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Prologue

     

       THE CONCERT MASTER WAVED HIS BOW TO TIE up the last note, and the orchestra fell silent. Then the organ began its murmur, stumbling now and then, causing Rod to bite his lip. 

     

        Gwen placed her hand over his. "Patience, husband. The musician had other matters arising in his life than practicing these pieces you brought him." 

     

        "Considering he'd never seen anything remotely like Bach before, I suppose he's not doing a bad job," Rod admitted. 
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        They stood at the back of the cathedral inRunnymede , waiting for their entrances. 

     

        "Think instead upon how well our sons look." 

     

        Rod looked up at the three tall young men standing at the side of the sanctuary, his sons and their lifelong friend the crown prince, resplendent in cloth-of-gold doublets and gleaming white hose. It had been difficult prying Gregory out of his usual monk's robe for the occasion, but Gwen had prevailed. At the thought, the scene blurred, and he saw Gregory as he had been before he fell in love with Allouette and went on a crash course of bodybuilding: thin and pale, seeming almost anemic. 

     

        Then the three young men came back into focus, and Rod marveled how much the lad looked like his muscular brother, though Gregory was still brown-haired and Geoffrey golden. 

     

        As his brother Magnus had been when he was small…

     

        Gwen's hand touched his arm, rested there in reassurance. "I would he were here, too, husband, healed and beside them—but we must settle for three rings, not four." 

     

        Rod covered her hand with his own, still marveling at how clearly she could read his mind—even without using her telepathic powers. "Just so he's healed some day, dear—and this certainly is reason enough to set my heart singing." 

     

        Nonetheless, the old anger awoke and burned—anger at Finister, the woman who had not merely broken Magnus's heart with her ferociously powerful psi powers, but mangled it, then done so again and again in different guises. As always, though, he schooled himself to forgive, for her malice had been the result of systematic brainwashing and emotional abuse by her foster parents—agents of the futurian enemies of the royal family who sought to forge Finister into a weapon to be used against the Crown and its main support, the Gallowglass family, and had succeeded far too well—but Cordelia and Geoffrey had been proof against her plots, and Gregory, though he had fallen in love with her, had still managed to defend himself against her. Gwen, seeing his despair and knowing how deeply her execution would scar him, had examined the woman's mind in depth, seen the sweet child buried under all the machinations, found the kernel of goodness that could be nourished into health, and in a marathon, exhausting night of telepathic psychotherapy, had healed her well enough to let her see the world as it really was, to cast off the false personality her tormentors had grafted onto her and, at last, discovered the name given her as a baby—Allouette. 
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        Gregory knew it would be a life's work helping her to develop her own true personality, but had already made great strides—so great that she had finally been willing to wed him publicly, even side by side with his brother and sister, instead of being forever content with the quiet, almost furtive, ceremony performed by a monk in a tiny village. 

     

        Trying to put the thought aside as unworthy, Rod looked around at the assemblage gathered in the cathedral, what he could see of it from the rear. The nobility of Gramarye filled the pews—with one very notable absence. Sadness tugged at him. 

     

        Gwen noticed. "What sorrow?" 

     

        "That the whole family isn't here," Rod said. "Alain's uncle and cousin should be watching him marry." 

     

        "Aye, but an attainted traitor cannot come nigh the Crown." The thought was the one shadow on a glorious day. 

     

        Rod saw, and was sorry he'd brought up the issue. "Maybe the kids will be able to make peace even if their parents can't, dear." 

     

        Gwen smiled at the thought, then turned all her attention toward the central doorway of the cathedral, waiting for the brides. 

     

        Guards lined the central doorway and the path to it, as much to keep the common folk from blocking the way as to protect the brides. The commoners clustered at the other two doorways, eager for a sight of their future king and queen. Shafts of colored light filled the air above them, a shifting array of colors from the stained glass windows along the sides of the nave and the great rose window above the choir loft. The noblemen and their wives seemed to vie with one another for the glory and extravagance of their costumes, shifting restlessly now and then, hungry for a sight of the brides. 

     

        So was Rod. 
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        Anxiously, he scanned the three young men waiting eagerly and apprehensively at the stairs to the altar, then turned to look back into the recesses of the foyer. "We shouldn't have left the girls to dress themselves!" 

     

        "They have three maids apiece to help them, husband," Gwen said sternly. "We brought them here, after all. We can allow them some measure of independence." Nonetheless, she was tense enough herself—poised, no doubt, to dash to answer a daughter's call, to resolve last-minute misgivings. 

     

        Then the organ broke from Bach and stilled. The orchestra began again, a joyous but stately promenade, as the queen herself stepped down the aisle escorted by her younger son, Prince Diarmid. She was spectacular in embroidered silk, but wore only a few gems, her notion of not outdoing the brides. She paced the length of the aisle in stately fashion, stepped into the larger of the two carved and gilded chairs by the altar, and sat as her son went on to stand beside his childhood friend Gregory—interesting that he was best man for his friend instead of his brother, who had to make do with the young Duke of Savoy. 

     

        It should have been Magnus .. . 

     

        Rod threw off the thought and turned to watch as the bridesmaids came down the aisle like a train of spring flowers, all members of Quicksilver's former outlaw band—and needed, for Quicksilver, Cordelia, and Allouette would all have served as each others' maids of honor, if they hadn't been marrying at the same ceremony. 

     

        Then came the ring bearer, proud of his place at seven years old and carrying the satin cushion as though it were the crown itself; after him came five girls of the same age, strewing rose petals. As they came to the head of the aisle, their mothers steered them toward the altar. 

     

        Then ten trumpeters brought their long straight horns to their lips, and the fanfare flared out over the crowd. As its strains died, the organ pealed out the opening notes of the "Wedding March." and there they came, a trio of veiled young women in shimmering white, Cordelia in the center and a little ahead. Rod knew her by the way she walked, the way she held herself, by the hundred and one little signs he and Gwen had learned over the years of rearing her. Behind and to her right, Quicksilver marched with head held high, almost defiantly. To the left, Allouette matched her pace, but with a diffident, hesitant stride, seeming almost to question by her very carriage whether she deserved to be there. 

     

        Rod erased that doubt from his own mind as he fell in beside his daughter, beaming down at her, Page  4
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then over her head at Gwen as she took Cornelia's other arm. They exchanged a brief glance that made the rest of the world seem to go away for a moment. Then, resolutely, Gwen turned to pace the aisle with her daughter. 

     

        Rod lifted his head as the "Wedding March" filled the cathedral, albeit with a few small errors that he was sure only he noticed. With avid eagerness, the nobility turned for a glimpse of their future queen. 

     

        In stately procession, the three young women paced down the aisle, bouquets clutched tightly in their hands, Quicksilver flanked by her mother and little sister, now almost as tall as she; each seemed awed and awkward despite her finery, shooting anxious glances at the grand people about them, for they were, after all, only a squire's wife and daughter, and unused to such pomp and ceremony. 

     

        Allouette had no one but Gregory—they had never managed to find her true parents, from whom she had been kidnapped as an infant—so beside her came the king himself, Tuan Loguire, for, ever quick to prevent embarrassment when he could, he had claimed the right of escort as her liege lord. 

     

        Quickly Rod faced front again, trying to give some reassurance of his own by his mere presence. Cordelia walked with head erect, with pride, but he could feel her hesitance. 

     

        Then the young men stepped out to the center of the sanctuary, and Cordelia almost stopped, staring at Alain's magnificence. Rod gave the lad a glance, saw his eyes wide in amazement at the most beautiful sight of his life, and with a covert smile urged his daughter forward. Up the steps they went, up to Alain, who proffered his arm with a look that said he wasn't worthy. 

     

        Privately, Rod agreed, of course—no man could be good enough for Cordelia. But he knew she was really in love with the prince and had decided not to hold his royal blood against him. Not without reservations of his own, Rod let her walk from his arm and Gwen's, to take Alain's. He stood beside his wife for a moment, drinking in the sight of bride and groom, then held out his arm to Gwen. She laid hers on top of his and turned with him to walk back down the steps to the pew that awaited them. As they entered, she exchanged a tremulous smile with Queen Catharine across the aisle. For a moment, their eyes held, old friends in league again, and Rod would never have believed the dozen confrontations the two women had had, over the details of the wedding, Gwen politely and tactfully holding firm for Cordelia's choices through every one of Catharine's tantrums. 

     

        Then Toby stepped up beside Geoffrey, and Quicksilver's mother joined them in the pew as Tuan took his place beside Catharine in the lesser gilded chair. They turned back to the sanctuary, where the archbishop was coming down from the high altar, resplendent in gold and white of his own—a gilded Page  5
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chausable over a snowy alb, his high-peaked mitre also gilded, so that Rod wondered how the man could hold up his head with all that weight. Maybe he was really leaning on the elaborate crozier, the very ornate shepherd's crook that is a bishop's staff of office. The three couples drew up before him, Cordelia and Alain in the center, Gregory beside Allouette at their left, fairly oozing reassurance, and at the right, Geoffrey offering his arm to Quicksilver, who took it but returned a challenging glance. Her reply was a look of adoration, and she whipped her gaze back to the archbishop, almost totally unnerved. 

     

        Gwen was murmuring to Quicksilver's mother, hand in hand, projecting reassurance of her own. Rod exchanged a glance with Tuan; as one, both smiled, then turned back to the altar. 

     

        The archbishop intoned the old words in a voice that carried through the cathedral. Rod had offered a tiny microphone and public-address system, but the prelate had refused them. Somehow the words blurred in Rod's mind—he could tell only that the archbishop shifted from English to Latin and back—and felt a sudden aching wish that he could have given Gwen a wedding like this. Unfortunately, he had been a wanted man at the time, scarcely daring to show his face in a village church, let alone the cathedral of the royal capital. He squeezed her arm, gazing at her with apology—but she gave him a look that was almost merry, and he knew that she regretted nothing. She might have been married by a wandering monk instead of an archbishop, but she'd had a flower-filled glade instead of a cathedral and a crowd of elves instead of nobility. Her dress had been stitched by a score of elf-wives and had outshone even her daughter's royal gown, and the King of Elves had given her away. 

     

        Rod wondered if, in spite of all his precautions, she had guessed that Brom O'Berin was her father. 

     

        Rod glanced around, wondering if Brom was here to see his grandchildren wed—but there he was by the king and queen, of course, for his elfin nature was secret; they took him for a mortal dwarf, and he who had been jester to Catharine's father had become her privy councilor. Rod knew the gray in his hair was carefully contrived, for Brom, like all elves, would still be living when the rest of them had been a century in their graves. 

     

        He turned back to the altar, determined to banish so melancholy a thought—just in time, for the archbishop had stepped up by Cordelia and was asking, "Who gives this woman to this man?" 

     

        Last-minute panic rose in Rod, but he overrode it to say with Gwen, "My spouse and I!" 

     

        Then the archbishop moved on to Quicksilver and asked again, "Who gives this woman to this man?" and her mother and sister answered, "We do!" 
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        On the archbishop went to Allouette, who stood rock-firm but with a trembling bouquet, and intoned, "Who gives this woman to this man?" and Tuan and Catharine answered, "As her liege and sovereign, we do!" 

     

        Then the archbishop returned to stand between the line of young women and the line of young men to ask, "Do you, Cordelia, Quicksilver, and Allouette, take Alain, Geoffrey, and Gregory for your lawfully-wedded husbands, for better or for worse, to have and to hold, to love and to cherish, in sickness and in health, till death do you part?" 

     

        Cordelia's answer pealed forth: "I do." Quicksilver answered a beat later, "I do!" Allouette swallowed thickly but glanced at Gregory and froze, her gaze on his as she whispered, "I do." 

     

        Gregory seemed to glow. 

     

        The archbishop turned to the three young men. "Do you, Alain, Geoffrey, and Gregory, take these women Cordelia, Quicksilver, and Allouette, to be your lawfully-wedded wives, for better or for worse, to have and to hold, to love and to cherish, in sickness and in health, till death do you part?" 

     

        Alain stammered, "I do!" 

     

        Geoffrey, his gaze burning through Quicksilver's veil, said, "I do!" 

     

        Gregory, unable to take his eyes away from the veil that hid the face he loved so well, breathed, "I do." 

     

        "Then I now pronounce you husbands and wives." 

     

        The three couples stood, unbelieving, for a few seconds. 
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        Gently, the archbishop explained, "You may kiss the brides." 

     

        The women lifted their veils, radiant; their husbands stepped close. As their lips touched, twelve trumpets pealed their joy. The archbishop cleared his throat and turned away, taking off his mitre and handing it to an acolyte, then trudging back up the stairs to the high altar to begin the nuptial Mass, as more acolytes brought out six kneelers for the brides and the grooms. 

     

        Either the Mass was short—which Rod doubted, since it was a solemn high Mass—or his time sense had slowed down, making everything a blur; it seemed only minutes until the three couples were standing, the women relaxed and joyful with their veils folded back, and the organ burst forth in Mendelsohn's notes of rejoicing, as the three grooms, laughing and chatting with their brides, descended the stairs to the aisle and fairly floated down that long avenue to the great oaken portal. 

     

        THERE WAS MUCH more, of course—a banquet in the Great Hall of the royal palace for all the nobility; dancing afterwards, with the three young couples leading and Rod having his first waltz with Cordelia since she had grown too big to stand on his toes; the wine flowing freely and the younger nobility becoming rather rowdy, on the verge of bearing the three couples away to a bridal night that would have had spectators—a must for royal weddings in the middle ages, when virginity was vital to be sure the heir was really of the royal line. But at that point, Gwendylon wound her way magically through the throng and assembled all three couples on the dais that held the high table. The bridesmaids and other young women lined up facing them, chattering eagerly, forcing the young men back a little, and the throng began to count: "One … two … three!" 

     

        All three brides tossed their bouquets high, and the young women pushed and shoved to catch them. Then, the ceremony of the garter not having spread to Gramarye, the three young couples waved at their contemporaries, calling their thanks and farewells—and with the resounding of triple firecrackers, disappeared. 

     

        The hall fell silent for a moment, for even the people of Gramarye were still unnerved by teleportation, or any of the other psi powers they thought of as witchcraft. 

     

        Besides, they'd been robbed of the erotic riot they'd been planning. 

  

     

        So talk began, gathering anger—but King Tuan stepped forth, smiling with good cheer, hands upheld, and the crowd grew silent. "Each bride has gone with her groom to the love nest each couple has Page  8
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selected," he explained, "but there is wine aplenty and sweetmeats besides, so though they may seek their beds, there is no reason why you should. Musicians, play!" 

     

        A sprightly tune sprang up from the musicians' gallery, and the nobility turned, not without a little grumbling, to the quick steps of the dance. In minutes, they had forgotten their disappointment at having been robbed of their shivaree and were cheering with gladness. 

     

        "It is done, then," Gwen said, her hand on Rod's arm. "We have spirited them away to privacy, thank Heaven!" 

     

        "Not without quite an input of psionic power from their mother," Rod said with a knowing smile. 

     

        "I may have helped in some small way," Gwen admitted. "Lead me back to our place at the high table, husband, for I am rather weary." 

     

        "Not surprising, with months of planning and fixing and defending," Rod said, gazing down at his bride, with a look that echoed those his sons had given their brides. "And capped with a day that must have been the most strenuous of your life." 

     

        Gwen gave a little laugh, then said, "Well, there was that night when Magnus was ten, when he woke with the nightmare, and Gregory had colic and was screaming, and woke Cordelia who joined him, and Geoffrey was determined to have his share of attention …" 

     

        "Yes, but there were two of us to sort that out," Rod said. "This you pretty much had to do alone." 

     

        "Not without a great deal of moral support, husband," Gwen said, with a look that renewed her wedding vows. 

     

        But she stumbled as she climbed the steps to the dais. Rod steadied her with his arm and tried to laugh it off. "More tired than you thought!" 
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        "That may be," Gwen admitted. 

     

        But she stumbled again as they were leaving the castle, stumbled only on the single step down from the drawbridge, and this time Rod had to catch her, not steady her, and she couldn't make her legs bear her. He held her in his arms while footmen ran for a coach. 

     

        " 'Tis only weariness," she told Rod. 

     

        "You mean exhaustion," he said, "and you're right—total exhaustion. A few weeks' rest will restore you." 

     

        But it didn't. 

    One

       

        ALEA CAME INTO THE LOUNGE AND FOUND IT empty. Impatiently, she looked around, irritation growing, then put the feeling into words and smiled with amusement that was tinged with self-mockery. She was feeling, How dare Magnus not be here when I'm wanting company? as though his only purpose in life were to amuse her! 

     

        Well, of course it wasn't. He was there to provide her this wonderful spaceship with its luxurious furnishings and gourmet food and drink, and to guard her back in battle. What else was a man for? 

     

        Loving, something in her seemed to say, but she shied away from that. The parents she had loved had died and left her alone and defenseless; the neighbors she had thought her friends had turned against her to gain her inheritance. The boy who had proclaimed his undying love for her and seduced her had then mocked her and spurned her. What need had she for love? Much better to have a shield-companion like Magnus, a true friend who was unwavering in his devotion, even though that devotion was so much less than a lover's—and what did she want with love anyway? There hadn't been any pleasure in it, only pain. Oh, there had been pleasure in knowing she was making her lad happy, there had been pleasure in his passion, in the intensity of his longing for her, his need for her—but no pleasure for her body. Page  10
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        Magnus, though, with the sensitivity under his impassive shell, with the leashed fire of the emotions that he focused only on The People, whatever people they might be at the moment… if he were in her bed, might not love-making become…

     

        She shut the thought off with anger. The bards lied, the poets lied, there was no pleasure in love! 

Besides, why jeopardize the solidity of their friendship for a romance that might turn sour? 

     

        Or might grow to greater heights all their lives …

     

        Poetic falsehoods, she told herself angrily, and went to look for Magnus, already angry with him for leaving her the victim of her thoughts and feelings. Of course, she could ask Herkimer, the ship's computer, but somehow she thought she knew. If Magnus wasn't in his stateroom and wasn't in the lounge, he would probably be on the bridge. What need to ask? 

     

        So she strode down the companionway, a tall slender woman wearing loose shipboard coveralls to hide the curves beneath, long-faced with eyes too large and a mouth too wide, with a nose too small for the chiselled planes of a warrior's face, a latter-day Valkyrie born to a mortal man and woman rather than to the gods, in token of which her long yellow hair was coiled atop her head in two long braids, as though to cushion a helmet. 

     

        Up the spiral stairs she came, into the hush of the bridge. It was dark, of course, with only pools of light at the never-used consoles, to let the projected stars show in the dome overhead, that the pilot might see toward which star he coursed. She looked up herself, caught in the majesty and grandeur of the galaxy. She gazed for minutes, longer than she had intended, before she lowered her gaze to the solitary figure silhouetted against the powder-trail of the Dragon. 

     

        She gazed at him for a few minutes, marvelling that his seven-foot form with all its bulk of muscles should seem small against that starry grandeur, then looked more closely, feeling his unaccountable sadness, letting it soak into herself until she shared it, wondering. 

     

        Wondering? Why? How should it be unaccountable? For as badly as love had treated her, it had treated Magnus far worse. She didn't know the details, honored his privacy too much to try to read the depths of his mind, but from a careless word dropped here and there, she gathered that some young she-wolf had tortured his heart, whipsawing his emotions from love to utter humiliation not once, but Page  11
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again and again, for the sheer pleasure of abasing him. At least her lad had done it only once, and then more to taste the pleasures of her body than of her grief, and when he had spurned her, it was to make sure he wasn't burdened with a great lumbering lass, not for the purpose of tasting her pain. 

     

        Though he had seemed to enjoy that, too …

     

        She shook off the memory of him angrily, concentrating fiercely on the great hulk in the acceleration chair, head back, eyes fixed on the stars. What need had she of the memory of a traitor when she had the reality of a friend who cared for her far more than any but her parents ever had? And what right had he to be gazing at the stars and wallowing in his misery when she was here, lively and vital, to distract him? 

She stepped forward, angry words rising to her lips to rouse him from his lethargy, to jolt him back to the life they shared—but as she came close, she saw the unutterable grief in his eyes. She slowed, letting her gentler emotions well up, sympathy and concern, and asked, very softly, "What hurts you, Magnus?" 

     

        His head tilted, gaze coming down, seeming to wander over the fittings of the bridge until it found her face, then rested a minute before he said, "My little brother." 

     

        Words of anger leaped to her tongue again, anger at the younger man who would hurt his own brother so, but she contained them, pushed them down, knowing that the younger d'Armand, the titanic telepath so distant on their home world, would scarcely spend the vast amount of energy necessary for his thoughts to reach Magnus over so many light-years unless there were good reason. "What news could a brother have to so sadden one of his own blood?" she asked softly. 

     

        "News of our mother," Magnus answered. "She is dying." 

     

        ALEA SPOKE BUT little in the days that followed but was never far from Magnus, trying to reassure and comfort him by her mere presence. She remembered well the death-watch as her mother lay dying, remembered the greater pain of her father's last days, greater because there was no one with whom to share it, no one whose pain dwarfed her own. 

     

        She never thought that it was unfair that Magnus should have the comfort of a friend when she had not—she was only glad that he did not have to face this long journey home alone. 

     

        In moments of honesty, she had to admit that she was also glad he finally needed her in a way neither of them could deny. 
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        So she sat by and waited, watching his profile against the stars or watching him sitting in the lounge in the cone of light from the hidden lamp, saw him looking up now and then, startled to see her sitting and reading across from him, remembering his manners enough to ask how she fared, trying to engage in conversation, and she tried to be reassuring and positive then, smiling and talking of inconsequentialities, but ones in which she knew he had an interest—art and literature and science—though before long, his attention would fade, his gaze would wander, and she would let her own conversation lapse and return to her reading. 

     

        Reading ! She hadn't even known how, when he met her on the road, on her home planet of Midgard, where only the nobles were literate. She hadn't known how to fight when she had run away from slavery, had survived a night or two alone and friendless in a world torn by war and hatred, in a forest filled with wolves and bears. Magnus had—well, not taken her in, though it felt like that. She was sure he hadn't thought of it that way, either, though she suspected he knew he was giving her protection. He hadn't said so, though, only that he was glad of a travelling companion. So he had walked the roads with her, teaching her how to fight and how to use the talent for telepathy that had been buried inside her all her life, and that she had never known. Together they had braved the perils of her world and set in train a course of events that would prevent her own people from their continual attempts to tyrannize the other peoples of Midgard. 

     

        Then, done with the task he had come to do, he had called down his starship, and she had stood rigid, knowing she would be deserted again—but Magnus had taken her aboard, given her a new life when her old one had collapsed, taken her to strange and amazing worlds where people labored in need as great as her own. They had fought off wild beasts and wilder people, guarded one another's backs, labored to save the weak and the oppressed, come to know each other's needs in battle, then in daily life—and never once had he put out a hand to try to touch her or uttered a honeyed word to try to coax her into his bed. 

     

        It was almost an insult, really, except that she knew now he had known it would violate the fragile bridge of trust growing between them—that, and that he didn't really seem to have much interest in her as a woman, or in any kind of intimacy, for that matter. Now, though, the trust had grown, become solid in spite of her tantrums and insults, and she found herself wishing now and again that he would put out a hand to her—but when she caught herself thinking that, she was aghast. She'd had enough of that sort of thing with the one young man who had used her and spurned her! The friendship she had with Magnus was far better than that! 

     

        Though perhaps it could be even richer…

     

        This was not the time to think of it, though, with Magnus so sunken in gloom, so afraid he might not Page  13
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reach home in time—so she sat and read, or cleaned and oiled her leathers, then sharpened her blades, or read, fetching a cup of tea for him when she brewed one for herself, accepted the cups he absentmindedly brought her in return, chivied him gently into eating, and didn't let him see how frightened she became when he lost his appetite. 

     

        In fact, she did all that a good travelling companion should, all that a battle-mate could, and gradually, little by little, he began to talk, first a phrase or two, then in sentences, and finally in long rambling monologues about his childhood, his early travels, his parents, his brothers and sister—but he always cut short when he realized he was beginning to talk about that last adventure, about the woman who had hurt him, about the reasons he had left home. 

     

        "I couldn't be my father's son, you see." He stared straight into her eyes then, as he rarely did anymore. "I couldn't be an extension of him. I had to be myself, my own man, and I could never be that at home unless I turned against him, fought against him—so I left instead." 

     

        And Alea listened and nodded, eyes glowing, drinking up all the information about Magnus the boy, Magnus the wounded lover setting off on his travels, Magnus the son and brother—Magnus the person, the human being, as she had yearned to know him for three years and never had. 

     

        In return, when he asked her what it had been like growing up as the tallest girl in a Midgard village, one far too tall in every way, she couldn't very well refuse to answer, no matter how sharp the hurts the memories brought—but telling him, she discovered that the pain had dimmed, that she could cope with it now, that she could look at her memories and treasure the good ones and resolve the bad ones. Oh, they were still pain-filled, but they no longer had the power to cripple. She knew she could stand against them now, against any one of the people who had hurt her, could stand against the whole village with Magnus beside her—and knew he would always be there, even without the lure of sex to keep him, that she had come to matter to him as deeply as that—and paradoxically, it made her yearning for his touch grow so sharp that it was almost unbearable, even though she knew that sex hurt, that the feelings that went with it gave pain far sharper—but the conviction grew that with Magnus, it would not be so. She told herself that she only wanted to share his bed so that she could be sure of him, and that wasn't necessary at all, for she could be far more sure of him as a battle-companion, that their steadily-deepening friendship was far surer and more meaningful than romantic love could ever be, that she didn't need the baring of souls that went with it, that the intimacy they were sharing now was far more meaningful than the confidences of lovers, that she could be closer to him as a true friend, now when worry and grief made him more vulnerable than he had ever been. 

     

        But something deep inside her refused to believe it, any of it. So the starship shot onward through eternal night, bearing two people who were finally coming to know one another as they never had. 
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        A SCREAM RANG through the castle's hall, and Rod started up, then looked back at Gwen's pale face on her pillow, framed by the long flows of red hair streaked with white. She opened her eyes, reading his anxiety and smiling. "Go to her, worried father. I shall still live when you return." 

     

        "I know. I still don't want to leave you unless I have to." Rod sat back onto her bed, cradling her hand in his. "But it's hard having you ill while our daughter's giving birth." 

     

        "I shall linger awhile, I assure you," Gwen said with a smile that suddenly blazed through her illness. 

"However, this is women's work, and it is better if you leave it to Cordelia and her midwife." 

     

        "Yes, I guess so." Rod managed a smile. "I had to live through you giving birth four times and face the fact that I couldn't do anything to lessen your pain. You think I'd be used to it by now." 

     

        "It has been many years," Gwen conceded. "Then too, 'tis different with a daughter than with a wife." For the first time, her own worry showed in her face. "Finally I too must face that helplessness. At least I can share her pain and give her some strength." 

     

        "You haven't any to spare!" Rod caught her hand in a panic. "Don't tax yourself!" 

     

        "My body may have weakened," Gwen told him, "but my mind is yet strong." 

     

        Another scream tore through the hall. 

     

        Rod looked up with a shudder, but Gwen said quietly, " 'Tis the last such. The babe is born." 

     

        Rod's head snapped around to stare at her. "You mean…" 

     

        "Wait." Gwen's hand tightened on his. "We shall see soon enough." 
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        Nonetheless, it seemed an hour before the midwife appeared at the door, holding a blanket-wrapped bundle that emitted a gurgle. 

     

        Gwen held up her arms, suddenly vital again. "Give me!" 

     

        The midwife came and laid the blanket in her arms. Gwen cradled it and beamed down, her whole face lighting up with an intensity of pleasure and wonder that almost scared Rod. Tentatively, he reached out to open the blanket in the crook of her elbow a little wider—and looked down himself at the dark-haired, wrinkled, pink-and-red little face with the eyes solemnly shut. He marvelled at the wise, even profound expression and wondered all over again what wisdom souls forsake in order to be born, in that bright world from which new souls come. 

     

        Then he looked up at his wife and was awed all over again by the look of near-adoration and exaltation that suffused her face. Could it be that the baby alone would keep her alive? 

     

        "Now I have lived most truly and completely," Gwen said softly. "What greater joy could life hold for me than this?" 

     

        Rod hoped it was his imagination that gave the words a very final ring. 

     

        FINALLY A DOT of light in the dome of the bridge grew brighter than all the others, finally it swelled into a little circle, and Alea knew they were coming home—at least, to Magnus's home; she doubted it could ever be hers, or would need to be. As the disk swelled, Magnus grew even more tense; he began to snap at her if she said the wrong thing. She managed to stifle the retorts that rose to her lips, telling herself that he would be able to relax when the trauma of his homecoming was over, that he would be sorry for the things he had said. She throttled her anger at his not even seeming to notice her, so preoccupied was he with meeting the family he had left ten years before, and though she adamantly resisted the temptation to read his mind, she could tell his thoughts anyway: How would they have changed, the family he had deserted? How betrayed had they felt by his leaving? Was there still any welcome there for him, any love? He had told her many times that "You can't go home again," and she had believed him—so what must it be like for him now, coming back when he knew that the home he remembered was lost in the mists of the past? 

     

        Then, in the perpetual evening gloom of the lounge, Magnus looked up at her, his eyes suddenly focusing on her, and warned, "Gregory says we're clear to land—on the night side, of course, so that we won't frighten the peasants." 
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        "Our usual approach." Alea dared to try a smile. 

