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h

e was alone in darkness. Around himwere the

sounds of rustling and sighing. Not darkness, he real -

i zed; utter blackness. No ni ghtnoon; not even a dusting
of stars. He stood stock still; did not dare to nove as
the pricklings of alarmcoursed up his spine. He reached
out with his senses. The sounds seenmed to cone from
everywhere at once, an omni present and suggestive sib-
ilance. There was a strong odor of |oam and grow ng

t hi ngs, but nothing nore. Sonething brushed agai nst

his face and he shied violently, would have cried out,
but no sound canme. |'mdreaning, he thought. This is
nothing but a dream It didn't help. He was afraid.

He forced hinself to reach out. H's hand encountered
stal ks, or what he surm sed were stal ks. Myving up, he
felt leaves and then sonething fuzzy. It was well above
his head and he was a shade over eight feet tall. He
took a deep breath; only a dream It reni nded hi m of

the jungle area on the Island at the Center. Could the
Guardi an have pulled himback, all these years later, to
puni sh himfor his destruction of the Qutlanders? The
Guardi an was capable of it, but he knew, instinctively,
that he had not. Wth that canme the realization of what
this place must be. He was out on the Alien Plain. Wth
t he know edge cane |light. Not centered, |ike a dawn,

or spilling down, Iike the sudden unveiling of the night-
nmoon, but a seeping in fromall quarters.

He was mewed up in grasses, tall and seemingly im
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penetrable. Good hunting country for wild warcats, he

t hought, and shivered. There was nenace in the air, its
source, in part, the feeling of being closed in. That, at
i east, he could do sonething about. He nailed around

him breaking the thick stal ks, seeing the tops sag
abruptly. The anorphous |ight grew stronger. He started
forward, striking with his arms as if they were reversed
sickles. He noticed that he was wearing his habitual blue
robe. Could be worse, he thought with a flash of grim
hunor; |'ve been naked in sonme dreans.

He pl oughed ahead, arms swi nging unnaturally slowy
and his sandals sticking to the ground. He gl anced over
hi s shoul der and the vague feeling of dread becane con-
centrated in that direction. Wrse, the grasses be had
swept aside and tranpl ed down had sprung up again.

He pushed on, heart thunping painfully, breath whis-
tling in and out. Logic dictated that he stop and take
stock of the situation, but logic had no place in this



dream Fear drove himand the slug's pace, which was
the best that he could do, added to the dread.

It went on forever and yet it was over in nonents.

He stood at the base of a mountain range that sloped
gently at first and then soared up. He knew it instantly
even though he had only seen it once before and then
from above. This was the range that forned the north-
ern border of the Alien Plain. Beyond it was a sea or

an ocean. His glinpse of the coastline had been brief
and he had been very tired.

The fear that had driven himwas ebbing and he gazed

at the slopes with sonmething akin to relief. The spur of
fear m ght be gone, but he was wary still. He turned
slowy and | ooked at the way he had come. A towering
wal I of green crowded behind him Upward then. As he
turned back and gl anced up, a building flickered into

vi ew and di sappeared. That couldn't be. No man had

ever set foot in these nountains. He took a deep breath

THE UNI CORN PEACE + 3

and peered upsl ope. The building, large, turreted and
shi ni ng, appeared and then vani shed.

He stood, waiting for it to reappear, but nothing hap-
pened. He braced his shoul ders. No sense waiting here
whil e the gods knew what crept up behind him He set

of f again. The slope was gentle at first, but soon becane
st eeper. Massive boul ders bl ocked his path, forcing him
to detour. He stopped fromtime to tinme to | ook for the
buil ding. There was a gl ow, he was certain of that, and
once he thought he saw a tower with a conical top. To
reach it becane a conpul sion, but, hard as he clinbed,
he seemed to be getting no closer. The path turned
treacherous with | oose scree denyi ng hi m puchase. He
clung to the rocks, hauling hinself up, desperate to
reach the security of the insubstantial refuge. Then he
lost his footing altogether and tunbl ed back, stonmach
droppi ng in sudden terror

Jarred Courtak woke with a start. H's mouth was dry
and his hands were clenched. Hi s heart was poundi ng.
He lay there for a while calning hinmself. The dream
was still vivid in his mnd and he tried to make sense
of it. There were those, usually nmen or wonen in whom
t he Tal ent was weak, who nade a living fromthe inter-
pretation of dreams, but he had never been a believer
It was true that the Archmage had once seen the future,
but that had been as a result of Magic, properly ap-
plied. He shrugged nentally and rolled out of bed. It
woul d soon be tine for the ritual of Mking the Day.

He breakfasted in the Qutpost's Hall with the rest of
t he Magi cians and then returned to his roons to pre-
pare for the norning's nmeeting of the Conm ssion for
the Qutland. The Commi ssion, together with the re-
search he had been doing for a history of Strand, had
dom nated his life for years now. He had been on the



Conmi ssion since its founding thirteen years ago. Its
del i berati ons had neandered on ever since. There had

4 + JOHN LEE

been no sense of urgency in the early days. Jarrod had
been alone in his conviction that the soil was safe, free
of whatever had caused nutations in the past, but the
barren expanse had greened since then and becone a

vast, flat savanna. Pressure for col onizati on was grow

i ng.

He wondered if the past night's dream had any con-
nection with the conming neeting. A vote on partition
was a possibility. A draft of the proposal had been cir-
cul ated. There was nothing in it for the D scipline. He
had fought hard for territory in the beginning and had
been told, politely but firmy, that the D scipline was
not a sovereign state and thus had no role to play in
matters territorial. He had persisted and a nove had
been nade to oust him He had appealed to the Arch-
nage.

He smiled at the nenory of what had cone next.

Archmage Ragnor had descended on Stronta |ike the
specter of death, breathing anathema. In a speech be-
fore the Royal Council of Pal adine, the Conmi ssioners
and the di plomatic corps, he had declared that the en-
tire Qutland belonged to the Discipline by right of con-
gquest. The resulting furor dom nated conversation in
the capitals of Strand for many sennights. The printed
br oadsheets that had sprung up since the war had had

a field day. Thereafter Jarrod had not pressed the D s-
cipline's claim but no one had challenged his right to
sit on the Conmi ssion.

In the intervening years he had | earned that there was
little logic where matters of national interest were con-
cerned and that his colleagues, intelligent, secure in their
positions, often hunmpbrous in private, becane rigid and

i nfl exi ble when they got to the conference table. Only
Qorin of Lissen, who represented Queen Arabella of

Arundel (Queen now because she had married), re-

tai ned his skeptical sense of hunor. Everyone paid lip
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service to the idea of a new beginning, but they clung
fiercely to the old order.

At one stage, Jarrod had suggested that the CQutland

be devel oped wi t hout boundaries, under internationa

control, an idea he still felt offered the best solution. It
had caused anot her uproar. The grow ng body of schol -

ars and men of letters had endorsed it enthusiastically,

but even the Isphardis, who of all people should have

been international in outlook, had rejected the notion

Borr Sarad, the grizzled former Thane of Talisnman, had

been the only synpathetic ear.



Now, fifteen years after the war had ended, matters
were coming to a head and none of the old probl ens

had been solved. There was no agreed-upon formula for

t he apportionnment of |and. Should it be based on the
size of the individual countries? Their contribution to
the war effort? How then to deal with Songuard, which
had done not hing during the war, or |sphardel, which
had never committed a single nan but had provided a
vast anmount of noney? Wat of Talisman, snallest of

all the nations, whose cl oudsteed wi ngs and warcat bat -
talions had fought so valiantly and suffered such | osses?

There had been no formal agreenment on any of these

poi nts, but Phalastra of Estragoth, the elderly Unrbrian

El ector who was President of the Conmission, was

pushing for a conclusion, notivated, in Jarrod" opinion
nore by the growing civil unrest in the Enpire that by
conviction. For hinself, he could not for the life of him
see how they were to cone to an equitabl e decision. He
sighed. His own idea was still the only just solution

but, after all these years of argument, he could hold out
no real hope for it,

He changed out of his blue robe and donned | ay at-

tire. Wth his height he could not pass for anything but
a Magi cian, but he had found that it was nore politic
not to remnmind people of his status. He went down to
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the stabl es where his horse was saddl ed and waiting and
took the long route to Stronta's western gate. He nar-
vel ed anew as he rode at the difference the years had
made.

The clean lines of the star fort were obscured by the
wooden houses and shops that had sprung up outside

the walls. The capital was al nost surrounded now by a
tangl e of narrow streets replete with inns and bawdy
houses. Only the well-founded fear of the Geat Mze
kept the area around Northgate clear. It now took far
longer to get into the city than it had in the old days.
Wth all the new nouths to feed, the roads were cl ogged
wi th wagons and carts bringing produce to market. So
much had changed since the war, he reflected as he

ki cked his mount into a trot. On this day, of all days,
it would not do to be late for the neeting.

chai preR 2
C

ANl onnei an Malum Lord Quern, sharpened his quills
slowy and nethodically. Taking notes at these sessions
was rough. He had | ong since becone accustoned to

the various accents, but the Conm ssion nenbers

tal ked fast when they were arguing, which was nost of
the tine; they interrupted one another constantly. Al
the positions were so well known by now that nenbers

sel dom got a chance to finish their set pieces. Once the



session got going, there would be no tine to sharpen a
ni b.

He sat at the scribes' table, his chair set sonmewhat
apart fromthe others. He was an official nenber of the
Unrbri an del egation, but his patron, the El ector of Es-
tragoth, wanted his own account of the proceedi ngs,

and it was Malumis job to provide it. He'd been doi ng

it since he first came to Stronta at the age of eighteen
The job itself was fascinating for alt it rigors. The El ec-
tor divided his time between Angorn and Stronta and

was a key personage in both capitals. As the Elector's
private secretary, Malum followed his naster every-
where, and, because of his access to Phal astra, he was
often courted by powerful nen. Wile the pay was

rat her nmeager, he woul d never have been able to live at
Court on the revenues fromhis estate, |let alone travel
to foreign | ands.

Estragoth hinmself was a remarkable old bird. He had
been wel | advanced in years when Malumwas first taken
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into his household, and he nust be pushing ei ghty now
That in itself was no nean feat, but the remarkable

thing was that the old boy was still active. He no |onger
hunted and he was somewhat hard of hearing, but his
mnd was still sharp. He wal ked with the aid of a stout

cane on those days when the gout or the rheumati sm
was bad, but Ml um had seen hi m bel abor a woul d- be
Causeway bandit with it and drive the fellow off.

He put away his knife and lined the quills up in a

row. He noved the inkwell closer to him The water

cl ock was approaching the tenth hour and the Com

m ssioners would be comng in soon. They were an in-
teresting lot, all except the Chanberlain who nomnally
represented Pal adine. He was a fussy little man preoc-
cupied with protocol and details, but everyone knew
that the real decisions were taken by the Queen or her
Arundel i an paranmour. There was noi se fromthe ante-
room and he | ooked up as the three regul ar scribes cane
in. Polite greetings were exchanged.

Borr Sarad, the former Thane of Talisman, was the
first of the Conmi ssioners to arrive. He was a conpact
man with an outdoor face and iron grey hair. He was

al ways on tine, usually early, and Mal um coul d predi ct
t he openi ng words. Sure enough

"Beat me to it again, eh Quern? One of these days
one of these days."

Mal um st ood and ducked his head. "May the best of

the day be before us. Thane," he said, and smled. Borr
Sarad had been voted out of office by his people in the
first election after the war, but everyone still used the
oldtitle.



"Selah to that, young man," Sarad replied as he ad-
vanced down the roomto the desk- "G eetings, gentle-
men," he said to the scribes as he passed them "Well
what do you think will happen today?" he asked.
"Think we'll be able to get this thing wapped up?
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certainly hope so. |I've no wish to spend the sunmer
here. It's too dammed hot."

"At least it's dry heat here. You should try sunmmer
in the south, where | come from"

"I thank you, but no. I'll take nmy mountains any tine
of year. Seriously though, what's your opinion of how
t hi ngs stand?"

"Trut h?" Mal um asked.
Sarad grinned. "OF course not. Educated guess."

"Well then, the idea of the Qutland as an interna-
tional territory wi thout boundaries doesn't stand a
chance, no matter what kind of authority or combina-
tion of authorities govern it. The only thing that has
kept it alive this long is the Mage's reputation.”

"I have to agree," Sarad admitted. "If it had cone

to a vote any tinme in the first five years, it m ght have
stood a chance, but not now " The Thane paused and

| ooked at ©Mal um specul atively.

"D you have an opinion, one that you're prepared to
di vul ge, about the draft proposal ?"

"The partition would seemto address nost of the

probl ems,"” Ml um said Judi ciously. "The Songeans are
provided for, the Isphardis get an equitable share and,
with all due respect, Talisnman would do very well out
of the settlenent."”

Sarad | ooked Malum squarely in the eyes for a | ong

beat. A slowsmle that threw every last winkle into
relief crept up. "Stop being so damed diplomatic," he
said. "You're an intelligent young man, you' ve been in

on all the discussions and, unless | niss ny guess, you
can think for yourself. You rmust have sone persona

t hought s about the division. In fact 1'll warrant you saw
the finished map before | did."

Mal um returned the smle. Smiling easily and con-
vincingly was one of his talents. "You' re right about
that," he said. "The penmanship on the map is mnine
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Personally, | don't think the Isphardis will be en-

chanted, but, given their geographical l|ocation, | don't
t hi nk anything we did would be ideal for them"



"That's as may be. You nean to tell nme that you
can't see any other problens?"

The Unbrian shrugged. "Well, it's true that the por-
tion of the Qutland allotted to Talisman m ght be con-
sidered to infringe on Arundel's share, but then again,
t hey can expand westward across the Unknown Lands

and nobody knows how far that stretches.”

"The sane coul d be said of Unbria," Sarad com
mented dryly, "but | see that she is apportioned the ful
wi dt h of her present frontier. Do you feel that that's
equi t abl e?"

"I don't know about equitable, but it's certainly |og-
ical,” Malumretorted

Sarad's answering smle was tight and had little hu-
mor init. "lI'mafraid that your logic may not go far
enough. There is too nmuch roomin this plan for future
di sputes. "

Mahim s ready snmile flashed out again. "I'mnot con-
vi nced, Thane, that the Comm ssion's job is to ensure

eternal peace. | very much doubt that that is possible-
But don't you think that you're being a little pessinis-
tic? After all, there is so nuch |land out there."

"Ch, cone now. Quern, spare ne the w de-eyed ap-
proach. Nobody has taken geography into account.

What happens if one nation's territory turns out to be
barren and its neighbor's is fertile? How |l ong do you
t hi nk your agreement will hold up? "

"I amnot a Magician, ny lord," Malum said, raising

hi s hands, fingers splayed. "I do not claimto be able to
see the future. W can only go on the best information
that we have—and a great deal of that comes from your
friend Jarrod Courtak. He is, after all, the only man to
have seen this nmountain range that is supposed to bor-
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der the territory to the north. Think how nuch nore
difficult, the Conmi ssion's business would be if we did
know how productive the various areas of the plain

were, or where minerals lay. | think that is all for the
best that the allocation is based on existing borders.
There is less ground, forgive the pun, for dispute that
way and any decision by the Conmission is better than
none. "

Borr Sarad pursed his |ips and shook his head.

