery grayness, each stone or solitary tree energed,
silent and dark, like a portent of strange events. Mre

than all else. Jenny felt the weight ofGareth's silence, his
fear and dread and guilt. John felt it, too, she knew, he

wat ched the tall boy fromthe coner of his eye and |is-

tened to the hush of those enpty lands like a man waiting

for anmbush. As evening darkened the air. Jenny called a

blue ball of witchfire to light their feet, but the soft, opal-
escent walls of the mst threw back the |ight at them and
|left themnearly as blind as before.

"Jen." John drew rein, his head cocked to |listen. "Can
you hear it?"

"Hear what?" Gareth whispered, com ng up beside them
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at the top of the slope which dropped away into bl ankets
of moving fog.

Jenny flung her senses w de through the dun-col ored
clouds, feeling as nuch as hearing the rushing voice of
the river below. There were other sounds, muffled and
altered by the fog, but unm stakable. "Yes," she said qui-
etly, her breath a puff of white in the raw air. "Voices—
dorses—a group of themon the other side."

John gl anced sharply sidelong at Gareth. "They could
be waiting for the ferry," he said, "if they had business
in the enpty | ands west of the river at the fall of night."

Gareth said nothing, but his face | ooked white and set.
After a noment John clucked softly to Cow, and the big,
shaggy sorrel plodded forward again down the slope to
the ferry through the clamy wall of vapor.
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Jenny let the witchlight ravel away as John pounded

on the door of the squat stone ferry house. She and Gareth
remai ned in the background while John and the ferrynman
negotiated the fare for three people, six horses, and two
mul es. "Penny a leg," said the ferrynman, his squirrel-dark
eyes darting fromone to the other with the sharp interest
of one who sees all the world pass his doorstep. "But
there'Il be supper here in an hour, and | odging for the
night. It's growing nortal dark, and there's chowder fog."

"W can get along a few miles before full dark; and

besi des,"” John added, with an odd glint in his eye as he
gl anced back at the silent Gareth, "we may have someone
waiting for us on the far bank."

"Ah." The man's wide nmouth shut itself like a trap

"So it's you they're expecting. | heard 'emout there a

bit ago, but they didn't ring no bell for nme, so | bided by
my stove where it's warm"

Hol ding up the lantern and struggling into his heavy
quilted jacket, he led the way down to the slip, while
Jenny followed silently behind, digging in the purse at her
belt for coin.
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The great horse Battl ehamer had traveled north with

Gareth by ship and, in any case, disdained bal king at
anyt hi ng as sheer bad nanners; neither Mbon Horse nor
Csprey nor any of the spares had such scruples, with the
exception of Cow, who would have crossed a bridge of
flam ng knives at his customary phlegmatic plod. It took
Jenny nmuch whispered talk and stroking of ears before

any of them woul d consent to set foot upon the big raft.
The ferryman nade the gate at the raft's tail fast and fixed
his lantern on the pole at its head; then he set to turning
the winch that drew the wide, flat platformout across the
opaque silk of the river. The single lantern made a wool |y
blur of yellowish Iight in the | eaden snoke of the fog; now
and then, on the edge of the gleam Jenny could see the
brown waters parting around a snagged root or branch

that projected fromthe current |ike a drowned hand.

From somewhere across the water she heard the jingle

of metal on netal, the soft blowing of a horse, and nen's
voices. Gareth still said nothing, but she felt that, if she
| aid a hand upon him she would find himquivering, as

a rope does before it snaps. John came quietly to her side,
his fingers twi ned warm and strong about hers. H s spec-
tacles flashed softly in the lante> slight as he slung an end
of his volum nous plaid around her shoul ders and drew

her to his side.

"John," Gareth said quietly, "I+ have something to
tell you."

Dimy through the fog came another sound, a woman's

|l augh like the tinkling of silver bells. Gareth tw tched, and
John, a dangerous flicker in his lazy-lidded eyes, said, "I

t hought you mght."
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"Aversin," Gareth stamered and stopped. Then he

forced hinself on with a rush, "Aversin, Jenny, listen. I'm
sorry. | lied to you—+ betrayed you, but | couldn't help

it; I had no other choice. I"'msorry."
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"Ah," said John softly. "So there was sonethi ng you
forgot to nmention before we left the Hol d?"

Unable to neet his eyes, Gareth said, "I nmeant to tel
you earlier, but—but | couldn't. | was afraid you' d turn
back and—and | couldn't let you turn back. W need

you, we really do."

"For a |l ad who's always on about honor and courage, "
Aversin said, and there was an ugly edge to his quiet voice,
"you haven't shown very nuch of either, have you?"

Gareth rai sed his head, and net his eyes, "No," he

said. "I—+'ve been realizing that. | thought it was all right
to deceive you in a good cause—that is—+ had to get you
to cone..."

"Al'l right, then," said John. "What is the truth?"

Jenny glanced fromthe faces of the two nmen toward

the far shore, visible dimy now as a dark blur and a few
lights noving like fireflies in the mist. A slightly darker
cl oud beyond woul d be the woodl ands of Bel marie. She
touched John's spi ked el bow wam ngly, and he | ooked
quickly in that direction. Mvenment stirred there, shapes
crowding down to wait for the ferry to put in. The horse
Batt| ehanmer flung up his head and whinnied, and an
answeri ng whinny trunpeted back across the water. The

Dr agonsbane's eyes returned to Gareth and he fol ded his
hands over the hilt of his sword.

Gareth drew a deep breath. "The truth is that the King
didn't send for you," he said. "In fact, he-he forbade

me to cone |looking for you. He said it was a foolish quest,
because you probably didn't exist at all and, even if you
did, you'd have been killed by another dragon | ong ago.

He said he didn't want ne to risk ny life chasing a phan-
tom But—but | had to find you. He wasn't going to send
anyone el se. And you're the only Dragonsbane, as it was
inall the ballads..." He stammered uncertainly. "Except
that | didn't know then that it wasn't |ike the ballads. But
I knew you had to exist. And | knew we needed soneone.
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I couldn't stand by and | et the dragon go on terrorizing
the countryside. | had to come and find you. And once
found you, | had to bring you back..."

"Havi ng deci ded you knew better about the needs of

my people and nmy own choice in the matter than | di d?"
John's face never showed nuch expression, but his voice
had a sting to it now, like a scorpion's tail.

Gareth shied fromit, as froma lash. "I—+ thought of
that, these |ast days," he said softly. He | ooked up again,
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his face white with an agony of shane. "But | couldn't
| et you turn back. And you will be rewarded, | swear |'I|
see that you get the reward sonehow. "

"And just how || you manage that?" John's tone was

sharp with disgust. The deck jarred beneath their feet as
the raft ground agai nst the shoals. Lights |ike marsh can-

dl es bobbed down toward them through the gloom "Wth

a mage at the Court, it couldn't have taken themlong to
figure out who'd pinched the King's seal, nor when he'd

be back in Belmarie. | expect the wel coning commt-

tee ..." he gestured toward the dark forms crowdi ng for-

ward fromthe nmists. " is here to arrest you for treason."

"No," Gareth said in a defeated voice. "They'l|l be ny
friends from Court."

As if stepping through a door the forns cane into
visibility; lantem ight danced over the hard gl eam of satin,
caressed vel vet's softer nap, and touched edges of stiff-
ened |l ace and the cl oudy gauze of wonen's veils, salted

all over with the leaping fire of jewels. In the forefront of
themall was a slender, dark-haired girl in anber silk,
whose eyes, golden as honey with a touch of gray, sought
Gareth's and caused the boy to turn aside with a blush.

One man was hol ding a cloak for her of erm ne-tagged

vel vet; anot her her gol den ponmander ball. She | aughed,

a sound at once silvery and husky, like an echo froma
troubl ed dream

It could be no one but Zyene.
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John | ooked inquiringly back at Gareth.

"That seal you showed ne was real," he said. "l've

seen it on the old docunents, down to the little nicks on
its edges. They're taking its theft a bit casually, aren't
t hey?"

He laid hold of Cow s bridle and | ed himdown the

short gangpl ank, forcing the others to follow. As they

st epped ashore, every courtier on the bank, |led by Zyene,
swept in unison into an el aborate Phoeni x Ri sing sal aam
touching their knees in respect to the clamry, fish-snelling
mud.

Crinson-faced, Gareth admitted, "Not really. Techni-

cally it wasn't theft. The King is ny father. I'mthe m ssing
Heir."
CHAPTER V

"So THAT'S YOUR Dr agonsbane, is it?"

At the sound of Zyenme's voice. Jenny paused in the

stony bl ue dimess of the hall of the enchantress's hunting
| odge. Fromthe gloomin which she stood, the little ante-
chanber beyond the hall glowed like a |ighted stage; the
rose-col ored gauze of Zyene's gown, the whites and

violets of Gareth's doublet, sleeves, and hose, and the
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pi nks and bl acks of the rugs beneath their feet all seened
to bumlike the hues of stained glass in the enber-col ored
| amplight. The instincts of the Wnterlands kept Jenny to
the shadows. Neither saw her

Zyerme held her tiny goblet of crystal and glass up to

one of the lanps on the mantel, admiring the bl ood red
lights of the liqueur within. She smiled m schievously. "I
must say, | prefer the ballad version nyself."

Seated in one of the gilt-footed ivory chairs on the
opposite side of the low wine table, Gareth only | ooked
unhappy and confused. The dinple on the side of Zyene's
curving, shell pink |ips deepened, and she brushed a cor-
ner of her lace veils aside fromher cheek. Conbs of

98
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crystal and sardonyx flashed in her dark hair as she tipped
her head.

When Gareth didn't speak, her smile widened a little,

and she noved with sinuous grace to stand near enough

to himto envelop himin the faint aura of her perfune.

Li ke shooting stars, the lanplight junped fromthe crysta
facets of Gareth's goblet with the involuntary trenor of
hi s hand.

"Aren't you even going to thank ne for comng to neet
you and offering you the hospitality of ny | odge?" Zyeme
asked, her voice teasing.

Because she was jeal ous of Zyene's greater powers,

Jenny had forced herself to feel, upon neeting her at the
ferry, nothing but surprise at the enchantress's youth. She

| ooked no nore than twenty, though at the | owest com

put ati on—whi ch Jenny coul d not keep herself from nmak-

ing, though the cattiness of her reaction distressed her—
her age coul d not have been nuch | ess than twenty-six.

Where there was jeal ousy, there could be no | earning, she
had told herself; and in any case she owed this girl justice.

But now anger stirred in her. Zyeme's cl oseness and

the hand that she laid with such artless intinacy on

Gareth's shoul der, so that less than a half-inch of her finger-
tip touched the flesh of his neck above his collar-1|ace

could be nothing but calculated tenptations. From what

he had told her—fromevery tense line of his face and

body nowdenny knew he was struggling with all that

was in himagainst his desire for his father's mstress.
Judgi ng by her expression in the lanplight, Gareth's efforts
to resist anused Zyene very mnuch.

"Lady—tady Jenny?"

Jenny's head turned quickly at the hesitant voice. The

stairway of the | odge was enclosed in an el aborate | at-
ticework of pierced stone; in the fretted shadows, she

could nmake out the shape of a girl of sixteen or so. Only
alittle taller than Jenny herself, she was |like an exquisitely
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dressed doll, her hair done up in an exaggeration of
Zyene's el aborate coiffure and dyed |i ke white-and-
purple taffy.

The girl curtseyed. "My nane is Trey, Trey Ceriock."

She gl anced nervously at the two forns framed in the

i ghted antechanber, then back up the stair, as if fearing
that one of Zyene's other guests'would cone down and
overhear. "Please don't take this wongly, but | came to
offer to lend you a dress for dinner, if you d |Iike one."

Jenny gl anced down at her own gown, russet wool with

a hand like silk, banded with enbroideries of red and bl ue.
In deference to customwhich dictated that no woman in
polite society was ever seen with her hair uncovered, she
had even donned the white silk veil John had brought

back to her fromthe east. In the Wnteriands she woul d
have been accounted royally cl ad.

"Does it matter so nmuch?"

The girl Trey | ooked as enbarrassed as years of deport-

ment | essons would let her. "It shouldn't," she said frankly.
"It doesn't, really, to nme, but... but sone people at Court
can be very cruel, especially about things |ike being prop-
erly dressed. I'msorry," she added quickly, blushing as

she stepped out of the checkered darkness of the stair.
Jenny coul d see now that she carried a bundle of black
and silver satin and a long, trailing nass of transparent
gauze veils, whose random sequi ns caught stray spangles
of light.

Jenny hesitated. Ordinarily the conventions of polite

soci ety never had bothered her, and her work |eft her
little tinme for themin any case. Know ng she woul d be
coming to the King's court, she had brought the best gown
she had—her only formal gown, as a matter of fact—

aware that it would be out of date. It had been no concern
to her what others thought of her for wearing it.

But fromthe nonent she had stepped fromthe ferry
earlier that evening, she had had the feeling of walking
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anong unmarked pitfalls. Zyeme and her little band of
courtiers had been all polite graciousness, but she had
sensed the covert nockery in their | anguage of eyebrows

and glances. It had angered her and puzzl ed her, too,

rem ndi ng her too nmuch of the way the other children in

the village had treated her as a child. But the child in her
was alive enough to feel a norbid dread of their sport.

Zyene's sweet |aughter drifted out into the hall. "I

vow the fell ow was | ooki ng about himfor a bootscraper

as he crossed the threshold... | didn't know whether to
offer hima roomwith a bed or a pile of nice, confortable
rushes on the floor—you know a good hostess nust nake

her guests feel at honme..."
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For a monent Jenny's natural suspicion nade her won-

der if the offer of a gown itself mght be part of sone
schene to make her | ook ridiculous. But Trey's worried

bl ue eyes held nothing but concern for her—and a little

for herself, lest she be spotted in the act of spoiling sport.
Jenny considered for a noment defying them then dis-

carded the i dea—whatever gratification it mght bring was
scarcely worth the fight. She had been raised in the

W nteriands, and every instinct she possessed whispered

for the conceal ment of protective coloration

She held out her hands for the slithery annfuls of satin.

"You can change in the little roombeneath the stairs,"
Trey offered, looking relieved. "It's a |ong way back to
your roons."

"And a | onger one back to your own hone," Jenny
poi nted out, her hand on the latch of the conceal ed door.
"Did you send for this specially, then?"

Trey regarded her with guileless surprise. "Ch, no.

When Zyerne knew Gareth was returning, she told us al
we' d cone here for a wel cone dinner: ny brother Bond

and nyself, the Beautiful |solde, Caspar of Walfrith and

Merriwyn of Longcleat, and all the others. | always bring
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two or three different dinner gowns. | nmean, | didn't know

two days ago what | might want to wear."

She was perfectly serious, so Jenny repressed her smile.

She went on, "It's a little long, but | thought it |ooked
i ke your colors. Here in the south, only servants wear
br own. "

"Ah." Jenny touched the folds of her own gown, which
caught a cinnanon edge in the gl ow fromthe antecham
ber's lamps. "Thank you. Trey, very nuch—-and Trey?
Could | ask yet another favor?"

"OfF course," the girl said generously. "I can help..."

"I think I can manage. John—tord Aversin—will be

down in a few nonents..." She paused, thinking of the
somewhat ol d-fashi oned but perfectly decent brown vel -
vet of his doublet and indoor cloak. But it was sonething
about whi ch she coul d do nothing, and she shook her

head. "Ask himto wait, if you would."

The room beneath the stairs was small, but showed

evi dence of hasty toilettes and even hastier romantic
assignations. As she changed cl ot hes, Jenny coul d hear

the courtiers assenbling in the hall to await the sumons
for dinner. COccasionally she could catch some of the nuted
bustling fromthe servants in the dining hall beyond the
ant echanber, laying the six cloths and undercover so nec-
essary, according to Gareth, to the proper conduct of a
meal ; now and then a maid woul d | augh and be rebuked

by the butler. Nearer, soft voices gossiped and teased:
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well, really, what can you say about someone who
still wears those awful snocked sl eeves—and she's so
proud of them too!"... "Yes, but in broad daylight? Qut-
doors? And with her husbandT ... "Well, of course it's
all a plot by the gnones..." "Did you hear the joke about
why gnones have flat noses?"

Closer, a man's voice | aughed, and asked, "Gareth, are
you sure you found the right man? | nean, you didn't
m st ake the address and fetch soneone else entirel y?"

Dr agonsbane 103

"Er—el | = Gareth sounded torn between his | oy-
alty to his friends and his dread of nockery. "l suppose
you'd call hima bit barbaric. Bond..."

"A bit!" The man Bond | aughed richly. "That is to say

that the dragon has caused 'a bit' of trouble, or that old
polycarp tried to nmurder you "a bit.' And you're taking
himto Court? Father will be pleased."

"CGaret h?" There was sudden concern in Zyene's lilt-

ing voice. "You did get his credentials, didn't you? Mem
bership in the Guild of Dragonsbanes, Proof of

Sl aughter..."

"Testinonials from Rescued Mai dens,"” Bond added.
"Or is that one of his rescued nmai dens he has w th hinf"

Above her head. Jenny felt rather than heard a |ight
descending tread on the steps. It was the tread of a nman
raised to caution and it stopped, as her own had stopped

for a nonent, at the point on the stairs just behind where
the light fell fromthe room beyond. As she hastened to

pull on the stiffened petticoats, she could feel his silence
in the entw ning shadows of the latticed staircase.

"OfF course!" Bond was saying, in the voice of a nman
suddenly enlightened. "He has to carry her about with

hi m because nobody in the Wnterlands can read a witten
testinonial! It's simlar to the barter system you see..."

"Well," another woman's voice purred, "if you ask ne,
she isn't nuch of a mmiden."

Wth teasing naughtiness, Zyerne giggled. "Perhaps it
wasn't much of a dragon.™

"She nmust be thirty if she's a day," soneone el se added.

"Now, ny dear," Zyene chided, "let us not be catty.
That rescue was a long tine ago."

In the general |augh. Jenny was not sure, but she thought
she heard the footsteps overhead soundl essly retreat.
Zyerne went on, "l do think, if this Dragonsbane of yours
was going to cart a woman al ong, he might at |east have
pi cked a pretty one, instead of soneone who | ooks |ike
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a gnome—a short little thing with all that hair. She scarcely
needs a veil for nodesty."

"That's probably why she doesn't wear one."
"If you're going to be charitable, ny dear..."

"She isn't..." began Gareth's voice indignantly.
"Ch, Gareth, don't take everything so seriously!"
Zyene's laughter nocked him "It's such a bore, darling,

besides giving you winkles. There. Smle. Really, it's al
in jest—a man who can't take a little joking is only a short
step fromfar nore serious sins, like eating his salad with
a fish fork. | say, you don't think..."

Her hands shaking with a queeriy feelingless anger,

Jenny strai ghtened her veils. The nmere touch of the stiff-
ened gauze fired a new spurt of irritation through her,
annoyance at them and that sanme sense of bafflenent she
had feltbefore. The patterns of human rel ationships inter-
ested her, and this one, shot through with a web of arti-
ficiality and malice, explained a good deal about Gareth.
But the childishness of it quelled her anger, and she was
able to slip soundlessly fromher cubbyhole and stand
anong them for several mnutes before any of them becane
awar e of her presence.

Lanps had been kindled in the hall. In the midst of a
smal |l crowd of adnmiring courtiers, Zyenme seened to spar-
kl e bewi tchingly under a powdering of dianonds and | ace.
"Il tell you," she was saying. "However much gold
Gareth was noved to offer the nobl e Dagonsbhane as a re-
ward, | think we can offer hima greater one. W'll show
hima few of the anmenities of civilization. How does that
sound? He sl ays our dragon and we teach him how to eat
with a fork?"

There was a good deal of appreciative laughter at this.

Jenny noticed the girl Trey joining in, but wthout nuch

ent husi asm The man standi ng next to her must be her

brot her Bond, she guessed; he had his sister's fine-boned
prettiness, set off by fair hair of which one |ovelock, trail-
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down onto a lace collar, was dyed blue. Beside his
graceful slimess, Gareth | ooked—and no doubt felt—
eangly, overgrown, and mi serably out of place; his
expressi on was one of profound unhappi ness and enbar -
rassnent .

It mght have been merely because he wasn't wearing

hi s spectacl es—they were doubtl ess hideously unfash-

i onabl e—but he was | ooki ng about himat the exquisite

carvings of the rafters, at the famliar glimrer of lanplit
silk and stiffened | ace, and at the faces of his friends, with
a weary confusion, as if they had all beconme strangers to

hi m

Even now. Bond was saying, "And is your Dragons-

bane as great as Sil kydrawers the Magnificent, who slew
the Crinson-and-Purple-Striped Dragon in the Gol den
Wyods back in the Reign of Potpourri the Well-Endowed—
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or was it Kneebiter the Ineffectual? Do enlighten ne,
Prince."

But before the wetched Gareth coul d answer, Zyene

sai d suddenly, "My dears!" and cane hurrying to Jenny,
her small white hands stretched fromthe creany |ace of
her sleeve ruffles. The smle on her face was as sweet
and welconming as if she greeted a long-lost friend. "MWy
dearest Lady Jenny—forgive ne for not seeing you sooner
You | ook exquisite! Did darling Trey |lend you her bl ack-
and-silver? How very charitable of her..."

A bell rang in the dining room and the minstrels in the
gallery began to play. Zyene took Jenny's armto lead in
the guests—first wonen, then nen, after the custom of
the south—to dinner. Jenny gl anced quickly around the
hal |, 1ooking for John but knowi ng he woul d not be there.
A qual m crossed her stomach at the thought of sitting
through this al one.

Besi de her, the light voice danced on. "Ch, yes, you're
a mage, too, aren't you?... You know | did have sone
very good training, but it's the sort of thing that has al ways
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come to nme by instinct. You nmust tell me about using your
powers to nake a living. |'ve never had to do that, you
know..." Like the prick of knives in her back, she felt
the covert sniles of those who wal ked in procession

behi nd.

Yet because they were deliberate. Jenny found that the
younger worman's slights had lost all power to wound her.

They stirred in her | ess anger than Zyene's tenptation

of Gareth had. Arrogance she had expected, for it was

the besetting sin of the magebom and Jenny knew hersel f

to be as much prey to it as the others and she sensed the
enor nous power within Zyene. But this condescension

was a girl's ploy, the trick of one who was herself insecure.

What, she wondered, did Zyerne have to feel insecure
about ?

As they took their places at the table. Jenny's eyes
traveled slowy along its length, seeing it laid like a winter
forest with snow linen and the crystal icicles of cande-

| abra pendant with jewels. Each silver plate was inlaid

with traceries of gold and flanked with a dozen little forks
and spoons, the conplicated arnory of etiquette; all these
young courtiers in their scented velvet and stiffened | ace
were clearly her slaves, each nore interested in carrying

on a dial ogue, however brief, with her, than with any of
their nei ghbors. Everything about that delicate hunting

| odge was designed to speak her name, fromthe entw ned

Zs and Us carved in the coners of the ceiling to the
delicate bronze of the horned goddess of |ove Hartem
garbes, wought in Zyene's inmage, in its niche near the
door. Even the delicate nusic of hautbois and hurdy-

gurdy in the gallery was a proclamati on, a boast that Zyene
had and woul d tol erate nothing but the very finest.
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Why then the nagging fear that |ay behind pettiness?

She turned to |l ook at Zyene with clinical curiosity,
wonderi ng about the pattern of that giri's life. Zyene's
eyes net hers and caught their expression of calmand
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slightly pitying question. For an instant, the gol den orbs
narrowed, scorn and spite and anger stirring in their depths.
Then the sweet smile returned, and Zyerne asked, "My

dear, you haven't touched a bite. Do you use forks in the
north?"

There was a sudden commotion in the arched doorway

of the hall. One of the minstrels in the gallery, shocked,
hit a glaringly wong squawk out of his recorder; the oth-
ers stumbled to silence.

"Gaw, " Aversin's voice said, and every head al ong the
shi mering board turned, as if at the clatter of a dropped
plate. "Late again."

He stepped into the waxlight brightness of the hall with

a faint jingle of scraps of chain mail and stood | ooking
about him his spectacles glinting |like steel-rimred noons.
He had changed back into the battered bl ack | eather he'd
worn on the journey, the wolflude-lined jerkin with its
stray bits of mail and metal plates and spi kes and the dark
| eat her breeches and scarred boots. Hi s plaids were slung
back over his shoulder |ike a cloak, cleaned of nud but
frayed and scruffy, and there was a world of bright m s-
chief in his eyes.

Gareth, at the other end of the table, went red with
nortification to the roots of his thinning hair. Jenny only
sighed, monentarily closed her eyes, and thought

resi gnedly, John.

He strode cheerily into the room bowi ng with inpar-

tial goodwill to the courtiers along the board, not one of
whom seened capabl e of making a sound. They had, for

the nost part, been |ooking forward to baiting a country
cousin as he tried unsuccessfully to ape his betters; they
had scarcely been prepared for an out-and-out barbarian
who obviously wasn't even going to bother to try.

Wth a friendly nod to his hostess, he settled into his
pl ace on the opposite side of Zyerne fromJenny. For a
monent, he studied the enornmous battery of cutlery
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arrayed on both sides of his plate and then, with perfect
neat ness and cl eanl i ness, proceeded to eat with his fin-
gers.

Zyeme recovered her conposure first. Wth a silky

smle, she picked up a fish fork and offered it to him
"Just as a suggestion, my lord. W do do things differently
here. ™"
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Somewhere down the board, one of the ladies tittered.
Aversin regarded Zyenme with undi sgui sed suspici on. She
speared a scallop with the fish fork and held it out to him
by way of denobnstration, and he broke into his sunniest
smle. "Ah, so that's what they're for," he said, relieved
Renoving the scallop fromthe tines with his fingers, he
took a neat bite out of it. In a north-country brogue six
times worse than anything Jenny had ever heard hi muse

at home, he added, "And here | was thinking |I'd been in
your |ands less than a night, and already challenged to a
duel with an unfamiliar weapon, and by the | ocal magew fe
at that. You had ne gie worrit."

On his other side. Bond Cerlock nearly choked on his
soup, and John thunped him hel pfully on the back

"You know," he went on, gesturing with the fork in

one hand and sel ecting another scallop with the other,

"we did uncover a great box of these things—all different
sizes they were, |like these here—n the vaults of the Hold
the year we | ooked out the bath for nmy cousin Kat's
weddi ng. W& hadn't a clue what they were for, not even

Fat her Hi ero—Father Hiero's our priest—but the next

time the bandits cane down raiding fromthe hills, we

| oaded the lot into the ballistas instead of stone shot and
let fly. Killed one of 'emdead on the spot and two ot hers
went riding off over the noor with all these little spikey
things sticking into their backs..."

"I take it," Zyeme said snmoothly, as stifled giggles
skittered around the table, "that your cousin's weddi ng
was an event of some nonent, if it occasioned a bath?"
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"Ch, aye." For soneone whose usual expression was
one of closed watchful ness, Aversin had a dazzling snile.
"She was nmarrying this southern fellow. .."

It was probably. Jenny thought, the first tine that any-
one had succeeded in taking an audi ence away from

Zyeme, and, by the glint in the sorceress's eyes, she did
not like it. But the courtiers, laughing, were drawn into
the circle of Aversin's warmand dotty charm his exag-
gerated barbarity disarnmed their nockery as his increas-
ingly outrageous tale of his cousin's fictitious nuptials
reduced themto undignified whoops. Jenny had enough

of a spiteful streak in her to derive a certain anount of
enj oynent from Zyene's disconfiture—+t was Zyene,

after all, who had nocked Gareth for not being able to
take jests—but confined her attention to her plate. If John
was going to the trouble of drawing their fire so that she
could finish her neal in peace, the | east she could do was
not let his efforts go to waste.

On her other side. Trey said softly, "He doesn't I|ook
terribly ferocious. From Gareth's ballads, |1'd pictured
himdifferentl y—stem and handsone, |ike the statues of
the god Sannendes. But then," she added, w nkling the
meat from an escargot with the special tongs to show
Jenny how it was done, "l suppose it would have been a
terrific bore for you to ride all the way back fromthe
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Wnterlands with soneone who just spent his time 'scan-
ning th*encircling welkin with his eagle-lidded eyes,' as
the song says."

In spite of Zyene's disapproving gl ances, her hand-

some cici sheo Bond was w ping tears of laughter fromhis
eyes, albeit with great care for his makeup. Even the
servants were having a hard tine keeping their faces prop-
erly expressionless as they carried in peacocks roasted
and resplendent in all their feathers and steani ng renoves
of venison in cream

so the bridegroom | ooked about for one of those
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wood t hings such as you have here in ny roomns,"” John

was continuing, "but as he couldn't find one, he hung his
cl othes over the arnor-stand, and dammed if Cousin Kat
didn't wake in the night and set about it with her sword,
taking it for a bandit..."

Trust John, Jenny thought, that if he couldn't make an

i npression on themon their own grounds, he woul dn't

try to do it on the grounds of Gareth's ball ads, either
They had succunbed to the devil of mschief in him the
devil that had drawn her fromthe first nonent they had

met as adults. He had used his outrageousness as a defense
agai nst their scorn, but the fact that he had been able to
use it successfully nmade her think a little better of these
courtiers of Zyene's.

She finished her neal in silence, and none of them saw
her go.

"Jenny, wait." Atall figure detached itself fromthe

cluster of bright forms in the antechanber and hurried
across the hall to catch her, tripping over a footstool half-
way.

Jenny paused in the encl osing shadow of the stair |at-
tice. Fromthe anteroom nusic was already lilting—not

the notes of the hired nusicians, this tine, but the com
pl ex tunes nmade to show off the skill of the courtiers
thenselves. To play well, it seened, was the mark of a
true gentl eperson; the nusic of the cwdth and the

doubl e-dul ci mer bl ended into a counterpoint |ike |ace,
fromwhich themes would energe like half-famliar

faces glinpsed in a crowd. Over the el aborate harnonies,
she heard the blithe, unrepentant air of the pennywhistle,
followi ng the mel ody by ear, and she snmiled. If the Twel ve
Gods of the Cosnbs cane down, they would be hard put

to disconcert John

"Jenny, I+'msorry." Gareth was panting a little from
his haste. He had resuned his battered spectacles; the
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fracture in the bottomof the right-hand lens glinted |like
a star. "l didn't know it would be like that. | thought—
he's a Dragonsbane..."
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She was standing a few steps up the flight; she put out
her hand and touched his face, nearly on level with her
own. "Do you remenber when you first met hinP"

He flushed with enmbarrassment. In the illum nated

ant echanber, John's scruffy | eather and pl aids made him

| ook Iike a nongrel in a pack of |apdogs. He was exam

ining a lute-shaped hurdy-gurdy with vast interest, while

the red-haired. Beautiful |solde of Greenhythe told the

| at est of her enornmpus stock of scatol ogical jokes about

the gnones. Everyone guffawed but John, who was far

too interested in the nmusical instrunment in his lap to notice;

Jenny saw Gareth's nouth tighten with sonething between
anger and confused pain. He went north seeking a dream

she thought; now he had neither that which he had sought
nor that to which he had thought he would return

"I shouldn't have let thembait you like that," he said

after a nmoment. "I didn't think Zyene..."

He broke off, unable to say it. She saw bitterness harden
his nouth, and a disillusion worse than the one John had
dealt himbeside the pigsty at Alyn. He had probably
never seen Zyene being petty before, she thought; or

per haps he had only seen her in the context of the world
she had created, never having been outside of it hinself.
He took a deep breath and went on, "I know | should

have taken up for you sonehow, but... but | didn't

know how " He spread his hands hel plessly. Wth the first
rueful hunor at hinself that Jenny had seen, he added,
"You know, in ballads it's so easy to rescue soneone. |
mean, even if you're defeated, at |east you can die grace-
fully and not have everyone you know | augh at you for

the next three weeks."

Jenny | aughed and reached out to pat his arm In the
gloom his features were only an edge of gold along the
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awkwar d cheekline, and the twin circles of glass were
opaque with the lanplight's reflection that glinted on a
few fl ame-caught strands of hair and formed a spiky illu-

m nation along the edges of his lace collar. "Don't worry
about it." She smiled. "Like slaying dragons, it's a special
art."

"Look," said Gareth, "I—+"msorry | tricked you.

woul dn't have done it, if I'd known it would be Iike this
But Zyene sent a nessenger to ny father—+t's only a

day's ride to Bel, and a guest house is being prepared for

you in the Palace. |'Il be with you when you present
yourselves to him and | know he'll be willing to make
ternms..." He caught himself, as if renenbering his earlier
| yi ng assurances. "That is, | really do know it, this tine.

Since the com ng of the dragon, there's been a huge stand-
ing reward for its slaying, nmore than the pay of a garrison
for a year. He has to listen to John."

Jenny | eaned one shoul der agai nst the openwork of the
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newel post, the chips of reflected |anplight filtering through
the lattice and dappling her black and silver gown with
gold. "lIs it so inportant to you?"

He nodded. Even with the fashionabl e padding of his

whi t e- and-vi ol et doubl et, his narrow shoul ders | ooked
stooped with tiredness and defeat. "I didn't tell very much
truth at the Hold," he said quietly. "But |I did tell this

that | know I'mnot a warrior, or a knight, and | know
I"mnot good at ganes. And |'m not stupid enough to

think that the dragon wouldn't kill me in a mnute, if |
went there. But—+ know everyone around here | aughs

when | tal k about chivalry and honor and a knight's duty,
and you and John do, too... But that's what nmakes John

the Thane of the Wnterlands and not just another bandit,
doesn't it? He didn't have to kill that first dragon." The
boy gestured wearily, a half-shrug that sent fragnents of
lum nosity slithering along the white stripes of his slashed
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sl eeves to the dianmonds at his cuffs. "I couldn't not do
something. Even if | did muff it up."

Jenny felt she had never liked himso well. She said,
"If you had truly nuffed it up, we wouldn't be here."

She clinbed the stairs slowy and crossed the gallery

that spanned the hall below Like the stair, it was encl osed
in a stone trellis cut into the shapes of vines and trees,
and the shadows flickered in a restless harl equin over her
gown and hair. She felt tired and cold from hol di ng hersel f
braced all evening—the sly baiting and | ace-trimred nal -

ice of Zyene's court had stung nore than she cared to

admt. She pitied them a little, for what they were, but
she did not have John's brass hide.

She and John had been given the snaller of the two
roons at the end of the wing; Gareth, the larger, next
door to theirs. Like everything else in Zyene's | odge,
they were beautifully appointed. The red damasked bed
hangi ngs and al abaster | anps were designed both as a
setting for Zyeme's beauty and a boast of her power to
get what she wanted fromthe King. No wonder, thought
Jenny, Gareth distrusted and hated any witch who held
sway over a ruler's heart.

As she left the noise of the gallery behind her and

turned down the corridor toward her room she became
conscious of the stiff rustling of her borrowed finery upon
the inlaid wood of the floor and, with her old instinct for
silence, gathered the heavy skirts up in her hands. Lanp-
light froma hal f-opened door laid a nolten trapezoid of
bri ght ness across the darkness before her. Zyene, Jenny
knew, was not downstairs with the others, and she felt
uneasy about neeting that beautiful, spoiled, powerful
girl, especially here in her own hunting | odge where she
hel d sol e dom ni on. Thus Jenny passed the open doorway
inadrift of illusion; and, though she paused in the shad-
ows at what she saw by the |ights within, she renained
hersel f unseen.
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It woul d have been so, she thought later, even had she

not been cloaked in the spells that thwart the casual eye.
Zyene sat in an island of brightness, the glow of a night-
| anp stroking the gilt-work of her blackwood chair, so
still that not even the rose-point shadows of her |ace veils
stirred upon her gown. Her hands were cupped around

the face of Bond O erlock, who knelt at her feet, and such
was his immbility that not even the sapphires pinning

his hair glinted, but burned steadily with a single reflec-
tion. Though he | ooked up toward her face, his eyes were

cl osed; his expression was the contorted, intent face of

a man in ecstasy so strong that it borders pain.

The room snoked with magic, the weight of it like a
glittering lour in the air. As a nage. Jenny could feel it,
smell it like an incense; but it was an incense tainted with
rot. She stepped back, repelled. Though the touch of
Zyene's hands upon Bond's face was the only contact

between their two bodi es, she had the sickened sensation

of having | ooked upon that which was obscene. Zyene's

eyes were closed, her childlike brow puckered in slight
concentration; the snile that curved her |ips was one of
physi cal and enotional satisfaction, like a woman's after
the act of |ove.

Not | ove, thought Jenny, draw ng back fromthe scene
and novi ng soundl essly down the hall once nore, but
some private satiation.

She sat for a long time in the dark w ndow enbrasure

of her room and thought about Zyeme. The npon rose,

flecking the bare tips of the trees above the white carpet

of ground mists; she heard the clocks strike downstairs

and the drift of voices and | aughter. The nmoon was in its
first quarter, and sonething about that troubled her,

t hough she could not for the nonent think what. After

a long tine she heard the door open softly behind her and
turned to see John silhouetted in the dimlanplight from

the hall, its reflection throwing a scatter of netallic glints
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fromhis doublet and putting a rough halo on the coarse
wool of his plaids.

Into the darkness he said softly, "Jen?"
"Here."

Moonl i ght fl ashed across his specs. She noved a lit-

tle—the barring of the casenent shadows on her bl ack

and silver gown made her nearly invisible. He cane cau-
tiously across the unfamliar terrain of the floor, his hands
and face pal e blurs against his dark cl ot hing.

"Gaw," he said in disgust as he slung off his plaids.

"To cone here to risk ny bones slaying a dragon and end
up playing dancing bear for a pack of children.” He sat
on the edge of the curtained bed, working at the heavy
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buckl es of his doubl et.
"Did Gareth speak to you?"
H s spectacles flashed again as he nodded.
" And?"

John shrugged. "Seeing the pack he runs with, |I'm not
surprised he's a gammy-handed chuff with | ess sense than
my Cousin Dilly's mul berry bushes. And he did take the
risk to search for me, 1'll give himthat." H's voi ce was
muf fl ed as he bent over to pull off his boots. "Though |"I
wager all the dragon's gold to little green apples he had
no i dea how dangerous it would be. God knows what |'d
have done in his shoes, and himthat desperate to help
and knowi ng he hadn't a chance agai nst the dragon him
self." He set his boots on the floor and sat up again.
"However we cane here, 1'd be a fool not to speak with
the King and see what he'll offer me, though it's in ny
mnd that we'll run up agai nst Zyerne in any dealings we
have with him"

Even whil e playing danci ng bear, thought Jenny as she
drew the pins fromher hair and |l et her fashi onable veils
slither to the floor, John didn't mss nuch. The stiffened
silk felt cold under her fingers, fromthe touch of the

wi ndow s nearness, even as her hair did when she unwound
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its thick coil and let it whisper dryly down over her bony,
hal f - bared shoul ders.

At length she said, "Wien Gareth first spoke to ne of

her, | was jeal ous, hating her w thout ever having seen

her. She has everything that | wanted, John: genius, tine
and beauty," she added, realizing that that, too, mat-

tered. "I was afraid it was that, still."

"I don't know, love." He got to his feet, barefoot in
breeches and creased shirt, and cane to the w ndow where
she sat. "It doesn't sound very l|ike you." Hi s hands were
warm t hrough the stiff, chilly satins of her borrowed gown
as he collected the raven weight of her hair and sorted it
into colums that spilled down through his fingers. "I
don't know about her magic, for |'mnot rmagebom nyself,

but I do know she is cruel for the sport of it—not in the
big things that would get her pointed at, but in the little
ones—and she | eads the others on, teaching them by

exanple and jest to be as cruel as she. Myself, 1'd take

a whip tolan, if he treated a guest as she treated you. |
see now what that gnome we net on the road neant when

he sai d she poi sons what she touches. But she's only a
mstress, when all's said. And as for her being beauti-
ful. .." He shrugged. "If | was a bit shapecrafty, |'d be
beautiful, too."

In spite of herself Jenny | aughed and | eaned back into
his arms.

But later, in the darkness of the curtai ned bed, the
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menory of Zyeme returned once nore to her thoughts.

She saw again the enchantress and Bond in the rosy aura

of the nightlanp and felt the weight and strength of the
magi ¢ that had filled the roomlike the silent build of
thunder. Was it the magnitude of the power al one that

had frightened her, she wondered. O had it been sone
sense of filthiness that lay init, |like the back-taste of
souring nmilk? O had that, inits turn, been only the worm
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wood ot her own jeal ousy of the younger woman's greater
arts?

John had said that it didn't sound very |ike her, but

she knew he was wong. It was |like her, like the part of
hersel f she fought against, the fourteen-year-old girl stil
buried in her soul, weeping with exhausted, bitter rage
when the rains summoned by her teacher would not dis-
perse at her conmand. She had hated Caerdinn for being
stronger than she. And although the |Iong years of | ooking
after the irascible old man had turned that hatred to affec-
tion, she had never forgotten that she was capable of it.
Even, she added ironically to herself, as she was capabl e
of working the death-spells on a hel pl ess man, as she had
on the dying robber in the ruins of the town; even as she
was capabl e of leaving a man and two children who | oved
her, because of her |ove of the quest for power.

Wul d | have been able to understand what | saw toni ght
if I had given all ny time, all ny heart, to the study of
magi c? Wuld | have had power |ike that, nmighty as a
storm gathered into ny two hands?

Thr ough the wi ndows beyond the hal f-parted bedcur-

tains, she could see the chill white eye of the noon. Its
Iight, broken by the | eading of the casenent, lay scattered
like the spangles of a fish's mail across the black and silver
satin of the gown that she had worn and over the respect-
abl e brown velvet suit that John had not. It touched the
bed and picked out the scars that crossed John's bare

arm glimered on the upturned pal mof his hand, and
outlined the shape of his nose and |ips against the dark-
ness. Her vision in the water bow returned to her again,
an icy shadow on her heart.

Wul d she be able to save him she wondered, if she
were nore powerful? If she had given her tinme to her
powers wholly, instead of portioning it between them and
hi n? Was that, ultimately, what she had cast unknow ngly

away ?
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Sonewhere in the night a hinge creaked. Stilling her

breathing to listen, she heard the al nost soundl ess pat of
bare feet outside her door and the nuffled vibration of a
shoul der blundering into the wall.

She slid frombeneath the silken quilts and pulled on
her shift. Over it she wapped the first garnent she laid
hands on, John's vol uninous plaids, and swiftly crossed
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the bl ackness of the roomto open the door
"Gr ?"
He was standing a few feet from her, gawky and very
boyi sh-1ooking in his long nightshirt. H's gray eyes stared

out straight ahead of him wi thout benefit of spectacles,
and his thin hair was flattened and tangled fromthe pill ow.

He gasped at the sound of her voice and al nost fell, grop-
ing for the wall's support. She realized then that she had
waked him

"Gar, it's nme, Jenny. Are you all right?"

Hi s breathing was fast wi th shock. She put her hand
gently on his armto steady him and he blinked nyop-
ically down at her for a nonment. Then he drew a | ong
breath. "Fine," he said shakily. "I'mfine, Jenny. I..."
He | ooked around himand ran an unsteady hand through

his hair. "lI—+ nust have been walking in ny sleep again."

"Do you often?"

He nodded and rubbed his face. "That is... | didn't in
the north, but | do sometimes here. It's just that |
dreaned..." He paused, frowning, trying to recall.
"Zyene. .. "

"Zyeme?"

Sudden col or flooded his pallid face. "Nothing," he
munbl ed, and avoi ded her eyes. "That is—+ don't
remenber . "

After she had seen himsafely back to the dark doorway

of his room Jenny stood for a moment in the hall, hearing
the small sounds of bedcurtains and sheets as he returned
to his rest. How late it was, she could not guess. The
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hunting | odge was deathly silent about her, the snells of

| ong-dead candl es, spilled wine, and the frowsty residue

of spent passions now flat and stale. Al the Iength of the
corridor, every roomwas dark save one, whose door stood
ajar. The dimglow of a single nightlanp shone within,

and its light lay across the silky parquet of the floor |ike
a dropped scarf of |um nous gol d.

CHAPTER VI

"HE' LL HAVE TO listen to you." Gareth perched him

self in the enbrasure of one of the tall w ndows that ran
the length of the southern wall of the King's Gallery, the
wan sunlight shimrering with noony radiance in the old-
fashi oned jewels he wore. "I've just heard that the dragon
destroyed the convoy taking supplies out to the siege
troops at Halnath |last night. Over a thousand pounds of
flour and sugar and neat destroyed-horses and oxen

dead or scattered—the bodies of the guards burned past
recognition.”

He nervously adjusted the el aborate folds of his cer-
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enoni al mantlings and peered shortsightedly at John and

Jenny, who shared a carved bench of ebony inlaid with

mal achite. Due to the exigencies of court etiquette, formal
costune had been petrified into a fashion a hundred and

fifty years out of date, with the result that all the courtiers
and petitioners assenbled in the long roomhad the stilted,
costumed | ook of characters in a masquerade. Jenny

noticed that John, though he might persist in playing the
barbarian in his |l eather and plaids anong the adniring

younger courtiers, was not about to do so in the presence

120
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of the King. Gareth had draped John's bl ue-and-cream

satin mantlings for hima valet's job. Bond O eriock had
offered to do it but. Jenny gathered, there were rigid sar-
torial rules governing such matters; it would have been
very like Bond to arrange the el aborate garnment in sone
ridiculous style, knowi ng the Dragonsbane was unable to
tell the difference

Bond was present anong the courtiers who awaited

the arrival of the King. Jenny could see him further down
the King's Gallery, standing in one of the slanting bars of
pale, platinumlight. As usual, his costune outshone every
other man's present; his mantlings were a mracle of com
pl ex folds and studi ed el egance, so thick with enbroidery
that they glittered |like a snake's back; his flow ng sl eeves,
si x generations out of date, were precise to a quarter-inch
in their length and hang. He had even painted his face in
the archaic formal fashion, which sone of the courtiers

did in preference to the nodem applications of kohl and
rouge—John had flatly refused to have anything to do

with either style. The colors accentuated the pallor of
young Clerlock's face, though he | ooked better. Jenny

not ed, than he had yesterday on the ride from Zyene's
hunting | odge to Bel +ess drawn and exhaust ed.

He was | ooki ng about hi mnow with nervous anxiety,
searching for sonmeone—probably Zyenme. In spite of how

ill he had seened yesterday, he had been her nost faithfu
attendant, riding at her side and hol di ng her whip, her
ponander ball, and the reins of her pal frey when she

di smounted. Smal | thanks. Jenny thought, he had gotten
for it. Zyene had spent the day flirting with the unre-
sponsi ve Gareth.

It was not that Gareth was inmune to her charms. As

a nonparticipant. Jenny had an odd sense of unobserved

| eisure, as if she were watching squirrels froma blind.
Unnoticed by the courtiers, she could see that Zyene

was deliberately teasing Gareth's senses with every touch
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and smle. Do the magebom | ove? he had asked her once,
back in the bl eak Wnterlands. Evidently he had cone to
hi s own concl usi ons about whether Zyene |oved him or

he her. But Jenny knew full well that |ove and desire were
two different things, particularly to a boy of eighteen
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Under her innocently minxish airs, Zyeme was a woman
skilled at manipul ati ng the passions' of nen.

Wy? Jenny wondered, |ooking up at the boy's awk-

ward profile against the soft cobalt shadows of the gallery.
For the amusenent of seeing himstruggle not to betray

his father? Somehow to use his guilt to control himso

that one day she could turn the King against himby crying
rape?

A stir ran the length of the gallery, like wind in dry
wheat. At the far end, voices murnured, "The King! The
King!" Gareth scranbled to his feet and hastily checked
the folds of his mantlings again. John rose, pushing his
anachronistic specs a little nore firmy up on the bridge
of his nose. Taking Jenny's hand, he followed nore slowy,
as Gareth hurried toward the line of courtiers that was
formng up in the center of the hall.

At the far end, bronze doors swung inward. The Cham
berl ai n Badeganmus stepped through, stout, pink, and

el derly, enblazoned in a livery of crinson and gol d that
snote the eye with its splendor. "My lords, ny | adi es—
the King."

Her arm against Gareth's in the press. Jenny was aware
of the boy's shudder of nervousness. He had, after all
stolen his father's seal and di sobeyed his orders—and he
was no |longer as blithely unaware of the consequences

of his actions as the characters of nost ballads seened
to be. She felt him poised, ready to step forward and
execute the proper salaam as others down the rank were
al ready doing, and receive his father's acknow edgnent
and invitation to a private interview.

The King's head | ooned above all others, taller even
Dr agonsbane 123

than his son; Jenny could see that his hair was as fair as
Gareth's but much thicker, a warm barley-gold that was
beginning to fade to the color of straw. Like the steady
mur mur i ng of waves on the shore, voices repeated "MW
lord... my lord..."

Her mind returned briefly to the Wnterlands. She sup-
posed she should have felt resentnent for the Kings who
had withdrawn their troops and |left the lands to ruin, or
awe at finally seeing the source of the King's |aw that
John was ready to die to uphold. But she felt neither,
knowi ng that this man, Uriens of Bel, had had nothing to
do with either wthdrawi ng those troops or naking the
Law, but was nerely the heir of the nen who had. Like
Gareth before he had traveled to the Wnterl ands, he
undoubtedly had no nore notion of those things than what
he had |l earned fromhis tutors and pronptly forgotten

As he approached, nodding to this woman or that man,
signing that he woul d speak to themin private, Jenny felt
a vast sense of distance fromthis tall man in his rega
crimson robes. Her only allegiance was to the Wnterl ands
and to the individuals who dwelt there, to people and a
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I and she knew. It was John who felt the ancient bond of
fealty; John who had sworn to this man his all egiance,
his sword, and his life.

Nevert hel ess, she felt the tension as the King
approached them tangible as a color in the air. Covert
eyes were on them the younger courtiers watching, wait-
ing to see the reunion between the King and his errant
son.

Gareth stepped forward, the oak-leaf-cut end of his
mant | i ngs gathered |ike a cloak between the second and
third fingers of his right hand. Wth surprising grace, he
bent his long, gangly franme into a perfect Sarnendes-in-
Spl endor sal aam such as only the Heir could nmake, and
then only to the nmonarch. "W lord."