     

        Magnus stared at her a moment, then smiled in return with a warmth that surprized her and reached out to catch her hand, and something melted within her. 

     

        Then he let go and turned his eyes forward to the viewscreen where the huge cloud-streaked disk floated, and advised her, "Better web in." 

     

        The arm of the lounge chair popped open, the anchor rod rising up. Alea pulled it across her body and pressed it against the back, where it fastened and clung with a grip that couldn't be shaken even if the ship were smashed to filings. She could feel the pressure of descent, feel that pressure lift as Herkimer countered it with artificial gravity, felt the tug-of-war of natural forces against synthetic ones, as the huge disk on the screen expanded past its edges and was somehow no longer in front of them, but below, rivers and mountain chains streaking past, the night rolling across to engulf them, then only the glint of moonlight reflected off clouds until daylight rolled in to dispel darkness. Now as they raced across the surface of the planet, she could make out the patchwork of fields and relaxed into the familiar feeling of approach on a medieval planet, forgetting for the moment the tension that would come on their landing, of meeting people Magnus knew, but who might have grown and changed into strangers. 

     

        Night rolled across the screen again, but this time there were lights here and there from towns, lights that disappeared as night deepened, and when daylight came back, she could make out roads threading from one cluster of roofs to another. They drifted across the screen much more slowly as the starship shed its speed, slowing till it might land without churning up a whole forest. When night came a third time, she could see individual houses very clearly, barns, and even the dots that were cattle in the fields. A dark blot on the screen became treetops silvered by moonlight that drifted so slowly they scarcely seemed to move, then suddenly swelled and went racing by, the speed seeming greater as the ship swooped lower, and Alea's heart rose into her throat, as it always did, the primitive peasant within her unable to believe that they would not fall out of the sky and slam into the earth, to be squashed like flies. Her whole body tensed, pushing against the webbing as though she could slow the ship by her own strength, even as she scolded herself for a foolish barbarian. 

     

        Then the racing treetops began to slow, ceasing to be a blur and becoming individual masses again, a mass that opened into a huge ragged circle of a clearing with the silver trail of a river down one side, a circle that seemed to float into sight, then to swell so much that the trees drifted out of view at the edges, that the cluster of dots at the top of the screen grew into people who swam out off the bottom in their own turn. Then there was a jolt, ever so slight, and the dark mass below resolved into individual grass stems, unmoving, and Magnus was releasing his webbing, was rising to his full height, tense and braced, saying, "We're home," and turning toward the airlock as though he were about to face an army. Page  17
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        Two


       

        ALEA WAS OUT OF HER WEBBING IN AN INSTANT and by his side, matching him step for step as he paced toward the airlock. As they stepped in, she snatched up the two staves that leaned against the wall and pressed the longer into his hand. 

     

        Magnus stared down at it. "What would I want with this? I don't have to be ready to fight—I'm home!" 

     

        She didn't believe the middle part, couldn't when his whole stance belied it, but couldn't say that either. 

     

        "I'm not a cripple, you know," he told her. "I don't need something to lean on." 

     

        She didn't believe that either, but said only, "I do. You don't want to embarrass me, do you?" 

     

        Magnus looked surprized, barely started to mutter a denial before the outer door opened and the ramp stretched down before them, a silver gleam in the moonlight that showed the cluster of people moving up to its foot. 

     

        Magnus steeled himself, though she suspected only she would have noticed it, then seemed to relax completely and stepped out onto the bridge to his home—stepped faster and faster, until with a grin and cry of joy, he swept three of the people up in a bear hug. 

     

        Alea followed more slowly, giving him time, giving them time, hoping desperately that they would take his seeming affection in the spirit in which it was offered. 

     

        As she stepped off the ramp, one of the figures let go her stranglehold on Magnus's neck and managed to disentangle herself from his arm with a wide grin, staring up with shining eyes as she said, 

"Welcome home, brother." 
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        She was petite, she was slender and shapely, she was beautiful, and Alea's heart sank. She's only his sister, she thought wildly, only Cordelia, his sister. But now she knew the standard of beauty with which Magnus had grown up, knew it was everything she was not, and her heart sickened. 

     

        Then the other two stepped back from their brother's hug with equally wide grins, showing themselves to be two young men, one broad-shouldered and lean, the other slender and large-eyed but with an aura of power. 

     

        Magnus turned to the slighter one in the long robe, and Alea could see him restrain the words that came of themselves. 

     

        So did Gregory. He laughed. "Come, say it! 'How I have grown!'" 

     

        "I left you a stripling," Magnus said diplomatically, "and find you a man in full." He turned to the more muscular young man in doublet and hose. "And there is also somewhat more of you than there was when I left, Geoffrey." 

     

        "And of you." Geoffrey grinned up a foot at his older brother, his grin shading into a challenge. 

"Have you gained skill in fighting to equal it?" 

     

        A shadow darkened Magnus's face. "Many fights, brother, too many—though I cannot claim skill in their outcome." 

     

        Geoffrey stared in surprize, and there was a moment's awkward silence. Into it stepped a stocky young man, taller than Geoffrey but far shorter than Magnus, clasping Magnus's free hand in both of his own, saying, "Welcome indeed, brother-in-law." 

     

        But what was this? How could this great bulk of a man, this indomitable warrior, this Magnus, HER

Magnus, be bowing and saying, "My liege." 

     

        The blond's face twisted in pain. "Not your king yet, thank Heaven, Magnus. Come, rise and be my Page  19
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friend as ever you have been." 

     

        So this was Prince Alain, Alea noted. She surveyed the other three, naming them with information learned only in the last few weeks. Gregory was not so slender as Magnus had led her to believe—ten years had worked wonders indeed. Geoffrey was every bit as she had imagined him, muscular and seeming to be leashed mayhem even here with his family—but Cordelia was far more beautiful than Magnus's description had led her to believe. 

     

        In desperation, she turned to the two young women who stood by watching, but there was no relief in the sight of the brothers' newly-wed wives. The redhead stirred impatiently, and her skirt swirled, parting and revealing a flash of hose-clad thigh—the warrior, then, dressed so that her skirts should not get in the way when she mounted a horse. That meant that the one whose hair seemed white in the moonlight was … Alea braced herself, trying to hold down a growing anger. 

     

        Magnus straightened and embraced his old friend the prince. Alea realized he had made his point with skills hard-won, but of diplomacy, not fighting. As he stepped back, Cordelia caught Alain's arm and pressed against his side, saying, "Aye, embrace him as your brother, Magnus, not your prince." 

     

        "A year earlier and I could have come in time for your weddings," Magnus said, chagrined. "But at least…" 

     

        There was an awkward silence as everyone else filled in the words he had cut off: At least Mother lived to see it. The gloom of the occasion settled over the delight in Magnus's homecoming. Then Cordelia forced a smile and said, "I am not quite so badly outnumbered any more, Magnus. You have three sisters now." She turned to the other two women. "She with the fiery hair and the temper to match is Quicksilver." 

     

        The redhead stepped forward to take Geoffrey's arm with a proprietorial manner but extended the other to Magnus. "Welcome, brother." 

     

        Magnus took the hand with a flourish and pressed a kiss to it. Quicksilver's eyes widened with surprise, and Geoffrey's darkened, but before he could protest, Magnus released the hand and stepped back to look them up and down with a growing smile. "Well-matched, I should say— and a handsome couple indeed. I hope you shall be blessed with daughters, for they shall be paragons of beauty." 
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        "What, brother!" Geoffrey said indignantly. "Will you wish me no sons?" 

     

        "As many as your lady can manage, Geoffrey," Magnus assured him, "for I doubt not they will be as turbulent as they will be handsome." 

     

        Quicksilver smiled. "Let them be holy terrors! I think I can deal with half a dozen at least." 

     

        Geoffrey looked at her in surprize, but Gregory cleared his throat, and Magnus looked up, then seemed to become still within his body, his smile a little more firm, even rigid, and Alea wondered if any but she realized he was bracing himself. 

     

        "Brother," Gregory said gravely as he led forth the stunning vision with the cloud of golden hair, 

"meet my bride, Allouette." 

     

        She stepped forward hesitantly, very hesitantly, seeming almost ready to run, eyes wide with apprehension. "You need not speak to me if you do not wish. We have already met." 

     

        Witch! Alea clamped her lips shut to keep the word in. This was she, this was the tormentor of her Magnus, the one who had tortured his heart, who had humiliated and shamed him. She was glad she did not know how the woman had maimed him, for she was having trouble enough keeping herself from rushing forward to strike the she-wolf down where she stood. 

     

        "Met you? I never have." Magnus took her hand, albeit somewhat stiffly, and her fingers lay in his palm as though they were lifeless—but his smile, though fixed, was still in place, and he actually managed to summon some warmth into his eyes. "I never met you with no guise but your own, and I must say it is far more fair than any illusion you projected." 

     

        Allouette blushed and lowered her gaze, and Alea knew enough of men to realize that the gesture made her even more appealing—but Magnus seemed not to notice. She looked up, looked him squarely in the face. "Gregory has told me that when logic dictated my death, yours was one of the voices that spoke for mercy. I thank you for my life." 

     

        "And I you, for giving my brother the happiness that I thought would never be his." But Magnus still Page  21
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stood stiffly. 

     

        The silence was brief but awkward. 

     

        Then Magnus raised his head, looking around the little group, and asked, "Our father … is he …" 

     

        "By Mama's beside," Cordelia told him. "Not even for your homecoming would he leave her now—but I know he is almost as anxious for sight of you as he is for each breath of hers. Come, brother." 

     

        She started to turn away, but Magnus caught her arm. "No, wait. You must all meet my shield-mate." He turned to Alea with a smile of relief, but his eyes were haunted, pleading. She stared at him in shock, not understanding, but he only said, "How have you managed to find a shadow to cloak you, even here?" 

     

        "By full-moon light, when there is so much of you to cast that shadow?" Alea demanded. "How hard could that be?" She stepped forward nonetheless, gripping her staff to keep her hands from shaking, looking from Geoffrey to Gregory to Cordelia, and pointedly not at the ladies. "I am Alea, whom he took in from charity." 

     

        "Say rather, from an instinct for self-preservation!" Magnus protested, and explained to his sibs, 

"She has saved my life a dozen times at least." 

     

        "And you mine," Alea retorted. 

     

        "Ah, then," Geoffrey said softly, "there is already a deep bond between you." 

     

        Alea turned to him in surprize. Already? What did he mean, already? But Quicksilver was nodding, and Alea met her gaze. They stared straight into one another's eyes for a moment, and warrior recognized warrior. No, more—each knew how important the other's honor was to her, and knew in that instant that they would be able to trust one another in battle for the rest of their lives, no matter how much they quarreled in peacetime. 
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        For they would quarrel, Alea felt sure of that—they would quarrel as naturally and easily as fox and hound. But she would never quarrel with Allouette, for if she once began, she would tear the witch apart. 

     

        Quicksilver laughed, a low, melodious, and somehow very reassuring sound. She reached out for Alea's hand, saying, "Come, battle-woman, for I think we shall be comrades in arms, you and I." 

     

        Alea thawed and stepped forward to take the offered hand, feeling a smile grow that she hadn't known had started, and turned to walk with the warrior. 

     

        "That staff is ash, or I miss my guess," Quicksilver said. "Did you season it long, or find it already sound?" 

     

        "I chose it from a fallen tree," Alea answered, and the two of them were off comparing aspects of weapons. Cordelia followed with a barely cloaked smile and caught Allouette's hand through the crook of her elbow, patting the fingers in reassurance. 

     

        But Gregory turned to Magnus, his face becoming grave. "Come, brother. Our mother awaits." 

     

        WHILE THE GALLOWGLASSES and their fiancees had been distracted with greeting, it had been easy enough to distract them a little further, to project a thought assuring that they would only notice one another, not a strange animal, and certainly not an alien—so Evanescent, stowaway from a distant planet, with a huge globe of a head and a catlike body far too small for it, padded down the gangway and scooted into the shelter of the surrounding trees. Once hidden, she turned to direct a thought at the spaceship's computer, wiping a segment of its memory; it would never remember her dashing down the ramp. She had deadened the sensors along her route between the hold and the airlock so that the computer hadn't been aware of her exit, but it never hurt to make sure. 

     

        That done, she folded her stubby legs beneath her, settling down to watch the humans' reunion and tasting the welter of their emotions. She was a very powerful telepath, easily more powerful than either of her two humans, even more powerful than Gregory—a trait that had served her species well in its scramble up the evolutionary ladder. Telepathy had warned them when enemies were coming; teleportation and levitation had made it possible for them to flee; telekinesis had made it unnecessary for them to develop hands. So she watched the humans' antics with amusement, enjoying the richness of their feelings. What constant diversion they supplied! How strange and delightful were their angers and hatreds and loves and delights! How subtle were the shadings of one emotion into another, how delightfully Page  23
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paradoxical their ability to feel several different urges at once, how admirable their ability to control them! 

     

        Joy was dominant in this reunion, but beneath it lay unease, not from Allouette alone but from each of the Gallowglass siblings as well—unease that Magnus's homecoming might shift the balance they had worked out between themselves, shock and concern to see how much he had aged in ten years, distress at the obvious ordeals he had survived, a lurking worry that those trials had made his vast mental powers even stronger than when he had left—and mystification at the tall willowy woman he had brought with him. 

     

        Evanescent smiled, amused as always by human foibles. She tasted the change in mood and marveled that the humans could become so somber simply at another's death, for her breed lost all interest in their sires and dams as soon as they were grown, barely mature. In turn, their mothers and fathers lost all interest in their offspring once they were past kittenhood. They wandered away from one another, and if they met a few months later, scarcely remembered who each other were. 

     

        So she lay watching, intrigued all over again by the strange emotions of these foolish people and wondering at their intensity. They cared so much, these silly two-legged creatures! Why did they let so many things matter to them so deeply? Didn't they know that life was brief, that nothing was of any real consequence when measured against the span of ages? She had probed the minds of her two and knew the answer—that they suspected how insignificant they were but refused to accept it and attacked life with all the greater determination. 

     

        She watched until the tallest one, the male whom she thought of as one of hers, turned to his spaceship and gave an order, whereupon the ramp slid back into the ship, the hatch closed, and the huge golden discus lifted silently from the earth, drifted up above the treetops, then shot away into the sky, dwindling to a dot, a point of light, then vanishing. 

     

        The humans strode away, but Evanescent lay still, following them with her mind, knowing she could trace them over hundreds of miles. She noticed that their apprehension deepened as they rode off—apprehension over then-mother's impending death, but also over the new relationships they must forge with one another. 

     

        She decided she wanted to be closer to their destination and rose, stretched, then turned to trot after the riders—and stopped short, staring at the beings who confronted her, amazed that she'd had no slightest inkling of their approach. For the first time in decades, a worm of fear raised its head inside her. 

     

        Three
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        THEY LOOKED LIKE HUMANS, BUT WERE VERY small, these strange creatures who faced Evanescent, varying from a foot to a foot and a half, and the one that stood at their head was the biggest, both in muscle and in height. He glared at the alien in anger and suspicion as he demanded, "What have you to do with my ward?" 

     

        Evanescent blinked, surprized by the creatures' sudden appearance, then realized that she had been so intent on the humans that she had missed the sounds and thoughts of these small ones as they came up behind her. She smiled, amused by their audacity. "Ward? How can so tall a creature as that be under your care?" 

     

        "Because he is my king's grandson," the small man snapped, "and from the day the grandson was born, His Majesty commanded me to watch and care for him—aye, and for each of his sibs as they were born, too." 

     

        "An interesting command." Evanescent's smile widened. 

     

        "Do not show your teeth to me and think to cow me by their threat!" the small one snapped, and the score at his back chorused agreement. "I am the Puck, and all with any sense fear my whims!" 

     

        "If my smile displeases you, I shall veil it," Evanescent said equably. She knew that her shark-like teeth, once seen, were not easily forgotten, so did not mind closing her lips. "Still, I wonder how you could think to protect a man who is so much larger, and clearly much stronger, than yourself." 

     

        "By magic, of course." The little man and all his mates scowled intently as he aimed a finger at her. 

     

        A blow from an unseen hand rocked Evanescent back on her stub of a tail. She gasped, dizzy and frightened, her universe suddenly topsy-turvy. When it righted itself and stabilized, she knew it would never be completely firm again. No species but her own had ever been able to lash out at her with such force. "How … how did you …" 

     

        "By magic, as I said," the little man said impatiently, "magic of my own, and of the twenty-odd elves behind me. Be sure that I can do much worse, both in kind and in power—for I have more than two Page  25
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thousand years of knowledge and experience to draw on, and hundreds of thousands of elves to strengthen my spells. Tell me what you are, and from where you have come." 

     

        So they called themselves "elves" and guarded their minds well—Evanescent could barely catch a stray thought from any of them. But those thoughts were all of concern for the man they knew as Magnus, and anger at Evanescent for endangering him. She began to relax—they were only interested in the same thing, after all: Magnus's welfare. They were natural allies. She merely had to convince them of that. 

     

        Merely. 

     

        "I come from another world," she said, "one that circles a sun that is only a star among many in your sky. I came across your … ward … and his lady when they were trying to free the humans of my world from a would-be tyrant. I took an interest in them, for they were unlike any others—and saw that they were putting themselves in enormous danger. I followed to save them with my own—magic, if you wish to call it that—if it became necessary." 

     

        "Did it?" the little man demanded. 

     

        "Oh, yes." Evanescent smiled, then remembered just in time to keep her lips closed. "Necessary on that world, and on several others. I hid aboard their star-boat, you see, and went with them." 

     

        The little man frowned. "If you care so much for them, why did you not come down the ramp with them, rather than sneaking off like a thief in the night?" 

     

        Evanescent caught from his mind the image of a thief and had to throttle her own anger, remembering that to these little creatures, she was an unknown and threatening presence. "They do not know of me," she explained. "I have kept myself hidden from them, to keep them from relying upon my magic instead of their own cleverness." 

     

        "There is sense to that," a foot-tall woman said to Puck, and images escaped from her mind-shield, enough to show Evanescent that these little folk hid themselves from the humans, too, though as much from wariness as from refusal to be used. 
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        But Puck was not so easily convinced. "You forsook your home and surely can have little hope of returning there. What kindled within you so great a liking for my ward and his leman that you were willing to leave all for their sake?" 

     

        "Fascination at their … efforts." Evanescent almost said "antics," but remembered in time that these small ones were prickly and that it behooved her to choose her words carefully. "It is quite unknown among my kind for a person to risk her welfare, to risk pain and even life for others— well, once they are no longer kittens—and is absolutely unthinkable to care in any way for people one knows not at all, to be concerned for them simply because they are people!" 

     

        "And thus did our Magnus?" Puck asked, frowning. 

     

        "Not simply that," Evanescent said. "He has gone from world to world, seeking out people who are miserable, almost as though he needs to have someone to care about!" 

     

        "So he does," Puck said slowly. "So do most of his kind. Still, even if such caring was a novelty to you, why would its attractions be so great as to make you leave your home?" 

     

  

        "But that is why," Evanescent explained. "Our home means little to my kind. In fact, nothing means much to us, save food when we are hungry and mating in season and kittens when they are born." 

     

        An elf-woman shuddered. "What a dreary life!" 

     

        "So it is!" Evanescent turned to her, delighted that someone had seen the point; it would be far easier to explain. "When you've reared a litter or two, mated a few dozen times, tasted all the different meats our planet offers—why, you begin to grow bored and restless. We seek out more experiences, more sensations, even growing cruel in the pursuit—but after thirty or forty years, there seems little point even in cruelty or power. I wished to learn your ward's secret that keeps him so interested in life, so immune from my kind's ennui." 

     

        "Ssssooo!" The word echoed all around the glade in a hiss and a moan, and Puck nodded, face somber. "You joined them in search of relief from boredom, then. Do you truly wish to discover how to Page  27
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care about others?" 

     

        "Do you wish to keep living?" Evanescent countered. 

     

        The wee folk growled warning, spreading out to surround the cat-headed alien. 

     

        "I wish to keep living, too," Evanescent said quickly, "but I know I shall end my own life and its dreariness if I cannot learn what Gar and Alea know, what all their kind seem to know, perhaps even yours: how to find a reason for living, to find it in other people—yes, even people they do not know at all." 

     

        "And what will you do with this knowledge once you find it?" Puck demanded. 

     

        Evanescent stared, astounded that he should ask a question that had so obvious an answer. Then she shrugged. "I shall live." 

     

        "You shall do more than that," Puck said, "or you shall have learned nothing." He gave her a knowing smile, a nod, and turned away. 

     

        "We shall let her wander where she will, then?" an elf asked, frowning. 

     

        Puck nodded. "She is no threat to the folk of Gramarye, human or elfin, for she shall act only to keep Magnus and Alea alive—and will thereby help them achieve their goals." He looked back at Evanescent. "Is that not true, cathead?" 

     

        Evanescent frowned. 'True enough, bite-size. Indeed, there is some amusement in helping them without their knowledge." 

     

        "And since we know Magnus will not undertake any evil purpose …" The elf left the sentence hanging, still not happy. 
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        "If he does, we shall speak to him most sternly," Puck returned, "though I cannot believe even ten years of harsh encounters can have changed our Magnus so much." 

     

        "You think rightly," Evanescent assured him. "He seeks only to help others and strikes out solely in his own defense—or to defend others. It is one more mystery to me—why he will strain so hard for goals that gain him nothing." 

     

        "Oh, he gains enough," Puck told her. "When you discover how his efforts enrich him, I shall be glad to discuss the asininity of it with you. You are welcome to the freedom of this land, star-farer. Do not abuse it." 

     

        Evanescent opened her mouth for a hot retort, then stared in amazement, for all the little people were gone, vanished in an instant. She closed her mouth and cocked her head, listening with a sense far more acute than mere ears and caught only fading chuckles, scraps of conversation. The Wee Folk seemed quite reassured now. 

     

        "How, though, shall we decoy his hound?" a third asked. "Even his horse stands guard over him!" 

     

        Rod frowned. Someone lay dying? Not if he had anything to say about it. "Off to the right, Fess—that's the direction they're looking." 

     

        "As you say, Rod." The robot horse stepped off the path and picked his way between saplings and rotting stumps into a small clearing. 

     

        "CRAWK!" The third raven cried in alarm. "There comes a human doe!" 

     

        "As heavy with child as she may go," the second said in disappointment. 

     

        "Patience, brothers," said the first. "Perhaps the hound will drive her away." 

     

        But Rod came into the clearing in time to see the hound run to the woman, saw her stroke its head with words of praise even as she made her way toward the young man who lay, blood oozing from the shoulder joint of his armor, eyes closed and face pallid. 
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        The young woman sank heavily to her knees with a cry of distress. She was indeed in the final weeks of pregnancy. "Oh, my Reginald!" she cried. "Live, my love, live! Do not leave me now!" 

     

        The young man's eyelids fluttered; he looked up at her a moment before his eyes closed as though the weight of the lids were too heavy a load for him to bear. The young woman gave a long, keening cry. 

     

  

       "Mayhap she will die with him," the first raven called hopefully. 

     

        Rod rode toward them, and the second raven saw and gave a loud, long caw of anger. "Brothers! 

A vital one comes within!" 

     

        "CLOSE THE DOOR," Durer said. 

     

        Aethel stepped through and shut the portal. The three other agents exchanged a glance, wondering why the rest of the cadre was shut out. 

     

        'Too many people make a discussion too cumbersome," Durer told them. "Everyone wants to say something, and nobody wants to listen. The five of us should be able to come up with a useful idea." 

     

        "An idea for what, Chief?" Aethel sat down with the others. 

     

        "A rebellion, of course! A coup to thrust that little snip off the throne and put our man on!" 

     

        Again the others exchanged a glance; the "little snip" was in her fifties. 

     

        "Not a chance of succeeding without one of the twelve great lords to lead it," Stan said, "and they're Page  105
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all too willful to let us guide them." 

     

        "Except the king's brother," Durer countered. 

     

        The others sat very still. Anselm Loguire had been the figurehead for Durer's last rebellion against Queen Catharine. The agents didn't even have to look at one another; they knew they were all thinking the same thing: How long will it take him to stop living in the past? 

     

        "Anselm Loguire isn't a lord any more," Orin said. "He's attainted—stripped of his title and estates." 

     

        "I know, and that witch Catharine gave them to her younger son," Durer snapped, "but the other lords all know that Anselm is really the rightful Duke Loguire and heir to all its estates." 

     

        "Maybe," said Aethel, "but they all know what happened to him, and that it was only because King Tuan counselled mercy that Anselm is still alive." 

     

        "Alive—and bitter," Durer pointed out. "He's probably long over his gratitude at being left alive and in charge of a small estate. He'll be angry with his brother and the queen—angry and wanting revenge." 

     

        "And wealth." Stan knew it didn't pay to argue with the boss for long. 

     

        "For his son," Aethel added. 

     

        Durer nodded, pleased to see them falling into line. "But we need something to push him, something to turn bitterness into action, something so strong that he won't care whether he lives or dies as long as he has a chance of bringing down the monarchy." 

     

        Everyone was quiet, each glancing at the others. Then Aethel hazarded, "A threat to his son?" 
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        "LET US HOPE it is the knight's enemy," the first raven said. 

     

        "Aye, and that he will slay the fellow, then drive off his hound and take his horse," said the second. 

     

        "No such luck," Rod called back to them and hoped the young woman couldn't understand their words. He dismounted even as Fess stopped beside the fallen knight. 

     

        The young woman looked up in terror, then leaned across her husband to protect him, crying, "If you have come back to finish what you have begun, know you shall have to slay me, too!" 

     

        The hound crouched, baring its teeth and growling, and the horse stamped its hooves and neighed a warning. 

     

        "I did not begin this," Rod assured the young woman, "and I have some knowledge of healing. May I come near?" 

     

        Wild hope filled her eyes, and she struggled to straighten up. "If you can staunch the flow of his blood, aye!" She stroked the back of the hound's head, crooning, "Aye, you are a brave guardian, but, I hope, not needed now. Let the good man approach, Voyaunt, let him come nigh." 

     

        The hound sank to the ground; its growl receded deep into its throat, but it watched Rod with suspicious eyes. 

     

        Rod took his first-aid kit from his saddlebag and went to kneel on the other side of the knight. He unbuckled the shoulder-piece, asking, "What is his name, young woman, and your own?" 

     

        "He … he is Reginald de Versey, goodman, and I am his wife, Elise." 

     

        "I am Sir Rodney." Rod flashed her a smile. "No, I don't look like a knight, not in these travelling clothes, but I am one nonetheless." He pulled out his dagger. 
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        The hound's growl rose as it did, rising ready to pounce. 

     

        "Easy, fellow," Rod crooned. "I draw the blade to save your master, not to slay him. Dame Elise, reassure him, if you will—I must cut away the cloth beneath to find the wound." 

     

        "Gently, Voyaunt, gently." Elise stroked the hound's neck but didn't sound too sure herself. 

     

        Fess stirred, and his words filled Rod's head through the implanted earphone. If the hound springs, Rod, I shall block his way before he can reach you. 

     

        "Nice to be able to concentrate on my work without worry," Rod muttered. "With luck, the wound won't have begun to, with thanks, Fess-ter." 

     

        "Pray not!" Elise said with a shudder. 

     

        Only my duty, Rod, the horse assured him. 

     

        Rod laid aside the padding and the blood-soaked linen shirt beneath. The rip was long and ugly. Rod frowned. "It was no sword that made this wound, Dame Elise, unless it had a serrated edge. Who did this knight come to confront?" 

     

        "He … he said he merely wished to patrol the park, Sir Rodney, for he thought there might have been poachers about." 

     

        "And he went against them without his game wardens?" Rod shook his head as he pulled out a cloth and a small bottle that looked as though it contained brandy but really held iodine. He poured some on the cloth and pressed it into the wound as he said, "A knight wouldn't wear armor to brace a few poachers." 
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        "So I thought, but he said he must not become too accustomed to riding without the weight of steel plate." Elise's voice quavered. The hound growled at her anxiety, but she stroked it to calmness. 

     

        "If he meant to exercise, he would have gone to the tilt-yard." Rod placed over the wound a cloth that had been impregnated with antiseptic and clotting agent, then began to wind a bandage around it. 

"We'll take him home, and when I'm sure the flow has slackened, I'll stitch him up." 

     

        "Stitch?" Elise asked, wide-eyed. 

     

        Rod nodded. "Just as you would a torn garment." He realized that the young woman had been watching him carefully not just out of fear that he might harm her husband, but also to study how he cured the wound. He began to unbuckle the rest of the armor. "However, it won't help him to be carried back with this weight on him." 

     

        "Ahhh! He shells the sweetmeat for us!" cawed a voice high in a tree. 

     

        Rod cawed back, projecting thoughts with the sound. "Yes, but then I'm stealing him from you, greedy ones. Go seek a dead polecat for dinner!" 

     

        "Faugh! How unmannerly of you, to insult us so!" 

     

        "Oh, all right," Rod said, relenting. "I passed a dead boar half a mile back. Go stuff yourselves with pork." Even as he said it, he wondered if the same blade that had killed the boar had also wounded this knight. 

     

        "Ah! Many thanks for this kind information, human!" The ravens raised their wings. 