"You're wong, Quern, quite wong. You have an al -
together too optimstic view of Strandkind." He shook
his finger for enphasis. "We're used to war, though it
isn't popular to say it these days. Mark my words, when
it cones to it, any excuse will do."



"In that case, it doesn't really matter what the Com
nm ssi on deci des, does it?" Mal umsaid w th anot her
shrug.

Sarad gave a short laugh. "Cynic," he said.

Foot st eps made both heads turn as Jarrod Courtak
entered. The Mage strode across the room hands ex-
tended with the palms turned out, to greet the Thane.

"Morning, Borr. You all set to vote?" He smled and
nodded to Mal um of Quern

"Well, if you propose your international idea, I'll vote
for you on the first ballot. After that it'll be every coun-
try for itself."

"History will judge you, you know," Jarrod said
[ightly.

"Yes, and | understand that you're the one that'll be
witing it," Sarad replied with a laugh. "I never had to
bot her about history when | was Thane and |'mtoo old

to change nmy ways now. Besides, | know what ny peo-

pl e want and what they have earned.”

Jarrod shook his head. "It wll lead to trouble," he
sai d.
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"Anything will lead to trouble,’
"Ask Quern."

t he Thane replied.

Mal um and Courtak | ooked at each other. Jarrod's

face was open, curious, the eyebrows raised in gentle
guestion. The Unbrian's face was pl easantly unreveal -
ing. He did not |ike the Mage. He had no overt reason
for it. The man had al ways been polite, had treated him
as an equal, which was nore than could be said for

sone nenbers of the Conm ssion, but that hadn't af-
fected Malum s enotional reaction to the Mgician

Part of it was undoubtedly due to an innate distrust of
Magic, some of it to the difference in height.

The Mage was a tall and inposing figure, while

Mal um was short and thin. The Pal adi nian noved with
grace, while the Unbrian was all too conscious of his

i nperfections. When it came right down to it, though
those weren't the real wellsprings of his dislike. Those
were factors that he had school ed hinself to ignore. No,
what irked himwas the man's assunption of humlity,

of ordinariness. Al this went through his mnd in a
flash; none of it showed on his countenance.

"I simply remarked,"” Malum said with a deprecating
smle, "that there were so many unknowns on the map

t hat anyt hi ng deci ded now was bound to be chal | enged

| ater. The Thane made the very valid point that sone
land will inevitably prove | ess productive. Any country



that finds itself endowed with unprofitable land will be-
cone di sgruntled, nay even cast envious eyes on their
nei ghbors. "

"My point entirely," Jarrod agreed. "It would be so
much better if people of all nations could nove freely
about the Qutland, settling where they wish. It is clear
however, that apart frommy friend here"-he smled

and pl aced a hand on Borr Sarad's shoul der—mnmy poor
notion is a virtual orphan.”
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At that nonment they were joined by Qtorin of Lissen
now Hol dnast er of Ostering.

"Well met, ny lords,"
cating again, Jarrod?"

he said briskly. "You pontifi-

"I wouldn't quite put it that way," Jarrod renon-

strated mldly.

"I admre your persistence, but |I'mpaid by Queen
Arabella. W both know that."

"Yes indeed," Courtak acknow edged, "but | keep
hopi ng that the thinking man trapped in the oath wll
energe before it's too late.” It was said with hunor.
"You have an ability to weight phrases,” Qorin re-
turned am ably, "but they are nore suited to the broad-
sheets. You nust know that mny instructions are to vote
for partition."”

Qorin of Lissen was a well-built man with a pl easant
but unremarkabl e face and a dusting of grey in the hair.
He didn't | ook particularly form dable, but Jarrod knew
that he had considerable influence in both Arundel and
Pal adi ne.

"And if the Conm ssion cannot agree?" he asked
mldly.

"Let's face that junmp if the hounds veer that way,"
Qorin said with finality. "Ah, | see the El ector of Es-
tragoth. G ve you good norning, my Lord Elector."

Hi s voice was | oud and he noved off toward the Um

bri an.

"Good norning, Lissen." The Elector was bird-thin

and stoopi ng. The voice was |light and high. He waved

in the direction of Jarrod and the Thane. "These stone
floors are dreadfully cold. D you suppose they have any
mul | ed cider?"

It was a famliar conplaint and request. Ml um was
prepared for it. He went to the hearth and got a | eather
jug. He poured a mug of cider, took it to the Elector
and withdrew wi thout a word. He was a part of the
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furniture again, observing the other Conm ssion nmem

bers as they came in. They all went to the Elector first.
It was, of course, partly politeness. Hs master was the
ol dest person in the roomand he was president of the
Conmi ssion, but the Elector had al ways been a magnet.

He had wat ched the shifting patterns of popularity

over the years. The Arundelian, Lissen, had been a non-
entity at the beginning, but he had worked quietly and
assiduously to build a constituency. The Mage, on the
ot her hand, had been nuch courted in the early years
but, once the gl amour of his achievenments had faded,
had becone increasingly isolated. The thought pleased
Mal um

The | ast of the Comm ssioners, the |sphardi represen-
tative, entered the roomin a blaze of saffron silk. The
El ector took note and cleared his throat.

"My lords," Phalastra's thin voice floated out over
the assenbly. "Let us to the table. There is much to do
t oday. "

The old man took his accustomed seat at the head of
the long refectory table. Wen he had been el ected no
one had thought that he would last this Iong. He had
been old then and it had seermed a fitting gesture, but
he had stubbornly refused to die. He had never offered
to step down and no one was ill-mannered enough to
suggest it.

"Madam A igarch, ny lords," Phalastra said once
they were all settled, "we are here today to draw the
boundaries for the new territories in the Qutland."

He turned his head and nodded to Mal um who got

up and distributed copies of the map on which he had
spent so nuch time. The del egates had seen the draft,
but it was (he sort of detail that the Elector insisted
upon.

"Now, " Phal astra said, "if | have done ny job aright,
you are all going to be disappointed, so please do not
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all speak at once. | will be the first to admt that the
al l ocations are not perfectly logical, but that is because
our past and our geography have little to do with | ogic.

Pl ease try to ook at the docunent fromthe viewpoint

of the other Conmissioners. We all know one another's
positions well enough by now, so please spare us the
obligatory national anthems." There was a touch of
curtness in the voice.

There was silence, broken by an occasi onal cough
and the squeak of a chair on the polished wood of the
floor. Study it, Malumthought. There are years of notes



and endl ess hours of argunments in that map. G ven the
current political climate, it was the nost equitable di-
vi sion possible. Surely they could see that.

Phal astra of Estragoth | ooked down the table and
caught Jarrod Courtak's eye. He gave the faintest of
shrugs and nodded qui ckly and discreetly. The Mage
woul d be the first to speak

"Excel l ence,"” he said, "since the Discipline is the only
party without a territorial stake in the proceeding, do
you go first."

"My thanks to the President,” Jarrod replied. "For

the record, the Discipline has never formally rescinded
aclaimto territory and reserves the right to chall enge
any deci sion based on the map as it is presently drawn.
My current question is, however, to the status of the
Upper Causeway. You all know that | favor its di sman-
tling, but, failing that, 1 feel nost strongly that it should
be an international thoroughfare, maintained by the
countries through which it passes, but not subject to
nati onal control. | further suggest that uniformtolls be
col l ected at each border and that the nonies be used
solely for the upkeep of the roadway. Trade throughout
the world woul d benefit."

"Hear, hear,"” fromthe digarch divderval

"A point to consider, Excellence," Phalastra said, and
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wondered if there was a deal afoot between the Magi-
cians and the |sphardis.

Qorin of Lissen |ooked up. "That would make a
country's control of its own borders somewhat parl ous,
don't you think?" he asked lazily.

"Not necessarily," Jarrod said. "lIndividual countries
can still control who enters their territory. Custons
points are easily established at the foot of the wall

Phal astra turned toward the digarch, expecting her
to speak. She did not- She sat, small, plunp and com
posed, hands folded in her lap, l|istening and waiting.
"Any ot her conments?" he asked.

"My Lord President." The voice was deep and rum
bling, the effect enhanced by the rolling r's typical of
t he Songean accent.

"By all means, ny Lord Hodman."

Phal astra had anti ci pated questions fromthe Son-

gean del egati on. The Hodman of the Territi, who had
joined the Conmi ssion on the death of Siegitander, sel-
dom spoke, but, when he did, he had the knack of cut-
ting to the heart of things. Hs grasp of internationa



politics was nil, but his hold on cormmpn sense was for-
m dabl e. General |y speaki ng, Estragoth considered al
Songeans illiterate barbarians, but he had cone to re-
spect this one.

"The position of Fort Bandor, our capital, does not
appear to be regularized on this mp."

"W have left all place nanes off the map, my dear
Forodan," the El ector said, using the nan's given nane-
".You will also note that there are no geographical de-
tails, unless you care to count the Upper Causeway."

"Ah, Lord President,"” the Hodman replied genially,
"you are making a joke no doubt. It is well known that
Unrbrian sol diers occupy the Fort. If it were upon this
map it would be plain that it is far fromthe border
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There is no reason, after fifteen years of peace, for your
men to be there.”

Phal astra produced a smle and sat forward slightly.
"As the Hodman knows," he said, with his voice lifting
alittle on "knows" to indicate a certain playful ness,
"the Enmperor is merely waiting for the inplenmentation
of the reconmendations of this Conmi ssion before

wi t hdrawi ng his troops."

"So H's Inperial Mjesty has decl ared through your

i ps on nunerous occasions, ny Lord President, but I
nmysel f doubt it. Wiy is that, you ask?" A heavily jew

el ed forefinger rose and wagged. "Because the Enperor
hopes to control the Causeway with his new cannon

and because, by denying us our capital, he hopes to

, keep us fromformng a true nation." The geniality was
gone fromthe voice.

"Ah, Forodan"—Phal astra managed to put a world

of injury into the two words—you di sappoi nt ne. You
know that Hi s Inperial Mjesty has no designs on Son-
guard, indeed would rejoice to see a stable country upon
hi s border."

He lies so well, Malumthought admiringly as he
sanded one sheet of paper and noved to the next. The
last thing that the Enperor wanted was an organi zed
and cohesi ve Songuard. The only problem was that the
occupation of Bandor had becone a rallying point for
the cl ans.

"\Whoever controls Fort Bandor controls the valley
and that is of interest to us. The nore so should the
final partition conformto the tines drawn on this mp."

The new voi ce was deep and rnusical. It could have
cone fromany of the nen around the table, but Ml um
knew from experience that it belonged to the digarch
aivderval



"You sound unhappy, madam" Estragoth said with
the faintest tinge of sarcasm

18 + JOHN LEE

"Don't try to play ganes with nme, Estragoth,"”

Aivderval returned with asperity. "You knew perfectly
well that | would be unhappy with this." She gestured

di smssively at the map before her. "I have been at pains
during the past several years to explain our position
with clarity and consi stency. "

"And the Fram ng Committee, dear |ady, was well
aware of that position. There is, however, the snall
matter of geography.”

"Acconpani ed by a certain smallness of vision,"
Aivderval retorted.

"And | suppose that you have a better alternative to

of fer. Perhaps we should nove all the inhabitants of
Songuard north of the Upper Causeway and give |s-
phardel all their ancestral |ands?" The sarcasm was pa-
tent now.

"By no neans." divderval was urbane in response

to Phalastra's veiled hostility. "Your Lordship cannot
have failed to notice that we of |sphardel are a trading
and seafaring nation. | would suggest, therefore, that
Urbria cede its coastal region in exchange for the piece
of the Qutland currently allocated to us."

There was silence, an al nost tangi bl e withhol di ng of
sound. Malumfelt a thrill run through him Quern was

on the south coast. The idea was absurd. Never, in al
the years of discussion, had such a possibility been

voi ced. It was unthinkable that a nation would give up
sovereign territory. He glanced quickly at the El ector
to gauge his reaction and saw, to his surprise, that the
man was sniling.

"An original conception, madam and not w thout a
certain logic. Politically, however, it is entirely unac-
ceptable.” He sounded a note of quiet regret.

"Stuff and nonsense,” the digarch said briskly.
"What you really mean is that Varodias is too dimto
grasp the | ong-range advant ages."
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The statenent was greeted with [ittle hisses of in-
drawn breath. Eyes were wi de and darting. There was
no ot her novenent. The only ones who seened entirely
at ease were the Aigarch and the El ector

"That is unkind and unwarranted," Phalastra said in
mld reproof. "You nust be aware that any such nove
woul d be resisted by force of arms. Not the Inperial



arm es, you understand, but by the | ocal people. Love
of His Inmperial Majesty and of the Enpire of Unbria
runs deep."

"As | said, you people think only in the short term"

A ivderval was rel axed and unrepentant. She sat back

in her chair and | ooked slowy around the table, taking
her tinme.

"There is one other alternative," she said at last. "It's
far nore dangerous in the long term but | can see no
ot her solution."

Phal astra steepled his fingers and | ooked over them
at the Adigarch. He seened to be enjoying hinself.
"Perhaps if you explained we should be able to make
that determ nation for ourselves," he suggested.

"W come back to geography. |sphardel must have

per manent right of passage through Songuard, old and
new. Roads will have to be built, the Causeway w ||
have to be pierced. Wthout that we cannot admi nister
the proposed territory."

"But that would disrupt the grazing and watering
patterns of the sumer herds," the Hodman obj ect ed.
"Precisely," the Aigarch replied. "And of course"—
she turned back toward the head of the table—under
t hose circunmstances the continued occupation of Fort
Bandor woul d be equal ly unacceptable to nmy govern-
ment . "

Mal um s pen hand hovered over the parchment and
his eyes flicked toward the Elector. Estragoth had a spot
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of color on his cheek and his body was very still; nei-
t her of them were good signs.

"Strong words, digarch, strong words."

The El ector spoke calmy and even nustered the ghost

of a smile, but Malum knew that the accord was in
trouble and his master was angry. They had both known
that it was possible; the Elector had even discussed it
with him In. fact, in one of those brilliant flights of
anal ysis that never failed to inpress Malum the El ector
had outlined the consequences of the vote for decades
to come. divderval had obviously cone to those sane
concl usi ons and was noving now to thwart them

Mal um al l owed his attention to wander for a brief

time. The Aigarch made himintensely unconfortable

She had cultivated him that was the only word for

it. She had sought himout at diplomatic gatherings and
had qui zzed himin a friendly way. She had been frank
wi th her own opinions and had listened to his with re-
spect. She was fun to debate with, despite his nagging
suspi cion that she had a better mind than he did. He



rat her enjoyed her conpany. He just w shed that she

woul d behave nore like a | ady.

"I have a reputation, nmy Lord President,"” divderval
sai d, breaking into Malum s thoughts, "for being blunt,
and I am Not fromany |ack of sensibility, | assure you,
but because time is precious."” She pushed herself up in
her chair and gazed around the table, conpelling atten-
tion.

"We have all wasted far too nuch tinme on this mat-
ter. We have been dancing diplomatically for fifteen
years and | have gone along with it. W do not have
the luxury of time anynore. The Qutland is ready for
settlenent and every sturdy beggar, every disgruntled
younger son, every escaped crimnal in the world, wll
be heading out there to nake a life for thenselves. I|f
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we do not set up controls there will be a | awl ess society.
Now, | don't think that any of us want that."