King Uiens Il of Belmarie, Suzerain of the Mrches,
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H gh Lord of Wr, Nast, and the Seven Isl ands, regarded
his son for a nonment out of hollow and col orl ess eyes set
deep within a haggard, brittle face. Then, wi thout a word,
he turned away to acknow edge the next petitioner

The silence in the gallery would have blistered the paint
fromwood. Like black poison dunped into clear water

it spread to the farthest ends of the room The |ast few
petitioners' voices were audible through it, clearer and
clearer, as if they shouted; the closing of the gilded bronze
doors as the King passed on into his audi ence room

sounded |i ke the booni ng of thunder. Jenny was con-

scious of the eyes of all the room | ooking anywhere but

at them then sliding back in surreptitious glances, and of
Gareth's face, as white as his collar |ace.

A soft voice behind them said, "Please don't be angry
with him Gareth."

Zyenme stood there, in plumcolored silk so dark it was
nearly black, with knots of pink-tinted cream upon her
trailing sleeves. Her nmead-col ored eyes were troubl ed.
"You did take his seal, you know, and depart wi thout his
perm ssion."

John spoke up. "Bit of an expensive slap on the wist,
though, isn't it? | mean, there the dragon is and all, while
we're here waiting for |leave to go after it."

Zyenme's lips tightened a little, then snoothed. At the
near end of the King's Gallery, a small door in the great
ones opened, and the Chanberl ai n Badeganus appear ed,

qui etly summoning the first of the petitioners whomthe
Ki ng had acknow edged.

"There really is no danger to us here, you know. The
dragon has been confining his depredations to the farm
steads along the feet of Nast Vall."

"Ah," John said conprehendingly. "That nmakes it all
right, then. And is this what you' ve told the people of
those farnmsteads to which, as you say, the dragon's been

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonshane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (85 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:36 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt

confining his depredations?"
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The flash of anger in her eyes was stronger then, as if

no one had ever spoken to her so—er at |east, thought
Jenny, observing silently fromJohn's side, not for a |ong
time. Wth visible effort, Zyeme controlled herself and
said with an air of one reproving a child, "You nust under-
stand. There are nmany nore pressing concerns facing the

King..."

"More pressing than a dragon sitting on his doorstep?”
demanded Gareth, outraged

She burst into a sweet gurgle of laughter. "There's no
need to enact a Dockmarket drama over it, you know

I"ve told you before, darling, it isn't worth the winkles
it wll give you."

He pulled his head back from her playful touch
"Winkles! W're tal king about people being killed!"

"Tut, Gareth,"” Bond Cerlock draw ed, strolling
I anguidly over to them "You're getting as bad as old
Pol ycarp used to be."

Under the paint, his face | ooked even nore washed-
out next to Zyeme's sparkling radiance. Wth a forced
effort at his old lightness, he went on, "You shouldn't

grudge-those poor farmers the only spice in their dull little
lives."
"Spice..." Greth began, and Zyene squeezed his

hand chi di ngly.

"Don't tell me you're going to go all dull and altruistic
on us. What a bore that would be." She sniled. "And

will tell you this," she added nore soberly. "Don't do
anything that would further anger your father. Be patient—
and try to understand."

Hal fway down the long gallery, the Chanberl ain Bad-

egamus was returning, passing the small group of gnones
who sat, an island of isolation, in the shadow of one of
the fluted ornanmental arches along the east wall. As the
Chanber | ai n wal ked by, one of themrose in a silken whis-
per of flowi ng, alien robes, the cloudy w sps of his mlk-
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white hair floating around his slunmped back. Gareth had

poi nted himout to Jenny earlier—-Azwyl cartusherands,

called Dromar by the folk of men who had little patience
with the tongue of gnomes, |ongtinme anbassador fromthe
Lord of the Deep to the Court of Bel. Badeganus saw
hi m and checked his stride, then glanced quickly at Zyeroe.
She shook her head. Badegamus averted his face and

wal ked past the gnones w thout seeing them

"They grow i npudent," the enchantress said softly.
"To send envoys here, when they fight on the side of the
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traitors of Halnath."

"Well, they can hardly help that, can they, if the back
way out of the Deep leads into the Citadel," John remarked.

"They coul d have opened the Citadel gates to let the
King's troops in."

John scratched the side of his |long nose. "Well, being

a barbarian and all, | wouldn't know how things are done
incivilized lands," he said. "In the north, we've got a
word for someone who'd do that to a man who gave him
shel ter when he was driven fromhis hone."

For an instant Zyene was silent, her power and her

anger seenming to crackle in the air. Then she burst into
anot her peal of chimng |aughter. "I swear, Dragonsbane,
you do have a refreshingly naive way of |ooking at things.
You make ne feel positively ancient." She brushed a ten-
dril of her hair aside fromher cheek as she spoke; she

| ooked as sweet and guileless as a girl of twenty. "Cone.
Sone of us are going to slip away fromthis silliness and
go riding along the sea cliffs. WIIl you cone, Gareth?"
Her hand stole into his in such a way that he coul d not
avoid it without rudeness—Jenny could see his face col or
slightly at the touch. "And you, our barbarian? You know
the King won't see you today."

"Be that as it may," John said quietly. "I'll stay here
on the off chance."
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Bond | aughed tinnily. "There's the spirit that won the
Real m "

"Aye," John agreed in a mld voice and returned to the

carved bench where he and Jenny had been, secure in his
established reputation for barbarous eccentricity.

Gareth drew his hand from Zyene's and sat down

near by, catching his mantlings in the lion's-head arm of

the chair. "I think I'Il stay as well," he said, with as nuch
dignity as one could have while disentangling oneself from
the furniture.

Bond | aughed again. "I think our Prince has been in
the north too long!" Zyerne winkled her nose, as if at a
joke in doubtful taste.

"Run al ong, Bond." She smiled. "I nust speak to the

King. | shall join you presently." Gathering up her train,
she noved of f toward the bronze doors of the King's

ant echanber, the opals that spangled her veils giving the
i mpression of dew flecking an appl e bl ossom as she passed
the pal e bands of the windowight. As she cane near the
little group of gnones, old Dromar rose again and wal ked
toward her with the air of one steeling hinself for a | oathed
but necessary encounter. But she turned her glance from
hi m and qui ckened her step, so that, to intercept her, he
woul d have to run after her on his short, bandy legs. This
he woul d not do, but stood | ooking after her for a nonent,
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snol dering anger in his pale anber eyes.

"I don't understand it," said Gareth, nuch later, as the
three of themjostled their way al ong the narrow | anes of
the crowded Dockmarket quarter. "She said Father was
angry, yes—but he knew whom1'd be bringing with ne.

And he nmust have known about the dragon's |atest attack."
He hopped across the fish-smelling slime of the gutter to
avoid a trio of sailors who'd cone staggering out of one
of the taverns that |ined the cobbled street and nearly
tripped over his own cl oak.

128 Bar bara Hanbly

When Badeganus had announced to the nearly enpty

gallery that the King would see no one else that day, John
and Jenny had taken the baffled and fum ng Gareth back
with themto the guest house they had been assigned in

one of the outer courts of the Palace. There they had
changed out of their borrowed court dress, and John had
announced his intention of spending the remainder of the
afternoon in the town, in quest of gnones.

"Gnones?" Gareth said, surprised

"Well, if it hasn't occurred to anyone else, it has
occurred to nme that, if I'"'mto fight this drake, |I'm going
to need to know the layout of the caverns." Wth sur-
prising deftness, he disentangled hinself fromthe intri-
cate crisscross folds of his mantlings, his head energing
fromthe doubl e-faced satin like a tousled and unruly weed.
"And since it didn't seemthe thing to address them at
Court..."

"But they're plotting!" Gareth protested. He paused

in his search for a place to dunp the handful of old-

f ashi oned neck-chains and rings anong the already-
accunul ating litter of books, harpoons, and the contents
of Jenny's medical pouch on the table. "Speaking to them
at Court woul d have been suicide! And besides, you're
not going to fight himin the Deep, are you? | nean..."
He barely stopped hinmself fromthe observation that in
all the ballads the Dragonsbanes had slain their foes in
front of their lairs, not in them

"If I fight himoutside and he takes to the air, it's al
over," John returned, as if he were tal ki ng about back-
gamon strategy. "And though it's crossed ny mind we're
wal ki ng through a norass of plots here, it's to no one's
advantage to have the dragon stay in the Deep. The rest
of it's all none of ny business. Now, are you going to
gui de us, or do we go about the streets asking fol k where
the gnonmes mi ght be found?”
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To Jenny's surprise and probably a little to his own,
Gareth offered his services as a guide

"Tell nme about Zyerne, Gar," Jenny said now, thrusting
her hands deep into her jacket pockets as she wal ked.
"Who is she? Wio was her teacher? Wat Line was she
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in?"

"Teacher?" Gareth had obviously never given the nat-
ter a thought. "Line?"

"If she is a mage, she nmust have been taught by some-
one." Jenny glanced up at the tall boy towering beside
her, while they detoured to avoid a gaggl e of passersby
around a couple of street-comer jugglers. Beyond them
in a fountain square, a fat man with the dark conpl exi on
of a southerner had set up a waffle stand, bellow ng his
wares amid clouds of steamthat scented the raw, misty
air for yards

"There are ten or twelve mgjor Lines, naned for the

mages that founded them There used to be nore, but

some have decayed and died. My own naster Caerdinn

and therefore | and any other pupils of his, or of his
teacher Spaeth, or Spaeth's other students, are all in the
Li ne of Herne. To a mage, knowing that | am of the Line

of Heme says—eh, a hundred things about ny power

and ny attitude toward power, about the kinds of spells

that | know, and about the kind that I will not use."
"Real | y?" Gareth was fascinated. "I didn't know it was
anything like that. | thought that nagic was just some-
thing—wel |, sonmething you were born with."

"So is the talent for art," Jenny said. "But without

proper teaching, it never cones to fullest fruition; wthout
sufficient time given to the study of magic, sufficient striv-
ing ..." She broke off, with an ironic smle at herself. "All
power has to be paid for," she continued after a nonent.

"And all power must cone from sonewhere, have been

passed al ong by soneone."

It was difficult for her to speak of her power; aside
130 Bar bara Hanbl y

fromthe confusion of her heart about her own power,
there was much in it that any not magebom sinply did

not understand. She had in all her Iife met only one who
did, and he was presently over beside the waffl e stand,
getting powdered sugar on his plaids.

Jenny sighed and cane to a halt to wait for himat the

edge of the square. The cobbles were sliny here with sea
air and offal; the wind snelled offish and, as everywhere
inthe city of Del, of the intoxicating wldness of the sea.
This square was typical of the hundreds that nade up the

i nterl ocking warrens of Bel's Dockmarket, hemred in on
three-and-a-half sides by the towering, rickety tenenents
and dom nated by the nol dering stones of a slate-gray

clock tower, at whose foot a neglected shrine housed the
battered i mage of Quis, the enigmatic Lord of Tinme. In

the center of the square bubbled a fountain in a wi de basin
of chip-edged granite, the stones of its rimworn snooth
and white above and clotted beneath with the bl ack-green
nmoss that seemed to grow everywhere in the danp air of

the city. Wmen were di pping water there and gossi pi ng,
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their skirts hiked up alnost to their thighs but their heads
nmodestly covered in clunsy wool veils tied in knots under
their hair to keep them out of the way.

In the mazes of stucco and garish color of the Dock-

mar ket, John's outl andi shness hadn't drawn nuch noti ce.
The sl oping, cobbled streets were crowded with soj oum

ers fromthree-fourths of the Real mand all the Southern
Lands: sailors with shorn heads and beards |i ke coconut
husks; peddlers fromthe garden province of Istmark in
their ol d-fashioned, bundly clothes, the men as well as
the wonen wearing veils; moneychangers in the bl ack
gabardi ne and skull caps that marked them out as the Wan-
derer's Children, forbidden to own | and; whores painted

to within an inch of their lives; and actors, jugglers, scarf
sellers, rat killers, pickpockets, cripples, and tranmps. A
few wonen cast | ooks of disnissive scorn at Jenny's
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uncovered head, and she was annoyed at the anger she
felt at them

She asked, "How nmuch do you know about Zyene?
What was she apprenticed as in the Deep?"

Gareth shrugged. "I don't know. My guess woul d be

in the Places of Healing. That was where the greatest
power of the Deep was supposed to |lie—anpong their

heal ers. People used to journey for days to be tended
there, and | know nost of the nmages were connected with

them"

Jenny nodded. Even in the isolated north, anong the
children of men who knew virtually nothing of the ways
of the gnones, Caerdi nn had spoken with awe of the
power that dwelled within the Places of Healing in the
heart of the Deep of Ylferdun

Across the square, a religious procession cane into

view, the priests of Kantirith, Lord of the Sea, walking
with their heads nuffled in their cerenonial hoods, |est

an unclean sight distract them the ritual wailing of the
flutes all but drowning out their nurnured chants. Like

all the cerenonials of the Twel ve Gods, both the words

and the nusic of the flutes had been handed down by rote
from anci ent days; the words were unintelligible, the nusic
i ke nothing Jenny had heard at Court or el sewhere.

"And when did Zyene cone to Bel ?" she asked Gar-
eth, as the nuttering train filed past.

The nuscles of the boy's jaw tightened. "After ny

nmot her died," he said colorlessly. "I+ suppose | shouldn't
have been angry at Father about it. At the time | didn't
under stand the way Zyene can draw people, sonetines

against their will." He concentrated his attention upon
snmoot hing the ruffles of his sleeve for sone nonents,

then sighed. "I suppose he needed soneone. | wasn't
particularly good to himabout Mdther's death.”
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Jenny said nothing, giving himroomto speak or hold
his peace. Fromthe other end of the square, another

132 Barbara Hanbly

religious procession nmade its appearance, one of the
southern cults that spawned in the Dockmarket |ike rab-
bits; dark-conpl exi oned men and wonmen were cl appi ng

their hands and singing, while skinny, androgynous priests
swung their waist-length hair and danced for the little ido
borne in their mdst in a carrying shrine of cheap, pink
chintz. The priests of Kantiritfc seened to huddle a little
more closely in their protecting hoods, and the wailing of
the flutes increased. Gareth spared the newconers a dis-
approvi ng gl ance, and Jenny renenbered that the King

of Bel was also Pontifex Maximus of the official cult;

Gareth had no doubt been brought up in the nost carefu
ort hodoxy.

But the din gave themthe illusion of privacy. For al
any of the crowd around them cared, they m ght have
been alone; and after a tinme Gareth spoke again.

"I't was a hunting accident," he explained. "Father and

I both hunt, although Father hasn't done so |ately. Mbther
hated it, but she loved ny father and would go with him
when he asked her to. He teased her about it, and nmade
little jokes about her cowardi ce—but he wasn't really
joking. He can't stand cowards. She'd follow himover
terrible country, clinging to her sidesaddl e and staying up
with the hunt; after it was over, he'd hug her and | augh
and ask her if it wasn't worth it that she'd plucked up her
courage—that sort of thing. She did it for as |ong as

can renenber. She used to lie and tell himshe was starting

to leamto enjoy it; but when | was about four, | renenber
her in her hunting habit—t was peach-colored velvet with
gray fur, | renenber—ust before going out, throwi ng up

because she was so frightened."

"She rounds like a brave lady," Jenny said quietly.

Gareth's glance flicked up to her face, then away again.

"It wasn't really Father's fault,"” he went on after a nonent.
"But when it finally did happen, he felt that it was. The
horse cane down with her over sone rocks—n a side-
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saddl e you can't fall clear. She died four or five days later.
That was five years ago. |- He hesitated, the words

sticking in his throat. "I wasn't very good to hi m about

it."

He adjusted his specs in an awkward and unconvi nci ng
cover for wiping his eyes on his sleeve ruffle. "Now that
I look back onit, | think, if she'd been braver, she'd
probably have had the courage to tell himshe didn't want
to go—the courage to risk his nockery. Maybe that's
where | get it," he added, with the shy flash of a grin.
"Maybe | should have seen that | couldn't possibly blane
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hi mas nmuch as he bl aned hinself—that | didn't say
anything to himthat he hadn't already thought." He
shrugged his bony shoul ders. "I understand now. But when

I was thirteen, | didn't. And by the tine | did understand,
it had been too long to say anything to him And by that
time, there was Zyene."

The priests of Kantirith wound their way out of sight

up a crooked | ane between the drunken | ean of crazy
bui | di ngs. Children who had stopped to gawk after the
procession took up their games once nore; John resuned
his cautious way across the noss-edged, herringbone pat-
tern of the wet cobbles toward them stopping every few
paces to stare at sone new marvel —a chair-nmender pur-
suing his trade on the curbstone, or the actors within a
cheap theater gesticulating wildly while a crier outside
shouted tidbits of the plot to the passersbhy around the
door. He woul d never, Jenny reflected with rueful anuse-
ment, leamto conmport himself |ike the hero of |egend
that he was.

"I't nmust have been hard for you," she said.

Gareth sighed. "It was easier a few years ago," he

admtted. "I could hate her cleanly then. Later, for a while
I+ couldn't even do that." He bl ushed again. "And

now. . ."

A comotion in the square flared suddenly, like the
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noi se of a dogfight; a woman's jeering voice yelled,
"Whore!" and Jenny's head snapped around.

But it was not she and her |ack of veils that was the
target. Alittle gnome woman, her soft mane of hair like
an apricot cloud in the wan sunlight, was naki ng her
hesitant way toward the fountain. Her black silk trousers
were hitched up over her knees to keep them out of the
puddl es in the broken pavenent, and her white tunic, with
its flowi ng enbroideries and carefully nended sl eeves,
procl ai med that she was living in poverty alien to her
upbringi ng. She paused, peering around her with a painfu
squint in the too-bright daylight; then her steps resuned
in the direction of the fountain, her tiny, round hands
clutching nervously at the handl e of the bucket that she
i nexpertly bore.

Sonebody el se shouted, "Come slummi ng, have we,
mlady? Tired of sitting up there on all that grain you got
hi d? Too cheap to hire servants?"

The woman stopped again, sw nging her head from side

to side as if seeking her tornentors, half-blind in the out-
door glare. Soneone caught her with a dog turd on the

arm She hopped, startled, and her narrow feet in their

soft | eather shoes skidded on the wet, uneven stones. She
dropped the bucket as she fell, and groped about for it

on hands and knees. One of the wonen by the fountain,

with the grinning approbation of her nei ghbors, sprang

down to kick it beyond her reach
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"That' |l | eamyou to hoard the bread you' ve bought
out of honest folks' mouths!"”

The gnome nade a hasty scrabble around her. A faded,

fat wonman who' d been holding forth the |oudest in the
gossi p around the fountain kicked the pail a little further
fromthe searching hands.

"And to plot against the King!"

The gnome woman rai sed herself to her knees, peering
about her, and one of the children darted out of the gath-
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ering crowd behind her and pulled the | ong wi sps of her
hair. She spun around, clutching, but the boy had gone.
Anot her took up the game and sprang ninbly out to do

the sane, too engrossed in the prospect of fun to notice
John.

At the first sign of trouble, the Dragonsbane had turned

to the man next to him a blue-tattooed easterner in a

metal smth's | eather apron and not much el se, and handed

himthe three waffles he held stacked in his hands. "Wuld

you ever hold these?" Then he made his way unhurriedly

through the press, with a courteous string of "Excuse me
pardon..." in time to catch the second boy who'd

junped out to take up the baiting where the first had begun

it.

Gareth could have told them what to expect—Zyene's
courtiers weren't the only ones deceived by John's
appearance of harnless friendliness. The bully, caught
conpl etely offguard from behind, didn't even have tine

to shriek before he hit the waters of the fountain. A huge
spl ash doused every wonman on the steps and nost of the
surrounding idlers. As the boy surfaced, spitting and gasp-
ing, Aversin turned from picking up the bucket and said

in a friendly tone, "Your manners are as filthy as your
clothes—+' msurprised your nother lets you out like that.
They' Il be a bit cleaner now, won't they?"

He di pped the bucket full and turned back to the nman

who was holding his waffles. For an instant Jenny thought
the smth would throw theminto the fountain, but John

only smled at him bright as the sun on a knifebl ade, and
sullenly the man put the waffles into his free hand. In the
back of the crowd a wonman sneered, "Ghone |over!"

"Thanks." John sniled, still at his brass-faced friend-
liest. "Sorry | threw offal in the fountain and all." Bal-
ancing the waffles in his hand, he descended the few steps
and wal ked beside the little gnone woman across the

square toward the nmouth of the alley whence she had

136 Barbara Hanbly

conme. Jenny, hurrying after himwith Gareth at her heels,
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"John, you are incorrigible," she said severely. "Are

you all right?" This | ast was addressed to the gnone, who
was hasteni ng al ong on her short, bowed legs, clinging to
t he Dragonsbane's shadow for protection

She peered up at Jenny with teeble, colorless eyes.

"Ch, yes. My thanks. | had never—-al ways we went out

to the fountain at night, or sent the girl who worked for
us, if we needed water during the day. Only she left." The
wi de mouth pinched up on the words, at the taste of sone
unpl easant nenory.

"I bet she did, if she was |ike that lot," John remarked,
jerking his thunb back toward the square. Behind them

the crowd trailed nenacingly, yelling, "Traitors! Hoard-
ers ! Ingrates!" and foul er things besides. Somebody threw
a fish head that fucked off Jenny's skirts and shouted
sonet hi ng about an ol d whore and her two pretty-boys;

Jenny felt the bristles of rage rise along her spine. Ohers
took up this thene. She felt angry enough to curse them

but in her heart she knew that she could lay no greater
curse upon themthan to be what they already were.

"Have a waffle?" John offered disanningly, and the
gnone | ady took the preferred confection with hands that
shook.

Gareth, carmne with enbarrassnent, said nothing.

Around a mout hful of sugar, John said, "G e lucky for
us fruit and vegies are a bit too dear these days to fling,
isn't it? Here?"

The gnome ducked her head quickly as she entered the
shadows of a doorway to a huge, crunbling house wedged
between two five-storey tenenents, its rear wall dropping
straight to the dank brown waters of a stagnant canal

The wi ndows were tightly shuttered, and the crunbling
stucco was witten over with illiterate and filthy scraw s,
splattered with nud and dung. From every shutter Jenny
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could sense small, weak eyes peering down in apprehen-
si on.

The door was opened fromw thin, the gnone taking

her bucket and popping through like a frightened nole
intoits hill. John put a quick hand on the rotting panels
to keep themfrombeing shut in his face, then braced with
all his strength. The door keeper was determ ned and had
the prodigi ous nmuscles of the gnones.

"Wait!" John pl eaded, as his feet skidded on the wet
mar bl e of the step. "Listen! | need your help! My nane's
John Aversin—+'ve conme fromthe north to see about this
dragon of yours, but | can't do it without your aid." He
wedged his shoulder into the narrow slit that was all that
was | eft. "Please."
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The pressure on the other side of the door was rel eased
so suddenly that he staggered i nward under his own
monentum From t he darkness beyond a soft, high voice
like a child' s said in the archaic H gh Speech that the
gnomes used at Court, "Cone in, thou others. It does
thee no good to be thus seen at the door of the house of
the gnones. "

As they stepped inside, John and Gareth blinked agai nst
the di mess, but Jenny, with her w zard' s sight, saw at
once that the gnone who had adnitted them was ol d
Dromar, anbassador to the court of the King

Beyond him the |ower hall of the house stretched in
dense shadow. It had once been grand in the severe style
of a hundred years ago—the ol d nmanor, she guessed,

upon whose wal | ed grounds the crowded, stinking tene-
ments of the neighborhood had | ater been erected. In

pl aces, rotting frescoes were still dimy visible on the
stained walls; and the vastness of the hall spoke of gra-
cious furniture now | ong since chopped up for firewod
and of an aristocratic carel essness about the cost of heat-
ing fuel. The place was |like a cave now, tenebrous and
danp, its boarded windows letting in only a few chi nks
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of watery light to outline stunpy pillars and the dry nosa-
ics of the inpluvium Above the sweeping curve of the

ol d- fashi oned, open stair she saw novenent in the gallery.
It was crowded with gnones, watching warily these
intruders fromthe hostile world of nen.

In the gloom the soft, childlike voice said, "Thy nane
i s not unknown anong us, John Aversin."

"Well, that nmakes it easier," John admitted, dusting off
hi s hands and | ooki ng down at the round head of the

gnonme who stood before himand into sharp, pale eyes

under the flow ng mane of snowy hair. "Be a bit awkward

if | had to explain it all, though |I inagine Gar here could
sing you the ballads."

A slight smile tugged at the gnone's nouth—the first,

Jenny suspected, in a long tine—as he studied the incon-
gruous, bespectacled reality behind the glitter of the |eg-
ends. "Thou art the first," he remarked, ushering them
into the huge, chilly cavern of the room his nended silk
robes whi spering as he noved. "How many hast thy father
sent out. Prince Gareth? Fifteen? Twenty? And none of

them canme here, nor asked any of the gnones what they

m ght know of the dragon's com ng—we, who saw it best."

Gareth | ooked di sconcerted. "Er—that is—the wath
of the King..."

"And whose fault was that. Heir of Ui ens, when runor
had been noi sed abroad that we had made an end of thee?"

There was an unconfortable silence as Gareth red-
dened under that cool, haughty gaze. Then he bent his
head and said in a stifled voice, "I amsorry, Dromar.
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never thought of —ef what night be said, or who would

take the blame for it, if | disappeared. Truly | didn't know.
| behaved rashly—+ seemto have behaved rashly all the

way around."

The ol d gnone sniffed. "Soi" He folded his small hands
before the complicated knot of his sash, his gold eyes
studying Gareth in silence for a tine. Then he nodded,
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and said, "Well, better it is that thou fall over thine own
feet in the doing of good than sit upon thy hands and |et
it go undone, Gareth of Magl oshal don. Another tine thou
shalt do better." He turned away, gesturing toward the

i nner end of the shadowed room where a bl ackwood table
coul d be distinguished in the gloom no nore than a foot

hi gh, surrounded by burst and patched cushi ons set on

the floor in the fashion of the gnomes. "Conme. Sit. Wat

is it that thou wish to know, Dragonsbane, of the comning

of the dragon to the Deep?"

"The size of the thing," John said pronptly, as they al
settled on their knees around the table. "I've only heard
runor and story-has anybody got a good, concrete nea-

sur ement ?"

From besi de Jenny, the high, soft voice of the gnone

worman pi ped, "The top of his haunch lies level with the
frieze carved above the pillars on either side of the door-
way arch, which |eads fromthe Market Hall into the G and
Passage into the Deep itself. That is twelve feet, by the
measur enents of nen."

There was a nonent's silence, as Jenny digested the

meani ng of that piece of information. Then she said, "If
the proportions are the same, that makes it nearly forty
feet."

"Aye," Dromar said. "The Market Hall —+the first cav-

ern of the Deep, that lies just behind the Geat Gates that
lead into the outer world—s one hundred and fifty feet
fromthe Gates to the inner doors of the Grand Passage

at the rear. The dragon was nearly a third of that length.”

John folded his hands on the table before him Though
his face remmi ned expressionless. Jenny detected the slight
qui ckening of his breath. Forty feet was half again the

size of the dragon that had cone so close to killing him
in Wr, with all the dark w ndings of the Deep in which
to hide.

"D you have a nmap of the Deep?"
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The ol d gnone | ooked affronted, as if he had inquired
about the cost of a night with his daughter. Then his face
darkened wi th stubborn anger. "That know edge is for-

bi dden to the children of nen."

Patiently, John said, "After all that's been done you
here, | don't blanme you for not wanting to give out the
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secrets of the Deep; but | need to know. | can't take the
thing fromthe front. | can't fight sonmething that big head-
on. | need to have sone idea where it will be lairing."

"I't will be lairing in the Tenpl e of Sarnmendes, on the
first level of the Deep." Dromar spoke grudgingly, his
pal e eyes narrow with the age-old suspicion of a snmaller,
weaker race that had been driven underground mllennia
ago by its long-1egged and bl oodthirsty cousins. "It lies
just off the Grand Passage that runs back fromthe Gates.
The Lord of Light was bel oved by the men who dwelt

within the Deep—the King's anbassadors and then-
househol ds, and those who had been apprenticed anong

our people. His Tenple is close to the surface, for the
folk of nen do not like to penetrate too far into the bones
of the Earth. The weight of the stone unnerves them they
find the darkness disquieting. The dragon will lie there.
There he will bring his gold."

"I's there a back way into it?" John asked. "Through
the priests' quarters or the treasuries?"

Dromar said, "No," but the little gnone wonan said,
"Yes, but thou would never find it, Dragonsbane."

"By the Stone!" The old gnone whirled upon her, snol-
dering rage in his eyes. "Be silent, Mab! The secrets of
the Deep are not for his kind!" He | ooked viciously at
Jenny and added, "Nor for hers."

John held up his hand for silence. "Wy wouldn't |
find it?"

Mab shook her head. From beneath a heavy brow, her
round, al nost col orless blue eyes peered up at him kindly
and a little sad. "The ways | ead through the warrens,"”
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she said sinply. "The caverns and tunnels there are a

maze that we who dwell there can learn, in twelve or
fourteen years of childhood. But even were we to tell thee
the turnings thou nmust take, one false step would con-
demn thee to a death by starvation and to the madness

that falls upon nen in the darkness under the earth. W
filled the nmazes with | anps, but those | anps are quenched
now. "

"Can you draw ne a map, then?" And, when the two

gnones only | ooked at himwi th stubborn secrets in their
eyes, he said, "Dammit, | can't do it w thout your help!
I"msorry it has to be this way, but it's trust nme or |ose
the Deep forever; and those are your only choices!"

Dromar's |l ong, outward-curling eyebrows sank | ower
over the stub of his nose. "So be it, then," he said.

But M ss Mab turned resignedly and began to rise. The
anbassador's eyes blazed. "No! By the Stone, is it not
enough that the children of men seek to steal the secrets
of the Deep? Must thou give themup freely?"
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"Tut," Mab said with a winkled snile. "This Dragons-
bane wi Il have problens enow fromthe dragon, without
goi ng seeking in the darkness for others."

"A map that is drawmn rmay be stolen!" Dromar insisted.
"By the Stone that lies in the heart of the Deep..."

Mab got confortably to her feet, shaking out her patched
sil ken garnents, and pottered over to the scroll-rack that
filled one coner of the dimhall. She returned with a reed
pen and several sheets of tattered papyrus paper in her
hand. "Those whom you fear would steal it know t he way

to the heart of the Deep already,"” she pointed out gently.
"If this barbarian knight has ridden all the way fromthe
Wnterlands to be our chanpion, it would be paltry not

to offer hima shield."

"And her?" Dronar jabbed one stunpy finger, |aden
wi th ol d-fashi oned, snooth-polished gens, at Jenny. "She
is awtch., Wat surety have we that she will not go
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snoopi ng and spyi ng, delving out our secrets, turning them
agai nst us, defiling them poisoning them as others have
done?"

The gnome worman frowned down at Jenny for a

monent, her wi de nouth pursed up with thought. Then

she knelt beside her again and pushed the witing things
across the table at Dromar. "There," she said. "Thou may
draw t he nmaps, and put upon them what thou will, and

| eave fromthemwhat thou will."

"And the witch?" There was suspicion and hatred in
his voice, and Jenny reflected that she was getting very
tired of being m staken for Zyerme.

"Ah," said Mss Mab, and reaching out, took Jenny's

smal |, scratched, boyish brown hands in her own. For a

| ong nonent she | ooked into her eyes. As if the small,

cold fingers clasping hers stirred at the jewel heap of her
dreans, Jenny felt the gnone woman's m nd probing at

her thoughts, as she had probed at Gareth's, seeking to
see the shape of her essence. She realized that Mss Mb
was a nmage, |ike herself.

Ref | ex made her stiffen. But Mab snmiled gently and

held out to her the depths of her own mind and soul —
gentle and clear as water, and stubborn as water, too,
contai ni ng none of the bitterness, resentnments, and doubts
that Jenny knew clotted the comers of her own heart.

She rel axed, feeling as ashaned as if she had struck out
at an inquiry kindly nade, and felt sone other own angers
di ssol ving under that wi se scrutiny. She felt the other
worman' s power, much greater than her own, but gentle

and warm as sunlight.

VWhen M ss Mab spoke, it was not to Dromar, but to
her. "Thou art afraid for him" she said softly. "And per-
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haps thou should be." She put out one round little hand,
to pat Jenny's hair. "But renmenber that the dragon is not
the greatest of evils in this land, nor is death the worst
that can befall; neither for him nor for thee."

CHAPTER VI |

IN THE WEEK that followed. Jenny returned nmany tines

to the crunbling house in the Dockmarket. Tw ce John
acconpani ed her, but John, for the nbst part, spent his
days in the King's Gallery with Gareth, waiting for a sign
fromthe King. His evenings he spent with the wild young
courtiers who surrounded Zyene, playing danci ng bear,

as he called it, and dealing as best he could with the slow
torture of waiting for a conbat that could cost his life.
Bei ng John, he did not speak of it, but Jenny felt it when
they made love and in his silences when they were al one
together, this gradual tw sting of the nerves that was driv-
ing himnearly nmad.

She hersel f avoided the Court for the nost part and

spent her days in the city or in the house of the gnones.
She went there quietly, wapped in spells to conceal her
fromthe folk in the streets, for, as the days ground by,
she could feel the ugly nmiasma of hate and fear spreading
through the streets like poisoned fog. On her way through
the Dockmarket quarter, she would pass the big taverns—
the Lame Ox, the Gallant Rat, the Sheep in the Mre—
where t he unenpl oyed nen and wormen who had cone
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in off the ruined farnms gathered daily, hoping for a few
hours' hire. Those in need of cheap | abor knew to go
there to find people who would nove furniture or clean
out stables for a few coppers; but with the winter storns
maki ng the shipping scarce and the high price of bread
taking all the spare funds to be had, there were few enough
who could afford to pay even that. None of the gnones
still living in the city—and there were many of them in
spite of the hardshi ps—dared go by the Sheep in the Mre
after noontinme, for by that hour those within would have
gi ven up hope of work that day and woul d be concen-
trating what little energy they had on getting drunk

So Jenny noved in her shadowy secrets, as she had

moved through the | awl ess Wnterlands, to visit the Lady
Tasel dwyn, who was called Mss Mab in the | anguage of
nmen.

Fromthe first, she had been aware that the gnone

worman was a nore powerful nmage than she. But, rather

than jeal ousy and resentnent, she felt only gl adness that
she had found soneone to teach her after all those years.

In nmost things, Mab was a willing teacher, though the
shape of the gnhones' wi zardry was strange to Jenny, alien,
as their mnds were alien. They had no Lines, but seened
to transmit their power and know edge whol e from gen-
eration to generation of nages in sone fashion that Jenny
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did not understand. Mab told her of the healing spells for
whi ch the Deep was fanous, of the drugs now sequestered
there, lost to themas surely as the dragon's gold was | ost,
of the spells that could hold the soul, the essence of life,
to the flesh, or of the nore dangerous spells by which the
|'ife-essence of one person could be drawn to strengthen

the crunbling Iife of another. The gnome woman taught

her other spells of the magi ¢ underground—spells of crys-
tal and stone and spiraling darkness, whose nmeani ng Jenny
could only dimy conprehend. These she could only nmem

orize by rote, hoping that with later neditation, skill and
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under st andi ng woul d cone. Mab spoke also to her of the
secrets of the earth, the novenent of water, and how
stones thought; and she spoke of the dark realns of the
Deep itself, cavern beneath cavern in endl ess succession
of hidden glories that had never seen |ight.

Once, she spoke of Zyene.

"Aye, she was apprenticed anong us Heal ers." She

si ghed, putting aside the three-stringed dul ci mer upon

whi ch she had been outlining to Jenny the song-spells of
their craft. "She was a vain little girl, vain and spoil ed.
She had her talent for nockery even then—she woul d

listen to the A d Ones anong us, the great Heal ers, who
had nore power at their conmmand than she could ever
dream of , nodding that sleek little head others in respect,
and then go and initate their voices to her friends in
Deepi ng. "

Jenny renenbered the silvery chine of the sorceress's
| aughter at dinner and the way she had hurried her steps
to make Dronmar run after her if he woul d speak

It was early evening. For all its cold, the great hall of
the gnonmes' house was stuffy, the air stagnhant beneath

its massive arches and al ong the faded pavenent of its
checkered corridors. The noises of the streets had fallen
to their dinnertine lull, save for the chimng of the clock
towers all over the city and one | one kindling-peddl er
crying his wares.

Mab shook her head, her voice |low w th renmenbrance

of times past. "She was greedy for secrets, as some girls
are greedy for sweets—ovetous for the power they could
gi ve her. She studied out the hidden ways around the

Pl aces of Healing so that she could sneak and spy, hiding
to listen in darkness. Al power nust be paid for, but she
took the secrets of those greater than she and defil ed
them tainted thempoi soned them as she poi soned t he

very heart of the Deep—yes, she did poison if-and

turned all our strength against us."
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Jenny shook her head, puzzled. "Dronmar said some-

thing of the kind," she said. "But how can you taint spells?
You can spoil your own magic, for it colors your soul as

you wield it, but you cannot spoil another's. | don't under-
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stand. "

Mab gl anced sharply at her, as if renenbering her
presence and renenbering al so that she was not one of
the fol k of the gnones. "Nor should thou," she said in
her soft, high voice. "These are things that concern the
magi ¢ of gnones only. They are not human things."

"Zyene seens to have made them human things."

Jenny noved her weight on her heels, easing her knees

on the hardness of the stone floor through the shabby
cushion. "If it is, indeed, fromthe Places of Healing that
she learned the arts that have nmde her the npbst powerful
mage in the land."

"Pah!" the gnone nage said in disgust. "The Heal ers
of the Deep were nore powerful than she—by the Stone,
/ was nore powerful!"

"Was?" Jenny said, perplexed. "I know that nobst of
the Healers in the Deep were killed with the com ng of
the dragon; | had thought none of sufficient strength sur-

vived to defy her. The magic of gnomes is different from
the spells of nmen, but power is power. How could Zyene
have | essened yours?"

Mab only shook her head furiously, so that her pale,
web-col ored hair whi pped back and forth, and said, "These
are the things of the gnonmes."

In those days Jenny did not see nmuch of Zyerne, but

the enchantress was often on her mnd. Zyeme's influence
pervaded the court like the faint waft of her cinnanon
perfume; when Jenny was in the Pal ace confines, she was
al ways consci ous of her. However Zyeme had acquired

her power and whatever she had done with it since. Jenny
never forgot that it was so much greater than hers. Wen
she negl ected what tonmes of mmgic John was able to pilfer
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fromthe Palace library to sit with her scrying-stone,

wat ching the tiny, soundl ess i mages of her sons skyl arking
perilously along the snow covered battlenents of the Hold,
she felt a pang of guilt. Zyenme was young, at |east ten
years younger than she; her power shone from her |ike

the sun. Jenny no longer felt jealousy and she could not,
in all honesty, feel anger at Zyene for having what she
herself did not, as long as she was not willing to do what
was needful to obtain that power. But she did feel envy,
the envy of a traveler on a cold night who saw into the
warnth of a lighted room

But when she asked Mab about Zyeme—about the

powers that had once been | ess than Mab's, but now were
greater; about why the gnones had forbidden her to enter
the Deep—the little mage would only say stubbornly,
"These are the things of the gnones. They have naught

to do with nen."

In the meantine John went his own way, a favorite of
the younger courtiers who | aughed at his extravagant bar-
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barismand called himtheir tame savage, while he held
forth about engineering and the nmating custons of pigs,

or quoted classical authors in his execrable north-country
drawl . And still, every norning, the King passed them

by in the gallery, turning his dull eyes aside fromthem
and the etiquette of the Court forbade Gareth to speak.

"VWhat's his del ay?" John denanded as he and Gareth

energed fromthe arched porticoes of the gallery into the
chill, fleet sunlight of the deserted terrace after yet another
futile day's waiting. Jenny joined themquietly, comng up
the steps fromthe deserted garden bel ow, carrying her

harp. She had been playing it on the rocks above the sea
wal |, waiting for them and watching the rainel ouds scud

far out over the sea. It was the season of w nds and sudden
gales, and in the north the weather would be sleety and
cold, but here days of high, heatless sunlight alternated
with fogs and blowing rains. The matte, white day-noon
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was visible, sinking into the cloud wack over the sea;

Jenny wondered what it was that troubled her about its
steady waxing toward its half. Against the |oamny colors

of the fallow earth, the clothes of Zyeme and her court
stood out brightly as they passed on down into the garden,
and Jenny could hear the enchantress's voice lifted in a
wi ckedly accurate inmtation of the gnomes' shrill speech.

John went on, "Is he hoping the dragon will fall on the
Citadel and spare himthe trouble of the siege?"

Gareth shook his head. "I don't think so. I'mtold
Pol ycarp has catapults for slinging naphtha set up on the
hi ghest turrets. The dragon keeps his distance." In spite

of the Master's treason. Jenny could hear in the Prince's
voice a trace of pride in his fornmer friend.

Unl i ke John, who had rented a Court costume froma

shop outside the pal ace gates which specialized in such
things for petitioners to the King, Gareth owned at | east
a dozen of them-tike all Court costumes, crimnally
expensi ve. The one he wore today was parakeet green

and prinrose and, in the uncertain |ight of the afternoon,
it turned his rather sallow conpl exion yell ow

John pushed his specs a little further up on the bridge

of his nose. "Well, | tell you, I"'mnot exactly ettling to
go on kicking ny heels here like a rat catcher waiting for
the King to decide he wants ny services. | cane here to

protect nmy lands and nmy people, and right now they're
getting nothing fromthe King who's supposed to guard
them nor fromne."

Gareth had been gazing down into the garden at the
little group around the | eaf-stained marble statue of the
god Kantirith absently, as if not aware of where he | ooked;

now he turned his head quickly. "You can't go," he said,
worry and fear in his voice
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"And why not ?"

The boy bit his lip and did not answer, but his glance
darted nervously back down to the garden. As if she felt
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the touch of it, Zyeme turned and bl ew hima playful Kkiss,
and Gareth | ooked away. He | ooked tired and hagri dden,
and Jenny suddenly wondered if he still dreanmed of Zyene.

The unconfortabl e silence was broken, not by him
but by the high voice of Dromar.

"My lord Aversin..." The gnonme stepped out onto the
terrace and blinked painfully in the wan, overcast |ight.
Hs words canme haltingly, as if they were unfamliar in
his mouth. "Pl ease—do not go."

John gl anced down at hi msharply. "You haven't pre-

cisely extended your all in welcome and hel p, either, have
you?"
The ol d anbassador's gaze challenged him "I drew

thee the maps of the Deep. By the Stone, what nore canst
t hou want ?"

"Maps that don't lie," John said coolly. "You know as

well as | do the maps you drew have sections of 'em|eft

bl ank. And when | put themtogether, the maps of the
various |evels and the up-and-down map, dammed if it
wasn't the sane place on all of them |I'mnot interested
in the secrets of your bloody Deep, but | can't know
what's going to happen, nor where | may end up playing
catch-nme in the dark with the dragon, and |I'd just as soon
have an accurate map to do it with."

There was an edge of anger on his |level voice, and an
edge of fear. Dromar nust have heard both, for the
answering blaze died out of his own countenance, and he

| ooked down at his hands, clasped over the knots of his
sash. "This is a matter that has nothing to do with the
dragon, nothing to do with thee," he said quietly. "The
maps are accurate—+ swear it by the Stone in the heart

of the Deep. What is left off is the affair of the gnones,
and t he gnones only—the very secret of the heart of the
Deep. Once, one of the children of men spied out that
heart, and since then we have had cause to regret it bit-
terly."
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He Iifted his head again, pale eyes sonber under the

| ong shelf of snowy brow. "I beg that thou trust ne, Drag-
onsbane. It goes agai nst our ways to ask the aid of the
children of men. But thou nmust help us. W are mners

and traders; we are not warriors, and it is a warrior that
we need. Day by day, nore of our folk are forced to | eave
this city. If the Ctadel falls, many of the people of the
Deep will be slaughtered with the rebels who have given
themnot only the shelter of their walls, but the very bread
of their rations. The King's troops will not let themleave
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the Citadel, even if they woul d—and believe me, many

have tried. Here in Bel, the cost of bread rises, and soon
we shall be starved out, if we are not nurdered by the
mobs fromthe taverns. In a short tinme we shall be too
fewto hold the Deep, even should we be able to pass its
gates."

He held out his hands, small as a child' s and gro-
tesquely knotted with age, pallidly white against the soft
bl ack | ayerings of his strangely cut sleeves. "If thou dost
not help us, who among the children of men will?"

"Ch, run along, Dromar, do." C ean and sweet as a

silver knife, Zyene's voice cut across his |ast words. She
came nounting the steps fromthe garden, |ight as an

al rond bl ossom floating on the breeze, her pink-edged
veils bl own back over the dark and intricate cascades of
her hair. "lIsn't it enough that you try to foist your way
into the King's presence day after day, w thout troubling
these poor people with politics out of season? Ghones

may be vul gar enough to tal k busi ness and buttonhol e
their betters in the evening, but here we feel that once
the day is done, it should be a tine for enjoynent." She
made shooi ng gestures with her well-kept hands and pouted
in inpatience. "Now run along," she added in a teasing
tone, "or | shall call the guards.”

The ol d gnone stood for a nonment, his eyes upon hers,
his cloudy white hair drifting |ike cobwebs around his
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winkled face in the stir of the sea wi nds. Zyene wore

an expression of childlike pertness, like a well-loved little
girl demandi ng her own way. But Jenny, standing behind

her, saw the delighted arrogance of her triunph in every

I'ine and nuscle of her slimback. She had no doubt that
Zyerne woul d, in fact, call the guards.

Evidently Dromar hadn't, either. Anbassador fromthe

court of one nonarch to another for thirty years, he turned
and departed at the behest of the King' s | eman. Jenny

wat ched hi m stunp away down the gray and | avender

stonework of the path across the garden, with Bond Cer-

| ock, pale and brittle-looking, inmtating his wal k behind
hi s back.

I gnoring Jenny as she generally did, Zyeme slid one
hand t hrough Gareth's armand smled up at him "Back-

biting old plotter," she remarked. "I nust present nyself
to your father at supper in an hour, but there's time for
a stroll along the sea wall, surely? The rains won't start

until then."

She could say it with surety, thought Jenny; at the
touch of her spells, the clouds would cone and depart
|ike | apdogs waiting to be fed.

Still holding Gareth's arm and | eani ng her suppl eness
agai nst his height, she drew himtoward the steps | eading
down into the garden; the courtiers there were already

di spersing, and its wal ks were enpty under the w nd-
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driven scurry of fugitive |eaves. Gareth cast a despairing

gl ance back at John and Jenny, standing together on the
terrace, she in the plaids and sheepskin jacket of the north,
and he in the ornate blue-and-creamsatins of the Court,

hi s school boy spectacl es bal anced on his nose.

Jenny nudged John gently. "Go after them"

He | ooked down at her with a half-grin. "So froma
danci ng bear |'m being pronoted to a chaperon for our
hero's virtue?"

"No," Jenny said, her voice |low "A bodyguard for his
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safety. | don't know what it is about Zyeme, but he feels
it, too. G after them™

John sighed and bent to kiss her lips. "The King had
better pay ne extra for this." H's hug was |ike being
enbraced by a satin lion. Then he was off, trotting down
the steps and calling to themin horrible north-country
brogue, the wind billowing his mantlings and giving him
t he appearance of a huge orchid in the gray garden

Inall, it was just over a week, before the King finally
sent for his son.

"He asked ne where |'d been,"” Gareth said quietly.

"He asked ne why | hadn't presented nyself to him

before." Turning, he struck the side of his fist against the
bedpost, his teeth gritted to fight tears of rage and con-
fusion. "Jenny, in all these days he hasn't even seen ne!"

He swung angrily around. The faded evening |ight,

falling through the dianond-shaped panes of the w ndow
where Jenny sat, brushed softly across the citron-and-
white satins of his Court mantlings and flickered eerily in
the round, facetless old jewels on his hands. Hs hair had
been carefully curled for the audience with his father and,
as was the nature of fine hair, hung perfectly straight
around his face again, except for a stray lock or two. He'd
put on his spectacles after the audience, cracked and bent
and unlikely-l1ooking with his finery; the | enses were
speckled with the fine blowing rain that chilled the w n-
dowgl ass.

"l don't know what to do," he said in a strangul at ed
voi ce. "He said—he said we'd tal k about the dragon the
next tine he saw ne. | don't understand what's goi ng
on..."

"Was Zyene there?" John inquired. He was sitting at

the spindly desk, which, like the rest of the upper floor
of his and Jenny's guest house, was heaped w th books.
The whol e room after eight days, had the appearance of
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a ransacked library; volunes were propped agai nst one
anot her, places marked by pages of John's notes or odd
articles of clothing or other books—and in one case a
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dagger —sl i pped between the | eaves.

Gareth nodded mi serably. "Half the time when | asked
hi m t hi ngs, she'd answer. Jenny, could she be hol ding him
under some kind of spell?"

Jenny started to say, "Possibly..."

"Wel I, of course she is," John said, tipping back his

hi gh stool to lean the small of his back against the desk
"And if you hadn't been so bl oody deternined to do that
slick little baggage justice, Jen, you' d have seen it a week
ago. Conme!" he added, as a soft tapping sounded at the

door.

It opened wi de enough for Trey Cerlock to put her

head around the doorfranme. She hesitated a noment; then,
when John gestured, she cane in, carrying a pearwood
hurdy-gurdy with ivory stars scattered at random over its
st ubby neck box and pl ayi ng pegs. John beaned with
delight as he took it, and Jenny groaned.

"You're not going to play that thing, are you? You'l
frighten the cattle for niles around, you know "

"I'"I'l not," John retorted. "And besides, there's a trick
to making it |ouder or softer..."

"Do you know it?"

"I can | eam Thank you. Trey, |ove-sone people just
haven't any appreciation for the sound of fine nusic."