     

        "Wait!" Rod called. "A favor for a favor, information for information! Do you know the road to Tir Nan Og?" 

     

        "Tir Nan Og?" The third raven turned a blank stare to his mates. Page  109
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        "I have heard of it," the second said. " 'Tis the Land of Youth, the place the Wingless Ones think they go when they die." 

     

        "Fools! They come only to us." The first clacked his beak in contempt. 

     

        "Aren't ravens supposed to know everything that moves in Middle Earth?" Rod called. 

     

        "Belike, for there are ravens in every county," the third replied, "but how are we to know what a raven a thousand miles distant has seen?" 

     

        "He speaks of fable," the first said, and turned to Rod. " 'Tis not ravens you seek, bare-skin, but crows." 

     

        "Aye, two crows!" the second agreed. "Their names are Hugi and Munin, and they sit on the shoulders of the All-Father Odin." 

     

        "No, those aren't quite the feathered wizards I had in mind," Rod said with a smile. "Well, let me know if you do learn of that road from one of your friends." 

     

        "We shall, but we see them rarely," the first raven told him. "Where shall we find you, soft one?" 

     

        "Prithee let him be," said the second, "for with nonsense like his, he shall come to us soon enough." 

     

        "Or we to him," the third agreed. "Go your way, human, and be assured we shall find you when the time has come." 

     

        Rod managed to keep the smile in place. "Better make sure no one beats you to that boar, hadn't you?" 
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        "Indeed!" All three ravens leaped into the air, beating their wings to rise above the treetops, then coasting down the wind toward the dead boar. 

     

        Shaking his head in disbelief, Rod turned back to the knight and his wife to find her staring at him in amazement. "I could almost have thought, sir, that you spoke to those birds!" 

     

        "I'm good at bird-calls," Rod told her, "and it worked— I got them to go away." 

  

     

        The lady shuddered. "I am right glad you did, for they are truly birds of ill omen!" 

     

        "Just creatures trying to make a living, like the rest of us." Rod inspected the bandage around the knight's shoulder. "His wound has clotted enough to make it safe to move him. Let's finish taking his armor off." 

     

        "A wise thought." The lady turned to husking her husband so efficiently that Rod knew she had done it many times before. He only wondered if it was her husband's armor she had removed, or her own. 

     

        He managed to push the knight up onto Fess's back, then leaned him against the horse's neck and tied him into place. "Walk by him, lady, on one side, and I'll walk on the other." Rod gave her a glance of concern. "Though you shouldn't be walking far just now." 

     

        "I've a cart at the edge of the wood," she told him with a grateful smile. "Be sure I have no wish to lose Sir Reginald's son!" 

     

        Or daughter, Rod thought, but only nodded. "Not too long a walk, then—and the cart will be a better place for him than horseback. Let's go." 

     

        Fortunately, the route the lady showed him didn't go past the dead boar. Page  111
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        THE MOCKER STRODE through the house, snapping, "Meeting! Now! News!" 

     

        Each agent stopped what he or she was doing, stopped to stare at the retreating back of their new and former chief. They had each wondered what news the dusty messenger had brought; now they were about to find out. They rose from their desks and hurried to the keeping room. 

     

        They found the Mocker already seated at the head of the table, drumming his fingers in impatience. As the last agent came into the room, he snapped, "Right! News has come! Gallowglass has left his home!" 

     

        "Left!" 

     

        "Gone off?' 

     

        "Where?" 

     

        "Why?" 

     

        "As to 'gone off'—yes," the Mocker said. "As to 'where,' he seems to be wandering through a forest with no particular purpose in mind. As to why, I assume it's his way of dealing with grief." 

     

        The agents were silent a moment, staring at their chief. Then one said, "What happens now?" 

     

        "I don't know," the Mocker said with a certain degree of relish. "This isn't the way things happened in the timeline I just left." 

     

        "You mean he's changing the future?" 
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        "Right. In history as I know it, that gawky eldest son of theirs left the planet again as soon as his mother was buried—some sort of argument with his siblings. The Gallowglass stayed with them—for comfort, we've thought; at least, that was the historians' verdict." 

     

        "Now it seems that the comfort was theirs, not his," a woman said. 

     

        "Perhaps, although I scarcely think that hulk of a boy could have given much reassurance in his place." 

     

        The room fell silent for a moment, agents glancing at one another, then glancing away. 

     

        "What?" The Mocker glared around at them. "What information are you withholding?" 

     

        "Not really information," another woman said. "Just a guess … from the reports our agents inside Castle Gallowglass have been sending, we'd wondered if… well…" 

     

        "Spit it out!" 

     

        "That woman that's with the eldest," a man said. "She seems to be horrendously insecure, but maybe that's a comfort to the Gallowglass heirs in itself. Certainly, by intention or accident, she seems to be able to prevent friction." 

     

        "An empath?" The Mocker frowned. 

     

        "Maybe a projective empath," the first woman said. "The accounts make it clear she visits with each of them, and they feel more confident afterward." 

     

        "That's simply the effect any weakling has on people who are unsure of their own importance!" Page  113
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        "The reports don't paint her as a weakling," the second woman snapped. 

     

        The Mocker glared at her until she lowered her gaze. 

     

        "She definitely is a telepath, at least," the man said. 

     

        The Mocker sat back, thumbs in his belt. "Then perhaps we need to remove her from the equation." 

     

        Nobody looked particularly happy at the idea. The Mocker frowned, wondering why, then shoved the idea aside. "We'll table that. We can always send an assassin later. For the moment, we'll have to split up the siblings, set them against one another." 

     

        Everyone nodded at that. After all, it was obvious; the second generation of Gallowglasses were virtually unbeatable, as long as they all worked together. 

     

        "The Mist Monsters …" another man said. 

     

        The Mocker frowned. "I read the reports. Difficult to believe, I admit, but on this benighted planet, anything could happen." 

     

        "It did," the agent assured him. "It seems they need to be invited in, and the advance guard of illusions they sent were doing a fine job of wangling that invitation until the Gallowglass brats interfered." 

     

        The Mocker nodded slowly. "Send an agent to persuade the peasants to work themselves up to inviting monsters in, eh?" 

     

        "It worked once," the man said, "though we weren't behind it." 
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        "You should have been! All of that will take time, though. Meanwhile, I think I had better contact our enemies." 

     

        "The High Warlock?" a third woman gasped. "But he'll recognize you!" 

     

        "Not him—SPITE!" 

     

        They all sat back, appalled. "That is consorting with the enemy," a second man said. 

     

        "We can use them to help us get rid of the Gallowglasses, then chop them down." The Mocker's gesture made it seem a simple matter. "We'll have them spring their coup at the same time that we engineer our peasant uprising." 

     

        The agents looked at one another in surprize; then one nodded in reluctant approval. "It could work—but what do we do with SPITE afterwards?" 

     

        "There won't be any SPITE afterwards," the Mocker said, "at least, not on this planet. We'll have agents among the palace guards assigned to shoot down their agents right after they've done in the Gallowglasses." 

     

        "It would be nice to have revenge on them at last." The third young woman gazed off into space. 

     

        Even the Mocker decided he didn't want to know what scene she was imagining. 

     

        SIR REGINALD WAS only a knight, not a lord, so the dwelling Elise led Rod to was a manor house, not a castle, though it was clearly fortified, and they rode on a drawbridge over a moat to come to its front door. Servants and men-at-arms came pouring out as soon as the cart rolled into the yard. 

     

        "Take your master to his bed," Rod told them, "and bear him gently; I'd rather his wound didn't open again." 
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        "We shall indeed." But the steward cast a doubtful look at Rod, unsure of his right to give orders. 

     

        The lady saw. "How are you called, Sir Knight?" she asked Rod. 

     

        "Rodney," he answered. 

     

        "Sir Rodney came upon us in the forest," the lady informed her steward—and the rest of the servants who were listening. 

     

        They paused in the act of pulling the knight onto an improvised stretcher, staring at Rod. Then the steward nodded in respect. "As you bid us, Sir Rodney. Quickly, lads! Bear him to his bed!" 

     

        The soldiers took the stretcher and paced quickly up the stairs and into the house. 

     

        "Had it not been for him, your master would have bled to death on the road," the lady informed the rest of the soldiers and servants, "if I could have pulled him into the cart myself." 

     

        "Lady, you should not have gone alone!" an older woman chided. 

     

        "You were right to tell me so, Nurse, for I… Ahhh!" The lady doubled over with pain. 

     

        "It is the child! All this parading and worry has brought it before its time!" The older woman bustled up to the cart, arms up to catch. "Some of you stout oafs help your lady down!" 

     

        Three footmen jumped forward and lifted as much as helped the lady down into the nurse's arms. Scolding the servants and soothing the lady, she helped her into the house, one painful step at a time. The next spasm took her on the threshold, but the lady throttled her reaction to a groan. Page  116
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        "Upstairs and into your bed," the nurse said severely. "The child must be born in its rightful place and time!" 

     

        They went on into the house, the footmen following anxiously in case they were needed to carry their mistress up the stairs. 

     

        The steward turned back to Rod. "Will you take some refreshment, Sir Rodney?" 

     

        "Not a bad idea." Rod dismounted. "After I'm done sewing up his wound, that is." 

     

        The steward goggled. "Sewing?" 

     

        Ten


       

        "I DO VERY FINE STITCHERY" ROD TOOK HIS first-aid kit out of the saddlebag again and turned to follow the steward. "Show me his room." 

     

        Rod came into a room, which, by its barrenness and the narrowness of the bed, was clearly not used much; the footmen had had the good sense to take their master to a spare chamber. A single tapestry softened one wall, and the windows onto the courtyard did let in sunlight to brighten the cold stone walls. A chest stood against another wall, a table and two chairs against a third. The footmen had finished undressing the knight and put him in his bed. He lay with a sheet pulled over him, still unconscious—and, in medieval sleeping style, naked. 

     

        Rod pulled up a chair beside him, laid the kit on the bed, and took out a needle pre-threaded with sterilized gut. He unfolded the cloth that attempted to keep germs out and told one of the soldiers, "Hold the wound closed when I take off the dressing." 

     

        "Aye, Sir Knight." The soldier stepped close, still a little alarmed for his lord—and very interested. 
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        Rod unwound the bandage and inspected the wound. The bleeding seemed to have stopped under the clotting, but slight pressure set it oozing again while, with teleki-netic touches, he made sure there were no bits of metal hidden in the flesh. Rod nodded, satisfied, and took another sterile cloth to wipe the wound again—with alcohol. "Push," he directed the soldier, and began sewing, as, with telekinesis, he began to knit the muscles together. 

     

        When the wound was stitched and bandaged. Rod sat for a minute or so, studying his patient—and not really probing his thoughts, but certainly paying attention to any images that floated to the surface of his mind. Probably unnecessary—there was no reason to think the man wouldn't regain consciousness—but just in case …

     

        At last he stood up, stretching, then folded up his first-aid kit. 

     

        The steward, who had hovered nearby, said, "There is rest and refreshment near, Sir Knight." 

     

        "Good idea." Rod nodded. "I could do with a stoup of ale, and there's certainly no shortage of people to watch over him." To the nearest soldier, he said, "Call me as soon as your master is awake." 

     

        "I shall, Sir Knight," the man assured him with a little bow. 

     

        Rod returned it with a nod and followed the steward out of the room. As they came to the top of the stair, a quavering cry, half-gasp and half-moan, echoed down the hall. Rod paused, frowning at the double door at the end of the corridor, then started downstairs after the steward, telling the man, "Send word to the women—that your mistress should go ahead and scream. This is no time for self-control." 

     

        The man stared at Rod as though he had come from Elfland but said, "I will, Sir Rodney." It didn't take telepathy to see that the man was wondering how this knight knew anything of women's matters. 

     

        He took Rod into a small chamber near the kitchen—a pantry, at a guess, but Rod wasn't about to protest; the solar was on the second floor, and the lady should at least have some privacy this day. A bowl of fruit stood ready by a mug of ale. Rod sank into an hourglass-shaped chair with a sigh, took a sip, then looked up at the steward again. 'Tell the women to call me at once if there is any difficulty in the birth." 
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        "I shall, Sir Knight." The steward bowed and departed, clearly amazed at the notion that a man should know anything about birth. 

     

        Alone in the pantry, Rod gazed at the grid of light on the bottle-glass window and mused, thinking over the events of the morning and wondering what the missing piece was that would make the whole pattern take shape. A knight had gone out alone—in the darkness before dawn, probably, considering how early was the hour in which Rod had found him. He had clearly expected battle, or he wouldn't have worn armor—but his wife had known nothing of his going. From what threat had he sought to shield her? 

And what enemy would require single combat without the presence of even a squire? 

     

        There was no assurance the other guy wouldn't have brought a small army—which meant the knight was either going to meet a blackmailer (but why the armor?), answering a challenge to single combat, or going after a suspected threat that he wasn't sure existed. 

     

        Rod decided on the third. 

     

        "Sir Rodney." The steward was at the door. "Sir Reginald is conscious, but tosses as though with a fever." 

     

        "Delirious," Rod interpreted. "Well, I can do something about that." He stood, picking up his first-aid kit. "Lead on. By the way, steward, what's your name?" 

     

        "Michael Duff, Sir Rodney." 

     

        "Figures." 

     

        A full-throated scream rent the air as they reached the top of the stairs; Rod nodded with satisfaction. 

     

        "How long will the labor be, Sir Rodney?" the steward asked nervously. Page  119
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        "No way to tell, Michael Duff." 

     

        The steward glanced over his shoulder at the guest and risked informality. "Most call me Mick, Sir Rodney." 

     

        "Mick you shall be," Rod promised. "Let's see your master." 

     

        The knight tossed in his bed, mumbling incoherently— unless he rolled onto the wounded shoulder, in which case the mumbling turned into a cry of pain. Rod sat beside him, frowned down at the man for a moment while his thoughts probed his patient's delirium, then laid a hand on his forehead and said sternly, 

"Sir Reginald, awaken!" 

     

        The knight stilled as Rod's thoughts calmed his; then the pain bit, and his back arched as he pulled in a long, shuddering gasp. 

     

        "It will mend," Rod assured him. 

     

        Another scream echoed down the hall. 

     

        Sir Reginald tried to sit bolt upright. "What…" 

     

        "Only your lady in the labor of birth." Rod pressed a hand against his chest. "It's perfectly natural, and there's no reason for worry." 

     

        "I must… must…" 

     

        "Go to her?" Rod shook his head, smiling. "The women would chase you out, Sir Reginald. The last thing they need on their hands right now is a hysterical husband. Besides, you're wounded, in case you hadn't noticed." 
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        The knight turned to look at his shoulder; the pain bit through the adrenalin his wife's scream had summoned. He clamped his teeth, gasped again, then asked, "What…" 

     

        "I was hoping you could tell me," Rod said. 

     

        He didn't have to eavesdrop; the flood of images in the man's mind were so vivid Rod would have had trouble shutting them out: a bright slash of daylight bordered by darkness above and below—the slits in a knight's helmet, through which he saw three foresters in dark green, two with bows bent and arrows aimed at his helmet as the third thrust upward with a blood-encrusted sawtoothed pike. 

     

        The shield dropped to block the pike, and the hound charged the villein who held it, barking furiously, but the bows thrummed and the dog leaped aside at the sound, as he had been trained to do. The shield jumped up to ward off the arrows—and pain seared the knight's shoulder, as the pike jammed under his pauldron; the shield dropped down as his own cry of pain echoed in the helmet. But his sword flashed across and down, and the villein fell back holding a shortened pole with no head and pressing a hand to his arm, where blood welled. The hound was after him, barking like a whole pack. The two archers lifted then-bows again, but the knight charged them; the arrows leaped up, then passed him, as the varlets scrambled aside—but not quickly enough for one of them to avoid the sword. He dropped his bow, bellowing pain. 

     

        "Coward!" the pole-bearer shouted. "Come at us without armor or horse!" 

     

        The knight's voice echoed in the bell of his helmet: "Come alone, and I will." Then he was charging down at the man, and the villein lurched aside, then fell and scrambled to escape the horse's hooves. On his feet again, he stumbled away into the forest. Turning his horse, the knight saw the archers making their escapes too. Panting, he felt the exaltation of victory, of vindication, for he had beaten off three who had set upon him without cause. 

     

        Then the pain in his shoulder flared, the world blurred, and the blur lurched, ending with a jolt. Dimly through thoughts gone murky, Sir Reginald realized he had fallen from his horse. 

     

        Memory came in flashes after that, enough so that Rod realized the knight was fading in and out of consciousness, managing to drag himself up out of the darkness of blood loss to meet threats—the first being a return of the pole-arm villein, a bandage around his arm and one archer behind him—but Sir Page  121
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Reginald saw him through the arch formed by his warhorse's legs, which rose out of sight while his head filled with the charger's battle-scream, and the foresters backed away hastily. The archer nocked an arrow, but the hound burst from cover, barking madly. The archer swung his arrow to the beast and loosed, but again the dog leaped aside, then came on, baying madly, and the archer ran. The dog stopped at the edge of the wood and turned back—to find the pole-armed villein with his pike lowered and centered on the hound. The beast came on, barking and growling as it leaped to this side, then that, evading the pike-point, and the villein gave ground—too much, for he came within the horse's range, and the charger screamed as it lashed out with its forehooves, knocking the man over. 

     

        The dog leaped in, but the villein brought his blade around in time and the dog dodged, then leaped in and out, in and out, as the man scrambled to his feet and backed away. The hound stopped when the trees had swallowed him, but stayed stiffly on guard as the man called, "Come alone yourself, knight!" then crashed away. 

     

        The last picture was the dog's head, filling the knight's vision and whining anxiously, then turning away and barking with gladness as the lady sank heavily to her knees by him, weeping even as she loosened his helmet, and frantic worry kept the knight awake despite the pain, worry for her when she was so heavy with child—but his strength ebbed, and darkness came again. 

     

        "Valiantly fought," Rod said, "but what made you think they would be there?" 

     

        "Signs in the wood, and words of worry from my tenants." Then Sir Reginald gasped at a spasm of pain, but went on through clenched teeth. "They said outlaws had come by many farmsteads in many manors, telling the peasants their masters were using them as beasts of burden and cared nothing for their welfare. But I have always dealt fairly with my peasants and have done all I could to make sure they are well fed and well housed, so they brought the word to me instead …" 

     

        Another cry echoed down the hall, a ragged tearing cry this time, and Sir Reginald jolted upward to answer, but met Rod's palm pushing him down again. "If that wasn't the birth, it's very close," Rod said. 

"Nothing to worry about, not that knowing it will stop you, or any young husband at a first labor—but you'd only be in the way. Trust me—my wife went through this four times, and it always took two or three people to keep me calm." 

     

        "Praise Heaven you are come, then!" Sir Reginald said. 

     

        "We're all the same in this hour," Rod told him, "and all need the reassurance of a man who's been through it before, having to stand by and do nothing when his wife's in torment… So you didn't know Page  122
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these three were going to be out there hunting knights?" 

     

        "Belike they only sought to trouble my people," Sir Reginald said, then clamped his jaw against pain. 

     

        "It will fade eventually," Rod told him, "as the wound heals. Then it will begin to itch most abominably, but you mustn't scratch it… So that's why you didn't bring any men-at-arms; you were afraid of looking foolish if all you found was a boar." 

     

        "Aye," Sir Reginald gasped. "Yet when I found a boar dead and saw the wound in its shoulder, I knew there were strangers in the wood." He frowned, focusing on Rod. "What manner of outlaws are these, who seek to stir up even happy peasants against their lords?" 

     

        "Ones who will never stop causing trouble, I fear," Rod sighed, "but whom I think I…" 

     

        The nurse came in, holding a squalling bundle in her arms—and Sir Reginald's relief and sudden awe and massive urge to protect nearly bowled Rod over. He came around to put an arm under the young knight and lift him up to sit so that the nurse could put the baby into his arms, saying, "Here is your daughter, Sir Knight." 

     

        "She is beautiful," Sir Reginald said, huge-eyed, and held the baby as though she were made of glass, then looked up at the nurse with anxiety. "My lady . .." 

     

        "She is quite well, though weak from her ordeal—and immensely happy," the nurse told him. 

     

        "I must go to her!" 

     

        "That's not impossible," Rod said, "but it will be painful." 

     

        "The devil with the pain!" 
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        "Where it belongs, no doubt," Rod agreed. "Very well, then—up with you." 

     

        But the knight still clung to the baby. 

     

        The nurse reached down for her, saying in a tone that would brook no argument, "You may not have her long, for she needs her mother." She lifted the child out of his arms and turned away—which was just as well, since Sir Reginald emerged from his bed naked and Rod had to call a man-at-arms to fetch a robe while he steadied the knight on his feet. 

     

        HE RODE AWAY an hour later, basking in the reflected glow of the young couple's joy and love—but as the leaves closed about him, he remembered the "outlaws" and frowned. "We'll have to be ready for attack, Fess." 

     

        "I always am, Rod," the robot replied. 

     

        Of course, Fess was epileptic, as much as an electronic brain could be, so he couldn't fight for more than a few minutes without having a seizure—but Rod could be sure no one could take him by surprize while Fess was near. 

     

        "I think I recognize the modus operandi," Rod mused, "the jolly boys from VETO." 

     

        "Their rhetoric does have the ring of the totalitarians," Fess agreed, "and their fondness for stirring up peasant rebellions." 

     

        "Or trying to," Rod said. "Catharine and Tuan have ruled with the best interests of all their people at heart, so VETO'S agents are going to have to stir up discontent before they can exploit it. Y'know, this almost sounds like the work of my old enemy the Mocker." 

     

        "Not impossible, Rod, considering that he was a time traveller. Indeed, as I remember, we heard nothing of him after he escaped from the royal dungeons again." 
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        "You mean he could have jumped forward in time to this moment?" Rod frowned. "Why now, though?" 

     

        "His organization has been in decline since its last defeat," Fess pointed out. "It could be a last desperate measure." 

     

        "I suppose his bosses could have sent him off to the fourteenth century, or some such time, in disgrace," Rod said, frowning, "and be calling him back because they don't have any better guesses—but why now?" 

     

        They rode a moment in silence. Then Rod said, "You're thinking it's because of me, aren't you? 

Because I've retired." 

     

        "The idea has some merit," Fess agreed. 'The totalitarians have been suspiciously inactive for ten years. They could have realized that you and your family are insuperable obstacles." 

     

        "Yes, because we combine medieval loyalty with tremendous psi power and modern knowledge." Rod frowned and forced the next words out even though they tore at him. "But with Gwen gone …" 

     

        "Half your strength went with her," Fess agreed, "not only in her own ESP talent, but also in her influence with others." 

     

        "Yes, starting with her own children but expanding to Queen Catharine and the Royal Witchforce." Rod turned somber as memories rose around him. "And I suppose my retiring doesn't help any." 

     

        "They could think they see a moment of weakness and the opportunity that accompanies it, yes." 

     

        "If that's so, then they don't know my kids," Rod said, grinning, then frowned again. "Though it will take Magnus a while to re-establish his own influence, and expand it…" 
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        "You know he will not seek to command his siblings, Rod." 

     

        "Yes. He did when he was seventeen, but he seems to have learned a bit on his travels—mostly that manipulation is far more effective than bossing," Rod said, "especially considering his training as a secret agent." 

     

        "Your central office did give you some difficulty about his resignation, as I recall." 

     

        "They called it a defection." Rod smiled at the memory. "I pointed out that he couldn't have defected because he hadn't joined the other side—and he hadn't." 

     

        "But that made him a loose cannon, a wildcard, and in some ways a greater threat than a turncoat." 

     

        "Which he certainly proved to be." Rod nodded. "It was just good luck that he never landed on a SCENT planet again—good luck for them." 

     

        "Now he has, though, Rod." 

     

        "Yes, well, he was born and reared here," Rod said, "which I think gives him a somewhat stronger claim than my old organization can have. But he will need some time to consolidate his position." 

     

        The robot was silent a moment, choosing his words carefully. Then he said, "It will take you some time to find Tir Nan Og, Rod." 

     

        "Yes, and if I manage to bump into some VETO cells and wreck their games, that should take some of the pressure off Magnus." Rod sighed. "Well, I suppose Gwen will forgive me if she has to wait a little longer." 

     

        "But she would not forgive you if you abandoned your children before they could manage by themselves." 
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        "No, she wouldn't, would she? Well, let's see what we can find in the wildwood, shall we?" 

     

        "Whatever awaits, you will find it more easily if you make some noise." 

     

        "Or let it find me, huh? Okay, I can take a hint." Rod pulled out his harp. "Though I do take umbrage at your calling it 'noise.'" 

     

        "I was not necessarily speaking of your attempts at singing, Rod." 

     

        "Attempts, huh?" Rod gave a snort of mock indignation and began to pluck at the strings. 

     

        The birds braced themselves for a quick retreat. 

     

        THE ANARCHISTS' BASE was modest, as manor houses go, but was nonetheless respectable by the standards of the gentry, in case any of the noblemen who were their targets ever found it. A person coming from that big tranquil-seeming ivy-covered house would be acceptable in polite society, for she would be a lady or he a knight. Even a duke would talk with such a person, though he might not make her his friend. 

     

        Of course, the agents who worked and visited there had elaborate safeguards in place to make sure none of the lords ever discovered the estate. 

     

        One of the Home Agents knocked at the door of the solar, then opened it. An old-seeming man was seated at a table in the fan of sunlight from the tall windows behind him. He looked up as the Home Agent came in. "News, Dierdre?" 

     

        "Yes, Chief." Dierdre handed the old man a scroll of paper. 

     

        The Chief Agent took it, broke the seal, and unrolled it. He stared. Page  127
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        "What is it, Chief?" 

     

        "A letter from my old enemy the Mocker." The Chief Agent looked up. "He proposes a temporary alliance." 

     

        Eleven


       

        "ALLIANCE? WITH TOTALITARIANS? CHIEF, THEY stand for the worst in everything we detest!" 

     

        "True—but they could be useful." The Chief Agent laid down the scroll and turned to look out the window at the gardens. "Also, it seems, they've done just as our future Central Committee did—sent back the Chief of Mission who directed things when that confounded Gallowglass first came." 

     

        "You would have succeeded in your palace coup if he hadn't interfered." The young woman had read SPITE's official history. "Then it would have been only a matter of time before you had all the noblemen fighting each other." 

     

        "And exterminating the Mocker and his gang." The Chief Agent turned back to her, nodding. "We didn't realize then that the Lord Warlock was a bigger enemy for each of us than we were for each other." 

     

        "He put you in jail, Chief Durer." 

     

        "Yes, with the Mocker in an adjoining cell." Durer gazed back into memory—for him, only three months earlier. "Of course we spent the first week going at it hammer and tongs through the bars, but in the second week we started comparing notes. By the time we were ready to break out of there, we both understood who the real enemy was." 

     

        "Meaning the Lord Warlock." 
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        "He was neither a lord nor a warlock at the time," Durer told her, "at least, as far as any of us knew—including him." 

     

        The young woman stared. "You mean he didn't know he had ESP powers?" 

     

        "If he had, he would have used them." Durer pulled a volume to him and pointed to the open page. 

"According to my successors' journals, he had a rather extended visit from a monk, after which he demonstrated a wide range of talents." 

     

        "Brother Aloyuisis Uwell." Dierdre nodded, again demonstrating her knowledge of recent history. 

     

        "I have a message into headquarters checking on him," Durer said. "I suspect he taught the Lord Warlock how to live up to his title." He sighed, paging through the book. "Three Chief Agents after me, and none of them had any better luck than I—but I have their hard-won knowledge to help me now, and a better idea of what the Gallowglasses can do." 

     

        "Now that the Lord Warlock is off on his own, maybe he's more vulnerable." 

     

        Durer shook his head. "His children can teleport to him in an instant. No, we have to remove them first. Then we can take care of my old enemy." His eyes gleamed. 

     

        That gleam chilled Dierdre—and surprized her; usually the old man seemed so nice. 

     

        Durer turned back to the book, leafing through the pages and frowning. "Not much here from the traitor." 

     

        He meant Finister, the last Chief Agent before the one he had replaced. 
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        "She wasn't Chief Agent very long before she changed her name and turned her coat to marry the youngest Gallowglass." Dierdre's tone was sharp with spite. 

     

        Durer shook his head. "I don't know what possessed Chief Agent Lewis to appoint that witch as his successor just before he died." 

     

        On Gramarye, the term "witch" might have been merely descriptive, referring to someone with extra-sensory talents—but Durer chose to interpret it as an insult. 

     

        "I don't think he had much choice about it," the Home Agent said. "We all knew Finister was a powerful esper, but we had no idea how powerful." 

     

        Durer turned to her with a frown. "You mean she bewitched Lewis?" 

     

        "In more ways than one," the Home Agent said. "I'll admit he was using her for his own …

amusement… so she may have thought she was justified in using him in return." 

     

        "Using him in what way?" 

     

        "She projected a very beautiful and voluptuous image, but we're pretty sure she manipulated his emotions telepathically, too. Why else would he have given the order that she be his successor? And considering that he died the next day …" 

     

        "The autopsy?" 

     

        "Showed no reason for death—his heart simply stopped." 

     

        Even Durer felt a chill. "I take it this Finister was telekinetic, too?" 
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        "She had all the ESP talents except levitation and teleportation," the Home Agent confirmed. 

     

        "I'll have to meet her—with my most advanced weapons," Durer said with a smile. 