She | ooked up and down the table again, but there

were no comments. "Very well then," she resunmed, "the
time has cone to talk truths—all the nasty, little stick-
ing places that it has been "bad formi to bring up. Con-
sider that, according to this map, the Ki ngdom of

Arundel appears to have ceded to Talisnman an area

about four tinmes the area of Talisman itself. | assune
that Queen Arabella has decided that when the | ands
beyond the Muntains of the N ght are explored, Arun-

del will have nore than enough territory. The Enpire,

on the other hand, wth who knows how many | eagues

of Unknown Lands to exploit, hasn't given an inch

t hereby forcing |Isphardel, and only Isphardel, to settle
for a territory separated by close to a thousand | eagues
fromthe honel and. "

"Does anyone el se have a 'sticking place" to bring to
our attention?" Estragoth asked as O ivderval paused
for breath.

"Wth the Lord President's perm ssion,"” Jarrod said.
He had not intended to make this proposal, but it sud-
denly seemed inperative.

"Yes, ny Lord Mage?" Phalastra said politely.

"l have discussed the earlier draft of this docunent
with the Archmage and he insists that the D scipline be
af forded an aut ononpus base in the CQutl and.

"I do not think," Jarrod said, hurrying on before

anyone could cut in, "that | have to rem nd the Counci
that, without the Discipline, we would not be discussing
partition now Besides, with the vast distances involved,
the Discipline needs a center fromwhich to organi ze

and control the Weatherwarding." He had not in fact



recei ved any such instructions, but he felt sure that
Ragnor woul d approve.

Phal astra sipped delicately at his cider. "Since the
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control of weather is of interest only to the Magica

Ki ngdons, | should imagine that it is up to themto

cede whatever territory is deenmed necessary. Lfnbria has
no objection."”

"Nor |sphardel,” divderval added.
"Songuard does not object," the Hodman runbl ed.

"Very well then," Phalastra resuned. "I think we can
safely | eave the Discipline and the Mgical Kingdons
to work out the details. Does anyone el se have a prob-
lemthat they would like to raise?" He | ooked around
the table.

"Well, it would appear that Pal adi ne has been sone-
what shortchanged." The voice, soft and diffident, cane
fromthe Pal adi ni an Chanberl ain. "The portion marked

is consistent with our northern border, but that is the
narrowest part of the Kingdom"

There was a buzz of conversation that began to grow

| ouder. Estragoth banged on the table in an effort to
regain control of the meeting, but he was ignored. Fi-
nally he stood, pushing his chair back, and used his
mug on the tabletop. Slowy the neeting came to order
When he spoke, he was calm but the effort showed in
his rigid stance.

"The Aigarch has given us much to think about," he
said, "and it is clear that we shall make no headway
today. | suggest that we adjourn for four days and re-
convene here at the eleventh hour. If there are further
problems with the proposed partition, 1 shall be npst
happy to neet individually wth Comi ssion nem

bers." He | ooked fromside to side. "Are we agreed?"

Taki ng silence for assent, he stal ked fromthe room

As soon as he was through the door the voices started

up agai n. Ml um began to pack up his things. The

nmeeting had been a disaster. It was supposed to |ast the
day and now his master had cut it off inside of an hour
The old man was going to be in a foul nmood. Sonmehow
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they woul d have to devise a way of neutralizing the

| sphardi suggestion that the Enpire give up territory
Var odi as woul d never stand for it and the Enperor
when angry, was an exceedi ngly dangerous nan He

| ooked over at the Conm ssioners and found them cl us-
tered around the Aigarch. Damm that O i vderval



chaptep 3
Anarrod Courtak | ooked up fromhis reading at the
knock on his door.

"Ch, hello Tok," he said to the plunp Magici an who
entered without waiting for permssion. "Wat did you
do, sneak past the Duty Boy?"

"Hardly," Tokano said good-naturedly. "I'mnot ex-
actly built for sneaking. | passed the poor tyke on the
stairs buried under a pile of your washing."

Jarrod smiled fondly at his ol dest friend. Tokano stil
made j okes about his girth, but he had in fact slimed
down considerably since his thirtieth birthday. He had
becorme an inportant man in the Discipline of Paladine,
taking on nmore and nore adm nistrative responsibility
as Agar Thorden got older. He did nost of the traveling
t hese days, supervising the Wat herwards and the Vil -
| age Magicians, collecting the Tithe and adjudicating

di sput es.
"I haven't seen you for a fortnight," Jarrod said.
"You been off terrorizing the scullery maids at the post

i nns agai n?"
"No such luck. I've been stuck in the countinghouse

goi ng over the Tithe receipts. Master Thorden's got an
attack of the ague again. Needless to say, Naxania's late
with the Crown's share. So, how did the big neeting

go? My spies tell ne that you were back early."

"It was a disaster," Jarrod said with relish,” but it
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| ooks as if we're going to get sonmething out of it after
all.”

"You sound as if you had a good tine," Tokanp

commented as he went to the sideboard and hel ped

hinself to a flagon of ale. He took a chair fromthe side
of the room and brought it across.

"Ch, | wasn't the one who caused the trouble."

"I see. Who did you get to do the dirty work for you?
Borr Sarad?"

"No. Oivderval and Estragoth had one of those clas-
sic, extremely polite, head-on clashes. Wiy the El ector
t hought that the Isphardis would accept a divided ter-
ritory is beyond nme. The basic problemis that the Un
bri ans despise the Isphardis."



"The Unbrians | ook down on everybody," Tokanp
comment ed.

"True, but they have this attitude that comerce is
beneath them M ning and manufacturing support nost

of the Electors, but they maintain this fiction that ac-
tually selling the stuff is plebeian."

"More fool they; there's nothing wong with noney."

"It seens to nme that, as far as the Enpire is con-
cerned, having it is one thing, but working for it is
somet hing el se entirely. "

"Surely-this head-on clash wasn't about nobney."

"Territory, access and administration on the surface,
power beneath it," Jarrod said succinctly.

"Power ? | sphardel doesn't have an arny and
Tokano was halted by a knock at the door

"All right if | conme in?" Darius of Gwndryth in-
qui red. "There was nobody to announce ne."

"By all means, ny lord. Be welconme,"” Jarrod said,
ri sing. Tokanmo followed suit.

"I hope I'mnot interrupting anything," Darius said
as he advanced,
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"No, no. Tokamp and | were just discussing this
nmorni ng' s Conmi ssi on nmeeting."

"Ah, just what | cane to do."

Tokanmp fetched another chair. "Wne or ale?" he
asked.

"Wne, please."

"What have you heard about this norning's to-do?"
Jarrod asked when they were all seated.

"That |sphardel was a burr under the saddle and that
you made your own grab for land."

Jarrod smiled and | eaned back. He contenpl ated the

Hol dmaster. The man had aged well. His hair had been
white when Jarrod first met himsonme twenty years ago
He had seened an old man then, recovering as he was
fromthe terrible wounds he had suffered fighting for
t he Enpire against the Qutlanders. He | ooked better
now t han he had then. H's age had caught up with the
color of his hair, but, fromJarrod' s vantage point in
his md-thirties, the Hol dmaster no | onger seened al

that old to him



"I must adnmit," he said, "that | had not expected
such precipitate opposition fromthe Aigarch, though
| knew that |sphardel would never agree to the plan.”

Darius smiled in his turn. "She's a formnidable
worman, " he agreed. "And | nust adnmit that | |ike and
admre her. Mnd you," he added with sly humor, "I

am known to be partial to strong wonren. My old friend
Phal astra, | hear, does not share my tastes.”

"I think that her suggestion that Unrbria cede its sea-
coast upset him" Jarrod said judiciously.

"I know," Darius said, suppressing glee. "Qtorin told
me. | love the old boy dearly, but I wish I'd been there

to see the look on his face."

"He woul d have di sappointed you," Jarrod said. "He
got a little red, but his deneanor was inpeccable.”

"He hasn't survived as Varodi as' chief councillor al
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these years without |earning howto hide his feelings,"

Darius concurred. "He's a remarkable man. | only hope
that 1'mas spry and as lucid when 1 get to be his age.
Still, he does what the Enperor tells himto and the

consequences of this particular nove could be grave."
He nodded his head for enphasis and took a drink

"The solution is sinmple," Jarrod said.

"Ah, yes. Your international territory. It's a magnif-
icent concept, but I'mafraid it's quite unworkable. The

Queen is willing to go along with your idea of an en-
clave for the Discipline but she's unalterably opposed
to the international schene. Varodias will never agree

and Oorin assured ne that Arabella has no interest in
it. None of the other powers has the capability to en-
force it, except perhaps the D scipline, but the Disci-
pline, unfortunately, is perceived as being in decline

t hese days." The words were said gently, but they caused
both Magicians to sit up.

"I ndeed, ny lord?" Jarrod's tone was politely quiz-
zical, but there was no mistaking the iron beneath it.

He's certainly grown up, Darius thought. He's a
proper Mage of the Discipline and no m stake. "Sim

mer down, ny friend," he said easily. "I'mnot attack-
ing the Discipline, I'mjust reporting what is generally
t hought . "

"Have people such a short nenory that they have

forgotten that it was the Discipline that freed them from
the Qutl anders?" Tokamp asked with a touch ofbellig-

er ence.



Jarrod gestured with one hand to quiet him "Are
you sure that you are reporting accuratel y?" he asked
in his turn.

"When was the last tinme soneone tried to touch your
robe?" Darius countered.

Jarrod froze and then relaxed. "I take your point,"
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he said, "and Tokanp tells nme that we are havi ng prob-
lens collecting the Tithe.™"

"There you are then. The main probl emrenmains,

however. We nust have an equitable partition and we

nmust have it soon." Darius sat forward, intent on con-
vincing. "W have had a goodly taste of peace and npst
of our citizens have prospered. Trade, the arts, archi-
tecture have all blossoned, but there is still a core of
di scontent. Young nen feel that they |ack a chall enge,
that the excitenment has gone fromlife. D scontent can
lead to rebellion and rebellion can |lead to war. W can-
not have that again."

"I'f you'll forgive nmy saying so," Tokamp interjected,
"while | agree whol eheartedly with your sentinents, |
find it somewhat strange to hear them comi ng from
someone who has the reputation of being the greatest
warrior of his age."

Darius turned to ook at him "Young man," he said,
"old soldiers are the best anmbassadors of peace. They
have seen the horrors of war at first hand. My body wl|l
bear its scars to the grave. | would not see the sane
mar ks upon ny grandson, "

Tokanp retreated in his chair, abashed by the Hol d-
master's sincerity.

"W are far fromwar, | think," Jarrod put in. "The

| sphardi governnent's weapons are econom c, not mar-
tial." He paused and cocked his head slightly. "But you
know all this as well as |I. | think you had anot her rea-
son for seeking me out today."

Darius relaxed a trifle, produced a smle and then

sipped at his wine. "Well, | certainly wanted to enli st
your support for a partition, but | must confess that,
for nyself, | wanted to inquire after Joscelyn."

Jarrod | aughed. "Short of the tides, there is no force
on Strand to equal the |ove of a grandfather for his only
grandson. Yours continues to do well. He'll be going to
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the Collegiumin a month for the start of the sumer
term"



Darius shook his head. "1 still haven't quite adjusted
to having a Magician in the famly. GCh, | know that
Marianna tal ked with the unicorn, but then, on that
one extraordi nary occasion at Bandor, so did |I. That's
not the same sonehow. Marianna was chosen to | ook

for the unicorns precisely because she was Untal ent ed.
No one in the famly has ever been Talented."

"Then it must come through the father," Tokano

sai d- "The boy is strongly gifted."

"The Trell awmns have been our vassals for twelve gen-
erations and there was never a Mgician anong them ™"
Darius said. "As for ny forner son-in-law, his nmajor
asset is his | ooks."

Tokanp was discreetly silent. Marianna of Gwyn-
dryth's sudden narriage and swift divorce had been a
much-di scussed scandal in their tine.

"The Tal ent crops up unexpectedly," Jarrod said
soothingly. "My own family is a case in point. | nust
adm t, though, that | was surprised when | heard that
young Joscel yn had crossed the G eat Maze."

, He remenbered Marianna bringing the boy to him

seven years ago. He had been tall for his age, but not
out standingly so. He had his nother's red-gold hair and
pal e skin, but his eyes were as blue as hers were green
He was fourteen now and had grown considerably. He

| acked t he physical awkwardness of nosE boys that age,
but his voice was in the process of breaking, nuch to
hi s enbarrassnent. He bl ushed easily.

"Are you sure he's ready for the CoUegm®"' Dari us
asked anxi ously. "Celador's such a | ong way away and
there's no one to keep an eye on him™"

Jarrod and Tokano exchanged a | ook. "I can assure
you that he's quite capable of |ooking after hinmself and
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may even benefit from not having a doting grandfather
around to spoil him™

Darius smled ruefully. "Frankly, it's what happens

after the Collegiumthat bothers me," he said.
"How so?"
"Well, if his Talent's as strong as you seemto think

it is, he's not likely to want to settle down to a life at
Gwndryth."

"You haven't,." Jarrod pointed out. "Then again, |'m
nore than a little surprised that Mrianna spends as
much time there as she does.”



"I know." Darius drank some nore w ne and wi ped

his mouth with his left hand. "I'd Iike to see nore of

her, but she and Naxania don't get along all that well.

I'd also like to see her renmarried,"” he added in a burst of
candor. "If anything happened to young Joscel yn . "

He |l et the sentence trail off.

"The boy's in robust health," Tokanp said, "and at

| east you don't have to worry about himbeing killed in
the war."

"I wish | could be sure of that," Darius replied. "I
don't like the sound of what happened this norning.
You'll forgive ny saying so, but | wish the Discipline
had nore clout."

"The people still rely on us," Jarrod said.

"Yes, but it's been fifteen years since the Discipline
did anything dramatic. Peopl e becone accustoned to

havi ng dependabl e weather and nmill wheels that turn

even when the rivers are low. They take you for

granted."” He paused. "What |'mreally suggesting is

that it is time for another grand gesture to reassert your
authority."

"Do you have any suggestions?" Tokamp asked

skeptically.
Darius gave a little shrug. "Perhaps G eyl ock would
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like to flex his Magical muscles. After all, he's seldom
seen these days."

"You must understand, ny lord," Jarrod said quickly
bef ore Tokamo could intervene, "that the Mage is not
as young as he used to be."

"Who anong us is?" the Holdmaster said. He fin-

i shed his wine, and it was apparent that he was going
to take his leave. "On the other hand," he added, "he
does have you two strapping lads to help him doesn't
he? Look, I"'mnot trying to tell you what to do, but I
wi sh you'd think about what |'ve said. The Discipline's
al ways been the binding force in the Magi cal Ki ngdons
and | have a nasty suspicion that we're going to need
you now nore than ever."

He got to his feet, bringing the other two with him
and parting courtesies were exchanged.

"Well, Jarrod, what do you make of all that?" To-
kanp asked after the Hol dmaster had been ushered out.

"I think that Queen Naxani a has nore probl ens than
we are aware of. 1've known the Hol dmaster for a | ong
time and he's never been adept at dissinulation.”



"I think he was sincere,"” Tokano obj ect ed.