"Some peopl e haven't any appreciation for the sound

of a cat being run through a mangle,"” Jenny replied. She
turned back to Gareth. "Zyeme could be hol ding him

under a spell, yes—but from what you've told me of your
father's stubbornness and strength of will, I'ma little
surprised that her influence is that great."

Gareth shook his head. "It isn't only that," he said.
"I + don't know how to put this, and | can't be sure,
because | wasn't wearing ny spectacles during the inter-
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view, but it alnost seenms that he's faded since |'ve been
gone. That's a stupid idea," he recanted at once, seeing
Jenny's puzzled frown.

"No," said Trey unexpectedly. The other three | ooked

at her, and she blushed a little, like a flustered doll. "I
don't think it's stupid. | think it's true, and faded is a
good word for it. Because |-+ think the sane thing is
happeni ng to Bond."

"Bond?" Jenny said, and the nmenory of the King's

face flashed across her mind; how hollow and brittle he
had | ooked, and how, |ike Bond, the paint on his face had
seened to stand out fromthe waxi ness beneath.

Trey appeared to concentrate for a nonent on care-
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fully straightening the |ace on her left cuff. An opal flick-
ered softly in the particolored coils of her hair as she

| ooked up. "I thought it was just nme," she said in a snall
voi ce. "I know he's gotten heavi er-handed, and |ess funny
about his jests, the way he is when his mnd is on sone-
thing el se. Except that his nmind doesn't seemto be on
anything else; it just isn't on what he's doing, these days.
He's so absentninded, the way your father's gotten." Her
gaze went to Jenny's, inploring. "But why would Zyene

put a spell on ny brother? She's never needed to hold
himto her. He's always squired her around. He was one

of the first friends she had at Court. He—he |oved her

He used to dream about her..."

"Dream about her how?" Gareth denmanded sharply.

Trey shook her head. "He wouldn't tell ne.
"Did he sl eepwal k?"

The surprise in the girl's eyes answered the question
bef ore she spoke. "How did you know?"

The fitful rain outside had ceased; in the long silence,
the voices of the palace guards in the court below the
guest house wi ndows could be heard clearly, telling a story
about a gnone and a whore in town. Even the hazy light

of the afternoon was failing, and the roomwas cold and
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slate gray. Jenny asked, "Do you dream about her still,

Gar et h?"
The boy turned red as if scal ded. He stammered, shook

his head, and finally said, "I+ don't love her. | truly
don't. | try—+ don't want to be alone with her. But..."
He gestured hel plessly, unable to fight the traitor dreans.

Jenny said softly, "But she is calling you. She called
you that first night we were in her hunting | odge. Had
she done so before?"

"I + don't know." He | ooked shaken and in and very
frightened, as he had when Jenny had probed at his m nd,

as if looking at things that he did not want to see. Trey,
who had gone to take a spill fromthe fire and was |ighting
the small ivory |anps on the edge of John's desk, shook

out her taper, went quietly over to him and got himto

sit down beside her on the edge of the curtained bed.

At length Gareth said, "She nmight have. A few nonths

ago she asked ne to dine with her and ny father in her
wing of the palace. | didn't go. | was afraid Father would
be angry at ne for slighting her, but |ater on he said
sonet hing that nmade nme wonder whet her he'd even known
about it. | wondered then. | thought..." He blushed still
nmore hotly. "That was when | thought she mnight have

been in love with nme."

"I"ve seen loves |like that between wol ves and sheep,
but the romance tends to be a bit one-sided,"” John
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remarked, scratching his nose. "What prevented you from
goi ng?"

"Pol ycarp." He toyed with the folds of his nmantlings,
whi ch caught a soft edge of brightness where the angle
of the lanplight cane down past the curtains of the bed.
"He was always telling nme to beware of her. He found

out about the dinner and tal ked ne out of going."

"Well, | don't know much about nmagic and all that,

but just offhand, lad, 1'd say he nmight have saved your
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life." John braced his back against the desk's edge and

fingered a silent run of nelody up the hurdy-gurdy's keys.

Gareth shook his head, puzzled. "But why? It wasn't
a week before he tried to kill us—e and ny father both."

"If that was him"

The boy stared at him slow y-growing horror and real -
ization in his face. He whispered, "But | saw him"

"If she could take the shape of a cat or a bird, putting
on the formof the Master of Halnath wouldn't be beyond
her Jen?" He gl anced across the roomto where she sat
silent, her armresting across one up-drawn knee, her chin
upon her wist.

"She woul dn't have taken on his actual being," she

said quietly. "An illusion wuld have served. Shape-
shifting requires enornous power—but then, Zyeme has
enor nous power. However she did it, the act itself is
logical. If Polycarp had begun to suspect her intentions
toward Gareth, it would di spose of and discredit him at
once. By nmking you the witness. Gar, she renoved all
chance of your hel ping him She nmust have known how
bitter a betrayal it would be."

Nunbly, Gareth whispered, "No!" struck by the horror
of what he had done.

Trey's voice was soft in the stillness. "But what does
she want with Gareth? | can understand her hol ding the
Ki ng, because wi thout his support she' d—she woul dn't
exactly be nothing, but she certainly wouldn't be able to
live as she does now. But why entrap Gareth as well?
And what does she want with Bond? He's no good to her
W're really only a very nminor famly, you know. |
mean, we haven't any political power, and not that nuch
money." A rueful smile touched one comer of her lips as
she fingered the rose-point |ace of her cuff. "Al this..
One nust keep up appearances, of course, and Bond is
trying to marry nme off well. But we really haven't any-
thing Zyeme woul d want."
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"And why destroy then?" Gareth asked, desperate
concern for his father in his voice. "Do all spells do that?"
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"No," Jenny said. "That's what surprises me about

this—+'ve never heard of a spell of influence that woul d
waste the body of the victimas it holds the m nd. But

nei ther have | heard of one holding as close as the one

whi ch she has upon your father, Gareth; nor of one that
lasts so long. But her magic is the magic of the gnones

and unlike the spells of men. It may be that among their
secrets is one that will hold the very essence of another,
twining around it like the tendrils of a norning-glory vine,
whi ch can tear the foundations of a stone house asunder.

But then," she went on, her voice low, "it is alnost certain
that to have that kind of control over him at the first,
she had to obtain his consent."

"H's consent?" Trey cried, horrified. "But how could
he? How coul d anyone?"

Gareth, Jenny was interested to note, said nothing to
this. He had seen, however briefly, on the road in the
north, the mrror of his own soul —and he al so knew
Zyenme.

Jenny expl ai ned, "To tanper that deeply with another's
essence always requires the consent of the victim Zyeme
is a shapeshifter—the principle is the sane."

Trey shook her head. "I don't understand."

Jenny sighed and, rising to her feet, crossed to where

the two young peopl e sat side-by-side. She put her hand

on the girl's shoulder. "A shapeshifter can change sone-
one el se's essence, even as she can change her own. It
requi res enornmous power—-and first she nust in sone

fashion obtain the victinms consent. The victimcan resist,
unl ess the shapeshifter can find sone chink of consenting,
sonme hi dden denobn within—sone part of the essence

that wills to be changed."

The deepeni ng darkness outsi de nmade the | anpli ght
even nore golden, like honey where it lay over the girl's
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face. Under the shadows of the long, thick |ashes. Jenny
could read both fear and fascination, that half-understand-
ing that is the first whisper of consent.

"I think you would resist nme if |I tried to transform you
into a | apdog, had | the power to do so. There is very
little of the lapdog in your soul. Trey Cerlock. But if |
were to transformyou into a horse—a yearling filly, snoke-
gray and sister to the sea winds—+ think | could obtain
your consent to that."

Trey jerked her eyes away, hiding them agai nst Ga-

reth's shoul der, and the young nman put a protective

arm around her as well as he could, considering that he

was sitting on the trailing ends of his extravagant sl eeves.

"It is the power ofshapeshifting and the danger," Jenny
said, her voice lowin the silence of the room "If | trans-
fornmed you into a filly. Trey, your essence would be the
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essence of a horse. Your thoughts would be a horse's

t houghts, your body a mare's body; your |oves and desires
woul d be those of a young, swift beast. You m ght remem

ber for a tinme what you were, but you could not find your
way back to be it once again. | think you woul d be happy

as a filly."

"Stop it," Trey whispered, and covered her ears.

Gareth's hold about her tightened. Jenny was silent. After
a nmonent the girl |ooked up again, her eyes dark with the
stirred depths of her dreans. "lI'msorry," she said, her
voice small. "It's not you I'mafraid of. It's ne."

"I know," Jenny replied softly. "But do you understand
now? Do you understand what she m ght have done to

your father, Gareth? It is sonetinmes |ess painful to give
over striving and let another nmind rule yours. \Wen Zyene
first cane to power she couldn't have acquired that kind
of hold over you, because you woul d not come near enough
for her to do it. You hated her, and you were only a boy—
she could not draw you as she draws men. But when you
became a man..."
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"I think that's loathsone." It was Trey's turn to put a
orotective armaround Gareth's satin shoul ders.

"But a damm good way to keep her power," John pointed
out, | eaning one arm across the hurdy-gurdy resting upon

hi s knees.

"I still can't be sure that this is what she did," Jenny

said. "And it still wouldn't explain why she did the sane
thing to Bond. | would not know for certain until | could

see the King, speak to him.."

"God's Grandnot her, he'll scarcely speak to his own

son, love, let alone me or thee." John paused, |istening
to his own words. "Wich might be a good reason for not
speaking to nme or thee, conme to that." H's eyes flickered
to Gareth. "You know. Gar, the nore | see of this, the
more | think 1'd like to have a few words with your dad.”

CHAPTER Vni

I N THE DEATHLY hush that hung over the gardens,

Gareth's descent fromthe wall sounded |ike the mating

of oxen in dry brush. Jenny wi nced as the boy crashed

down the last few feet into the shrubbery; fromthe shad-
ows of the ivy on the wall top at her side she saw the dim
flash of spectacle |enses and heard a voice breathe, "You
forgot to shout 'Eleven o'clock and all's well,' ny hero!"

A faint slur of ivy followed. She felt John |l and on the
ground bel ow nore than she heard him After a | ast check
of the dark garden hal f-visible through the woven branches
of the bare trees, she slipped down to join them In the
darkness, Gareth was a gawky shadow in rust-col ored

vel vet, John barely to be seen at all, the random pattern
of his plaids blending into the colors of the night.
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"Over there," Gareth whi spered, nodding toward the

far side of the garden where a light burned in a niche
between two trefoil arches. Its brightness spangl ed the
wet grass like pennies thrown by a carel ess hand.

He started to |l ead the way, but John touched his arm

and breathed, "I think we'd better send a scout, if it's
burglary and all we're after. I'lIl work round the three sides
160
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through the shadows of the wall; when | get there, 1"l

whistle once like a nightjar. Right?"

Gareth caught his sleeve as he started to nove off.
"But what if a real nightjar whistles?"

"VWhat, at this tine of the year?" And he nelted |ike
a cat into the darkness. Jenny could see him shifting his
way through the checkered shadows of the bare topiary
that decorated the three sides of the King's private court;

by the way Gareth noved his head, she could tell he had
| ost sight of himalnbst at once.

Near the archways there was a slither of rosy |anplight
on a spectacle franme, the glint of spikes, and the brief
outline of brightness on the end of a Iong nose. Gareth,
seeing himsafe, started to nove, and Jenny drew him
soundl essly back again. John had not yet whistl ed.

An instant |ater, Zyene appeared in the doorway arch.

Though John stood |less than six feet fromher, she did

not at first see him for he settled into stillness like a
snake in | eaves. The enchantress's face, illunmnated in the
warm apricot light, wore that sane sated | ook Jenny had
seen in the upstairs roomat the hunting | odge near the

W | dspae—the | ook of deep content with sonme wholly

private pleasure. Now, as then, it raised the hackles on
Jenny's neck, and at the sane tine she felt a cold shudder
of fear.

Then Zyenme turned her head. She startled, seeing John
nmotionl ess so near to her; then she snmiled. "Wll. An
enterprising barbarian." She shook out her unbound,

unveiled hair, straying tendrils of it Iying against the hol -
| ow of her cheek, like an invitation to a caress. "Alittle
|late, surely, to be paying calls on the King."

"A few weeks late, by all |I've heard."” Aversin scratched
hi s nose self-consciously. "But better |ate than never, as
Dad said at Granddad' s weddi ng."

Zyene giggled, a sweet and throaty sound. Beside her,
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Jenny felt Gareth shiver, as if the seductive |aughter
brought menories of evil dreans.
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"And inpudent as well. Did your m stress send you
along to see if Uriens had been entangled in spells other
than his own stupidity and | ust?"

Jenny heard the hiss of Gareth's breath and sensed his
anger and his shock at hearing the guttersni pe words fal
so casually fromthose pink |ips. Jenny wondered why
she herself was not surprised

John only shrugged and said mldly, "No. It's just |I'm
no dab hand at waiting."

"Ah." Her smle widened, |azy and alluring. She seened

hal f - drunk, but not sleepy as drunkards are; she gl owed,
as she had on that first nmorning in the King's Gallery,
bursting with life and filled with the casual arrogance of
utter well-being. The lanp in its tiled niche edged her
profile in anber as she stepped toward John, and Jenny
felt again the grip of fear, as if John stood unknow ngly
in deadly danger. "The barbarian who eats with his hands—
and doubt| ess nakes | ove in his boots."

Her hands touched his shoul ders caressingly, shaping
thensel ves to the muscl e and bone beneath the |eather

and plaid. But Aversin stepped back a pace, putting dis-
tance between them rather as she had done in the gallery
to Dromar. Like Dromar, she would not relax her self-
consequence enough to pursue.

In a deliberately deepened north-country drawl, he said,
"Aye, ny lack of manners does give ne sleepless nights.
But it weren't to eat prettily nor yet to nmake love that |
cane south. | was told you had this dragon eating folks
her eabouts. "

She giggled again, an evil trickle of sound in the night.
"You shall have your chance to slay it when all is ready.
Timng is a civilized art, ny barbarian.”

"Aye," John's voice agreed, fromthe dark cutout of
his sil houette against the golden light. "And |'ve had buck-

Dr agwsbane 163

ets of tine to study it here, along with aB them ot her
civilized arts, like courtesy and kindness to suppliants,
not to speak of honor, and keeping one's faith with one's
| over, instead of rubbing up against his son."

There were perhaps three heartbeats of silence before

she spoke. Jenny saw her back stiffen; when she spoke
agai n, her voice, though still sweet, had a note to it like
a harp string taken a hal f-turn above its true note. "Wat
is it to you, John Aversin? It is how things are done here
in the south. None of it shall interfere with your chance
of glory. That is all that should concern you. | shall tel
you when it is right for you to go

"Listen to ne, Aversin, and believe nme. | know this
dragon. You have slain one worn+you have not net

Mor kel eb the Bl ack, the Dragon of Nast Wall. He is night-
ier than the wormyou slew before, mightier than you can
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ever know. "

"I'"d guessed that." John pushed up his specs, the rosy
I'ight glancing off the spikes of his armbands as from spear-
points. "I"Il just have to slay himhow | can, seemingly."

"No." Acid burned through the sweetness other voice

| i ke poisoned candy. "You can not. | knowit, if you and
that slut of yours don't. Do you think I don't know that
those stinking offal-eaters, the gnones, have lied to you?
That they refused to give you true nmaps of the Deep?

know t he Deep, John Aversi n—+ know every tunnel and
passage. | know the heart of the Deep. Likew se | know
every spell of illusion and protection, and believe ne, you
wi Il need them agai nst the dragon's wath. You will need
my aid, if you are to have victory—you will need ny aid

if you are to cone out of that conbat with your life. Wait,
I say, and you shall have that aid; and afterward, from
the spoils of the Deep, | shall reward you beyond the
dreans of any man's avarice."

John tilted his head a little to one side. "You'll reward
-

e’
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In the silence of the sea-scented night. Jenny heard the
ot her worman's breath catch.

"How is it you'll be the one to divvy up the gnones'
treasure?" John asked. "Are you anticipating taking over
the Deep, once the dragon's out of the way?"

"No," she said, too quickly. "That is-surely you know

that the insolence of the gnones has |ed themto plot

agai nst his Majesty? They are no | onger the strong folk

they were before the coning of Mrkeleb. Those that

were not slain are divided and weak. Many have left this

town, forfeiting all their rights, and good riddance to them"

"Were | treated as |'ve seen themtreated," John
remar ked, | eani ng one shoul der agai nst the bl ue-and-
yellow tiles of the archway, "I'd | eave, nyself."

"They deserved it." Her words stung w th sudden

venom "They kept ne from.." She stopped herself,

then added, nore reasonably, "You know they are openly

in league with the rebel s of Hal nat h—er you shoul d know

it. It would be foolish to dispose of the dragon before their
pl ots are uncovered. It would only give thema strong

place and a treasure to return to, to engage in plotting
further treason."

"I know the King and the peopl e have heard not hi ng

but how the gnones are plotting," Aversin replied in a
matter-of-fact voice. "And fromwhat | hear, the gnones

up at the Citadel haven't much choi ce about whose side
they're on. Gar's being gone nust have been a real boon

to you there; with the King half-distracted, he'd have been
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about ready to believe anything. And | suppose it would

be foolish to get rid of the dragon before so many of the
gnones have |l eft the Real mer sone reason can be found

for getting rid of the rest of 'emthat they can't reoccupy
their stronghold, if so be it happened soneone el se want ed
the place, that is."

There was a nonent's silence. Jenny could see the
light slither quickly along the silk facing of Zyenme's sl eeve,
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where her snmall hand clenched it in anger, |eaving a print
of winkles Iike the track of invisible thoughts. "These
are matters of high polity, Dragonsbane. It is nothing to
you, after all. | tell you, be patient and wait until | tel
you it is tinme for us to ride together to the Deep, you and
1.1 promise that you shall not be cheated of this slaying."

She stepped close to himagain, and the di anonds on
her hands threw little spits of fire against the dull ness of
| eat her and pl ai d.

"No," Aversin said, his voice low "Nor shall you be
cheated of the Deep, after |'ve done your butchering for
you. You sunmoned the dragon, didn't you?"

"No." The word was brittle as the snap of a frost-killed
twig. "OfF course not."

"Didn't you, love? Then it's gie lucky for you that it
cane along just when it did, when you were wanting a
power base free of the King, in case he tired of you or
died; not to speak of all that gold."

Jenny felt the scorch of her wath Iike an invisible

expl osi on across the garden, even as Zyerne raised her

hand. Jenny's throat closed on a cry of fear and warning,
knowi ng she coul d never have noved in time to help and

coul d not have stood agai nst the younger woman's nmegic,

if she did; Aversin, his back to the stone of the arch, could
only throw his armbefore his eyes as the white fire snaked
from Zyene's hand. The hissing crackle of it in the air

was like lightning; the blaze of it, so white it seemed edged
in violet, seared over every stone chink and noss tuft in

the pavenent and outlined each separate, waxy petal of

the winter roses in colorless glare. In its aftermath, the
air burned with the snell of ozone and scorched | eaves.

After a long nonment, John raised his face fromhis
protecting arns. Even across the garden. Jenny could see
he was shaki ng; her own knees were so weak from shock

and fear she felt she could have col |l apsed, except for her
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greater fear of Zyene; and she cursed her own | ack of
power. John, standing before Zyeme, did not nove.

It was Zyene who spoke, her voice dripping with
triunph. "You get above yourself, Dragonsbane. |'m not
that snaggle-haired trollop of yours, that you can speak

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (114 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:37 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt
to nme with inmpunity. | ama true sorceress."

Aversin said nothing, but carefully rempved his spec-
tacles and wi ped his eyes. Then he repl aced them and
regarded her silently in the dimlight of the garden |anp.

"I ama true sorceress," she repeated softly. She held

out her hands to him the small fingers plucking at his

sl eeves, and a husky note crept into her sweet voice. "And
who says our alliance nust be so trucul ent, Dragonsbane?
You need not spend your tinme here tugging with inpa-
tience to be gone. | can nake the wait pleasant."

As her delicate hands touched his face, however, Aver-

sin caught the fragile wists, forcing her anway at arms

I ength. For an instant they stood so, facing one another,

the silence absolute but for the racing draw of their breath.
Her eyes were fixed upon his, probing at his mnd. Jenny
knew, the sane way she had probed at Gareth's earlier,
seeki ng sonme key of consent.

Wth a curse she twisted free of his grip. "So," she

whi spered. "That raddl ed bitch can at |east get her rutting-
spells right, can she? Wth her |ooks, she'd have to. But

let nme tell you this, Dragonsbane. \When you ride to neet

the dragon, like it or not, it will be ne who rides with

you, not her. You shall need ny aid, and you shall ride
forth when | say so, when | tell the King to give you

| eave, and not before. So learn a little of the civilized art
of patience, ny barbarian—for w thout ny aid against

Mor kel eb, you shall surely die."

She stepped away from himand passed under the | anp-

lit arch, reaching out to take the light with her as she
went. In its honeyed brightness her face | ooked as gentle
and guileless as that of a girl of seventeen, unnarked
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by rage or perversion, pettiness or spite. John remained
where he was, watching her go, sweat beading his face
like a m st of dianpnds, notionless save where he rubbed
the thin, sharp flashburns on his hands.

A nmonent | ater, the w ndow behind himglowed into

soft life- Through the fretted screen of scented shrubs and
vine that twined its filigreed lattice. Jenny got a glinpse
of the room beyond. She had an inpression of half-seen
frescoes on the walls, of expensive vessels of gold and
silver, and of the glint of bullion enbroidery thickly edging
the hangings of the bed. A man lay in the bed, noving
feebly in sone restless dream his gold hair faded and
colorless where it lay in disorder over the enbroidered
pillows. H s face was sunken and devoid of life, like the
face of a man whom a vanpire has ki ssed

"I't would serve her right if you left tonight!" Gareth
storned. "Rode back north and | eft her to deal with her
own niserable worm if she wanted it so badly!"

He swung around to pace the big chanber of the guest
house again, so furious he could barely splutter. In his
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anger, he seened to have forgotten his own fear of Zyene
and his desire for protection against her, forgotten his
I ong quest to the Wnterlands and his desperation to have
it succeed. From her seat in the wi ndow. Jenny watched
himful minate, her own face outwardly cal mbut her mind

raci ng.

John | ooked up fromtinkering with the keys of the
hurdy-gurdy. "It wouldn't do, ny hero," he said quietly.
"However and whyever it got here, the dragon's here now.
As Zyene said, the people hereabouts are no concern of
mne, but | can't be riding off and |l eaving themto the
dragon. Leaving out the gnones, there's the spring plant-
ing to be thought of."

The boy stopped in his pacing, staring at him "Hunh?"
John shrugged, his fingers stilling on the pegs. "The
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harvest's gone," he pointed out. "If the dragon's still abroad
inthe land in the spring, there' |l be no crop, and then,
my hero, you'll see real starvation in this town. "

Gareth was silent. It was something he had never
t hought of. Jenny guessed. He had clearly never gone
short of food in his life.

"Besi des," John went on, "unless the gnones can reoc-

cupy the Deep pretty quick, Zyeme will destroy them

here, as Dromar said, and your friend Polycarp in the
Citadel as well. For all Dromar's hedgi ng about keeping

us out of the heart of the Deep, the gnomes have done

for us what they can; and the way | see it, Polycarp saved
your life, or at |east kept you fromending up like your
father, so deep under Zyeme's spells he can't tell one
week fromthe next. No, the dragon's got to be killed."

"But that's just it," Gareth argued. "If you kill the

dragon, she'll be free to take over the Deep, and then the
Citadel will fall because they'll be able to attack it from
the rear." He | ooked worriedly over at Jenny. "Could she

have summoned the dragon?”

Jenny was silent, thinking about that terrible power

she had felt in the garden, and the dreadful, perverted
lour of it in the lamplit roomat Zyene's hunting | odge.
She said, "I don't know. It's the first tinme |'ve heard of
human magi ¢ being able to touch a dragon—but then,

Zyenme derives her nmagic fromthe gnonmes. | have never
heard of such a thing..."

"Cock by its feet, horse by its honme..." repeated John
"Coul d she be hol ding the dragon by his name? She knows
it, right enough.”

Jenny shook her head. "Morkeleb is only the nane

men give it, the way they call Azwyl cartusherands Dro-

mar, and Tasel dwn Mab. |If she'd had his true nanme, his
essence, she could send himaway agai n; and she obviously
can't, or she would have killed you in the garden tonight."
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She hitched her shawl up over her shoulders, a thin
Dr agonsbane 169

and glittering spiderweb of South Islands silk, the thick
masses of her hair lying over it |ike a second shaw . Cold
seened to breathe through the wi ndow at her back

Gareth went back to pacing, his hands shoved in the
pockets of the old | eather hunting breeches he'd put on

to go burgling.

"But she didn't know its nane, did she?"
"No," replied Jenny. "And in that case..." She paused,

then frowned, dism ssing the thought.
"What ?" John wanted to know, catching the doubt in
her voi ce

"No," she repeated. "It's inconceivable that at her |eve
of power she woul dn't have been taught Limtations. It's
the first thing anyone learns."” And seeing Gareth's incom

prehensi on, she explained. "It's one of the things that
takes ne so | ong when | weave spells. You have to limt
the effect of any spell. If you call rain, you nust specify

a certain heaviness, so as not to flood the countryside. If
you call a curse of destruction upon sonmeone or sone-

thing, you have to set Limtations so that their destruction
doesn't come in a generalized catastrophe that w pes out
your own house and goods. Magic is very prodigal inits
effects. Limtations are anong the earliest things a nage

is taught."

"Even anpbng the gnones?" Gareth asked. "You said
their magic is different."

"It is taught differently—transmitted differently. There
are things Mab has said that | do not understand and things
that she refuses to tell me about how their power is forned.
But it is still magic. Mab knows the Linitations—rom

what she has told me, | gather they are nore inportant

in the night below the ground. If she studied anmong the
gnhones, Zyene woul d have to have | earned about them"

John threw back his head and | aughed in genuine
amusenent. "Gaw, it nust be rotting her!" He chuckl ed.
"Think of it, Jen. She wants to get rid of the gnones, so
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she calls down a generalized every-worst-curse she can
thi nk of upon them-and gets a dragon she can't get rid
of! It's gie beautiful!"

"It's 'gie'" frivolous," Jenny retorted.

"No wonder she threw fire at ne! She nust be that
furious just thinking about it!" H's eyes were dancing
under his singed brows.
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"I't just isn't possible," Jenny insisted, in the cool voice
she used to call their sons back from skyl arking. Then,
nmore seriously, "She can't have gotten to that degree of
power untaught, John. It's inpossible. Al power nust be
paid for, sonehow. "

"But it's the sort of thing that would happen if it hadn't
been, isn't it?"

Jenny didn't reply. For a long tinme she stared out the

wi ndow at the dark shape of the battlenents, visible
beneath the chilly autumm stars. "I don't know, " she said
at last, stroking the spiderweb fringes other gauze shaw .
"She has so nmuch power. It's inconceivable that she hasn't
paid for it in sone fashion. The key to magic is nagic.
She has had all time and all power to study it fully. And
yet..." She paused, identifying at |ast her own feelings
toward what Zyene was and did. "I thought that soneone
who had achi eved that |evel of power would be different."

"Ah," John said softly. Across the room their eyes

met. "But don't think that what she's done with her

achi evenment has betrayed your striving, love. For it hasn't.
It's only betrayed her own."

Jenny sighed, reflecting once again on John's uncanny
ability to touch the heart of any problem then smled a
little at herself; and they traded a kiss in a gl ance.

Gareth said quietly, "But what are we going to do? The
dragon has to be destroyed; and, if you destroy it, you'l
be playing right into her hands."

A smile flicked across John's face, a glinpse of the
bespect acl ed school boy peeki ng out from behind the com
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pl ex barricades rai sed by the hardshi ps of the Wnteriands
and his father's enbittered dom nation. Jenny felt his eyes
on her again—the tip of one thick reddish brow and the
question in the bright glance. After ten years, they had
grown used to speaking w thout words.

A qual m of fear passed over her, though she knew he
was right. After a nonent, she drew her breath in another

si gh and nodded.

"Good." John's inpish smle wdened, |like that of a
boy intent on doing m schief, and he rubbed his hands
briskly. He turned to Gareth. "Get your socks packed,
my hero. W | eave for the Deep tonight."

CHAPTER 1| X
" STOPR. "

Puzzl ed, Gareth and John drew rein on either side of
Jenny, who sat Moon Horse where she had halted her in

the mddle of the leaf-drifted track. Al around themthe
foothills of Nast Wall were deathly silent, save for the
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trickle of wind through the charred trunks of what had
once been woods to either side of the road and the faint
jingle of brass as OGsprey tugged at his |eading-rein and
Civy began foraging prosaically in the sedges of the ditch-
side. Lower down the hills, the woods were still whole,
denuded by coming winter rather than fire; under the

pewt er-gray trunks of the beeches, the rust-col ored
underbrush lay thick. Here it was only a tangle of brittle
stems, ready to crunble at a touch. Half-hidden in the
weeds near the scorched paving stones of the road were

the bl ackened bones of fugitives fromthe dragon's first
attack, mixed with shattered cooking vessels and the sil-
ver coins that had been dropped in flight. The coins |ay
in the nud still. No one had ventured this close to the
ruined town to retrieve them

Up ahead in the weak sunlight of winter, the remains
172
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of the first houses of Deeping could be seen. According
to Gareth the place had never been walled. The road ran
into the town under the archway bel ow the broken cl ock
t ower .

For a long while Jenny sat listening in silence, turning
her head this way and that. Neither of the nmen spoke—

i ndeed, ever since they had slipped out of the Palace in
the small hours before dawn, Jenny had been acutely
consci ous of John's growi ng silence. She gl anced across
at himnow, where he sat withdrawn into hinself on his
riding horse Cow, and renenbered for the dozenth tine
that day Zyene's words—that wi thout her assistance,

nei ther he nor Jenny woul d be capable of neeting the
dragon Mor kel eb.

Beyond a doubt John was renenbering them too.

"Gareth," Jenny said at last, her voice little nore than
a whisper, "is there another way into the town? Somne
place in the town that is farther fromthe Gates of the
Deep than we are now?"

Gareth frowned. "Wy?"

Jenny shook her head, not certain herself why she had
spoken. But sonethi ng whi spered across her nerves, as

it had all those weeks ago by the ruins of the nanel ess
town in the Wnteriands—a sense of danger that caused

her to look for the signs of it. Under Mab's tutel age she
had becone nore certain of trusting her instincts, and
sonmething in her hated to go closer than the ruined clock
tower into the sunlight that fell across Deeping Vale.

After a noment's consideration Gareth said, "The far-

thest point in Deeping fromthe Great Gates woul d be the
Tanner's Rise. It's at the bottom of that spur over there
that bounds the town to the west. | think it's about a half-
mle fromthe Gates. The whole town isn't—wasn't—

much nmore than a quarter-mle across.”
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"WIl we have a clear view of the Gates fromthere?"
Confused by this bizarre stipulation, he nodded. "The
174 Bar bara Hunbly

ground' s hi gh, and nost of the buildings were flattened
in the attack. But if we wanted a | ookout on the gates,
you can see there's enough of the clock tower left for
a..."

“No," Jenny nurmured. "I don't think we can go that
near."

John's head canme sharply around at that. Gareth fal -
tered, "It can't—t can't hear us, can it?"

"Yes," Jenny said, not know ng why she said it. "No—

it isn't hearing, exactly. | don't know. But | feel sone-
thing, on the fringes of my mind. |I don't think it knows
we're here—not yet. But if we rode closer, it might. It is
an old dragon, Gareth; it nust be, for its nane to be in
the Lines. In one of the old books fromthe Palace library,
it says that dragons change their skins with their souls,
that the young are sinply colored and bright; the mature
are conpl ex of pattern and the old become sinpler and
simpler again, as their power deepens and grows. MNor-

keleb is black. | don't know what that neans, but | don't
like what | think it inplies—great age, great power-his
senses must fill the Vale of Deeping like still water, sen-

sitive to the slightest ripple.”

"He pox-sure heard your father's knights conmng, didn't
he?" John added cynically.

Garet h | ooked unhappy. Jenny nudged her nmare gently

and took a step or two closer to the clock tower, casting
her senses wide over all the Vale. Through the broken
webs of branches overhead, the nmassive darkness of the
westward-facing cliffs of Nast WAll could be seen. Their
di zzy heights towered |ike rusted netal, streaked with
pur pl e where shadows hit; boul ders flashed white upon

it like outcroppings of broken bone. Above the line of the
dragon's burning, the tinber grew on the flanks of the
mountain around the cliffs, up toward the nossed rocks

of the cirques and snowfi el ds above. The ice-gouged hons
of the Wall's bare and ragged crest were veiled in cloud

Dr agonsbane 175

now, but beyond its hunched shoulder to the east a thin
track of snoke could be seen,' marking the Citadel of
Hal nath and the siege canps beneath it.

Bel ow that wall of stone and trees, the open spaces of

the Vale lay, a huge well of air, a gulf filled with pale,
sparkly sunlight—and with sonething el se. Jenny's m nd
touched it briefly and shrank fromthat |iving conscious-
ness that she sensed, coiled like a snake in its dark lair.

Behi nd her, she heard Gareth argue, "But the dragon
you killed up in the gully in Wr didn't know you were

file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (120 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:37 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt

com ng." The very | oudness of his voice scraped her nerves
and nade her want to cuff himinto silence. "You were

able to get around behind it and take it by surprise. | don't
see how..."

"Neither do I, my hero," John cut in softly, collecting
Cow s reins in one hand and the charger Gsprey's lead in
the other. "But if you're willing to bet your life Jen's
wong, |I'mnot. Lead us on to the fanbus Ri se."

On the night of the dragon, many had taken refuge in

the buildings on Tanner's Rise; their bones |lay every-
where anong the bl ackened ruin of crunbled stone. From
the open space in front of what had been the warehouses,
it had once been possible to overl ook the whole thriving
little town of Deeping, under its perpetual haze of snoke
fromthe snelters and forges down bel ow. That haze was
gone now, burned off in the dragon's greater fire; the
whol e town lay open to the nild, heatless glitter of the
wi nter sunlight, a checkerwork of rubble and bones.

Looki ng about her at the buildings of the Rise, Jenny

felt cold with shock, as if she had been struck in the pit
of the stomach; then, as she realized why she recognized
the place, the shock was replaced by horror and despair.

It was the place where she had seen John dying, in her
vision in the water bow .

She had done divination before, but never so accu-
rately as this. The precision of it appalled her—every
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stone and puddl e and broken wall was the sane; she
renenbered the way the loomng Iine of the dark cliffs

| ooked agai nst the sky and the very patterns of the bones
of the town below. She felt overwhel ned by a despairing
urge to change sonething—to shatter a wall, to dig a hole,
to clear away the brush at the gravelly lip of the Rise
where it sloped down to the town—anything to nake it

not as it had been. Yet in her soul she knew doing so
woul d change not hing and she feared | est whatever she

did woul d make the picture she had seen nore, rather

than | ess, exact.

Her lips felt stiff as she spoke. "Is this the only point
inthe town this far fromthe Gates?" She knew al r eady
what Gareth would reply.

"I't had to be, because of the snmell of the tanneries.
You see how nothing was built near it. Even the water
tanks and reservoirs were put up in those rocks to the
north, rather than here where the better springs were."

Jenny nodded dully, | ooking out toward the high rocks
to the north of the town where he was pointing. Her whole
soul was crying No! No..

She felt suddenly hopel ess and stupid, overmatched
and unprepared and incredibly naive. W were fools, she
thought bitterly. The slaying of the first wormwas a fl uke.
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We shoul d never have been so stupid as to presune upon
it, never have thought we could do it again. Zyenme was
right. Zyene was right.

She | ooked over at John, who had di smounted from

Cow and was standing on the rocky lip of the Rise where
the ground fell sharply to the dale bel ow, |ooking across
toward the opposite rise of the Gates. Cold seened to
cover her bones like a vast, wi nged shadow bl ocki ng the
sun, and she heel ed Moon Horse gently over beside him
Wthout |ooking up at her, he said, "I figure | can just
make it. The Tenple of Sarnmendes is about a quarter-

mle along the Grand Passage, if Dromar was telling the
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truth. If Osprey and | go full-pelt, we should just about
be able to catch the dragon in the Market Hall, just within
the Gates. Saying he's able to hear me the mnute | start
down the Rise, | should still be able to catch himbefore
he can get out into the air. I'll have roomto fight himin

the Market Hall. That will be my only chance."

"No," Jenny said quietly. He | ooked up at her, eye-

brows quirking. "You have another chance, if we ride
back now to Bel. Zyeme can help you take the thing from
behi nd, deeper in the caves. Her spells will protect you,
too, as mine can not."

"Jen." The cl osed wariness of his expression split sud-
denly into the white flash of teeth. He held up his hands
to hel p her down, shaking his head reprovingly.

She made no nove. "At least it is to her advantage to
preserve you safe, if she wants the dragon slain. The rest
is none of your affair."

H's smle widened still further. "You have a point,

| ove," he assented. "But she doesn't look to ne |like she
can cook worth a row of beans." And he hel ped her down
from her horse

The forebodi ng that wei ghed on Jenny's heart did not
decrease; rather, it grew upon her through the short after-
noon. She told herself, again and again, as she paced out
the magic circles and set up her fire in their mdst to brew
her poisons, that water was a liar; that it divined the future
as crystal could not, but that its divinations were |ess
reliable even than fire's. But a sense of inpending doom

wei ghed upon her heart, and, as the daylight dimed, in

the fire under her simrering kettle she seemed to see

again the sanme picture: John's shirt of chain mail rent

open by claws in a dozen places, the broken |inks al
glittering with dark bl ood.

Jenny had set up her fire at the far end of the Ri se,
where the wind would carry the snoke and the vapors
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away from both the canmp and the Val e, and worked
t hroughout the afternoon spelling the ingredients and the
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steel of the harpoons thenselves. Mss Mab had advi sed
her about the nore virul ent poisons that would work upon
dragons, and such ingredients as the gnone w zard had
not had anong her sl ender stocks Jenny had purchased

in the Street of the Apothecaries-in the Dockmarket in
Bel . While she worked, the two nen prow ed the Rise,
fetching water for the horses fromthe little well sone
di stance into the woods, since the fountain house that had
served the tanneries had been crushed Iike an eggshell
and setting up a canp. John had very little to say since
she had spoken to himon the edge of the Rise; Gareth
seemed to shiver all over with a mingling of excitenent
and terror.

Jenny had been a little surprised at John's invitation
that Gareth join them though she had planned to ask John
to extend it. She had her own reasons for wanting the

boy with them which had little to do with his expressed
desi re—though he had not expressed it lately—+to see a
dragonsl ayi ng cl ose at hand. She—and undoubtedly John

as wel |l —knew that their departure would have |l eft Gareth
unprotected in Bel

Per haps Mab had been right, she thought, as she turned
her face fromthe ghastly choke of the steam and wi ped

it with one gloved hand. There were worse evils than the
dragon in the |and—+to be slain by it might, under certain
circunstances, be construed as a | esser fate.

The voices of the nmen cane to her fromthe other side
of the canp as they noved about preparing supper; she
had noticed that neither spoke very |loudly when they were

anywhere near the edge of the Rise. John said, "I'Il get
this right yet," as he dropped a neal cake onto the griddle
and | ooked up at Gareth. "Wat's the Market Hall |ike?
Anything 1'lIl be likely to trip over?"

"l don't think so, if the dragon's been in and out,k"
Dr agonsbane 179

Gareth said after a nonent. "It's a huge hall, as Dromar
sai d; over a hundred feet deep and even wi der side to
side. The ceiling's very high, with fangs of rock hanging
down fromit—hains, too, that used to support hundreds
of lanps. The floor was |eveled, and used to be covered
with all kinds of booths, awnings, and vegetabl e stands;

all the produce fromthe Real mwas traded to the Deep
there. | don't think there was anything there solid enough
to resist dragon fire."

Aversin dropped a final neal cake on the griddle and

strai ghtened up, wiping his fingers on the end of his plaid.
Bl ue darkness was settling over Tanner's Rise. From her
small fire. Jenny could see the two of themoutlined in
gol d agai nst a background of azure and bl ack. They did

not come near her, partly because of the stench of the

poi sons, partly because of the spell-circles glimering
faintly in the sandy earth about her. The key to magic is
magi c—Jenny felt that she | ooked out at themfrom an

i sol ated encl ave of another world, alone with the oven-
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heat of the fire, the biting stench of the poison funes,
and the grinding weight of the death-spells in her heart.

John wal ked to the edge of the Rise for perhaps the

tenth tine that evening. Across the shattered bones of

Deepi ng, the bl ack skull-eye of the Gates | ooked back at

him Sl abs of steel and splintered shards of burned wood

|l ay scattered over the broad, shallow flight of granite steps
bel ow them faintly visible in the watery |ight of the wax-
ing noon. The town itself lay in a pool of inpenetrable

dar k.

"It isn't so far," said Gareth hopefully. "Even if he
hears you coming the minute you ride into the Vale, you
shoul d reach the Market Hall in plenty of tinme."

John sighed. "I'mnot so sure of that, ny hero. Dragons

move fast, even afoot. And the ground down there's bad.

Even full-tilt, Gsprey won't be naking much speed of it,

when all's said. | would have liked to scout for the clearest
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route, but that isn't possible, either. The nost | can hope
for is that there's no uncovered cellar doors or privy pits
bet ween here and the Gates."

Gareth | aughed softly. "It's funny, but | never thought
about that. In the ballads, the hero' s horse never trips on
the way to do battle with the dragon, though they do it
fromtinme to tinme even in tourneys, where the ground of

the lists has been snoot hed beforehand. | thought it would
be—eh, like a ballad. Very straight. | thought you'd ride
out of Bel, straight up here and on into the Deep..."

"Wthout resting ny horse after the journey, even on

a lead-rein, nor scouting the lay of the |Iand?" John's eyes
danced behind his specs. "No wonder the King' s knights

were killed at it." He sighed. "My only worry is that if I
mss nmy timing by even a little, I'mgoing to be spot under
the thing when it comes out of the Gates..."

Then he coughed, fanning at the air, and said, "Pox
blister it!" as he dashed back to pick the flam ng neal -
cakes off the griddle. Around burned fingers, he said,
"And the dam thing is, even Adric cooks better than
do..."

Jenny turned away fromtheir voices and the sweetness

of the night beyond the blazing heat of her fire. As she
di pped the harpoons into the thickening seethe of brew
in her kettle, the sweat plastered her long hair to her
cheeks, running down her bare arnms fromthe turned-up

sl eeves of her shift to the cuffs of the gl oves she wore;

the heat lay like a red filmover her toes and the tops of
her feet, bare as they often were when she worked nmagic.

Li ke John, she felt withdrawn into herself, curiously
separated from what she did. The death-spells hung |ike

a stench in the air all around her, and her head and bones
were beginning to ache fromthe heat and the effort of the
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magi ¢ she had wought. Even when the powers she called
were for good, they tired her; she felt wei ghed down by
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t hem now, exhausted and knowi ng that she had wrought
not hi ng good fromthat weari ness.

The Gol den Dragon cane to her mind again, the first
heart st oppi ng i nstant she had seen it dropping fromthe

sky li ke anber lightning and had thought. This is beauty.

She renenbered, al so, the butchered ruin left in the gorge,
the stinking puddles of acid and poi son and bl ood, and

the faint, silvery singing dying out of the shivering air. It
nm ght have been only the funes she inhal ed, but she felt
hersel f turn suddenly sick at the thought.

She had sl aughtered Meewi nks, or nutilated them and

left themto be eaten by their brothers; she remenbered
the craw i ng greasiness of the bandit's hair under her fin-
gers as she had touched his tenples. But they were not

I'i ke the dragon. They had chosen to be what they were.

Even as | have
And what are you. Jenny \Waynest?
But she could find no answer that fitted.

Gareth's voice drifted over to her fromthe other fire.
"That's another thing they never nmention in the ballads
that |'ve been neaning to ask you. | know this sounds
silly, but—-how do you keep your spectacles fromgetting
broken in battle?"

"Don't wear 'em" John's voice replied pronptly. "If

you can see it comng, it's too |ate anyway. And then, |
had Jen lay a spell on them so they wouldn't get knocked
of f or broken by chance when | do wear them"

She | ooked over at the two of them out of the con-

densing aura of death-spells and the slaughter of beauty

that surrounded her and her kettle of poison. Firelight

caught in the netal of John's jerkin; against the blueness

of the night it gleamed |like a maker's mark stanped in

gol d upon a bolt of velvet. She could al nost hear the

cheerful grinin his voice, "I figured if | was going to break
my heart loving a magewife, | mght as well get some

good fromit."
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Over the shoul der of Nast Wall the npbon hung, a half-
open white eye, waxing toward its third quarter. Wth a
stab like a shard of netal enbedded sonewhere in her
heart. Jenny renenbered then that it had been so, in her
vision in the water

Silently, she pulled herself back into her private circle
of death, closing out that outer world of friendship and
|l ove and silliness, closing herself in with spells of ruin
and despair and the cold failing of strength. It was her
power to deal death in this way, and she hated herself for
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it; though, |ike John, she knew she had no choice.

"Do you think you'll make it?" Gareth nattered. Before
them the ruins of the broken town were purple and slate
with shadow in the early light. The war horse Gsprey's
breath was warm over Jenny's hand where she held the
reins.

"I''"l'l have to, won't |?" John checked the girths and

swung up into the saddle. The cool reflection of the nom
ing sky gleaned slimly on the grease Jenny had nade for
himlate last night to smear on his face agai nst the worst
scorching of the dragon's fire. Frost crackled in the weeds
as Osprey fidgeted his feet. The last thing Jenny had done,
shortly before dawn, had been to send away the msts

that seeped up fromthe woods to cloak the Vale, and all
around themthe air was brilliantly clear, the fallow w nter
colors warnmng to life. Jenny herself felt cold, enpty, and
overstretched; she had poured all her powers into the

poi sons. Her head ached violently and she felt unclean,
strange, and divided in her mnd, as if she were two sep-
arate people. She had felt so, she recalled, when John

had ridden agai nst the first dragon, though then she had
not known why. Then she had not known what the sl augh-

ter of that beauty would be |like. She feared for him and
felt despair like a stain on her heart; she only wanted the
day to be over, one way or the other.
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The mail rings on the back of John's gloves rattled
sharply as he reached down, and she handed himup his
har poons. There were six of them in a quiver on his back;

the steel of their barbed shafts caught a slither of the early
light, save for the ugly black that covered their points.

The | eather of the grips was firmand tough under her

pal ns. Over his netal - patched doubl et, John had pull ed

a chain mail shirt, and his face was framed in a coif of

the sane stuff. Wthout his spectacles and with his shaggy
hai r hi dden beneath it, the bones of his face were suddenly
prom nent, showi ng what his features could look like in

an old age he m ght never reach

Jenny felt she wanted to speak to him but there was
not hi ng she could think of to say.

He gathered the reins in hand. "If the dragon cones
out of the Gate before | reach it, | want the pair of you
toleg it," he said, his voice calm "Get into cover as deep

as you can, the higher up the ridge the better. Let the
horses go if you can—there's a chance the dragon will

go after themfirst." He did not add that by that time he
woul d al ready be dead.

There was a nonentary silence. Then he bent from

the saddl e and touched Jenny's lips with his owm. Hs felt,
as they always did, surprisingly soft. They had spoken
little, even last night; each had already been drawn into
an arnor of silence. It was sonething they both under-

st ood.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (126 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:37 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt

He reined away, |ooking across the Vale to the black
eye of the Deep, and to the black thing waiting wthin.
Csprey fiddle-footed again, catching John's battle nerves;

the open ground of Deeping seemed suddenly to stretch

away into mles of enormous, broken plain. To Jenny's

eye, every tunbled wall |ooked as tall as the house it had
once been, every uncovered cellar a gaping chasm He

woul d never cross in time, she thought.

Besi de her, John | eaned down again, this tinme to pat
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Csprey's dappl ed neck encouragingly. "Osprey, old
friend," he said softly, "don't spook on me now. "

He drove in his spurs, and the sharp crack of iron-

shod hooves as they shot forward was |ike the chip of
distant lightning on a sunmer noon. Jenny took two steps
down the | oose, rocky slope after him watching the gray
horse and the pewter-dark shape of the nan as they plunged
through the | abyrinth of gaping foundations, broken beans,
standi ng wat er who knew how deep, slipping down drifts

of charred wood chips and racing toward the open bl ack
mouth of the Gates. Her heart hammering achingly in her
chest, Jenny stretched her nmageborn senses toward the
Gate, straining to hear. The cold, tingling air seened to
breathe with the dragon's m nd. Sonewhere in that dark-
ness was the slithery drag of netallic scales on stone..

There was no way to call the inage of the dragon in

her scrying-stone, but she sat down suddenly where she

was on the | oose, charred rubble of the slope and pulled
the slip of dirty-white crystal upon its chain from her

j acket pocket. She heard Gareth call her nanme fromthe

top of the slope, but she vouchsafed neither answer nor

gl ance. Across the Vale, GCsprey |eaped the split ruin of
the denolished Gates on the granite steps, cool blue shad-
ows falling over himand his rider like a cloak as the Gate
swal | owed t hem up.

There was a flick and a gleam as the wan sunlight

caught in the facets of the jewel. Then Jenny caught a
confused i npression of hewn stone walls that could have
enconpassed the entire pal ace of Bel, a cavemceiling
bristling with stone teeth from which old | anp-chai ns hung

down into vast, cobalt spaces of air... black doorways
piercing the walls, and the greatest of them opening oppo-
site.

Jenny cupped her hands around the jewel, trying to
see into its depths, straining past the curtains of illusion
that covered the dragon from her sight. She thought she
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saw the flash of diffuse sunlight on chain mail and saw
Csprey trip on the charred debris of blackened bones and
spilled coins and hal f-buned poles that littered the floor.
She saw John pull himout of the stunble and saw the

gl eam of the harpoon in his hand... Then sonething
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spurted fromthe inner doors, |ike a drench of thrown
bat hwater, splattering viscously into the dry ash of the
floor, searing upward in a curtain of fire.

There was a darkness in the crystal and in that dark-
ness, two burning silver |anps.