     

        Dierdre nodded. "You might want to consider a quiet little assassination for her before that." 

     

        "Oh, no! Our revenge on the Gallowglass heirs comes first," Durer said. "Then I shall have my own revenge on the young woman who usurped my office and betrayed our Cause." He gazed off into a dream future, his eyes kindling. "My revenge on this Finister-Allouette will be delicious and prolonged." 

     

        Dierdre stared at the look on his face and shuddered. How could she have ever thought this man was kindly? 

     

        Durer made a quick gesture that banished his vision. "When I'm satiated, I'll be generous and give her a quick death." He turned back to Dierdre, all business once more. "After all, she was Chief Agent once, no matter how briefly, nor what skulduggery she used to get the job. We do owe her some respect." 

     

        THE SUN WAS rising when Cordelia came out onto the battlements, where the servants had told her she could find Magnus. Sure enough, there he was, strolling along the eastern wall, stopping to chat briefly with each sentry, then standing still in the center of the parapet to watch the great orange disk rise. 

     

        Cordelia came up behind him. "How now, brother— have you become a Zoroastrian, that you must rise to pray to the light as it returns?" 

     

        Magnus looked down with a fond smile. "Not at all, sister. It is simply that it is beautiful, and a promise that some of the world, at least, is clean of humankind's more sordid doings." 

     

        Cordelia wondered what had happened to the cheerful, optimistic big brother of her youth, then reminded herself that two years' difference in age didn't mean much between adults. "You rise early only for this moment of contemplation?" 
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        "It would be worth it." Magnus turned back to look at the sun. "But I wake early without meaning to now. I've become accustomed to rising with the sun on my travels, and my body does it whether I wish it or not." 

     

        "This is your idea of sleeping late, is it?" Cordelia turned to gaze at the great glowing ball, too. She let a few minutes pass, steeling herself to confrontation, then asked, "And do you mean to become the sun to us stay-at-homes, expecting us all to revolve around you?" 

     

        Magnus's shoulders shrugged with a stifled laugh. "Scarcely." 

     

        "I mean it, brother." Cordelia's voice gained steel. "You have little knowledge of what has passed on this world in this last ten years. You are in no position to give orders, no matter what Papa has said—and neither Alain nor I would obey you if you did!" 

     

        "Dad did not say to give orders." 

     

        Cordelia's eyes widened in surprize. 

     

        "He told me to take care of the land and people of Gramarye," Magnus went on. "He did not say that I had to command a cadre of officers in the doing of it." 

     

        "Surely you do not think you can answer every challenge alone!" 

     

        "If there is an emergency to which I must respond, Alea may choose to come with me." 

     

        "Well… so shall I, if it comes to that." Cordelia turned to look at the sun again. "But that is a matter of choosing, Magnus, not of responding to order." 

     

        Magnus nodded. "It will be your choice, Cordelia, not mine." Page  132
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        Cordelia snapped a sharp glance up at him, frowning. "Do I hear overtones of emotional blackmail in that?" 

     

        "If you do, they are of your own making." Magnus smiled down at her, amused. "You may infer them, but I do not imply them." 

     

        Cordelia stared at him a moment, frowning. Then she said, "So you will go kiting off on the spur of the moment to answer some fancied challenge and expect Alea, and the rest of us, to come chasing after you " 

     

        "I shall not expect that." Magnus locked gazes with her. "I shall not expect anything." 

     

        Cordelia frowned, trying to puzzle him out. "Do you think you can meet all threats alone?" 

     

        "Not really. But I have no right to command anyone who has not elected me to the task. I have authority only over myself, so I shall go to meet every challenge by myself." 

     

        "Is it thus that you overthrew governments as you careered through the stars?" 

     

        "No," Magnus said. "I began alone, truly enough—on Melange, and again on Midgard. On all other planets, I had Dirk Dulaine, then Alea, for companions, and redoubtable they were, I assure you." 

     

        "And the two of you were proof against all encounters?" Cordelia didn't try to keep the skepticism out of her voice. 

     

        "Not alone, no." Magnus turned to gaze at the sun again. "We generally found a local refugee or two to advise us, then gradually built up groups of disaffected people and found some way for them to communicate with one another. Twice there was some event, some unusually harsh burst of arrogance from the local lords that triggered an uprising, and we rose with them and made sure of their victory. More often, we put the individual cells of resistance on the road to eventual victory and left them to grow and flourish." 
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        Cordelia stared, appalled. "You shall never know whether you condemned them to defeat or assured them of victory?" 

     

        "I don't suppose we'll ever have it confirmed," Magnus acknowledged, "but we never left until the crisis had passed and the machinery was in place to guarantee their eventual triumph. It is better, after all, for a system of government to grow rather than be grafted; it has a stronger chance of survival." 

     

        Cordelia frowned, searching his profile. "There is no need for revolution here, brother." 

     

        "No," Magnus agreed, "though SPITE and VETO may still foment discord and attempt upheavals, each in its own style. If they do, I shall do all in my power to thwart them, for I've no more wish to see totalitarians impose a dictatorship on our people than for Dad to foist on them a democracy that would be wrong for them." 

     

        "But democracy is not wrong for them!" 

     

        Magnus turned to her, amused. "Is it the future queen who speaks?" 

     

        Cordelia's lips pressed thin. "A constitutional monarchy can become a form of democracy, Magnus. You know that!" 

     

        "Yes, I do." Magnus met her eyes again. "Sharing power between a parliament and the crown is a way-station on the road to democracy, and I have no wish to block that road. In fact, I'll do all I can to make sure it is open for the people to travel." He frowned, suddenly intense. "But it must be a living thing, this democracy—it cannot be a corpse animated like a puppet. And to live, it must grow of its own and take what form is natural to it." 

     

        Taken aback by his intensity, Cordelia said, "That is all I wish, brother." 

     

        "And Alain?" he demanded, still intent. 
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        "He, too," Cordelia said. "How could you think otherwise?" 

     

        "Because I have little knowledge of what has passed here these last ten years." Magnus relaxed and turned to face the sun, now risen. "Little knowledge, and I shall not be foolish enough to try to act without it. Be sure, sister, I shall go my own way and trouble no one—unless armed conflict arises." 

     

        "No one?" Cordelia frowned. 

     

        Magnus shrugged. "I may wander about the land to catch the temper of the people and tell a few stories—tales of heroes who overthrew despots, or of peacemakers who reconciled warring factions—but nothing more." 

     

        Cordelia, however, was sharper than most Magnus had dealt with. "Building your cells again?" 

     

        Magnus turned to her, smiling with pleasure. "You have lost none of your quickness, I see. Yes, I may plant cells throughout this land—but they shall all respect the Crown and the commonweal." 

     

        "The will of the people, and the burdens they bear in common?" Reluctantly, Cordelia said, "I cannot quarrel with that." 

     

        Magnus nodded, turning to the east again, but without speaking. 

     

        Watching his face, Cordelia saw that he was really gazing at the mist rising from the meadow. After a few minutes she said, "Magnus … when Alain becomes king and I queen…" 

     

        "I hope to be first to kneel to you at your coronation— and be sure that I shall obey my sovereigns in every order they may give." 
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        "Unless it goes against your conscience." 

     

        "I cannot conceive of that," Magnus said—with no delay. 

     

        Cordelia knew by that sign that he had given the matter careful thought. The implication, of course, was that if she and Alain ever did become tyrants, Magnus would fight them tooth and claw—and she had no illusions as to just how formidable an enemy he could be. However, she couldn't conceive of either herself or Alain turning into despots either, so she felt warmed by her brother's pledge of loyalty. She stood beside him, watching the mist burn off in the sun's heat, and after a while, she slipped her hand into his. 

     

        GEOFFREY ALWAYS LIKED coming down to town. Oh, the castle on the hill was a fine place to live, after his parents' renovations, but it could still be socially claustrophobic to be around the same people day after day—and always being surrounded by walls went against the grain of a man who was in his element when he was in field and forest. So, if there were no fields or forests close at hand, the town on the lower slopes of the castle hill would do nicely as a change of scene. 

     

        He reined in as he came to a tavern, jumped down, and beckoned to a hostler standing near. "Hold my horse, lad, and there will be coin for you when I come out." 

     

        The hostler came over and took the reins. "Does he need currying, my lord?" 

     

        "Only 'sir,'" Geoffrey corrected. "I am a knight who hopes never to be a lord." 

     

        "Oh, aye—for now that your elder brother is back, it is he who will inherit the title, will he not?" 

     

        Geoffrey looked more closely at the man, frowning. He hadn't realized the townsfolk followed the goings-on at the castle so closely. "The title is not hereditary, goodman. It was bestowed on my father only for his lifetime." 

     

        The hostler nodded, stroking the horse's neck. "Yet surely your brother-in-law will raise one of you to the title when your father passes away—and as surely, it will be the eldest." Page  136
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        "There is no promise of either." Geoffrey's frown deepened. "Nor any cause to expect it." 

     

        The man feigned surprize. "You do not mean it could be you who would be raised to lordship!" 

     

        Frankly, Geoffrey had never thought about the issue, but he was nettled by the man's bland assumption. "It could be. If there is war, I may well earn the honor in battle." 

     

        The man grinned, showing yellowed teeth, one broken. "Come, my lord! All the land knows that it is your brother who will command, now that he has come home!" 

     

        "Then all the land knows falsehood!" Geoffrey snatched the reins back and mounted again. "My brother gives me no orders, nor do I take them from him!" 

     

        "Surely, Sir Knight." But the hostler's smile said he knew better than to believe so obvious an untruth. 

     

        Really angry now, Geoffrey turned his horse toward the road back to the castle. 

     

        "But the tavern, my lord! Your pint of ale!" 

     

        "Drink it yourself!" Geoffrey slipped a coin from his purse and tossed it back over his shoulder. 

     

        The hostler let it lie in the dust, grinning as he watched Geoffrey ride back up to the castle. 

     

        GEORDIE WALKED OUT under the early sun, enjoying the coolness of the morning and the feeling of cleanliness that always came with dawn. Long shadows striped the land, dew clung to the grass, and his tenants were already abroad. Geordie drew in a deep breath and rejoiced. He was young, in his mid-twenties, with half his father's estate to manage and, most importantly of all, a beautiful, intelligent, spirited wife, and they were very much in love. No matter what went wrong in the world, Page  137
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everything would be right when he came home to her. Life was good. 

     

        Good for his tenants, too, it seemed. The earth was green with the sprouts of the new crop, and children were driving the cows out to pasture. 

     

        But their parents were hurrying from their homes to the granary when they should have been out to the fields. Frowning, Geordie quickened his pace; what had gone wrong? 

     

        In minutes he was twisting his way through the throng of peasants inside the shadows of the barn, lit by stripes of sunlight where the boards failed to meet; Geordie's shadow walked long before him as he said, "Room, Willikin, there's a good lad … Good morn to you, Corin, and let me by …

     

        The peasants opened a lane for him in the coolness and fragrance of the bam—but the aroma was wrong; instead of the richness of stored grain, he scented something sour, acrid. 

     

        " 'Tis the garnered grain, my lord," old Adam said. He lifted a hand, letting the kernels sift through his fingers— but only powder came out, and it was far darker than it should have been. 

     

        Geordie stared. "What rot has struck?" 

     

        Old Adam shrugged. "One I've never seen, my lord…" 

     

        "Don't call me that," Geordie said with the weariness of one who knows it will do no good. "My father was attainted." 

     

        "A lord you are by the way you walk and bear yourself toward others," the old man signed, "and there's naught the king can do or say that will change that." 

     

        The throng of men muttered assent for the fiftieth time, nodding agreement. 
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        "But if it will please you better, I'll call you squire," old Adam said, "for such you are, in the heed you pay your lands and the concern you give your people." 

     

        "Concerned I am," Geordie said with a frown, "for we've a summer to live through before the new crop comes. Is all the stored grain like this?" 

     

        "All, my lord," said burly, grizzled Tavus, "save for the last layer of kernels that cover it—and I'd not dare to eat of them." 

     

        "No, of course not." Geordie scowled, brain racing. 

     

        "What shall we eat, my lord?" one of the men asked, voice low and heavy. 

     

        "The first carrots and turnips will be grown in a few weeks," Geordie said. "We'll have to plant more. Till then, we shall have to manage off what we can scavenge in the forest." 

     

        The people muttered, for the forest was as all forests were—the property of the Crown and the hunting preserve of the nobility. 

     

        "There's no law against our gathering nuts and berries," Geordie called over their voices, "or anything else that grows from the earth there." 

     

        "But the keepers will think we are poaching, my l… squire," said Hobin. 

     

        "We'll all go gathering together, and I'll speak with the keepers for you," Geordie told them. 

     

        Relief washed over the people's faces, but the older ones still looked glum. "There can't be enough wild oats and squirrel's hoards to keep us until the harvest, squire." 
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        "True enough," Geordie said. "We'll have to stretch it with porridges and stews." 

     

        "Stews need meat, squire," Old Adam pointed out. 

     

        "So do you, all of you, even if it be only an ounce or two a week—and aye, even slaying so much as a badger is poaching, I know. Still, if the beasts come out of the wood, they're ours." 

     

        The peasants muttered their misgivings, and Hobin said, "Don't know what the keepers will say to that, squire." 

     

        "Let me worry about the keepers," Geordie said. "Take your children and go searching the hedgerows first—we'll certainly find there enough food for the day." He turned and stalked away. 

     

        The peasants watched him go, every face grooved with worry. 

     

        "What will he be doing, Adam?" Corin asked. 

     

        "What any good lord would do if his people starve," Adam said grimly, "feed them." 

     

        "The keepers will take him then!" 

     

        "That they will," said Adam, "and he's not noble no more. We'll have to keep a watch on that lad." 

     

        "Aye, and keep him from doing something foolish," Hobin agreed. 

     

        But they all knew how skilled a woodsman Geordie was, and wondered if they could find him to guard him if he didn't want to be found. 
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        GEOFFREY WAS STILL seething as he rode through the gatehouse. He dismounted in the courtyard and tossed the reins at a hostler running toward him, then strode up the stairs to the keep's double door. It was time to have it out with Magnus for once and for all. 

     

        He strode toward the stairway, and a footman came running. "Is there aught you wish, Sir Geoffrey?" 

     

        "Nay, unless you know where Sir Magnus is." 

     

        "Why—in his chamber, I should think." 

     

        Geoffrey started to say, "Yes, you should," but caught himself in time. He wasn't one to take out his bad temper on his subordinates. He gave the man a curt nod and a "thank you" instead, then all but ran up the stairs. 

     

        He had no need to knock at Magnus's door; it was wide open, and his brother was at work with pen and ink, on a table in front of the wide window. 

     

        "What have you there?" Geoffrey demanded as he came into the room. 

     

        Magnus looked up in surprize. "Some notes on Alea's homeland, brother." He laid aside his quill and leaned back in his chair. "You seem agitated." 

     

        "You might say that." Geoffrey shut the door with a bit more force than necessary. 

     

        Magnus raised his eyebrows at Geoffrey's anger—and at the obvious insistence on confidentiality. 

"Sit down, why don't you, and tell me what has set you off this morning." 
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demanded, "Do you know that the word is all over the town that you shall be master of us all, now that Papa has gone off wandering?" 

     

        "Is it really!" Magnus exclaimed. "No, I didn't know." 

     

        "It is not true, brother," Geoffrey snapped. "He may have won from you a promise to care for the people of this land, but he did not give you authority to command me!" 

     

        Twelve


       

        "EVEN IF HE HAD, I WOULD NOT," MAGNUS TOLD him. "I have no right to command any of you." 

     

        That brought Geoffrey up short. He stared; then his eyes narrowed in disbelief. 

     

        "I have trouble enough of my own, trying to become used to my homeland again," Magnus said. "I am quite content to leave command of the army to you." 

     

        Geoffrey turned his head a little, eyeing Magnus sideways. "You, who have commanded legions? 

You do not wish to command them again?" 

     

        "I never really commanded any army," Magnus corrected. "I may have advised those who did, but I did not myself command more than a company." 

     

        "Oh, aye, and they did not follow your advice to the letter!" 

     

        "More often than not," Magnus admitted. 

     

        "Do not think I shall, brother!" 
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        "I do not," Magnus said, and spread his hands. "I may have a gift for warfare, Geoffrey, but you have a positive genius for it. I know my own limitations." 

     

        "But Papa made you promise to care for the people," Geoffrey protested. "You gave him your word you would ward Gramarye from its enemies." 

     

        "So I shall—but our old adversaries of SPITE and VETO are not often countered by force of arms." 

     

        Geoffrey lifted his head slowly as understanding sank in, lifted until he looked down his nose at his brother. "So you shall be commander in chief; you shall retain civil command! You think to tell the generals where to go and when!" 

     

        "No," Magnus said. "That authority is Queen Catharine's and will someday be Alain's." 

     

        "But King Tuan cozens the queen into wise deployments, as you think to cozen your brother-in-law Alain." 

     

        "Cordelia would have my head if I even tried," Magnus said. "Indeed, she is all the advisor that Alain will really need." 

     

        Geoffrey scowled at him, trying to puzzle out what he was not saying. "And if Alain asks your opinion?" 

     

        "I shall give it to him honestly," Magnus said, "but I shall wait to be asked." 

     

        "And shall not cozen him into asking?" Geoffrey asked sourly, then answered his own question. 

"Cordelia will know it if you do!" 
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        "She will indeed," Magnus agreed, "and will counter me most effectively. No, if Alain asks my advice, it will be his doing, not mine." 

     

        "With Cordelia's approval." Geoffrey frowned. "You do not think he will ask your advice, do you?" 

     

        "Oh, I think he may ask," Magnus said, "but he will make his own decisions. Alain has as much a genius for good judgement as you have for warfare." 

     

        Geoffrey stared in surprize; then his brow furrowed in thought as he studied the careful neutrality of his brother's face. "I had not thought of it in those terms " he admitted, "but I have realized his good sense and given my word to heed his commands when he becomes king." 

     

        Magnus nodded. "As have I." 

     

        They were silent as Geoffrey absorbed the implications of that simple statement. 

     

        Then he sat down, crossing his legs, eyes narrowing again. "So you do not mean to command your sibs or manipulate the Crown. What then do you plan to do in this land? Sit here and write your memoirs, and rot for the rest of your life?" 

     

        "Well, not for all of it," Magnus said, "and I suspect there will be problems enough arising that I can lend a hand in solving—but for the moment, perhaps even for a year, a long rest sounds very attractive." 

     

        "I thought you'd had ample time to rest between the stars." 

     

        "So had I," Magnus said frankly, "but I find, now that I am here where I grew up, and suddenly have no responsibility, an amazing lassitude has taken me." 

     

        "Depression?" Geoffrey's voice sharpened with concern. Page  144
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        "No, it is very pleasant, actually," Magnus said, "rather like a waking sleep." 

     

        "Then beware of dreams." 

     

        "Well cautioned." Magnus nodded. "I find myself mulling over the events of the past ten years, trying to make sense of them." 

     

        Geoffrey's frown deepened; he didn't understand. 

     

        "Is there a purpose to my life?" Magnus asked. "Perhaps even only a pattern? You have no need to ask yourself that question—you have Quicksilver, after all, and a blind man could see that she is all the purpose you need, at least for the present." 

     

        Geoffrey was reluctant to admit that. "A battle now and then would be pleasant." 

     

        "And I've seen you drilling the troops to be ready for it." Magnus nodded. "After all, you must always be prepared to fight off an attack, must you not?" 

     

        Geoffrey finally smiled. "Enemies do not usually send warning." 

     

        "No, the honorable old custom of declaring war seems to have fallen into disuse," Magnus agreed. 

"Somehow I feel sure you will have all the opportunity you need to practice your profession." 

     

        "Well, it would be better for all that I did not," Geoffrey said with a sigh, "so I am seeing to building a tournament circuit that will keep men in fighting trim even should peace prevail—and may leach from them the need for war." 

     

        "For which we both devoutly hope," Magnus said, "but it certainly answers your need for purpose." Page  145
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        "Well, Papa has handed you one, whether you like it or not." Geoffrey was surprized to realize the truth of what he said. 

     

        'True, brother—but like yourself, I must wait for the opportunity and hope it does not come." 

     

        "Perhaps it would be well if it did not, at least for a year or so, if you are as much in need of rest as you say." 

     

        Magnus nodded. "Of rest, and of trying to understand the land of my birth." 

     

        "What is there to understand?" Geoffrey frowned. "We are a most simple nation, when all's said and done." 

     

        "But I have not been here to hear it said, nor to watch it done," Magnus pointed out. "Believe it or not, brother, it will take me some time, and considerable study of the recent history of Gramarye, before I have the feel of my native planet again." 

     

        "Surely you cannot have become so much an alien!" Geoffrey protested. 

     

        "I keep thinking I have not; I look about me at familiar sights, hear familiar sounds, walk through a peaceful town and think all is as it was when I was a youth," Magnus said. "Then something will happen, someone nearby will speak of some event that I know nothing about or of some public figure whom I've never heard of, and I realize all over again that the land has become strange to me." 

     

        Geoffrey frowned, still not understanding. "Gramarye could never be strange." 

     

        "More than you know, brother," Magnus sighed. "Thomas Wolfe was right in saying 'You can't go home again.'" 
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        Geoffrey's frown deepened. "You are home." 

     

        "Yes, but in the years I've been gone, home has changed, and I have changed, and it will take some time for me to find myself a new place and become a part of the kingdom again." 

     

        Geoffrey decided that, all in all, Magnus finding a new place, rather than trying to bull his way into his old one, might not be a bad thing. "How shall you find that place, then?" 

     

        "By approaching Gramarye the way I approached any planet on which I landed—as a new world, one which I'll have to study before I try to do anything. I've always taken a few months to get the feel of a place and learn the basics of its culture before I ever thought of any kind of action." 

     

        "What sort of action might that be?" Geoffrey asked, on his guard again. 

     

        "Well, first, to discover if my interference was warranted, or if things were all right as they were," Magnus said, "but I had judged well from such historical records as I had, and from my reconnaissance in orbit; only one of those planets did have a government that suited the people, though it was very hard to discover." 

     

        "And the rest?" Geoffrey demanded. 

     

        "I set out to overthrow their tyrants, of course," Magnus said, "and to make planets proof against SCENT's machinations. With the sublime audacity and supreme arrogance of youth, I never stopped to think that I had no more right to meddle than SCENT had—but, like them, I was certain I was doing it for the people's own good." 

     

        "Supreme arrogance indeed." Geoffrey frowned. 

     

        "At least I chose planets on which the bulk of the population were clearly oppressed," Magnus said. 

"The first solo I tried was on a planet called Melange, where the colonists had made their own try at the ideal society—essentially an eighteenth-century culture, periwigs and kneepants, paniers and pompadours—and had cloned the few servants they had brought along into a massive underclass. Having made them, of course, they feared them, and ruled them with iron oppression. They kept modern Page  147
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technology, but only for themselves." 

     

        "Which rather negated the advantages of any gadgetry you might have brought along!" 

     

        Magnus nodded. "Therefore I went down to the planet with only a peasant's clothes on my back and my spaceship in orbit." 

     

        "Foolishly strolling into danger, brother!" 

     

        "Of course," Magnus said in surprize. "Don't try to tell me you would have done anything else, Geoffrey." 

     

        Geoffrey stared at him a moment, then broke into a shamefaced smile. "Well, but that is me, brother. I would not see you imperilled." 

     

        "No more than I would you," Magnus returned. "After a week of skulking about like an outlaw, trying to learn the inside of the society and failing, I had the good luck to make a local contact—Dirk Dulaine." 

     

        Geoffrey frowned. "I thought you said he was a spacer." 

     

        "He was, but he had been born a churl—that's what they called their clones—and escaped as a boy, whereupon he had been recruited into an organization of other escaped churls, one that had been going on for more than a century. Their founders had managed to hitch rides off-planet, work their way up to riches, and buy a foundering interstellar cargo line, which bought out the supply rights for Melange—so Dirk was a local boy from a backward culture, but had a modern education. He was also a trained commando…" 

     

        "Like yourself," Geoffrey interjected. 

     

        "There were a few similarities," Magnus admitted. "We strolled the land looking for ways to Page  148
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overthrow the lords. Dirk told me the time was right; there was a prophecy that DeCade, the leader of a centuries-old rebellion, would rise from the dead to lead them again, and if he was ever going to wake up, the time was near. Unfortunately, I was captured by a lord who decided I would make a perfect gladiator …" 

     

        He went on, telling of his battle in the arena, and Geoffrey listened, enthralled, as his brother told a fantastic tale of a pitched battle between gladiators and lords, of automated hideouts for aristocrats and a sojourn in a madhouse—a horrible place for a telepath; it had driven Magnus into catatonia—and of Magnus himself finally becoming DeCade. 

     

        Thrilled and shocked by turns and appalled at the dangers Magnus had faced, Geoffrey cursed himself for not having been there to protect his big brother—never stopping to think that he had been far too young. 

     

        "A MINSTREL! THERE'S a minstrel come to the common!" 

     

        "New songs! News!" 

     

        Suddenly all the young folk were running back to the village, leaving the grain to stand unharvested another day. Diru dropped his scythe and went to run with them, but Hi-rol elbowed him in the ribs and Arker kicked a foot between his ankles, saying, "Keep your place, lummox!" 

     

        Diru stumbled and fell; Hirol and Arker laughed and ran on. Lenar and her friends ran past, giggling. Dim heard one say, "He can't even keep on his feet!!" 

     

        Face crimson, Diru struggled up and lumbered after, limping now. He managed to ignore the shoots of pain that went up his shin every time his left foot hit the ground; it wasn't really much, certainly less than the embarrassment of having the girls watch him fall—tripping over his own feet again, they probably thought. 

     

        Diru was a little shorter than the other boys but a great deal more bulky. It was all muscle—well, mostly—but it didn't look that way. Too much muscle—he was slow; all the other boys could punch much faster, and did. He was moon-faced with a snub nose, small thin-lipped mouth and narrow eyes with sparse, dun-colored hair—certainly no prize to look at, as his mother kept reminding him. He knew she was right, because the village girls looked right past him and never seemed to see him unless he was Page  149
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being more clumsy than usual. 

     

        He hated them for it. Hated the boys, too, for making fun of him and beating him if he dared talk back. Some day he'd find a way to get even, some day …

     

        But not now. The young folk fell silent as they dodged between huts into the village common, and Dim could hear the plucking of strings. Way behind the others and only a little ahead of the grown-ups, he lumbered into the common, slowed, and stopped, gasping for breath but already listening. 

     

        "When the wind blows cold o'er the stream at night, 

        (All along, down along, out along lea!)

        The Monster King gathers his swords for the fight, 

        Horsemen and pikemen and catmen with glee! 

     

        Then when the mist rises o'er the river at dawn, 

        (All along, down along, out along lea!)

        His legions burst forth, every dire dreadful pawn, 

        Boneless and ogres and redcaps they be! 

     

        "But they cannot come nigh of their own desire, 

        (All along, down along, out along lea!)

        Unless some fool asks them, they're bound to their mire, 

        Every fang-toothed and sword-clawed nightmare we see!" 

     

        The minstrel went on; describing the horrors that had burst from the mist over their nearby river the year before. He didn't mention how they'd been chased home—everyone knew the Gallowglasses had defeated them, with the king's army right behind to cut down the few monsters who had escaped. It was a tale that made Diru's blood sing, that called up wonderful pictures of heroic young folk like himself—

but the minstrel didn't sing of that, he sang only of the deed that had allowed the monsters to burst out of their mist-bound realm, the foolishness of the villagers who had sought to appease the hideous creatures Page  150
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by inviting them to come, thinking they would be spared by showing friendship—but their leader hadn't; the giant cat Big Ears had killed him where he stood before the wizards could send it back where it had come from. 

     

        "So never invite, never think to appease," the minstrel sang, "For the Monster King's favored ones swing in the breeze!" 

     

        But Diru was suddenly fired with inspiration. That wasn't true, couldn't be true! Anyone these spiteful villagers feared had to be Diru's friend! And a way to gain revenge on them all…

     

        He shuddered and thrust the idea from him; even they didn't deserve to be torn apart by nightmares. He paid closer attention as the minstrel began to sing a happier song and hoped the horrid vision would fade. 

     

        ALLOUETTE ROSE FROM lotus position and went silently away. Instantly concerned but delayed by the depths of his trance, Gregory let his consciousness drift upward until, minutes later, he surfaced and raised his head, frowning. He rose and went after his wife, soft-footed. 

     

        He found her by a window in their solar. "What troubles you, love?" 

     

        Allouette kept her back turned to him, only waving him away—but even without reading her mind, Gregory could feel the apprehension radiating from her. He came up behind her, arms open to embrace, but had the good sense not to touch her. "Is it Magnus?" 

     

        Thirteen


       

        "YOU MUST NOT READ MY MIND IF I DO NOT invite you!" 

     

        "I do not," Gregory said, "nor do I need telepathy to guess the cause of your concern. Love, be sure—Magnus forgives you as completely as any man may. As he comes to know you, even this current… awkwardness … between you will pass." 
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        "You cannot mean he will learn to trust me!" 

     

        "I mean exactly that," Gregory said, "for you are as unlike the woman who hurt him as any could be, save for your beauty and your spirit." 

     

        Allouette strangled a sob. 