"Ch, he was. |'ve no doubt about that. | just don't
think that the visit was his idea. Naxania wants somne-
thing fromus and she doesn't want to face either Rag-
nor or Greylock directly. She used the Hol dnaster
instead. "

"Speaking of that, it's tine she married the nman,
don't you think? She isn't getting any younger either
and she's the last of the line."”

"He's a foreigner," Jarrod replied. "That's tol erable

in a lover, but not in a consort- Besides, she's got tine.
Her Tal ent enables her to control her body in ways de-

ni ed other wonen—as |ong as she doesn't performre-

ally strong Magic."

"Well, what do you think we should do?"
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"I think we should go and see G eyl ock."

"In that case I'll leave you to it," Tokanmo said, fin-

i shing off his ale.

"Not so fast. Wiere d'you think you' re goi ng?"

"I still have a great deal of work to do in the count-
i nghouse . . ." Tokanmp began
"You're still afraid of Geylock, aren't you?" Jarrod

sai d, not altogether kindly.

Tokanmp stiffened, and then his shoul ders rel axed.
"Who woul dn't be? The man's conme back fromthe
dead. "

"He was never dead and you know it. Honestly, Tok
you're as bad as a village mdwfe."

"You should get out into the country a bit nore,"
Tokanp retorted. "M dw ves are anong the w sest peo-
ple |'ve net."

"That's as may be, but G eylock's quite normal and
you know it."

"\What about those tinmes when he goes away? One

monent he's talking to you and the next he's totally
oblivious. I'll be in the mddl e of a report and suddenly
his mind is somewhere else. | could stand on ny head

and he wouldn't notice."

"He's seen things that we haven't," Jarrod replied.
"There are questions that he's trying to answer that you
and | wouldn't know how to ask and, once in a while,

t hey preoccupy him He knows that the sand is running
out for him He's al nost seventy and, for a Mage who



has been as active as he, that's a remarkabl e span.”

"Ragnor must be in his eighties,"’
out .

Tokano poi nt ed

'"'Granted, and that borders on the miraculous. |I'm
tempted to think that the unicorn horn that we ingested
for that last spell has sonmething to do with it."

"I's that why you look thirty rather than sixty?" To-
kano asked acidly.
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"Could be," Jarrod said with a grin. "And now we're
both going to see Greyl ock and di scuss Lord Dari us
suggestion. "

"I's that an order. Excellence?" Tokanmp asked with
an edge on his voice as he returned his flagon to the
si deboar d.

Jarrod sighed to hinmself. Tokamp had al ways been

touchy, even as a boy. "O course not," he said lightly.
"You' ve been out in the countryside and you' re a good
listener. You have a perspective that G eyl ock and

lack. | need you there."

"Gods but you've grown snoot h-tongued,"” Tokano
said, but Jarrod could see that he was pl eased.

"Let's go and see the old nan," Jarrod said.

ChApt CR 4

Teyl ock sat dreaming in front of the fire. These

were pl easant nonents, the nusings benign, the occa-
sional drifts into sleep unhaunted. Not |ike the nights
when he woke scream ng agai nst the entrapnent of the
grey void. These periods of rosy drifting were a wel -
cone respite, a restorative haven. He had resisted the
lure of sinples to achieve the same results. He had
known too many Magi ci ans over the years who had

abused their know edge. The only problemwas that he
woul d slip away into states like this when there were
ot her people present, so where was the difference? He
al ways pretended that he was contenplating questions
beyond the nmere nortal, but the truth was that he tired
easily and nost of their prattle bored him

He woul d be Archmage one day, if Ragnor ever de-

cided to die, and then he would need all his wits about
him It didn't seemterribly inportant at the nonent,

t hough. It was doubtful that he could do anything as
Archmage that woul d eclipse his present notoriety—the
Mage who cane back fromthe dead. It wasn't a bad
sobriquet. It would nake a good title for a ballad. O
was that one he had heard already? He really couldn't

r enenber .



H s head cane up off his chest, spurred by some noise.
He focused and saw the Duty Boy in the doorway.
"Saw' was a little strong; "perceived" was closer to
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it. The boy's outline was fuzzy. Geylock's eyes had
been getting steadily worse.

"Yes, what is it?" he asked, aware of the querul ous
note in his voice.

"Hi s Excell ence the Mage Courtak and the Honor -
abl e Tokanmb to see you, sir," the boy said.

"Show themin. Gve thema glass. Try to nmake them

feel wel come,"” he instructed, and watched the boy do
hi s awkward best. The boys seened to be getting stu-

pi der. He renmenbered when Courtak had been a Duty

Boy; always falling over his feet trying to please. Still,
he's turned out well, Geylock thought conpl acently,

and he is the only one who doesn't treat me like a sa-
cred relic. He screwed his eyes up and saw that the sec-
ond shape was i ndeed Tokano. Never did have mnuch

Tal ent, he thought. Still, Thorden swore by him wote
good, clear reports, |oo.

"Come in, cone in. Make yourselves confortable,"
he sai d.

Strange how different the two of them were, he
t hought. They had been inseparabl e as boys, Courtak
always in the lead. The pattern hadn't changed.

"What can | do for you | ads?" he asked.

"Sorry to barge in on you like this. Mge," Jarrod
answered, "But Tok and | have just cone from a rather
unusual neeting with the Hol dmaster of Gayndryth and
he brought up a very interesting point that we felt we
ought to discuss with you."

"I see," Geylock said, "and | daresay that the ter-
ritorial settlement was the subject." He caught Toka-
no's frozen stare. "It isn't that difficult,"” he added
testily. "G ven the circunstances, it's downright obvi -
ous." The boy had al ways been sl ow

"You're right as usual, sir," Jarrod said, "but | bet
you can't guess what the thrust of his suggestion was.'

Greyl ock sat back and considered. He pursed his lips
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and | ocked his fingers together. It was a famliar routine
for both the younger nen.

"That means," the Mage said, "that he wasn't plead-



ing either Stronta's or Celador's case. Talisman, from
the map you showed me, has no reason to conplain

and | can't see Darius supporting |Isphardel. So, as the
hero of Fort Bandor, he was espousing the cause of the
Songeans." He sat back, pleased wth hinself.

"A very deft analysis, sir," Jarrod said, "but, alas,
not the fact. No, the Hol dmaster feels that Magic has

| ost the respect of the nasses, no |onger enjoys the au-
thority it once possessed. In short, he believes that it
time that the Discipline rem nded people of its power,
performed sone startling feat of Magic."

"Ch he does, does he?" The old Mage was fully alert.
"Did he have any suggestions?"

"Aren't you going to challenge his assunption?" To-
kano asked.

"OfF course not. The man's absolutely right. It's been
years since we did anything dramatic. D d he suggest
anyt hi ng?"

"Not hi ng specific,"” Jarrod said.

"Typical of the laity,
"Why now, | wonder?"

G eyl ock said dismssively.

"Because there's another rebellion brewi ng and Nax-
ania wants a distraction," Tokano blurted. -

"A rebellion, Tok? Are you sure?" Jarrod was star-
tled.

"I caught hints of it on nmy last trip. | put it down to
tavern talk at the tine, but now|l'mnot so certain."

"I think you ought to tell us about this, young nman,"
G eyl ock sai d.

Tokano was clearly unconfortable in the Iinelight,
but he girded hinself. "I can't be sure, sir, but people
have been comenting on the nunber of arned retain-
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ers the Duke of Abercorn keeps. The general opinion is
that he is aimng for the throne."

"But that's absurd," Jarrod renonstrated. "He sided
with the Crown during the Lindisfarn rebellion and that
turned the tide."

"Yes | know," Tokano said apologetically. "lI'"monly
reporting what |'ve heard. The talk is that there has
al ways been bad bl ood between the House of Strongs-
word and the Dukes of Abercorn and that Duke Par a-

mn wants the throne for hinself. They say that he
backed the Queen before because her troops were too
strong. Well, that was just after the war and the Royal

is



Army was a |lot stronger than it is today. There are
runors of secret alliances between Abercorn and the
Earl s of Rostan and Sout hey."

"I have heard nothing of this,' and

| have very reliable sources.™

G eyl ock said.

"Wth respect. Excellence," Tokanmp replied, |ooking

i ntensely unconfortable, "your sources are all at Court.
|'ve been all through the country in the past few years

and, if I'mnot wearing nmy gown, | |ook nore like a

fat, jolly trader than a Mgician. People tend to talk
freely in front of me, especially after a few pints of ale.”
"I wish that you had confided in me before," G ey-
| ock said, "but you have done well, very well indeed.
So, Naxania feels threatened and her paramour thinks
that the Discipline should do sonething dramatic. Very
interesting.”

"Wth all due respect, sir. Lord Darius did nmake a

very valid point. People are taking us for granted these
days. In light of the present difficulties with the parti -
tion treaty, he felt it was tine that the D scipline reas-
serted itself."

Greylock was silent for a long tinme and Jarrod was
afraid that he had slipped away. Then he noticed that
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the right hand was drumm ng quietly against the arm
of the chair. The Mage roused hinself.

"I haven't performed any Magic since | returned from
the Place of Power and neither has Ragnor, cone to
think of it. Gwndryth is right, people forget. | think
that we should rem nd them don't you?"

Greylock's eyes were glinting, but Jarrod couldn't be
sure if it was hunor, enthusiasmor the firelight.

"I haven't performed any serious Magic for a long
tine," Jarrod said, excitenment in his voice.

"No you don't," Geylock countered. "You' ve done
quite enough as it is. There's no need to create nore
envy."

Jarrod winced inwardly at the inplied criticism but
managed to keep a bland face. "Have you any sugges-
tions, sir?" he asked.

"Something fairly spectacular and in the public inter-
esi;," Geylock replied.

"A grand exhibition denonstrating oui' skills,"
Tokano suggest ed.

"W could always do away with the Upper Cause-



way" came, with hunor, from Jarrod

The old Mage smiled. "You think big, laddie, 1'll give
you that, but | scarcely think that Strandkind woul d
thank you for it. They're attached to the wall. It's rep-

resented safety to themfor as long as they can remem
ber. Besides, it's a source of revenue now "

Jarrod couldn't resist. It was a favorite hobbyhorse
and he had ridden it often. "But the Upper Causeway

wll divide the old territories fromthe new," he said
"elt will keep the new | ands out as effectively as it did
the Qutlanders. It'll create new divisions."

"Good thing too," Greylock said shortly. "That'l

give the newterritories a chance to devel op a character
of their own, not to feel that they're a second-class off-
shoot . "

THE UNI CORN PEACE + 39

"I hadn't thought about it in that way," Jarrod said.
"OfF course you "hadn't." Geylock sounded trium

phant. "But it's true nevertheless. Still, that doesn't
sol ve the question of what we should do. You, Tokano,
give ne a thought."

He's reverting to the days when we were boys and he

was teaching us, Jarrod thought. He was al so delighted

t hat Tokanp was bei ng asked the question. If the past
hel d true, though, he ought to be thinking of an answer.

Tokanmp' s tongue peeked briefly out between his I|ips.
"Well," he said, "it ought to affect the whole of Strand
and it has to be sonething that people can see. ldeally,
it should have sonmething to do with the Qutland and it
shoul d be sonething that could only be achi eved by
Magi c. "

"You' ve stated the problemadnirably, lad," Gey-
| ock said, "but I don't hear an answer."

Jarrod heard the words faintly. He was flying above
Strand again in his nenory. Affecting the whol e of
Strand. Weat her and the Upper Causeway. \Wat el se?
Then it cane to himand it seenmed so obvious.

"The G ants' Causeway," he said.

"I beg your pardon?" from G eyl ock

The nenory of the dreamflickered in the back of
Jarrod's mind. He brushed it aside. "The G ants’
Causeway, " he repeated. "It's unsightly, it serves no
useful purpose and it stretches across nost of Strand."

"What about it?" Geylock enquired.

"I'f we could get rid of it . . ." Jarrod left the idea



hangi ng. The stone had al ways been used for buil ding.
This very tower incorporated stone fromthe G ants'
Causeway. The inmges of the elusive building in the
nmount ai ns canme back. Should he nmention it to Gey-

| ock? No, not vyet.

Greyl ock sat back and contenpl ated. "Were woul d
t he rock go?" he asked.
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"Qut onto the Plain?" Jarrod suggested

"dib answer as usual, Courtak." Geylock reverted

to his old pedagogi cal manner. "That's all very well for
t he nonent, but we'll get colonization at sone point.
Can't have good farm and strewn with rocks. People

woul dn't thank us for that."

Jarrod kept his own counsel
"It's not a bad idea,'' Geylock said into the silence.
"1 think the two of you should go away and work out

the details."” He nodded several tinmes and then waved
his right hand in farewell and di sm ssal

By the time the two younger nmen had reached the
door, his chin had sunk back down to rest on his chest.

"See what a ness you've got us into?" Tokano de-
clared as they went down the stairs.

"Don't get in such a lather," Jarrod said. "This wll
have to be approved by Ragnor. The odds are that he'l
kill the whole idea." He halted and put his arnms out
across the stairwell. He | ooked back up and grinned.
"I'f I were you, though," he said, "lI'd try to think up
the I ogistics of such an operation.™

"Why me?" Tokano asked rhetorically. "I've enough
to do collecting Tithes and trying to keep the accounts
straight."

"Because you're good at that sort of thing," Jarrod
said, resuming his descent, "because Ragnor will expect
it and because |'mgoing to be tied up with negotiations
on an enclave for the Discipline. That m ght even solve
t he problem of what to do with all the stone.™

"Where are we going to get the |abor force? You can't
call out the Farod anynore."

"Wwuldn't help if we could. This has to be done with
Magi ¢, renenmber?'’

"Well, it isn't fair. You get to do all the gl anorous
stuff and | get stuck with the |ogistics."

"You're wong There, Tok." Jarrod replied seriously.
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"You get to travel all over Paladine, living Iike a nor-
mal man, drinking ale with ordinary people, and | get
stuck here playing Mage, watching every word | say |est
| offend sone great |ord or anbassador. There's no
glanor in that." He paused and added naliciously, "O
course, if you'd prefer to confront the Archmage and
explain to himthat the Discipline is in a decline

"Wwuld that | could,"” Tokano returned, straight-
faced, "but unfortunately Agar Thorden needs ne."

They both | aughed, secure in the famliarity that al-
nmost thirty years of friendship brings.

chaptep 5
1

n the deep woods of Oxeter, pronounced "Oxter" by

the locals and in Court circles but invariably m spro-
nounced el sewhere, nen nustered quietly. Two hun-

dred of the Duke's retainers, fifty of them nounted,
prepared to nove agai nst the nei ghboring estate of

Spar sedal e. Duke Parami n of Abercorn watched t hem
inthe waxing light with a feeling of satisfaction. They
were well armed and noved with the automatic com
petence of two years of intensive drilling. H s son, who
woul d | ead the expedition, sat his horse easily a few feet
away. A decade of planning was about to be put to the
test.

The Sem count of Sparsdale was a distant cousin of

Queen Naxania and a fervently loyal vassal. H s |ick-
spittle loyalty had been rewarded by the | oan of a com
pany of the Royal Guard, fifty seasoned veterans of the
Qutl and wars. The significance of their billeting had not
been | ost on Param n. They were there to act as a warn-
ing and a check. An attack on Sparsedal e was an assault
on the Crown. There could be no going back after today.
The nmen were not wearing his livery, but they carried it
in their packs. As a result of his neutrality in the previous
upri sing, he nust be seen to | ead when the tinme came—

at least if he wanted to wear the crown, and he did.