Not hi ng exi sted around her, not the cool shift of the
norning air, nor the sunlight wanni ng her ankles in her
buckski n boots where her heels rested on the chopped-

up slope of gravel and weeds, not the wintry snell of
wat er and stone from bel ow, nor the small noises of the
restl ess horses above. Cupped in her hands, the edges of
the crystal seenmed to burn in white light, but its heart
was dark; through that darkness only fragnmentary inages
came—a sense of sonething noving that was vast and

dark, the swi nging curve of John's body as he flung a
har poon, and the cloudy swirls of blinding funes.

In sone way she knew Gsprey had gone down, snmitten

by the stroke of the dragon's tail. She had a brief inpres-
sion of John on his knees, his eyes red and swollen from
the acrid vapors that filled the hall, aimng for another
throw Sonething |ike a wing of darkness covered him

She saw flanme again and, as a queer, detached inmage,

three harpoons lying like scattered jackstraws in the md-
dl e of a puddle of blackened and steaming slinme. Sone-
thing within her turned to ice; there was only darkness
and novenent in the darkness, and then John again, bl ood
pouring through the rips in his mail shirt, staring up at a
towering shape of glittering shadow, his sword in his hand.

Bl ackness swal |l owed the crystal. Jenny was aware that
her hands were shaki ng, her whol e body hurting with a
pain that radiated froma seed of cold under her breast-
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bone, her throat a bundle of tw sted wires. She thought
blindly, John, renmenbering himstriding with graceful

i nsouci ance into Zyeme's dining room his arnmor of out-
rageousness protecting himfrom Zyene's cl aws; she
renenbered the flash of autumm daylight on his specs as
he stood ankl e-deep in pig nmuck at the Hold, reaching up
hi s hands to hel p her disnmount.

She coul d not conceive of what |ife would be |ike wth-
out that fleeting, triangular grin.

Then sonmewhere in her mnd she heard himcall out
to her: Jenny..

She found himlying just beyond the edge of the trap-

ezoid of light that fell through the vast square of the Gates
She had | eft Moon Horse outside, tossing her head in fear

at the acrid reek of the dragon that pervaded all that end

of the Vale. Jenny's own heart was pounding, so that it

al rost turned her sick; all the way across the ruins of
Deepi ng she had been waiting for the dark shape of the

dragon to energe fromthe Gates

But nothing had cone forth. The silence within the
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darkness was worse than any sound coul d have been

After the brightness of the Vale, the blue vaults of the
Mar ket Hall seened al nost bl ack. The air was nurky

with vapors that diffused what little light there was. The
trapped fumes burned her eyes and turned her dizzy, m xed
with the snmoke of burning and the heavy reek of poisoned
slag. Even with a wizard's sight, it took Jenny's eyes a
nmoment to accustom t hensel ves. Then sickness cane

over her, as if the blood that |lay spread everywhere had
come from her body, rather than John's.

He lay with his face hidden by his outflung arm the

mai | coif dragged back and the hair beneath it matted with
bl ood where it had not been singed away. Blood lay in a
long, inky trail behind him show ng where he had craw ed
after the fight was over, past the carcass of the horse
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Csprey, leading like a sticky path to the vast, dark bul k
of the dragon.

The dragon lay still, like a shining nound of obsidian
knives. Supine, it was a little higher than her waist, a
glittering blacksnake nearly forty feet long, veiled in the
white snoke of its poisons and the darkness of its nmmagic,
harpoons sticking fromit like darts. One foreleg | ay
stretched out toward John, as if with its last strength it
had reached to tear him and the great talon lay like a
skel eton hand in a pool of |eaked black bl ood. The atnos-
phere all about it seened heavy, filled with a sweet, clear
singi ng that Jenny thought was as much wi thin her skul

as outside of it. It was a song with words she coul d not
under stand; a song about stars and cold and the |ong,
ecstatic plunge through darkness. The tune was half-
famliar, as if she had heard a phrase of it once, |ong ago,
and had carried it since in her dreans.

Then the dragon Morkel eb rai sed his head, and for a
time she | ooked into his eyes.

They were like lanps, a crystalline white kal ei doscope,

cold and sweet and burning as the core of a flame. It

struck her with a sense of overwhel m ng shock that she

| ooked into the eyes of a mage like herself. It was an alien
intelligence, clean and cutting as a sliver of black gl ass.
There was sonething terrible and fascinating about those
eyes; the singing in her mind was |like a voice speaking

to her in words she al nost understood. She felt a calling
within her to the hungers that had all of her life consunmed
her .

Wth a desperate wench, she pulled her thoughts from
it and turned her eyes aside.

She knew then why the | egends warned never to | ook

into a dragon's eyes. It was not only because the dragon
coul d snag sonme part of your soul and paral yze you with
i ndeci sion while it struck.
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It was because, in pulling away, you left sone shred
of yourself behind, snared in those ice-crystal depths.

She turned to flee, to | eave that place and those too-
knowi ng eyes, to run fromthe singing that whispered to

t he harnoni cs of her bones. She would have run, but her
booted foot brushed sonething as she turned. Looking

down to the man who lay at her feet, she saw for the first
time that his wounds still bted.

CHAPTER X

"HE CAN' T BE dying!"- Gareth finished | aying a heap

of fresh-cut branches beside the low fire and turned to
Jenny, his eyes pleading with her. As if. Jenny thought,
wi th what power was left in her nunbed mind, his saying
coul d nmake it so

W t hout speaking, she | eaned across to touch the ice-
cold face of the nan who lay covered with plaids and
bearskins, so close to the flickering bl aze.

Her mind felt blunted, like a traveler lost in the woods
who returned again and again to the same place, unable
to struggle clear.

She had known that it would cone to this, when first

she had taken himinto her life. She should never have
yielded to the mschief in those brown eyes. She should
have sent him away and not given in to that weak part of
hersel f that whispered: | want a friend.

She stood up and shook out her skirts, pulling her plaid
nmore tightly around her sheepskin jacket. Gareth was
wat ching her with frightened dog eyes, hurt and pl eadi ng;

he foll owed her over to the heap of the packs on the other
side of the fire.
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She coul d have had her fill of lovers. There were al ways
those who would lie with a witch for the novelty of it or
for the luck it was said to bring. Wiy had she |l et himstay
until morning and talked to himas if he were not a man

and an eneny whom she knew even then would fetter her

soul ? Way had she let himtouch her heart as well as her
body~?

The night was dead-still, the sky dark save for the white
di sc of the waxing noon. Its ghostly light barely outlined
the broken bones of the enmpty town below. A log settled

in the dying fire; the spurt of light touched a spangl e of
red on the twisted links of John's mail shirt and gli mered
stickily on the upturned pal mof one blistered hand. Jenny
felt her whole body one open wound of grief.

We change what we touch, she thought. Wiy had she
| et himchange her? She had been happy, alone with her
magi c. The key to magic i s magi c—she shoul d have held

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (130 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:37 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt

to that fromthe start. She had known even then that he
was a man who would give his life to help others, even
others not his own.

If he had waited for Zyene..

She pushed the thought away with bitter violence,
knowi ng Zyene's nmmgi ¢ coul d have saved him Al day
she had wanted to weep, not only with grief, but with
anger at herself for all the choices of the past.

Thin and plaintive as a child's, Gareth's voice broke
into her circle of stunbling self-hate. "Isn't there anything
that you can do?"

"l have done what | can," she replied wearily. "I have
washed his wounds and stitched them shut, laid spells of
heal i ng upon them The dragon's blood is a poison in his
veins, and he has | ost too nuch blood of his own."

"But surely there's sonething..." In the brief gleam
of the fire, she could see that he had been weepi ng. Her
own soul felt cold now and drained as John's flesh

"You have asked nme that seven tines since it grew
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dark," she said. "This is beyond ny skills—beyond the
medi ci nes that | have—beyond ny magic."

She tried to tell herself that, even had she not |oved
him even had she not given up the tinme she could have
spent studying, it would still have been so.

Wul d she have been able to save him if she had not

given himall those hours; if she had spent all those early
nmor ni ngs neditating among the stones in the solitude of

the hilltop instead of lying talking in his bed?

O would she only have been a little bleaker, alittle
madder—a little nore like the worst side of herself-a
little nore |ike Caerdi nn?

She did not know, and the hurt of that was al nbst as
bad as the hurt of suspecting that she did know.

But she had only her own small powers—spells worked

one rune at a time, patiently, in the smallest increments
of thought. She slowed and cal nred her mnd, as she did
when she worked nagic, and realized she could not cure
him What then could she do for hinf What had Mab

sai d, when she had spoken of healing?

She ran her hands through her long hair, shifting the
weight of it fromher face and neck. Her shoul ders hurt
with cranp; she had not slept in tw nights, and her body
ached.

"The nost we can do now is keep heating stones in

the fire to put around him" she said at last. "W nust
keep himwarm"
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Gareth swal |l oned and w ped his nose. "Just that?"

"For now, yes. If he seens a little stronger in the nmom
ing, we may be able to nove him" But she knew in her
heart that he would not live until rnorning. Like a whis-
pering echo, the vision in the water bow returned to her,
a bitter nightmare of failed hope.

Hesitantly, Gareth offered, "There are physicians up
at Hal nath. Pol ycarp, for one."

"And an arny around its walls." Her voice sounded
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very cold to her own ears. "If he's still alive in the norning
I didn't want you to risk putting yourself once again

where Zyenme mght reach you, but in the norning, | think

you shoul d take Battl ehanmer and ride back to Bel."

Gareth | ooked frightened at the nention of Zyene's

nane and at the thought of possibly facing her alone, but
he nodded. Jenny was interested to note, in sone detached
portion of her tired soul, that, having sought all his life
for heroism while Gareth might now flinch fromit, he

did not flee.

She went on, "Go to the house of the gnomes and fetch

M ss Mab here. The medici nes of the gnones may be

| ocked away in the Deep, but..." Her voice trailed off.
Then she repeated softly, "The medi ci nes of the gnomes."

Li ke pins and needles in a nunbed |inb, the hurt of
hope renewed as a sudden wash of agony. She whi spered,
"Gareth, where are John's maps?"

Gareth blinked at her unconprehendi ngly, too preoc-

cupied for the moment with his own fears of Zyerne to

realize what she was getting at. Then he gave a start, and

hope flooded into his face, and he |let out a whoop that

coul d have been heard in Bel. 'The Places of Healing!"

he cried, and threw his arns around her, sweeping her

off her feet. "I knewit!" he shouted, with all his old forlorn
cocki ness. "I knew you could think of something! You

can..."

"You don't know anything of the kind." She fought

free of him angry at himfor expressing what was al ready
surgi ng through her veins like a swig of cheap brandy.
She brushed past himand alnmost ran to John's side, while
Gareth, ganboling Iike a | arge puppy, began to ransack
the canp for the maps.

If there was anything worse than the pain of despair,

she thought, it was the pain of hope. At |east despair is
restful. Her own heart was hammering as she brushed

aside the russet hair fromJohn's forehead, al nost black-
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| ooki ng now agai nst the bl oodl ess flesh. Her mnd was
raci ng ahead, ticking off the remedi es Mab had spoken
of: distillations to slow and strengthen the thready heart-
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beat; salves to pronote the healing of the flesh; and phil -
ters to counteract poison and give himback the bl ood he
had | ost. There woul d be spell-books, too, she thought,

hi dden in the Places of Healing, words with which to bind
the soul to the flesh, until the flesh itself could recover
She could find them she told herself desperately, she
must. But the know edge of what was at stake |lay on her
heart |ike stones. For a noment she felt so tired that she
al nost wi shed for his death, because it would require no
further striving fromher and threaten her with no further

failure.

Hol ding his icy hands, she slid for a nonent into the
outer fringes of the healing trance and whi spered to him
by his inner nane. But it was as if she called at the head
of a descending trail along which he had | ong since
passed—there was no answer.

But there was sonething else. In her trance she heard
it, a soft touch of sound that tw sted her heart with fright—
the slur of scales on rock, the shiver of alien nusic.

Her eyes opened; she found herself shaking and col d.
The dragon was alive.

"Jenny?" Gareth canme nattering over to her side, his

hands full of creased bits of dirty papyrus. "I found them
but -but the Places of Healing aren't on them" Hi s eyes
were filled with worry behind the cracked, crazy specs.
"I'"ve | ooked..."

Jenny took themfromhis hand with fingers that shook

In the firelight she coul d make out passages, caverns,
rivers, all marked in Dromar's strong, runic hand, and the
bl ank spots, unmarked and unl abel ed. The affair of the
gnormes.

Anger wrenched at her, and she threw the maps from
her. "Damm Dromar and his secrets," she whispered
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viciously. "OF course the Places of Healing are the heart
of the Deep that they all swear by!"

"But— Gareth stammered weakly. "Can you—ean
you find them anyway?"

Fury welled up in her, of hope thwarted, first by fear
and now by one gnone's stubbornness, like nolten rock
pouring through the cracks of exhaustion in her soul. "In
those warrens?" she demanded. For a noment anger
weariness, and the know edge of the dragon claimed her,
tearing at her so that she coul d have screanmed and called
down the lightning to rive apart the earth.

As Zyene did, she told herself, fighting for calm She
cl osed her fists, one around the other, and pressed her
lips against them wlling the rage and the fear to pass;

and when they passed, there was nothing left. It was as
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i f the unvoi ced scream had burned everything out of her
and left only a well of dark and unnatural calm a universe
deep.

Gareth was still |looking at her, his eyes pl eadi ng. She
said quietly, "Maybe. Mab spoke of the way. | may be
able to reason it out." Mab had al so said that one fal se
step woul d condemm her to a death by starvation, wan-
dering in darkness.

Li ke an answer, she knew at once what John woul d
have said to that—od's G andnot her, Jen, the dra-
gon' 11 eat you before you get a chance to starve

Trust John, she thought, to nmake ne laugh at a tine
l'ike this.

She got to her feet, chilled to the bone and feeling a
hundred years ol d, and wal ked to the packs once nore.
Gareth trailed al ong after her, hugging his crinmson cloak
about hinmself for warmh and chattering on about one
thing and another; locked in that strange stasis of calm
Jenny scarcely heard.

It was only as she slung her big satchel about her shoul -
der and picked up her hal berd that he seened to feel her
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silence. "Jenny," he said doubtfully, catching the edge of
her plaid. "Jenny—the dragon is dead, isn't it? | nean,
the poison did work, didn't it? It must have, if you were
able to get John out of there..."

"No," Jenny said quietly. She wondered a little at the
weird silence within her; she had felt nore fear |istening
for the Wi sperers in the Wods of Wr than she did now.
She started to nove off toward the darkness of the shadow
drowned ruins. Gareth ran around in front of her and
caught her by the arns.

"But—that is—how long..."

She shook her head. 'Too |ong, alnost certainly." She
put her hand on his wist to nove himaside. Having made
up her mnd what she rmust do, she wanted it over with,

t hough she knew she woul d never succeed.

Gareth swal l owed hard, his thin face working in the
low ruby light of the fire. "I—+'Il go," he vol unteered
shakily. "Tell me what | should look for, and I..."

For an instant, laughter threatened to crack all her
hard-won resol ve—ot |aughter at him but at the wan
gallantry that inpelled him like the hero of a ballad, to
take her place. But he would not have understood how

she loved himfor the offer, absurd as it was; and if she
began to |l augh she would cry, and that weakness she knew
she could not now afford. So she only stood on her toes
and pull ed his shoul ders down so that she could kiss his
soft, thin cheek. "Thank you, Gareth," she nurnured.

"But | can see in the darkness, and you cannot, and

know what | seek."

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (134 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:37 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt

"Really," he persisted, torn visibly between relief at

her refusal, awareness that she was in fact far better suited
than he for the task, a lifetime of chivalric precept, and

a very real desire to protect her from harm

"No," she said gently. "Just see that John stays warm
If I don't come back..." Her voice faltered at the know -
edge of what |ay before her—the death by the dragon, or
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the death within the naze. She forced strength into her
words. "Do what seens best to you, but don't try to nove
hi mtoo soon."

The adnonition was futile, and she knew it. She tried

to remenber Mab's words regarding the lightless | aby-

rinths of the Deep and they slid fromher mnd like a

fistful of water, leaving only the recollection of the shining
wheel s of dianond that were the dragon's watchi ng eyes.

But she had to reassure Gareth; and while John breat hed,

she knew she coul d never have renained in canp.

She squeezed Gareth's hand and wi thdrew from him

Hi t ching her plaids higher on her shoul der, she turned
toward the shadowy trails through the Vale and the dark
bul k of Nast Wall that |oomed against a sullen and pitchy
sky. Her final glinpse of John was of the last glow of the
dying fire that outlined the shape of his nose and I|ips
agai nst the darkness.

Long before she reached the G eat Gates of the Deep,

Jenny was aware of the singing. As she crossed the frost-
ski mmed stones of the ruins, bled of all their daytine
color by the feeble wash of the noonlight, she felt it—a
hunger, a yearning, and a terrifying beauty, far beyond

her conprehension. It intruded into her careful piecing-
toget her of those fragmentary nmenories of Mab's renarks
about the Places of Healing, broke even into her fears for
John. It seened to float around her in the air, and yet she
knew that it could only be heard by her; it shivered in

her bones, down to her very finger ends. \Wen she stood

in the Gates with the blackness of the Market Hall |ying
before her and her own shadow a diffuse snudge on the

scuf fed and bl ood-gumred refuse of the floor, it was al nost
over whel i ng.

There was no sound to it, but its rhythmcalled her
bl ood. Braided i mages that she could neither completely
sense nor wholly understand tw sted through her con-
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sci ousness—knots of nmenory, of starry darkness that

sunl i ght had never seen, of the joyous exhaustion of phys-

i cal | ove whose nodes and notives were strange to her,

and of mathematics and curious rel ationshi ps between

things that she had never known were akin. It was stronger

and very different fromthe singing that had filled the gully
when the Gol den Dragon of Wr |ay gasping its |ast. There

was a piled strength in it of years lived fully and of patterns
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conpr ehended across unknowabl e gul fs of tine.

The dragon was invisible in the darkness. She heard

the soft scrape of his scales and guessed himto be |ying
across the inner doors of the Market Hall, that led to the
Grand Passage and so into the Deep. Then the silver |anps
of his eyes opened and seened to glow softly in the
reflected noonlight, and in her mnd the singing flowed
and intensified its colors into the vortex of a white core.
In that core words forned

Have you come seeki ng nedi ci nes, wi zard woman? O

is that weapon you carry sinply what you have del uded
yourself into thinking sufficient to finish what your poi-
sons do too slowy for your conveni ence'

The words were al nbst pictures, nusic and patterns
shaped as much by her own soul as by his. They woul d
hurt, she thought, if allowed to sink too deeply.

"l have come seeking nedicines,"” she replied, her voice
reverberating against the fluted dripstone of the toothed
ceiling. "The power of the Places of Healing was every-
where renowned. "

This | knew. There was a knot of gnones that held out

in the place where they took au the wounded. The door

was | ow, but | could reach through it like a wolf raiding
a bury of rabbits. |I fed upon them for many days, unti
they were all gone. They had the wherewithal to nmake

poi sons there, too. They poisoned the carrion, as if they
did not think that | could see the death that tainted the
meat. This will be the place that you seek
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Because he spoke partially in pictures, she glinpsed

al so the dark ways into the place, |ike a half-remenbered
dreamin her mind. Her hope stirred, and she fixed the
pictures in her thoughts—tiny fragments, but perhaps
enough to serve.

Wth her wizard' s sight she could distinguish himnow,
stretched before her across the doors in the darkness. He
had di sl odged the harpoons fromhis throat and belly, and
they lay blackened with his blood in the nmuck of sline

and ash on the floor. The thorny scales of his back and
sides lay sleek now, their edges shining faintly in the dim
reflection of the nmoon. The heavy ridges of spikes that
guarded his backbone and the joints of his legs still bristled
I i ke weapons. The enornmous wings |ay folded neatly al ong
his sides, and their joints, too, she saw, were arnored

and spined. His head fascinated her nost, |ong and narrow
and birdlike, its shape conceal ed under a mask of bony

pl ates. Fromthose plates grew a vast nmane of ribbonlike
scales, mngled with tufts of fur and what | ooked |ike
growt hs of ferns and feathers; his long, delicate antennae
with their glittering bobs of jet lay |linp upon the ground
around his head. He lay like a dog, his chin between his
forepaws; but the eyes that burned into hers were the

eyes of a nmage who is also a beast.
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J n' (7/ bargain with you, wi zard woman

She knew, with chill prenonition but no surprise what
hi s bargain would be, and her heart quickened, though
whet her with dread or sone strange hope she did not

know. She said, "No," but within herself she felt, like a
f orbi dden |l onging, the unwillingness to let something this
beautiful, this powerful, die. He was evil, she told herself,

knowi ng and believing it in her heart. Yet there was some-
thing in those silver eyes that drew her, some song of
bl ack and | atent fire whose nusic she understood.

The dragon noved his head a little on the powerful
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curve of his neck. Blood dripped down fromthe tattered
ri bbons of his nane.

Do you think that even you, a wi zard who sees in dark-
ness, can search out the ways of the gnones'?

The pictures that filled her m nd were of the darkness,

of clamry and endl ess nazes of the world underground.

Her heart sank with dread at the awareness of them those
few small inages of the way to the Places of Healing,
those fragmentary words of Mab's, turned in her hands

to the pebbles with which a child thinks it can slaughter

l'i ons.

Still she said, "I have spoken to one of them of these
ways. "

And did she tell the truth? The gnomes are not faned
for it in matters concerning the heart of the Deep

Jenny renenbered the enpty places on Dromar's maps.
But she retorted, "Nor are dragons."

Beneat h t he exhaustion and pain, she felt in the drag-
on's mnd anusenent at her reply, like a thin spurt of

cold water in hot.

VWhat is truth, w zard wonan? The truth that dragons
see is not pleasant to the human eyes, however uncom
fortably conprehensible it may be to their hearts. You

know t hi s.

She saw that he had felt her fascination. The silver
eyes drew her; his mnd touched hers, as a seducer would
have touched her hand. She saw, al so, that he understood
that she woul d not draw back fromthat touch. She forced
her thoughts away from him holding to the nenories of
John and of their sons, against the power that called to
her |ike a whisper of anorphous night.

Wth effort, she tore her eyes fromhis and turned to
| eave.
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W zard woman, do you think this man for whom you
ri sk the bones of your body will live longer than |?

She stopped, the toes of her boots touching the hem
\
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of the carpet of noonlight which | ay upon the flagstoned
floor. Then she turned back to face him despairing and

torn. The wan |ight showed her the pools of acrid bl ood
drying over so nmuch of the floor, the sunken | ook to the
dragon's flesh; and she realized that his question had struck
at her weakness and despair to cover his own.

She said calmy, "There is the chance that he will."

She felt the anger in the novenent of his head, and

the pain that sliced through himwith it. And will you
wager on that? WIIl you wager that, even did the gnones
speak the truth, you will be able to sort your way through
their warrens, spiral within spiral, dark within dark, to
find what you need in tinme? Heal ne, w zard woman, and

I will guide you with ny mind and show you the pl ace

that you seek.

For a tine she only gazed up at that |ong bul k of shining

bl ackness, the dark nmane of bl oody ribbons, and the eyes
like oiled metal ringing eternal darkness. He was a wonder
such as she had never seen, a spined and suppl e shadow
fromthe thomed tips of his backswept wi ngs to the honied
beak of his nose. The Gol den Dragon John had slain on

the wi ndswept hills of Wr had been a being of sun and

fire, but this was a smoke-wraith of night, black and strong
and old as time. The spines of his head grewinto fantastic
twi sted honms, icy-snoboth as steel; his forepaws had the
shape of hands, save that they had two thunbs instead

of one. The voice that spoke in her mnd was steady, but

she coul d see the weakness dragging at every line of that
great body and feel the faint shiver of the last taut strength
that fought to continue the bluff against her.

Unwi | Iingly, she said, "I know nothing of the healing
of dragons."

The silver eyes narrowed, as if she had asked himfor

sonet hing he had not thought to give. For a nonment they
faced one another, cloaked in the cave's darkness. She
was aware of John and of time—distantly, |ike sonething
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urgent in a dream But she kept her thoughts concentrated
upon the creature that |ay before her and the di anond-
prickl ed darkness of that alien mnd that struggled with

her s.

Then suddenly the gl eami ng body convul sed. She felt,
through the silver eyes, the pain |like a screamthrough
the steel ropes of his muscles. The wi ngs stretched out
uncontrollably, the claws extending in a terrible spasm as
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the poison shifted in his veins. The voice in her mnd
whi spered. Go,

At the same nonment nenories flooded her thoughts

of a place she had never been before. Vague images

crowded to her m nd of blackness as vast as the night
outdoors, columed with a forest of stone trees that whis-
pered back the echo of every breath, of rock seans a few
yards across whose ceilings were lost in distant darkness,
and of the murnuring of endl ess water under stone. She

felt a vertigo of terror as in a nightmare, but also a queer
sense of deja vu, as if she had passed that way before.

It came to her that it was Mrkeleb and not she who
had passed that way; the inages were the way to the
Pl aces of Healing, the very heart of the Deep

The spined bl ack body before her twi sted with another
paroxysm of angui sh, the huge tail slashing like a whip
agai nst the rock of the wall. The pain was visible nowin
the silver eyes as the poison ate into the dragon's bl ood.
Then his body dropped slack, a dry clatter of horns and
spines like a skeleton falling on a stone floor, and froma
great distance off she heard again. Co.

H s scales had all risen in a blanket of razors at his
agony; quiveringly, they snoothed thensel ves flat al ong
the sunken sides. Jenny gathered her courage and strode
forward; w thout giving herself tine to think of what she
was doi ng, she scranbl ed over the waist-high hill of the
ebony flank that bl ocked the doorway of the Grand Tun-

nel . The backbone ridge was |ike a hedge of spears, thrust-
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ing stiffly fromthe unsteady footing of the hide. Kilting
up her skirt, she put a hand to steady herself on the carved
stone pillar of the doorjanb and | eaped over the spines
awkwardly, fearing to the last that sone renewed con-

vul sion woul d thrust theminto her thighs.

But the dragon lay quiet. Jenny could sense only the
echoes of his mind within hers, like a faint gleam of far-
off light. Before her stretched the darkness of the Deep

I f she thought about them the visions she had seen
retreated fromher. But she found that if she sinply wal ked
forward, as if she had trodden this way before, her feet
woul d | ead her. Dream nmenories whi spered through her

m nd of things she had seen, but sonetinmes the angle of
sight was different, as if she had | ooked down upon them
from above

The upper levels of the Deep were dry, wought by the
gnhones after the fashion of the tastes of men. The G and
Passage, thirty feet broad and paved in black granite,
worn and runnelled with the track of uncounted genera-
tions of feet, had been walled with blocks of cut stone to
hide the irregularities of its shape; broken statues |ying
like scattered bones in the dark attested the cl assica
appearance of the place in its heyday. Anong the frag-
ment ed whiteness of the marble Iinbs lay real bones, and
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with themthe tw sted bronze franes and shattered gl ass

of the huge I anps that had once depended fromthe high
ceiling, all scraped together along the walls, |ike |eaves
in a gutter, by the passage of the dragon's body. Even in
the darkness, Jenny's wi zard's sight showed her the fire-
bl ackeni ng where the spilled oil had been ignited by the
dragon's breath.

Deeper down, the place had the | ook of the gnones.

Stal agmites and col ums ceased to be carved into the
straight pillars favored by the children of men, and were
wrought into the senbl ance of trees in | eaf, or beasts, or
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grotesque things that could have been either; nore and

more frequently they had sinply been left to keep the
ori gi nal shape of pouring water which had been their own.
The straight, handsonely finished water courses of the

hi gher | evels gave place to tunbling streanms in the | ower
deeps; in sonme places the water fell straight, fifty or a
hundred feet fromdistant ceilings, like a living pillar, or
gushed away into darkness through conduits shaped |ike

the skulls of gargoyles. Jenny passed through caverns and
systens of caves that had been transforned into the vast,

i nterconnected dwelling places of the great clans and fam
ilies of the gnones, but el sewhere she found halls and
roons | arge enough to contain all the village of Deeping,
wher e houses and pal aces had been built freestanding,

their bizarre spires and catwal ks i ndi stingui shable from
the groves of stalagnmites that clustered in strange forests
on the banks of pools and rivers |ike polished onyx.

And through these silent real ns of wonder she saw
not hi ng but the evidences of ruin and decay and the scrap-
ing track of the dragon. Wite ur-toads were everywhere,
squabbling with rats over the rotting remains of stored
food or nonth-old carrion; in sone places, the putrescent
fetor of what had been hoards of cheese, neat, or vege-
tabl es was nearly unbreathable. The white, eyel ess ver-
m n of the deeper pits, whose nanmes she could only guess
at from Mab's accounts, slipped away at her approach,

or hid thensel ves behind the fire-nmarked skulls and
dropped vessels of chased silver that everywhere scat-
tered the halls.

As she went deeper, the air becane cold and very

danp, the stone increasingly sliny beneath her boots; the
wei ght of the darkness was crushing. As she wal ked the

|l ightless mazes, she understood that Mab had been right;

wi t hout gui dance, even she, whose eyes coul d pierce that
utter darkness, would never have found her way to the
heart of the Deep
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But find it she did. The echo of it was in the dragon's

m nd, setting up queer resonances in her soul, a |am na-
tion of feelings and awareness whose alien nature she
shrank from unconprehending. Beside its doors, she felt
the aura of healing that lingered still in the air, and the
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faint breath of ancient power.

Al'l through that series of caverns, the air was warm

snel ling of dried canmphor and spices; the putrid stench
of decay and the crawing verm n were absent. Stepping
through the doors into the doned central cavern, where
ghost -pal e stal actites regarded thenselves in the oiled
bl ackness of a central pool, she wondered how great a
spell it would take to hold that healing warnth, not only
against the cold in the abysses of the earth, but for so
|l ong after those who had w ought the spell had perished.

The magi ¢ here was great indeed.

It pervaded the place; as she passed cautiously through

the roons of neditation, of dreanming, or of rest. Jenny

was conscious of it as a living presence, rather than the
stasis of dead spells. At tinmes the sensation of it grew so
strong that she | ooked back over her shoul der and call ed
out to the darkness, "lIs someone there?" though in her
reason she knew there was not. But as with the Whis-

perers in the north, her feelings argued agai nst her reason,
and agai n and agai n she extended her senses through that
dark place, her heart pounding in hope or fear—she could
not tell which. But she touched nothing, nothing but dark-
ness and the drip of water falling eternally fromthe hang-
ing teeth of the stones.

There was living nagic there, whispering to itself in
darkness—and |i ke the touch of sone foul thing upon her
flesh, she felt the sense of evil

She shivered and gl anced around her nervously once

more. In a small room she found the nedici nes she sought,
row after row of glass phials and stoppered jars of the
green-and-white marbl ed ware the gnomes nmade in such
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quantity. She read their labels in the darkness and stowed
themin her satchel, working quickly, partly froma grow
i ng sense of uneasiness and partly because she felt tine
| eaki ng away and John's life ebbing |ike the going-out of

the tide.

He can't die, she told herself desperately, not after al
thi s—but she had cone too late to too many bedsides in

her years as a healer to believe that. Still, she knew that
t he medi ci nes al one mi ght not be enough. Hastily, glanc-

i ng back over her shoul der as she noved fromroomto

dark and silent room she began searching for the inner

pl aces of power, the libraries where they would store the
books and scrolls of magic that, she guessed, nade up

the true heart of the Deep

Her boots swi shed softly on the sleek floors, but even
that small noise twi sted at her nerves. The floors of the
roons, like all the places inhabited by gnones, were never
at one level, but nmade like a series of terraces; even the
smal | est chanbers had two or nore. And as she searched,
the eerie sense of being watched grew upon her, until she
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feared to pass through new doors, half-expecting to neet
sone evil thing gloating in the bl ackness. She felt a power,
stronger than any she had encount ered—stronger than
Zyerne's, stronger than the dragon's. But she found noth-
ing, neither that waiting, silent evil, nor any book of power
by which magic woul d be transmtted down the years

among the gnome nmages—enly herbal s, anatomes, or

catal ogs of diseases and cures. In spite of her uneasy fear,
she felt puzzl ed—Mab had said that the gnones had no

Li nes, yet surely the power had to be transnmitted sone-

how. So she forced herself to seek, deeper and deeper,

for the books that nust contain it.

Exhausti on was begi nning to weaken her like slowill-
ness. Last night's watching and the night's before wei ghed
her bones, and she knew she woul d have to abandon her
search. But know edge of her own inadequacy drove her
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questing inward into the forbidden heart of the Deep,
desperate to find what she m ght before she returned to
the surface to do what she could with what she had.

She stepped through a door into a dark place that echoed
wi th her breathing.

She had felt cold before, but it seened nothing now,

not hing conpared to the dread that congeal ed around her
heart.

She stood in the place she had seen in the water bow ,
in the visions of John's death.

It shocked her, for she had conme on it unexpectedly.

She had thought to find an archive there, a place of teach-
ing, for she guessed this to be the heart and center of the
bl ank places on Dromar's anbi guous maps. But through

a knotted forest of stalactites and colums, she glinpsed
only enpty darkness that snelled faintly of the wax of a

t housand candl es, which slunped |ike dead things in the
niches of the rock. No living thing was there, but she felt
again that sense of evil and she stepped cautiously forward
into the open spaces of black toward the m sshapen stone

al tar.

She | aid her hands upon the bl ue-bl ack, soapy-feeling
stone. In her vision the place had been filled with nut-
tering whispers, but now there was only silence. For a
monent, dark swirlings seenmed to stir in her mnd, the

i nchoat e whi sperings of fragnentary visions, but they
passed |i ke a groundswell, |eaving no nore aftertaste than
a dream

Still, they seened to take fromher the |ast of her
strength and her will; she felt bitterly weary and suddenly
very frightened of the place. Though she heard no sound,
she whirled, her heart beating so that she coul d al npst
hear its thudding echo in the dark. There was evil there,
somewher e—she knew it now, felt it close enough to |eer
over her shoulder. Shifting the bul ging satchel upon her
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shoul der, she hastened like a thief across the slithery dark-
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ness of the gnones' dancing fl oor, seeking the ways that
woul d | ead her out of the darkness, back to the air above.

Mor kel eb' s mind had gui ded her down into the abyss,

but she could feel no touch of it now She followed the

mar ks she had made, runes that only she could see, drawn
upon the walls with her forefinger. As she ascended through
the dark rock seans and stairs of anmber flowstone, she
wondered if the dragon were dead. A part of her hoped

that he was, for the sake of the people of these |lands, for
the gnonmes, and for the Master; a part of her felt the sane
grief that she had, standing above the dragon's corpse in
the gully of Wr. But there was sonething about that grief
that made her hope still nore that the dragon was dead,

for reasons she hesitated to exani ne.

The Grand Passage was as dark as the bowels of the
Deep had been, bereft of even the little moonlight that

had | eaked in to illumnate it before; but even in the utter
darkness, the air here was different—old but dry and

movi ng, unlike the still, broodi ng watchful ness of the heart
of the Deep.

Her wi zard's sight showed her the dark, bony shape

of the dragon's haunch lying across the doorway, the bris-
tling spears of his backbone pointing inward toward her

As she cane nearer she saw how sunken the scal ed skin

lay on the curve of the bone.

Li sten as she would, she heard no murnmur of his mnind.

But, the nusic that had seened to fill the Market Hal
echoed there still, faint and piercing, with nolten shivers
of dying sound.

He was unconsci ous—dyi ng, she thought. Do you think
this man will live longer than |? he had asked.

Jenny unslung her plaid fromher shoulder and laid the
thick folds over the cutting knives of the dragon's spine.
The edges drove through the cloth; she added the heavy
sheepski n of her jacket and, shivering as the outer cold
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sliced through the thin sleeves of her shift, worked her
foot onto the largest of the spines. Catching the doorpost
once again for |everage, she swng herself ninbly up and
over. For an instant she bal anced on the haunch, feeling
the sl ender suppl eness of the bones under the steel scales
and the soft heat that radiated fromthe dragon's body;

then she sprang down. She stood for a nonent, |istening
with her ears and her m nd.

The dragon made no move. The Market Hall |ay before

her, blue-black and ivory with the feeble trickle of starlight
that seened so bright after the utter night bel ow the ground.
Even t hough the nobon had set, every pot sherd and skewed

| anpfrane seemed to Jenny's eyes outlined in brightness,
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every shadow like spilled ink. The bl ood was drying,

though the place stank of it. OGsprey still lay in a sneared
pool of darkness, surrounded by glinting harpoons. The
night felt very old. A tw st of wind brought her the snell
of woodsnoke fromthe fire on Tanner's Rise.

Li ke a ghost Jenny crossed the hall, shivering in the
dead cold. It was only when she reached the open ni ght
of the steps that she began to run

CHAPTER Xl

AT DAWN SHE felt John's hand tighten slightly around
her own.

Two nights ago she had worked the death-spells, weav-

ing an aura of poison and ruin—the circles of themstil

lay scratched in the earth at the far end of the Rise. She
had not slept nore than an hour or so the night before
that, somewhere on the road outside Bel, curled in John's
arms. Now the drifting snoke of the low fire was a snudge
of gray silk in the pallid norning air, and she felt worn
and chilled and strange, as if her skin had been sand-
papered and every nerve |ay exposed. Yet she felt strangely
calm

She had done everything she could, slowy, neticu-

| ously, step by step, following Mss Mab's renmenbered
instructions as if the body she knew so well were a strang-
er's. She had given himthe philters and medicines as the
gnones did, by means of a hollow needle driven into the

vei ns, and had packed poultices on the wounds to draw
fromthemthe poison of the dragon's bl ood. She had

traced the runes of healing where the marks of the wounds
cut the paths of life throughout his body, touching them
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with his inner nane, the secret of his essence, woven into
the spells. She had called himpatiently, repeatedly, by
the nane that his soul knew, holding his spirit to his body
by what force of magic she could nuster, until the ned

i cines could take hol d.

She had not thought that she woul d succeed. Wen

she did, she was exhausted past grief or joy, able to think
no further than the slight lift of his ribcage and the crease
of his blackened eyelids with his dreans.

Gareth said softly, "WIIl he be all right?" and she nod-
ded. Looking at the gawky young prince who hunkered

at her side by the fire, she was struck by his silence.

Per haps the cl oseness of death and the endl ess weari ness
of the night had sobered him He had spent the hours

while she was in the Deep patiently heating stones and

pl aci ng them around John's body as he had been told to
do—a dull and necessary task, and one to which, she was

al nost certain, she owed the fact that John had still been
al i ve when she had returned fromthe dragon's lair.
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Slowly, her every bone hurting her to nove, she put

off the scuffed scarlet weight of his cloak. She felt scraped
and achi ng, and wanted only to sleep. But she stood up,
knowi ng there was somet hing el se she nust do, worse

than all that had gone before. She stunmbled to her ned-

i ci ne bag and brought out the brown tabat | eaves she

al ways carried, dried to the consistency of |eather. Break-
ing two of themto pieces, she put themin her nouth and
chewed.

Their winging bitterness was in itself enough to wake
her, wi thout their other properties. She had chewed them
earlier in the night, against the exhaustion that she had
felt catching up with her while she worked. Gareth watched
her apprehensively, his |long face haggard within the
straggly frame of his green-tipped hair, and she reflected
that he nust be al nost as weary as she. Lines that had
existed only as brief traces of passing expressions were
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etched there now, fromhis nostrils to the coners of his
mout h, and ot hers showed around his eyes when he took

off his broken spectacles to rub the inner corners of the
lids—+ines that woul d deepen and settle into his nanhood
and his old age. As she ran her hands through the | oosened
cloud of her hair, she wondered what her own face | ooked
like, or would look l|ike after she did what she knew she

must do.

She began col |l ecting nmedicines into her satchel once
nor e.

"VWhere are you goi ng?"

She found one of John's plaids and wapped it about

her, all her nmovements stiff with weariness. She felt
threadbare as a piece of worn cloth, but the uneasy strength
of the tabat |eaves was al ready coursing through her veins.
She knew she woul d have to be careful, for the tabat was
like a usurer; it lent, but it had a way of demandi ng back
with interest when one could | east afford to pay. The nopi st
air felt cold in her lungs; her soul was oddly nunb.

"To keep a prom se," she said.

The boy watched her with trepidation in his earnest

gray eyes as she shoul dered her satchel once nore and

set off through the misty silences of the ruined town toward
the Gates of the Deep

"Mor kel eb?"

Her voice dissipated like a thread of mist in the stillness
of the Market Hall. Vapor and bl ue norni ng shadow

cl oaked the Vale outside, and the |light here was gray and
sickly. Before her the dragon lay |ike a dropped garnent

of black silk, held to shape only by its bonings. One wi ng
stretched out, where it had fallen after the convul sions of
the night before; the | ong antennae trailed |linp anbng the
ri bbons of the mane. Faint singing still lay upon the air,
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drawi ng at Jenny's heart.
He had given her the way through the Deep, she
212 Barbara Hanbly

thought; it was John's life that she owed him She tried
to tell herself that it was for this reason only that she did
not want that terrible beauty to die.

Her voi ce echoed anbng the upended ivory turrets of
the roof. "Mrkel eb!"

The humm ng changed within her mnd, and she knew

he heard. One delicate, crayfish antenna stirred. The lids
of silver eyes slipped back a bare inch. For the first time
she saw how delicate those lids were, tinted with subtle
shades of violet and green within the blackness. Looking
into the white depths they partly shielded, she felt fear,
but not fear for her body; she felt again the cross-bl ow ng
wi nds of present should and future if, rising up out of the
chasnms of doubt. She summoned calmto her, as she sum
moned clouds or the birds of the hawthorn brakes, and

was rather surprised at the steadi ness of her voice.

"G ve ne your nane."

Life moved in himthen, a gold heat that she felt through
the singing of the air. Anger and resistance; bitter resis-
tance to the | ast.

"l cannot save you wi thout knowi ng your name," she
said. "If you slip beyond the bounds of your flesh, | need
somet hing by which to call you back."

Still that nolten wath surged through the weakness

and pain. She renenbered Caerdi nn saying, "Save a

dragon, slave a dragon." At that tine, she had not known
why anyone would wish to save the |ife of such a creature,
nor how doi ng so woul d place sonmething so great within
your power. Cock by its feet..

"Morkel eb!" She wal ked forward, forgetting her fear

of hi mperhaps through anger and dread that he would

die, perhaps only through the tabat | eaves—and |aid her
smal | hands on the soft flesh around his eyes. The scal es
there were tinier than the ends of needles. The skin felt
like dry silk beneath her hand, pulsing with warmlife.

She felt again that sense, half-fright, half-awe, of taking
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a step down a road which should not be trodden, and
wondered if it would be wiser and better to turn away

and |l et himdie. She knew what he was. But havi ng touched
hi m having | ooked into those dianond eyes, she could
nore easily have given up her own life.

In the glitter of the singing within her mnd, one single
air seemed to detach itself, as if the thread that bound
toget her the conpl ex knots of its nany harnonies had
suddenly taken on another color. She knew it inmediately
in its wholeness, fromthe few truncated fragnents Caer-
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dinn had whistled for her in a hedgerow one sunmrer day.
The nusic itself was the dragon's nane.

It slid through her fingers, soft as silken ribbons; taking
it, she began to braid it into her spells, weaving themlike
a rope of crystal around the dragon's fading soul. Through
the turns of the music, she glinpsed the entrance to the
dark, starry mazes of his inner nind and heart and, by

the flickering light of it, seemed to see the paths that she
must take to the healing of his body.

She had brought with her the medicines fromthe Deep,

but she saw now that they were usel ess. Dragons heal ed
thensel ves and one anot her through the mnd al one. At

times, in the hours that foll owed, she was terrified of this
heal i ng, at others, only exhausted past anything she had
ever experienced or imagined, even in the |ong night

bef ore. Her weariness grew, enconpassing body and brain

in mounting agony; she felt entangled in a net of l|ight and
bl ackness, struggling to draw across some barrier a vast,
cloudy force that pulled her toward it over that sane
frontier. It was not what she had thought to do, for it had
nothing to do with the healing of humans or beasts. She
summoned the | ast reserves of her own power, digging
forgotten strengths fromthe nmarrow of her bones to battle
for his life and her owmn. Holding to the ropes of his life
took all this strength and nore that she did not have; and
in a kind of delirium she understood that if he died, she
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woul d die al so, so entangled was her essence in the starry
skeins of his soul. Small and clear, she got a glinpse of
the future, like an inmage in her scrying-stone—that if she
di ed, John would die within the day, and Gareth would

| ast slightly less than seven years, as a husk slowy hol -
| owned by Zyene's perverted powers. Turning fromthis,

she clung to the small, rock-steady strength of what she
knew. old Caerdinn's spells and her own | ong neditations
in the solitude anong the stones of Frost Fell.

Twi ce she called Mirkeleb by his nane, tangling the

music of it with the spells she had so | aboriously |earned
rune by rune, holding herself anchored to this life with
the menory of famliar things—the shapes of the |eaves

of plants, gentian and dog's mercury, the tracks of hares
upon the snow, and wild, vagrant airs played on the
pennywhi stl e upon sunmmrer nights. She felt the dragon's
strength stir and the echo of his name return.

She did not renmenber sleeping afterward. But she woke

to the warmh of sunlight on her hair. Through the open
Gates of the Deep, she could see the | oom ng rock face
of the cliffs outside drenched with cinnabar and gold by
the afternoon's slanted |ight. Turning her head, she saw
that the dragon had noved and | ay sl eeping al so, great

wi ngs fol ded once nore and his chin upon his foreclaws
like a dog. In the shadows, he was nearly invisible. She
coul d not see that he breathed, but wondered if she ever
had. Di d dragons breathe?

Lassitude flooded her, burying her like silk-fine sand.
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The last of the tabat |eaves had burned out of her veins,
and t hat exhaustion added to the rest. Scraped, drained,
wung, she wanted only to sleep again, hour after hour,
for days if possible.

But she knew it was not possible. She had saved Mor-

kel eb, but was under no illusion that this would | et her
sleep safely in his presence, once he had regained a little
of his strength. A detached thread of anusenent at herself
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made her chuckle; lan and Adric, she thought, would

boast to each other and every boy in the village that their
nmot her could go to sleep in a dragon's lair—that is, if she
ever nmade it back to tell themof it. Even rolling over hurt
her bones. The wei ght of her clothes and her hair dragged

at her like chain mail as she stood.

She stunbled to the Gates and stood for a noment,

| eani ng agai nst the rough-hewn granite of the vast pillar,
the dry, noving freedomof the air fingering her face.
Turni ng her head, she | ooked back over her shoul der and

met the dragon's open eyes. Their depths stared into hers
for one instant, crystalline flowers of white and silver,
like glittering wells of rage and hate. Then they slid shut
again. She wal ked fromthe shadows out into the brilliance
of the evening.

Her mind as well as her body felt nunbed as she wal ked

sl ow y back through Deepi ng. Everything seened queer

and changed, the shadow of each pebble and weed a thing
of new and unknown significance to her, as if for years
she had wal ked hal f-blind and now had opened her eyes.

At the northern side of the town, she clinbed the rocks
to the water tanks, deep black pools cut into the bones
of the mountain, with sun flashing on their opaque sur-
faces. She stripped and swam though the water was very
cold. Afterward she lay for a long tine upon her spread-
out clothing, dream ng she knew not what. Wnd tracked
across her bare back and legs like tiny footprints, and the
sun-dance changed in the pool as shadows crept across
the black water. She felt it would have been good to cry,
but was too weary even for that.

In tine she got up, put on her clothes again, and returned
to canp. Gareth was asleep, sitting with his knees drawn
up and his face upon themon his crossed arns, near the

gl owi ng ashes of the fire.

Jenny knelt beside John, feeling his hands and face.
They seened warmer, though she could detect no surface
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bl ood under the thin, fair skin. Still, his eyebrows and
the reddi sh stubble of his beard no | onger seened so dark
She | ay down beside him her body against his beneath

the bl ankets, and fell asleep

In the drowsy warnth of half-waking, she heard John
murmur, "I thought that was you calling nme." Hi s breath
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was no nore than a faint touch against her hair. She blinked
into waki ng. The light had changed again. It was dawn.

She said, "What?" and sat up, shaking back the thick

wei ght of her hair fromher face. She still felt tired to
deat h, but ravenously hungry. Gareth was kneeling by the
campfire, tousled and unshaven with his battered spec-
tacles sliding dowmn the end of his nose, making griddl e-
cakes. She noted that he was better at it than John had
ever been.

"I thought you were never waking up," he said.

"I thought | was never waking up either, my hero,"
John whi spered. His voice was too weak to carry even
that short distance, but Jenny heard himand snil ed.

She clinbed stiffly to her feet, pulled on her skirt again
over her creased shift, |laced her bodice and put on her
boots, while Gareth set water over the coals to boil for
coffee, a bitter black drink popular at Court. Wen Gareth
went to fetch nore water fromthe spring in the woods
beyond the wecked well house. Jenny took sone of the
boiling water to renew John's poultices, welconing the
simplicity of human healing; and the snell of herbs soon
filled the little clearing anong the ruins, along with the
warm strange snell of the drink. John fell asleep again,
even before Jenny had finished with the bandages, but
Gareth fetched her some bannocks and honey and sat

with her beside the breakfast fire.

"I didn't know what to do, you were gone so long,"
he said around a nout hful ofneal cake. "I thought about
foll owi ng you—that you m ght need hel p—but | didn't
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want to | eave John al one. Besides," he added with a ruefu
grin, "lI've never managed to rescue you from anything
yet."

Jenny | aughed and said, "You did right."
"And the pronise you rmade?"
"I kept it."

He et out his breath with a sigh and bowed his head,

as if some great weight that had been pressing down upon
himhad been lifted. After a while he said shyly, "Wile

I was waiting for you, | made up a song... a ballad. About
the slaying of Mrkeleb, the Black Dragon of Nast \Wall

It isn't very good..."

"I't wouldn't be,"” Jenny said slowy, and |licked the
honey from her fingers. "Mrkeleb is not dead.”