     

        "Yes, I know you did not consider yourself a beauty then—but you were, even without projecting any idealized image. Still and all, you did project it, and it is that image he associates with hurt, not your true self." 

     

        "Then why is he still so chill toward me?" Allouette spun about, and Gregory saw her cheeks were wet and her eyes red. "How can we possibly go on in our lives with my unspoken guilt hanging between us?" 

     

        "It will pass," Gregory assured her. "It is only there now because, in all ways, you are a stranger to him." 

     

        "A stranger and a horrid memory!" Allouette finally came into his arms and buried her head on his shoulder. "Oh, Gregory, how shall we fare with your family now? I had begun to believe your sister and brother had really begun to accept me, and their spouses, too! This throws it all agley!" 

     

        "If I know them," Gregory said drily, "Magnus's dislikes will have no effect. His pain might, but you are no longer a cause of that." 

     

        "But I am!" Allouette raised her head, staring into his eyes. "He and Alea so clearly care for one another, but he will not admit it even to himself—and why? Because of the hurt I gave him ten years ago!" 

     

        "It cannot be your hurt alone that chains him," Gregory protested. "Besides, what of Alea? Why will she not admit her attraction to him?" 
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        "There are signs." Allouette's own fears became secondary as she spoke of someone else's. "Even without reading her mind, I can see that she was hurt, and deeply— more than once, or I miss my guess." 

     

        Gregory studied her, frowning. "But they have journeyed together for four years. Would the hurt throttle her for so long?" 

     

  

        "Oh, yes! So I have no doubt it still troubles your brother." Her eyes brimmed again. "Oh, Gregory, he will poison the others against me, even if he does not mean to do so!" 

     

        "Against us," Gregory said firmly, "and if for no other reason, he will learn to like you for my sake." 

     

        "But if he holds true to his promise to your father, he will become chief of you all and turn Cordelia and Geoffrey away from me!" 

     

        "You and Quicksilver have become the sisters Cordelia never had," Gregory said firmly. "She will not give you up at Magnus's order—nor will he give such orders, for he knows that would set us against him. He may have ruled us when we were children, or thought he did, but he certainly will not now that we are grown." 

     

        "Gregory, the man has immense power, I can feel it! More than he did ten years ago, much more! 

And he has learned subtlety and manipulation on his travels. I shall not dare to go to court while he is there." 

     

        "Then we shall stay here in our ivory tower." Gregory pressed her closer. "You are certainly world enough for me. What need have I for anything else, so long as you are by me?" 

     

        Trembling, Allouette lifted her head. "Oh, you and this tower are certainly all I need, too. I have had enough of the world, and I shall let it have no more of me!" 
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        They gazed into each other's eyes a moment, then kissed. Allouette closed her eyes and let Gregory's embrace be her universe, concentrated on nothing but the feel of his lips, his arms, his hands

…

     

        Hours later, when she was soundly asleep, Gregory rose from their bed and dressed quietly. He left a note assuring her he would be back the next day, only had to attend to a brief errand. Then he went down the spiral stair to the base of the tower and, with several floors between them to absorb the noise, disappeared with a bang of imploding air. 

     

        EVANESCENT BECAME AWARE of the sounds around her but lay still a while longer, probing her surroundings with her mind. Satisfied that there was no danger near, she opened her eyes and lifted her head. Stipples of moonlight floored the glade where she had chosen to sleep for the day. She admired the beauty of the scene until her stomach reminded her it was time to hunt. She rose, stretched, then padded out into the glade and stood, mind questing for something edible. Though her visible teeth were those of a carnivore, the molars behind them were adapted for plants. The small people were so very protective of their forest that she decided it might be the course of prudence to seek out some nuts and berries. 

     

        Not that she was afraid of those diminutive beings, of course—well, not much. Her own extrasensory powers were so strong that no single one of them, not even the one who called himself the Puck, would stand much chance against her—no, not even if he drew on the powers of five or six of his fellows. 

     

        The trouble was that he was apt to come with twenty or more. 

     

        No, the course of prudence dictated a vegetable diet for a while—at least, until Evanescent was more certain of the Wee Folks' intentions. She padded in among the trees, night-vision alert for anything that looked edible. Leaves, shrubs, fungi…

     

        The alien stopped, frowning, to stare at a mound of something that looked like moss. She lowered her head to sniff; it didn't smell like moss. In fact, its scent was that of fungus. 

     

        Witch-moss! She remembered it from Magnus's thoughts. Wondering if it really was sensitive to telepathy, she aimed a thought at it, a memory of a large and luscious fruit from her home planet—and stared in wonder as the mound pulled in on itself, rounding on one end and pointing on the other, its color deepening to mauve, until her homeworld fruit lay before her. 
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        Hunger rumbled again; she lowered her head to sniff and found its aroma exactly as it should be. She wondered if it would be good to eat but decided on the course of prudence. 

     

        She sat back on her haunches, head tilted to one side, considering the fruit. Was it frozen in that form now, or could she make it into something else? She stared at it, thinking of a stick she had seen the day before, one that had caught her attention because of its curious knobbed shape. 

     

        The fruit shrank in on itself, its color darkening, as it stretched, roughened, and turned into the stick. 

     

        Evanescent stared. Then she grinned and batted at the stick with a paw; it rolled over just as a real stick would do. In fact, it felt like a real stick. She tilted her head to the side again, thinking of Alea's dagger, then of a ball she had seen children play with on one of the planets they had visited, then a woman's mortar and pestle—and watched as the lump of witch-moss changed from one form to another. 

     

        Evanescent lay down, staring at the mortar and pestle intently. What of something that could move? 

She thought of an elf, and the lump began to change—but Evanescent realized the small people might be angry if she imitated them, or anything that had a mind. She changed her thought at the last moment; the lump sprouted legs and a chest, but nothing more. She decided to make it look like a stick again, then told it to move, and a little stick man marched up and down before her. 

     

        There was a rustling in the underbrush. 

     

        Evanescent was on her feet in the blink of an eye, whirling to face the sound—and saw half a dozen more stick men come marching out from the fallen leaves. She stared, then grinned, realizing what had happened—she hadn't limited her thoughts; other lumps of witch-moss had taken on the same shape as the one she'd been playing with and had come marching to the one who had thought them up. 

     

        More rustling; she whirled, and saw more stick figures marching out of a thicket. Rustling again; she spun about and saw another dozen striding out from some brambles. She lay down and grinned, thinking directions at them, and the stick figures came together, formed ranks, and marched out into the glade. 

     

        Hunger forgotten, Evanescent lay in the moon-shadow of an oak, watching her new-made toys march and countermarch in ever-more-intricate formations. 
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        GREGORY APPEARED IN the solar of Castle Gallow-glass with the sound of a firecracker as his sudden presence compressed the air about him. He looked about him to discover no one there in the early morning, then strode down the hall to his brother's suite. No one answered his knock. Frowning, he opened his mind to the world around and found no other mind within the suite, but felt Magnus's presence above. He would have been ashamed to teleport so short a distance, so he ran up the stairs. 

     

        "HO THE CASTLE!" 

     

        The sentry stepped up to the battlement wall and waved to the man he had been watching ride up, then saw the shield slung at the horse's rump and the coat of arms emblazoned on it. He didn't recognize those arms, but it didn't matter—the man was a knight at least, possibly a lord. "Aye, good sir. I prithee attend while I take tidings of you to my lord." 

     

        "Well, be about it quickly," the stranger knight called back, clearly not pleased with the answer. 

"I've ridden long and would rest and drink." 

     

        The sensible thing would be to raise the portcullis and let the man in on the spot, but it wasn't the sentry's decision to make. He called his mate and ran off to tell the Captain of the Guard. 

     

        The Captain knew the forms, and the precautions with them; he bade the porter lower the drawbridge and raise the portcullis, then conducted the stranger into the guest chamber of the manor house. He was sitting at his ease with a glass of wine in his hand when his host of necessity came in. 

"Welcome, Sir Knight!" 

     

        "Lord Anselm Loguire!" The knight rose and bowed. "I am Sir Orgon of Needsham, knight errant." 

     

        He was clearly a rather unsuccessful knight, to be errant at his age—forty if he was a day. His doublet and hose were of good cloth but worn, and his boots, though well-polished under the dust of travel, were equally worn. 

     

        "You are welcome, Sir Knight." Anselm Loguire might have had the stranger thrust upon him, but he was by no means a reluctant host. News was rare and treasured, as was a new face—and if the man Page  156
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turned out to be unpleasant, why, he was only staying the night. "Have you travelled far, Sir Orgon?" 

     

        The knight sighed. "Over hill and dale, milord duke …" 

     

        "Sir Loguire, if it please you," Anselm said firmly, but bitterness tightened his face. "I am only a knight, like yourself, and was never rightly duke of Loguire." 

  

     

        "Well, no, but by rights you should have been, should you not?" The stranger knight gave him a keen glance, then dropped his gaze. "But I presume. Let me tell you the news of the capital, as I had it from the knight with whom I broke a lance outside the keep of Rodenge." 

     

        "I hunger for it," Anselm said, eyes bright, "as I think you hunger for bread and meat. Come, Sir Orgon, let us find happier quarters than these. What of His Majesty?" 

     

        "Your younger brother is alive and well, though saddened by the loss of a friend." Sir Orgon fell in step with his host. 

     

        "A friend?" Hope brightened Anselm's eyes—or was it vindication? "Not the Lord Warlock, surely?" 

     

        "Nay, Sir Anselm—his wife." 

     

        Anselm stared in shock. 

     

        "It was neither sudden nor painful, they say," the knight began, and told as much as he knew of the event as he followed his host. He was remarkably well informed for one who had heard of it, not been there—he told of Magnus's return and of the funeral and the subsequent events as they dined. 

     

        They had finished their meal and were sharing a bowl of sweetmeats by the time he told of the Lord Page  157
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Warlock's departure into the wildwood, bound no one knew where. 

     

        Anselm had come alive with the description of Rod Gallowglass's trials. Now he leaned back, swirling the wine in his cup, and mused, "I have heard he has taken leave of his senses now and then. Perhaps he has done so again." 

     

        "I doubt it not, Sir Anselm—but by his going, he has left the Crown unguarded." 

     

        Anselm stilled. "What do you say?" 

     

        "Only that, if ever the lords wish to claim back their rights and powers, the time to strike is come." Sir Orgon leaned forward with glittering eyes. "But they will not rise without a leader, and who better to command them than the rightful duke of Loguire?" 

     

        Anselm sat frozen, not believing he was hearing talk of rebellion again after all these years—or how welcome that talk was, or how it roused a sudden yearning for revenge. He hated himself for it, but he listened all the more intently. 

     

        "The Crown has lost its two most stalwart supporters," Sir Orgon said. "There will never be a better time to rise." 

     

        For a moment, Sir Anselm's eyes burned; then he summoned the will to resist and forced himself to stand, pushing back his chair, and said, "I have no stomach for talk of treason, Sir Orgon. I will bid you good night." 

     

        He turned and stalked away, not waiting even to see Sir Orgon stand in respect—but the knight watched him go, eyes glittering, knowing that his fish was half-hooked. If he were not, if he were truly loyal down to his bones, Sir Orgon would have been clapped into irons on the spot and would have spent his night in a dungeon cell. 

     

        AS DARKNESS FELL, Rod found a stream, kindled a solitary fire for warmth, then went to the brook with his folding bucket, brought back water, and hung the bucket over the fire to heat for tea. Then he took jerky, cheese, and hardtack out of his saddlebag and sat down on a log to have dinner. Page  158
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        "That really is not adequate fare for an evening meal, Rod. You usually find wild vegetables and heat them with the beef as a stew." 

     

        "Yeah, but what's the point in cooking for just one, Fess?" 

     

        "Health, Rod." 

     

        "So what's it going to do—kill me?" Rod gave the horse a sardonic smile. "I'll gather vegetables as we go tomorrow—but right now, I'm tired." 

     

        A low growling began off to his right, swelling into a heart-rending moan. 

     

        Rod froze. "What was that?" 

     

        "A waveform of low …" 

     

        "Yeah, I could tell that much. What made it?" 

     

        "From the quality, Rod, I would assume it is a creature in distress." 

     

        Rod stood, came over to stuff his dinner back into the saddlebag, and led Fess off into the woods. 

"Can't ride— the trees are too thick. How far away is whoever made that moan?" 

     

        "It is difficult to tell with only the distance between my ears for triangulation, Rod." 

     

        The moan sounded again. 
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        "Make a guess!" Rod said. "Whoever that is, they're in dire distress." 

     

        "Rod, you know my distaste for …" 

     

        "Okay, call it an estimate! Just tell me how far!" 

     

        Static crackled through Rod's implanted earphone— Fess's version of a sigh. "Perhaps two hundred meters, Rod." 

     

        "To carry this far, that would have to be a pretty loud moan. Let's hurry as much as we can, Fess—whoever that is, needs help in a bad way." 

     

        There was a little moonlight—not enough to show the roots or potholes that waited to trip Rod, but enough so that he could keep from blundering into tree trunks. As he went, though, the moonlight seemed to grow brighter. A little farther and he saw the cause—delicate strings of light hanging all about. With a shock, he realized they were branches, and the leaves that hung from them began to glow. Another few yards, and he found himself walking through a forest of crystal, adorned with berries that were gems and filled with the delicate silver glow of moonlight concentrated and refracted all about him. "What is this place?" he asked in a hushed voice. 

     

        The moan came again, much nearer. Rod turned to his right—and stepped across an unseen boundary. Everything about him was dark and dank; the branches hung bare, and mold squelched beneath his boots, filling his head with the stench of corruption. He found himself in a pocket of decay in the center of the crystalline wood. He half expected a skeleton to rise from the muck. 

     

        Not a skeleton, but right beside him rose a glowing figure hung with rags, its cheeks sunken, its skin withered and wrinkled, its eyes lost in the shadows under its brow, long trails of mucus streaking down its cheeks. It moaned, the sound so loud that Rod clapped his hands over his ears— but it drifted toward him, reaching out a skeletal finger to touch him. 

     

        Fourteen
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        ROD FLINCHED AWAY, BUT TOO LATE—HE HAD felt that touch graze his shoulder, and his arm suddenly weakened. 

     

        "Why come you here, foolish mortal?" the apparition demanded. "What has brought you so far down this road?" 

     

        "Time." Rod lifted his arm to fend off the spectre even as he backed away—but that arm seemed leaden, taking a titanic effort to lift, and wouldn't rise more than half-way. Rod gave it a quick glance and was shocked to see that the skin of his hand was wrinkled, the muscles of the arm shrunken. He backed away quickly, not stopping to wonder how the creature had come to be—on Gramarye, there was no doubt it was real, for all practical purposes. 

     

        "Turn aside," the creature advised, "for know that you have come to the place of Decay, where you shall waste away till you can neither walk nor lift, nor even raise your hands to eat." 

     

        "There is always the mind," Rod said. His arm was intolerably heavy; he fought to keep it high, but it drooped steadily. He had to let it fall; he needed all his attention to avoid the creature's next lunge. 

     

        "Your mind too shall waste away," the spectre intoned. "Go back, human creature. You may not be able to choose your death, but you can surely choose not to have this one." 

     

        "Can I?" Rod met the hollow gaze with a level stare. "My road goes on past this place, Decay. I will not turn aside; the one I love awaits upon the farther side." 

     

        "Then you are a fool, for you'll not pass," Decay answered. "Your hips shall seize up, your spine shall bend, your muscles shall waste away." It drifted closer, finger reaching out. "Beware my touch." 

     

        "Good advice." Rod stepped aside. 

     

        The spirit turned and came after him. "Forgo this land, go out from this forest—for even that creature that goes on four legs in morn and two legs at noon must walk on three when coming here—and Page  161
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shall leave on four again, if it goes at all." 

     

        "A human." Rod sidestepped the touch and backed away again. "That's an old conundrum, spirit. Surely you can do better than that." 

     

        "I have no need," Decay answered, "for your mind shall fade so gently as to escape your notice. Can you not feel your acuity slipping even as you speak?" 

     

        "No, for if it were to fade so gently that I didn't realize, how could I feel it?" Rod sidestepped another touch. "Fess, come up behind this creature and pull it away!" 

     

        "I see nothing, Rod, except a small clearing in the woods, like any other. You must tell me where to bite." 

     

        Illusion! Rod realized. But was it in his own mind, his old delusions returning, or was it the work of a projective telepath? Or even a witch-moss construct that was visible only to living creatures? Rod had no idea how such a thing could be made but didn't doubt that it could. 

     

        "You are liable to me, as are all living things," Decay told him. "You cannot turn me any more than you can turn that invader who roars across the land and whom even the Crown with all its soldiers cannot divert." 

     

        "The wind," Rod interpreted, "and we may not be able to turn it aside, but we can certainly harness it with windmills. Will you do as much work for us as it does?" 

     

        "I shall work upon you." All at once, the spirit darted forward, lunging to touch. 

     

        Rod ducked and said, "I have it! You yourself are a riddle!" 

     

        "Foolish human, I am nothing of the sort," Decay answered, still drifting toward him. "I am inevitable, if you are born to meet me." 
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        "Not since DNA surgery was invented," Rod said, "and since my great-grandparents all had it, I'm exempt from your domain." 

     

        "Do you mean to say you are not human?" Decay kept drifting even as it spoke. "Then you are truly a fool! But how can a man not be a fool and still be a man?" 

     

        "When he's dead and gone," Rod said, then leaped aside to avoid another lunge. "All men are fools in some way— the more so because we can't agree on which behavior is foolish. Some of us are fools about money, some are fools about power and status, some are fools over women… The list is endless." 

     

        "Then cease your folly and hold still to receive my touch." 

     

        "Ah, but that would be the greatest folly of all." Rod still backed away, feeling an idea germinate. 

"After all, it's clear you're trying to distract me with riddles so that I'll slip and let you touch me. I've no desire to waste into an imitation of you." 

     

        "How shall you avoid me, then?" Decay asked. "All living things must age, and age is wasting." 

     

        "Yes, but you're the spirit of wasting disease, aren't you?" Rod countered. "More particularly, of inborn wasting conditions." Out of the corner of his eye, Rod saw Fess standing stolidly opposite him and knew that he had come half-way around the clearing. What a sight he must have made, backing away from a nonexistent creature! 

     

        "All must wither, soon or late." 

     

        "Later, thank you." Rod leaped high and far. 

     

        The spirit lunged forward with a cry of rage in one last attempt to touch Rod and infect him, but he landed outside the circle of mold on the glistening ground amid the crystalline trees, out of the shadow and back in the light of the moon. 

Page  163

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

     

        "You cannot truly escape!" the spirit cried. "You must come to me some day!" 

     

        "No I won't," Rod countered, "because I have a friend to transport me beyond your reach. Over here, Fess." 

     

        The robot horse paced toward him across the darkened circle. With a glad cry, the spirit of Decay surged toward him, reaching out to touch—then crying out in dismay and rage. "This is no living horse, but a thing of metal!" 

     

        "Beneath the synthetic horsehair, yes," Rod confirmed, "and he's built to last considerably longer than I am." 

     

        "Even things of Cold Iron must rust away!" the spirit threatened, and floated beside Fess, darting its touch at Fess's withers, backbone, flanks. 

     

        "Well, yes, but Fess's body is a rust-proof alloy," Rod explained. "He's only metaphorically of Cold Iron—and even then, when this mechanical body breaks down, we can always get him another one. The computer inside him may be long outmoded, but it's made of materials that don't erode." 

     

        The spirit made one more lunge at Fess's retreating form and cried in anger, "You have cheated me! 

But one day I shall have my due!" 

     

        "You already have," Rod said grimly. "You've taken my wife, and with her, my heart. Be assured, if I could find a way to rid the universe of you, I would—and my children just may learn how." 

     

        "None can defeat me! Even you and your contraption have only avoided me!" 

     

        "I know," Rod said. "You're an aspect of Entropy and are inherent in the universe itself. But we can make humanity immune to you—and some day, someone will." 
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        "You speak like Tithonus, foolish mortal!" 

     

        "What, to be wanting eternal life and forget to ask for eternal youth?" Rod shook his head. "Other way around, haunt of humans. I ask to be immune from the ravages of age—but I don't exactly want to live forever." His laugh was short, bitter, and sardonic. 

     

        "You laugh at nothing, Rod," Fess pointed out. 

     

        "Or at something that will come to nothing," Rod said, "and try to take me with it. Come on, Fess. We have moonlight enough to find a road through this wood." 

     

        He mounted and rode off, leaving the spirit to gnash its teeth and wail. 

     

        NEARBY A DOZEN elves sat spellbound among the crystal leaves, watching Rod ride away. Puck looked up at Evanescent. "Well done, strange creature. You have given him a foe to outsmart when he needed one. I did much the same myself, when he was young and had need of a dragon to combat." 

     

        "It was nothing," Evanescent answered. She certainly wasn't about to tell Puck that she spoke only but the truth. The illusion of the moonlight-filled, crystalline wood she had indeed made for Rod—but where Decay and its mouldering circle had come from, she had no idea. 

     

        GEOFFREY WENT OUT the door, and Magnus sat completely still for several minutes. Then he took a very long breath and turned back to the books and papers spread out on his desk. He studied them for half an hour with nothing registering; his mind kept going back to Geoffrey and their confrontation. He was finally beginning to be able to concentrate on the print instead of the problems with his siblings when he heard a knock. He sat very still for half a minute, then looked up at the sentry with a bland smile. "Yes, trooper?" 

     

        "Your brother, Sir Magnus." 

     

        Magnus stared, his thoughts still on Geoffrey, then smiled with relief as Gregory came in. Magnus Page  165
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stood, raising his arms—then lowered them as he saw Gregory's frown. He came around the desk slowly, smile still plastered on his face, and said, "Good morning, brother. Some tea?" 

     

        "Not now, I think, Magnus." Gregory took a chair without being invited. 

     

        Magnus took the point and sat across from him. Of course, Gregory couldn't know he was sitting where Geoffrey had only half an hour before. Well, actually, he could know, but he wouldn't—none of the siblings went in for mental eavesdropping without very strong cause; they'd been reared better than that. "You are well today, I hope— and Allouette, too?" 

     

        "I am well enough, brother," Gregory said, "but Allouette is very concerned." 

     

        So much for social pleasantries. "Concerned about me? I should be of no consequence to her—far away and unseen." 

     

        "She fears that you shall begin giving me orders and drive a wedge between us." 

     

        Magnus gazed at his youngest sib with bent brows for a few seconds, then said, "She still does not understand the depth or intensity of your love, then." 

     

        Gregory blushed and looked away. "She is very insecure, brother. I have told you of her past; you cannot wonder that she is slow to learn to trust again." 

     

        "Then I think she has made remarkable strides, considering how thoroughly Cordelia and Quicksilver have bonded with her." 

     

        Gregory nodded slowly. "They adventured together, and common enemies have a way of making faster friends quite quickly—as I am sure you know." 

     

        "Friendship grows slowly for me," Magnus said, "but I am fortunate in having made two close friends." 
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        "Shield-mates." 

     

        Magnus nodded. 

     

  

        Gregory frowned at him, then said, "You seemed open enough to her until you heard her name, brother. Then, well though you tried to hide it, all of us could see how you hesitated. Why?" 

     

        It wasn't like Gregory to be so direct, but Magnus had heard love could cause such changes. " 

'Allouette' was also the name of the woman who recruited me into SCENT, brother—not entirely by reason alone." 

     

        "Her beauty?" Gregory asked. 

     

        Magnus nodded. "I would scarcely say I was swept away, but I was very much aware of the attraction. Finister did that much for me, at least—that I became very slow to fall in love." 

     

        "Which is to say that you never have." For the moment, Gregory was full of sympathy. "I cannot tell you how deeply Allouette regrets what she did to you, brother. Whenever she thinks of it, she is filled with anguish again." 

     

        "Then it is a wonder she can bear to look upon my face." Magnus smiled. "This scarcely needed telling, Gregory—but I am glad that you did." 

     

        "I do not merely show concern," Gregory said anxiously. "I am concerned for your emotional welfare, brother." 

     

        "I have always managed to keep my wits about me," Magnus hedged, "so I was well aware that the other Allouette meant to use me and was enraged when I disobeyed orders and did what was right for Page  167
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the people of the planet I was supposed to subvert, rather than what was right for SCENT." 

     

        "So," Gregory said softly, "two women to whom you were attracted, hurt and abused you. No wonder you chilled on the sound of the name." 

     

        Magnus nodded. "But it is certainly no fault of your bride's, nor do I hold it against her." 

     

        "But her actions toward you ten years ago?" 

     

        "I can forgive, Gregory, and have. In time, I am sure I will forget them completely." 

     

        After a moment, Gregory nodded, though reluctantly, then sat forward, suddenly even more intent. 

"Understand, though, brother—even were you to attempt to command us, neither of us would obey." 

     

        "Then I shall give no orders." 

     

        Gregory's brows drew together; his intensity sharpened. "Do not think to use us as your magical tools, Magnus. You cannot know anything of our research." 

     

        "Absolutely nothing," Magnus admitted cheerfully, "and for that reason, I would not dream of telling either of you what to study and what not." 

     

        "And would not ask us to study certain uses of magic for the Crown?" Gregory asked suspiciously. 

     

        "I think the Crown can do its own asking," Magnus said. "After all, you are not exactly unknown to our sovereign and her husband, not to mention their younger son. Is your friendship with Diarmid still close?" 

     

        "We have drifted somewhat apart," Gregory admitted, "though we still share the occasional game of Page  168
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chess." 

     

        Magnus nodded. "Then I am sure he could mention any problems his parents thought needed investigation before he said 'Check.'" 

     

        Gregory smiled. "Before the game, rather. Studying the next move would drive it completely out of his head." 

     

        "Ever the scholar," Magnus said, amused, "both of you. I wonder how he manages as Duke of Loguire." 

     

        "Quickly, as I understand it," Gregory said. "He is very efficient, clearing up administrative details before midday so that he can spend the afternoons in study." 

     

        Magnus raised a skeptical eyebrow. "And his peasants are none the worse for it?" 

     

        "He has an excellent steward," Gregory said, "who is always out among the people—but I suspect Diarmid's tenure lacks the personal touch." 

     

        Resolved that easily, the conversation passed to updating Magnus on events in the kingdom, and Gregory finally accepted tea. When the cup was empty and he rose to go, though, he paused at the door to look back, suddenly intent again. "I have your word on it, brother? That you shall not try to command us, nor to come between us?" 

     

        "My word of honor," Magnus said gravely, "and I shall swear an oath to it if you feel the need." 

     

        Gregory gazed into his eyes a few seconds, then nodded. "I do not think we will. Good night, brother." He went out the door. 

     

        Magnus stood immobile a minute, then lowered himself carefully into his chair and placed his hands on his knees. After a few more minutes, he tilted his head back against the upholstery and closed his Page  169
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eyes. 

     

        ROD LET FESS choose their path and concentrated all his attention on pumping strength back into that withered arm. Its maiming had to have been an illusion, though a very powerful one; whatever latent telepath had unwittingly created Decay to embody his worst fears, had made it projec-tive, too, and if the mind could be convinced that the body was wasting, why, waste it would. 

     

        So Rod's first purpose was to convince himself, very thoroughly, that his arm was sound and healthy. He fell into the trance he had learned early in his training as a secret agent, working downward to the bedrock of his beliefs and discovering anew that, even at the most fundamental level, he knew Decay to be only an illusion. Unfortunately, all his emotions between that foundation and the superstructure of intellect believed the spirit to be real. 

     

        So Rod began to work on convincing himself that the illusion was only that, an illusion, and nothing real—further, that his arm hadn't really withered, that the illusion was only an extremely convincing projection. 

     

        When morning came, his arm was whole again, and he was so exhausted that he barely managed to spread out his blanket roll before he fell on it and slept. 

     

        MAGNUS WAS STILL sitting in the same posture when Alea strode into the room. "Are you still poking into mouldering books, Gar? It's high time …" She broke off, staring at him, reading the great soul-weariness of his posture. She studied him a moment, then brought the straight chair from the desk to sit beside him. Gently, she covered his hand with her own. 

     

        Magnus opened his eyes, saw her, and slowly lifted his head. 

     

        "As bad as that?" Alea asked softly. 

     

        Magnus studied her a moment, then glanced at the door; it swung to and closed quietly. He turned back to Alea and acknowledged, "As bad as that." He shook his head in exasperation. "They've all grown up; their powers are mature. They're equal to any threat. Nothing can stand against them—if they all work together!" 
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        "Then the first thing any enemy will do, will be to try to split them apart." 

     

        "Oh, I don't think he'd have to—they're bidding to do a fair job of it themselves!" Magnus sighed as he leaned his head back again. "Why do they all think I'm going to try to boss them around?" 

     

        Alea chose her words carefully. "Perhaps because you did when you all were little." 

     

        Magnus lifted his head, frowning at her. "How did you know?" 

     

        "I didn't; I guessed," Alea answered. "Why else would they all be so worried about it now?" 

     

        "Because Dad asked me to promise to take care of Gramarye and its people." Magnus shook his head. "Whyever would he do that?" 

     

        "Because he knows you can," Alea said instantly, "knows you can fight off any enemies that come, from inside or from outside. But bossing people isn't your style, Gar." She smiled ruefully. "No, I suppose I should say, 'Magnus' now, shouldn't I?" 