He had felt that the first uprising was ill tined. Nax-
ania was the beneficiary of both her father's reputation
and the general euphoria at the unexpected com ng of
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peace- The cottars were sick of war, the merchants saw
no advantage in civil strife and the Royal Forces,

t hough weakened by the battle for Stronta Gate, were
still form dable. Events had proved himright. The for-
ei gn upstart Gwndryth had put down the rebels swiftly
and efficiently. The gibbets at Stronta had stretched a
goodl y nunmber of aristocratic necks and the Crown

| ands had swelled with the forfeitures.



Ten years had el apsed since then and the bl oom was

of f the young Queen. She was now seen as renote and

hi gh- handed, predi sposed to the northern counties and
indifferent to the md and southern regions. Taxes were
still high. The cottars did not care that the roads had

i nproved or that bridges had been rebuilt. Since the

Farod had been di ssolved, they traveled no farther than

t he nearest market. The great |ndowners may have prof -
ited fromthe peace, but the small farmer an9 the day-

wor ker had seen little inprovenent in the condition of
their daily lives. It amused the Lord Paranmin to be

t hought of as the chanpion of the poor and the op-

pressed. It was they who had paid for the nen who were
riding out on this clear norning, but they were too stu-
pid to realize it. Nevertheless, their passivity, their belief
that their lord acted in their interests, would be the key
to victory this time. The witch Queen had no of fspring

and the accursed House of Strongsword woul d be no

nor e.

Param n watched as his force noved out of the wood-

lands in orderly fashion. He had brief words of encour-
agenment for his son, Bardol ph, words that brooked no
failure, and then he withdrew to his castle. If the assault
failed, he intended to disavow it. Hi s errant, glory-
hunting son had acted on his own initiative in an at-

tenmpt to set up a fiefdomfor hinself. Young nmen these
days, deprived of the rel ease and the discipline that war
had provi ded, were prone to such things. If, and the
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gods forbid such an outcome, his nmen were driven off,
Param n woul d be contrite for his failure to recogni ze

his son's anbitions and di ssatisfactions. He woul d, of
course, have to nount another, nore sizable, attack at
some other target fairly swiftly or lose his credibility as
a leader. If the worst came to the worst, he would | ose
his son. It was an entirely acceptable risk. If all went
wel | and the other disaffected vassals rose, he would be
king. He was still capable of siring other sons. Indeed,
on this nmorning the future seenmed to stretch before
himlimtlessly. He turned his horse's head, clapped heels
to flank and gal |l oped back to the castle. He was hungry.

News of the fall of Castle Sparsedale and the anni-
hilation of the Royal Guards reached Stronta four days
after the event. Added to the shock were runors that
two of the southern provinces had decl ared agai nst the
throne and that the Earls of Rostan and Sout hey were
com ng out for the rebels. There was conflicting infor-
mati on about six of the thirteen counties, but it was
obvious to Darius that a serious rebellion was under
way. The sunmons to the Presence Chanber cane as

no surprise.

Queen Naxani a sat upon the throne, pale as ever,
bl ack hair hangi ng strai ght past her shoulders. Odi-
narily the sight of her exhilarated Darius, even after al



t hese years. Today, however, the white face was set, the
mouth was a grimline and the | ong-fingered hands
gripped the arnms of the throne tightly. Geylock, the
Mage of Pal adi ne, stood before her, and Darius was

aware that his entrance had brought their conversation
to a halt. Hi s eyes flicked around the room as he ad-
vanced across the polished floor. No | adies-in-waiting,
no courtiers, Just the three of them He came to a halt
the required twel ve paces fromthe throne and bowed.

"G ve you good norrow, ny lord," Naxania said,
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using the Fornmal Mode. There was no warmnmth in the
Voi ce.

"May Your Majesty prosper,"” he returned, using the
Formal Mbde in turn. He had becone adept at it during
his years at Court, though he woul d never speak Pallic
with the accent of a native.

"\Whet her we prosper or no depends on you," Nax-
ania replied tartly. "W presunme that you have had re-
ports of the insurrection.”

"l have, ma'am"
"And what, pray, do you intend to do about it?"
Darius glanced in Greylock's direction.

"Ch, the Mage is refusing to assist us, but we do not
think hima traitor." It was angrily said. "You may
speak freely."

"I have di spatched a conpany of archers, two hun-

dred foot soldiers and about a hundred horse to recap-
ture Sparsedale. Support units will follow Unfortunately
we have no si ege engi nes; none have been needed unti

now. "

"And think you that a mere three-hundred-odd nen
is a sufficient force?" Naxania's tone was sharp

"I can only hope so, ma'am"

"Why are we not sending nore nen?"

"I'f Your Majesty will recall,"” Darius said patiently,
"the Royal Forces have been reduced to three thousand
men—two t housand foot, including archers, and one

t housand cavalry. W have, in addition, tw C oud-

steed Wngs, but | believe that perm ssion is needed
from Tali sman before they can be used in conbat. If

this dastardly seizure pronpts a nore general rising, we
nmust have troops on hand to counter it."

Naxani a rounded on G eyl ock. "You see. Excellence,
why we need the assistance of the Discipline? How can



you stand there and deny us?"
"Daughter"—& eyl ock used the Discipline' s nomen-
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clature deliberately—=you know, better than nost, the
answer to that."

"But you cannot stop us fromusing our art in the
def ense of our throne."

"Have a care, daughter. Do not challenge ne," Gey-
| ock said evenly. "I both can and will deprive you of
your power if needs be."

Darius turned to the Mage in surprise. He had not

known that soneone with the Tal ent could be deprived

of it. The Mage's face was weary, but his expression |eft
no doubt that he neant what he said. Darius faced the
Queen agai n. Her back was straight, her eyes w de and

her nostrils flared, but she said nothing. The threat hung
inthe air.

"I'f Your Majesty will permit," he said to break the

t ensi on.

Naxani a's head turned slowy. Her gaze was far from
grateful. "Proceed, ny lord," she said coldly.

"I think that the remainder of the Royal Forces

shoul d nmove south wi thout becom ng engaged in the

relief of Castle Sparsedale, and | think that it would be
best to ask the fornmer Thane of Talisman for perms-

sion to deploy the cloudsteeds."

Naxani a took a deep breath. "Do what you think
best, General."

Her attention returned to the Mage. "You have not

heard the last of this. Excellence," she said, "and if you
expect your Tithe, you may whistle for it." She drew
hersel f up. "W need detain you no |onger, ny lord

Mage. but we woul d have further speech with you. Gen-

eral ."

G eyl ock gave a court bow and w t hdrew. Naxania

wat ched him |l eave, her |ips conpressed into a |ine once
nore. Wen the door had cl osed she | ooked at Dari us

and, abandoni ng the Formal Mode, said, "That nan

tries ny patience. He's so fixed in the traditions of the
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past. He doesn't seemto realize that the world has
changed, and the same goes for the Archmage. They
are both anachroni sms. There ought to be some rule
about retirenent so that we could get sone new bl ood



into the upper ranks of the Discipline.”

Darius made no reply, knowi ng that anything he said
woul d be wong. He had cone to know her very well.
Naxani a got to her feet.

"We need to talk," she said. "Let us go and sit by
the wi ndow. There's no point in your standing all the
tinme and that throne isn't the nost confortable of
seats."

She led the way to the enmbrasure that | ooked out
over the garden and turned her chair so that she could
see it. Darius followed suit.

"It's serious this time, isn't it?" she said.

"Rebellion is always serious, ny love," Darius re-
plied gently, "but you have overcone one chal |l enge and
you will survive this one. If you renenber, you thought
that doomwas at the gates the last tine."

She | ooked at himand sniled, then reached out and
stroked his cheek. "Wat would | do without you.

was green then. In retrospect they were a disorgani zed
rabbl e of petty |ordhngs. Besides, we had a | ot nore
troops in those days. \Whoever is behind this plot has
had years in which to plan. They have all built up their
private armes in defiance of ny ordi nances while ny
forces have dwindled. | shouldn't have listened to you

| should have raised taxes and kept ny forces up to
strength.”

"And have a disaffected people all too willing to see
you overthrown, " Darius rem nded her

"dd argunments,” she said with a sigh

He realized howtired she really was, and the old in-
stinct to console, cradle and protect her rose up as
strongly as it had al nost twenty years before. He | eaned

48 + JOHN LEE

forward, took one of her hands in both of his and
rubbed it gently. She allowed her shoulders to droop
and turned her head to himwith a soft little smle that
caught at his heart. The inpartial light fromthe wn-
dow showed the stains beneath her eyes that powder

had conceal ed.

"This time," she said, "the Duke of Abercorn has
comm tted hinmself and he has better than a thousand
men under armnms, or so ny spies tell ne."

"He hasn't exactly conmmitted hinself," Darius cor-
rected. "My information is that his son attacked
Sparsedale with a force of about two hundred nen. If

we retake the castle, and it'll be a tough nut to crack,
"1l wager that the Duke will be full of chagrin and pro-



testati ons of innocence."”

"We' || have to scotch himone way or another. He

isn't going to stop this tine. He wants ny throne and
he is no longer a young man." She squeezed his fingers
and | ooked into his eyes. "There's sonething | want
you to do for ne, ny dear."

"OfF course, ny love."

"I want you to go and take charge yourself. After all

you are the man who retook Fort Bandor. WIIl you do
it?"

Darius | eaned back a little as if to see her nore
clearly. "Well," he said, "I had hoped that you were
going to ask ne to take you to bed."

Caught by surprise, she | aughed, w thdrawi ng her

hand to cover her mouth. Wen the |aughter had sub-
sided she said, "You are an unregenerate, |oin-driven
old goat. But you will do it, won't you?"
"I"'mgetting too old for this,"
tion.

he said with resigna-

"If you're young enough to tunble ne, you're young
enough to retake an old castle."

"There's only one way to find out," he said, standing
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up. He reached out, caught her hand and pulled her to
her feet- "First we'll have to see if |I'myoung enough
to tunmble you."

"Well, Qorin," Darius said some hours later, "how
about it? WII you join me? It'll be like old tines."

"Not quite, |I hope. | was playing the squire then, if
you renenber. |'m not going back to polishing your
arnmor and currying your horse."

"I should hope not," Darius replied with gruff hu-
nmor. "1've got a proper squire now, one who knows
how to keep ny arnor greased and not just bright."
"Besides," Qorin continued, ignhoring the jibe, "I
have to get Arabella's permi ssion to bear arnms on be-
hal f of another nonarch.”

"No real need for that," Darius replied. "I want your
brai n, not your swordarm"

"It's the technicalities that can ruin a man's career."
"Well then, do what | did at Angom Apply for per-

m ssion and go ahead in the nmeantinme. It didn't do ne
any harm™"



"True," Qorin conceded, "but then again, |'mnot
one of the Queen's mmjor vassals."

"No, you're nore secure than that. You work for

her. So we'll have no nore argunent."
Qorin sighed theatrically. "I don't know why | |isten
to you, let alone why | let you bully me. Besides, the

Conmi ssion for the Qutland is due to vote on parti-
tion."

"The Conmi ssion has waited for thirteen years, it

can wait a mite longer. And, if you need a better reason
you're as bored of life at the palace as | am It'll be
good to be out in the field again; admt it."

"Ch, very well, but I"'mnot going into battle again
and that's flat."

"Good enough. Now, as you undoubtedly know, |'ve
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di spatched two hundred infantry, a hundred horse and
about fifty bownen. Brant is in charge of the foot- A m
sted the horse and Katon has overall conmand. Borr

Sarad has taken the responsibility of rel easing one Wng
tome. | intend to send them south and take the rest of
the Royal Forces with ne."

"I woul d advi se against that," Qorin said.

Darius | ooked up, surprised. "Wy so?"

"Two reasons. Even if you | eave the bal ance of the

Royal Forces at Gapguard, there Is always the possi-
bility of a flanking nove through the nountains and

think it would be unwise to | eave the capital defenseless.
Secondly, | don't think you want to retake Sparsedal e

ri ght away."

"l concur on the first, but | don't understand the
second, " Darius said a shade defensively.

"Young Bardol ph's "nothing but a stal ki ng horse.

Param n of Abercomis the one you need to tane. He

sits secure in Oxeter and lets others, in this case his son
do his dirty work. You'll have to draw himout and a

nice, slow siege mght just do it. If you keep Bardol ph
securely bottled up it should discourage others from
joining the fray."

"Well, if there was any doubt about it," Darius re-
sponded, "you've just proved how much | need you."

Qorin smled warmy. "You al ways were a good field
conmander." The smile died. "If you'll forgive ny ask-
i ng, how secure are you in the Queen's support?"



Dari us' shoul ders stiffened.

"I"'mnot trying to be inpertinent, |I'mjust being
practical,” Qtorin said, reading the signs.

Darius relaxed. "As secure as |I'mever likely to be,"

he said, remenbering with pleasure the way the norn-

i ng's audi ence had ended. "M nd you," he added, "I'm
perfectly well aware that | shall always be 'the for-
eigner' and, in the |ast analysis, disposable, but so |ong
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as | can defeat her enenmies and if | can hold on to her
affections, | should be all right." Hs mouth twisted into
awy smle. "Neither of themis getting any easier. The
nmen keep getting younger."

Li ke the Marquis of Bethel, Qtorin thought. "You
have one enornous advantage over them" he said
briskly. "You have no anbition to sit 'on the throne.
That may be | ess conmpelling in the bedchanber, but
when it conmes to the army, it's of paranount i npor-
tance. "

"Let's get back to the siege," Darius said. "Wat
about Rostand and Sout hey?"

"What about then®"

"Don't tell ne that you haven't heard of them™

"Both of themare earls, both have very | arge hol d-
ings on the coast. Both engage in trade, both are very

weal t hy. "

"And both of themare in | eague with Abercorn,"
Darius finished.

Qorin smled. "Their nanes have cone up."

"Well, you don't expect themto sit around and do
not hi ng, do you?"

"Ch, | rather inmagine that they will allow the Duke

t he honor of rescuing his son, don't you? My inforna-
tion is that they would not be too upset if Abercorn
were taken out of the ganme. Al three have anbitions
and there is only one throne."

"Let's hope that you're right."
"I't's my job to be right about things |like that and
Arabella's gold has been judiciously spent to nake sure

that | am"

"We' || be riding out the day after tonorrow," Darius
said. "Can you be ready by then?"

"I"ll be ready just as soon as | send a bunglebird off



to Celador. | have a squire of ny own these days to do
t he packing."
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"Fair enough. We'll be starting at first light."

Qorin groaned. "As the General commands." He
gave a nocki ng hal f - bow.

"Any ot her suggestions?"

"I'"d put the word around that you are requisitioning
every wagon and draft horse. 1'd give the Royal Ar-
norer an order for half a dozen ballusters. Make sure
that the troops here engage in sone highly visible ma-
neuvers outside the walls."

"I see. You want all this to get back to the Duke."
"And to the Earls."

"You're a devious man, Lissen."
"One of us has to be," Qtorin said, and grinned.
"Ch, and you might send a Royal Messenger to either
Sout hey or Rostan, it doesn't matter which."

"Beari ng what nmessage?"
Qorin shrugged. "Sonething i nnocuous. An inquiry

about crop rotation in the south, perhaps. It'll give the
ot hers something to worry about."