He stared at her, as he once had when she had told

hi mthat John had killed the Gol den Dragon of Wr with
an ax. "But | thought—wasn't your prom se to John to—
to slay himif—f John could not?"
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She shook her head, the dark cloud of her hair snaggi ng
in the grubby fleece of her jacket collar. "My prom se was
to Morkeleb," she said. "It was to heal him"

Col l ecting her feet beneath her, she rose and wal ked
over to John once nore, |leaving Gareth staring after her
in appal l ed and unbel i eving bew | der nent.

A day passed before Jenny returned to the Deep. She
stayed close to the canp, taking care of John and washi ng
cl ot hes—a nundane task, but one that needed to be done.
Sonewhat to her surprise, Gareth helped her in this,
fetching water fromthe spring in the glade, but without
his usual chatter. Know ng she woul d need her strength,
she slept a good deal, but her dreans were disquieting.
Her waki ng hours were plagued with a sense of being

wat ched. She told herself that this was sinply because
Mor kel eb, waki ng, had extended his awareness across

the Val e and knew where they were, but certain under-
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standi ngs she had found within the nazes of the dragon's
m nd woul d not allow her to believe this.

She was aware that Gareth was watching her, too,
nostly when he t hought she wasn't | ooking.

She was aware of other things, as well. Never had she
felt so conscious of the traces and turnings of the wind,
and of the insignificant activities of the animals in the
surroundi ng woods. She found herself prey to strange
contenpl ati on and odd know edge of things before unsus-
pect ed—how cl ouds grow, and why the wi nd wal ked t he

way it did, how birds knew their way south, and why, in
certain places of the world at certain tinmes, voices could
be heard speaking indistinctly in enpty air. She would
have |iked to think these changes frightened her because
she did not understand them but in truth the reason she
feared them was because she did.

VWil e she slept in the late afternoon, she heard Gareth
speak to John of it, seeing them and understandi ng through
the depths of her altered dreans.

"She healed him" she heard Gareth whi sper, and was

aware of himsquatting beside the tangle of bearskins and
pl ai ds where John lay. "I think she promsed to do so, in
trade for his letting her past himto fetch the medi cines.

John sighed and noved one bandaged hand a little
where it lay on his chest. "Better, maybe, she had let ne
die."

"Do you think..." Gareth swall owed nervously and
cast a glance at her, as if he knew that asleep, she stil
could hear. "Do you think he's put a spell on her?"

John was silent for a tine, |ooking up at the gulfs of

sky above the Val e, thinking. Though the air down here

was still, great wi nds racked the upper atnobsphere, herd-
ing piled masses of cloud, charcoal gray and blinding white,
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up agai nst the shaggy flanks of the nountains. At length
he said, "I think I'd feel it, if there were another mnd
controlling hers. O I'd like to flatter nyself to thinking
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I"d feel it. They say you should never look into a dragon's
eyes, lest he put a spell on you. But she's stronger than

that."
He turned his head a little and | ooked at where she

lay, squinting to focus his shortsighted brown eyes upon
her. The bare flesh on either side of the bandages on his
arns and chest was livid with bruises and pitted with tiny
scabs where the broken links of the mail shirt had been
dragged through it. "Wien | used to dream of her, she
didn't | ook the sane as in waking. Wien | was delirious,

| dreanmed of her—+t's as if she's grown nore herself, not

| ess. "

He sighed and | ooked back at Gareth. "I used to be

j eal ous other, you know. Not of another man, but jeal ousy
of herself, of that part other she'd never give ne—though
CGod knows, back in those days, what | wanted it for. Who
was it who said that jealousy is the only vice that gives
no pl easure? But that was the first thing | had to | eam
about her, and maybe the hardest |'ve ever |earned about
anyt hi ng—that she is her own, and what she gives nme is

of her choosing, and the nore precious because of it.
Sonetimes a butterfly will come to sit in your open palm
but if you close your hand, one way or the other, it—-and
its choice to be there—are gone."

Fromthere Jenny slid into deeper dreans of the crush-

i ng darkness of Ylferdun and the deep nmagi c she sensed
slunmbering in the Places of Healing. As if froma great

di stance, she saw her children, her boys, whom she had
never wanted to conceive but had borne and birthed for
John's sake, but loved uneasily, unwillingly, and with des-
perately divided heart. Wth her wi zard' s sight she could
see themsitting up in their curtained bed in the darkness,
whil e wind drove snow agai nst the tower walls; not sleep-
ing at all, but telling one another tales about how their
father and nother would slay the dragon and ride back

with pack trains and pack trains of gold.
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She woke when the sun lay three-quarters down the

sky toward the flinty crest of the ridge. The w nd had
shifted; the whole Vale snelled of sharp snow and pine
needl es fromthe high slopes. The air in the |engthening
sl aty shadows was cold and danp

John was asl eep, wrapped in every cloak and bl anket

in the canp. Gareth's voice could be heard in the woods

near the little stone fountain, tunelessly singing romantic
lyrics of passionate love for the edification of the horses.
Movi ng with her habitual quiet, Jenny |aced up her bod-
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ice and put on her boots and her sheepskin jacket. She
t hought about eating sonething and deci ded not to. Food
woul d break her concentration, and she felt the need of
every fragnent of strength and al ertness that she could
nmust er .

She paused for a nonment, |ooking around her. The ol d,
uneasy sensation of being watched returned to her, like

a hand touching her el bow But she sensed, also, the faint
tingling of Mourkeleb's power in the back of her mnd and
knew that the dragon's strength was returning far nore

qui ckly than that of the man he had al nbst sl ain.

She woul d have to act and act now, and the thought
of it filled her with fear.

"Save a dragon, slave a dragon," Caerdinn had said.

Her awareness of how small her own powers were ter-

rified her, knowi ng what it was agai nst which she nust

pit them So this, in the end, was what she had paid for
John's love, she told herself, with alittle wy anusenent.
To go into a battle she could not hope to win. Involuntarily
anot her part of her thought at once that at least it wasn't
John's life, but her own, that would be forfeit, and she
shook her head in wondernment at the follies of |Iove. No
wonder those with the power were warned against it, she

t hought .

As for the dragon, she had a sense, alnmpbst an instinct,
of what she nmust do, alien to her and yet terrifyingly clear.
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Her heart was hammering as she selected a scruffy plaid
fromthe top of the pile over John. The thin breezes flut-
tered at its edges as she slung it around her; its colors
faded into the nuted hues of weed and stone as she nmde
her way silently down the ridge once nore and took the
track for the Deep.

Mor kel eb no longer lay in the Market Hall. She fol -

| oned the scent of himthrough the massive inner doors

and al ong the G- and Passage—a snell that was pungent

but not unpleasant, unlike the burning, nmetallic reek of

hi s poi sons. The tiny echoes of her footfalls were like far-
off water dripping in the silent vaults of the passage—
she knew Morkel eb woul d hear them |ying upon his gold

in the darkness. Al nost, she thought, he would hear the
poundi ng of her heart.

As Dromar had said, the dragon was laired in the Tem

pl e of Sarnendes, sone quarter-nile along the passage

The Tenpl e had been built for the use of the children of
men and so had been wought into the |ikeness of a room
rather than a cave. Fromthe chrysel ephanti ne doors Jenny
| ooked about, her eyes piercing the absol ute darkness
there, seeing how the stalagmtes that rose fromthe floor
had been cut into pillars, and how walls had been built

to conceal the uneven shape of the cavern's native rock
The floor was snmoothed all to one level; the statue of the
god, with his lyre and his bow, had been scul pted of white
marble fromthe royal quarries of Istmark, as had been
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his altar with its carved garl ands. But none of this could
conceal the size of the place, nor the enornous, irregular
grandeur of its proportions. Above those nodestly cl as-
sical walls arched the ceiling, a maze of sinter and crysta
that marked the place as nature's work timdly homre-

st eaded by nan.

The snell of the dragon was thick here, though it was
clean of offal or carrion. Instead the floor was heaped
with gold, all the gold of the Deep, plates, holy vessels,
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reliquaries of forgotten saints and dem gods, piled between
the pillars and around the statues, tiny cosnetic pots
snel ling of bal sam candl esticks quivering with pendant
pearls |ike aspen |eaves in spring w nd, cups whose rins
flashed with the dark fire of jewels, a votive statue of
Sal emesse, the Lady of Beasts, three feet high and solid
gold... Al the things that gnomes or nen had wr ought

of that soft and shining netal had been gathered there
fromthe farthest tunnels of the Deep. The floor was |ike
a beach with the packed coins that had spilled fromtheir
torn sacks, and through it gleanmed the darkness of the
floor, like water collected in hollows of the sand.

Mor kel eb lay upon the gold, his vast w ngs fol ded al ong
his sides, their tips crossed over his tail, black as coa
and seeming to shine, his crystal eyes like lamps in the
dark. The sweet, terrible singing that Jenny had felt so
strongly had faded, but the air about himwas vibrant with
t he unheard nusic.

"Morkel eb," she said softly, and the word whi spered

back at her fromthe forest of glittering spikes overhead.
She felt the silver eyes upon her and reached out, ten-
tatively, to the dark maze of that m nd.

Wiy gol d? she asked. Wiy do dragons covet the gold
of men?

It was not what she had meant to say to him and she
felt, under his coiled anger and suspicion, sonething el se
nove.

What is that to you, wi zard woman?

What was it to nme that | returned here to save your
life? It would have served nme and mine better to have |et
you di e.

Why then did you not?

There were two answers. The one she gave hi mwas,
Because it was understood between us that if you gave

me the way into the heart of the Deep, | should heal you
and give you your life. But in that healing you gave ne
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your namre, Mrkel eb the Bl ack—and the name she spoke
in her mnd was the ribbon of nmusic that was his true
nane, his essence; and she saw himflinch. They have
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sai d, Save a dragon, slave a dragon, and by your nane
you shall do as | bid you

The surge of his anger against her was |like a dark wave,

and all along his sides the knifelike scales lifted a little,
like a dog's hackles. Around themin the bl ackness of the
Templ e, the gold seemed to whisper, picking up the
groundswel | of his wath.

/ am Morkeleb the Black. | amand will be slave to no
one and nothing, least of all a human wonman, nmage though
she may be. | do no bidding save nmy own.

The bitter weight of alien thoughts crushed down upon

her, heavier than the darkness. But her eyes were a nage's
eyes, seeing in darkness; her mnd held a kind of glow ng
illumnation that it had not had before. She felt no fear
of himnow, a queer strength she had not known she
possessed stirred in her. She whispered the magic of his
name as she would have formed its notes upon her harp,
inall its knotted conplexities, and saw hi m shrink back
alittle. Hs razor claws stirred faintly in the gold.

By your nane, Morkeleb the Bl ack, she repeated, you

shall do ny bidding. And by your nane, | tell you that

you will do no harm either to John Aversin, or to Prince
Gareth, or to any other human being while you remain

here in the south. Wen you are well enough to sustain
the journey, you shall leave this place and return to your
home.

Ire radiated fromhis scales |like a heat, reflected back
about himby the thrumm ng gold. She felt init the iron
pride of dragons, and their contenpt for humankind, and

al so his furious grief at being parted fromthe hoard

that he had so newmy won. For a nonent their souls met

and | ocked, tw sting together |ike snakes striving, fighting
for advantage. The tide other strength rose in her, surging
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and sure, as if it drewlife fromthe conbat itself. Terror
and exhilaration flooded her, like the tabat |eaves, only
far stronger, and she cast aside concern for the limtations
other flesh and strove against himmnd to mnd, tw sting

at the glittering chain of his namne.

She felt the spew of his venonous anger, but would

not let go. If you kill nme, | shall drag you down with ne
into death, she thoughts/or dying, | shall not release your
nane from ny m nd.

The strength that was breaking the sinews of her nind

drew back, but his eyes held to hers. Her thoughts were
suddenly fl ooded with i mages and hal f-nmenories, |ike the

vi sions of the heart of the Deep; things she did not under-
stand, distracting and terrifying in their strangeness. She
felt the plunging vertigo of flight in darkness; saw bl ack
nmount ai ns that cast doubl e shadows, red deserts unstirred
by wind since tinme began and i nhabited by gl ass spiders
that lived upon salt. They were dragon nenories, con-
fusing her, luring her toward the place where his mnd
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could close around hers like a trap, and she held fast to
those things of her own life that she knew and her nenory
of the piping of old Caerdinn whistling the truncated air
of Morkeleb's true nane. Into that air she tw sted her
own spells of breaking and exhaustion, ningling them
with the rhythm of his heart that she had | earned so well
in the healing, and she felt once nore his nmind draw back
from hers.

Hs wath was like the |our of thunder-sky, building all
around her; he | oomed before her like a cloud harboring
I'ightning. Then w thout warning he struck at her like a
snake, one thin-boned claw raised to slash.

He woul d not strike, she told herself as her heart con-
tracted with terror and her every nuscle screaned to flee
He could not strike her for she had his nanme and he
knew it... She had saved him he nust obey... Her mnd
gri pped the nmusic of his nane even as the claws hissed
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down. The wi nd of them slashed at her hair, the saber

bl ades passing less than a foot fromher face. Wite eyes
stared down at her, blazing with hate; the rage of him
beat agai nst her like a storm

Then he settled back slowy upon his bed of gold. The
tang of his defeat was |like wormwod in the air.

You chose to give nme your name rather than die, Mor-

kel eb. She played his name like a glissando and felt the
surge of her own rising power humin the gold against his.
You will go fromthese | ands and not return

For a monent nore she felt his anger, resentnent, and

the fury of his hunbled pride. But there was sonething

else in the hoarfrost glitter of his gaze upon her, the know -
edge that she was not contenpti bl e.

He said quietly. Do you not understand?

Jenny shook her head. She | ooked around her once

again at the Tenple, its dark archways piled high with
nmore gold than she had ever seen before, a treasure nore
fabul ous than any other upon earth. It would have bought
all of Bel and the souls of nost of the nmen who dwel | ed
there. But, perhaps because she herself had little use for
gold, she felt drawn to ask again, Wy gold, Morkeleb?
Was it the gold that brought you here?

He I owered his head to his paws again, and all around
themthe gold vibrated with the whisper of the dragon's
nane. // was the gold, and the dreans of the gold, he

said. / had discontent in all things; the |onging grew upon
me while | slept. Do you not know, w zard woman, the

| ove that dragons have for gol d?

She shook her head again. Only that they are greedy
for it, as nen are greedy.

Rose-red light rimed the slits of his nostrils as he
sniffed. Men, he said softly. They have no understanding
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of gold; no understanding of what it is and of what it can
be. Conme here, wi zard wonman. Put your hand upon ne
and listen with nmy m nd.

226 Barbara Hanbly

She hesitated, fearing a trap, but her curiosity as a

mage drove her. She picked her way over the cold, uneven
heaps of rings, platters, and candl esticks, to rest her hand
once nore agai nst the soft skin below the dragon's great

eye. As before, it felt surprisingly warm unlike a reptile'.
skin, and soft as silk. H's mind touched hers like a firm
hand i n the darkness.

In a thousand nurnuring voices, she could hear the

gold pick up the nusic of the dragon's name. The bl ended
nuances of thought were magnified and nade richer, dis-
tinct as subtle perfunes, piercing the heart with beauty.
It seenmed to Jenny that she could identify every piece 01
gold within that enornmous chanber by its separate sound-
ing, and hear the harnonic curve of a vessel, the nelding
voi ces of every single coin and hairpin, and the sweet
tingling locked in the crystal heart of every jewel. Her
m nd, touching the dragon's, flinched in aching wonder
fromthe caress of that unbearabl e sweetness as the echoes
awoke answering resonances within her soul. Menories

of dove-col ored dusks on the Fell that was her hone
pulled at her with the deep joy of winter nights |ying on
the bearskins before the hearth at Alyn Hold, with John
and her sons at her side. Happiness she could not nane
swept over her, breaking down the defenses of her heart

as the intensity of the nusic built, and she knew that foi
Morkeleb it was the sane in the chineric deeps of his

m nd.

When the nusic faded, she realized she had cl osed her
eyes, and her cheeks were wet with tears. Looking about
her, though the room was as bl ack as before, she thought
that the menory of the dragon's song lingered in the gold,
and a faint lumnosity clung to it still.

In tine she said. That is why nmen say that dragon's

gold is poisoned. Ohers say that it is lucky... but it is
merely charged with yearning and with nusic, so that

even dullards can feel it through their fingers.
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Even so, whispered the voice of the dragon in her mnd.

But dragons cannot mne gold, nor work it. Only gnones
and the children of nen.

W are like the whales that live in the sea, he said,
civilizations without artifacts, |iving between stone and
sky in our islands in the northern oceans. W lair in rocks
that bear gold, but it is inpure. Only with pure gold is
this nusic possible. Now do you understand?

The sharing had broken sonet hi ng between them and
she felt no fear of himnow She went to sit close to the
bony curve of his shoul der and picked up a gold cup from
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the hoard. She felt as she turned it over in her hands that
she coul d have chosen it out froma dozen identical ones.
Its resonance was clear and individuated in her nmind; the
echo of the dragon's nusic held to it, like a renenbrance
of perfunme. She saw how precisely it was formed, chas-
tened and highly polished, its handles tiny ladies with
garlands twined in their hair where it streanmed back over
the body of the cup; even microscopically fine, the flowers
were recogni zable as the lilies of hope and the roses of
fulfillment. Mrkeleb had killed the owner of this cup,

she thought to herself, only for the sake of the incredible
nmusi ¢ which he could call fromthe gold. Yet his |love for
the gold had as little to do with its beauty as her |ove for
her sons had to do with their—dndeni able, she thought—
good | ooks.

How did you know this was here?

Do you not think that we, who live for hundreds of

years, would be aware of the com ngs and goi ngs of nmen?
Where they build their cities, and with whomthey trade,
and in what? | amold. Jenny Waynest. Even anong the
dragons, ny magic is accounted great. | was born before
we cane to this world; | can sniff gold fromthe bones of
the earth and followits path for mles, as you follow
ground water with a hazel twi g. The gol d-seans of the
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VWall rise to the surface here like the great sal mon of the
north country rising to spawn.

The dragon's words were spoken in her mnd, and in

her m nd she had a brief, distant glinpse of the Earth as
the dragons saw it, spread out like a nottled carpet of
purpl e and green and brown. She saw t he green-bl ack pelt

of the forests of Wr, the infinitely delicate cloud shapes
of the crows of the tall oaks, fragile and thready with

wi nter, and saw how, toward the north, they were nore

and nore replaced by the coarse spiky teeth of pine and
fir. She saw the gray and white stones of the bare Wn-
terlands, stained all the colors of the rainbowwith Iichen
and noss in sumer, and saw how the huge flashing silver
shapes of eight- and ten-foot sal non noved beneath the
waters of the rivers, under the blue, gliding shadow of

the dragon's wings. For an instant, it was as if she could
feel the air all about her, holding her up like water; its

currents and countereddies,. its changes fromwarmto
col d.
Then she felt his mind closing around hers, like the

jaws of a trap. For an instant she was | ocked into suf-
focating darkness, the utter darkness that not even the
eyes of a wi zard could pierce. Panic crushed her. She
coul d neither nove nor think, and felt only the acid gl oat-
ing of the dragon all around her, and, opening beneath

her, a bottom ess despair.

Then as Caerdi nn had taught her, as she had done in
heal i ng John—as she had al ways done within the circum
scribed limts of her small magi c—she forced her nind
to cal mand began to work rune by rune, note by note,
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concentrating singly and sinply upon each elenent with

her whole mnd. She felt the wath of the dragon snoth-
ering her like a hot sea of night, but she wedged open a
crack of light, and into that crack she drove the nusic of
the dragon's nane, fashioned by her spells into a spear

She felt his mind flinch and give. Her sight returned,
Dr agonsbane 229

and she found herself on her feet anbng the knee-deep
piles of gold, the nonstrous dark shape backing from her
in anger. This tine she did not let himago, but flung her
own wath and her will after him playing upon the nusic
of his nane and weaving into it the fires that scorched
his essence. All the spells of pain and ruin she had w ought
into the poison flooded to her mind; but, |ike her fury at
the bandits at the crossroads these many weeks ago, her
anger had no hate in it, offering himno hold upon her

m nd. He shrank back fromit, and the great head | owered
so that the ribbons of his nane swept the coins with a
slithery tinkle.

W apped in a rage of magic and fire, she said, You shal
not dom nate me, Mrkeleb the Bl ack—neither with your
power nor with your treachery. | have saved your life,
and you shall do as | command you. By your nane you
shall go, and you shall not return to the south. Do you
hear me?

She felt himresist, and drove her will and the strength

of her newfound powers against him Like a westler's

body, she felt the dark, sutfurous rage slither from beneath
the pressure of her will; she stepped back, al nost instinc-
tively, and faced hi mwhere he crouched agai nst the wall

like a vast, inky cobra, his every scale bristling with glit-
tering wath.

She heard hi m whi sper, | hear you, w zard woman, and

heard, in the cold voice, the reasonance not only of furious
anger at being hunbl ed, but of surprise that she could

have done so.

Turning without a word, she left the Tenple and wal ked
back toward the square of diffuse |light that marked the
outer hall at the end of the Grand Passage and the G eat
Gat es beyond.

CHAPTER XI |

VWHEN JENNY CAME down the steps of the Deep she

was shaking with exhaustion and an afternmath of conmmon
sense that told her that she shoul d have been terrified.
Yet she felt curiously little fear of Morkeleb, even in the
face of his treachery and his wath. Her body ached—

the power she had put forth against himhad been far in
excess of what her flesh was used to sustaini ng—but her
head felt clear and alert, w thout the nunmbed weariness
she felt when she had overstretched her powers. She was
aware, down to her last finger end, of the depth and great-
ness of the dragon's mmgic, but was aware al so of her

own strength agai nst him
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Eveni ng wi nd dusted across her face. The sun had sunk

beyond the flinty crest of the westward ridge, and though

the sky still held light, Deeping lay at the bottom of a | ake

of shadow. She was aware of many things passing in the

Val e, nost of them having nothing to do with the affairs

of dragons or humanki nd—+the skreak of a single cricket

under a charred stone, the flirt of a squirrel's tail as it fled
fromits hopeful mate, and the flutterings of the chaf-

finches as they sought their nighttime nests. Were the

230
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trail turned downward around a broken pile of rubble that
had once been a house, she saw a man's skel eton |ying

in the weeds, the bag of gold he had died clutching split
open and the coins singing softly to her where they |ay
scattered anmong his ribs.

She was aware, suddenly, that soneone el se had entered
the Val e.

It was anal agous to sound, though unheard. The scent

of magic cane to her like snoke on the shift of the w nd.
She stopped still in the dry tangle of broonsedge, cold
shreds of breeze that frayed down fromthe tinberline
stirring in her plaids. There was magic in the Vale, up on
the ridge. She could hear the slither and snag of silk on
beech mast, the startled splash of spilled water in the dusk
by the fountain, and Gareth's voice halting over a nane...

Cat ching up her skirts. Jenny began to run

The snell of Zyerne's perfune seenmed everywhere in

the woods. Darkness was al ready begi nning to coll ect
beneath the trees. Panting, Jenny sprang up the whitish,
flinty rocks to the glade by the fountain. Long experience
in the Wnterlands had taught her to nove in utter silence,
even at a dead run; and thus, for the first nmonent, neither
of those who stood near the little well was aware of her
arrival

It took her a nonment to see Zyene. Gareth she saw

at once, standing frozen beside the wellhead. Spilled water
was soaking into the beech mast around his feet; a half-
enpty bucket bal anced on the edge of the stone trough
beside the well itself. He didn't heed it; she wondered
how rmuch of his surroundi ngs he was aware of at all

Zyenme's spells filled the snmall glade |ike the nusic
heard in dreanms. Even she, a woman, felt the scented
warnth of the air that belied the tingly cold | ower down
in the Vale and sensed the stirring of need in her flesh.
In Gareth's eyes was a kind of nadness, and his hands
wer e shaki ng where they were clenched, knotted into fists,

232 Bar bara Hunbly

before him H s voice was a whi sper nore desperate than
a scream as he said, "No."
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"Gareth." Zyenme noved, and Jenny saw her, as she
seemed to float like a ghost in the dusk anbng the birch
trees at the glade's edge. "Wy pretend? You know you;

|l ove for me has grown, as mne has for you. It is like file
in your flesh now, the taste of your mouth in ny dreama
has tornmented me day and night..."

"While you were lying with ny father?"

She shook back her hair, a snmall, characteristic ges

tare, brushing the tendrils of it away from her snooth
brow It was difficult to see what she wore in the dusk—
sonething white and fragile that rippled in the stirrings
of the wind, pale as the birches thenselves. Her hair was

| oosened down her back like a young girl's; and, like a
young girl, she wore no veils. Years seened to have van-

i shed fromher age, young as she had seened before. She

| ooked like a girl of Gareth's age, unless, |ike Jenny, one
saw her with a wizard' s eye

"Gareth, | never lay with your father," she said softly.
"Ch, we agreed to pretend, for the sake of appearances
at Court—but even if he had wanted me to, | don't think
I could have. He treated nme |like a daughter. It was you
| wanted, you..."

"That's a lie!" H's nmouth sounded dried by fever heat.

She hel d out her hands, and the wind lifted the thin
fabric of her sleeves back fromher arns as she npbved a

step into the glade. "I could bear waiting no longer. | had
to cone, to | eam what had happened to you—to be with
you..."

He sobbed, "Get away fromne!" H's face was tw sted
by somet hing cl ose to pain.

She only whispered, "I want you..."

Jenny stepped fromthe sonber shade of the trail and
said, "No, Zyene. Wiat you want is the Deep."

Zyeme swung around, her concentration breaking, as
233

Morkel eb had tried to break Jenny's. The lurid sensuality
that had dripped fromthe air shattered with an al nost
audi bl e snap. At once, Zyene seened ol der, no | onger

the virgin girl who could inflame Gareth's passion. The
boy dropped to his knees and covered his face, his body
racked with dry sobs.

"I't's what you' ve always wanted, isn't it?" Jenny

touched Gareth's hair confortingly, and he threw his arns
around her waist, clinging to her like a drowning man to
a spar. (ddly enough, she felt no fear of Zyeme now, or
of the greater strength of the younger woman's magic.

She seened to see Zyene differently, even, and felt calm
as she faced her—al m and ready.

Zyene uttered a ribald |laugh. "So there's our boy who
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won't tunble his father's mistress? You had them both to
yoursel f, didn't you, slut, com ng down fromthe north?
Enough tinme and nore to tangle himin your hair."

Gareth pulled free of Jenny and scranmbled to his feet,

shaking all over with anger. Though Jenny could see he

was still terrified of the sorceress, he faced her and gasped,
"You're lying!"

Zyene | aughed again, foully, as she had in the garden
outside the King's roons. Jenny only said, "She knows

it isn't true. What did you cone here for, Zyene? To do

to Gareth what you've done to his father? Or to see if it's
finally safe for you to enter the Deep?”

The enchantress's nouth noved uncertainly, and her

eyes shifted under Jenny's cool gaze. Then she | aughed,
the nockery in it marred by her uncertainty. "Maybe to
get your precious Dragonsbane at the sanme tinme?"

A week—even a day—ago. Jenny woul d have

responded to the taunt with fear for John's safety. But
she knew Zyene had not gone anywhere near John. She
knew she woul d have sensed it, if such magi ¢ had been
wor ked so near—al nost, she thought, she would have

heard their voices, no matter how softly they spoke. And

234 Barbara Hanbly

in any case, John was unable to flee; one deals with the
unwounded eneny first.

She saw Zyene's hand move and felt the nature of the
spell, even as she snelled the singed wool of her skirts
begi nning to snoke. Her own spell was fast and hard,
called with the mind and the mnimal gesture of the hand
rather than the labor it had once entail ed. Zyerne stag-
gered back, her hands over her eyes, taken conpletely

by surprise

When Zyene rai sed her head again, her eyes were livid
with rage, yellow as a devil's in a face transfornmed with
fury. "You can't keep me fromthe Deep," she said in a
voi ce which shook. "It is mne—+t will be mne. |'ve
driven the gnones fromit. Wen | take it, no one, no
one, will be able to contend agai nst ny power!"

St oopi ng, she seized a handful of old | eaves and beech-
nuts fromthe mast that lay all about their feet. She flung
themat Jenny. In the air, they burst into flame, grow ng
as they burned, a tangled bonfire that Jenny swept aside
with a spell she had hardly been aware she'd known. The
bl azing | ogs scattered everywhere, throw ng streaners of
yellow fire into the blue gl oomand blazing up in half-a-
dozen pl aces where they touched dry weeds. Doubling

|ike a hare upon her tracks, Zyene darted for the path
that | ed down into the Vale. Jenny | eaped at her heels,
her soft boots in three strides outdistancing the younger
worman' s precarious court shoes.

Zyerme twisted in her grip. She was taller than Jenny
but not physically as strong, even taking into account
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Jenny's exhaustion; for an instant their eyes were inches
apart, the yellow gaze boring |ike balefire into the bl ue.

Li ke a hammerbl ow. Jenny felt the inmpact of a mnd

upon hers, spells of hurt and terror that gripped and tw sted
at her muscles, utterly different fromthe weight and living
strength of the dragon's nind. She parried the spell, not

so much with a spell as with the strength of her wll,
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throwing it back at Zyeme, and she heard the younger

worman curse her in a spate of fury like a burst sewer.
Nails tore at her wists as she sought the yellow eyes with
her own again, catching Zyenme's silky curls in a fist like
a rock, forcing her to look. It was the first tine she had
mat ched strength in anger with another mage, and it sur-
prised her how instinctive it was to probe into the
essence—as she had probed into Gareth's, and Mab into

hers _not solely to understand, but to dom nate by under-
standing, to give nothing of her own soul in return. She
had a glinpse of sonething sticky and foul as the plants
that eat those foolish enough to cane near, the eroded
remai ns of a soul, like an animate corpse of the young
woman' s mi nd.

Zyeme screaned as she felt the secrets of her being

bared, and power exploded in the air between them a
burning fire that surrounded themin a whirlw nd of tearing
force. Jenny felt a weight falling agai nst her, a bl ackness
like the dragon's mnd but greater, the shadow of some
crushing power, like an ocean of uncounted years. It drove
her to her knees, but she held on, sloughing away the
crawing, biting pains that tore at her skin, the rending
agony in her rnmuscles, the fire, and the darkness, boring
into Zyeme's mind with her own, like a white needl e of

fire.

The wei ght of the shadow faded. She felt Zyerne's

nerve and will break and got to her feet again, throw ng
the girl fromher with all her strength. Zyene col |l apsed
on the dirt of the path, her dark hair hanging in a torrent
over her white dress, her nails broken fromtearing at
Jenny's wrists, her nose running and dust plastered to her
face with nmucus. Jenny stood over her, panting for breath,
her every nmuscle hurting fromthe tw sting inpact of
Zyene's spells. "Go," she said, her voice quiet, but with
power in her words. "Go back to Bel and never touch
Gareth again."

236 Bar bara Hanbl y

Sobbing with fury, Zyeme picked herself up. Her voice
shook. "You stinking gutter-nosed sow | won't be kept
fromthe Deep! It's mne, | tell you; and when | come
there, 1'll show you! | swear by the Stone, when | have
the Deep, I'Il crush you out |ike the dung-eating cock-
roach you are! You'll see!l They'll all see! They have no

right to keep me away!"

"Get out of here," Jenny said softly.
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Sobbi ng, Zyene obeyed her, gathering up her trailing
white gown and stunbling down the path that |ed toward
the clock tower. Jenny stood for a long time watching her
go. The power Jenny had summoned to protect her faded
slowy, like fire banked under enbers until it was needed
agai n.

It was only after Zyene was out of sight that she real -
i zed that she shoul d never have been able to do what she
had just done—not here and not in the Deep.

And it came to her then, what had happened to her
when she had touched the mind of the dragon

The dragon's magic was alive in her soul, |ike streaks

of iron in gold. She should have known it before; if she
had not been so weary, she thought, perhaps she woul d

have. Her awareness, |ike Mrkeleb's, had w dened to

fill the Vale, so that, even in sleep, she was consci ous of
t hi ngs taking place about her. A shiver passed through

her flesh and racked her bones with terror and wonder -
ment, as if she had conceived again, and sonething alive
and alien was growing within her.

Smoke fromthe woods above stung her nose and eyes,

white billows of it telling her that Gareth had succeeded
in dousing the flames. Sonewhere the horses were whin-
nying in terror. She felt exhausted and achi ng, her whol e
body wrenched by the cranp of those gripping spells, her
wists smarting where Zyenme's nails had torn them She
began to trenble, the newfound strength draining away
under the inmpact of shock and fear.
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A countersurge of wi nd shook the trees around her, as

if at the stroke of a giant wing. Her hair blow ng about
her face, she | ooked up, but for a noment saw not hi ng.

It was somet hing she'd heard of +hat dragons, for al

their size and gaudi ness, could be harder to see in plain
daylight than the voles of the hedgerow. He seened to

bl end down out of the dusk, a vast shape of jointed ebony
and bl ack silk, silver-crystal eyes like small moons in the

darKk.
He could feel ny power nearing its end, she thought

despairingly, renmenbering how he had turned on her
before. The terrible, shadow weight of Zyene's spells
still lay on her bones; she felt they would break if she
tried to sunmon the power to resist the dragon. Wong
with a weariness close to physical nausea, she | ooked up
to face himand hardened her m nd once again to neet

his attack.

Even as she did so, she realized that he was beautiful,
as he hung for a nonent like a black, drifting kite upon
the air.

Then his mnd touched hers, and the | ast pain of
Zyene's spells was sponged away.
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VWhat is it, wizard wonan? he asked. It is only evi
words, such as fishw ves throw at one anot her.

He settled before her on the path, folding his great
wings with a queerly graceful articulation, and regarded
her with his silver eyes in the dusk

He said, You understand.

No, she replied. / think I know what has happened,
but | do not understand.

Bah. In the leaky gray twilight beneath the trees, she

saw all the scal e-points along his sides ruffle slightly, like
the hair of an affronted cat. / think that you do. Wen

your mind was in mne, ny magic called to you, and the

dragon within you answered. Know you not your own

power, w zard woman? Know you not what you could be?

238 Bar bara Hanbl y

Wth a cold vertigo that was not quite fear she under-
stood himthen and willed herself not to understand.

He felt the closing of her mnd, and irritation snoked

fromhimlike a white spune of mist. You understand, he
sai d again. You have been within nmy mnd; you know what
it would be to be a dragon.

Jenny said. No, not to him but to that trickle of fire
in her mnd that surged suddenly into a stream

As in a dream inmages surfaced of things she felt she

had once known and forgotten, like the soaring freedom

of flight. She saw the earth | ost beneath her in the clouds,
and about her was a vaporous eternity whose absol ute

sil ence was broken only by the sheer of her w ngs. As
fromgreat height, she glinpsed the stone circle on Frost
Fell, the nere below it |ike a broken piece of dirty gl ass,
and the little stone house a chrysalis, cracked open to

rel ease the butterfly that had slept wthin.

She said, | have not the power to change ny essence.

| have, the voice whispered anmong the visions in her
m nd. You have the strength to be a dragon, once you
consent to take the form | sensed that in you when we
struggled. | was angry then, to be defeated by a human;

but you can be nore than human.

Gazing up at the dark splendor of the dragon's angul ar
form she shook her head. / will not put nyself thus in
your power, Morkeleb. | cannot |eave ny owmn formwth-
out your aid, nor could | return to it. Do not tenpt ne.

Tenpt ? Morkel eb's voice said. There is no tenptation
fromoutside the heart. And as for returni ng—what are
you as a human. Jenny Waynest? Pitiful, puling, like all
your kin the slave of tine that rots the body before the
m nd has seen nore than a single/lower in all the nead-
ows of the Cosnbs. To be a nage you nust be a mage,
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and | see in your nmind that you fight for the tine to do
even that. To be a dragon..

"To be a dragon,” she said aloud, to force her own
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m nd upon it, "I have only to give over ny control of
you. | will not |ose nyself thus in the dragon mnd and

the dragon nmagic. You will not thus get ne to rel ease

you.

She felt the strength press against the closed doors in
her m nd, then ease, and heard the steely rustle of his
scales as his long tail lashed through the dry grasses with
annoyance. The dark woods came back into focus; the
strange visions receded like a shining mst. The |ight was
wani ng fast about them all the colors bled fromstraggly
briar and fem As if his blackness took on the softer hues
of the evening, the dragon was nearly invisible, his shape
blending with the mlky stringers of fog that had begun

to veil the woods and with the black, abrupt outlines of
dead branch and charred trunk. Somewhere on the ridge
above her. Jenny could hear Gareth calling her nane.

She found she was trenbling, not solely fromweari-

ness or the piercing cold. The need within her was ter-
rifying—to be what she had al ways wi shed to be, to have

what she had wanted since she had been fourteen, ugly,

and cursed with a terrible need. She had tasted the strength
of the dragon's fire, and the taste lingered sweet in her
nmout h.

/ can give you this, the voice in her mnd said.

She shook her head, nore violently this time. No. /
will not betray ny friends.

Friends? Those who would bind you to littleness for

their own passing conveni ence? The man who grudges

you the essence of your soul out of nmourning for his
dinner? Do you cling to all these little joys because you
are afraid to taste the great ones. Jenny \Waynest?

He had been right when he had said that there is no
tenptation fromoutside the heart. She flung back her

I ong hair over her shoulders and called to herself all the
strength remaining in her, against the star-prickled dark-
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ness that seenmed to draw upon the very marrow of her
bones.

Get away fromme, she told him Go now and return

to the islands in the northern sea that are your hone.
Sing your songs to the rock-gold and the whales, and |et
be forever the sons of nen and the sons of gnones.

As if she had struck a black |og that, breaking, had
revealed the living fire snoldering within, she felt the
surge of his anger again. He reared back, his body arched
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agai nst the dinmm ng sky. The dark wire and silk of his
wings rattled as he said, Be it so then, w zard wonan. |
| eave to you the gold of the Deep—take of it what you
will. My song is init. Wen old age cones, whose nortal
frost you have al ready begun to feel upon your bones,
press it to your heart and renenber that which you have
| et pass you by.

He gat hered hinmsel f upon his haunches, his conpact,
snakel i ke shape rising above her as he gathered about him
the glitter of magic in the air. Black wi ngs unfurl ed agai nst
the sky, | oom ng over her so that she could see the obsi-

di an gl eam of his sides, the baby-skin softness of the

vel vet belly, still puckered with the crinped, ugly nouths
of harpoon wounds. Then he flung hinself skyward. The

great stroke of his wi ngs caught himup. She felt the magic
that swirled about him a spindrift of enchantment, the
star trail of an invisible comet. The last rays of sinking
light tipped his wings as he rose beyond the bl ue shadow

of the ridge. Then he was gone.

Jenny watched himgo with desolation in her heart. All

t he woods seened | aden now with the snell of wet bum
ing, and the murky earthiness of dead snoke. She becane
slowy aware that the hem of her skirt was sodden from
kneeling in the wet path; her boots were danp and her
feet cold. Listless weariness dragged upon her, from nus-
cles pulled by exertion and Zyene's spells and also from
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the words the dragon had spoken to her when she had
turned away from what he had offered

As a dragon, she would have no nore hold upon him

nor woul d she wish any longer to drive himfromthe Deep
Was that, she wondered, why he had of fered her the splen-
did and terrifying freedomof that forn? They said that
dragons did not entrap with lies but with truth, and she
knew he had read accurately the desires of her soul

"Jenny?" A snudged, dirty Gareth cane hurrying

toward her down the path. To her ears, used to the voice
of the dragon, he sounded tinny and false. "Are you all
ri ght? What happened? | saw the dragon..." He had
renoved his specs and was seeking a sufficiently clean
patch of his sooty, spark-holed shirt to w pe them on

wi t hout nmuch success. Against the grine on his face the
| enses had left two white circles, like a mask, in which
his gray eyes blinked nakedly.

Jenny shook her head. She felt weary to the point of

tears, alnmost incapable of speech. He fell into step with
her as she began slowy clinmbing the path up the Rise
once nore.

"Did Zyerne get away?"

She | ooked at him startled. After what had passed

bet ween herself and Morkel eb, she had nearly forgotten
Zyeme. "She—she left. | sent her away." It seened |ike
days ago.
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"You sent her away?" Gareth gasped, dunfounded.

Jenny nodded, too tired to explain. Thinking about it,
she frowned, as sonething snagged at her mnd. But she
only asked, "And you?"

He | ooked away from her and reddened with shane.
Part of Jenny sighed in exasperation at this foolishness,
so petty after the force of the dragon's greater seduction;

but part other renenbered what it was |like to be eighteen
and prey to the uncontroll abl e yearni ngs of the body.
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Confortingly, she touched the skinny arm under the ripped
| awn of his shirtsleeve.

"It is a spell she had on you," she said. "Nothing nore.

We are all tenpted..." She pushed aside the echoing

menory of the dragon's words. "... And what is in our

deepest hearts is still not what we are judged on, but rather
what we ultimately do. She only uses' such spells to draw

you to her, to control you as she controls your father."

They reached the clearing, soggy and dirty-I|ooking,

li ke a garment upon which acid had been spilled, with
charred spots and little puddl es of gl eam ng water which
still steaned faintly fromthe snolder they had quenched

"I know." Gareth sighed and picked up the bucket from

the sodden ground to dip it once nore into the well. He

moved stiffly frompulled nmuscles and exertion but didn't

conpl ain of them as he once m ght have done. On the

edge of the well trough, he found his tin cup and di pped

water fromthe bucket to hand to her, the wetness icy

agai nst her fingers. She realized with a little start that she
had neither eaten nor drunk since breakfast. There had

been no tinme, and now she felt old and exhausted as she

took the cup from his hand.

"You just sent her away?" Gareth asked again. "And
she went? She didn't turn herself into a falcon... ?"

"No." Jenny | ooked up, as it cane to her what it was
that had bot hered her about the events of the evening.
"Morkel eb..." She stopped, not wanting to speak of what
Mor kel eb had offered to her

But even so, she thought, she could not have taken on

a dragon's formwi thout his help. Hi s powers had broken
through to the powers within her, but her powers were
still raw and small. And Zyene...

"l defeated her," she said slowy. "But if she's as shape-
crafty as you have sai d—+f she has that kind of strength—

Dr agonsbane 243

I shouldn't have been able to defeat her, even though ny
powers have grown."
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She al nost said, "Even with the dragon's powers in

me," but the words stuck on her lips. She felt the powers
stir in her, like an alien child in the wonb of fate, and
tried to put aside the thought of them and of what they
m ght nmean. She raised the cup to her |ips, but stopped,
the water untasted, and | ooked up at Gareth again.

"Have you drunk any of the water fromthis well?" she
asked.

He | ooked at her in surprise. "W've all been drinking
it for days," he said.

"This evening, | nean."

He | ooked ruefully around at the clearing and his own
soaked sleeves. "I was too busy throwing it about to drink
any," he said. "Wy?"

She passed her hand across the nouth of the cup. As
things were visible to a wizard in darkness, she saw the
viscid sparkle of green luminosity in the water.

"Has it gone bad?" he asked worriedly. "How can you
tell ?"

She upended the cup, dunping the contents to the
ground. "Were was Zyene when you came into the
cl earing?"

He shook his head, puzzled. "I don't renenber. It was
like a dream.." He | ooked around him though Jenny

knew that the clearing, soggy and tranpled in the disnal
gloom was very different fromthe soft place of twilight
enchantment if had appeared an hour or so ago.

At last he said, "I think she was sitting where you are
now, on the edge of the wellhead."

Mor kel eb had said. They did not think that | could see
the death that tainted the neat. Was it Dromar who had
remarked that dragons were inpossible to poison?

She twi sted her body and noved her hands across the
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surface of the bucket that Gareth had drawn up. The reek
of death rose fromit, and she recoiled in disgust and
horror, as if the water had turned to bl ood beneath her
fingers.

CHAPTER XI |

"BUT WHY?" SQUATTI NG before the fire on his hunker-

bones, Gareth turned to | ook at John, who lay in his nest
of bearskin blankets and ratty plaids a few feet away. "As
far as she was concerned, you'd slain her dragon for her."
He unravel ed the screw of paper in which they'd brought
the coffee up fromBel, decided there wasn't enough to

bot her with neasuring, and dunped it into the pot of

wat er that bubbled over the fire. "She didn't know then
that Jenny was any threat to her. Wiy poison us?"
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"At a guess," John said, propping hinmself with great

care up on one elbow and fitting his spectacles to his dirty,
unshaven face, "to keep us fromriding back to Bel with

the news that the dragon was dead before she coul d get

your dad to round up the remaining gnomes on sone

trunped-up charge. As far as she knew, the dragon was

dead—+ nean, she couldn't have seen himin a crystal or

a water bow , but she could see us all alive and chi pper,

and the inference is a pretty obvi ous one."

"l suppose." Gareth unrolled his tuned-up sl eeves and
slung his cloak around his shoul ders once nore. The
nmor ni ng was foggy and cold, and the sweat he'd worked
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up clearing out the well house close to their canp in the
rui ned tanneries was drying.

"l doubt she'd have poi soned you," John went on. "If
she'd wanted you dead, she'd never have waited for you."

Gareth blushed hotly. "That isn't why she waited," he
munbl ed.

"OfF course not," John said. "Dead, you're not only no
good to her—f you die, she | oses everything."

The boy frowned. "Wiy? | nean, | can see her wanting

me under her power so I'd no longer be a threat to her,

the sane reason she put Polycarp out of the way. And if

she killed the two of you, she'd need ne to back up her
story about the dragon still being in the Deep, at |east
until she could get rid of the gnones." He sniffed bitterly
and held out his blistered hands to the fire. "She'd prob-
ably use Bond and ne as witnesses to say eventually that
she sl ew the dragon. Then she'd be able to justify having
my father give her the Deep."

He sighed, his nouth tight with disillusionment. "And

I thought Polycarp stretching a bit of cable over a fence
sounded like the depths of perfidy." He settled the griddle
over the fire, his thin face | ooking much older than it had
in the jonquil pallor of the daytime flanes.

"Well," John said gently, "it isn't only that. Gar." He

gl anced over at Jenny, who sat in the shadows of the newy

cl eared doorway of the well house, but she said nothing.

Then he | ooked back to Gareth. "How | ong do you think

your father's going to last with Zyene alive? | don't know
what her spells are doing to him and | know a dyi ng man

when | see one. As it is, for all her power, she's only a ms
tress. She needs the Deep for a power base and fortress

i ndependent of the King, and she needs the Deep's gold."

"My father would give it to her," Gareth said softly.
"And | <+ suppose |I'mjust the contingency plan, in case
he shoul d di e?" He poked at the softly sizzling cakes on
the griddle. "Then she had to destroy Pol ycarp, whether
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or not he tried to warn ne of her. The Citadel guards the
back way into the Deep."

"Well, not even that." John | ay back down again and
fol ded his hands on his breast. "She wanted to be rid of
Pol ycarp because he's an alternative heir."

"Alternative to whon?" Gareth asked, puzzled. "To
ne?"
John shook his head. "Alternative to Zyene's child."

The horror that crossed the boy's face was deeper than
fear of deat h—deeper. Jenny thought with the strange

di spassi on that had | ain upon her all that norning and
through the previous night, than fear of being subjugated
to the enchantress's spells. He | ooked nauseated by the
thought, as if at the violation of sone dark taboo. It was
a long tine before he could speak. "You nean—ny father's
chil d?"

"Or yours. It would scarcely matter which, as |ong as

it had the famly | ooks." Bandaged hands fol ded, John

| ooked shortsightedly up at the boy as, half-nunbed,

Gareth went through the automatic notions of forking

griddl ecakes fromthe skillet. Still in that gentle, matter-
of -fact voice, he went on, "But you see, after this |ong
under Zyene's spells, your father may not be capabl e of
fathering a child. And Zyene needs a child, if she's to go
on ruling."

Jenny | ooked away fromthem thinking about what it

woul d be, to be that child. The same wave of sickness
Gareth had felt passed over her at the know edge of what
Zyenme would do to any child others. She would not feed
upon it, as she fed upon the King and Bond; but she woul d
raise it deliberately as an enotional cripple, forever
dependent upon her and her |ove. Jenny had seen it done,
by wonmen or by nen, and knew what manner of man or

worman energed fromthat snothered chil dhood. But even
then, the twisting had been from sonme need of the parent's
heart, and not somnething done nerely to keep power.
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She thought of her own sons and the absurd | ove she

bore them She night have abandoned them she thought

wi th sudden fury at Zyeme, but even had she not |oved
them even were they got on her by rape, she would never
have done that to them It was a thing she woul d have
liked to think she herself could scarcely conceive of any-
one doing to an innocent chil d—except that in her heart
she knew exactly how it could be done.

Anger and sickness stirred in her, as if she had | ooked
upon torture.

"Jenny?"

Gareth's voice broke her from her thoughts. He stood
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a few paces from her, |ooking pleadingly down at her. "He
will get better, won't he?" he asked hesitantly. "M father,
I mean? Wen Zyene is banished, or—er is killed—-he

will be the way he was before?"

Jenny sighed. "I don't know," she replied in a | ow

voi ce. She shook her mnd free of the lethargy that gripped
her, a weariness of the spirit as nuch as the ache of he
body left by the battering of Zyene's spells. It was not
only that she had badly overstretched her own newf ound
powers, not only that her body was unused to sustaining
the terrible demands of the dragon's magi c. She was aware
now that her very perceptions were changing, that it wa?
not only her magic that had been changed by the touch

of the dragon's mind. The dragon in you answered, he

had sai d—she was starting to see things as a dragon saw.

She got stiffly to her feet, staggering a little against the
shor ed-up doorpost of the well house, feeling physically
drai ned and very weak. She had wat ched through the

night, telling herself it was for Zyene that she watched,
though in her heart she knew the enchantress woul d not

be back, and it was not, in fact, for her that she waited

She said, "It isn't the spells that she hol ds hi munder that
are harmng him Zyeme is a vanpire, Gareth-not of

the blood, |ike the Wi sperers, but of the |ife-essence
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itself. In her eyes last night | saw her essence, her soul

a sticky and devouring thing, yes, but a thing that nust
feed to go on living. Mss Mab told ne of the spells of

the Places of Healing that can shore up the life of a dying
man by taking a little of the |ife-energy of those who
consent to give it. It is done seldom and only in cases of
great need. | amcertain this is what she has done to your
father and to Bond. What | don't understand is why she
woul d need to. Her powers are such that..."