     

        "You shall call me anything you please." Gar locked gazes with her a moment, covering her hand with his. Then he looked away with a sardonic smile. "But as to bossing people, I've done my share on occasion." 

     

        "Yes, but only when there was no one local you could maneuver into it." 

     

        "Well, of course." Gar frowned. "After all, they were going to be there for their whole lives. I wasn't." 

     

        "You will now." Instantly Alea regretted saying it. Page  171
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        Magnus sat still and somber, gazing at the window. "I suppose I shall," he said at last. "Not so bad a thing, after all. I've longed for home these last ten years. Now I shall have it again." He turned to her with concern. "But you won't." 

     

        "I don't have one," Alea snapped. 

     

        "I could take you back." With a sudden heave, Magnus pushed himself up. "Back to Midgard to stay there with you—and leave this nest of infighting factions and jealous siblings behind!" 

     

        Alea's heart skipped a beat, but she knew he'd spoken more truly the first time. "Back to that nest of bigots and sexists? No thank you, Gar! I don't have a home there any more—I haven't since my parents died! I'll stay here and find some way to make it my home, thank you very much!" 

     

        Gar turned back to her, frowning with concern again. "Are you sure you wouldn't rather tramp the spaceways for the rest of your life? Always a new planet, new sights, new customs…" 

     

        Alea shuddered. "I think not. Oh, it's been good in its way, but I'd rather stay put. At least there are people here who know you—and are being friendly toward me." 

     

        Magnus gave her another long stare, then nodded and sat down again. "Here we stay, then. After all, if I get really sick of it, we can do as Gregory's done—go out into the mountains and build our own house away from them all!" 

     

        Alea stared, thunderstruck by his assumption that they would spend their lives together—but she pushed the issue aside, and smiled with relief; she knew one challenge from a real enemy would be all it would take to kindle his enthusiasm again. "There's always that. Of course, we could tramp the roadways here for a while, as we have on three other planets. You'd be building a network, planting ideas, making everything ready in case it's needed." 

     

        "A very attractive idea," Magnus said with feeling. He turned to smile at her and squeezed her hand. 

"Yes, I always have that, don't I?" 
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        "Of course." Alea returned the smile. "That's always been your way, while I've known you—pulling the strings unseen, strings that most people don't even know exist, manipulating where even other telepaths wouldn't realize it. If you need to take command at all, it won't be for very long." 

     

        "Yes, I have had some experience with that." Magnus nodded, gaze straying to the window again. 

"I've done it on so many other planets—why not on my own?" 

     

        "Why not indeed? If you have to, you'll be able to weld your siblings into a unit." Alea stood, holding out a hand to him. "But all this emotion-charged talk must have built up a ton of stress in you. Time for some martial arts practice, Ga… Magnus." 

     

        "I said call me what you will." He scowled up at her. 

     

        "I will call you Magnus." Alea returned glare for scowl. "If it's your real name, it should come naturally to me. Now are you coming to practice, or do I have to carry you?" 

     

        "Practice would be just the thing." Gar smiled, and from his mind, Alea caught a picture of himself draped over her shoulder. "I'll change and meet you in the courtyard." 

     

        Alea chose to dress for kendo, white top and long black trousers, so fully-cut that they wouldn't scandalize the medieval people who might see. She was down on the clay floor ten minutes later, but Gar was there before her in similar clothing, punching at the air in quick combinations, dropping to a fencer's lunge and bouncing to stretch the long muscles of his legs, up to punch again, then leaping high to kick at an imaginary enemy while the sentries watched in awe. 

     

        So did Alea; seeing Magnus come alive with action made her catch her breath. He was so strong, so vital! But within the man of war, she knew, was the soul of a poet— and a man who cared far too much for the welfare of others. Watching him make a ballet of fighting, Alea wondered if he would break from the stress his family had heaped upon him. She would never let him know how concerned she was, of course. 

     

        No, not concerned. Watching him whirl and leap, Alea finally admitted to herself that she was really, fully in love with the man, and knew a moment's despair, for surely he could never fall in love with so Page  173
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plain and gawky a woman as she. Oh, he cared for her, she knew—as a friend. 

     

        Perhaps it was just as well that he couldn't see she was in love with him. 

     

        Sighing, she went to become his sparring partner again. 

  

     

        OVER BREAKFAST THE next morning, Sir Orgon told the tale of his travels, of the list of noblemen whose hospitality he had accepted—and who chafed under the rule of a queen who would not let them lord it over their peasants as they had been accustomed to. 

     

        Anselm listened quietly, but his eyes grew steadily hotter. When Sir Orgon had finished the list, Anselm protested, "Surely these lords will not rise against their liege." 

     

        "Not unless you are of their number." Sir Orgon locked gazes with Sir Anselm and sat back, waiting. 

     

        Sir Anselm said stiffly, "I am not. I have no reason to resent Their Majesties." 

     

        "You have every reason," Sir Orgon contradicted. "She attainted you, barred you from inheriting your father's castle and lands and title! She cast you into this exile in a house not fit for a baron!" He carefully did not mention the queen's husband, Sir Anselm's brother. 

     

        "She did rightfully and mercifully," Sir Anselm said. "I was a traitor who had risen against the Crown; I deserved death on the block, not mere attainder." 

     

        "But your son does not," Sir Orgon said. 

     

        Fifteen
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        SIR ORGON KEPT HIS GAZE FIXED ON ANSELM'S and waited a few seconds for the thought to sink in—no one had ever claimed that Anselm Loguire was quickwitted—then went on. "Your son should have inherited the duchy of Loguire in his turn. What shall he have now? Only this poor castle, or the manor in which he dwells!" 

     

        Anselm's eyes burned with barely-suppressed anger. "Geordie and his good wife, Elaine, seem quite contented in their manor. His fields flourish; his peasants prosper." 

     

        "Indeed." Sir Orgon nodded. "Word has it that they are constantly out among their tenants, tending and healing and seeing that all goes well—as a steward should. I have even heard that at harvest, they are themselves in the field." 

     

        "So they would be even if Geordie were to appoint a seneschal," Anselm said roughly. "He loves the land and the people." 

     

        "That is well." Sir Orgon nodded sagely. "It is well they can be content with so little." 

     

        Anselm sat and glared at him, for even he realized what had been left unsaid: that Geordie would never have anything more. Anselm's hatred for the queen and resentment of his brother was there in his face; perhaps it was well that only Sir Orgon could see it. But Anselm said, "I would remind you, Sir Orgon, that the queen is my sister-in-law, and that I would not willingly hurt my brother." 

     

        "Would you not?" Sir Orgon asked in feigned surprize. "But he was quick enough to attack you, thirty years ago!" 

     

        "Tuan did no such thing," Anselm snapped. "He defended the queen against my own uprising, nothing more—and he was right to do so, for I had broken the law." 

     

        "Had you?" Sir Orgon said quickly. "Or did you only seek to defend your age-old rights and privileges that she sought to usurp? Appointing priests on the lords' estates, sending her own judges to try your cases—woeful breaches of ancient custom indeed! No wonder you led the lords to rise in protest." 

     

Page  175

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

        "And here is the result of that treachery," Sir Anselm snapped, "this manor, and this quiet life, rather than the headsman's axe and a narrow grave. I shall never fight against the Crown again, Sir Orgon." But envy and hatred were clearly eating him alive. 

     

        ROD CAME OUT of the woods onto the crest of a hill and pulled up, gazing down into the valley. Far below lay a tidy village, embraced by the hills whose sides were terraced into fields for farming. Those fields were green; maize already grew tall there, and at mid-morning Rod would have expected to see at least a few people out hoeing—but there was no one there, and no one moving in the village streets, either. 

     

        "Something's wrong here, Fess." 

     

        "Are there people inside the huts, Rod?" 

     

        Fess might be able to transmit on human thought-wave frequency, but he couldn't read minds unless thoughts were directed at him. Rod probed the village and found nothing. "Not a soul—and come to think of it, I don't see any smoke from the chimneys, either." 

     

        "If the hearths are cold, they have been gone for some time," Fess said. 

     

        Fire wasn't all that easy to kindle in a medieval society; peasants banked live coals to last the night and puffed them alive in the morning. Rod nodded. "Something scared them away—and not just a few hours ago, either." 

     

        "You are going to insist on riding down there to investigate, aren't you, Rod?" 

     

        "Sure am." Rod grinned, beginning to feel like his old self again—well, maybe his young self. "If there's somebody in a coma down there, we might be able to help—and if whatever scared them away is guarding the place, we should be able to draw it out of hiding." 

     

        'To fall on us with fang and claw, no doubt." Fess emitted the burst of static that served him as a sigh. "If you say we must, Rod." 
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        "We must." Rod knew Fess was far more concerned for his rider than for himself—not that there was much that could dent the alloy body under his horsehair hide, anyway. But there were things from which he might not be able to protect Rod. 

     

        Rod intended to make sure he didn't have to. He readied his crossbow with the laser hidden in the stock. "Let's see what moves, shall we?" 

     

        Reluctantly, Fess began the plod down into the valley. 

     

        They rode slowly through the town's single street, seeing only leaves and sticks blowing in the occasional puff of wind and hearing only the banging of shutters that had come loose. "No sign of what drove them away," Rod said. 

     

        "Perhaps inside one of the houses?" 

     

        "Maybe, but I don't see any open doors, and even now I'm reluctant to break into somebody's house." 

     

        "Scruples well-advised, Rod—but there are loose shutters. You would be able to look in, at least." 

     

        "Still seems wrong," Rod grumbled, but he dismounted and walked up the beaten earth to the doorway of a peasant hut. There was no lawn, but the tenant had planted a few flowers, and Rod was careful to place his feet between the stems as he stepped up to the window. Looking in, he saw a single room with a rough table and benches near him, and in the outer wall, the fireplace that served as both heat source and stove. 

     

        "What do you see, Rod?" 

     

        "Only a tidy, well-kept room, Fess. Dusty now, though. I really should secure these shutters." He closed them, making sure the latch fell back into place as he did. 
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        "There is another open window toward the back of the hut, Rod." 

     

        "Oh, so now I get to peek into the parents' bedroom, do I?" Nonetheless, Rod picked his way carefully around to the side of the house. There the going was easier, for the tenant hadn't planted flowers. Rod went back to the single flapping shutter, caught it as it swung toward his head, pushed it wider open, and stepped in front of it to look in. 

     

        The hag grinned at him, showing only two yellowed fangs left between leathery lips. Her hair was long, tangled, coarse, and would have been white if it had been clean. The same could be said for her dress. Her face was lined with a hundred wrinkles, and her eyes glittered with malice. 

     

        Rod recoiled, trying not to show his revulsion. "Oh! Sorry. Didn't know anyone was home." 

     

        "I am not," said the hag. "This is not my home—or at least, no more than any house." 

     

        Rod stepped closer, feeling considerably less guilty. "I hope you're not taking anything that belongs to the people who live there!" 

     

        "Only their peace of mind," the old woman said. "Only the harmony and sense of safety that used to fill this house." 

     

        Rod felt a thrill of fear—could this really be only an old woman? In the land of Gramarye, malignant spirits could take actual form—the spirits of malignity within ordinary people. He managed to ignore the fright, though, and the revulsion that came from the woman's neglect of herself, and asked, "Now, how did you do that?" 

     

        "That horse is old." The hag pointed at Fess. "See where his coat is wearing thin? Surely you can't depend on him to carry you much farther!" 

     

        Rod swallowed a smile. "Older than you think, beldame—but apt to stay in good condition longer Page  178
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than I will." 

     

        "Yes, your body will start to fail you in a year or two, won't it?" she said with venom, then to Fess, 

"Why do you obey a master who ignores your welfare, beast? Know you not that he will ride you till you founder one of these days?" 

     

        Fess turned to give the woman a bland look, but inside Rod's head, his voice said, "I believe, Rod, that she spread these sorts of lies throughout the village." 

     

        "Aren't you a little transparent?" Rod asked the hag. "How could anyone believe such obvious lies?" 

     

        The woman's eyes sparked with anger. "Not lies, old fool, but saying large and loud the sort of things people wish to keep hidden—especially from themselves." 

     

        "Lies with a kernel of truth in each," Rod interpreted—and insight struck. "But you didn't tell them to the people themselves, did you? You told the husband his wife's faults and told her his. How many times did they scoff at you? So you made the lie even bigger when you told it to them again. How many times did you have to tell the same lie in different words before they began to believe you?" 

     

        "How many times have you shied away from your true nature?" the old woman snapped. "How many times have you overlooked your lord's highnosed ways and his heavy-handed treatment? The forests should be open to everyone! The deer are the property of the peasants, not the Crown!" 

     

        "Oho!" Rod lifted his head, leaning away from the gust of foul breath and fouler words. "So you didn't stop with setting husband against wife and sister against brother, did you? You tried to set them all against the Crown!" Then he frowned. "Or was that what you really meant to do all along?" 

     

        "The Count of Leachmere still forces each woman to his bed before she marries!" the hag raged. 

"The Earl of Tarnhelm flogs any peasant who dares go into the wood! Duke Bourbon turns his peasants out of their cottages when they're too old to work!" 

     

        "Only when they can't do the housekeeping any longer," Rod said. "Then he moves them into one of the one-bedroom cottages he's had built for his old folk, where he has people to look after them and take Page  179
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care of them." 

     

        "And despoil them of what little wealth they've managed to scrape together!" 

     

        "It doesn't cost them a penny." Rod gave her a sour smile. "He figures he comes out ahead because their children can do their work without worrying about their parents. And the cottages may be small, but they're clean and well-appointed; I've seen them." 

     

        "Oh, aye, while you were away from your wife! How many young women did you importune, knave? As many as the king, when he makes a progress without his wife?" 

     

        "And that's what you're really after, isn't it?" Rod gave her a shrewd look. 'To turn the lords against the Crown and the people against their lords? But first you have to build up their discontent at home!" 

     

        "All folk have truths they wish to ignore!" the old woman shouted. "You more than any!" 

     

        Rod knew very well what his failings were—everything that had made Gwen unhappy, and that he had tried to change. Her memory made greater his anger at this woman who had made it her business to disrupt homes and break up a village. "What failings are you trying to hide, beldame?" he asked quietly. 

"What flaws of character have you managed to overlook by telling everyone else about theirs?" 

     

        "I am the Truth that lives at the bottom of every village well!" 

     

        "No you're not," Rod snapped, "because that Truth is naked, and you would no more dare look upon your own body than you'd look into your own heart! Who are you really—one of Morrigan's ravens who has taken on human form?" 

     

        The woman flinched but retorted, "Morrigan shall come for you, and that right quickly! She shall fan the peasants' rage and send them to burn and flay all you lords!" 

     

        "How does she know you're a lord, Rod?" Fess's voice asked. "You dress like a soldier on a Page  180
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journey." 

     

        Rod nodded. "Didn't realize you'd recognized me." 

     

        "Any would recognize a lord who tyrannizes his peasants! But you shall know oppression in your own turn, lordling! How long have you made excuses for the arrogance and tyranny of your queen?" 

     

        "Never," Rod said. "I've fought for her, but her public image is her own worry. You know that, though, don't you? Well, if you're a raven in human form, you'll be attracted to bright and shiny things." He slipped a coin from his belt-pouch and flipped it. 

     

        The woman stared, following the silver's flashing with hungry eyes. She made a grab for it but missed. 

     

        "You really are a raven," Rod said softly, "feeding on the carrion of decaying marriages and drinking the anguish you have caused. But shape-changers on Gramarye are made of witch-moss and can themselves be melted down like wax in the sun." He stared at her, picturing her form blurring, features smoothing into a shapeless lump that melted into a puddle. 

     

        The woman shrieked and clutched her head, crumpling to the ground and rolling in agony. 

     

        Rod stared, horrified, and the image disappeared from his mind. The woman went limp, gasping for breath. 

     

        "You're real," Rod said softly, "a real woman who for some insane reason has decided to take out her unhappiness on the people around her—but my thoughts wouldn't have hurt you if you weren't a telepath yourself." He leaned over the windowsill to wrap his hand in the back of her tunic and haul her to her feet. 

     

        The woman flailed her fists at him, but her reach wasn't long enough; he stepped back, pulling her out of the window. "Let go!" she shrieked. "Blast you for a villain and bully, let go!" 
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        "Oh, I will," Rod said, "when I've seen you safely inside the nearest dungeon." 

     

        The woman howled and writhed, trying to break free. 'Tyrant! Ogre! Dire wolf! Have you no shred of mercy left in your heart?" 

     

        "Plenty," Rod said, "but not for a projective telepath who uses her gifts to cause other people misery. I think this village is on Count Moscowitz's estate. His dungeon should hold you long enough for one of the Royal Witches to come and collect you." 

     

        The woman shrieked, doubling over as he tried to drag her to Fess. Then she uncoiled, and something shiny flashed as she slashed at Rod. Pain burned through his arm, loosening his grip just enough for her to twist free. She shot off down the village street far faster than a woman her age should have been able to, black cloak billowing about her. 

     

        "After her!" Rod mounted and caught the reins. "We can't let a germ like that stay loose to spread a plague of lies." 

     

        Fess leaped into motion even as he said, "That wound must be attended to, Rod." 

     

        "It's only a scratch," Rod said impatiently. "It was the surprize that got me, that's all. Quick, Fess! If she makes it into the woods, we'll have lost her!" 

     

        But the billowing cloak steadied and spread wide even as the woman's form dwindled and lifted—and a huge raven soared up into the treetops, cawing in mockery. 

     

        Rod reined in, staring. "She must have been made of witch-moss after all!" 

     

        "Quickly, Rod! She is almost into the underbrush!" 

     

        "Underbrush? She's into the treetops! Didn't you just see her turn into a raven, Fess?" Page  182
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        "I saw nothing, Rod, except an old woman escaping— and she obviously is not as old as she pretended to be." 

     

        Rod looked down at the horse's head, frowning in puzzlement—then understood. "Of course! She's a projective telepath! She made me see something that didn't really happen—and I bit on it!" 

     

        "Whatever illusion she projected into your mind, Rod, it worked well enough to give her time to make good her escape." 

     

        "Yeah, it sure did, didn't it?" Rod said, chagrined. "Well, the least I can do is track the people who left this village to protect them from her—and tell them what she really is, so they won't believe her any more." 

     

        "You can still call in Toby and his friends from the Royal Witchforce, Rod." 

     

        "I suppose I can. They should be able to track her down—and even if they can't, they can leave a sentry here to nab her if she tries to come back. Come on, Fess—let's see if we can talk the villagers into taking their homes back." 

     

        Fess went toward the forest, saying, "There is the possibility that she is not the only one of her kind." 

     

        "A concerted campaign, you mean?" Rod frowned. "I do remember thinking that our old enemies had been too quiet lately." 

     

        "They may think that you are incapacitated, Rod, and no longer a threat." 

     

        "They're right, too," Rod said. "I've got my own work to do now—my very own, trying to find Gwen again. We'll leave the totalitarians to Magnus." 
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        Fess was quiet for several paces, then said, "So you don't intend to mount a campaign to ferret out these agents?" 

     

        Rod shrugged. "As I said, I'll leave that to Magnus—the boy's more than capable of dealing with something like this. Of course, I won't ignore anybody I stumble across." 

     

        "Yes, it does fend off boredom, doesn't it?" 

     

        "Are you telling me I need a retirement project?" Rod looked at his old friend and robot with a jaundiced eye. "Why should I, when such interesting things keep presenting themselves? There, Fess—that's their trail, where the grass is just beginning to recover. Shouldn't take us too long to find them." 

     

        GEORDIE CAME INTO the village with his bow and quiver on his back and a basket in his hand. The peasants looked up and smiled their greeting. Old Liz leaned forward from her seat by the door of her daughter's cottage. "Good day, my lord." 

     

        "Squire," Geordie said automatically. "Where's your son-in-law, Goody Elizabeth?" 

     

        Old Liz leaned back chuckling. "Elizabeth, is it? 'Old Liz' was good enough for you when you were no higher than my waist." 

     

        Geordie grinned down at her. "I'm somewhat taller than you now. Where's Corin?" 

     

        "Out to the fields with the rest of the young ones, Squire, digging to see if any of last year's turnips were missed— don't know why they bother; anything there would be rotted by now." 

     

        "Or have sent up shoots." Geordie set the basket down by her feet. "Well, see if you can divide this up among the families, then. It will go well with the turnips." 

     

Page  184

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

        Old Liz stared down at the basket, then back up at Geordie. "Why, thank 'ee, your worship! Thank

'ee very much!" 

     

        Other seniors came up, surprized and interested, all adding their thanks to Old Liz's. 

     

        "You're my people," Geordie told them. "I'll not see you starve. Dine well." 

     

        They bade him good day as he strode away, no doubt to take another basket to the North Village. Then they turned to examine his gift. Old Sal laid back the corners of the cloth that covered it and gasped. " 'Tis venison!" 

     

        They all exclaimed as they gathered around, for each knew the meat well—and had already used up that week's salt pork. Then the delight ebbed into concern, and they looked at one another with apprehension. Old Will it was who asked, "Where did he find it?" 

     

        "On the hoof, of course, and you know it well!" Old Liz told him. "Thank heaven the keepers did not find him!" 

     

        "Pray heaven he does not go hunting again! For they will catch him sooner or later!" 

     

        "Someone must tell him not to," Old Sal said. The others chorused agreement, all turning to look at Old Will. 

     

        "Aye," he said, as though the word had a bad taste. " 'Twas I who taught him to hunt, so it's for me to teach him not to. Well, I'll have a go." 

     

        RAVEN CAME SPIRALING down to the safe house in the nearest town aboard the sorriest excuse for a broom anyone had ever seen. The sentry came to his feet, staring. "Where did you find that piece of rubbish, Raven?" 
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        "Had to improvise it from a tree branch and a few handfuls of grass," the woman snapped, "after the High Warlock chased me off." 

     

        The sentry stared—partly in alarm, partly because, even dishevelled and upset, Raven was still a marvelous figure of a woman. Crow's feet and smile lines couldn't hide her beauty. "How did he find out about your campaign?" 

     

        "Sheer bad luck—I hope." Raven limped toward the stairwell, pressing a hand to the small of her back. 

     

        "Broomsticks are even more uncomfortable than they used to be. Where's the boss?" 

     

        "In bis office." The sentry held the door for her. "Good luck." 

     

        Raven went downstairs, dreading the encounter. 

     

        Her stomach sank when she saw the door was open; she didn't even have knocking to brace her. The Mocker looked up as she came in. "Failure!" 

     

        "Bad luck." Raven wished she could sit down. "I thought Gallowglass had crawled into a hole feeling sorry for himself." 

     

        "He's on the move again—the word came after you'd gone out." The Mocker glared. "Don't tell me you let him chase you off!" 

     

        " 'Let' isn't the word—he was going to clap me in an esper's prison." Raven shuddered at the thought of a team of telepaths watching her night and day, even though her cell would have been well-appointed and roomy. 

     

        "You ran!" 
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        "Not much choice, Boss—and he figured out that I was laying the groundwork for a peasant revolt!" 

     

        "Fool!" the Mocker raged. "You tipped your hand! How could you be so stupid!" 

     

        Raven shrugged. "I didn't know who the intruder was until I saw him. Then it was too late to pretend I hadn't." 

     

        "You told him!" 

     

        "I tried to throw him off by telling him all the lords were tyrants," Raven said. She was feeling worse and worse about this report. "It didn't take him long to figure out the rest." 

     

        "So you fled! Where has he gone?" 

     

        "He said something about finding the peasants and telling them it was safe to come back." 

     

        "Finding them!" The mocker shot to his feet. "He'll see the children and old folk alone and go after the rest of them! He'll talk them out of marching against their lord!" 

     

        "Maybe he'll forget," Raven said weakly. "His mind isn't all there these days, they tell me." 

     

        "What if he doesn't forget?" The Mocker glared at her. 

     

        "The plan depends on hundreds of village bands joining up to march on Runnymede!" 

     

        "This is just one …" 
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        "But he'll seek out more! Worse, he'll tell those brats of his, and they'll bring out an army of emissaries to meet the small bands before they can gather and talk them out of their grievances!" 

     

        "I can go talk them back into bitterness. Turn husband against wife, wife against husband, make the kids take sides, and they'll want someone to blame because their lives are going rotten. I can make them think they're worse off than ever." 

     

        "Oh, you will, you will indeed!" The Mocker pointed a shaking finger at her. "If 1 didn't need every agent I have, you'd spend a week in a hotbox on bread and water to make you more aware of your duties—but since I can't spare you, you'll go off to the mountains and tell the people there that living in a forest away from the lords only means they've given up, that the lords are barring them from the really good life! Now go!" 

     

        Raven winced; being stuck out in the boondocks, in the middle of a forest where the trees were a hundred years old and there wasn't an inch of level ground, was punishment enough. But she knew it could have been worse, much worse, and went. 

     

        The Mocker sat down, seething, even though he knew Raven could be right. Raven! What an asinine choice for a code name! But she knew the state of the situation, he had to give her that—not that he'd let her know, of course. Gallowglass's memory and attention span were both dwindling, and there was every reason to hope he'd simply forget about the encounter—but the Mocker couldn't take the chance. He picked up the handbell on his desk and shook it. One of the older agents came hurrying in. 

"What is it, Boss?' 

     

        "The Gallowglass," the Mocker snapped. "Raven just ran into him at that village in the south. Send five of your best assassins with your best tracker to find him and lay an ambush. I want him dead!" 

     

        "Will do, Boss!" the man said, wide-eyed, then hurried out. 

     

        The Mocker sat back in his chair and cursed Rod Gallow-glass for ten minutes straight, cursed him and his ancestors, cursed him for a fool who didn't know when to quit. He should have retired while he had the chance! But that opportunity was past, and now he would pay for having aborted the Mocker's revolution thirty years before— thirty years to him, but only weeks ago for the Mocker. Nine years of work, scrubbed out in a few months! Well, it wouldn't happen again. Laser pistols would see to that, and Page  188
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if Gallowglass managed to spike them somehow, there were always poisoned arrows. 

     

        The Mocker smiled, feeling charitable. If Gallowglass was so eager to join his wife, the Mocker would be all too glad to help him! 

     

        THE VILLAGERS HAD left a broad trail; here and there were small household objects that had fallen out of their packs on the way. Rod picked up a variety, including some wooden spoons, tallow candles, spools of thread, and an almost-empty sack. He caught up the last one and tucked the others into it, then followed the trail on foot, gathering odds and ends as he went—not many, but definitely important to the people who had lost them. Spools of colored thread were items of considerable value in a medieval culture, especially ones with needles still tucked into them; the peasants must have been in a desperate hurry not to stop to retrieve even such treasured belongings. 

     

        Into the woods they had gone, but still with no attempt to hide their trail. Most of the loose baggage had fallen out before that, so Rod mounted and followed in the saddle, still on the watch for fallen treasures—and since his eyes were on the ground, tracking, he had no warning when something slammed into his shoulders, knocking him out of his saddle. He tumbled to the ground, then looked up to see half a dozen people jumping on him and a dozen more standing behind them with grim faces and knotted fists. 

     

        Sixteen


       

        FESS SCREAMED, REARING, BUT TEN HANDS caught his bridle to pull him down. Others were pinning Rod's arms and legs, one was slamming blows into his midriff, another was sitting on his chest, punching his face. He would have been in a very bad situation if any of them had been older than twelve or younger than seventy. 

     

        Fess screamed again, rearing and scattering peasants, then thudding down and reaching for a woman with his teeth. 

     

        "No!" Rod called. "Don't hurt them! They've been through enough!" 

     

        Fess turned to start on the group holding Rod down, but a woman's shrill cry froze everyone. She was pointing at the sack by Rod's hand; it had fallen open, and the odds and ends were strewn about. 

"Look!" she cried. "That's my oaken candlestick, I know it is!" Page  189
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        "So he robbed our houses and came after us!" an old man snarled. 

     

        "No! I know I packed it with the others I could not bear to leave! He's brought us the things we dropped in our flight!" 

     

        The people holding Rod looked down at him, suddenly uncertain. 

     

        'True enough," he said. "I thought you might want them back." 

     

        "He's not come to hurt us!" the woman insisted. "He came to bring back our belongings!" 

     

        Suddenly the hands holding him down were helping him up. Rod felt an impulse toward honesty. 

"Actually, I was coming to tell you that you can go back to your homes now. The wicked woman who set you against one another has left." 

     

        "Left?' an older woman said incredulously. "But we could do nothing against her, even those of us who could see how her lies were turning husband against wife and child against mother. That Raven-woman only invented new slanders about us and accused her accusers of horrible deeds!" 

     

        "So pretty soon, nobody was willing to stand up to her? But you had to know what she was doing, or you wouldn't all have fled!" 

     

        Silence fell; neighbors looked uneasily at one another. "It was not her lies that chased us, squire," one of the old men said. "It was the word that ran through the town, that the queen had sent soldiers to the south and they would ride through our village—and everybody knows what soldiers do." 

     

        "But you never dreamed it was Raven who started the rumors." Rod looked about him, frowning. 

"Where are your able-bodied men?" 
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        "Some of us are able-bodied yet," a graybeard growled, and the other grandfathers chorused agreement. 

     

        "That you may be, but you're not of an age to join the queen's army," Rod explained. "Did your sons hide in the deep woods to be sure the soldiers wouldn't try to put them in livery?" 

     

        The silence became distinctly uneasy. Villagers glanced at one another; none met Rod's gaze. 