Darius shook his head and his lips curled up. "I'm
gl ad you're on our side," he said.

chAptep 6

1

m arrod Courtak rode toward the nountains of Talis-
man, |eaving the preparations for putting down the re-
bel I'i on behind him Tok had been right, he thought;

t here had been trouble brewing and now his own cousin
had attacked Sparsedale. He had never net his relatives
and had no feelings for them but he was not pleased at
being kin to traitors. Nor was he particularly pleased
with this slowtrip to Celador. He had been spoil ed by
t he al nost instantaneous trips through Interimon the
back of a unicorn, but there were no unicorns on Strand
at the nonment. Peltia, his favorite, came back occasion-
ally to introduce a new crop of foals. Her nother
Amarine, cane nore rarely still and then only to visit
Marianna. Nastrus was the nost constant of them but

he was off on one of his explorations. Jarrod' s m nd
shied away fromthe thought of Beldun. He no | onger

had ni ght mares about killing Bel dun, but the menory,

t hough buried deep, was still there.



The qui et of the norning had been dispelled by the

cl oppi ng of horses' hooves and the creak of cart wheels.
Jarrod rode slightly ahead of the rest. Their presence,
too, was an irritant. If he had had his own way he woul d
have travel ed al one, but these days his dignity de-
manded an entourage of servants and men-at-arnms. It

was al nost enough to make himm ss the overfaithfu
Sandroz. Sandroz had finally gone hone, though. Tines
had changed.
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The sol diers behind himon the raised road that ran

t hrough the | eagues of rice paddies were testament to
that. Since the war's end, bands of "sturdy beggars," as
t he broadsheets called them roanmed the countryside
stealing fromfarners and wayl ayi ng travel ers. Mst of
them were former fighting men who had no taste for
peaceti me occupations. They were the scourge of every
country, but, if the tales were to be believed, were par-
ticularly active in the Enpire. Merchants now banded
toget her in caravans and hired bravos of their own.

Of tothe left, atop a gentle rise, was one of the new
| antern houses that were all the rage. Monunents to
their owners' egos, they appeared to be nmore gl ass than
masonry. Not a shutter or a pail of danp clay to be
found in them no fortifications, conmandi ng not hi ng
but a view. They were inpressive, especially at night
when they could be seen from| eagues away, that nuch
Jarrod had to admit, but, if Darius of Gwndryth was
right and war cane again, of what use would they be?

He shook his head and urged his horse into a canter

al ong the el evated roadway. The colum adjusted its
pace and the driver of the baggage cart swore and
cracked his whip.

Cel ador, as they approached it fromthe east, seened
unchanged. There were no new dwel | i ngs outside the
wal I s and the delicate spires still pointed ethereally at
the sky. There were guards at the gates, but they were
of fered no chal |l enge. No wardcorn bl ew a wel cone or

a warning. The courts, as the party clopped their way

t hrough them were crowded and progress was sl ow

Peopl e took no notice of Jarrod. Cel ador was the un-
official center of the Discipline, and Mgicians were a
common sight. The wel cone at the stables, where Jar-
rod was remenbered for the unicorns, was warm He

hoped that it was a good onmen for his com ng neeting
with the Archmage.
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"Hi s Excellence, the Mage Courtak," the Duty Boy
announced in a stentorian voice worthy of a Court

Chanber| ai n.

As Jarrod advanced into the well-renmenbered cham
ber, Ragnor roused hinself and the sharp-faced cat that



had been curled up on his lap junped down and

stretched. It had been a while since Jarrod had seen him
and he hoped that the shock he felt did not show on

his face. The long, white hair had dwi ndled to w spy
strands that reveal ed the pink scal p. The face was |ined,
but then it always had been. Now it was bl otched as

well. There were little, vertical |lines around the nputh
that Jarrod didn't remenber. The neck was scraggy and
the skin | oose. The nputh seened too small, but when

Ragnor smiled Jarrod realized that it was because there
weren't too many teeth left.

"Come in, lad, come in," the Archmage said sone-

what indistinctly, beckoning with a | ong, bony finger
"Ptill up a chair." He waited while Jarrod conplied and
then rang a bell. "When the Duty Boy cones, ask for

a bunper of sherris.™

"Thank you, sir, but it's a bit early for ne.
"It's not for you." Ragnor |eaned forward conspira-
torially. "My prison guard of a Wseworman has forbid-

den ne spirits. Says it affects my balance. Since |I can't
get around as well as | used to, I'd be obliged if you'd
go along with this little deception. Pleasures are few and
fleeting at ny age."

"Now, " he said when the Duty Boy had left and the

thick glass was safely cradled in his hands, "what brings
you to Celador? | thought the Comm ssion was poised

on the brink of decision.”

"Not entirely," Jarrod replied and | aunched into an
account of what had transpired.

"You did well," Ragnor said when he was finished,
"though I do think you m ght have consulted nme first."

56 + JOHN LEE

"I"'msorry, sir. It was a spontaneous nove on ny
part. 1'd had an unusual dreamthe ni ght before, and,
during the session, a kind of conpul sion cane over ne.

"Drean?" Ragnor said sharply. "What sort of
dr ean?"

"I was out on the Alien Plain, all alone, shut in by
grass. Wen | got clear of the grass 1 saw a | arge buil d-
ing of some kind up in the mountains. It kept appearing
and di sappearing, but it seened to offer refuge. | tried
to clinb up to it, but things kept getting in the way. |
finally lost ny footing and fell. That's when | woke up."
Described baldly Iike that, it seenmed trivial, but the
Archmage seened to be taking it seriously.

"Can't say that | can see any particular meaning in
it," he said after a couple of minutes of thought. "I
certainly don't rerfienber seeing anything like that in



my glinpses into the future." He waved a hand. "But
that future was changed by the unicorns. It m ght have
something to do with this idea of territory and noun-
tains are always good places for Watherwards, but in
the near term| think we need sonething a little closer
to home, don't you?" He | ooked over at Jarrod before
sipping at his sherris.

"Do you have any suggestions?" Jarrod asked dip-

| omatical ly.

"Since the Collegiumis here," the Archmage replied,
"the new center ought to be in Paladine's territory. The

only trouble with that is that Naxania will be far harder
to deal with than Arabella. The wetched wonan's
bound to want sonething in return. Still, | suppose

shoul d send a special envoy." He gave Jarrod a specu-
lative look. "No," he said, "better if it wasn't you.
Naxania's not too fond of you as | recall."

"1 wasn't aware of that."
"Yes, she objected when | nade you a Mage. Jeal -
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ousy | imagine. She know? perfectly well that you can't
have Mages sitting on the throne."

Jarrod deci ded to change the conversation. "Lord

Darius cane to see nme," he said. "He seems to think

that the Discipline is losing its clout. Thinks we should
do somet hing about it. Geylock agrees with him"

"Does he indeed? And what, pray, does he suggest
we do?"

"Well, Greylock's idea is for us to clear away the
rubble of the G ants' Causeway with Magic."

Ragnor sat back and stroked his thinning beard. "It's
certainly anbitious enough, but | can't see how you're
going to do it."

"Greylock is working on that. You know how he
| oves that sort of challenge."

Ragnor smiled- "Finding a 'scientific' answer," he
said. The smile disappeared. "You better make sure

he gets it right." The voice had a hard edge. "If any-
thing went wong it would make us a | aughi ngst ock and
then we really would | ose our clout."

"Yes sir," Jarrod said hastily.

"You keep ne inforned, understand?"

"Yes, sir." He may |l ook frail, Jarrod thought, but I
woul dn't care to cross him



"Good." Ragnor sniffed and finished his drink. "I
think you're ready for another glass and then you can
bring me up to date on things in Pal adi ne. Naxania's
got a rebellion on her hands, | hear."

"Dyou think that's entirely wi se?" Jarrod asked, re-
ferring to the sherris.

Ragnor gl ared at himand rang the bell

When Jarrod got back to Stronta, he found that the

i nsurgency was the topic on everyone's lips. Cenera
Gwndryth had gone south with a force whose nunbers
varied wildly depending on who one tal ked to. Despite
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the crisis, the diplomatic dance continued. The work of
the various conmttees was supposedly over and Estra-
got h convened no formal neetings, but the politicking
went on. Each of the Commi ssioners was wooed in one
fashion or another by both Unbrians and |sphardis.

The difference in style was instructive.

Estragoth stayed above the fray, |eaving the footwork
to Malum of Quem The latter was punctiliously polite,
sendi ng a squire over to request an appoi ntnent, ap-
pearing at the exact hour agreed upon and being pro-
fessionally pleasant on arrival. He spent ten minutes
inquiring after Greylock's health, nade a pretty adnis-
sion of the awe in which he held Mgicians in genera
and Jarrod in particular, presented Jarrod with the gift
of an arnclock and tendered an invitation to dine with
the Elector. The nan was entirely ami able and no overt
pressure was applied; indeed, the matter of the partition
was not nenti oned.

The A igarch, on the other hand, arrived with no
prior warning, bustling in behind the Duty Boy.

"Don't bother to announce ne," she said. "He knows

who | amand | know that he's here." She grinned at
the boy and tousled his hair. "Wl cone back, by the
way. "

"To what do | owe this honor, divderval ?" Jarrod
asked, rising fromhis desk

"Bribery and shamel ess armtwi sting, of course," she
replied cheerfully. "You going to offer an old wonman a
seat and a drink?" She turned back to the Duty Boy

wi thout waiting for an answer. "Sonething |ong, cold
and i nnocuous," she declared, sniled, noved over to
the fireplace and thunmped down in an arncthair.

"I"l'l have the sane," Jarrod said. He turned to the
Qigarch. "I take it that this is about the partition?" He
crossed the floor and took the other chair.

"OfF course it's about the partition. |I love you dearly,
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but I only heave my bul k up four nights of stairs if
profit or the national interest are at stake."

Jarrod smled at her directness. "I still believe that
the QutlanJ should be an international zone adm nis-
tered by the Discipline."”

"OfF course you do, but we both know that you can't

must er enough votes to carry that," Ohvderval said
confortably. "And partition's too inportant for you to
waste your vote sitting on your dignity and abst ai ni ng.
Besi des, | backed >our bid foi |and and you owe ne.

When it comes right down to it, you're no different from
the rest of us "

They broke off as the Duty Boy returned with the
drinks Jarrod raised his glass to her and they sipped as
t he boy w t hdrew.

"I can't support your claimto the Unbrian sea-
coast," he said. "Besides, Varodias would never cede it
even if every other nation voted for it."

"I"'mwell aware of that, but | had to say something

to shake Estragoth out of his appalling superiority. And
it worked, didn't it? 1I'll wager that Ml um has been
around to see you."

"He has."

She chuckl ed. "What did you get? The arntl ock or
t he nmini ature steam engi ne?"

"The arntl ock," Jarrod adm tted.

The A igarch shook her head. "Unbrians are so stu-
pid. Don't they realize that Mgicians detest nachi nes?

M nd you," she added disconcertingly, "I rather fancy
young Malum Why is it, d'you suppose, that |arge
wonren |ike nme have a weakness for small, slender

men?" She | ooked up fromher watered fruit Juice and
smled broadly at him

"I don't think I"'mqualified to answer that," Jarrod
replied cautiously.
"Real | y?" divderval said pleasantly. "I would have
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t hought that anyone who had bought a brothel in Be-
| engar woul d be sonething of an expert on the subject
of women."

Jarrod controlled hinmself with considerable effort.
He sat back in his chair and sipped his drink. After
t he defeat of the Qutworlders he had gone on a tri-



unphal tour of Strand with Ragnor, and when they
were in Belengar he had visited the brothel where Sa-
mant hi na had worked, hoping to find her. She had
noved on, but, on inpulse, he had provided dowi es
for all the other girls. He had done it anonynously,
however .

"I'f you know that," he said slowy, "you undoubt -

edly knowthat | did it to give the girls their freedom™

"As you did when you bought all those birds in the
Exotic Bird Mart ana rel eased them"

There was a | ong nonment of silence.
"You are very well informed," Jarrod said finally.

Aivderval smled. "Information is the |ifebl ood of a
nmerchant, ny dear,"

"I thought that 1'd been clever," he said sadly. "I did
everything through third parties and | paid them well
to keep their mouths shut.”

"Ch, you did very well for an outsider. The truth cost
me far nore than | was originally prepared to pay. It
wasn't so rmuch your money that did it as fear that if
you found out, you' d cast some terrible spell.”

"Yout hful follies," Jarrod said with a shake of the
head and a small smle. "Mnd you, | don't regret it

and | could well afford it." Wat he did regret was that
he hadn't been able to find Samanthina. At | east
divderval didn't know that

"No doubt." divderval's tone was snoboth. "But it
woul dn't | ook too good if it got out now "

"Ah, the armtw sting." Jarrod was back in contro
of himself again. He knew where she was heading. "A
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ganbl e on your part, of course. Disclosure can al ways
work nore than one way. Now, what about the brib-
ery?" He raised his eyebrows.

"You're a cool custoner, Jarrod. | sonewhat under-
estimated you, though | still think that, if it cane down
toit, you would protect your reputation. The public
doesn't like its heroes buying brothels.”

"Ch, | don't know, " he countered with a purse of the
lips, "it mght humani ze me, don't you think?" It was
his turn to smle.

"You're really very good." divderval allowed her
eyelids to droop, producing a calculating | ook. "Nev-
erthel ess, you're a sensible man and | know that you
see the nmerits of our position.”



"I mght if |I knew what your position really was."

"Internationally guaranteed access through Son-

guard and the new Songean territory." Her lips tight-
ened. "Administration and conmuni cation will still be
enornous problens, but we're rather better at func-
tioning a long way fromhome than is the rest of the
world. The Urmbrians will have to abandon Bandor

that goes w thout saying. That'll bring the Songeans
to our side.

"On the other hand, Songuard isn't exactly a ia”v-
abiding place. It wouldn't take the nountain tribes |ong
to figure out that there is nore profit to be made by
rai di ng | sphardi caravans than by herding their rono-
ronti. That means that we shall have to provide mlitary
escorts and that would nean building fortified guard-
posts on Songean soil. That in turn would nmean friction
wi th the government—+f they get thenselves a proper
government by then."

"And how do you propose to finesse that?" Jarrod
was beginning to enjoy hinself, but he remained wary.

"The vall eys woul d have to be patrolled by a force
conposed of Pal adi ni ans, Arundelians and Talismanis.
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The Songeans will have to provide us with a base at or
near Bandor." divderval paused and shot him a nea-
suring | ook. "The cost to be borne by the Unbrians
and oursel ves. "

"And you think that the Urbrians will agree to give
up Fort Bandor and pay for your security." He allowed
hinsel f to sound skepti cal

"I don't see why they shouldn't,"” divderval replied
of fhandedl y. "After all, we have been paying for their
garrison at Bandor for a very long tine."

"I see." Jarrod was noncommittal. "And what does
the Discipline gain by supporting this plan?"

A ivderval shrugged. "The Discipline has no interest
in mjor territory and this arrangenent woul dn't cut
into your Tithes."

Jarrod shifted in his chair and sipped his drink. "Not
nearly good enough," he pronounced. "Had it not been

for the Discipline, there would be no newterritory. Peo-
pl e have forgotten how close the Qutlanders were to
victory, but I amsure that your fellow digarchs are

not unm ndful of the effects of peace upon comerce."