"You know, " John broke in, "it says in Dotys' Histories
or maybe it's in Terens... or is it the El ucidus Lapi-
darus... ?"

"But what can we doT Gareth pl eaded. "There nust

be something! | could ride back to Bel and | et Dromar
know it's safe for the gnomes to reoccupy the Deep. It
woul d give thema strong base to..."

"No," Jenny said. "Zyene's hold on the city is too

strong. After this, she'll be watching for you, scrying the
roads. She'd intercept you |long before you cane near
Bel . "

"But we have to do sonething!" Panic and desperation
lurked at bay in his voice. "Were can we go? Pol ycarp
woul d give us shelter in the Gtadel..."

"You going to tell the siege troops around the walls
you want a private word with hin?" John asked, forgetting
al |l about his specul ati ons upon the cl assics.
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"There are ways through the Deep into Hal nath."

"And a nice | ocked door at the end of 'em | bet, or

the tunnels sealed shut with blasting powder to keep the
dragon out—even if old Dromar had put themon his

maps, which he didn't. | had a |l ook for that back in Bel."

"Dam him.." Gareth began angrily, and John waved
himsilent with a neal cake in hand.

"I can't blame him" he said. Against the random browns
and heat hers of the bl oodstained plaid fol ded beneath his
head his face still |ooked pale but had | ost its dreadfu
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chal ki ness. Behind his specs, his brown eyes were bright
and alert. "He's a canny old bird, and he knows Zyerne.

If she didn't know where the ways through to the G tade
hooked up into the nmain Deep, he wasn't going to have

that information down on paper that she could steal. Still,
Jen mght be able to lead us."

"No." Jenny glanced over at himfrom where she sat

cross-| egged beside the fire, dipping the last bite of her
gri ddl ecake into the honey. "Even being able to see in
darkness, | could not scout them out unaided. As for you
goi ng through them if you try to get up in under a week,
I"I'l put a spell of |anmeness on you."

" Cheat . "

"Watch me." She wi ped her fingers on the end of her
plaid. "Morkel eb guided nme through to the heart of the
Deep; | could never have found it, else."

"What was it |like?" Gareth asked after a nonent. "The
heart of the Deep? The gnones swear by it..."

Jenny frowned, remenbering the whispering darkness
and the soapy feel of the stone altar beneath her fingertips.
"I"'mnot sure," she said softly. "I dreaned about it..."

As one, the horses suddenly flung up their heads from

the stiff, frosted grass. Battl ehamrer nickered softly and
was answered, thin and clear, fromthe nmists that floated
on the fringes of the woods that surrounded Deeping Vale.
Hooves struck the stone, and a girl's voice called out,
"Gr? Gr, where are you?"

"It's Trey." He raised his voice to shout. "Here!"

There was a frenzied scranbling of sliding gravel, and

the whitish msts solidified into the dark shapes of a horse
and rider and a fluttering of danpened veils. Gareth strode
to the edge of the high ground of the Rise to catch the
bridle of Trey's dappled palfrey as it cane stumbling up

the | ast slope, head-down with exhaustion and matted

with sweat in spite of the day's cold. Trey, clinging to the
saddl ebow, | ooked scarcely better off, her face scratched
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as if she had ridden into | ow hanging branches in the wood
and | ong streaners clawed | oose from her purple-and-
white coiffure.

"Gar, | knew you had to be all right." She slid from

the saddle into his arms. "They said they saw the dragon—
that Lady Jenny had put spells upon hi m4 knew you

had to be all right."

"We're fine. Trey," Gareth said doubtfully, frowning
at the terror and desperation of the girl's voice. "You | ook
as if you' ve ridden here without a break."

"I had to!" she gasped. Under the torn rags of her white
Court dress, her knees were trenbling, and she clung to
Gareth's arm for support; her face was col orl ess beneath
what was left of its paint. "They're comi ng for you!
don't understand what's happeni ng, but you've got to get
out of here! Bond..." She stunbled on her brother's nane.

"What about Bond? Trey, what's goi ng on?"

"I don't know " she cried. Tears of wetchedness and
exhaustion overfl owed her eyes, and she wi ped them
inmpatiently, |eaving faint streaks of blue-black kohl on her
round cheeks. "There's a nob on its way, Bond's |eading
it..."

"Bond?" The idea of the |lazy and el egant Bond trou-
bling hinmself to | ead anyone anywhere was absurd.

"They're going to kill you. Gar! | heard them say so
You, and Lady Jenny, and Lord John."

"What ? Why?" Gareth was growi ng nore and nore
conf used.

"Mre to the point, who?" John asked, propping him
sel f up anobng his bl ankets once again.

"These—these people, |aborers nostly-snelters and
artisans from Deepi ng out of work, the ones who hang
around the Sheep in the Mre all day. There are Pal ace
guards with them too, and |I think nore are coni ng—+
don't know why! | tried to get sone sense out of Bond,
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but it's as if he didn't hear ne, didn't know ne! He sl apped
me—and he's never hit me, Gar, not since | was a child..."

"Tell us," Jenny said quietly, taking the girl's hand,
cold as a dead bird in her warmrough one. "Start from
t he begi nning."

Trey gul ped and wi ped her eyes again, her hands shak-

ing with weariness and the exertion of a fifteen-nile ride
The ornanental cl oak about her shoul ders was an i ndoor
garnment of white silk and mlky fur, designed to ward off
the chance drafts of a ballroom not the bitter chill of

a foggy night such as the previous one had been. Her |ong
fingers were chapped and red anong their dianonds.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (173 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:38 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt

"We'd all been dancing," she began hesitantly. "It was
past m dni ght when Zyene cane in. She | ooked strange—

I thought she'd been sick, but I'd seen her in the norning
and she'd been fine then. She called Bond to her, into an
al cove by the window. |— Some color returned to her
too-white cheeks. "I crept after themto eavesdrop. | know
it's aterribly rude and catty thing to do, but after what
we' d tal ked of before you left I+ couldn't help doing it.
It wasn't to | eam gossip," she added earnestly. "I was
afraid for himand | was so scared because |'d never

done it before and I'mnot nearly as good at it as soneone
like Isolde or Merriwyn would be."

Gareth looked a little shocked at this frankness, but

John | aughed and patted the toe of the girl's pearl-beaded
slipper in comm seration. "We'Il forgive you this tineg,

| ove, but don't neglect your education |like that again. You
see where it |eads you?" Jenny kicked him not hard, in

hi s unwounded shoul der.

"And t hen?" she asked.

"I heard her say, '|I nmust have the Deep. They nust
be destroyed, and it nust be now, before the gnomes hear
They nmustn't be allowed to reach it.' | followed them

down to that little postern gate that |eads to the Dock-
mar ket; they went to the Sheep in the Mre. The place
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was still full of nmen and wonen; all drunk and quarreling
with each other. Bond went rushing in and told them he'd
heard you' d betrayed them sold themout to Pol ycarp;

that you had the dragon under Lady Jenny's spells and
were going to turn it against Bel; that you were going to
keep the gold of the Deep for yourselves and not give it
to them its rightful owners. But they weren't ever its
rightful owners—t always bel onged to the gnones, or to
the rich merchants in Deeping. | tried to tell that to
Bond..." Her col d-reddened hand stole to her cheek, as

if to wipe away the menory of a handprint.

"But they were all shouting how they had to kill you

and regain their gold. They were all drunk—2Zyene got

the i nnkeeper to broach sone nore kegs. She said she

was going to re-enforce themw th the Pal ace guards. They
were yelling and maki ng torches and getting weapons.

ran back to the Pal ace stables and got Prettyfeet, here..."
She stroked the exhausted pony's dappl ed neck, and her

voi ce grew suddenly small. "And then |I came here. | rode
as fast as | dared—+ was afraid of what m ght happen if
they caught me. |1'd never been out riding alone at night..."

Gareth pulled off his grubby crimson cloak and sl ung
it around her shoulders as her trenbling increased.

She concluded, "So you have to get out of here..."

"That we do." John flung back the bearskins from over
his body. "We can defend the Deep."
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"Can you ride that far?" Gareth asked worriedly, hand-
ing himhis patched, iron-plated |eather jerkin.

"I''ll be gie introuble if I can't, my hero."
"Trey?"

The girl | ooked up fromgathering canp things as Jenny
spoke her nane.

Jenny crossed quietly to where she stood and t ook her

by the shoul ders, looking into her eyes for a | ong nonent.
The probing went deep, and Trey pulled back with a thin
cry of alarmthat brought Gareth running. But to the bot-
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torn, her mind was a young girl's—not always truthful
anxi ous to please, eager to love and to be |oved. There
was no taint on it, and its innocence tw sted at Jenny's
own heart.

Then Gareth was there, indignantly gathering Trey to

hi m
Jenny's snmile was crooked but kind. "I'msorry," she
said. "I had to be sure."

By their shocked faces she saw that it had not occurred
to either of themthat Zyene m ght have nade use of
Trey's form-er of Trey.

"Cone," she said. "W probably don't have rmuch tinme
Gar, get John on a horse. Trey, help him"

"I"'mperfectly capable..." John began, irritated.

But Jenny scarcely heard. Sonewhere in the mists of

the hal f-burned woods bel ow the town, she felt sudden
nmovenent, the intrusion of angry voi ces anpbng the frost-
rinmed silence of the blackened trees. They were com ng
and they were comi ng fast—she could al nbst see them

at the turning of the road below the crunbling ruin of the
cl ock tower.

She turned swiftly back to the others. "Go!" she said
"Quickly, they're alnmost on us!"

"How..." began Gareth.

She caught up her nedici ne bag and her hal berd and
vaulted to Moon Horse's bare back. "Now Gar, take Trey
with you. John, RIDE, damm you!" For he had wheel ed

back, barely able to keep upright in Cow s saddle, to
remain at her side. Gareth flung Trey up to Battle-
hamrer's back in a flurry of torn skirts; Jenny could hear
the echo of hooves on the trail bel ow.

Her mnd reached out, gathering spells together, even

the small effort wenching at her. She set her teeth at the
st abbi ng pain as she gathered the dispersing msts that

had been burning off in the sun's pallid brightness—her
body was not nearly recovered fromyesterday. But there
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was no time for anything el se. She wove the cold and
danpness into a cloak to cover all the Vale of Deeping;

like a secondary pattern in a plaid, she traced the spells
of disorientation, ofjamais vu. Even as she did so, the
hooves and the angry, incoherent voices were very close.
They rang in the misty woods around the R se and near

the gatehouse in the Vale as wel | Zyene nust have told
them where to cone. She wheel ed Mbon Horse and gave

her a hard kick in her skinny ribs, and the white mare
threw herself down the rocky slope in a gangly spraw of

| egs, making for the Gates of the Deep

She overtook the others in the gauzy boil of the nmists
in the Vale. They had sl owed down as visibility |essened;

she led themat a canter over the paths that she knew so
wel | through the town. Curses and shouts, nuffled by the
fog, cane fromthe Ri se behind them Cold m sts shredded
past her face and stroked back the black coils other hair.
She could feel the spells that held the brune in place
fretting away as she |l eft the R se behind, but dared not
try to put forth the strength of will it would take to hold
them after she was gone. Her very bones ached from even
the small exertion of summoning them she knew al ready
that she woul d need all the strength she could summon

for the final battle.

The three horses clattered up the shallow granite steps.
Fromthe great darkness of the gate arch. Jenny turned

to see the nob still mlling about in the thinning fog, sone
fifty or sixty of them of all stations and classes but nostly
poor | aborers. The uniforns of the handful of Palace guards
stood out as gaudy splotches in the grayness. She heard

their shouts and swearing as they becane lost within plain
sight of one another in territory they had all known well

of old. That won't last |ong, she thought.

Moon Horse shied and fidgeted at the snmell of the dragon
and of the old blood within the vast gl oom of the Market
Hal I . The carcass of the horse Gsprey had di sappeared, but
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the place still snelled of death, and all the horses felt it,
Jenny slid fromher mare's tall back and stroked her neck,
then whi spered to her to stay close to the place in case of
need and | et her go back down the steps.

Hooves cl opped behind her on the charred and broken

fl agstones. She | ooked back and saw John, ashen unde

the stubble of beard, still somehow upright in Cow s sad-
dle. He studied the Vale below themw th his usual coo
expressi onl essness. "Zyenme out there?" he asked, and
Jenny shook her head.

"Perhaps | hurt her too badly. Perhaps she's only
remaining at the Palace to gather other forces to send
agai nst us."
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"She always did like her killing to be done by others.
How long will your spells hold then?"

"Not long," Jenny said doubtfully. "W have to hold
this gate here, John. If they're from Deepi ng, many of
themwill know the first |levels of the Deep. There are
four or five ways out of the Market Hall. If we retreat
further in, we'll be flanked."

"Aye." He scratched the side of his nose thoughtfully.
"What's wong with just letting themin? W could hide
up somewhere—ence they got to the Tenple of Sar-
mendes with all that gold, | doubt they'd waste nuch
energy | ooking for us."

Jenny hesitated for a nmonent, then shook her head.

"No," she said. "If they were an ordinary nob, |'d say
yes, but—=Zyeme wants us dead. |If she cannot break and
overwhelmmy mnd with her nmagic, she's not going to

gi ve up before she has destroyed nmy body. There are
enough of themthat would keep hunting us, and we can't
take a horse into the deeper tunnels to carry you; w thout
one, we'd never be able to nove swiftly enough to avoid
them We'd be trapped in a cul -de-sac and sl aught er ed.

No, if we're to hold them it has to be here.’

"Right." He nodded. "Can we hel p you?"
257

She had returned her attention to the angry snarl of
moving figures out in the pale ruins. Over her shoul der,
she said, "You can't even help yourself."

"I know that," he agreed equably. "But that wasn't ny
question, love. Look..." He pointed. "That bl oke there's
figured out the way. Here they cone. Gaw, they're like

ants."

Jenny said nothing, but felt a shiver pass through her
as she saw the trickle of attackers widen into a stream

Gareth cane up beside them |eading Battl ehamrer;

Jenny whi spered to the big horse and turned himl oose

down the steps. Her mind was al ready turning inward

upon itself, digging at the strength in the exhausted depths
of her spirit and body. John, Gareth, and the slender girl
in the white rags of a Court gown, clinging to Gareth's

arm were becoming mere waiths to her as her soul spi-
raled down into a single inner vortex, like the single-

nm nded nmadness that cones before chil dbeari ng—not hi ng

el se existed but herself, her power, and what she nust

do.

Her hands pressed to the cold rock of the gate pillar,

and she felt that she drew fire and strength fromthe stone
itself and fromthe nmountain beneath her feet and above

her head—drew it fromthe air and the darkness that
surrounded her. She felt the magic surge into her veins
like a reined whirlw nd of conmpressed lightning. Its power
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frightened her, for she knew it was greater than her body
woul d bear, yet she could afford no Limitation upon these
spells. It was thus, she knew, with dragons, but her body
was not a dragon's.

She was aware of John reining Cow sharply back away
fromher, as if frightened; Gareth and Trey had retreated
al ready. But her mind was out in the pale light of the
steps, | ooking down over Deeping, contenplating in |ei-
surely tinel essness the men and wonen runni ng through

the crunbled walls of the ruins. She saw each one of them
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with the cool exactness of a dragon's eyes, not only how
they were dressed, but the conposition of their souls
through the flesh they wore. Bond she saw distinctly,
urging themon with a sword in his hand, his soul eaten
through with abcesses like termte-riddl ed wood.

The forerunners hit the cracked pavenment and dust of

the square before the gates. Like the chirp of an insect
in a wall, she heard Gareth nattering, "Wat can we do®
We have to help her!" as she di spassionately gathered the
l'ightning in her hands.

"Put that down,"” John's voice said, suddenly weak and
bl eached. "Get ready to run for it—you can hide in the
warrens for atine if they get through. Here's the maps..."

The nob was on the steps. | ncoherent hate rose around

her like a stormtide. Jenny lifted her hands, the whole
strength of rock and darkness tunneling into her body,

her mind relaxing into the shock instead of bracing agai nst
it.

The key to magic is magic, she thought. Her life began
and ended in each isolate crystal second of inpacted tinme.

The fire went up fromthe third step, a red wall of it,
whol e and al | -consunmi ng. She heard those trapped in the
first rush scream ng and snel | ed snoke, charring neat,

and burning cloth. Like a dragon, she killed wi thout hate,
striking hard and cruel, knowing that the first strike nust
kill or her small group would all be dead.

Then she sl amred shut before her the illusion of the

doors that had | ong ago been broken fromthe gateway

arch. They appeared |ike faded glass fromwi thin, but

every nail and beam and brace of them was wought per-
fectly fromenchanted air. Through them she saw nen and
worren nul I ing about the base of the steps, pointing up

at what they saw as the renewed Gates of the Deep and

crying out in wonder and alarm Ohers lay on the ground,

or crawl ed hel pl essly here and there, beating out the flanes
fromtheir clothes with frenzied hands. Those who had

Dr agonsbane 259

not been trapped in the fire nade no nove to help them
but stood along the bottom of the step, |ooking up at the
gates and shouting with drunken rage. Wth the caco-
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phony of the screans and groans of the wounded, the

noi se was terrible, and worse than the noise was the stench
of sizzling flesh. Anmong it all. Bond derlock stood, star-
ing up at the phantom gates with his hunger-eaten eyes.

Jenny stepped back, feeling suddenly sick as the human

in her | ooked upon what the dragon in her had done. She
had killed before to protect her own life and the lives of
those she | oved. But she had never killed on this scale,
and the power she w el ded shocked her even as it drained
her of strength.

The dragon in you answered, Morkel eb had said. She
felt sick with horror at how true his know edge of her had
been.

She staggered back, and someone caught her—John

and Gareth, looking Iike a couple of not-very-successfu
brigands, filthy and battered and i ncongruous in their
spectacles. Trey, with Gareth's tattered cloak still draped
over her nud-stained white silks and her purple-and-wute
hair hanging in asymetrical coils about her chal ky face,
wordl essly took a collapsible tin cup fromher pearl -beaded
reticule, filled it fromthe water bottle on Cow s saddl e,
and handed it to her.

John said, "It hasn't stopped themfor long." A mist

of sweat covered his face, and the nostrils of his |ong nose
were marked by dints of pain fromthe mere effort of
standi ng. "Look, there's Bond drumm ng up support for

a second go. Silly bleater." He glanced across at Trey and
added, "Sorry." She only shook her head.

Jenny freed herself and wal ked unsteadily to the edge
of the shadow gate. Her head throbbed with exhaustion

t hat bordered nausea. The voices of the nen and her own
voi ce, when she spoke, sounded flat and unreal. "He'l
get it, too."
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In the square bel ow the gates, Bond was running here

and there anong the men, stepping over the charred bod-

ies of the dying, gesticulating and pointing up at the phan-
tom doors. The Pal ace guards | ooked uncertain, but the

| aborers fromthe Dockmarket were gathered about him
listening and passi ng wi neskins anong thensel ves. They
shook their fists up at the Deep, and Jenny remarked,

"Li ke the gnomes, they've had their taste of poverty."

"Yes, but how can they blane us for it?" Gareth objected
i ndignantly. "How can they bl ane the gnones? The
gnones were even nore victins of it than they."

"Whet her or no," John said, |eaning against the stone

pillar of the Gate, "I bet they're telling thenselves the
treasures of the Deep are theirs by right. It's what Zyene
will have told '"em and they obviously believe it enough
to kill for them"

"But it's silly!"

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (179 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:38 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt

"Not as silly as falling in love with a witch, and we've
both done that," John replied cheerfully. In spite of her
exhaustion, Jenny chuckl ed. "How | ong can you hol d

them | ove?"

Sonething in the sound of his voice nade her | ook
back quickly at him Though he had di snounted from
Cow to help her, it was obvious he could not stand al one;

his flesh | ooked gray as ash. Shouting from bel ow drew

her attention a nonent |ater; past the snoke still curling
fromthe steps, she could see nmen formng up into a ragged
line, the madness of unreasoning hate in their eyes.

"I don't know," she said softly. "All power nust be

paid for. Maintaining the illusion of the Gates draws stil
more of my strength. But it buys us a little tinme, breaking
the thrust of their will if they think they' Il have to break
t hem "

"l doubt that lot has the brains to think that far." Still
| eaning heavily on the pillar, John | ooked out into the
sl anted sun of the square outside. "Look, here they come."
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"Cet back," Jenny said. Her bones hurt with the thought
of drawing forth power fromthemand fromthe stone and
air around her one nmore tine. "I don't know what will
happen without Limitations."

"I can't get back, love; if |I let go of this wall, 1'll fall
down. "

Thr ough the ghost shape of the Gates, she saw them

com ng, running across the square toward the steps. The
magi ¢ cane nore slowy, dredged and scraped fromthe
seared core of her being—her soul felt bleached by

the effort. The voices below rose in a mad crescendo, in
whi ch the words "gold" and "kill" were flung up |ike spars
of driftwood on the rage of an incom ng wave. She glinpsed
Bond Cl erlock, or what was left of Bond d erl ock, sone-
where in their mdst, his Court suit pink as a shell anong
t he bl ood-and-buttercup hues of the Pal ace guards. Her

m nd | ocked into focus, like a dragon's mnd; all things
were clear to her and distant, inpersonal as inmges in a
divining crystal. She called the white dragon rage |like a
thunderclap and snote the steps with fire, not before them
now, but beneath their feet.

As the fire exploded fromthe bare stone, a wave of

si ckness consuned her, as if in that second all her veins
had been opened. The shrieking of men, caught in the

agony of the fire, struck her ears |like a slapping hand, as
grayness threatened to drown her senses and heat rose

t hrough her, then sank away, |eaving behind it a cold like
deat h.

She saw themreeling and staggering, ripping flamng

garments fromcharred flesh. Tears of grief and weakness
ran down her face at what she had done, though she knew
that the mob woul d have torn the four of them apart and
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had known, that tine, that she could sunmon fire. The
illusion of the Gates felt as tenuous as a soap-bubbl e around
her —+i ke her own body, light and drifting. John stunbl ed

to catch her as she swayed and pull ed her back to the
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pi Il ar agai nst which he had stood; for a nonent they boih
held to it, neither strong enough to stand.

Her eyes cleared a little. She saw men runni ng about

the square in panic, rage, and pain; and Bond, oblivion®
to buns which covered his hand and arm was chasing
after them shouti ng.

"What do we do now, |ove?"

She shook her head. "I don't know, " she whi spered
"I feel as if I'mgoing to faint."

H's armtightened around her waist. "OCh, do," he
encouraged enthusiastically. "I've always wanted to carr>
you to safety in nmy arnms."

Her |aughter revived her, as he had no doubt meant it
to. She pushed herself clear of his support as Gareth and
Trey came up, both looking ill and frightened.

"Could we run for it through the Deep?" Gareth asked,
funmbling the maps froman i nner pocket and dropping two

of them "To the Gtadel, | nean?"
"No," Jenny said. "I told John—+f we left the Market
Hal I, they'd flank us; and carrying John, we couldn't out-

di stance them"

"I could stay here, |ove,'
buy you tine."

John said quietly. "I could

Sarcastically, she replied, "The tinme it would take them
to pick thenselves up after tripping over your body ic
the archway woul d scarcely suffice."

"One of us could try to get through," Trey suggesteu
timdly. "Polycarp and the gnomes at the Citadel would
know the way through fromthat side. They could cone

for the rest of you. | have some candles in ny reticule,
and sone chalk to mark the way, and |I'm no good to you
here..."

"No," Gareth objected, valiantly fighting his terror of
the dark warrens. "1'll go."

"You'd never find it," Jenny said. "I've been down in
the Deep, Gareth, and believe nme, it is not sonething that
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can be reasoned out with chal k and candl es. And, as John
has said, the door at the end will be |ocked in any case,
even if they didn't blast it shut."

Down bel ow them Bond's voice could be heard dimy,
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shouting that the Gate wasn't real, that it was just a witch's
trick, and that all the gold that had been | ost was theirs

by right. People were yelling, "Death to the thieves! Death

to the gnomne-lovers!" Jenny | eaned her head agai nst the

stone of the pillar, a bar of sunlight falling through the
Gate around her and lying like a pale carpet on the fire-

bl ack rubble of the Market Hall. She wondered if Zyeme

had ever felt like this, when she had called upon the deep
reserves of her powers, without Limitations—helpless

before the anger of nen.

She doubted it. It did sonething to you to be hel pl ess.
Al'l power nust be paid for. Zyene had never paid.

She wondered, just for a nonment, how the enchantress
had managed t hat.

"What's that?"

At the sound of Trey's voice, she opened her eyes again

and | ooked out to where the girl was pointing. The |ight
filling the Vale glinted harshly on sonething up near the
rui ned clock tower. Listening, she could pick out the sound
of hooves and voices and feel the distant clanor of anger
and unt hi nki ng hate. Against the dull slate color of the
tower's stones, the weeds of the hillside | ooked pale as
yel | ow wi ne; between themthe unifornms of half a com

pany of Pal ace guards glowed like a tunble of hothouse
poppi es. The sun threw fire upon their weapons.

"Gaw, " John said. "Reinforcenents."

Bond and a small group of nen were running up through

the rubbl e and sedge toward the new company, flies

swarning thick on the young courtier's untended wounds.

Small with distance. Jenny saw nore and nore men under

the shadow of the tower, the brass of pike and cuirass
flashing, the red of helnet crests like spilled bl ood agai nst
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the muted hues of the stone. Exhaustion ate |ike poison
into her bones. Her skin felt |ike a single open, throbbing
wound; through it, she could feel the illusion of the Ga"c
fadi ng to not hi ngness as her power drained and di ed.

She said quietly, "You three get back to the doors into
the Grand Passage. Gar, Trey—arry John. Bolt the dooi s
fromthe inside—there are winches and pulleys there."

"Don't be stupid." John was clinging to the gatepost
besi de her to stay upright.

"Don't you be stupid." She would not take her eyes
fromthe swarm ng men in the square bel ow

"We're not |eaving you," Gareth stated. "At least, I'm
not. Trey, you take John..."

"No," Trey and the Dragonsbane insisted in approxi-
mat e uni son. They | ooked at one anot her and nanaged
the ghost of a nmutual grin.
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"I't's all of us or none of us, |ove."

She swung around on them her eyes blazing palely
with the crystalline coldness of the dragon's eyes. "None
of you can be of the slightest use to me here agai nst so

many. John and Trey, all you'll be is killed i mediately.
Gareth..." Her eyes pinned his like a lance of frost. "You
may not be. They may have ot her instructions concerning
you, from Zyene. | nmay have the strength for one nore
spell. That can buy you sone tinme. John's wits nmay keep
you alive for a while nore in the Deep; you'll need Trey's
willingness as well. Now go."

There was a short silence, in which she could fee
John's eyes upon her face. She was conscious of the nen
approaching in the Vale; her soul screaned at her to get
rid of these three whom she |oved while there was yet
tinme.

It was Gareth who spoke. "WII you really be able to
hol d the Gate agai nst anot her charge? Even of —ef ny
father's nen?"
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"I think so," Jenny lied, knowi ng she hadn't the strength
left to light a candle.

"Aye, then, love," said John softly. "W'd best go."

He took her halberd to use as a crutch; holding hinself
upright with it, he put a hand on her nape and ki ssed her.
H s mouth felt cold against hers, his lips soft even through
the hard scratchiness of five days' beard. As their lips
parted, their eyes met, and, through the dragon arnor of

har dness, she saw he knew she'd |i ed.

"Let's go, children," he said. "W won't shoot the bolts
till we have to, Jen."

The line of soldiers was descendi ng through the | ab-

yrinth of shattered foundati ons and charred stone. They
were joined by the nen and wonen of Deepi ng, those,

Jenny noted, who had thrown garbage at Mss Mab in the
fountain square of Bel. Makeshift weapons jostled pikes

and swords. In the brilliance of daylight everything seened
hard and sharp. Every house beam and brick stood out

to Jenny's raw perceptions like filigree work, every tangle
of weed and stand of grass clear and individuated. The
amber air held the stench of sulfur and burned flesh. Like
a di m background to angry ranting and exhortation rose

t he keening of the wounded and, now and again, voices
crying, "CGold... gold..."

They scarcely even know what it is for, Mrkeleb had
sai d.

Jenny thought about |an and Adric, and wondered

briefly who would raise them or if, w thout her and John's
protection of the Wnterlands, they would live to grow

up at all. Then she sighed and stepped forth fromthe
shadows into the light. The pale sun drenched her, a small,
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ski nny, bl ack-haired woman alone in the vast arch of the
shattered Gate. Men pointed, shouting. A rock clattered
agai nst the steps, yards away. The sunlight felt warm and
pl easant upon her face.

Bond was screaming hysterically, "Attack! Attack now
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KUl the witch-bitch! It's our gold! We'll get the slut thip
ti me—get her..."

Men began to run forward up the steps. She wat chec

them coming with a curious feeling of absolute detach
ment. The fires of dragon-magi c had drained her utterly—
one last trap, she thought ironically, from Mrkel eb,

final vengeance for humiliating him The nmob curled like

a breaki ng wave over the ruined beans and panels of the
shattered gates, the sunlight flashing on the steel of the
weapons in their hands.

Then a shadow crossed the sunlight—+tike a hawk's,
but i mreasurably nore huge.

One nman | ooked up, pointed at the sky, and screaned.

Agai n the sunlight was darkened by circling shade.

Jenny rai sed her head. The aureate |light streanmed trans-
lucently through the black spread of bones and the dark

vei ns of sable w ngs, sparkled fromthe spikes that tipped
the seventy-foot span of that silent silk, and gilded every
hom and ri bbon of the gl eam ng mane.

She watched the dragon circling, riding the thermals

like a vast eagle, only peripherally conscious of the ter-
rified shouting of the nen and the frenzied squeals of the
guards' horses. Yelling and crashing in the rubble, the
attackers of the Deep turned and fled, tranpling upon
their dead and dropping their weapons in their headl ong
flight.

The Vale was quite enpty by the tinme Mrkeleb |ighted
upon the heat-cracked steps of the Deep

CHAPTER XIV
VWHY DI D YOU RETURN?

The sun had set. Echoes of its brightness |ingered on

t he ci nnanon edges of the cliff above. After the firelight
and bl ackness of the Market Hall, where Gareth and Trey
could be heard tal king softly beside the small bl aze they
had ki ndl ed, the wi ndy cool ness of the steps was deeply
refreshing. Jenny ran tired hands through her hair, the
cold of her fingers wel cone agai nst her aching skull.

The great, gleam ng black shape that lay |ike a sphinx
along the top step turned its head. In the reflected gl ow
fromthe fire in the hall she saw the | ong edges of that

birdlike skull, the turn and flutter of the ribboned mane
and the glint of the bobs of jet that quivered on |ong
ant ennae.
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Hi s voice was soft in her mind. | need your help, wzard
woman.

VWhat? It was the | ast thing she woul d have expected
fromthe dragon. She wondered illogically if she had heard
rightly, though with dragons there was never a question

of that. My HELP? My hel p?

Bitter anger curled fromthe dragon |like an acrid snoke,
267
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anger at having to ask the hel p of any human, anger at
needi ng hel p, anger at admitting it, even to hinself. But
in the cl ose-shielded mnd, she felt other things—exhaus-
tion approaching her own and the chill thread of fear

By my nane you drove ne forth fromthis place, he

sai d. But sonething el se, something beyond ny nane,

draws ne back. Like a jewel, one jet-bobbed antenna
flicked in the wind. Like the discontented dreans that
first brought me to this place, it will not let me rest; it is
a yearning like the craving for gold, but worse. It tor-
mented ne as | flew north, nounting to pain, and the

only ease | had was when | turned south again. Now al

the tornments of ny soul and ny dreanms center upon this
mount ain. Before you entered ny mind, it was not so—

| came and went as | pleased, and naught but my own

desire for the gold nmade me return. But this pain, this

| onging of the heart, is something | never felt before, in
all ny years; it is sonething | never knew of, until your
healing touched ne. It is not of you, for you commanded

me to go. It is a magic that | do not understand, unlike
the magi ¢ of dragons. It gives nme no rest, no peace. |
think of this place constantly, though, by my name, wi zard
worman, it is against ny will that | return.

He shifted upon his haunches, so that he lay as a cat

will sonmetines lie, his forelinbs and shoul ders sphi nx-

I'i ke, but his hinder |egs stretched out al ong the uppernost
step. The spiked club of his tail |lashed slightly at its clawed

tip.

It is not the gold, he said. Gold calls to ne, but never
with a madness like this. It is alien to ny understandi ng,

as if the soul were being rooted fromne. | hate this place,
for it is a place of defeat and disgrace to nme now, but the
craving to be here consunes ne. | have never felt this

before and | do not know what It is. Has it cone from
you, wi zard woman? Do you know what is it?

Jenny was silent for a tine. Her strength was slowy
Dr agonsbane 269

returning, and she felt already | ess weak and brittle than
she had. Sitting on the steps between the dragon's claws,
his head rose above hers, the thin, satiny ribbons of his
mane brushi ng agai nst her face. Now he cocked his head
down; | ooking up, she net one crystalline silver eye.
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She said. It is a longing such as humans feel. | do not
know why it should possess you, Morkel eb—but | think

it is time that we found out. You are not the only one
drawn to the Deep as if possessed. Like you, | do not
think it is the gold. There is something within the Deep
| sense it, feel it within my bones.

The dragon shook his great head. / know the Deep, he

said. It was ny hold and dom nion. | know every dropped
coin and every soda-straw crystal; | heard the tread of
every foot passing in the Ctadel overhead and the slip-
ping of the blind white fish through the waters deep bel ow.
I tell you, there is nothing in the Deep but water, stone,
and the gold of the gnomes, sleeping in the darkness.

There is nothing there that should draw ne so.

Per haps, Jenny said. Then, aloud, she called into the
echoi ng cavern behind her, "Gareth? John? Trey?"

The dragon lifted his head with indignation as soft foot-
falls scuffled within. Like speech w thout words, Jenny
felt the sharp flash of his pride and his annoyance at her
for bringing other humans into their counsels and she

Il onged to slap his nose as she sl apped her cat's when he
tried to steal food from her fingers.

He must have felt the returning glint of her exasper-

ation, for he subsided, his narrow chin sinking to rest
upon the | ong-boned hooks of one black foreclaw Beyond
the spears of his backbone she saw the great tail [|ash.

The others canme out, Gareth and Trey supporting John
between them He had slept a little and rested and | ooked
better than he had. The spells of healing she had |aid upon
himwere having their effect. He gazed up at the dark

shape of the dragon, and Jenny felt their eyes neet and
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knew t hat Morkel eb spoke to him thought she heard not
what he sai d.

John replied in words. "Well, it was just as well, wasn't

it? Thank you."

Their eyes held for a nonent nore. Then the dragon

raised his head and turned it away irritably, transferring
his cold silver gaze to Gareth. Jenny saw t he young nan
flush with shame and confusi on; whatever the dragon said
to him he nade no reply at all

They laid John down with his back to the granite door

pillar, his plaid folded beneath his shoul ders. His spec-
tacl es caught the starlight, rather like the silvery gl ow of
the dragon's eyes. Jenny seated herself on the steps

bet ween himand the dragon's talons; Gareth and Trey,

as if for nmutual protection, sat opposite and cl ose together,
staring up in wonder at the thin, serpentine formof the

Bl ack Dragon of Nast Wall.

In time, Jenny's flawed, silver-shot voice broke the
silence. "What is in the Deep?" she asked. "What is it
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that Zyene wants so badly there? Al her actions have

been ai ned toward having it—her hold over the King,

her attenpts to seduce Gareth, her desire for a child, the
si ege of Hal nath, and the summoni ng of the dragon."”

She did not sumon ne, retorted Mrkeleb angrily.
She coul d not have done that. She has no hold upon ny
nm nd.

"You're here, ain't you?" John draw ed, and the drag-
on's netallic claws scraped upon the stone as his head
swung round.

Jenny said sharply, "John! Morkel eb!"

The dragon subsided with a faint hiss, but the bobs of
hi s antennae tw tched with annoyance.

She went on, "Mght it be that she is herself sum
nmoned?"”

/ tell you there is nothing there, the dragon said. Noth-
ing save stone and gold, water and darkness.
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"Let's back up a bit, then," John said. "Not what does
Zvermre want in the Deep, but just what does she want?"

Gareth shrugged. "It can't be gold. You' ve seen how

she lives. She could have all the gold in the Realmfor the
asking. She has the King..." He hesitated, and then went

on calmy, "If | hadn't left for the north when |I did, she
woul d certainly have had ne, and very probably a son to
rule through for the rest of her life."

"She used to live in the Deep," Trey pointed out. "It
seens that, ever since she left it, she's been trying to get
control of it. Wiy did she | eave? Did the gnones expe

her ?"
"Not really," Gareth said. "That is, they didn't formally

forbid her to enter the Deep at all until this year. Up unti
then she could come and go in the upper levels, just |ike
any other person from Bel ."

"Well if she's shapestrong, that's to say she had the

run of the place, so long as she stayed cl ear of the mage-
born,"™ John reasoned, propping his specs with one fore-
finger. "And what happened a year ago?"

"I don't know," Gareth said. "Dromar petitioned ny
father in the nane of the Lord of the Deep not to | et her—
or any of the children of nmen, for that nmatter..."

"Again, that's a | ogical precaution against a shape-
shifter."

"Maybe." Gareth shrugged. "I didn't think of it then—
a lot of the unpopularity of the gnomes started then,
because of that stipulation. But they said Zyene specif-
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ically, because she had..." He fished in his conpendi ous,
bal | ad-trai ned nenory for the exact wording. "... 'defiled
a holy thing.""

"No idea what it was?"

The prince shook his head. Like John, he | ooked drawn

and tired, his shirt a fluttering ruin of dirt and spark hol es,
his face sparkling faintly with an al nost-invisible adol es-
cent stubble. Trey, sitting beside him |ooked little better
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Wth her typical practicality, she had carried a conb in
her reticule and had conbed out her hair, so that it hung
past her hips in crinkled swaths, the snoboth sheen of its
fantastic colors softened to a stippling of snow white and
violet, like the pelt of sone fabul ous beast against the
matted nap of Gareth's cl oak.

""Defiled a holy thing." Jenny repeated thoughtfully.

"It isn'"t how Mab put it. She said that she had poi soned
the heart of the Deep—but the heart of the Deep is a

pl ace, rather than an object."

"Is it?" said John curiously. _

"Of course. |'ve been there." The silence of it whis- f
pered al ong her nmenory. "But as for what Zyeme wants..."
"You're a witch, Jen," said John. "Wat do you want?"

Gareth | ooked shocked at the conparison, but Jenny

only thought for a nonment, then said, "Power. Magic.

The key to magic is magic. My greatest desire, to which

I would sacrifice all things else, is to increase my skills.'

"But she's already the strongest sorceress in the |and,"
Trey protested.

"Not according to Mab."

"l suppose there were gnone w zards in the Deep
stronger," John said interestedly. "If there hadn't been,
she woul dn't have needed to sunmon Morkel eb."

She did not sumon ne! The dragon's tail |ashed again,
like a great cat's. She could not. Her power is not that
great.

"Somebody's is," John remarked. "Before you w ped

out the Deep and the mages in it, the gnomes were strong
enough to keep Zyerne out. But they all perished, or at

| east all the strong ones did..."

"No," Jenny said. "That's what has puzzled ne. Mb

said that she herself was stronger than Zyene at sone
time in the past. That means that either Mab grew weaker,
or Zyene stronger."

"Coul d Mab's power have been weakened in sone way
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when Mor kel eb showed up?" John gl anced up at the
dragon. "Wuld that be possible? That your nagi ¢ woul d
| essen soneone el se' s?"

/' know not hing of the magic of humans, nor yet of the
magi ¢ of gnones, the dragon replied. Yet anong us, there
is no taking away of another's magic. It is |like taking
away anot her's thoughts fromhim and leaving himwi th

none.

"That's another thing," Jenny said, folding her arns

about her drawn-up knees. "Wen | nmet Zyerne yesterday

. My powers have grown, but | should not have been

able to defeat her as | did. She is shapestrong—she shoul d
have far nmore strength than | did." She gl anced over at
Gareth. "But she didn't shift shape."”

"But she can," the boy protested. "l've seen her."

"Latel y?" asked John suddenly.
Gareth and Trey | ooked at one anot her.

"Since the coming of the dragon? O, to put it another
way, since she hasn't been able to enter the Deep?"

"But either way, it's inconceivable," Jenny insisted.
"Power isn't something that's contingent upon any place
or thing, any nore than know edge is. Zyene's power

coul dn't have weakened any nore than Mab's coul d.

Power is within you—here, or in Bel, or in the Wnter-

| ands, or wherever you are. It is sonmething you |earn,
sonet hing you devel op. AH power nust be paid for..."

"Except that it's never |ooked as if Zyene had paid

for hers," John said. Hs glance went fromJenny to the
dragon and back. "You said the nmagic of the gnones is
different. Is there a way she could have stol en power,
Jen? That she coul d be using sonething she's no right to?
I"'mthinking how you said she doesn't know about Lim

i tati ons—ebvi ously, since she sumoned a dragon she

can't get ridof..."

She did not summon ne!
"She seens to think she did," John pointed out. "At
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| east she's kept saying how she was the one who ki cked
the gnomes out of the Deep. But nostly |I'mthinking
about the winkles on her face."

"But she doesn't have any winkles," Trey objected,
di sconcerted at this lightning change of topic.

"Exactly. Wy doesn't she? Every mage |'ve known—

Mab, who isn't that old as gnones go, old Caerdinn, that
crazy little wander-nmage who used to cone through the
Wnterlands, and you, Jen—the marks of power are
printed on their faces. Though it hasn't aged you," he
added quickly, with a concern for her vanity that nade
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Jenny snile.

"You are right," she said slowy. "Now that you speak

of it, I don't think |I've ever encountered a nmage that—
that sweet-I|ooking. Maybe that's what first troubled ne.
And Mab said something about Zyene stealing secrets
Zyenme herself said that when she is able to get into the
Deep, she'll have the power to destroy us all." She
frowned, sone other thought tugging at her mnd. "But

it doesn't make sense. If you think she could have gai ned
her powers by studying arts possessed by the gnomes—

by breaking into and reading the books of their deeper
magi c—you' re wong. | searched through the Places of
Healing in quest of just such books, and found none."

"That's a bit odd initself, isn't it?" John nused. "But
when you said power isn't contingent on any thing, any
nore than know edge i s—know edge can be stored in a
book. |Is there any way power can be stored? Can a mage
use anot her nmage's power?"

Jenny shrugged. "Oh, yes. Power can be accunul at ed

by breadth as well as by depth; several mages can focus
their power together and direct it toward a single spel
that lies beyond their separate strengths. It can be done
by chanting, meditating, dancing..." She broke off, as
the vision rose once nore to her mind—the vision of the
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heart of the Deep. "Dancing..." she repeated softly, then
shook her head. "But in any case, the power is controlled
by those who raise it."

"I's it?" asked John. "Because in Polyborus it says..."

Morkel eb cut himoff. But if she were forbidden the

Deep, Zyerne coul d have been nowhere near it when the
power was raised that sent this yearning unto ne and
call ed me back. Nor, indeed, could she have been near

the Deep to conjure the dreans that first brought ne here.
And no other mages woul d have conbined to raise that
power .

"That's what |'mtrying to tell you!" John broke in.
"In Dotys—er Pol yborus' Anal ects—er maybe it's the
El uci dus Lapi darus..."

"What ?" demanded Jenny, well aware that John was
perfectly capable of fishing for the source of reference for
ten minutes in the jackdaw nest of his nenory.

" Dot ys—er Pol yborus—says that it used to be runored

that mages could use a certain type of stone for a power-
sink. They could call power into it, generation after gen-
eration, sonetimes, or they could conmbine—and | think

he menti oned danci ng—and when they needed great power,
forthe defense of their real mor defeat ofadragonorareally
powerful devil, they could call power out of it."

They | ooked at one another in silence—wtch and
prince, mmiden and warrior and dragon.
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John went on, "I think what the gnomes were guard-
ing—what lies in the heart of the Deep—+s a power sink."

"The Stone," Jenny said, knowing it for truth. "They
swear 'by the Stone' or 'by the Stone in the heart of the
Deep.' Even Zyene does. In ny vision, they were danc-

ing around it."

John's voice was soft in the velvety darkness. "And

in that case, all Zyenme woul d have needed to steal was
the key to unlock it. If she was apprenticed in the Pl aces
of Healing near there, that woul dn't have been hard."
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"If she's nentally in contact with it, she could use it
somewhat, even at a distance," Jenny said. "I felt it, when
I struggled with her—sone power | have never felt. Not
living, |ike Morkel eb—but strong because it is dead and
does not care what it does. It must be the source of all
her strength, for shapechanging and for the curse she sent
to the gnones, the curse that brought you here fromthe
north, Morkeleb."

"A curse that's still holding good whether she wants

it to or not." John's spectacles flashed in the starlight as
he grinned. "But she must not be able to wield it accu-
rately at a distance, even as Mss Mab can't use it against
her. It would explain why she's so wild not to let them

get even a chance of going back."

So what thenf demanded Morkeleb grimy. Did your
estimabl e Dotys, your w se Pol yborus, speak of a way to
combat the magi c of these stones?

"Well," John said, a faint grin of genui ne anmusenent
touching the conmers of his nouth, "that was the whole

poi nt of ny comi ng south, you see. My copy of the El u-
cidus Lapidarus isn't conplete. Alnost nothing in ny
library is. It's why | agreed to becone a Dragonsbane for
the King's hire in the first place—because we need books,
we need know edge. |I'mas nuch a scholar as | can be,

but it isn't easy."

Wth the size of a human brain, it would not be\ Mor-
kel eb snapped, irrationally losing his tenper. You are no
nmore schol ar than you are Dragonsbane!

"But | never clained to be," John protested. "It's just
there's all these ballads, see..."

The jet claws rattled again on the pavenent. Jenny,
exasperated with them both, began, "I really amgoing to
let himeat you this tinme..."

Trey put in hastily, "Could you use the Stone yourself,
Lady Jenny? Use it agai nst Zyerne?"
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"OfF course!" Gareth bounced |ike a school boy on the
hard step. "That's it! Fight fire with fire."
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Jenny was silent. She felt their eyes upon her—rey's,
Gareth's, John's, the crystal gaze of the dragon turned
down at her from above. The thought of the power stirred
in her mind |like |ust—2Zyene's power. The key to magic

is magic...

She saw the worry in John's eyes and knew what her
own expression must look like. It sobered her. "Wat are
you t hi nki ng?"

He shook his head. "I don't know, |ove."

He meant that he would not stand in the way of any

deci sion she nmade. Correctly interpreting his |ook, she
said gently, "I would not m suse the power, John. | would
not becone |ike Zyene."

Hi s voice was pitched to her ears alone. "Can you
know t hat ?"

She started to reply, then stilled herself. Shrill and clear
she heard M ss Mab's voi ce saying. She took the secrets

of those greater than she, defiled them tainted them

poi soned the very heart of the Deep ... She renenbered,

too, that sense of perverted power that had sparkled in

the | anplight around Zyerne and the | uckl ess Bond, and
how t he touch of the dragon's m nd had changed her.

"No," she said at last. "I cannot know. And it would
be stupid of me to nmeddle with sonething so powerful

wi t hout knowing its dangers, even if | could figure out
the key by nyself."

"But," Gareth protested, "it's our only chance of
defeating Zyene! They'|l be back—you know they wll!
We can't stay holed up here forever."

"Could we | earn enough about the Stone for you to
circunvent its powers sonehow?" Trey suggested. "Wuld
there be a copy of the Whatsus Howeverus you tal ked
about in the Palace |ibrary?"

Gareth shrugged. Hi s schol arship m ght extend to seven
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m nor variants of the ballad of the Wariady and the Red
Worm of Wel dervale, but it was a broken reed insofar as
obscure encycl opedi sts went.

"There woul d be one at Hal nath, though, wouldn't
there?" Jenny said. "And if it didn't contain the infor-
mation, there are gnonmes there who m ght know "

"I'f they'd tell." John propped hinmself gingerly a little

hi gher against the granite of the gate pillar, the few por-
tions of his shirt not darkened with bl codstains very white
in the rising noonlight against the metallic glints of his
doublet. "Dromar's lot wouldn't even adnit it existed.
They' ve had enough of humans controlling the Stone, and

I can't say as | blanme them But whatever happens," he
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added, as the others subsided fromtheir enthusiasminto
dismal reflection once nore, "our next nove had better
be to get out of here. As our hero says, you know Bond
and the King's troops will be back. The only place we
can go is Halnath, and maybe not there. How tight are
the siege lines. Gar?"

"Tight," Gareth said gloonmly. "Halnath is built on a
series of cliffs—the |lower town, the upper town, the Uni-
versity, and the Citadel above that, and the only way in
is through the lower town. Spies have tried to sneak in
over the cliffs on the nmountain side of the city and have
fallen to their deaths." He readjusted his cracked spec-
tacles. "And besides," he went on, "Zyerne knows as

well as we do that Halnath is the only place we can go."

"Pox." John gl anced over at Jenny, where she sat agai nst
the alien curves of the dragon's conplicated shoul der
bones. "For sonething that was never any of our business
to begin with, this is | ooking worse and worse."

"I could go," Trey ventured. "The troops would be
|l east likely to recognize nme. | could tell Polycarp..."

"They'd never let you through,” John said. "Don't think
Zyeme doesn't know you're here, Trey; and don't think
she'd l et you off because you' re Bond's sister or that Bond
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woul d risk Zyenme so nuch as pouting at himto get you
of f. Zyerne can't afford even one of us returning to the
gnhonmes with word the dragon's left the Deep."