     

        "Worse than that?" Rod frowned. "Wherever they've gone, they've been chased by lies! Tell me!" 

     

        "She told us how badly our knight was treating us, that Raven," one of the women said, "and railed at our menfolk that they couldn't be worth their salt if they let Sir Aethelred bully them about and live in his big house while we had only cottages." 

     

        "Before that, none ever thought it bullying for Sir Aethelred to tell us what to plant in which field," an old man said sourly. 

     

        "But when Raven said it again and again and again, some of them must have believed her," a white-haired woman said. 

     

        "It was her telling them they had to prove their worth to their wives and sweethearts by marching on Sir Aethelred," another woman said, "and they wouldn't believe us when we denied it." 

     

        "They began to talk of it among themselves," the older woman said, "and when they were sure we were well-settled in the woods here, they went off to brace Sir Aethelred and demand that he share our burdens and we share his wealth!" 

     

        "Even though they knew Raven lied about everything else." Rod shook his head. "Thanks for letting me know, good people." He mounted again. 

     

        "And thank you for bringing back our bits and pieces, squire," an old man said, "but where do you Page  191
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mean to go now?" 

     

        'To finish what I began," Rod said. "I'm going to find your men and tell them Raven's gone and they can go home!" 

     

        In spite of the chorus of protests, he rode off into the trees. 

     

        DIRU STUMBLED; HIS mattock nearly fell off his shoulder. The boy behind him laughed. "Wake up, Diru! Are you still dreaming?" 

     

        Diru shuddered at the reminder. He had slept very little the night before, for whenever he had, he had dreamed of the horrors the minstrel had described—a giant cat with tufted ears and very long, sharp teeth; a shapeless, quivering mound of white jelly that absorbed anything it touched; a giant beaver with teeth like cleavers and maddened burning eyes; and many others, all wheedling, all telling him that no one liked him, but they would be his friends if only they could come to visit. He might have believed them if the minstrel hadn't told the villagers in song what had happened to the ones who had invited the monsters in when last they had been importuning people for an invitation. Every time he had fallen asleep, those dreams had come, until he paced the floor to stay awake, starting at every creak of the old hut and shuddering at the thought of what prowled outside in the night. 

     

        "That minstrel gave us a good time, at least," one young man said. 

     

        "Yes," said an older, "once he was done trying to scare us with his tales of the Mist Monsters." 

     

        Another father nodded sagely. "I've dreamed of such horrors myself, telling me that they're really good neighbors and cajoling me to invite them in." 

     

        "Fat chance, after that minstrel's warning." 

     

        "It's boring," a young woman complained, "always the same warnings over and over. 'Don't invite the monsters in, don't invite the monsters in!'" 
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        "And don't believe they're nice and friendly, even though they look so horrid," another young woman agreed. 

     

        An older woman frowned. "It's good advice, younglings! If they do come back, we'll be their meat!" 

     

        "Oh, everyone knows that, Auntie," the first girl said impatiently. 

     

        "Yes." Dim shuddered again. "Nobody would be foolish enough to invite horrors like that, in their dreams or awake." 

     

        "Oh, so you know everything, do you, Diru?" the first young woman snapped. 

     

        "Aye, tell us something we don't know, Diru!" the second young man jibed. 

     

        "Sure, Diru knows all about monsters." The first young man grinned. 'Takes one to know one, after all." 

     

        Diru's face burned. 

     

        "Oh look, he's gone all red again," the first young woman said with a giggle. 

     

        Thankfully, the huts rose just ahead. "Good night," Dim mumbled, and went into his. 

     

        His mother looked up from the pot she was stirring by the hearth. "How was the reaping today, dear?" 

     

        "Good enough for everyone else," Diru snapped as he put down his rake. Page  193
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        "Oh, dear," his mother sighed. "I do wish you could get along with the others your age." 

     

        "I wish they'd try to get along with me! Maybe I'll be better if I can get some sleep." Dim bulled through the curtain that separated his pallet from the rest of the hut and threw himself down, hoping he wouldn't dream. 

     

        He didn't, for he didn't sleep. When he closed his eyes, all he could see was the taunting faces of the other young men and women. All he could feel was anger and shame— and hatred for his tormentors. It was almost enough to make a fellow wish the monsters would come back and gobble them all up! 

     

        THE NEXT DAY, Rod came to the top of a ridge, as the sun was nearing the horizon, and looked down to see a channel between the forest trees that marked a stream. Rivers made for easier travel in forest lands, so he wasn't terribly surprized to see men walking there, or at least the tops of their heads. What did surprize him was their number. This wasn't just the hundred men from one village—it was a thousand at least. Rod frowned. "How many villages did it take to send this many men?" 

     

        "Between five and fifty, Rod." 

     

        "Pretty broad range." Rod dismounted. "Well, if I'm going to talk to them, I'd better not look too affluent." He pulled the flat-folded tunic and leggins out of his saddlebag; he never travelled without a disguise ready. Some of the ideas from his training as a secret agent had stayed with him. 

     

        With Fess shadowing him deeper in the trees, Rod melted in with the mass of men who moved down the forest trail. He asked no questions, only kept his ears open. The other men paid no attention; apparently they were all used to strangers joining them as they marched along. Few of them could have known one another before they had joined this mob. 

     

        As they went, they talked. "I don't know—seems to me the lords ain't all that bad. Our squire wasn't, leastways." 

     

        "If you think that," growled the man next to him, "why be you here?" 
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        "Seemed like all the other lords were rotten, when that peddler were talkin' 'bout them," the first said. "Once we was on the march with you lot, though, he went off to peddle his wares somewhere else, and it didn't seem so good an idea any more." 

     

        "You're fed, ain't you?" asked another man. "And the wife ain't here to scold or the squire to buckle you into the traces and set you to plowing or hoeing." 

     

        "Well, there's that," the first man admitted. " Tis a holiday, like…" 

     

        "Then take the good while it lasts, and quit whinin'," the second said. 

     

        Rod slowed, falling back to hear similar grumbling from other peasants. He wandered through the crowd, listening for word of the villagers he'd come to find, but hearing only misgivings and doubts. Whenever several men began to share those second thoughts, though, some other man always showed up to remind them of their grievances. Rod realized that there were a hundred agents or more working this crowd, keeping them motivated and on the road. 

     

        Road to where? 

     

        He glanced at the angle of the afternoon sunlight through the leaves and realized their direction—north and east. They were moving toward Runnymede—and rebellion. 

     

        THE SUN WAS setting, and Geordie was striding out toward the forest with his bow in his hand when he heard a voice call his name. Turning, he saw old Will hurrying toward him as quickly as his bad leg would let him. As the man came up, Geordie said with a grin, "Good evening to you, Will." 

     

        "God's e'en to you too, squire," Will wheezed. "And where might you be bound on so fair an evening?" 

     

        Geordie's smile faded. 'To hunt, Will, as you know well." 
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        "There's others will be hunting you, my lord." Old Will stared him straight in the eye. 

     

        Geordie's mouth tightened. "I'm not a lord, Will!" 

     

        "I'll use your true title when I tell you not to go into certain danger," the old man told him. "Poachers hang by the neck until dead, my lord. We'll manage somehow. The land and streams will yield us enough to get by." 

     

        But Geordie knew there were very few fish in the rivers this year, because of the previous year's drought. "I'll not see my people starve, Will!" He turned and strode away toward the forest. 

     

        Old Will looked after him, shaking his head and muttering. Then he turned and hobbled back to the village. 

     

        Old Sal looked up and saw him coming. "He wouldn't listen, would he?" 

     

        "Not a word," old Will said. 

     

        "He always was headstrong." Old Sal shook her head. 

     

        "Aye. You'll have to talk to his lady," Old Will advised. 

     

        It was the first really serious fight Geordie had ever had with his wife, and did not a hand's-breadth of good. 

     

        ROD DIDN'T FIND the men from Raven's village until night had fallen and the separate bands had settled down for supper and sleep. They were roasting a haunch of venison, and Rod wondered how much wildlife would be left in this wood after the mob had passed through. 
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        One of the men looked up as Rod came by. "Hope you've something for the pot, if you plan to share in it." 

     

        "Happen I do be looking for a share." Rod swung his pack down, opened a flap, rummaged, and pulled out a dozen hardtack biscuits. "Bread to soak in the soup?" 

     

        Another man eyed the contribution. " 'Tain't no soup." 

     

        "I'll brew some, then." Rod pulled out his field kettle, dropped in all but one biscuit, and set it to catch the dripping from the roast. He broke the last biscuit, tossed one piece away, then dropped the other in with the rest. The villagers stared; one or two of them shuddered and tossed a morsel of his own into the night. They all knew one should always leave a token for the Little People, but had obviously been forgetting. 

     

        "Let the biscuits catch some of the drippings," Rod said, "and I'll add enough water to soften the bread. Though if you'd sooner I go …" 

     

        "How think you, Nicol?" the first man asked. "Send him packing?" 

     

        "Nay, Ruben," Nicol said. "Bread'll be welcome, even hard biscuit." He turned to Rod. "What's your village, gaffer?" 

     

        "Gaffer" was short for "grandfather;" Rod decided to take it as a title of honor. "Maxima be my town." Which was true enough, though it was technically also an asteroid. 

     

        Nicol frowned. "Never heard of no Maxima." 

     

        "It's small," Rod said, which was also very true. "What's your town?" 

     

        "Hardly a town," Ruben said sourly. "Maybe fifty families in Rookery." Page  197
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        Rod glanced at the fifty men gathered around a dozen campfires. "You've most of the fathers and brothers here, then." 

     

        "All over eighteen and under sixty," Ruben acknowledged. "Seemed like a good idea at the time." 

     

        "Not no more, though?" 

     

        "More than ever, now," Nicol growled. "Mind you, we set out to demand of Sir Aethelred that he treat us like men instead of beasts—but we met up with the men from Loudin Village, on their way to talk to their knight, so we joined with them. Then we met the men from Tilbury, and from Schoon and Dobry, and the more we talked, the more we came to see our quarrel was with the baron, not none of his knights." 

     

        Rod wondered which of them had been the VETO agent. "So you all set out to demand better treatment from the baron. How many of you?" 

     

        Nicol shrugged. "A thousand at a guess. But the next day, our path joined with a road, and we found ourselves marching with another band the same size, and the more we talked, the more we came to see 'twasn't the baron we had argument with, but with his master, Earl Dommen—so we turned our steps toward the castle, and the farther we went, the more bands we met." 

     

        Rod had a vision of five thousand men marching through the greenwood. "Dommen County's a ways behind us." 

     

        Ruben eyed him suspiciously. "Haven't you a like tale to tell?" 

     

        "Hasn't every man here?" Rod countered. 

     

        "Aye," another man grumbled, "and the more we've talked, the more we've come to see 'tisn't the earl who's ground us down, nor the duke neither." 
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        "Aye; 'tis all of them," Nicol growled. "There oughtn't to be no dukes nor earls, no, nor knights nor squires neither." 

     

        "Nay," said Ruben, "only free men living in their villages, and no castles to overawe them." 

     

        Rod nodded. "But where's the root, hey? The dukes and earls are all branches of the same tree—but where's the root?" 

     

        "You know full well," Nicol snapped. "'Tis in Runnymede. Begin by haling down the queen herself and her lap-dog king, and the tree's uprooted." 

     

        "Then we can go about pruning the branches," Ruben said. 

     

        But there would be men giving orders, Rod knew—the totalitarian agents who had stirred up this discontent in the first place, and if the peasants did succeed in overthrowing the lords, those agents would become the governing officials, each gaining more and more power, until, if the history of other totalitarian revolutions were any guide, the people would labor under masters even harsher, for they would guide their subjects' every step. 

     

        He had a vision of twenty thousand unruly peasants marching on Runnymede and the Crown—and stripping the countryside bare of every shock of grain and cow and piglet on the way. 

     

        "Who's this?" 

     

        Rod looked up to see a face he knew well, and shock held him immobile for a minute. 

     

        "Only a gaffer from another village, Mocker," said Nicol. "He brought biscuit." Then to Rod: "You get confused about where we're going or what we're about, you talk to the Mocker, and he'll set you straight." 
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        Rod was sure he would. The Mocker had been the chief VETO agent when Rod had first come to Gramarye—one of the enemies Rod had overthrown to keep the land and its telepaths from being conquered and trained to become weapons for a totalitarian government. The idea of a dictator being able to know what secrets people hid in their own minds gave Rod as bad a chill now as it had then—but the Mocker didn't look a day older than when Rod had seen him last. For a moment, the unfairness of it bit his soul— that he should have aged so, but the Mocker not! 

     

        On the other hand, the Mocker had looked ancient when Rod had first known him. 

     

        The Mocker stooped, peering into Rod's face and frowning. "I know you." 

     

        "You've never looked on this face before," Rod told him. 

     

        The Mocker's eyes widened. "Yes I have, though there were no wrinkles on it then, and the hair above it was black!" He spun toward the villagers. " 'Tis the Lord Warlock come among you! Seize him! 

Bear him down! Let your tearing of the lords begin here!" 

     

        Seventeen


       

        THE VILLAGE MEN STARED AT ROD, THUNDER-struck; then they began to mutter fearfully to one another. 

     

        "What are you waiting for?" the Mocker cried. "Seize him! Tie him up! Hang him high!" 

     

        "He's a warlock," one of the villagers explained. "He'll freeze us with the Evil Eye, he'll turn us into toads!" 

     

        "He's only a man, like any of you!" the Mocker shrilled. "They may call him a warlock, but he's nothing of the sort—only a treacherous backstabbing spy!" He spun, lashing a kick at Rod. 
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        Rod pushed himself up, but only enough so that the kick caught his shoulder instead of his head. Pain shot through his left arm, but he forced himself to his feet and blocked the next kick with his right, then countered with a feint to the head and a quick jab to the diaphragm. The Mocker fell back, clutching his belly but managing to cough out, "If he had magic, I'd be a toad, not a punching bag! He has no magic!" 

     

        "You're a little behind the times," Rod informed him, and projected a blast of pure mental energy at the man. The Mocker shrieked, seizing his temples and falling. 

     

        Rod let up as the tall black warhorse seemed to materialize out of the night. The villagers fell back with cries of superstitious fear. Rod mounted and turned Fess, looking into each one's eyes as he said, 

"Raven's gone from your village—I chased her away. She had magic of her own but couldn't stand against mine. I found your wives and children and parents and told them they could go back. Home with you, for I promised I'd find you and send you! Home with you, before some of you fall in battle with the Queen's soldiers and the rest rot in prison!" 

     

        "But… but the lords' tyranny …" the man who said it stared at the Mocker, limp and unconscious on the ground, and swallowed thickly. 

     

        "The Queen keeps the lords from abusing you," Rod explained, "but the lords have their council where they keep her from becoming a tyrant. Home with you, lads—this may be the Mocker's fight, but it isn't yours." 

     

        "What of all the rest of the men marching here?" Nicol asked with a dark frown. 

     

        "They don't care about you," Rod answered, "not the Mocker nor any of his men—-they care only about breaking the Crown and taking the throne for themselves. They disguise it as the people's battle, but it's really a fight to see who will govern you. Stay out of it, lads. Go home." Then he turned Fess and rode off into the night. 

     

        GEORDIE BROUGHT HOME one deer after another, keeping the peasants busy dressing and smoking the meat, which they did even though they were worried for his safety. After the third one, Geordie didn't even bother skinning and disguising what he carried—he brought the carcasses home over his shoulders and left them for the peasants to skin and dress out, which they did—and again, after the third deer, they gave up trying to talk him out of it. No one could turn him from his course, and the meat should not go to waste. 
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        But his wife worried. "You must stop this, Geordie! The keepers will catch you, and, squire or not, they'll arrest you—or bring the shire-reeve himself to do it!" 

     

        "Don't fret yourself, sweet chuck—I know how to hide my trail." Geordie reached out to touch her cheek in reassurance. 

     

        Rowena struck his hand away. "This is no jest, Geordie! I've not even born a babe yet, and here you'd leave me a widow! I've no wish to lose my husband!" 

     

        "Darling, darling, don't fret!" Geordie held out his arms. "None will find me, none will catch me!" 

     

        "The keepers can track as well as you can hide your trail, Geordie! You must give this over! We'll find other ways to feed our peasant folk!" 

     

        "There is no other way." Geordie's face firmed. "I'll not see my tenants starve." 

     

        "But you'd see your wife left alone, vulnerable to the importuning of any man who wishes to insult her!" 

     

        "None will insult you, either." Geordie stepped forward. "Be easy in your heart, love. All will be well. Come, let me embrace you." 

     

        "No! If you'll not heed me, you cannot love me! Sleep by your own hearth!" She turned away and ran to her room; Geordie heard the latch fall. He sighed, bowing his head in defeat, and stood gazing at the fire a few minutes. Then he lifted his head and set about finding blankets, to make a bed by the fire. 

     

        AS THE FOREST closed behind Rod, he told the robot, "Thanks for perfect timing—as usual." 
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        "I simply fulfill my programming, Rod." 

     

        "And very well, too, though it's not always that simple." Rod glanced over his shoulder and decided there were enough trees between himself and the mob that he could stop for a few minutes. He reined in and called, "Wee Folk! Is there a brownie about?" 

     

        "Not a brownie, but a wood-elf," chirped a voice above him. 

     

        "Or two or three," crackled an older voice below and behind him. "What would you have of us, Lord Warlock?" 

     

        "Communication," Rod said. "Bear word, I pray you, to my son Magnus in the Queen's castle at Runnymede. Tell him that thousands of men are marching through the greenwood, to rise against the Crown." 

     

        "We shall tell him," the crackling voice assured. "Go now, Lord Warlock, and lose yourself in the depths of the wood, for the Mocker will have men beating the thickets for you in minutes." 

     

        "I'm going," Rod said. "Don't get caught, eh?" 

     

        "Not half, mortal, not half," the crackling voice said dryly, "though the searching peasants might have a nasty surprize or two." 

     

        "Not a one of 'em has left a crumb for a brownie," the chirping voice said with an indignant sniff. 

     

        Rod shook his head, tut-tutting in indignation. "Mustn't let them forget who really runs this land, eh, folks?" 

     

        "That is what they seek to do." The crackling voice turned grim. "Never fear, Lord Warlock—we shall remind them most shrewdly." 
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        Rod shuddered and rode off. 

     

        GEOFFREY CAME OUT onto the battlements and frowned as he saw Magnus standing by a crenel, watching the soldiers drilling in the bailey. Geoffrey stepped up beside his older brother. "I had not thought you took any joy in watching soldiers march, Magnus." 

     

        "There is always pleasure in watching something being done well." Magnus turned to him. 

"However, I came because I knew you would be here to make sure of their practice." 

     

        Geoffrey frowned. "You can always find me at dinner." 

     

        'True enough, but an elf brought word in the night," Magnus said. "Peasants are marching on Runnymede from all directions. By the time they reach the city, there will probably be ten thousand of them." 

     

        Geoffrey stared in shock. 

     

        "Didn't your spies tell you of this?" Magnus asked. 

     

        That restored Geoffrey's poise; he gave Magnus a sardonic smile. "I am a general, brother, not a spy-master. I leave that to Their Majesties." 

     

        Magnus nodded judiciously. "A wise course of action— except that they have never placed great emphasis on intelligence." 

     

        "How came the elf?" Geoffrey asked. 
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        "No, only a master spy." Geoffrey's smile returned. "Though that is not accurate, is it? On those other planets, you did not ferret out information and bring it back to those who could do something about it." 

     

        "No—I decided what to do about it when and where I was," Magnus said frankly. "However, that was myself with only one companion—first Dirk, then Alea. I can scarcely lay claim to commanding a force of spies." 

     

        "But Papa has." Geoffrey looked out over the courtyard, automatically noting slight flaws in the soldiers' marching. "Though that is not true either—he has never set up a spy ring of his own, only taken advantage of one already in place." 

     

        "Yes, the Wee Folk were sending word of troubling events back to Brom O'Berin before Dad ever arrived on the scene," Magnus agreed. "So what will you do about this growing mob, brother?" 

     

        "What Their Majesties will have me do, of course," Geoffrey said, "but if they wish it, I shall send a few peasants to join the crowd and bring word of what the marchers do, and of who leads them." 

     

        "I was thinking of Toby's Royal Witchforce," Magnus said. "Perhaps with their mind-reading, it would not be necessary to send spies into danger." 

     

        "A good thought, but there are many things the eye can see that the mind may not think important enough to notice," Geoffrey said. "Still, why not have the best of both? I shall recruit my spies from Toby's telepaths. They may observe on the spot and send thoughts back to Runnymede, not words alone." 

     

        Magnus nodded with slow approval. "A shrewd choice." 

     

        "And exactly as you yourself would have done?" Geoffrey gave him a brittle smile. "Why do I feel I have been maneuvered into this?" 
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        "Because you are used to maneuvering." Magnus gestured at the troops below. "You excel at teaching those maneuvers to others, too. I, though, am a loner, brother—and one who is tiring of being a communication channel." 

     

        "You were never that." Geoffrey looked up with concern. " Tis true we rarely saw other children as we grew, brother, but we learned social skills quickly enough when the time came—even Gregory, when he had to. How is it you have not?" 

     

        "Oh, I can deal with people when the opportunity presents itself," Magnus said, "and would prefer to have others around when I can—but I chose the role of the lone rebel when I found I could not accept the means SCENT used to gain its ends." He shrugged. "What other course was there man to seek to do what I thought right, by myself?" 

     

        "You could have come home," Geoffrey said softly. 

     

        "Come home?" Magnus smiled without mirth. "You know I could not. Dad is a SCENT agent; if I could not endorse their policies, I could not accept his." 

     

        "But that is not the deepest reason, is it?" Geoffrey gave his brother a glance so probing that it left Magnus shaken. "Do not fear—I shall not pry—not that it would do me much good to try, so well are you shielded." 

     

        "Dad's SCENT policies are reason enough," Magnus maintained. 

     

        "They would be if he sought to impose democracy on a people for whom it was not right," Geoffrey said, "but they were on the road to constitutional monarchy before he came; he has only set them more firmly on that course by warding off SPITE and VETO, who sought to subvert." 

     

        "There is some truth to that," Magnus agreed, "and that is all I have promised to do—to prevent conquest, to protect the people from those who seek to imprison them in a government not of their own choosing." 

     

        "As Papa does." 
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        "Yes, but that is more a matter of convenience than of choice." Magnus straightened and looked up at the dawn sky. "If they had not already set themselves on the road to democracy, he would have sought to subvert them into it." 

     

        "He would not have succeeded," Geoffrey said. "But they were already on that road. He was the right person in the right place at the right time, brother." His gaze was penetrating and unwavering. 

     

        "As you think I am?" Magnus asked with a sardonic smile. "I hope you are right, brother. One thing is certain— I cannot merely wave my magic wand, overthrow a tyranny, and go my merry way this time. For once, I must live with the consequences." 

     

        "They could be worse," Geoffrey said softly—perhaps too softly for Magnus to hear. His gaze was distant, focused over the battlements to the land rolling away beneath the castle hill, as were his thoughts. 

     

        ROD SLEPT UNTIL he woke, found the sun high in the sky but nonetheless took his time over breakfast, then finally mounted up and rode through the woods, waiting for an elf to bring him a report of any action Magnus had taken to sidetrack the building peasant insurrection. "Maybe I should have taken word to Magnus myself." 

     

        "You could simply contact him by telepathy, Rod." 

     

        "I could, but his brothers and sister would overhear, and it should be up to Magnus to tell them," Rod said. "Besides, I don't want them to think I'm favoring him. There's too much of that already, what with my asking him to guard Gramarye." 

     

        "Understandably. He leaves you for ten years, and when he comes back, you appoint him leader for all intents and purposes—and for no apparent reason." 

     

        "Oh, there's reason enough," Rod said. "Who would know best how to guard against subversion than someone who's been building revolutions for ten years? Besides, it was the only way to keep him from running off again." 
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        "Are you sure that is a desirable goal, Rod?" 

     

        "Very sure. This is his homeland. It's the only place he'll ever really feel he belongs." 

     

        "Has this nothing to do with your desire to keep him near you, Rod?" 

     

        "Me?" Rod shrugged. "I don't matter. Once I find Tir Nan Og, I'm gone." 

     

        "That is not a healthy attitude, Rod." 

     

        "No, but it's very natural. I know I'm in denial, Fess. It's a good illusion to get me through the worst of the grieving process." 

     

        They rode in silence for a few minutes. Then Fess said, "You say that too easily, Rod, as though you do not entirely believe it." 

     

        MAGNUS AND ALEA had brought two chairs and a small table up to the battlements to watch the sun rise. The sentries eyed them covertly, unsure what to make of such unorthodox behavior. Battlements were for fighting, not pleasure. 

     

        Magnus was listening, nodding thoughtfully, as Alea told him of her conversations with the peasant folk near the castle. She was speaking of the need to interest them in eating more fruit, when a young man in royal livery came up the inner stair. Magnus saw him and touched her hand; she turned to look. 

     

        The herald came up to their table and bowed. "Sir Magnus, Their Majesties send their compliments and ask that you attend them in Runnymede." 

     

        Alea frowned, wondering at the formality, but Magnus only nodded. "Thank you, courier." He turned to one of the sentries. "Conduct this young man to the kitchen and see that he is fed and rested Page  208
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before he begins his return." 

     

        "Yes, Sir Magnus." The sentry turned to the young man and jerked his head toward the stair; they went away. 

     

        "You've known them all your life," Alea said. "They're your sister's parents-in-law. Why the formality?" 

     

        "They have to send word somehow," Magnus explained. They can't call me by satellite phone—but more to the point, I think they wish to make me understand that this will be official business. Do you fancy a morning's ride?" 

     

        "What, and waste the best part of the day?" Besides, something inside Alea quailed at the thought of meeting a king and queen face-to-face—and as though they were only the next-door neighbors. "You go. I need some time to myself anyway." 

     

        "NOT BELIEVE I'M in denial?" Rod smiled. "You're saying I'm denying denial?" 

     

        "I would not have put it that way, Rod, but I suppose there is some validity to the phrasing. Is it accurate?" 

     

        Rod shrugged. "I've always operated on two levels, you know that—the part that's very involved in the world around me, planning what to do and getting excited about whatever situation I'm in, and an aloof part of me that sits back and watches and tells me what a fool I'm being." 

     

        "Perhaps advisedly." 

     

        "Yeah, but sometimes it's too critical." 

     

        "At other times, though, it is right." 

Page  209

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

     

        "Yeah. See that branch up ahead? Right now, my brazen side is telling me I should just push it out of the way, while my monitor-mind is telling me not to be a fool and duck." He leaned forward against Fess's neck, and the branch passed overhead. "Sometimes I listen to it." 

     

        Something whirred where his head had been. Rod stayed down but looked up quickly enough to see a tiny spearpoint arcing down to bury itself in the forest mold. "An elf-shot!" Rod threw himself off the horse and charged back ten feet. Something hurtled out of the roadside brush toward the woods, something small and fast— but not fast enough. Rod lunged and caught a diminutive collar. He yanked its owner high, amazed at his weight; he was very heavy for someone so small. He held the chubby elf even with his face and demanded, "What are you shooting at me for?" 

     

        The elf's form blurred; it grew amazingly, becoming very heavy very quickly. Rod dropped it, but it kept on growing—and changed form as it grew. In seconds, it towered over Rod, tall and cadaverous with a long white beard, whole body a mass of tremors. With shaking hands, it lifted the diminutive crossbow and levelled it at Rod's eyes. 

     

        Eighteen


       

        ROD QUAILED WITHIN BUT SUMMONED THE courage to slap the crossbow aside. "Who are you, and why did you try to give me epilepsy?" 

     

        "Not the falling sickness, but the one-sided stiffness," the rasping, shaking voice told him. The ogre peered down at him through rheumy eyes. 

     

        "A stroke?" Rod shuddered at the thought. "But why?" 

     

        "Because you have come within my domain," the ogre-elf answered. "You are aged as much as most who die in this land, and you have no wish to live " 

     

        "That makes me subject to elf-shot?" Rod frowned. Just because I'm sixty and grieving? I know most medieval people die in their forties and fifties, but that doesn't mean they have to have strokes!" 
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        "They age quickly," the spirit reminded him. "It is a hard life, to be a mortal in a world where all work is done by hands and horses, and wars are fought with sword and spear." 

     

        "Okay, but I grew up far away, in a world where people had sound nutrition and medicine, and robots did everything but the brain-work! I should be good for another twenty years of good health." 

     

        "Logic may say so," the ogre said. "Your heart knows better." It levelled the crossbow again. 

     

        "Now, stop that!" Rod slapped the weapon away. "Step aside and let me pass! I don't want to have to hurt you." 

     

        "I cannot say the same." The creature stepped back, lifting the crossbow again. "It is my nature to loose my points against your kind." 

     

  

        "Hold!" Rod raised a hand, palm out. "Remember, you're made of witch-moss—and I'm very good at melting the stuff down." 

     

        The creature swelled, its head shooting up twenty feet, its body widening to fill the whole trail. "Do you truly think you can melt all this?" it thundered. 

     

        "Sure, but why bother?" Rod mounted again and kicked his heels against Fess's sides. "If you're stretching the mass of an elf into the volume of a giant, you've made yourself so tenuous that you couldn't stop a songbird." With that, he rode straight through the ogre. 