"It has fostered conpetition is what it's done," she
rejoined. "You did us no favors by obliterating the en-
eny. Most of the best and brightest men were engaged



in the war; now they are bored and they have turned
their skills to maki ng noney. Your friend Marianna of
Gwndryth is a case in point. She has invested in ships
and is doing a thriving business exporting the produce
of her region. She has factors at Seaport and at Bel en-
gar."

"She's never said anything about that and neither has
her father."

"Of course not. They're an old aristocratic famly and
conmerce i s supposed to be beneath them However,"

and an admiring note crept into AivdervaPs voice, "that
young wonan has access to a very |large amount of cap-
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ital and she hasn't taken the usual route of buying up
t he nei ghboring estates, which is what | suspect Lord
Darius would do."

She gave Jarrod a specul ative | ook and followed it

with an open snile. "I haven't been able to trace the
source of her backing and that, | confess, intrigues ne.
| thought for a while that the Hol dmaster was pl under -

i ng the Pal adi ni an treasury when Naxania wasn't | ook-
ing, but there are two maj or problens with that
supposition. The first is that there isn't a nonent when
Naxania isn't |ooking and, having made friends with

Lord Darius, | cannot believe that he is capabl e of do-
ing anything that devious." Her slightly hoarse chuckle
cane again. "lIt's disconcerting, if somewhat reassuring

in a strange way, to come across a conpletely honor-

able man. Even fifteen years with Naxania hasn't cor-
rupted himand that's saying a lot."

"This is all very interesting," Jarrod said, "but | don't
see what it has to do with the Discipline.”

Aivderval's hunor vanished. "Do | have to remnind
you that the Discipline has but one vote and that Is-
phardel has consi derabl e influence?"

It was Jarrod's turn to snile. "Ah, but you seemto
be forgetting that the rul ers of Pal adine and Arunde
are nenbers of the H gh Council of Magic. You should
not underestinmate the power of the Archmage. If we

were to canpai gn openly agai nst you, where would you
stand? Songuard m ght vote with you if you prom sed

themthe return of Bandor; the Enpire will vote against,
no matter what you do. Even if you got Talisman's vote,
you would still lose by four to three."

"The Discipline has a long history of not intervening
in political matters,"” divderval said sharply.

"But as you so aptly pointed out, ny dear digarch
this is too inportant a matter for us to sit on our dig-
nity."
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"I see." Otivderval gave hima | ong wei ghi ng | ook
"And what would it take to gain the Discipline' s sup-
port ?"

Jarrod relaxed a little and raised his glass again. Let
her wait, he thought as he drank. He let the silence
| engt hen and then he | ooked up

"I think a Concordat between |sphardel and the Dis-
cipline would be appropriate." he said. "M nd you,

can only speak for mnyself. Ragnor is the one who could
make that kind of decision and then in consultation
with the H gh Council."

A ivderval sat back and he saw her body rel ax. She

was confident in her abilities to haggle, and it showed
in her posture. "I understand, of course, but it m ght
be instructive to find out what you would feel confort-
abl e recommendi ng to the Archmage. "

Jarrod pursed his lips as if considering, though he

had, in fact, thought about this eventuality. "Ispharde
m ght agree to pay the Tithe in return for the extension
of weather control to its territories,"” he suggested.

Aivderval's nmuscl ed tensed, though her hands re-

mai ned cal m and her face showed nothing. "W are
tal ki ng about a great deal of noney," she said, "and
about the establishment of Discipline outposts on Is-
phardi soil."'

"And on Songean soil, too," Jarrod agreed. "But |
shoul d think that the guarantee of predictable w nds for
your shipping and an anelioration in your climate

woul d be worth it."

"And in return, we should be assured of your sup-
port ?"

"And in return, I will undertake that no pressure wl|l
be brought to bear on either Naxania or Arabella. They
wi |l be encouraged to nake their decisions in accor-

dance with their consciences and their national inter-
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ests. My own vote will, of course, depend on the will of
the Hi gh Council ."

A ivderval sat and | ooked at him Then she devoted
some attention to her gl ass.

"I think you're bluffing," she said at |ast. "Besides,
that's not a decision that | can take on ny own. W
both have councils to report to."

"I quite understand,” Jarrod said politely. "This is a
difficult and conplex matter." He put down his gl ass



and stood to indicate that the neeting was over

"Here, take this," Oivderval said, holding out hers.
"I need both arns to get me out of a chair these days."

He obliged and she heaved herself erect. She collected
her cl oak, and he escorted her to the door. She turned
at the threshold and | ooked up at himw th an unex-
pected grin.

"Ragnor's taught you well," she said. "I used to
enjoy jousting with himwhen | was at Celador. | can't
be sure that the others will approve this Concordat,

but it's a very shrewed strike because it has a spurious
appearance of parity. | can't say that it has been a

pl easure doi ng business with you, but it's been stinu-

[ ating."

She turned to | eave, thought better of it and turned
back. "Ch, by the way," she said, "I'"'mhaving a little
party three days fromnow and | shall expect you to
attend. My apartments, the nineteenth hour and don't
eat anything that day."

She sm | ed, reached out and patted his armin a pro-
prietary way before taking her |eave. Jarrod wat ched

her crab her way carefully down the stairs and surren-
dered to an intense feeling of relief and satisfaction. It
was no snmall thing to get the better of divderval. Her
jolly, outgoing personality masked one of the best m nds
he had ever net. The Concordat had been his own idea

and, though Ragnor had enmbraced it enthusiastically
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during their last neeting, he had doubted that he could

sell it to the Isphardis. He still wasn't sure, but the di -
garch's apparent acceptance was a good sign- Well. thir-
teen years on the Conm ssion had made a di pl onat .

He had nmade his mistakes and he had | earned. Practice

was gi ving hi mconfidence.

chapren 7

i e double walls of Sparsedale lofted grey and grim
defying the sumer sunlight. The fortified manor was

old, and there was no hint of the new style in its archi-
tecture. It was built on an artificial hill, the better to
avoid the corrosive power of the now nonexistent Qut-

| and at nosphere. A space around the bottom of the hil

was enclosed by blind walls with square towers at the
corners. There were only two gates in the outer walls,
one north, one south, their doors defended against fire
by sheets of iron. The flat hilltop was surrounded by
the inner walls, and these were pierced by arrow slits.
The manor house itself was invisible frombeyond the
outer gates.

In happier times the demesne fields that |apped
agai nst the sonber walls woul d have been a pat chwork



of greens, grain foll owed by peas and beans, fall ow,
then forage. There had been an extensive kitchen gar-
den in the lee of the southern wall with an orchard
beyond it. The men from Oxeter had felled the fruit
trees and destroyed the garden. The fields had been
tranpled, first by the raiders and then by the Queen's
troops. The besiegers' tents now rose where wheat
woul d have been ri peni ng.

There were three vill ages dependent on the manor—
Upper Waltham M ddl e Wal t ham and Net her \Walt -

ham—and in these the officers of the Royal Forces were
billeted. Since bed and board were paid for, the nore
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af fluent of the freednen and cottars who had space
avai | abl e were happy to be inconvenienced. Al the |o-
cals were happy that the lord' s boonwork was in abey-
ance. Indeed, there was an alnpost festive feeling in the
villages. This feeling was, in no little part, due to Da-
rius' strict regulations on dealings with the | andsnen.

Upper Waltham boasted the only inn in the area and

it was there that the General had established his head-
quarters. O all the local folk Elfreg, son of Elgast, was
probably the happiest. Wth the foreign General in res-

i dence, there wasn't a hint of trouble, despite the fact
that the Stook and Pl ough had the only supplies of

wi nes and spirits in the region. Ate, of course, was a
different matter. That was brewed in al nost every
househol d, with varying results, but, if the siege |asted
| ong enough, Elfreg confidently expected to make his
fortune. True, he had |ost the use of his back bar, taken
over by the General as a strategy room but it was a
smal |l price to pay.

The General was, in fact, sitting in that same room

l egs thrust forward, hands |inked over an incipient
paunch, staring norosely at draw ngs of Sparsedal e

pinned to the paneling. There were side views of the
outer fortifications, but nost were of the interior, seen
from above. The cl oudsteedsnmen had proved unexpect -

edly useful

Though the drawi ngs did not show as nuch, the main
house, which occupied the central position, was built of
stone and sl ate-roofed. Darius knew fromreports

gl eaned from former servants that it was constructed
over a ground-level undercroft, used for storage. A
smal | chapel shared one wall. There were no indications
that the Semi count was a Matemite. so Darius sup-

posed that the chapel was dedicated to | ocal deities.

The inner courtyard contained a nunber of separate
bui | di ngs. There was a kitchen, a bakehouse, a snoke-
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house and a privy. The well stood close by the kitchen



The drawi ngs were unreveating, but the outbuil dings

were wood-franed with wattl e-and-daub walls and

t hatched roofs. Two gates, one east, one west, gave onto
broad stone stairs that descended to the | ower court-
yard. G ven adequate anobunts of food and the contin-

ued operation of the welt, a small force could stand off
a much larger one, even if the outer walls had fallen

The bail ey contai ned a wooden granary agai nst one

wal | and a stone stable for horses, plough oxen, carts
and harnesses. Wrkroons for the saddler and the
wheel ri ght were against the north wall, together with a
mews for hawks with weat hering stones for the young
birds outside it. There was a second well close to the
stairway and a |l arge conmunal privy in the southwest
coner. Al in all, a well-set, well-thought-out establish-
ment. There were weaknesses, though. For one thing,

the place hadn't been constructed with cl oudsteeds in
m nd. Thatched roofs and tinbered walls were easily
fired fromabove. He had not resorted to that yet, but
atripto the privy had becone a risky adventure.

He heard a runbling of voices and his head cane up
A moment | ater there was a rap on the door and Qtorin
canme in.

"Well, wel cone back," Darius said, sitting up and
drawi ng his legs in.

Qorin deposited his saddl ebag on a chair and grinned

at his old chief. "I thought you'd be here so | took the
liberty of ordering some ale. |'ve been riding for seven
hours and the roads are damably dusty."

El freg appeared as if sumoned by the words, obse-
quious smle firmy in place. He put down a tray con-
tai ning two tankards, some bread and a pot of neat
paste. He bowed hinself out and cl osed the door qui-
etly.
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"Wwuld it be indiscreet to ask where you' ve been?"
Dari us asked.

QO ormput his tankard down and wi ped his nouth

with the back of his hand. "Of course it would be, es-
pecially'' —he raised his voi ce—~because we both know
that that miserable innkeeper is listening at the door
Then he added in a nore nornal tone, "Wat | have

to tell you will nmake it obvi ous enough.™

"Take your tine,"
choi ce.

Darius said, knowi ng he had no

"Where d'you want to begin, Stronta or Oxeter?"

"Ch, Oxeter by all means. |'ve had a streamof im
practical suggestions fromthe Queen."



"Her Majesty finds herself deprived of w se counsel

in your absence,"” Qorin said diplomatically, and then
spoiled it with a wicked smle. "Oxeter it is, then," he
added noting Darius' expression.

"The doughty Duke is lying | ow, keeps to his cham
ber nmost of the tinme, waiting for word fromhis son.
Your siege would seemto be tighter than he expected."

"No one's got out and we've shot down five bungl e-
birds to date- They're tricky, but they're slow " Darius'
voi ce runbl ed with satisfaction.

"Yes. | don't think they expected cl oudsteeds. Your
experi ence at Bandor has conme in handy."

"Can | expect nore forces coming to raise the siege?"
Dari us asked.

"I think not," QGorin said judiciously, "at |east not
yet."

"Then perhaps we should add some fagots to the
fire. "

"How so?"

"By setting the granary and the other wooden buil d-
ings alight."

"And all owi ng a bunglebird to get through,” Qorin
added.
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"Precisely."

Qorin smled. "You learn fast, nmy friend."

Darius raised his tankard. "I have a good teacher."
"In that case, may | suggest an added stratagen®?”
"By all neans."

"Organi ze a conpany to sap the outer walls."

"I's (hat necessary?" Darius asked.

"Probably not." Qtorin was inperturbable. "On the

ot her hand, with the cl oudsteedsnen keepi ng the eneny

i ndoors, there's no danger. A conpany of experienced
sappers woul d be invaluable to the Crown. Warfare has
changed and | suspect that there will be a | ot nore sieges
in the future."

"I take your point," Darius said, allow ng adm ration

to surface. "I'll see to it. Think it'll draw old Paramn n?"

"If he's drawable."



"Wul d you get sufficient warning if he does decide
to nove?"

Qorin got up and went over to the w ndow before

replying. "Probably, but if he does rise, he'll not do it
alone. As far as | can tell, he hasn't contacted the south-
ern group, but he's a devious bugger and | can't be

sure. "

"It sounds as if | should order the cloudsteeds to
make regul ar reconnai ssance flights."

"A good idea, but if we're going to keep themthis
busy, it might be sensible to bring down the second
Wng. "

"The Queen won't like it," Darius said. "Active duty
costs nore."

Qorin turned fromthe wi ndow and rai sed his eye-
brows, but said not hing.

"Well," Darius said into the silence, "at |east we'll
be doi ng sonet hing."

"You are to be commended on your restraint," Qo-
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rin said, and Darius was not sure whether he was being
ironic. "It isn't like you to sit and do nothing."

"I"ve been riding around talking to the locals," the
General admtted.

" And?"
"The nore | see the less | |like this Sem count."
"Ch, really?"

Darius sighed and took another drink before reply-

ing. "Wien we first arrived the people around here sang
hi s prai ses; understandable, of course. W'd ridden to
his rescue and it was safer to say what they thought we
wanted to hear. There's grunbling now t hough and

what | see are hedges, |ots of hedges, and sheep, npst
of "embearing the lord s brand. The conmmon pasture's
been encl osed. "

"You should get out of Stronta nore often,” Qtorin
said, recrossing the roomand taking his seat. "It's go-
ing on all over. Manors are being strengthened at the
expense of the small tenant farners. Boonwork is being
commut ed for noney, and at a very rapid rate. Wat

used to be the privilege of the freedman i s beconing a
burden on the cottar."

"Can't say as | like it," Darius remarked. "I'm ol d-



fashioned, I'Il admt, but the old customs and the old
duties worked well. The lord consuned and controll ed,

but the villagers ran their own lives, made all the agri-
cultural decisions when it cane to their own hol di ngs.

"That's another thing. This Sem count kept neager

estate by all accounts, stints on feastdays, provides thin
beer, serves oat bread instead of wheat at the Plough
Supper." He snorted. "lIt's no way to treat one's peo-
ple."

"Peasants always gripe about their lords," Oorin ob-

served mldly.
"Ch, there's nore to it than that," Darius replied.
"The bailiff's nowhere to be found. It's said that he's
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in the castle with his master, but | have a feeling that
he was murdered. And I can't find anybody who'll ad-
mt to being reeve."

"So there's no one to | ook out for the lord's inter-
ests," Qtorin said.

"No tallage has been coll ected; though there have
been deat hs, no one has paid heriot or gersum There
hasn't been a Hal l noot since G eeningale."

"So Sparsedal e hasn't collected any taxes or fines to
tide himthrough the | oss of the harvest."