That, Mrkeleb said thinly, is precisely our problem

The dragon has NOT |eft the Deep. Nor will he, until this
Zyerne is destroyed. And | will not remain here docile,
to watch the gnones carrying on their petty trafficking

with ny gold.
"Your gol d?" John raised an eyebrow. Wth a swift
gesture of her mnd Jenny stilled Mrkel eb again.

Nor would they allowit, she said, for the dragon al one.
It would only be a matter of tine until their distrust of
you nmastered them and they tried to slay you. No—you

nmust be freed.
Freed! The voice within her mnd was acrid as the

stench of vinegar. Freed to be turned |ike a beggar onto
the roads? The dragon swung his head away, the |ong

scal es of his mane clashing softly, like the searingly thin
notes of a wi nd chine. You have done this to nme, w zard
worman! Before your nmind touched nmine | was not bound

to this place..

"You were bound,"” Aversin said quietly. "It's just that,
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before Jenny's mind touched yours, you weren't aware
of it. Had you tried to | eave before?"

/ remmi ned because it was ny will to remain.

"And it's the old King's will to remain with Zyene,

though she's killing him No, Morkel eb—she got you
through your greed, as she got poor Gar's dad through

his grief and Bond through his love. If we hadn't cone,
you' d have stayed here, bound with spells to brood over
your hoard till you died. It's just that now you know it."

That is not true!

True or not. Jenny said, it is my bidding, Mrkeleb,
that as soon as the sky grows light, you shall carry ne
over the nountain to the Citadel of Halnath, so that
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can send Pol ycarp the Master to bring these others to
safety there through the Deep.

The dragon reared hinself up, bristling all over with
rage. His voice |lashed her mind like a silver whip. / am
not your pigeon nor your servant!

Jenny was on her feet now, too, looking up into the

bl azi ng white deeps of his eyes. No, she said, holding to
the crystal chain of his inner nanme. You are ny slave, by
that which you gave me when | saved your life. And by
that which you gave nme, | tell you this is what you shal
do.

Their eyes held. The others, not hearing what passed
between their two mnds, saw and felt only the dragon's
scorching wath. Gareth caught up Trey and drew her

back toward the shelter of the gateway; Aversin made a
nmove to rise and sank back with a gasp. He angrily shook
off Gareth's attenpt to draw himto safety, his eyes never
| eaving the small, thin formof the woman who stood
before the snoking rage of the beast.

Al this Jenny was aware of, but peripherally, like the
weave of a tapestry upon which other colors are painted.
Her whol e m nd focused in crystal exactness against the
m nd that surged |ike a dark wave agai nst hers; The power
bomin her fromthe touch of the dragon's nind strength-
ened and burned, forcing himback. Her understanding

of his nane was a many-poi nted weapon in her hands. In
time Morkeleb sank to his haunches again, and back to
hi s sphi nx position

In her mind his voice said softly, You know you do not
need me, Jenny Waynest, to fly over the nmountains. You
know the form of the dragons and their magic. One of
them you have put on al ready.

The other | mght put on, she replied, for you would
help ne in that, to be free of ny will. But you would not
help ne put it off again.
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The deeps of his eyes were like falling into the heart
of a star. If you wished it, | would.

The need in her for power, to separate herself from al

that had separated her fromits pursuit, shuddered through
her like the racking heat of fever. "To be a mage you nust
be a mage," Caerdi nn had said.

He had al so said, "Dragons do not deceive with |ies,
but with truth." Jenny turned her eyes fromthose cosnic
depths. You say it only because in beconing a dragon,
will cease to want to hold power over you, Morkeleb the

Bl ack.

He replied. Not 'only,' Jenny WAynest.
Like a waith he faded into the darkness.

Though still exhausted fromthe battle at the Gates,

Jenny did not sleep that night. She sat upon the steps, as
she had sat awake nobst of the night before, watching and
listening—for the King's nen, she told herself, though

she knew t hey would not cone. She was aware of the

night with a physical intensity, the noonlight Iike a rune
of nolten silver on every chink and crack of the scarred
steps upon which she sat, turning to slips of white each
knotted weed-stemin the scuffed dust of the square bel ow
Earlier, while she had been tending to John by the fire in
the Market Hall, the bodies of the slain rioters had van-

i shed fromthe steps, though whether this was due to
fastidi ousness on Mdrkeleb's part or hunger, she wasn't
sure.

Sitting in the cold stillness of the night, she neditated,
seeki ng an answer within herself. But her own soul was
uncl ear, torn between the great nmagic that had always lain
beyond her grasp and the small joys she had cherished in
its stead—the silence of the house on Frost Fell, the
menory of snmall hands that seened to be printed on her

pal ns, and John.

John, she thought, and | ooked back through the w de
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arch of the Gate to where he lay, wapped in bearskins
beside the small glow of the fire.

In the darkness she made out his shape, the broad-

shoul dered conpact ness that went so oddly with the

whi ppet |itheness of his nmovenents. She renenbered the
fears that had driven her to the Deep to seek nedi ci nes—
that had driven her first to look into the dragon's silver
eyes. Now, as then, she could scarcely contenplate years
of her life that did not—er woul d not—nclude that fleet-
ing, triangular smle.

Adric had it already, along with the blithe and sunny

hal f of John's quirky personality. lan had his sensitivity,
hi s maddeni ng, insatiable curiosity, and his intentness.

H s sons, she thought. My sons.

Yet the nmenory of the power she had called to stop
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the lynch nmob on these very steps returned to her, sweet-
ness and terror and exultation. Its results had horrified
her, and the weariness of it still clung to her bones, but
the taste that lingered was one of triunph at having w el ded
it. How could she, she wondered, have wasted all those

years before this beginning? The touch of Morkeleb's m nd

had hal f-opened a thousand doors within her. If she turned
away from hi m now, how many of the roons behind those

doors woul d she be able to explore? The prom se of the

magi ¢ was sonething only a magebom coul d have felt;

the need, like lust or hunger, sonething only the nagebom
woul d have understood. There was a magi ¢ she had never
dreaned of that could be wought fromthe light of certain
stars, know edge unplunbed in the dark, eternal ninds

of dragons and in the singing of the whales in the sea.
The stone house on the Fell that she | oved canme back to
her like the nenory of a narrow prison; the clutch of
smal | hands on her skirts, of an infant's nouth at her
breast, seened for a tine nothing nore than bonds hol di ng
her back from wal king through its doors to the noving

ai r outside.
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Was this sone spell of Morkeleb's? she wondered,

wrappi ng the soft weight of a bearskin nore tightly around
her shoul ders and gazing at the royal blue darkness of the
sky above the western ridge. Was it sonething he had

sung up out of the depths of her soul, so that she would

| eave the concerns of humans and free himof his bondage

to her?
Why did you say, "Not" 'only,'"Mrkeleb the Bl ack?
You know that as well as I, Jenny \Waynest.

He had been invisible in the darkness. Now the noon-

light sprinkling his back was |ike a carpet of dianonds
and his silver eyes were |like small, half-shut nmoons. How
| ong he had been there she did not know-the moon had

sunk, the stars noved. H s coming had been |ike the float-
ing of a feather on the still night.

What you give to themyou have taken from yourself.

VWhen our mnds were within one another, | saw the strug-

gle that has tortured you all your life. I do not understand
the souls of humans, but they have a brightness to them
like soft gold. You are strong and beautiful. Jenny \Way-
nest. | would like it if you would become one of us and

live among us in the rock islands of the northern seas.

She shook her head. / will not turn against those that
I |ove.

Turn agai nst? The sinking noonlight striped his mane

with frost as he noved his head. No. That | know you

woul d never do, though, for what their |ove has done to
you, they would well deserve it if you did. And as to this
| ove you speak of, | do not know what it is—t is not a
thing of dragons. But when | amfreed of the spells that
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bind me here, when | fly to the north again, fly with ne.
This is sonething also that | have never felt—this wanting
of you to be a dragon that you can be with ne. And tel

me, what is it to you if this boy Gareth becones the sl ave
of his father's woman or to one of his own choosing?

What is it to you who rules the Deep, or how long this

284 Bar bara Hanbl y

worman Zyerne can go on polluting her m nd and her body
until she di es because she no | onger recalls enough about
her own nagic to continue living? What is it to you if the
Wnterlands are rul ed and defended by one set of nen or
another, or if they have books to read about the deeds

of yet athird? It is nothing. Jenny WAy nest. Your powers
are beyond that.

To | eave them now would be to turn against them They
need ne.

They do not need you, the dragon replied. Had the
King's troops killed you upon these steps, it would have
been the sane for them

Jenny | ooked up at him that dark shape of power—
infinitely nore vast than the dragon John had slain in Wr
and infinitely nore beautiful. The singing of his soul re-
echoed in her heart, magnified by the beauty of the gold.
Clinging to the daylight that she knew agai nst the calling
of the dark, she shook her head again and said. It would
not have been the sane.

She gathered the furs about her, rose, and went back
into the Deep.

After the sharpness of the night air, the huge cavern

felt stuffy and stank of snoke. The dying fire threw weird
flickers of anber against the ivory labyrinth of inverted
turrets above and glinted faintly on the ends of the broken
| anp chai ns that hung down fromthe vaulted bl ackness.

It was always so, going fromfree night air to the frowsty
stillness of indoors, but her heart ached suddenly, as if
she had given up free air for a prison forever.

She folded the bearskin, laid it by the canpfire, and
found where her hal berd had been | eaned agai nst the few
packs they had brought with themfromthe canp. Sorme-
where in the darkness, she heard novenent, the sound

of soneone tripping over a plaid. A nonent |ater Gareth's
voi ce said softly, "Jenny?"

"Over here." She straightened up, her pale face and
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the nmetal buckles of her sheepskin jacket catching the | ow
firelight. Gareth | ooked tired and bedraggled in his shirt,
breeches, and a stained and scruffy plaid, as unlike as
possible to the self-conscious young dandy in prinrose-
and-white Court mantlings of |less than a week ago. But
then, she noted, there was less in himnow than there had
been, even then, of the gawky and earnest young man
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who had ridden to the Wnterlands in quest of his hero.

"I must be going," she said softly. "It's beginning to
mm | i ght. Gather what kindling you can, in case the King's
men return and you have to barricade yoursel ves behind
the inner doors in the Grand Passage. There are foul things
in the darkness. They may cone at you when the light is

gone. "
Gar et h shudder ed whol eheartedly and nodded.

"I''ll tell Polycarp how things stand. He should cone
back here to get you, if they didn't blast shut the ways
into the Deep. If | don't make it to Halnath..."

The boy | ooked at her, the heroically sinple conclu-
sions of a dozen ballads reverberant in his shocked fea-
tures.

She sniled, the pull of the dragon in her fading. She
reached up the long distance to lay a hand on his bristly
cheek. "Look after John for nme."

Then she knelt and kissed John's Iips and his shut

eyelids. Rising, she collected a plaid and her hal berd and
wal ked toward the clear slate-gray air that lay |ike water
outside the darker arch of the Gate.

As she passed through it, she heard a faint north-coun-
try voice behind her protest, "Look after John, indeed!"

CHAPTER XV

LI GHT WATERED THE dar kness, changing the air from

velvet to silk. Cold cut into Jenny's hands and face, inbu-
ing her with a sense of strange and soaring joy. The high
cirques and hanging valleys of the Wall's toothy sunmits
were stained blue and | avender agai nst the charcoal gray

of the sky; below her, mst clung |like raveled wool to the
bones of the shadowy town. For a time she was al one

and conplete, torn by neither power nor |ove, only
breathing the sharp air of dawn.

Like a shift in perception, she becane aware of the

dragon, lying along the bottom step. Seeing her, he rose

and stretched |like a cat, fromnose to tail knob to the tips
of the quivering wings, every spine and homblinking in

the gray-white gl oom

Wap yourself well, w zard wonan. The upper airs are
col d.

He sat back upon his haunches and, reaching delicately

down, cl osed around her one gripping talon, like a hand
twel ve i nches across the back and consisting of nothing
but bone wapped in nuscle and studded with spike and

hom The claws | apped easily around her waist. She felt
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no fear of him though she knew he was treacherous, she
had been within his m nd and knew he would not kill her
Still, a shivery qual mpassed through her as he lifted her
up against his breast, where she would be out of the air-
stream

The vast shadow of his w ngs spread agai nst the nauve

gl oom of the cliff behind them and she cast one quick

gl ance down at the ground, fifteen feet below. Then she

| ooked up at the nountains surrounding the Vale and at

the white, watching eye of the noon on the flinty crest

of the ridge, a few days fromfull and bright in the western

air as the lanps of the dragon's eyes.

Then he flung hinmself upward, and all the world dropped
away.

Col d sheered past her face, its bony fingers claw ng

through her hair. Through the plaids wapped around her,
she felt the throbbing heat of the dragon's scales. From
the sky she | ooked to the earth again, the Vale like a well
of blue shadow, the mountain slopes starting to take on
the colors of dawn as the sun brushed them rust and
purple and all shades of brown fromthe whitest dun to
the deep hue of coffee, all edged and trimed with the
dark |l ace of trees. The rain tanks north of Deeping caught
the new day like chips of mirror; as the dragon passed
over the flanks of the mountain, circling higher, she saw
the bright |eap of springs anong the pine trees, and the

white spines of thrusting rock.
The dragon tilted, turning upon the air, the vast w ngs

searing faintly at the wind. Cccasional eddies of it whis-
tled around the spi kes that defended the dragon's back-
bone—sone of themno | onger than a finger, others al nost

a cubit, dagger-sharp. In flight the dragon seened to be

a thing made of silk and wire, lighter than his size would

|l ead one to think, as if the flesh and nuscle, like the mnd
and the shape of his bones, were different in conposition
fromall things else upon the Earth.
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This is the real mof the dragons, Morkeleb's voice said
within her mind. The roads of the air. It is yours, for the
stretching out of your hand.

In the slant of the light they |aid no shadow upon the
ground, but it seened to Jenny that she could al nbst see
the track of their passage witten |like a ship's wake upon
the wind. Her nind half-within the dragon's, she could
sense the variations of the air, updraft and thermal, as if
the wind itself were of different colors. Wth the dragon's
awar eness, she saw other things in the air as well—the
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pat hs of energy across the face of the world, the tracks

that traveled fromstar to star, like the lines of force that
were repeated in the body, snmaller and snaller, in the
spreads of dealt cards or thrown runes or the lie of |eaves
in water. She was aware of |ife everywhere, of the winter-
white foxes and hares in the patchy snow i nes beneath

the thin scrumof cloud below, and of the King' s troops;

camped far down upon the road, who pointed and cried
out as the dragon's dark shape passed overhead.

They crossed the flank of the nountain to its daylight

side. Before and bel ow her, she saw the cliff and hill and
Citadel ofHal nath, a spiky conglonerate of thrusting gray
ranparts clinging like a nmud-built swallow s nest to the
massi ve shoul der of a granite cliff. Fromits feet, the | and
lay crisscrossed with wooded ravines to the silver curve

of ariver; mst blended with the blue of woodsnmoke to

veil the straggling lines of tents and guard posts, horse
lines and trenches raw with yell ow nud, that nade up

the siege canps. An open ring of battered ground |ay

between the walls and the canp, ravaged by battle and
bristling with the burned-out shells of the small truck farns
that nestled around the walls of any town. Beyond, to the
north, the green stretches of the Marches vani shed away
under a gauze of mists, the horse- and cattle-|ands that
were the Master's fief and strength. Fromthe river marshes
where pewter waters spread thensel ves, a skein of dan-
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def oot herons rose through the mlky vapors, tiny and
clear as a pen sketch

There. Jenny pointed with her mnd toward the battl e-
ments of the high Citadel. The central court there. It's
narrow, but |ong enough for us to |and.

Wnd and her long hair |ashed her eyes as the dragon
wheel ed.

They have arnored their walls, the dragon said. Look
Men were running about the ranparts, pointing and
wavi ng at the enormous wings flashing in the air. Jenny
glimpsed catapults mounted on the highest turrets, coun-
terwei ghted slings bearing buckets that burst suddenly
into red flame and nassive crossbows whose bolts could
poi nt nowhere but at the sky.

We'll have to go in. Jenny said. |I'll protect you

By catching the bolts in your teeth, w zard wonmanf

Mor kel eb asked sarcastically, circling away as some over-
eager slinger slipped his ropes and a bucketful of naphtha
described a curving trajectory, flanes stream ng |ike faded
orange pennants agai nst the brightness of the new day.

What protection can you, a human, offer ne?

Jenny smled to herself, watching the naphtha as it broke
into blazing lunps in falling. None of themlanded in the
town on the slopes bel owthey knew their nathenatics,
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t hese defenders of Hal nath, and how to apply themto bal -
listics. For herself, she supposed she shoul d have been ter-
rified, to be carried this high above the reeling earth—f she
fell, she would fall for a long tine before she died. But
whether it was her trust in Mrkeleb, or the dragon's mnd
that envel oped hers in the thoughts of those who lived in

the airstream she felt no fear of it. Indeed, she al nbst be-
lieved that, if she were to drop, she had only to spread out
her own wi ngs, as she did in dreams of flight.

Smal|l as toys on the walls of the Citadel, the machines
of defense were being cranked around to bear upon them
They | ooked, at this distance, like nothing so rmuch as
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John's little nmodels. And to think | grew inpatient when
he insisted upon showi ng me how every one of themfired.
She smled, half to Morkeleb and half to herself. Swi ng
north, Mrkeleb, and cone at them from al ong that ridge.
The problem wi th nachi nes has al ways been that it requires
only the touch of a wizard's mind to fox their bal ance.

There were two engi nes guardi ng the approach she had

set, a bolt-firing catapult and a spring-driven sling. She
had thrown her magi c before, conjuring images within her
mnd, to foul the bowstrings of bandits in the north and
to cause their feet to find roots as they ran, or their swords
to stick in their sheaths. Having seen the nmechani sns

of these weapons in John's nodels, she found this no
harder. Ropes twisted in the catapult, jamm ng the knots
when the triggering cord was jerked. Wth a dragon's

awar eness, she saw a man running in panic along the

battl ements; he knocked over a bucket into the necha-
nismof the sling so that it could not be turned to aim
The dragon swung lazily fromthe weapon's possible path,
gui ded by the touch of Jenny's mnd within his; and she
felt, like a chuckle of dark |aughter, his appreciation for
the ease with which she thwarted the nechani cal devices.

You are snmall, w zard worman, he said, anused, but a
m ghty defender of dragons, neverthel ess.

Throwi ng her stream ng hair back from her eyes. Jenny
could see men on the battlenents bel ow themclearly now
They were clothed in makeshift uniforns, the black, bil-

| owi ng gowns of scholars covered with battered bits of
armor, sone of it stanped with the royal arns and

obvi ously taken from prisoners or the slain. They fled in
all directions as the dragon drew near, save for one nan
tall, red-haired, and thin as a scarecrow in his ragged bl ack-
gown, who was sw ngi ng sonething to bear upon them

that | ooked for a monment |ike a tel escope—a nmetal tube
braced upon stakes. The walls swooped closer. At the |ast
monent Jenny saw har poons stacked beside hi mand,

Dr agonsbane 291
instead of glass in the tube's nmouth, the glint of a netal

poi nt .
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The | one defender had a burning spill in one hand,

lighted fromone of the naphtha buckets. He was watching
them cone in, taking ai mBl asti ng powder, thought

Jenny; the gnones will have brought plenty up fromthe
m nes. She renmenbered John's abortive experinments with

rockets.
The scene rushed to nmeet them until every chipped

stone of the wall and every patch on the scholar's ragged
gown seerred within reach of Jenny's hand. As he brought
the spill down to the touch-hole, Jenny used her nmind to
extingui sh the flane, as she would have doused a candl e.
Then she spread out her arns and cried, "STOP!" at

the top of her voice.
He froze in md-nmotion, the harpoon he had snatched

fromthe pile beside himcocked back al ready over his

shoul der, though Jenny could tell by the way he held it
that he had never thrown one before and could not have

hit them Even at that distance, she saw wonder, curiosity,
and delight on his thin face. Li ke John, she thought, he
was a true scholar, fascinated with any wonder, though

it carried his death upon its wings.

Mor kel eb braked in the air, the shift of his nuscles
rippling against Jenny's back. Al men had fled the Iong,
narrow court of the Citadel and the walls around it, save
that single defender. The dragon hung for a nmoment |ike

a hovering hawk, then settled, delicate as a dandelion
seed, to perch on the wall above the shadowy well of the
court. The great hind-talons gripped the stone as the I ong
neck and tail counterbal anced, and he stooped |ike a vast
bird to set Jenny on her feet upon the ranpart.

She staggered, her knees weak from shock, her whol e

body trenbling with exhilaration and cold. The tall, red-
hai red young nan, harpoon still in one hand, noved for-
ward al ong the wal kway, bl ack robe bill owi ng beneath an
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out si ze hauberk of chain mail. Though he was clearly
cautious. Jenny thought fromthe way he | ooked at Mor-
kel eb that he could have stood and studi ed the dragon for
hours; but there was a court-bred politeness in the way
he of fered Jenny his hand.

It took her a nonment to renenber to speak in words
"Pol ycarp of Hal nath?"

He | ooked surprised and di sconcerted at hearing his

nane. "I amhe." Like Gareth, it took nore than dragons

or bandits to shake his eariy training; he executed a very
creditable Dying Swan in spite of the harpoon
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Jenny sniled and held out her hands to him "I am
Jenny Waynest, Gareth's friend."

"Yes, there is a power sink in the heart of the Deep."

Pol ycarp, Master of the Citadel ofHal nath and Doctor of
Nat ural Phil osophy, folded |ong, narrow hands behind his
back and turned fromthe pointed arches of the w ndow

to look at his rescued, oddly assorted guests. "It is what
Zyeme wants; what she has al ways wanted, since first

she knew what it was."

Gareth | ooked up fromthe ruins of the sinple neal
whi ch strewed the plain waxed boards of the workroom
table. "Wiy didn't you tell nme?"

The bright blue eyes flickered to him "Wat could

have sai d?" he asked. "Up until a year ago | wasn't even
sure. And when | was..." His glance noved to the gnone
who sat at the table's head, tiny and stooped and very
old, his eyes |like pale green glass beneath the | ong nane
of milk-white hair. "Sevacandrozardus—Bal gub, in the
tongue of men; brother of the Lord of the Deep who was
slain by the dragon—forbade nme to speak of it. | could
not break his confidence."

Beyond the tall w ndows, the turrets of the lower Ct-
adel , the University, and the town beneath coul d be
glinpsed, the sunlight on themyellow as sunmrer butter,
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t hough the buil dings bel ow were already cl oaked in the
shadows of the mountain as the sun sank behind its shoul -
der. Sitting on the end of the couch where John lay. Jenny
listened in quiet to the debating voices. Her body ached
for sleep and her mind for stillness, but she knew t hat
bot h woul d be denied her. Neither the words of the

i mpronptu council nor the recollection of the trip back
through the Deep with Polycarp and the gnones to fetch

the others had eradi cated from her thoughts the soaring
menory of the dragon's flight.

She knew she ought not to let it hold her so. She ought
to be nore conscious of her own gl adness that they were,
at least for the nonent, relatively safe and nore preoc-
cupied with their exchange of information with the Master
and with plans for howto deal with the Stone and its

m stress. Yet the flight and the nenory of the dragon's
m nd had shaken her to the bones. She could not put that
wild intoxication fromher heart.

The ol d gnone was saying, "It has al ways been for-

bi dden to speak of the Stone to outsiders. After it becane
clear that the girl Zyeme had heard of it somehow and

had spi ed upon those who used it and learned its key, ny
brother, the Lord of the Deep, redoubled the anat hena.

It has fromthe darkness of tinme been the heart of the
Deep, the source of power for our Heal ers and mages,

and has made our nmagic so great that none dared to assault
the Deep of Ylferdun. But always we knew its danger as
wel | that the greedy could use such a thing for their own
ends. And so it was."
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Jenny roused herself from her thoughts to ask, "How
did you know she had used it?" Like the others, she had

bat hed and was now dressed like themall in the frayed
bl ack gown of a scholar of the University, too large for
her and belted tight about her waist. Her hair, still damp

from washi ng, hung about her shoul ders.
The gnome's |ight eyes shifted. Gudgingly, he said,
294 Bar bara Hanbty

"To take power fromthe Stone, there nmust be a return

It gives to those who draw upon it, but later it asks back
fromthem Those who were used to wielding its power—
mysel f, Tasel dwyn whom you know as M ss Mab, and

ot hers—eoul d feel the inbalance. Then it corrected itself,

or seened to. | was content." He shook his head, the

opal s that pinned his white hairflashing in the diffuse Iight
of the long room "Mab was not."

"What return does it ask?"

For a nmonent his gl ance touched her, reading in her,

as Mab had done, the degree other power. Then he said,
"Power for power. Al power must be paid for, whether

it is taken fromyour own spirit, or fromthe hol di ng-sink
of others. W, the Healers, of whom| was chief, used to
dance for it, to concentrate our magic and feed it into the
Stone, that others mght take of its strength and not have
their very life-essences drawn fromthem by it—the wonan
Zyeme did not know how to nake the return of magic to

it, did not even | eamthat she should. She was never

taught its use, but had only sneaked and spied until she

| earned what she thought was its secret. Wen she did

not give back to it, the Stone began to eat at her essence.”

"And to feed it," said Jenny softly, suddenly under-
standi ng what she had seen in the |anplight of Zyene's
room "she perverted the healing spells that can draw
upon the essences of others for strength. She drank, like
a vanpire, to replace what was being drunk from her."

In the pale light of the wi ndow, Polycarp said, "Yes,"
and Gareth buried his face in his hands. "Even as she can
draw upon the Stone's nagic at a distance, it draws upon
her. | amglad," he added, the tone of his |ight voice
changing, "to see you're still all right, Gar."

Gareth rai sed his head despairingly. "Did she try to
use you?"

The Master nodded, his thin, foxy face grim "And
when | kept mny distance and nmade you keep yours, she
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turned to Bond, who was the nearest one she could prey
upon. Your father..." He fished for the kindest words to
use. "Your father was of little nore use to her by that

tinme."
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The prince's .fist struck the table with a viol ence that
startled themall —and nost of all Gareth hinself. But he
said nothing, and indeed, there was little he could say, or
that any could say to him After a nmonent. Trey Cerlock
rose fromthe couch in the conmer, where she had been

lying like a child playing dress-up in her flapping black
robe, and cane over to rest her hands upon his shoul ders.

"I's there any way of destroying her?" the girl asked,
| ooki ng across the table to the tiny gnonme and the tal
Master who had come to stand at his side

Gareth turned to stare up at her in shock, having, nman-
Ii ke, never suspected the ruthless practicality of wonen.

"Not with the power she holds through the King and

through the Stone," Polycarp said. "Believe nme, | thought
about it, though |I knew | truly would face a charge of
murder for it." A brief grin flickered across his face. "But
as | ended up facing one anyway..."

"What about destroying the Stone, then?" John asked,
turning his head fromwhere he lay flat on his back on a
tall-1egged sl eeping couch. Even the little he had been
able to eat seemed to have done himgood. In his black
robe, he |l ooked like the corpse at a wake, washed and
tended and cheerful with his specs perched on the end of

his long nose. "I'msure you could find a good Stonebane
somepl ace. .. "
"Never!" Bal gub's winkled wal nut face grew livid. "It

is the source of the healing arts of the gnones! The source
of the strength of the Deep! It is ours..."

"I't will do you precious little good if Zyene gets her
hands on it," John pointed out. "I doubt she coul d break
through all the doors and gates you | ocked behind us on
our way up here through the Deep, but if the King' s troops
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manage to breach the Citadel wall, that won't nake nuch
di fference. "

"If Jenny could be given the key to the use of the
Stone..." suggested Gareth.

"No!" Bal gub and Jenny spoke at once. All those w
the Master's |ong, scrubbed stone workroom John
i ncluded, |ooked curiously at the witch of Wr.

"No human shall touch it!" insisted the gnone with
shrill fury. "W saw the evil it did. It is for the gnones,
and only for us."

"And | would not touch it if | could.” Jenny drew her

knees up close to her chest and folded her arnms around

them Balgub, in spite of his protest, |ooked affronted that
the greatest treasure of the Deep should be refused. Jenny
said, "According to Mab, the Stone itself has been defiled
Its powers, and the spells of those that use it, are polluted
by what Zyene has done."

file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (205 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:38 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt

"That is not true." Balgub's tight little face set in an
expression of obstinancy. "Mab insisted that the Stone's
powers were beconi ng unpredictable and its influence

evil on the minds of those who used it. By the heart of

the Deep, this is not so, and so | told her, again and again.
| do not see how .."

"After being fed chewed-up human essences i nstead

of controlled spells, it would be a wonder if it didn't becone
unpredi ctable,” John said, with his usual good-natured
affability.

The gnome's high voice was scornful. "Wat can a

warrior know of such things? A warrior hired to slay the
dragon, who has," he added, with heavy sarcasm "sig-
nally failed in even that task."

"l suppose you'd rather he'd signally succeeded?" Gar-
eth denmanded hotly. "You'd have had the King' s troops
com ng at you through the Deep by this time."

"Lad." John reached patiently out to touch the angry
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prince's shoulder. "Let's don't fratch. Hi s opinion does
me no harm and shouting at himisn't going to change it."

"The King's troops would never have found their way
through the Deep, even with the gates unbolted," Bal gub
grow ed. "And now the gates are | ocked; if necessary we
will seal themw th blasting powder—t is there and ready,
within yards of the |last gate."

"If Zyeme was | eading them they woul d have found

the way," Polycarp returned. The links of the too-I|arge
mai | shirt he wore over his gown rattled faintly as he
folded his arns. "She knows the way to the heart of the
Deep well enough fromthe Deeping side. As you all saw,
fromthere to the underground gates of the Citadel it's an
al nost straight path. And as for the Stone not having been
af fected by what she has put into it..." He glanced down
at the stooped back and round white head of the gnone
perched in the carved chair beside him "You are the only
Heal er who escaped the dragon to cone here, Bal gub,"”

he said. "Now that the dragon is no |longer in the Deep,
will you go in and use the Stone?"

The wi de nouth tightened, and the green eyes did not
meet the bl ue.

"So," said the Master softly.

"l do not believe that Mab was right," Bal gub insisted

stubbornly. "Nevertheless, until she, |, and the renaining
Heal ers in Bel can exanmine the thing, | will not have it
tanmpered with for good or ill. If it came to saving the
Citadel, or keeping Zyeme fromthe Deep, yes, | would

risk using it, rather than let her have it." Little and white
as two colorless cave shrinp, his hands with their snpoth
nmoonst one rings closed upon each other on the inkstained

tabl etop. "We have sworn that Zyene shall never again
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have the use of the Stone. Every gnone—and every
man..." He cast a glance that was hal f-commandi ng, hal f -
questioning up at the Master, and Polycarp inclined his
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head slightly, "—+n this place will die before she lays a
hand upon what she seeks."

"And consi dering what her powers will be like if she
does," Polycarp added, with the detached specul ati on of
a scholar, "that would probably be just as well."

"Jen?"

Jenny paused in the doorway of the nakeshift guest

roomto which she and John had been assigned. After the

wi ndy ranparts, the place snelled close and stuffy, as the
Mar ket Hall had | ast night. The m ngled scents of dusty
paper and | eather bindings of the books stored there com
pounded with the noldery odors of straw ticks that had

gone too long wi thout having the straw changed; after the
grass-and-wat er scents of the east wi nd, they nade the

cl oseness worse. The | unpish shapes of piles of books
heaped along two walls and the ghostly scaffol ding of

scroll racks lining the third nade her think of John's over-
crowded study in the north; several of the volunes that

had been put here to nake room for refugees trapped by

the siege had been taken fromtheir places and al ready

bore signs of John's reading. John hinself stood between
the tall lights of two of the pointed wi ndows, visible only
as a white fold of shirt sleeve and a flash of round gl ass
in the gl oom

She said, "You shouldn't be out of bed."

"I can't be on the broad of my back forever." Through

his fatigue, he sounded cheerful. "I have the feeling we're
all going to be put to it again in the near future, and |'d
rather do it on ny feet this time."

He was silent for a nmoment, watching her silhouette
in the slightly lighter doorway.

He went on, "And for a worman who hasn't slept nore
than an hour or so for three nights now, you' ve no room
to speak. What is it, Jen?"

Li ke a dragon, she thought, he has a way of not being
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lied to. So she did not say, "Wat is what?" but ran her
hands tiredly through her hair and crossed to where he

st ood.

"You' ve avoi ded speaking to me of it—ot that we've
had time to do so, mind. | don't feel you' re angry with
me, but | do feel your silence. It's to do with your power,

isn't it?"

Hi s arm was around her shoul der, her head resting
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agai nst the rock-hardness of his pectoral, half-uncovered
by the thin nuslin shirt. She shoul d have known, she told
hersel f, that John woul d guess.

So she nodded, unable to voice the turmoil that had

been all day in her mnd, since the dragon's flight and al
the night before. Since sunset she had been wal ki ng the
ranparts, as if it were possible to outwal k the choice that
had stal ked her now for ten years.

Mor kel eb had offered her the real ms of the dragons,

the woven roads of the air. Al the powers of earth and

sky, she thought, and all the years of tinme. The key to
magic is magic; the offer was the answer to all the thwarted
| ongi ngs of her life.

"Jen," John said softly, "I've never wanted you to be
torn. |1 know you've never been conplete and | didn't
want to do that to you. | tried not to."

"I't wasn't you." She had told herself, a hundred years

ago it seemed, that it was her choice, and so it had been—
the choi ce of doing nothing and letting things go on as
they were, or of doing something. And, as always, her

m nd shrank fromthe choi ce.

"Your magi c has changed,” he said. "lI've felt it and
I'"ve seen what it's doing to you."

"It is calling me," she replied. "If | enbrace it, | don't
think I would want to let go, even if | could. It is every-
thing that | have wanted and worth to me, | think, every-

thing that | have."
She had said sonething simlar to himlong ago, when
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they had both been very young. In his jeal ous posses-

si veness, he had screaned at her, "But you are everything
that | have or want to have!" Now his arms only tightened
around her, as much, she sensed, against her grief as his
own, though she knew the words he had spoken then were

no less true tonight.

"I't's your choice, love," he said- "As it's always been
your choice. Everything you've given ne, you' ve given
freely. I won't hold you back." Her cheek was pressed

to his chest, so that she only felt the quick glint of his
smle as he added, "As if | ever could, anyway."

They went to the straw mattress and huddl e of bl an-

kets, the only accomvpdati on the besieged Ctadel had
been able to offer. Beyond the w ndows, noisture glinted
on the black slates of the crowded stone houses bel ow,

a gutter's thread was |ike a string of dianonds in the
moonlight. In the siege canps, bells were ringing for the
m dni ght rites of Sarnmendes, lord of the w ser thoughts
of day.

Under the warnth of the covers, John's body was
fam liar against hers, as famliar as the old tenptation to
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| et the chances of pure power go by for yet another day.

Jenny was aware, as she had al ways been, that it was |ess
easy to think about her choices when she lay in his arns.
But she was still there when sleep finally took her, and
she drifted into anbi guous and unresol ved dreans.

CHAPTER XVI
WHEN JENNY WAKENED, John was gone.

Li ke a dragon, in her dreans she was aware of many

t hi ngs; she had sensed hi mwaki ng and lying for a | ong
whi | e propped on one el bow besi de her, watching her as

she slept; she had been aware, too, of himrising and
dressing, and of the slow painful ness of donning his shirt,
breeches, and boots and of how t he bandages pul | ed pai n-
fully over the half-heal ed nmess of slashes and abrasions
on his back and sides. He had taken her hal berd for sup-
port, Kkissed her gently, and gone.

Still weary, she lay in the tangle of blankets and straw
ti cks, wondering where he had gone, and why she felt
afraid.

Dread seened to hang in the air with the storntl ouds

that reared dark anvil heads above the green distances
north of Nast Wall. There was a queer |ividness to the
light that streaned through the narrow wi ndows, a breath-
| ess sense of conming evil, a sense that had pervaded her
dreans. ..

Her dreans, she thought confusedly. Wat had she
dr eaned?

301
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She seened to renmenber Gareth and the Master Poly-

carp wal king on the high battlenents of the Citadel, both
in the billow ng black robes of students, talking with the
old ease of their interrupted friendship. "You nust admt
it was a singularly convincing calumy," Polycarp was

sayi ng.

Gareth replied bitterly, "I didn't have to believe it as
readily as | did."

Pol ycarp grinned and drew from sone pocket in his
too-anple garnents a brass spyglass, unfolding its jointed
sections to scan the fevered sky. "You're going to be
Ponti f ex Maxi nus one day. Cousi h—you need practice

in believing ridiculous things," And | ooking out toward
the road that | ed south he had stared, as if he could not
bel i eve what he saw.

Jenny frowned, renmenbering the cloudy tangles of the
dream

The King, she thought—+t had been the King, riding

up the road toward the siege canps that surrounded the
Ctadel. But there had been sonething wong with that

tall, stiff formand its masklike face, riding through the
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sul furous stormlight. An effect of the dreanf? she won-
dered. O had the eyes really been yel |l owZyene's eyes?

Troubl ed, she sat up and pulled on her shift. There was

a wash bow in a comer of the roomnear the w ndow,

the surface of the water reflecting the sky like a piece of
snoked steel. Her hand brushed across it; at her bidding,
she saw Morkeleb, lying in the small upper courtyard of

the Citadel, a snmall square of stone which contained noth-
ing save a few withered apple trees, a wooden |ean-to that
had once hel d gardeni ng equi prent and now, |ike every

other shelter in the Ctadel, housed displ aced books. The
dragon lay stretched out like a cat in the pallid sunlight,
the jewel ed bobs of his antennae flicking here and there
as if scenting the welter of the air, and beside him on the
court's single granite bench, sat John

303

The dragon was saying. Wiy this curiosity. Dragons-
bane? That you may know us better, the next tine you
choose to kill one of us?

"No," John said. "Only that | may know dragons bet -

ter. I"'mmnore circunscribed than you, Morkel eb—by a

body that wears out and dies before the m nd has seen

hal f what it wants to, by a mind that spends half its time
doing what it would really rather not, for the sake of the
people who're in ny care. |I'mas greedy about know edge

as Jenny is—as you are for gold, maybe nore so—for |

know | have to snatch it where | can."

The dragon sniffed in disdain, the velvet-rinmed nos-

tril flaring to show a surface ripple of deeper currents of
thought; then he turned his head away. Jenny knew she

ought to feel surprise at being able to call Mrkeleb's
imge in the water bow, but did not; though she could

not have phrased it in words, but only in the hal f-pictured
under st andi ngs of dragon-speech, she knew why it had
fornmerly been inpossible, but was possible to her now.

Al nost, she thought, she could have summoned his inmage

and surroundi ngs wi thout the water.

For a tinme they were silent, man and dragon, and the
shadows of the black-bellied thunderheads noved across
them gathering above the Ctadel's heights. Mrkeleb did
not | ook the sane in the water as he did face to face, but
it was a difference, again, that could not be expressed by
any but a dragon. A stray w nd shook the boughs of the
cronelike trees, and a few spits of rain speckled the pave-
ment of the long court below them At its far end. Jenny
coul d see the small and inconspi cuous—and easily defen-

si bl e—door that led into the antechanbers of the Deep

It was not wide, for the trade between the G tadel and

the Deep had never been in anything bul kier than books

and gold, and for the nost part their traffic had been in
know edge al one.

VWhy? Morkel eb asked at length. If, as you say, yours
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isalifelimted by the constraints of the body and the
narrow perineters of tine, if you are greedy for know -
edge as we are for gold, why do you give what you have,
hal f of all that you own, to others?

The question had risen |like a whale from unguessed

dept hs, and John was silent for a nmonment before answer-

ing. "Because it's part of being human, Morkel eb. Having

so little, we share anong ourselves to make any of it worth
havi ng. W& do what we do because the consequences of

not caring enough to do it would be worse."

H s answer nust have touched sone chord in the drag

on's soul, for Jenny felt, even through the distant vision,
the radi ant surge of Morkel eb' s annoyance. But the drag-
on's thoughts sounded down to their depths again, and

he becane still, alnost invisible against the colors of the
stone. Only his antennae continued to nove, restless, as
if troubled by the turmoil in the air.

A thunderstorn? Jenny thought, suddenly troubled. In
Wi nter?

"Jenny?" She | ooked up quickly and saw the Master

Pol ycarp standing in the tall slit of the doorway. She did
not know why at first, but she shuddered when she saw
hanging at his belt the brass spyglass he had used in her
dream "I didn't want to wake you—+ know you've been

wi t hout sleep..."

"What is it?" she asked, hearing the trouble in his
Voi ce.

"It's the King."

Her stomach jolted, as if she had nissed one step of
a stairway in darkness, the dread ot her dream coal escing
in her, suddenly hideously real

"He said he'd escaped from Zyenme—he wanted sanc-
tuary here, and wanted above all to talk to Gar. They
went off together..."

"No!" Jenny cried, horrified, and the young phil oso-
pher | ooked at her in surprise. She snatched up and flung
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on the black robe she had been wearing earlier, dragging
its belt tight. "It's a trick!"

"What ... ?"

She pushed her way past him shoving up the robe's

too-1ong sl eeves over her forearns; cold air and the snel

of thunder snote her as she cane into the open and began

to run down the long, narrow stairs. She could hear Mor-
keleb calling to her, faint and confused wi th distance; he
was waiting for her in the upper court, his half-risen scales
glittering uneasily in the sickly stormlight.

Zyerne, she said.
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Yes. | saw her just novv, walking with your little prince
to the door that |eads down into the Deep. She was in

the guise of the old King—they had al ready passed through
the door when | spoke of it to Aversin. Is it possible that
the prince did not knowit, as Aversin said to ne? | know
that humans can fool one another with the illusions of
their magic, but are even his own son and his nephew

whom he rai sed so stupid that they could not have told

the difference between what they saw and what they knew?

As always, his words came as pictures in her nmind—

the old King | eani ng, whispering, on Gareth's shoul der

for support as they wal ked the I ength of the narrow court
toward the door to the Deep, the look of pity, involuntary
repul sion, and wetched guilt on the boy's face—feeling
repel Il ed, and not know ng why.

Jenny's heart began to pound. They know the King has

been ill, she said. No doubt she counted upon their for-

gi veness of any |apses. She will go to the Stone, to draw
power fromit, and use Gareth's life to replace it. Were's
John now? He has to..

He has gone after them

WHAT? Li ke a dragon, the word energed only as a
bl azi ng surge of incredulous wath. He'll kill hinself!

He will likely be forestalled, Mrkeleb replied cyni-
cally. But Jenny did not stay to |isten. She was already
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runni ng down the steep twi st of steps to the | ower court.
The cobbl es of the pavenment there were uneven and badly
worn, with tiny spangles of vagrant rain glittering anong
themlike silver beads on sonme conpl ex trapunto; the
harshness of the stone tore at her feet as she ran toward
that small, unprepossessing door.

She flung back to the dragon the words. Wait for her

here. If she reaches the Stone, she will have all power at
her command—+ wi |l never be able to defeat her, as | did
before. You nust take her when she energes..

It is the Stone that binds nme, the dragon's bitter voice
replied in her mind. If she reaches it, what nmakes you
think I shall be able to do anything but her will?

Wt hout answering Jenny flung open the door and
pl unged through into the shadowy antechanbers of the
earth.

She had seen themthe previous norning, when she

had passed through with the gnones who had gone to

fetch John, Gareth, and Trey fromthe other side of the
Deep. There were several roons used for trade and busi -
ness, and then a guardroom whose walls were carved to
three-quarters of their height fromthe Iiving bone of the
mount ain. The wi ndows, far up under the vaulted ceilings,
let in a shadowy blue light by which she could just see
the wi de doors of the Deep itself, faced and backed with
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bronze and fitted with nmassive bars and bolts of iron

These gates were still |ocked, but the man-sized pos-
tern door stood ajar. Beyond it lay darkness and the cold
scent of rock, water, and old decay. Gathering up her
robes. Jenny stepped over the thick sill and hurried on,
her senses probi ng ahead of her, dragonlike, her eyes
seeking the silvery runes she had witten on the walls
yesterday to mark her path.

The first passage was wi de and had once been pl easant,
with basins and fountains lining its walls. Now sone were
broken, others clogged in the nonths of utter neglect;
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moss clotted them and water ran shining down the walls
and al ong the stone underfoot, wetting the hem of Jenny's
robe and sl apping coldly at her ankles. As she wal ked,

her mnd tested the darkness before her; retracing yes-
terday's route, she paused again and again to listen. The
way through the Deep ran near the Places of Healing, but
not through them sonewhere, she would have to turn

asi de and seek the unmarked ways.

So she felt at the air, seeking the living tingle of magic
that marked the heart of the Deep. It should lie | ower
than her own route, she thought, and to her left. Her mnd
returned unconfortably to Mss Mab's words about a fal se
step leaving her to die of starvation in the |abyrinthine
darkness. |If she becane |ost, she told herself, Morkeleb
could still hear her, and guide her forth..

But not, she realized, ifZyene reached the Stone. The
power and | onging of the Stone were | odged in the drag-
on's mnd. If she got |ost, and Zyene reached the Stone
and gai ned control of Mrkeleb, there would be no day-
light for her again.

She hurried her steps, passing the doors that had been
rai sed for the defense of the Citadel fromthe Deep, all
unl ocked now by Gareth and the one he supposed to be

the King. By the last of them she glinpsed the sacks of
bl asti ng powder that Bal gub had spoken of, that fina
defense in which he had placed such faith. Beyond was

a branching of the ways, and she stopped agai n under

an arch carved to ook Iike a nonstrous nouth, with sta-
lactites of ivory grimacing in a winkled gum of sal non-
pi nk stone. Her instincts whispered to her that this was
the place—+wo tunnels diverged fromthe main one, both
goi ng downwards, both to the left. Alittle way down the
nearer one, beside the trickle of water froma broken
gutter, a wet footprint marked the downward-sl opi ng stone.

John's, she guessed, for the print was dragged and
slurred. Further along that way, she saw the mark of a
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drier boot, narrower and differently shaped. She saw the
tracks again, dried to barely a sparkle of danpness on
the first steps of a narrow stair which wound like a path
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up a hillslope of gigantic stone nushroons in an echoing
cavern, past the dark al abaster mansions of the gnomes,
to a narrow doorway in a cavern wall. She scribbled a
rune beside the door and foll owed, through a rock seam
whose wal | s she could touch with her outstretched hands,
downward, into the bowels of the earth.

In the crushing weight of the darkness, she saw the
faint flicker of yellow light.

She dared not call out, but fled soundlessly toward it.
The air was warnmer here, unnatural in those clamy
abysses; she felt the subtle vibrations of the living magic
that surrounded the Stone. But there was an unwhol e-
soneness in the air now, like the first snell of rot in
decaying neat or like the livid greenness that her dragon
eyes had seen in the poisoned water. She understood that
M ss Mab had been right and Bal gub wong. The Stone

had been defiled. The spells that had been wought with
its strength were slowy deteriorating, perverted by the
poi sons drawn from Zyene's m nd.

At the end of a triangular roomthe size of a dozen

barns, she found a torch, guttering itself out near the foot
of a flight of shallow steps. The iron door at the top stood
unbol ted and ajar, and across its threshold John |ay
unconsci ous, scavenger-slugs already sniffing inquiringly

at his face and hands.

Beyond, in the darkness. Jenny heard Gareth's voice
cry, "Stop!" and the sweet, evil whisper of Zyene's |augh-
ter.

"Gareth," the soft voice breathed. "Did you ever think
it was possible that you could stop ne?"

Shaken now with a cold that seemed to crystallize at
the marrow of her bones. Jenny ran forward into the heart
of the Deep.
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Through the forest of al abaster pillars she saw t hem

the nervous shadows of Gareth's torch jerking over the
white stone |lace that surrounded the open floor. Hi s face
| ooked dead white agai nst the black, baggy student gown
he wore; his eyes held the nightnmare terror of every dream
every encounter with his father's mstress, and the know -
edge of his own terrifying weakness. In his right hand he
hel d the hal berd John had been using for a crutch. John
must have warned himthat it was Zyenme, Jenny thought,
before he coll apsed. At |east Gareth has a weapon. But
whet her he woul d be capable of using it was another nmat-
ter.

The Stone in the center of the onyx dancing floor seened
to glowin the vibrating dark with a sickly corpse |ight of
its owmn. The wonan before it was radi ant, beautiful as

the Death-lady who is said to walk on the sea in tinmes of
storm She | ooked younger than Jenny had ever seen her,
with the virgin fragility of a child that was both an arnor
agai nst Gareth's desperation and a weapon to pierce his
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flesh if not his heart. But even at her nost delicate, there
was sonet hi ng nauseating about her, |ike poisoned nar-

zi pan—an overwhel ming, polluted sensuality. Wnd that

Jenny could not feel seened to lift the soft darkness of
Zyeme's hair and the sleeves of the frail white shift that
was all that she wore. Stopping on the edge of the flow
stone gl ades, Jenny realized that she was seeing Zyene

as she had once been, when she first had come to this

pl ace—a magebom girl-child who had run through these
lightless corridors seeking power, as she herself had sought
it inthe rainy north; trying, as she herself had tried, to
overcone the handicap of its lack in whatever way she

coul d.

Zyene | aughed, her sweet nmouth parting to show pearls
of teeth. "It is ny destiny," she whispered, her snal
hands caressing the blue-black shine of the Stone. "The
gnomes had no right to keep it all to themselves. It is
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mne now It was neant to be mine fromthe foundi ng of
the world. As you were."

She hel d out her hands, and Gareth whi spered, "No."
Hi s voice was thin and desperate as the wanting of her
clutched at his flesh.

"What is this No? You were nade for nme, Gareth
Made to be King. Made to be ny |ove. Made to father
ny son."

Li ke a phantomin a dream she drifted toward him

over the oily blackness of the great floor. Gareth slashed
at her with the torch, but she only | aughed again and did
not even draw back. She knew he hadn't the courage to

touch her with the flame. He edged toward her, the hal -
berd in his hand, but Jenny could see his face rolling with
streans of sweat. H s whol e body shook as he summoned

the last of his strength to cut at her when she cane near
enough—+ighting for the resolution to do that and not to
fling down the weapon and crush her in his arns.