     

        The creature cried out as Fess plowed through its legs. Rod felt as though he were riding through a screen of cobwebs—nasty clinging stuff that he had to brush aside. "Cold Iron!" the creature screeched. 

     

        "Only sixty percent," Rod called back. "He's magnesium and tungsten, too—not to mention a lot of carbon compounds." 
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        He rode out the other side, and the creature's wailing soared up the scale, until it seemed a marsh bird's piping. Turning, Rod saw it shrink into an elf again—but also saw the crossbow rising, heard the thrum as the creature loosed. He threw himself down against Fess's neck, but not far enough; pain lanced through his forehead, and his whole right side went numb. "Run," he told Fess—or tried to, but the words wouldn't come out right. "As fast you can!" 

     

        Fortunately, Fess's voice-recognition program was able to accept substitutions and relate them almost instantly to the sounds they were supposed to have been. He leaped into motion and shot through the forest, and was far from the shooting elf in minutes. 

     

        GEORDIE HEAVED THE dead buck up over his shoul-iers and turned his steps homeward—but he hadn't gone a dozen paces before a man in green tunic and brown hose stepped out of the leaves onto the trail ahead of him, a bow in his hands with an arrow nocked, but not drawn. "Hold, squire." 

     

        Geordie stared at the man, his heart sinking. Then he summoned his nerve and grinned. "Come, fellow, I've no wish to harm you. Step aside." 

     

        "You bear your guilt on your shoulders, squire. You must answer to the reeve now. Put down the buck and hold out your arms." 

     

        "If I put down my load, it shall be atop you," Geordie said evenly, "and if I hold out my hands, there shall be sword and dagger in them. Step aside—I have folk who will need this meat." 

     

        "They shall have to find it somewhere else." 

     

        Battle-lust rose; Geordie's friendly smile turned into a savage grin. "Do you truly think you can take me alone?" 

     

        "I do not think I will have to." 

     

        Branches rustled; two other men stepped up at either side, and Geordie could hear more stepping Page  212
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out onto the roadway behind him. His hackles rose, but he brazened it out "You've not the right to arrest a squire, especially one born to nobility!" 

     

        "They have." The branches parted; a man wearing a black doublet and hose with crimson piping stepped out be-mnd the first keeper. "But even if they did not, I surely do. As reeve of this shire, I arrest you in the Queen's name!" 

     

        Geordie stared into the reeve's face and felt his heart sink down to his boots. 

     

        FESS SLOWED, AND Rod slid down from his back—but his right leg buckled and he fell. He tried to stand again, but the leg wouldn't cooperate. He turned to catch the stirrup with his left hand and pulled himself up to his left knee, then with a titanic effort pushed himself up to stand. He started to fall but flailed at the saddle, caught the pommel, and managed to balance on his left foot. 

     

        "It is only projective telepathy, Rod," Fess told him. "Your muscles are doubtless as good as ever. It is merely your mind that has been convinced of paralysis, by the power of myth made seeming flesh." 

     

        "Maybe," Rod said, but his ears heard a hoarse caw that said, "Maeh-hih;" he shuddered. He directed his thoughts toward Fess. 'Time to meditate again." He let himself fall into the trance—difficult, because of the uncertainty of meditating on his feet, but it was necessary this time. When he knew his hindbrain was at its most suggestible, he began to put weight on his right leg and withdrew it in a slow but regular rhythm, as though he were strolling. As he practiced the movements, he imagined the deadened area of his brain coming alive, beginning to regrow neurons, synapses firing more and more normally until it was restored to full function. When his right leg could feel his weight again, he knew the neurons had really regrown, that his brain had repaired the damage—if there had actually been any. It was, as Fess had said, probably only a very convincing telepathic illusion—but if it had been, it had managed to convince his neurons they were burned out. They had recharged now, recharged and were firing with every mock step, more and more until, greatly daring, he finally let go of the saddle and stood alone. 

     

        The leg held. 

     

        Rod gripped the pommel again and began to swing the leg as though he took a step with every shift of weight. At first it refused to budge, then twitched, then swung a little, then wider and wider. When he had achieved a normal length of stride, he began to put his weight on it at the end of the forward swing, then lifted and swung it back. When it held his full weight, he let go of the pommel and began walking in place, then stepped away from Fess and back, then away and around in a circle. Page  213
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        "Well done, Rod," the robot said. "You have recapitulated two years of physical therapy in an hour." 

     

        "Is that how long it's been?" Time seemed to pass differently when Rod was in a trance. "Now let's work on the arm." He heard his voice say, "Nahwehwhirahdah." 

     

        "Then you will begin work on your speech?" 

     

        THE WARLOCK'S LAST RIDE Rod glanced at the sun's rays, where they laid their path through dust-motes to the leaves below. "Won't be time before dark. I'll have to finish that tomorrow." 

     

        By sunset, he had the right arm and hand back to full function and was quite unreasonably proud that he was able to brew up a stew of jerky and dried vegetables. 

     

        Speech took longer, though. It required much more fine-muscle coordination, so even after a night's sleep and a morning's work, it was noon by the time Rod was willing to take a break, drown the fire, and ride on through the forest. After an hour, he started practicing tongue-twisters again, and was speaking quite normally by the time he pitched camp that evening. For practice, he discussed the elf marksman with Fess. 

     

        "I did not notice any unusual amounts of witch-moss around his feet, Rod." 

     

        Rod nodded. "It probably all came from within—he was much heavier than anyone his size has a right to be. Even if he absorbed extra witch-moss as he grew, there must have been a lot of it in him to begin with. That was one very tightly-compacted elf." 

     

        "But you knew whatever mass he had would be, shall we say, stretched thin when he grew twelve feet in a matter of minutes?" 

     

        "Thin as cobwebs—which is exactly what he felt like when I rode through." Rod shuddered at the memory and spooned up some more stew—an action of which he was unreasonably proud at the Page  214
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moment. "He had become, if you'll pardon the phrase, a very insubstantial elf." 

     

        THE SENTRY AT the gatehouse looked uncertain as Alea approached. "Do you need an escort, milady?" 

     

        Alea bristled but hid it; she flashed him a smile instead and wondered why his eyes widened—but she said, "No thank you, trooper." She brandished her staff. "I have all the protection I need—unless there are wild lions in that wood that no one's told me about?" 

     

        "No, milady." Wide-eyed or not, the man still seemed doubtful. "There's wolves and bears, though we haven't seen 'em in a year or two." 

     

        "I'll take my chances, then," Alea said. "Sometimes you just need to be by yourself for a while, you know?" 

     

        "Yes, milady." The young man clearly didn't. 

     

        Alea knew she didn't have to explain but tried anyway. "I'm a stranger here, trooper, and sometimes I feel very much alone—but I don't when I'm in the forest by myself." 

     

        "Just call if you need help, milady." 

     

        "As loudly as I can." Alea gave him a bright smile as she turned away. "And I'm not the daughter of a lord, so you don't have to call me lady." 

     

        "Begging your pardon, milady, but if you're Sir Magnus's companion, you're a lady." 

     

        Alea sighed, recognizing a fight she couldn't win. She only said, "Thank you, soldier," and turned to walk through the tunnel and out under the portcullis. 
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        The woods were as welcoming as Alea had expected; as soon as the leaves closed around her, she felt a burden lift from her. She wondered why—she had been on planets where she knew no one before. Here, at least, she had Magnus's brothers and sister. 

     

        Of course—that was why. She felt she was continually on trial, continually being judged for her fitness to accompany Magnus. Here, though, only the beasts and birds would judge her, and that was as a threat or merely an interesting addition to their world. 

     

        She strolled down a path, letting the thoughts gradually empty from her mind, filling it instead with birdsong and the rustling of leaves. She came to a little clearing with a large rock off to one side and sat down to enjoy the play of sunlight and shadow. 

     

        "It has taken you long enough to come out of that ugly stone shell," Evanescent said. 

     

        Alea looked up, surprized to see the cat-headed alien, then frowned. "It would help if you didn't keep erasing my memories of you after every encounter. How am I supposed to know you want to talk if I can't even remember you exist?" 

     

        "You might ask me how I like this new world." 

     

        "You might ask me the same." 

     

        "Very well." Evanescent tucked her paws under her chest as she lay down. "How do you find this world of Gramarye, Alea?" 

     

        "Oh, the world itself is well and good," Alea said. "It's the people who are giving me difficulty." 

     

        "Really?" the alien asked, interested. "Which people?" 

     

        "Only Magnus's brothers and sister," Alea said with a sigh. "His father has gone adventuring, which Page  216
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is too bad, for he seemed very nice. All the servants and soldiers are friendly, though. A bit distant, since they seem to think I'm an aristocrat, but friendly nonetheless." 

     

        "You don't think you're a fine lady?" 

     

        "I'm a farmer's daughter," Alea snapped. "If I'd known Magnus was noble, I'd never have had anything to do with him!" 

     

        Evanescent tilted her head to the side, considering the statement, then asked, "Isn't the man worth more than his rank?" 

     

        "Yes, I suppose so," Alea conceded. "I'm just a bit upset at the thought of serving as his squire." 

     

        "That's not what people expect." Evanescent spoke as a mind-reader with no compunctions about mental eavesdropping. 

     

        "No, it's not. They all seem to expect me to marry him—never mind that he isn't in love with me!" 

     

        "Or you in love with him?" Evanescent asked. "I noticed you didn't mention that." 

     

        "Didn't, and won't," Alea snapped. 

     

        Evanescent sighed and stirred with impatience. 'This emotion you silly two-legs call 'being in love' is rather exasperating." 

     

        "Don't I know it," Alea said with all her heart. "But why does it bother you?" 

     

        "Only because you all seem to want it so badly, but are so reluctant to tell each other about it," Evanescent explained. "Are you that much afraid of being hurt?" Page  217

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

     

        Yes! Alea thought, and was surprized at her own intensity. Aloud, she said, "That's where we can be most easily and most deeply hurt. Magnus still hasn't recovered from the injuries that she-wolf Finister gave him years ago.” 

     

        "Just as you haven't recovered from your own … what is your phrase for it? Heartbreak?" 

     

        "That's it," Alea said through gritted teeth. 

     

        "A most nonsensical phrase," Evanescent said. "Hearts don't break, after all, though they may stop working—and it's not your heart that does the feeling anyway, it's your brain!" 

     

        "Would you have us say 'brainbreak,' then?" Alea couldn't help smiling. 

     

        "I suppose 'heartbreak' is a good enough metaphor," Evanescent conceded. "Of course, mating is scarcely a guarantee it won't happen. I do find it amusing that a strapping young woman like yourself who can face sword-swinging warriors in battle is afraid of a man who has proved his loyalty." 

     

        "If I were foolish enough to tell him I loved him, he might still hurt me by saying he didn't love me," Alea said, her voice hard. 

     

        "Quite so—he'll face ten armed men in battle but is still afraid to look into his own heart," Evanescent admitted. 

     

        Alea frowned at her closely. "So. You've been eavesdropping again." 

     

        "Why not?" Evanescent asked. "Your kind are so amusing!" 

     

        Alea was afraid to ask but forced herself. "So you know he doesn't love me, then." Page  218
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        "He's afraid to let himself feel it," Evanescent explained. "Every time he has before, he's been hurt. Why should he think you'd be any different?" 

     

        "He's braver than that!" 

     

        "Something in him isn't." Evanescent nodded toward the side of the clearing. 

     

        Alea followed her gaze, frowning, and saw nothing but dry leaves and, behind them, dark trunks and live leaves— and dust motes dancing in a ray of sunlight. As she watched, though, the motes thickened, doubling in number, tripling, becoming a sort of sunlit fog, a mist that billowed up seven feet, then drew in on itself, taking human form. 

     

        Alea found herself staring at a stout little man in a bottle-green coat and battered top hat, with ruddy cheeks and a rum-blossom nose, who cried, "A rag, a bone!" then turned a very angry glare on Evanescent. "And just who do you think you are to call me awake out here in the middle of a forest?" 

     

        "Who do you think you are," the alien responded, "to go hiding in the depths of a man's mind?" 

     

        "That's where I was born, catface," the tubby little man answered. "That's where I live!" 

     

        "Magnus's brain?" Alea asked, staring. 

     

        "In his most secret depths." The man turned his glare on her. "Where you'd like to be yourself, wouldn't you, and evict me or make me cease to exist!" 

     

        "I… I bear you no ill will," Alea said, taken aback. 

     

        "No ill will, she says! When my home's becoming so crowded I can scarcely move, there's so much Page  219
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of you there already!" 

     

        "Is … is there really?" Alea asked, wide-eyed. 

     

        "Oh, there'd be more, if he could open his heart," the rag-and-bone man told her, "but he locked it away years ago, he did, in a box of golden, and can't open it!" 

     

        "Did he, now!" Alea's eyes narrowed. "With no help from you?" 

     

        The rag-and-bone man shrugged impatiently. "I'm just a figment of his imagination, a personification of his fears and desires. To say I did it to him is as much as to say he did it to himself." 

     

        "Are you sure that she-wolf Finister didn't call you into being?" Alea demanded. 

     

        "Oh, she did the most," the rag-and-bone man said, "but she wasn't the first and wasn't the last. He had a knack for falling in love with women who wanted to use him, he did." 

     

        "And … that's why he hasn't fallen in love with me!" Alea felt anger growing. "Because I don't want to use him!" 

     

        "No, it's because his heart is locked up, and he doesn't know how to unlock it," the rag-and-bone man said cheerfully. "Don't put on airs, young woman. Don't think you're rnore than you are." 

     

        "Meaning he isn't in love with me!" Alea said, seething. 

     

        The rag-and-bone man rolled his eyes over to Evanescent. "Bound and determined to believe the worst of herself, isn't she?" 

     

        "She's growing out of it," the alien said. "These humans seem to cling to their illusions, even when Page  220
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they're destructive." 

     

        "All right, then, if you know so much," Alea said, "how can I free his heart?" 

     

        "Ask the one who did the most to imprison it," the rag-and-bone man said. "Ask the she-wolf!" 

     

        "Never!" 

     

        " 'Never' can be a long time," Evanescent warned. 

     

        "I couldn't stand to ask anything of her! I'd rather die!" 

     

        "Well, then, you will," the rag-and-bone man said, "alone." 

     

        Alea rounded on him in a fury. "Who asked you?" 

     

        "You did," he answered. "Go ahead, don't listen to the answer. It's better for me if he lives alone all his life, anyway." 

     

        Alea stood with fists clenched, fuming but silent, searching for some scathing retort but finding nothing. It made her feel helpless, powerless, and her fury built in silence. 

     

        "I'd love to help you, if I could," Evanescent said, "but I haven't the faintest notion how to generate this emotion you call 'love.'" 

     

        Alea stared at her in disbelief. "Don't your kind fall in love?" 
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        "No—we come into season and smell the other's interest," Evanescent said. "Once we know, we do something about it. It's enjoyable while it lasts, but it never distracts us for long." 

     

        "And of course, distractions are what you most need," Alea said with disgust. 

     

        "Of course." Evanescent gave her a toothy smile. "Most of us die of boredom, quite literally. You promise to give me a good long life, you and your male." 

     

        "He's not mine!" 

     

        "And you can't change that," the rag-and-bone man said. 

     

        Alea rounded on him. "You be still! You can disappear!" 

     

        "Can I really?" he asked, and turned away, turned soft around the edges, soft all the way through, his form blurring, then thinning as it turned back into dust motes that blew away. A last whisper of beery voice cried, "I can!" 

     

        "That didn't accomplish much, did it, dearie?" Evanescent asked. "But I suppose you'd learned all you needed from him, anyway." 

     

        "Not a thing!" Alea said. 

     

        "Of course you had," Evanescent said. "You learned that it's no lack in you that keeps that silly male from—'falling in love,' do you call it? The fault's in him, not in you." 

     

        "That's no help!" 

     

        "Oh, it's help you want, is it?" the alien asked. "Well, I'll be delighted to do what I can. Your Page  222
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species' courtship ritual is quite amusing—you make it so much more complicated than it needs to be, especially you and Magnus." 

     

        Something in the statement rang false. Alea eyed the alien narrowly. "Have I really fallen in love? Or have you just been manipulating my emotions for your own diversion?" 

     

        "How could you think such a thing!" But the alien's toothy smile was less than convincing. "Your emotions are real—though I must confess I find them a great source of diversion. No, if I were going to manipulate anyone's emotions, it would be his—but you just saw what I'm up against." 

     

        "A funny little man and a golden box?" Alea frowned. "Scarcely daunting adversaries." 

     

        "They wouldn't be, if they were real," Evanescent said, "but when they're buried in the mind, it's another matter entirely." 

     

        Alea heaved a sigh and sat down on a stump. "Does it really happen? I don't just mean people falling in love—I mean staying in love, even after they're married!" 

     

        "Well, I know of one couple that will probably manage to be in love until death does them part," Evanescent said, "though I suspect they're cheating by making death come sooner. She's only twenty-six and he's twenty-eight, but he's about to hang for the capital crime of feeding his people. She's more in love with him than ever, so I think they'll make it through life—his life, anyway." 

     

        "But that's terrible!" Alea was back on her feet again. "Who are they? Where? How can I help them?" 

     

        "In the south," Evanescent answered. "She's bound for Castle Loguire to make one last plea for his life. His case looks clear, though. He doesn't deny he slew all those deer." 

     

        "The poor woman!" Alea said. "What is her name? Tell me how to find her!" 

     

Page  223

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

        "You have only to ride the forest road that runs from the west toward Castle Loguire and follow the sound of sobbing," Evanescent said. "After all, the poor thing hasn't been trained to war, as you have." 

     

        "We have to find a way to help her!" Alea spun about, looking helplessly at the trees. "How, though? There must be lawyers on this planet!" She looked around at the empty clearing and did wonder for a moment how she'd come to know of the young man's arrest. Well, that was what came of practicing on other people, of trying to see how far away she could read minds. She deserved every bit of anxiety she was feeling. 

     

        But she had to find a way to help! She turned and started back up the trail toward Castle Gallowglass, never thinking for a moment that she hadn't learned of the young couple's plight by anything but her own telepathy—for of course, she didn't remember meeting Evanescent at all, nor even a hint of their conversation. 

     

        AS ROD RODE, the woods thinned out. By noon, Fess brought him out of the last trees onto a long ramp of grassland—but as they climbed, the grass grew thinner and more yellow until Rod rode across an upland of scrub and tufts. "We've come onto a moor, Fess." 

     

        "Yes, Rod, but it is surely the most barren moor I have ever seen." 

     

        "They're not exactly known for being fun places." Rod shivered as a sudden gust of wind chilled him. "Well, if it's barren, there's that much less to catch fire if my campfire shoots out sparks." Rod dismounted. "And if it's cold, I could use the warmth for a little while. Time for lunch." 

     

        "Where will you find wood to burn, Rod?" 

     

        "Good question—but as I remember, moors have pockets of peat." Rod scouted about. "Though we may have to ride a bit farmer before we … Hey!" 

     

        Fess came closer. "Mud, Rod?" 

     

        "Mud that won't let go." Rod tried frantically to pull a foot loose. "And it's getting deeper!" Page  224
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        Nineteen


       

        "NO, ROD—YOU ARE SINKING." FESS STARTED for him. 

     

        "Stop!" Rod cried. "I don't want you sinking, too!" 

     

        "But I cannot let you …" 

     

        "You won't! Go forward a step at a time, and if the ground goes soft, step back!" 

     

        Fess edged toward him, tossing his head to make the reins fly forward over his ears. "Catch the reins, Rod." 

     

        Rod flailed, missed—and sank another two inches. "Isn't there a branch…" Rod broke off, staring, as the mud began to bubble. "No! There can't be anything living in this!" 

     

        The ooze heaved upward, higher and higher into a sloppy sort of column. At its top, pockets appeared with a sucking sound, two holes of darkness over a much larger third that yawned wide and said, "Foolish mortal, to have dared come into the Barren Land!" 

     

        For a moment, Rod wondered crazily if he had stumbled into mud or a pool of witch-moss. Then he realized that it wasn't crazy at all if the bog could take on a face and talk to him. "What manner of spirit are you?" 

     

        "I am the Spirit of the Waste," the mud-monster intoned, "and I spread sloughs for the unwary." 

     

        "I'm not sure you can actually spread a slough." Rod looked down at the mud. "But I'm not exactly in a position to argue." 
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        "Nay, nor to struggle." A muddy hand shot out from the monster's body to touch Rod on the forehead. He shouted and recoiled, trying to avoid the oozing finger—but the mud sucked at his feet, and he fell on his back. 

     

        Fess neighed a protest, and Rod felt the mud pulling at his back and hips, dragging him down—but he saw no reason to resist. When he stopped and thought about it—and what else could he do, lying on his back in a bog?—there was no reason to struggle. Sure, there would be a few minutes of unpleasantness … well, pain … when the mud choked his lungs and he could no longer breathe, but if he went into a trance here and now, he wouldn't mind all that much—and what reason was there to live? 

The kids didn't need him any more—they had their spouses, all but Magnus, and he had Alea, a devoted companion who would give him all the emotional support he was willing to accept. The Crown didn't need Rod, either—Tuan was still amazingly devoted to Catharine, and she to him—nor did the nation; Magnus would defend it as well as he ever could, especially with his brothers and sister to back him up. 

     

        And Gwen was gone. 

     

        So why not just lie here and let the bog take him? 

     

        Rod felt as though a thin black cloud had fallen over him, dimming everything about him—not that he could see much from this point of view. Even the broad and cloudless noonday sky above him seemed dulled, its blue almost gray. Dimly, he was aware that there had been reasons to live once, but he couldn't remember them now. No, he could—they had been Gwen and the kids, and protecting Gramarye from the futurians. Even before that, the dreams that had kept him going were freeing oppressed peoples and finding a woman he could fall in love with, who would fall in love with him, something he had come to believe could never happen. 

     

        Then he had met Gwen. 

     

        Gwen, it had always been Gwen—even before he met her, there had been the hope of finding her. 

     

        Now she was gone. 

     

        So why not let the mud take him? There was no purpose in life any more, no reason for living, and Page  226
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certainly no joy, not without her. Sink down and die, and see her much sooner! 

     

        Something slapped his chest. Rod scowled down at it, resenting any interruption, now that he had finally made up his mind to die. Dimly, he was aware of someone ranting and raging at someone else who was poking in where he had no business, but he didn't really care. He saw the two-inch-thick stick lying across his doublet; it took him several seconds to realize it would probably hold his weight. Following it back, he saw the robot holding the other end in his mouth; Fess had somehow managed to find a fallen branch after all. He smiled sadly; it was a nice idea, but kind of tardy, after he had finally come to realize where his life really stood. 

     

        'Take hold of the end of the branch, Rod," the robot's voice said through the earphone embedded in the bone in front of his ear. "It will bear your weight, and I will pull you to firm ground." 

     

        "Why bother, Fess?" Rod said. "There's no point in going on. Go back to Magnus; he needs you. Go back to the ones who have reason to live." 

     

        "That is not your own thought, Rod," the robot explained. "It is a projection of this earthen elemental who seeks to drag you down." 

     

        "A projected thought?" Rod frowned. "Why would it bother?" 

     

        "For the same reason it spreads bogs for the unwary, Rod. It detests all life and seeks to purge the earth of living things. It sees all life as corruption, as obscenities that should not exist, and it seeks to cleanse its own element of all that grows or moves. It is the Spirit of the Waste because it makes wastelands. It finds in them a kind of purity." 

     

        "In my present state of mind, that almost makes sense." Rod turned to frown at the bulge in the bog. 

"Are you sure it's wrong?" 

     

        "Quite sure, Rod, but you will not be able to evaluate the idea objectively as long as you lie within its power. Take hold of the stick." 

     

        But the mud had covered his ears now, was sending a tendril across his chest; he could taste a Page  227
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trickle of it in his mouth. "It would be so easy …" 

     

        "Easy, perhaps, but not right. There are still people who need you, work that only you can do." 

     

        "Can't think of any, at the moment." 

     

        "No, and you never will as long as you lie within that creature's power. Seize the end of the branch." 

     

        But the monster stretched out a tendril again, reaching for Rod. 

     

        At the cold and clammy touch, something mulish and stubborn rose up in Rod. His mind, at least, had always been his own—until he had chosen to let Gwen share it. With both hands, he laid firm hold on the stick. The tentacle of mud poised over his face, then slammed down, but Rod managed to twitch aside, and it slapped into the bog, merging with the rest of the mud and losing its shape. The monster bellowed, and the tentacle began to reform—but it was moving away from him now. No, he was moving away, and the roaring monster was too slow in refashioning its boneless arm. Rod was actually making pretty good time considering he was ploughing through mud. Then firm ground slid up under his head; he tucked in his chin and solid earth jolted under his back. When it reached his waist, he flipped over and pushed himself to his feet, his legs sucking loose from the tug of the bog—and suddenly the world seemed to brighten, his spirits soared, and life was good again. Gwen was still a dream, one he could actually attain, one worth searching for. 

     

        The monster howled in frustration. "You are mine, mortal, and shall return to me!" 

     

        "All that lives will return to the earth sooner or later," Rod agreed, "but not today." He frowned, directing a thought at the creature, thinking of it melting back into the slough from which it had come. The monster roared rage even as it dissolved; the last roar was only a bubble in the mud. 

     

        "I have never seen a bog of witch-moss before, Rod." 

     

        "Nor have I," Rod said. "We'll have to call Toby and the Royal Witchforce to come clean it up." 
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        "Speaking of cleaning up …" 

     

        Rod looked down at his doublet and hose to find them slathered with mud. "Might not have to throw them away. Let's find a pond and see what happens if I take a swim." 

     

        "If I were you, Rod, from now on, I would be wary of immersion in any medium." 

     

        "Yeah, but if we all gave in to that kind of impulse, no one would ever write a book." Rod turned to mount, then thought better of it. "I think I'll walk until we find enough water to rinse me. Lead on, Fess." 

     

        "I have no idea where to go, Rod." 

     

        'To the west, of course! That's where Tir Nan Og lies, doesn't it?" 

     

        "I have not noticed it on any map." 

     

        "Quit caviling. If you don't know where to go, any direction is as good as any other, and I choose west." Rod stopped for a moment, then said, "And, Fess—thanks for pulling me out of one more bog." 

     

        "That is why I exist, Rod." 

     

        MAGNUS WAITED FOR the seneschal to announce him. The man came out and bowed him into the royal solar. He came in and bowed himself. "Good morning, Your Majesties." Then he straightened and gave his parents' friends a bland smile that hid his scrutiny. 

     

        Catharine stopped pacing long enough to give him a courteous nod, while Tuan rose from his chair and came to press Magnus's hand with a smile. "Good morning, Sir Magnus. How do you find your old home?" 
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        "There is some feeling of strangeness," Magnus admitted, "but the strangest thing of all is that it looks so familiar." 

     

        Tuan laughed. "I remember such a feeling when I returned from my exile. Be sure, it will pass." 

     

        "I am reassured." Magnus returned Tuan's smile; it was almost impossible not to. The man's good nature was infectious. 

     

        It was his first close meeting with them since the funeral, and he was in far better condition to study the changes in them—but there didn't seem to be any, if you didn't count the crow's-feet and other new creases in their faces, and a little more thickness to their bodies. For a couple in their fifties, Tuan and Catharine were in excellent condition. 

     

        "We are quite curious," Catharine told him, "and very eager to hear of the strange sights and stranger customs you have witnessed—but we shall wait for that until you are feeling fully at home again." 

     

        "I am quite willing to tell you." Magnus smiled. "Your problem will be making me stop." 

     

        Both laughed, neither believing him. "We would not disrupt your day only for such pleasantries," Tuan said, "but we have heard reports that disturb us." 

     

        "Really." Magnus resisted the temptation to read their minds. "Reports of what?" 

     

        "Of peasants who gather in ever-larger bands, marching toward Runnymede." Tuan's smile faded. 

"They bear only the tools of their labor, but I know how well flails and scythes can harvest soldiers. Have you heard aught of such?" 

     

        "I have," Magnus said, "and have already spoken with Geoffrey." 
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foment discontent and lead these bands answer to our old nemesis—the Mocker." 

     

        "How dare he!" Catharine burst out. "Surely the man is neither commoner nor lord—how dare he seek to lead the peasants against us! 

     

        "Worse," Tuan said, with a perfectly straight face. "How dare he, who was certainly in his sixties at least, now rise again and look no older than when we saw him last?" 

     

        "Surely it is his rising that matters, not his age!" Catharine declared indignantly, but turned to Magnus. Thirty years have passed! Surely he should be dead!" 

     

        "By the standards of this place and time, yes," Magnus said "or at least drastically enfeebled. Since he is neither, Majesty, it is clear he must have found a way to travel through time." 

     

        King and Queen stared. Then Catharine said slowly, "Your mother mentioned such a thing, when we were wondering what manner of men and women our children would become. It seemed only a fable at the time. Surely you do not mean to tell us it can truly happen!" 

     

        "My parents made it clear to me that it does," Magnus said, "and that, though the Mocker must only be seen using such weapons as we have, he may secretly have far worse." 

     

        "Of course—the future will have developed more lethal tools than we have, will it not?" Tuan said slowly. "Still, he cannot use them on any large scale, or the peasants will shy away from him as a witch." 

     

        "There is that," Magnus agreed, "but it