Jenny strode forward fromthe al abaster glades in a

bl aze of blue witchlight, and her voice cut the pal pitant
air like a knife tearing cloth. She cried, "ZYERNE'" and
the enchantress spun, her eyes yellow as a cat-devil's in
the white blaze of the light, as they had been in the woods.
The spell over Gareth snapped, and at that instant he

swung the halberd at her with all the will he had left.

She flung the spell of deflection at him al nost

cont enptuously; the weapon rang and clattered on the
stone floor. Swi nging back toward him she raised her
hand, but Jenny stepped forward, her wath swirling about
her |ike woodsnoke and phosphorous, and flung at Zyene

a rope of white fire that streaned coldly fromthe palm
of her hand.

Zyenme hurled it aside, and it splattered, sizzling, on

the bl ack pavenent. Her yell ow eyes burned with unholy
light. "You," she whispered. "I told you |I'd get the Stone—
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and | told you what 1'd do to you when | did, you ignorant
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bitch. I'll rot the stinking bones of your body for what
you did!"

A spell of crippling and ruin beat like lightning in the
close air of the cavern, and Jenny flinched fromit, feeling
all her defenses buckle and twi st. The power Zyene

wi el ded was |i ke a weight, the vast shadow she had only
sensed before turned now to the weight of the earth where
it smote against her. Jenny threw it aside and withed
frombeneath it; but for a nonent, she hadn't the strength
to do nore. A second spell struck her, and a third, cranp-
ing and biting at the nuscles and organs of her body,
snoki ng at the hem of her gown. She felt sonething break
within her and tasted bl ood in her nouth; her head

t hr obbed, her brain seened to blaze, all the oxygen in

the world was insufficient to her lungs. Under the ruthless
battering she could do no nore than defend herself; no
counterspell would conme, no way to nake it stop. And
through it all, she felt the weaving of the death-spells,
swol | en and hi deous perversions of what she herself had
woven, returning |like a vengeance to crush her beneath
them She felt Zyerne's mnd, powered by the force of

the Stone, driving like a black needle of pain into hers;

felt the grappling of a poisoned and vicious essence seek-
i ng her consent.

And why nofi she thought. Like the black sline of

bursting pustules, all her self-hatreds flowed into the |ight.
She had nurdered those weaker than herself; she had

hat ed her nmaster; she had used a man who | oved her for

her own pl easure and had abandoned the sons of her body;

she had abandoned her birthright of power out of sloth

and fear. Her body screaned, and her will to resist all the
nmount i ng agoni es weakened before the scorching onsl aught

of the mind. How could she presune to fight the evil of
Zyeme, when she herself was evil without even the excuse

of Zyene's grandeur?

Anger struck her then, like the icy rains of the Wn-
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terlands, and she recogni zed what was happening to her

as a spell. Like a dragon, Zyerne deceived with the truth,
but it was deception all the sane. Looking up she saw

that perfect, evil face bending over her, the gol den eyes
filled with gloating fire. Reaching out, Jenny seized the
fragile wists, the very bones of her hands hurting |ike an
old wonman's on a winter night; but she forced her hands

to cl ose.

Grandeur? her mind cried, slicing up once nore through

the fog of pain and enchantnent. It is only you who see
yoursel f as grand, Zyerne. Yes, lamevil, and weak, and
cowardly, but, like a dragon, | know what it is that | am
You are a creature of lies, of poisons, of small and petty
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fears—t is that which will kill you. Wether | die or not,
Zyerne, it is you who will bring your own death upon
yoursel f, not for what you do, but for what you are.

She felt Zyene's mind flinch at that. Wth a tw st of
fury Jenny broke the brutal grip it held upon hers. At the
sanme nonment her hands were struck aside. From her

knees, she | ooked up through the tangle of her hair, to
see the enchantress's face grow livid. Zyeme screaned
"You! You..." Wth a piercing obscenity, the sorceress's
whol e body was wapped in the rags of heat and fire and
power. Jenny, realizing the danger was now to her body
rather than to her mnd, threw herself to the floor and
rolled out of the way. In the swirling haze of heat and
power stood a creature she had never seen before, hideous
and deforned, as if a giant cave roach had mated with a
tiger. Wth a hoarse scream the thing threw itself upon
her .

Jenny rolled aside fromthe rip of the razor-conbed

feet. She heard Gareth cry her nanme, not in terror as he
woul d once have done, and fromthe coner of her eye

she saw him slide the hal berd across the glass-slick floor
to her waiting hand. She caught the weapon just in tine
to parry a second attack. The netal of the blade shrieked
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on the tearing mandi bl es as the huge weight of the thing
bore her back agai nst the bl ue-black Stone. Then the thing
turned, doubling on its tracks as Zyene had done that
evening in the glade, and in her mnd Jenny seened to

hear Zyene's distant voice howing, "I'Il show you! 1'1lI
show you all!"

It scuttled into the forest of al abaster, naking for the
dark tunnels that led to the surface.

Jenny started to get to her feet to follow and col | apsed

at the foot of the Stone. Her body hurt her in every linb
and nuscle; her nind felt pulped fromthe ripping cruelty
of Zyene's spells, bleeding still fromher own acceptance
of what she was. Her hand, which she could see |lying

over the hal berd' s shaft, seened no | onger part of her
though, rather to her surprise, she sawit was still on the
end of her armand attached to her body; the brown fingers
were covered with blisters, fromsonme attack she had not
even felt at the time. Gareth was bending over her, holding
the guttering torch.

"Jenny—Jenny, wake up—Jenny pl ease\ Don't make
me go after it alone!"

"No," she nmanaged to whi sper and swal | owed bl ood.

Some instinct told her the lesion within her had heal ed,
but she felt sick and drained. She tried to rise again and
col | apsed, vomiting; she felt the boy's hands hold her
steady even though they shook with fear. Afterward, enpty
and chilled, she wondered if she would faint and told
herself not to be silly.

"She's going to get Morkel eb,"” she whi spered, and
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propped herself up again, her black hair hanging down in
her face. "The power of the Stone rules him She will be
able to hold his nind, as she could not hold mne."

She managed to get to her feet, Gareth hel ping her as

gently as he could, and picked up the halberd. "I have to
stop her before she gets clear of the caverns. | defeated
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her mnd-while the tunnels lint her size, | may be able

to defeat her body. Stay here and hel p John."

"But..." Gareth began. She shrugged free of his hold
and made for the dark doorway at a stunbling run

Beyond it, spells of loss and confusion tangled the
darkness. The runes that she had traced as she'd foll owed
John were gone, and for a few nonents the subtle obscu
rity of Zyenme's nmmgi c snothered her mind and nmade ali
those shrouded ways | ook the sanme. Panic knotted around
her throat as she thought of wandering forever in the
darkness; then the part of her that had found her way

t hrough the woods of the Wnterlands said. Think. Think
and listen. She released magic fromher m nd and | ooked
about her in the dark; with instinctive woodcraftiness,
she had taken back-bearings of her route while naking
her rune-nmarkings, seeing what the | andmarks | ooked |ike
com ng the other way. She spread her senses through the
phant asnmagoric domain of fluted stone, listening for the
echoes that crossed and recrossed in the blackness. She
heard the muted murnmur of John's voice speaking to Gar-
eth about doors the gnones had neant to bar and the

cl awed scrape of unclean chitin sonmewhere up ahead.

She deepened her awareness and heard the skitter of the
verm n of the caves as they fled, shocked, froma greater
vermn., Swiftly, she set off in pursuit.

She had told Morkeleb to stand guard over the outer

door. She prayed now that he had had the sense not to,

but it scarcely mattered whether he did or not.The power

of the Stone was in Zyeme—fromit she had drawn the

deepest reserves of its strength, knowi ng that, when the
time came to pay it back, she would have lives aplenty

at her disposal to do it. The power of the Stone was | odged
in Morkeleb's mind, tighter now that his mnd and hers

had touched. Wth the dragon her slave, the G tadel would
fall, and the Stone be Zyene's forever

Jenny qui ckened once nore to a jog that felt ready to
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break her bones. Her bare feet splashed in the trickling
water, making a faint, sticky pattering anong the | oom ng
shapes of the |inmestone darkness; her hands felt frozen
around the hal berd shaft. How long a start Zyene had

she didn't know, or how fast the abomi nation she had
become could travel. Zyeme had no nore power over

her, but she feared to neet her now and pit her body

agai nst that body. A part other nind thought wyly: John
shoul d have been doing this, not she—t was his end of
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the bargain to deal with nonsters. She sniled bitterly.
Mab had been right; there were other evils besides drag-
ons in the |and.

She passed a hillsl ope of stone nmushroomns, an archway

of teeth like grotesque daggers. Her heart pounded and
her chilled body ached with the ruin Zyeme had wrought
on her. She ran, passing the |ocks and bars the gnones
had set such faith in, knowi ng already that she would be
too | ate.

In the blue di mess of the vaults below the G tadel,

she found the furniture toppled and scattered, and she
forced herself desperately to greater speed. Through a
doorway, she glinpsed a reflection of the fevered daylight
outside; the stench of blood struck her nostrils even as
she tripped and, |ooking down, saw the decapitated body

of a gnonme lying in a pool of warm bl ood at her feet. The
| ast roomof the Ctadel vaults was a sl aughterhouse, nen
and gnomes lying in it and in the doorway to the outside,
their makeshift black |ivery sodden with bl ood, the cl ose
air of the roomstinking with the gore that splattered the
wal | s and even the ceiling. From beyond the doorway,
shouting and the stench of burning cane to her; and,
stunbling through the carnage. Jenny cried out Morkel eb\
She hurled the nusic of his nane like a rope into the
sightless void. His mnd touched hers, and the hideous

wei ght of the Stone pressed upon them both.

Li ght glared in her eyes. She scranbled over the bodies
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in the doorway and stood, blinking for an instant in the

| ower court, seeing all around the door the paving stones
charred with a crisped nuck of blood. Before her the
creature crouched, larger and infinitely nore hideous in
the befoul ed and storny daylight, netanorphosed into
sonething |like a winged ant, but w thout an ant's conpact
grace. Squid, serpent, scorpion, wasp—+t was everything

hi deous, but no one thing in itself. The scream ng | aughter
that filled her m nd was Zyene's laughter. It was Zyerne's
voi ce that she heard, calling to Murrkeleb as she had call ed
to Gareth, the power of the Stone a tightening noose upon
his m nd.

The dragon crouched i mobil e agai nst the far ranpart

of the court. H s every spike and scale were raised for
battle, yet to Jenny's nind cane nothing from himbut
grating agony. The awful, shadowy wei ght of the Stone

was tearing at his nind, a power built generation after
generation, fermenting in upon itself and directed by
Zyeme upon hi m now, summoning himto her bidding,
demandi ng that he yield. Jenny felt his mnd a knot of

i ron agai nst that inperious conmand, and she felt it when
the knot fissured.

She cried again, Mrkeleb\ and flung herself, mnd and
body, toward him Their minds gripped and | ocked.

Through his eyes, she saw the horribl e shape of the crea-
ture and recogni zed how he had known Zyerne through

her di sgui se—the patterning of her soul was unm staka-
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bl e. Peripherally, she was aware that this was true for
every man and gnone who cowered within the doorways

and behind the protection of each turret; she saw things

as a dragon sees. The force of the Stone hamrered again

at her mnd, and yet it had no power over her, no hold

upon her. Through Morkel eb's eyes, she saw herself stil
running toward hi mtoward, in a sense, hersel f—-and

saw the creature turn to strike at that snmall, flying rag of
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bl ack-w apped bones and hair that she knew in a detached
way for her own body.

Her mind was within the dragon's, shielding himfrom

the burning grip of the Stone. Like a cat, the dragon
struck, and the creature that had been Zyerne wheel ed

to neet the unexpected threat. Half w thin her own body,
hal f within Mrkeleb's, Jenny stepped in under the sag-
ging, bloated belly of the nonster that | ooned so hugely
near her and thrust upward with her hal berd. As the bl ade
sl ashed at the stinking flesh, she heard Zyeme's voice in
her mnd, scream ng at her the back-street obscenities of
a spoiled little slut whomthe gnonmes had taken in on
account of the prom se of her power. Then the creature
gathered its msmated |inbs beneath it and hurled itself
skyward out of their way. From overhead, Jenny felt the

hot runbl e of thunder

Her counterspell blocked the bolt of |ightning that woul d
have conme hurling down on the court an instant |ater; she
used a dragon-spell, such as those who wal ked the roads

of the air used to allowthemto fly in storns. Mrkel eb
was beside her then, her mind shielding his fromthe Stone
as his body shielded hers from Zyene's greater strength.

M nds interlinked, there was no need of words between

them Jenny seized the knife-tipped spi kes of his forel eg
as he raised her to his back, and she wedged herself
unconfortably between the spearpoints that guarded his

spi ne. More thunder cane, and the searing breathl essness

of ozone. She flung a spell to turn aside that bolt, and the
I i ght ni ng—ehannel ed, she saw, through the creature that
hovered in the livid air above the G tadel |ike a floating
sack of pus—struck the tubul ar harpoon gun on the ram

part. It exploded in a bursting star of flane and shattered
iron, and the two men who were cranking another catapult

to bear on the nonster turned and fl ed.

Jenny understood then that the storm had been sum
moned by Zyene, called by her powers through the Stone
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fromafar, and the Stone's nagi ¢ gave her the power to
direct the lightning when and where she would. It had

been her weapon to destroy the Citadel +he Stone, the

storm and the dragon

She pulled off her belt and used it to |l ash herself to
the two-foot spike before her. It would be little use if the
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dragon turned over in flight, but would keep her from
being thrown off laterally, and that was all she could hope
for now. She knew her body was exhausted and hurt, but

the dragon's mind lifted her out of herself; and in any
case, she had no choice. She sealed herself off fromthe
pain and ripped the Limtations frommnind and fl esh

The dragon hurtled skyward to the thing waiting above.
Wnds tore at them buffeting Mrkeleb's w ngs so

that he had to veer sharply to miss being thrown into the
hi ghest turret of the Citadel. From above them the crea-
ture spat a rain of acid mucus. Green and stinking, it seared
Jenny's face and hands |i ke poi son and nade snoki ng

tracks of corrosion on the steel of the dragon's scal es.
Furiously keepi ng her mind concentrated agai nst the sear-

i ng agony. Jenny cast her will at the clouds, and rain began
to sluice down, washing the stuff away and hal f-blinding
her with its fury. Long black hair hung stickily down over
her shoul ders as the dragon swung on the wi nd, and she

felt lightning channeling again into the hovering creature
before them Seizing it with her nmind, she flung it back

It burst somewhere between them the shock of it striking
her bones |ike a Mow. She had forgotten she was not a
dragon, and that her flesh was nortal.

Then the creature fell upon them its stunpy w ngs
whirring like a foul bug's. The weight of it rolled the
dragon in the air so that Jenny had to grasp the spikes on

either side of her, below the blades and yet still cutting
her fingers. The earth rolled and swng bel ow t hem but
her eyes and mind | ocked on the thing above. Its stink in

was overpowering, and fromthe pullulant mass of its il
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flesh, a sharklike head struck, biting at the massive joints
of the dragon's wings, while the whirlwind of evil spells
sucked and ripped around them tearing at their |inked

m nds.

I chorous yellow fluid burst fromthe creature's nouth

as it bit at the spikes of the wing-joints. Jenny slashed at
the eyes, human and as big as her two fists, gray-gold as
mead—Zyeme' s eyes. The hal berd bl ade cl ove through

the fl esh—and from anong the hal f-severed flaps of the
wound, other heads burst |ike a knot of snakes anobng
spraying gore, tearing at her robe and her flesh with suck-
eriike mouths. Gimy, fighting a sense of nightnmare hor-
ror, she chopped again, her blistered hands clotted and
running with slime. Half her mind called fromthe depths

of the dragon's soul the healing-spells against the poisons
she knew were harbored in those filthy jaws.

When she sl ashed at the other eye, the creature broke

away fromthem The pain of Morkel eb's wounds as wel |

as her own tore at her as he swung and circled skyward,
and she knew he felt the burning of her ripped flesh. The
Citadel dropped away bel ow them rain poured over them
like water froma pail. Looking up, she could see the
deadly purplish glow of stored lightning rinmng the bl ack
pillows of cloud so close above their heads. The battering
of Zyenme's mnd upon theirs | essened as the sorceress

file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (221 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:39 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt

rallied her own spells, spells of weckage and rui n agai nst
the Citadel and its defenders bel ow

Msts veiled the thrusting folds of the | and beneath
them the toy fortress and the wet, slate-and-enerald of
t he nmeadows beside the white streamof the river. Mor-
kel eb circled. Jenny's eyes within his seeing all things
with clear, incredible cal m Lightning streaked down by
her and she saw, as if it had been drawn in fine |lines
bef ore her eyes, another catapult explode on the ram
parts, and the man who had been winding it flung back-
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ward over the parapet, whirling linply down the side of
the cliff.

Then the dragon fol ded his wi ngs and dropped. Her

mnd in Mrkeleb's, Jenny felt no fear, clinging to the
spi kes while the wind tore her sopping hair back and her
bl oody, rain-wet robes plastered to her body and arns.

Her mind was the mind of a stooping falcon. She saw,

with precise pleasure, the sacklike, threshing body that
was their target, felt the joy of inpending inpact as the
dragon fisted his claws...

The jar all but threw her from her precarious perch on

the dragon's backbone. The creature tw sted and sagged
inthe air, then withed under them grabbing with a dozen
mout hs at Morkel eb's belly and sides, heedl ess of the

spi kes and the nonstrous slashing of the dragon's tail
Sonething tore at Jenny's back; turning, she hacked the
head off a serpentine tentacle that had ripped at her, but
she felt the blood flowing fromthe wound. Her efforts to
close it were fogged and slow. They seened to have fallen
into a vortex of spells, and the weight of the Stone's
strength dragged upon them trying to rend apart the | ocked
knot of their mnds.

What was hunman nmagi ¢ and what dragon she no | onger

knew, only that they sparkled together, iron and gold, in
a wel ded weapon that attacked both body and mi nd. She
could feel Mrkeleb's growi ng exhaustion and her own

di zziness as the Citadel walls and the stone-toothed cliflfs
of Nast Wall wheeled crazily beneath them The nore

they hacked and cut at the awful, stinking thing, the nore
mout hs and gripping tentacles it sprouted and the tighter
its clutch upon them becane. She felt no nore fear than

a beast might feel in conmbat with its own kind, but she
did feel the growing weight of the thing as it multiplied,
getting larger and nore powerful as the two entw ned

bodi es thrashed in the sea of stream ng rain.

The end, when it cane, was a shock, like the inpact
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of a club. She was aware of a boom ng roar sonewhere

in the earth beneath them dull and shaki ng through her
exhaust ed singl em ndedness; then, nore clearly, she heard

a voice like Zyene's screanming, nultiplied a thousandfold
through the spells that suffocated her until it axed through
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her skull with the rending echo of indescribable pain.

Li ke the passage from one segnent of a dreamto

anot her, she felt the nelting of the spells that surrounded
them and the falling-away of the clinging, flaccid flesh and
muscl e. Sonet hing fl ashed beneath them falling through

the rainy air toward the wet roof crests of the Ctade

bel ow, and she realized that the plunging flutter of stream
ing brown hair and white gauze was Zyene.

The instantaneous Get her and Mrkel eb's Let her fal
passed between them|ike a spark. Then he was pl ungi ng
again, as he had plunged before, falconlike, tracking the
falling body with his precise crystal eyes and plucking it
fromthe air with the neatness of a child playing jacks.

Charcoal -gray with rain, the walls of the Ctadel court
rose up around them Men, wonen, and gnhonmes were
everywhere on the ranparts, hair slicked down with the
pouring cl oudburst to which nobody was paying the slight-
est attention. Wite snoke poured fromthe narrow door
that led into the Deep, but all eyes were rai sed skyward
to that black, plumeting form

The dragon bal anced for a noment upon the seventy-

foot span of his wi ngs, then extended three of his delicate
legs to touch the ground. Wth the fourth, he laid Zyene

on the puddl ed stone pavenent, her dark hair spreading

out around her under the driving rain.

Sliding fromthe dragon's back, Jenny knew at once

that Zyene was dead. Her nouth and eyes were open
Distorted with rage and terror, her face could be seen to
be pointy and shrewish with constant worry and the can-
cerous addiction to petty angers.

Trenbling with weariness. Jenny | eaned agai nst the
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dragon's curving shoulder. Slowy, the scintillant helix of
their mnds unlinked. The rimof brightness and col or that
had seened to edge everything vani shed from her vision

Li ving things had solid bodies once nore, instead of incor-
poreal ghosts of flesh through which shone the shapes of
soul s.

A thousand pai ns cane back to her—ef her body and

of the stripped, hurting ruin of her mind. She became

aware of the blood that stuck her torn robe to her back

and ran down her legs to her bare feet—becane aware

of all the darkness in her own heart, which she had accepted
in her battle with Zyene.

Hol ding to the thoned scal es for support, she | ooked

down at the sharp, white face staring upward at her from
the rain-hanmered puddl es. A human hand st eadi ed her

el bow, and turning, she saw Trey beside her, her frivo-
lously tinted hair plastered with wet around her pal e face.
It was the closest, she realized, that she had seen any
human besi des herself cone to Morkeleb. A nonent |ater

Pol ycarp joined them one arm w apped in nakeshift
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dressings and half his red hair burned away by the crea-
ture's first attack upon the door

VWi te snoke still billowed fromthe door of the Deep
Jenny coughed, her lungs hurting, in the acrid funes.
Everyone in the court was coughing—+t was as if the
Deep itself were in flanes.

More coughing came fromwithin. In the shadow slot,

two forns materialized, the shorter |eaning upon the taller
From soot - bl ackened faces, two pairs of spectacle |enses
flashed whitely in the pallid light.

A nmonment | ater they energed fromthe snoke and
shadow i nto the stunned sil ence of the watching crowd
in the court.

"M scal cul ated the bl asting powder,'
apol ogetically.

John expl ai ned

CHAPTER XVI

I T WAS NOT for several days after John and Gareth
bl ew up the Stone that Jenny began to recover fromthe
battl e beneath and above the Citadel

She had cl oudy recollections of themtelling Polycarp
how t hey had backtracked to the room by the gates where

the bl asti ng powder had been | eft, while her own con-

sci ousness darkened, and a vague nmenory of Morkel eb
catching her in his talons as she fell and carrying her,
catlike, to the small shelter in the upper court. Mre clear
was the remenbrance of John's voice, forbidding the oth-

ers to go after them "She needs a healing we can't give
her," she heard himsay to Gareth. "Just |let her be."

She wondered how he had known that. But then, John
knew her very well.

Mor kel eb heal ed her as dragons heal, |eading the body

with the mnd. Her body healed fairly quickly, the poisons
burni ng thensel ves out of her veins, the slashed, puck-
ered wounds left by the creature's mouths closing to | eave
round, vicious-Ilooking scabs the size of her palm Like
John's dragon-slaying scars, she thought, they would stay
with her for what renmined of her life.
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Her mind healed nore slowy. Open wounds |eft by

her battle with Zyeme remmi ned open. Wrst was the

know edge that she had abandoned the birthright of her
power, not through the fate that had denied her the ability
or the circunstances that had kept her fromits proper
teaching, but through her own fear

They are yours for the stretching-out of your hand,
Mor kel eb had sai d.

She knew t hey al ways had been.
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Turni ng her head fromthe shadows of the crowded

| ean-to, she could see the dragon lying in the heatless sun
of the court, a black cobra with his tassel ed head raised,
his antennae flicking to listen to the wind. She felt her
soul streaked and nottled with the mind and soul of the
dragon and her life entangled with the crystal ropes of his
bei ng.

She asked hi m once why he had renai ned at the G tade
to heal her. The Stone is broken—the ties that bind you
to this place are gone.

She felt the anger coiled within himstir. | do not know,
wi zard woman. You cannot have heal ed yoursel f—+ did

not wish to see you broken forever. The words in her

mnd were tinted, not only with anger, but with the mem
ory of fear and with a kind of shane.

Whyf she asked. You have often said that the affairs
of hurmanki nd are nothing to dragons.

H s scales rattled faintly as they hackled, then, with a
dry whisper, settled again. Dragons did not lie, but she
felt the mazes of his mnd cl ose agai nst her.

Nor are they. But | have felt stirring in ne things that
I do not understand, since you healed ne and shared with
me the song of the gold in the Deep. My power has waked
power in you, but what it is in you that has waked its
reflection in me | do not know, for it is not a thing of
dragons. It let nme feel the grip of the Stone, as | flew
north—a longing and a hurt, which before was only ny
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own will. Now because of it, | do not want to see you
hurt—+ do not want to see you die, as humans die. | want

you to come with me to the north. Jenny; to be one of
the dragons, with the power for which you have al ways

sought. | want this, as much as | have ever wanted the
gold of the earth. I do not know why. And is it not what
you want ?

But to that, Jenny had no reply.

Long before he should have been on his feet, John

dragged hinself up the steps to the high court to see her,
sitting behind her on the narrow nmakeshift cot in her little
shelter, brushing her hair as he used to at the Hold on
those ni ghts when she woul d conme there to be with him

and their sons. He spoke of commonpl aces, of the dis-
mant|ing of the siege troops around the Citadel and of the
return of the gnones to the Deep, of Gareth's doi ngs, and
of the assenbling of the books they would take back to

the north, demandi ng not hing other, neither speech, deci-
sion, nor thought. But it seened to her that the touch of
hi s hands brought nore bitter pain to her than all Zyene's
spel I's of ruin.

She had made her choice, she thought, ten years ago
when first they had nmet; and had remade it every day
since then. But there was, and al ways had been, another
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choi ce. Wthout turning her head, she was aware of the
t houghts that nmoved behind the di anond depths of Mor-
kel eb' s wat chi ng eyes.

When he rose to go, she laid a hand on the sl eeve of

his frayed bl ack robe. "John," she said quietly. "WII you
do sonething for ne? Send a message to M ss Mab, asking
her to choose out the best volunes of magic that she

knows of, both of the gnones and of humankind, to go

north al so?"

He regarded her for a nonment, where she lay on the
rough paillasse on her narrow cot which for four nights
now had been her solitary bed, her coarse dark hair hang-
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ing over the whiteness of her shift. "Wuldn't you rather
| ook them out for yourself, love? You re the one who's
to be using them after all."

She shook her head. H s back was to the light of the

open court, his features indistinct against the glare; she
wanted to reach out her hand to touch him but sonehow

could not bring herself to do so. In a cool voice like silver
she expl ai ned, "The magic of the dragon is in nme, John;

it is not a thing of books. The books are for |an, when
he cones into his power."

John said nothing for a nonent. She wondered if he,
too, had realized this about their ol der son. Wien he did

speak, his voice was small. "Wn't you be there to teach
hi n"

She shook her head. "I don't know, John," she whis-
pered. "I don't know. "

He made a nove to lay his hand on her shoul der, and
she said, "No. Don't touch ne. Don't make it harder for
me than it already is.”

He remai ned standing for a noment |onger before her,
| ooki ng down into her face. Then, obedient, he silently
turned and left the shed.

She had cone to no further conclusion by the day of

their departure fromthe Ctadel, to take the road back to
the north. She was consci ous of John watching her, when

he thought she wasn't | ooking; conscious of her own gl ad-
ness that he never used the one weapon that he nust have
known woul d make her stay w th hi mhe never spoke

to her of their sons. But in the nights, she was consci ous
al so of the dark cobra shape of the dragon, glittering in
the noonlight of the high court, or wheeling down from
the black sky with the cold stars of winter prickling upon
his spines, as if he had flown through the heart of the
gal axy and cone back powdered with its Iight.

The norning of their departure was a clear one, though
bitterly cold. The King rode up fromBel to see them off
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surrounded by a fl owerbed of courtiers, who regarded

John with awe and fear, as if wondering how they had

dared to nock him and why he had not slain themall

Wth him also, were Polycarp and Gareth and Trey, hand-

fast like schoolchildren. Trey had had her hair redyed,
burgundy and gol d, whi ch woul d have | ooked i npressive

had it been done in the el aborate styles of the Court instead
of intw plaits like a child' s down her back

They had brought with thema long |line of horses and

mul es, | aden with supplies for the journey and also with

t he books for which John had so cheerfully been prepared
torisk his life. John knelt before the tall, vague, faded
ol d man, thanking himand swearing fealty; while Jenny,
clothed in her colorless northlands plaids, stood to one
side, feeling queerly distant fromthemall and watching
how t he King kept scanning the faces of the courtiers
around himwith the air of one who seeks soneone, but

no | onger renenbers quite who

To John the King said, "Not |eaving already? Surely
it was only yesterday you presented yoursel f?"

"It will be a long way hone, ny lord." John did not

mention the week he had spent waiting the King' s | eave

to ride forth against the dragon—+t was clear the old man
recalled little, if anything, of the preceding weeks. "It's
best | start before the snows conme on heavy."

"Ah." The Ki ng nodded vaguely and turned away, |ean-
ing on the arns of his tall son and his nephew Pol ycarp
After a pace or two, he halted, frowning as sonething
surfaced fromthe nurk of his nenory, and turned to
Gareth. "This Dragonshane-he did kill the dragon, after
all?"

There was no way to explain all that had passed, or
how ri ght ness had been restored to the ki ngdom save by
the appropriate channels, so Gareth said sinply, "Yes."

"Good," said the old man, noddi ng di m approval
" CGood. "
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Gareth rel eased his arm Polycarp, as Master of the

Ctadel and his host, led the King away to rest, the cour-
tiers trailing after like a school of brightly colored, orna-
mental fish. From anong them stepped three snall, stout
forns, their silken robes stirring in the ice w nds that

pl ayed fromthe soft new sky.

Bal gub, the new Lord of the Deep of Yl ferdun, inclined

his head; with the stiff unfamliarity of one who has sel-
dom spoken the words, he thanked Lord Aversin the Drag-
onsbane, though he did not specify for what.

"Well, he hardly could, now, could he?" John renarked,
as the three gnones left the court in the wake of the King's
party. Only Mss Mab had caught Jenny's eye and wi nked
at her. John went on, "If he came out and said, 'Thank
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you for blowing up the Stone,' that would be admitting
that he was wong about Zyerne not poisoning it."

Gareth, who was still standing hand-in-hand with Trey

besi de them | aughed. "You know, | think he does admt

it in his heart, though | don't think he'll ever conpletely
forgive us for doing it. At least, he's civil to me in Council —
which is fortunate, since |I'mgoing to have to be dealing

with himfor a long time."

"Are you?" A flicker of intense interest danced in John's
eye.

Gareth was silent for a |long nonent, fingering the stiff
| ace of his cuff and not neeting John's gaze. \Wen he
| ooked up again, his face was weary and sad.

"I thought it would be different,"” he said quietly. "I

t hought once Zyerne was dead, he would be all right. And
he's better, he really is." He spoke like a man trying to
convince himself that a nended statue is as beautiful as
it was before it broke. "But he's—he's so absentni nded.
Badegamus says he can't be trusted to remenber edicts
he's nade fromone day to the next. Wwen | was in Bel,

we nmade up a Counci| —Badeganus, Bal gub, Pol ycarp,

Dromar, and |—+to sort out what we ought to do; then |
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tell Father to do it—er renmind himit's what he was goi ng
to do, and he'll pretend he renmenbers. He knows he's
gotten forgetful, though he doesn't quite renmenber why.
Sonmetimes he'll wake in the night, crying Zyene's name

or ny nother's." The young nman's voice turned nonen-
tarily unsteady. "But what if he never recovers?"

"VWhat if he never does?" John returned softly. "The
Realmw Il be yours in any case one day, ny hero." He
turned away and began tightening the cinches of the nules,
readyi ng themfor the trek down through the city to the
nort hward road.

"But not now" Gareth followed him his words naking
soft puffs of steamin the norning cold. "I nmean—+ never
have tinme for nyself anynore! It's been nonths since

wor ked on ny poetry, or tried to conplete that southern
variant of the ballad of Antara Warlady..."

"There'll be time, by and by." The Dragonsbane paused,
resting his hand on the arched neck of Battl ehanuner,
Gareth's parting gift to him "It will get easier, when nen
know to cone to you directly instead of to your father."

Gareth shook his head. "But it won't be the sanme."

"I's it ever?" John noved down the line, tightening

cinches, checking straps on the parcels of books—vol -

umes of healing, Anacetus' works on greater and | esser
denmons, Luciard's Firegiver, books on engi neering and

| aw, by gnones and nen. Gareth followed himsilently,
digesting the fact that he was now, for all intents and

pur poses, the Lord of Bel, with the responsibilities of the
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ki ngdom-for whi ch he had been academically prepared
under the nental headi ng of "some day"—thrust suddenly
upon his unwilling shoul ders. Like John, Jenny thought
pityingly, he would have to put aside the pursuit of his
| ove of know edge for what he owed his people and return
to it only when he could. The only difference was that
his real mwas at peace and that John had been a year
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younger than Gareth was when the burden had fallen to
hi m

"And Bond?" John asked gently, |ooking over at Trey.

She sighed and nanaged to smile. "He still asks about
Zyene," she said softly. "He really did | ove her, you
know. He knows she's dead and he tries to pretend he
renenbers it happening the way'l told him about her
falling off a horse... But it's odd. He's kinder than he
was. He'll never be considerate, of course, but he's not
so quick or so clever, and | think he hurts people |ess.
He dropped a cup at |uncheon yesterday—he's gotten

very clumsy—and he even apol ogi zed to me." There was

a slight wyness to her snile, perhaps to cover tears. "I
renenber when he would not only have bl anmed nme for

it, but gotten ne to blame nyself."

She and Gareth had been follow ng John down the line,

still hand in hand, the girl's rose-colored skirts bright
agai nst the pewter grayness of the frosted norning. Jenny,
standing apart, listened to their voices, but felt as if she
saw t hem t hrough gl ass, part of a life from which she was
hal f - separated, to which she did not have to go back unl ess
she chose. And all the while, her mnd listened to the sky,
hearing with strange clarity the voices of the wind around
the Citadel towers, seeking something..

She caught John's eye on her and saw the worry crease
bet ween hi s brows; sonething wung and wrenched in
her heart.

"Must you go?" Gareth asked hesitantly, and Jenny,

feeling as if her thoughts had been read, |ooked up; but

it was to John that he had spoken. "Could you stay with

me, even for alittle while? It will take nearly a nonth for
the troops to be ready—you coul d have a seat on the

Council. I+ can't do this alone."

John shook his head, leaning on the mule divy's wth-
ers. "You are doing it alone, ny hero. And as for ne,

I"ve ny omn realmto | ook after. |I've been gone | ong as
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it is." He glanced questioningly at Jenny as he spoke, but

she | ooked away.

W nd surged down around them crossw se currents

swirling her plaids and her hair like the stroke of a giant
wi ng. She | ooked up and saw the shape of the dragon

mel ting down fromthe gray and cobalt of the norning

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...%20-%20Dragonsbane%201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt (229 of 236) [3/5/2004 8:51:39 PM]



file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Barbara%20Hambl y%620-%20D ragonshane%6201%20-%20Dragonsbane.txt
sky.

She turned fromthe assenbl ed caravan in the court

wi thout a word and ran to the narrow stair that led up to
the walls. The dark shape hung like a black kite on the
wi nd, the soft voice a song in her nind.

By nmy nane you have bidden ne go. Jenny Waynest,

he said. Now that you are going, | too shall depart. But
by your nanme, | ask that you follow. Conme with me, to
the islands of the dragons in the northern seas. Cone
with ne, to be of us, now and forever

She knew in her heart that it would be the last time of
his asking; that if she denied himnow, that door would
never open again. She stood poised for a nonent, between
silver ranparts and silver sky. She was aware of John
clinmbing the steps behind her, his face enptied of life and
his spectacle |lenses reflecting the pearly colors of the
nmorning light; was aware, through him of the two little
boys waiting for themin the crunmbling tower of Alyn

Hol d—boys she had bone without intention of raising,
boys she shoul d have | oved, she thought, either nore or

| ess than she had.

But nmore than them she was aware of the dragon,
drifting like a ribbon against the renote white eye of the
day noon. The nusic of his name shivered in her bones;

the iron and fire of his power streaked her soul

To be a mage you nust be a nage, she thought. The
key to nagic is magic.

She turned and | ooked back, to see John standing on
the root-buckl ed pavenent between the barren apple trees
behi nd her. Past him she glinpsed the caravan of horses
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in the court below Trey and Gareth hol ding the horses

heads as they snorted and fidgeted at the scent of the
dragon. For a nonent, the nenory of John's body and

John's voi ce overwhel ned her—the crushing strength of

his rmuscles and the curious softness of his lips, the cold
slickness of a | eather sleeve, and the fragrance of his body
m xed with the nore prosai c pungence of woodsnmoke and

horses that perneated his scruffy plaids.

She was aware, too, of the desperation and hope in his
eyes.

She saw the hope fade, and he smled. "Go if you nust,
|l ove," he said softly. "I said | wouldn't hold you, and
won't. |'ve known it for days."

She shook her head, wanting to speak, but unable to

make a sound, her dark hair swirled by the wind of the
dragon's wi ngs. Then she turned fromhim suddenly, and
ran to the battlenents, beyond which the dragon lay wait-
ing in the air.

Her soul made the leap first, drawi ng power fromthe
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wind and fromthe rope of crystal thought that Morkeleb
flung her, showing her the way. The el ements around the
nucl eus of her essence changed, as she shed the shape
that she had known since her conception and called to

her anot her, different shape. She was hal f-consci ous of
spreadi ng her arnms against the wind as she strode forward
over the edge of the battlenent, of the wind in her dark
hair as she sprang outward over the |ong drop of stone
and cliff and enptiness. But her mnd was al ready speed-
ing toward the distant cloud peaks, the noon, the dragon

On the walls behind her, she was aware of Trey whis-
pering, "She's beautiful...”

Agai nst the fading day nmoon, the norning' s strength-

ening light caught in the mlk-white silk of her spreading
wi ngs and flashed |ike a spi ked carpet of dianonds al ong
the ghost-pale arnor of the white dragon's back and si des.

But nore than of that, she was consci ous of John,
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Dr agonsbane of ballad and | egend, watching her with silent
tears running down his still face as she circled into the
waiting sky, like a butterfly released fromhis hand. Then

he turned fromthe battlenents, to the court where the
horses waited. Taking the rein fromthe stunned Gareth,
he nmounted Battl ehanmmer and rode through the gateway,
to take the road back to the north.

CHAPTER XVI |

THEY FLEW NORTH t oget her, treadi ng the woven roads
of the sky.

The whole Earth |lay bel ow her, marked with the |ong

i ndi go shadows of norning, the bright flash of springing
water, and the icy knives of the glaciers. She saw the
patterns of the sea, with its currents of green and viol et,
its great, gray depths, and the scrum of white | ace upon
its surface, and those of the noving air. Al things were
to her as a dragon sees them a net of magic and years,
covering the Earth and holding it to all the singing uni-
verse in a crystal web of tine.

They nested anong the hi gh peaks of Nast Wall, anong

t he broken bone ends of the world, |ooking eastward over

t he gorges where the bighorn sheep sprang like fleas from
rock to rock, past dizzying drops of green neltwater and
woods where the dampness coated each tree in pillows

of enmerald nmoss, and down to the woods on the foothills

of the Marches, where those who swore fealty to the

Master dwelt. Westward, she could | ook past the gl acier

that lay like a stilled river of green and white through the
gouged gray breakers of the cliffs, past cold and barren
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rocks, to see the Wl dspae gleaning |ike a sheet of brown
silk beneath the steamof its msts and, in the glinmmering
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bare woods al ong its banks, nake out the |acework turrets
of Zyerne's hunting | odge anbng the trees.

Li ke a dragon, she saw backward and forward in tine;
and |ike a dragon, she felt no passion at what she saw

She was free, to have what she had al ways sought —

not only the power, which the touch of Morkel eb's mnd
had kindled in her soul, but freedomto pursue that power,
rel eased fromthe petty grind of the work of days.

Her m nd touched and fingered that know edge, won-

dering at its beauty and its conplexity. It was hers now,
as it had al ways been hers for the taking. No nore would
she be asked to put aside her neditations, to trek ten
mles on foot over the wintry noors to deliver a child; no
nmore woul d she spend the hours needed for the study of

her power ankle-deep in a half-frozen marsh, | ooking for
frogwort for Muffle the smth's rheumati sm

No nore woul d her tinme—and her m nd—be divi ded
bet ween | ove and power.

Far off, her dragon's sight could descry the caravan of
horses, naking their antlike way along the foothills arid
into the woods. So clear was her crystal sight that she
could identify each beast within that train—the white
Moon Horse, the bal ky roans, the stupid sorrel Cow, and
the big liver-bay Battl ehammer—she saw, too, the flash

of spectacle lenses and the glint of netal spikes on a
pat ched ol d doubl et.

He was no nore to her now than the first few inches

upon the endl ess ribbon of dragon years. Like the bandits
and the wetched Meewi nks—i ke his and her sons—he

had his own path to follow through the | abyrinth patterns
of darkening time. He would go on with his fights for his
people and with his dogged experinents with rock salts

and hot-air ball oons, his nodel ballistas and his quest for
| ore about pigs. One day, she thought, he would take a
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boat out to the rough waters of El dsbouch Cove to search
for the ruins of the drowned breakwater, and she woul d

not be waiting for himon the round pebbles of the grave
beach... He would ride out to the house beneath the
standi ng stones on Frost Fell, and she woul d not be stand-
ing in its doorway.

In time, she knew, even these nenories woul d fade.

She saw within herself, as she had probed at the souls of
others. Trey's, she recalled, had been |ike a clear pool,
with bright shall ows and unsuspected depths. Zyene's

had been a poisoned flower. Her own soul she saw al so

as a flower whose petals were turning to steel at their
outer edges but whose heart was still soft and silky flesh
In time, it would be ail steel, she saw, breathtakingly
beautiful and enduring forever—but it would cease to be

a flower.
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She lay for along time in the rocks, notionless save
for the flick of her jewel ed antennae as she scried the
colors of the wind.

It was thus to be a dragon, she told herself, to see the
patterns of all things fromthe silence of the sky. It was
thus to be free. But pain still poured from some broken

pl ace inside her—the pain of choice, of |loss, and of still-
born dreans. She woul d have wept, but there was nothing

wi thin dragons that could weep. She told herself that this
was the last time she would have to feel this pain or the

|l ove that was its source. It was for this imunity that she
had sought the roads of the sky.

The key to magic is magic, she thought. And all nmagic,
all power, was now hers.

But within her sone other voice asked, For what pur-

pose? Afar off she was aware of Mrkeleb, hunting the
great - hored sheep in the rocks. Like a black bat of stee

| ace, he passed as soundl essly as his own shadow over

the snowfields, wapping hinself in the colors of the air
to drop down the gorges, the deceptive glitter of his magic
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hi ding himfromthe nervous, stupid eyes of his prey.

Magi ¢ was the bone of dragon bones, the blood of their
bl ood; the magic of the cosnpbs tinted everything they
percei ved and everything they were.

And yet, in the end, their nmagic was sterile, seeking
not hing but its own-as Zyene's had been

Zyene, Jenny thought. The key to magic is magic. For
it Zyeme had sacrificed the nen who | oved her, the son
she woul d have borne, and, in the end, her very
humani t y—even as she herself had done!

Caerdi nn had been wong. For all his striving to perfect
his arts, in the end he had been nothing but a selfish,
enbittered old man, the end of a Line that was failing
because it sought magic for nagic's sake. The key to
magi ¢ was not magic, but the use of nmagic; it lay not in
havi ng, but in giving and doi ng—n |l oving, and in being
| oved.

And to her nind there rose the imge of John, sitting
besi de Morkeleb in the high court of the Ctadel. Having
so little, we shared anong ourselves to make any of it
worth having... the consequences of not caring enough

to do it would have been worse..

It had been John all along, she thought. Not the prob-
Il em but the solution.

Shadow circled her, and Morkel eb sank glittering to

the rocks at her side. The sun was hal f-down the west

and threw the shinmer of the blue glacier light over him
like a sparkling cloak of flane.

What is it, wi zard woman?
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She said, Morkeleb, return nme to being what | was.

Hi s scales bristled, flashing, and she felt the throb of
hi s anger deep in her mind. Nothing can ever return to
bei ng what it was, w zard wonan. You know that. My

power will be within you forever, nor can the know edge
of what it is to be a dragon ever be erased from your

m nd.
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Even so, she said. Yet | would rather live as a woman

who was once a dragon than a dragon who was once a

woman. On the steps of the Deep, | killed with fire, as a
dragon kills; and like a dragon, |I felt nothing. | do not
want to becone that, Mrkeleb

Bah, Morkel eb said. Heat snoked fromthe thousand

razor edges of his scales, fromthe I ong spikes and the
folded silk of his wings. Do not be a fool. Jenny Waynest.
Al the knowl edge of the dragons, all their power, is yours,
and all the years of time. You will forget the |loves of the
earth soon and be heal ed. The di anond cannot | ove the
flower, for the flower lives only a day, then fades and
dies. You are a dianond now.

The flower dies. Jenny said softly, having |ived. The

di amond will never do either. | do not want to forget, and
the healing will nmake me what | never wanted to be.
Dragons have all the years of time, Mrkeleb, but even
dragons cannot roll back the flow of days, nor return
along themto find again tine that they have |ost. Let

ne go.

No! H s head swung around, his white eyes bl azi ng,

his long mane bristling around the base of his nmany horns.
/ want you, w zard wonan, nore than | have ever wanted
any gold. It is sonething that was born in me when your

m nd touched nine, as nmy magi ¢ was born in you. Having
you, | will not give you up.

She gat hered her haunches beneath her and threw her-

self out into the void of the air, white w ngs cleaving the
wind. He flung hinmself after, swi nging dowmn the gray cliffs
and waterfalls of Nast Wall, their shadows chasi ng one

anot her over snow clefts dyed blue with the com ng eve-
ning and rippling Iike gray hawks over the darkness of
stone and chasm Beyond, the world | ay carpeted by

autum haze, red and ochre and brown; and fromthe

unl eaved trees of the woods near the river, Jenny could
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see a single thread of snoke rising, far off on the evening
wi nd.

The whiteness of the full noon stroked her w ngs; the
stars, through whose secret paths the dragons had once
come to the earth and al ong which they woul d one day
depart, swung like a web of light in their unfolding pat-
terns above. Her dragon sight descried the canp in the
woods and a lone, small figure patiently scraping burned
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bannocks of f the griddle, books froma half-unpacked box
stacked around him

She circled the snoke, invisible in the colors of the
air, and felt the darkness of a shadow circling above her.

W zard woman, said the voice of the dragon in her
mnd, is this truly what you want7

She did not reply, but she knew that, dragon-w se, he

felt the surge and patterns of her nmind. She felt his baf-
flenent at them and his anger, both at her and at some-
thing within hinself.

At length he said,/ want you. Jenny WAy nest. But nore
than you, | want your happiness, and this | do not under-
stand—+ do not want you in grief. And then, his anger

| ashing at her like a many-tailed whip. You have done this
to ne!

I amsorry, Morkeleb, she said softly. Wat you feel is
the | ove of humans, and a poor trade for the power that
the touch of your mind gave ne. It is what | learned first,
fromloving John—both the pain and the fact that to fee

it is better than not to be able to feel

Is this the pain that drives you7 he denanded.
She said. Yes.

Bitter anger sounded in his mnd, |ike the far-off echo
of the gold that he had lost. Go, then, he said, and she
circled dom fromthe air, a thing of glass and | ace and
bone, invisible in the soft, snoky darkness. She felt the
dragon's power surround her with heat and magic, the

pai n shi mmering al ong her bones. She |leaned into the fear
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that nelted her body, as she had | eaned into the w nds of
flight.

Then there was only weariness and grief. She knelt

al one in the darkness of the autumm woods, the night chil
biting into all the newy heal ed wounds of her back and
arns. Through the warty gray and white of the tree boles,
she could see the red glow of fire and snell the famliar
odors of woodsnobke and horses; the plaintive strains of

a pennywhi stle keened thinly in the air. The bright edge
of color had vanished fromall things; the evening was
raw and m sty, colorless, and very cold. She shivered and
drew her sheepskin jacket nore closely about her. The
earth felt danp where her knees pressed it through her
faded skirts.

She brushed aside the dark, coarse nane of her hair

and | ooked up. Beyond the bare | ace of the trees, she
coul d see the black dragon still circling, alone in the
soundi ng hol | ow of the enpty sky.

Her mind touched his, with thanks deeper than words.
Gief came down to her, grief and hurt, and rage that he
could feel hurt.
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/[l is a cruel gift you have given ne, w zard wonman, he

sai d. For you have set me apart fromny own and destroyed
the pleasure of ny old joys; ny soul is marked with this

| ove, though | do not understand what it is and, |ike you,
I shall never be able to return to what | have been.

| am sorry, Morkeleb, she said to him W change what

we touch, be it magic, or power, or another Iffe. Ten years
ago | would have gone with you, had | not touched John,

and been touched by him

Li ke an echo in her mnd she heard his voice. Be happy,

then, wizard worman, with this choice that you have nade.

I do not understand the reasons for it, for it is not a thing
of dragons—but then neither, any longer, aml.

She felt rather than saw hi mvanish, flying back in the
darkness toward the enpty north. For a noment he passed

Dr agonsbane 341

before the white disk of the noon, skeletal silk over its
stem face—then he was gone. Gief closed her throat,

the grief of roads untaken, of doors not opened, of songs
unsung—the human grief of choice. In freeing her, the
dragon, too, had nade his choice, of what he was and

woul d be.

We change what we touch, she thought. And in that,

she supposed, John—and the capacity to |l ove and to care
that John had gi ven her—was, and forever would be,

Mor kel eb' s bane.

She sighed and got stiffly to her feet, dusting the tw gs
and | eaves fromher skirts. The shrill, sweet notes of the
pecnywhistle still thr<. ed the evening breeze, but wth
themwas the snell of snoke, and of bannocks starting

to burn. She hitched her plaid up over her shoul der and
started up the path for the clearing.
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