"More to the point, justice hasn't been done," Darius
returned. "Once order goes, a small society like this one
crunbl es.” He stopped and cleared his throat. "I'm

t hi nki ng of presiding at a special Hallnoot."

Qorin smled. Typical, he thought. "Wy not?" he
said. "It'll give you sonmething to do instead of sitting
around and swilling ale.”

"You take altogether too many liberties for a sub-
ordinate,"” Darius grow ed am ably. "Now that you're

back, you might try and nake yourself useful. Organiz-
ing that team of sappers mi ght be a good place to start."”
"That'll teach ne to make suggestions,” OQorin said
wyly. "Seriously though, if you hold this Hallnoot, are
you going to collect Tithe and taxes?"

Darius grinned. "Only where absol utely necessary.

W depend on the goodwi Il of the |ocal population. If

t he Sem count had been an exenmplary lord, | mght fee!
differently, but nmy gut tells nme that he's an exploiter
He' Il have no conplaint about our treatment of his

| ands, unless it's unavoidable, and |'mhaving a tally
kept of everything we eat that has his brand on it. He'll
be paid for that."



"And who's going to pay for his tunbled walls?"
Qorin asked teasingly.

"Ch, | should think his freedom ought to be worth
somet hing," Darius replied, deadpan
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"And if he doesn't survive, it won't bother him"
G orin added.

"True."

Qorin shook his head and smiled. "You' re such a
wonderful old relic,"” he observed. "Sparsedale's petty
mal f easances have really riled you, haven't they? They
of fend the tenets of your class. | have a suspicion that
if the manor house was occupied by a contingent of his
tenants and cottars, you'd support them™

"Let's not go too far," Darius said. "The social order
nmust be preserved. Wen you | ook closely at the way

of things, a Holdmaster's tenure is a precarious thing.
Rebel lion and the resulting anarchy can never be con-
doned. "

Qorin smled lazily and finished his ale. "Gods but

| hope your kind survives," he said lightly. "Honorable,
ol d-fashi oned, cleaving to tradition and giving it mnean-
ing." He put his tankard down on the tray. "The world's
changi ng, old friend. Enclosure's but the beginning.
There will be a mad dash to the new and the best of the
old will be forgotten."

"d oonseeker," Darius said good-naturedly. "The

old ways will survive because they're good ways. My
daughter runs Gwndryth as | ran it. Qur people would
not have it otherw se."

"And your grandson will be a Magician,”" Qorin

said, alnost as an aside, as he got to his feet. "I'll take
a bath. General, and then I'll get about organi zing the
sappers. "

"You'll dine with ne," Darius said sternly. "There's

a deal nore | need to know about your trip."

"As the General commands,'
ing smle back in place.

Qorin replied, nock-

ChApt CR 8

uring the slow days of high sunmer, the Hall -

nmoot was held within sight of the walls of Sparsedale.

The vill agers gathered to pass judgnent on their peers.
Fines were levied for the brewing of inferior ale; there
were two cases of "lying together before the banns,"

five of slander, six of illegal entry into tenure stenmm ng
fromthe di sappearance of sone of the cottars. Deci-

sions were arrived at for the harvest, sinplified this year



by the destruction of a large part of the crop, and for
t he autum pl oughing. By the end of the sennight a
hundred petty details of everyday life were settled.

Qorin watched the proceedings with a nostal gia for

an age-old practice that he had never shared. He was a
new | andhol der and an absentee at that. but here, in the
center of Paladine, the imrenorial ritual unfolded with
a solem civility that pleased himdeeply. Darius, as
Qorin had expected, presided superbly. H's Pallic was
servi ceabl e though far fromel egant, but his quiet air of
aut hority was undeni able. The villagers thensel ves in-
creasingly turned to himfor decisions despite the fact
that he was a foreigner. Darius held firmfor the lord in
the matter of fees and fines, but over the thorny ques-
tion of the evening inmpoundrment of |ivestock he took

t he ot her tack.

By long tradition, all livestock were brought back
fromtheir daily grazing across fallow belonging to the
I ord and penned in areas adjacent to the outer walls.
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This ensured that demesne | ands renained well fertil-

i zed. Since the seizure of Sparsedale, the |ocals had kept
their beasts on their own | and, claimng, not wthout
reason, that the lord' s pounds and sheepcote were no

| onger safe places. The General concurred, know ng that
this year's | ean harvest would have to be renedied by

a larger than usual wi nter wheat crop. This, the fina

j udgrment of the session, was net wth approbation, and
the villagers dispersed peaceably to their hones.

Darius was clearly pleased with his own perfor-

mance. He bantered lazily with his officers at dinner
that night. Though there was an air of celebration, Oo-
rin noticed that the General drank very little. Hs offi-
cers, perforce, did |likew se. The reason came cl ear at
the end of the neal when he ordered a doubling of the
guard and told the men to be on the | ookout for a sortie
attenpt around dawn. After he had dism ssed them he

and OGorin returned to the back room of the Stook and

Pl ough for a nightcap.

"You really think they mght try to break out?" O o-
rin asked, feeling slightly put out that Darius hadn't
di scussed the matter with hi m bef orehand.

"Problemis, | don't know young Barthold, but it's
what |'d do. That Hallnpot was a gauntl et thrown
down. He nmust know that he'll get no help fromthat

quarter. Conbine that with the firing of his fodder sup-
plies and there's not much choice. He may have supplies
in the manor's undercroft, but nost of the food for the
horses woul d have been in the outbuil dings. Wthout
heal t hy horses he has no hope of fighting clear and get-
ting awnay."

"Weren't you taking a bit of a risk holding the court



within sight of the walls? Billeted troops are sel dom
popul ar, and if there had been a ruckus, it would have
gi ven consi derabl e heart to our opponents.”

"I't was a small risk," Darius said conplacently, ac-
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cepting a glass of sack. "Qur nmen have acted honorably
and there is a general craving for order and tradition in
the countryside. Mnd you, 1 don't think the Sem count
will be all that happy with sone of the results.”

"I don't see why not," Qorin denurred. "You up-

hel d his suzerainty and preserved at |east a portion of
his revenues."

"That's as may be. He'll be irked that | let his rights
of pasturage and penning | apse. | doubt he'll be able to
get them back now t hat precedent has been broken. An-
other thing: | don't knowif you were there when har-
vest duties were discussed, but there was no nention of
the lord s boonwork."

"I'f he's halfway intelligent,"” Qorin remarked, "he'l
conmute it for noney. There are no Farod levies to
contend with so there's nore than enough | abor avail -
able.™

"It's the principle of the thing," Darius grow ed.
Qorin smled.

"Don't you nock me, young nan," Darius said.

"Wait till you're older and have becone attached to
your land and the ways of its folk."

"Let's change the subject,” Qorin said amably. "I
got word this afternoon froma friend of mne at Oxe-
ter. A messenger galloped out two days ago, heading
southwest. |'d post a sharp watch for inconing bungle-
birds if I were you."

Darius | ooked up sharply. "You think the Duke is
preparing to nove?"

Qorin swirled the anber liquid in his glass thought-

fully. "I"'mnot sure,"” he said. "It would be far nore in
keeping if he got his allies to attenpt the relief. On the
other hand, | doubt if they will be willing to nove to

the aid of his son without a greater conmitnent of
troops on his part. In ternms of a throw of the bones for
a throne, this is a very snmall gesture. 1 think we can
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| ook for some sort of movenent, though from which
qgquarter | cannot be sure."

"The gane's afoot then,"” Darius said with relish



"Dam, but this has been a good day!"

Qorin tightened his Iips and a ghost of his snmle ap-
peared. "lI'mglad you think so."

Darius' smle was broader. "You know ne," he said,
"I can't stand sitting around doi ng nothing."

The sortie took place just before dawn, as Darius had
predi cted. Flight, however, was not the objective. The
housi ng erected to protect the sappers was, and the de-
fenders were able to inflict considerabl e damage before
they were beaten back inside the walls. The besiegers
pressed them hard, trying to gain access to the | ower
court, but were, in turn, repelled. Six of Darius' nen
were killed, and ten fromthe nmanor. The only good
thing to occur, fromDarius' point of view was that one
of the bodies was found to be wearing a piece of the
Duke's livery under his mail. The conmanders endured

a lacerating tongue-lashing fromthe General -

The foll owi ng day, outriders fromthe cl oudsteed

squadron patrolling to the south reported a concentra-

tion of armed nen approachi ng the market town of

Al der sgrove, sone twenty |eagues to the south of Sparse-
dal e. Estimates of nunbers were sketchy, but the bul k

of the nen were on foot and shoul dering pi kes. Darius
ordered the patrols to limt their range to fifteen | eagues
wi th occasional solo reconnai ssance nights at naximm
altitude. When Qorin found himin the back bar, he

was poring over naps.

"What news?" Darius asked without |ooking up from
the table.

"My friend reports that a force of-two hundred
mounted retainers remains at Oxeter," Qtorin reported.

"What about f oot nen?"
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Darius | ooked up slowy. "Abercorn has nore nen
than that. Naxania estinmated that he had over a thou-
sand retainers. Wiat happened to the rest of then®"

"Well, first of all, | have questions about the accu-

racy of the Queen's figures, but that aside, | suspect that
the rest have either gone to ground in an effort to con-
fuse us, or are on their way south to join the nmain rebe
band. "

"Coul d they have done that w thout your friend be-
ing aware of it?"

"I't's possible, though I should not like to think so.
It is also possible that they were sent south some nonths
ago to train with the other forces."



"I thought your informants were reliable,"” Darius
said irritably.

"Well, they're not professionals, if that's what you
mean," Qorin returned urbanely. "The government of
Arundel has no reason to plant spies in the household

of a Pal adi ni an nobl eman. The people | recruited are
notivated by grievance and greed—a fairly reliable

conbi nati on in ny experience. Let us not forget,

t hough, that Duke Param n has been laying his plans

for a very long tinme and that he is a very rich man.
There is no law that says that a man's declared retainers
have to be kept on his own estates.”

"What | have to know to be able to formulate a strat-
egy," Darius said with studi ed resonabl eness, "is if |
nmust detach forces to protect against an attack from
the south, or if I have to defend my back from Aber-
corn.”

"I'f I were a wagering man, | would bet on the south."
"So would I, but I can't just lift the siege and march
away. "

"No, but you can appear to do it." OQtorin drew up
a chair and | ooked at the maps. "Bring down three hun-
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dred men fromthe garrison at Gapguard,” he advi sed.
"Keep them hidden in the woods north of Upper Valt-

ham assenble your nen with panoply and march t hem
away. |f you're lucky, Bardolph will be tenpted out and
then your new rear guard can fall on him"

Darius nodded. "I'Il send a cloudsteed to Gapguard
with the orders. | think you should stay here and take
charge of this end of the operation. That'll allow you

to keep your lines of communication to Oxeter open
"Il leave you two squadrons of cl oudst eeds. "

"I rather doubt that Queen Arabella would approve
of that," Qorin said.

Darius produced a rather wolfish grin. "I have no
intention of telling her. Have you? Besides, for all your
t heoretical know edge, you've never actually had a field
conmand, have you?"

"You are an exploitive, old bastard, you know that ?"

"Yes, | do," Darius said confortably.

"I wish to go on record as officially protesting this
hi gh- handed action on the part of the General of the

Pal adi ni an Forces," Qorin said formally, and then
smi | ed.



"Your protest is noted and overrul ed," Darius re-
plied.

"I'n that case, | have no recourse but to accept. Now,
I think you should | eave the sappers here and you'l
need a token force in front of both gates or he'll becone

suspi ci ous. "

"Stop trying to teach your grandnother how to can-
dle eggs,"” Darius replied with high good humor. "The
orders have al ready been given."

"You were that sure of ne, were you?"

"Yes, 1 was," Darius replied smgly.
"I"'mlosing ny touch,” Gtorin said in a nock grum
bl e. "Have you picked a spot for the battle?"

Darius stabbed a finger at the main map. "They
THE UNI CORN PEACE + 81

probably crossed the Sal vant at Astly Bridge. Fromthe
description of their arrival at Al dersgrove, they nust
have spread out to forage. Not too nuch coordination
bet ween t he commanders, | suspect, and scant discipline
anmong the nen.'

"The Duke's nmen are well trained, |'Il vouch for
that," Qorin conmrented.

"Same informant who mssed their departure?" Da-
ri us asked.

Qorin shrugged. "Try to remenber that 1 have to
depend on Pal adi ni ans."” The two Arundel i ans ex-
changed a snmile. "So, when do you expect to engage
t hen®?"

"Can't tell. 1I'll want themto nove north of Al ders-
grove. There's a range of hills running south-sout heast."
Hs finger traced a line on the parchrment. "If | could
coax themout onto the plain with ny troops waiting
behind the hills, | could attack themfromthe flank."
The finger flicked across the map.

"Nice plan," OGorin said approvingly. "Seens to ne
that | saw sonmething like it in Unbria."

"Bite your tongue,"
was a disaster."

Darius replied. "That engagenent

"It's always best to learn fromother people's ms-
takes,"” Qtorin said sardonically.

A sennight later, Darius marched south, banners fly-

ing. Gorin watched them go. He had great faith in
Darius' capabilities; he'd seen themput to the test out-
side Angorn, but that had been ei ghteen years ago.



O her than the recapture of Fort Bandor, an altogether

di fferent kind of operation, and a couple of skirm shes
early in Naxania's reign, he'd had no battle experience
since. Skills, like suits of arnor, rusted when they were
not used. Oorin was fond of the General, nore fond

than he would readily admit, and Darius was no |onger
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young. It worried him He turned his horse and headed
back toward Upper Waltham

Now t hat he was on his own again, Qorin allowed

his natural pessimsmto surface. Not that he thought

of it as pessimsm being realistic was a phrase nore to
his liking. It was true, however, that he normally ex-
pected the worst. If it happened, he was ready for it. If
it didn't, he was grateful. In this present pass, he gave
Darius no better than an even chance of w nning. The
recapture of Sparsedale. at this point, would be rel a-
tively sinple, but the real fight would be won, or |ost,
by Darius. In either case, he hinself would soon be free
to continue his real calling.

He tossed his reins to a groomand strode into the

i nn. Darius had thought that he was doing hima favor
by | eavi ng hi m behind and putting himin charge of the
siege. The man had, with his usual shrewdness, ac-
know edged the uses of information, a trait not com
monly found in generals. The problemwas that Darius
had only been thinking of the present situation. Back
in Stronta nmessages woul d be accumnul ating, always
danger ous, and goi ng unanswered, which was worse.
Stronta, for the nmonment, was the center and he was
away fromit. Qorin of Lissen was a worried nan.

chapteR 9

i e Pal adi ni an capital basked somolently in the

sumrer sun. There was little sign of crisis, though the
barracks wore a hollow air. Cats prow ed | anguidly and
dogs lay panting in the shade of buildings. The Court
conti nued, cool behind the thickness of the ancient

wal I's, but nobst of the courtiers, following a tradition
that had grown up since the war and doubtl ess spurred
by the political uncertainty, had returned to their es-
tates and would remain there through the harvest. Sheep
and ki na now grazed the | and between the G eat Mze

and the Upper Causeway. The CQutpost drowsed peace-

ably.

Most of the menbers of the Conmission for the Cut-

tand had returned hone, pending devel opnents, but the

El ector of Estragoth, using his advanced age as an ex-
cuse, had remained at Stronta. Malum of Quern, his

chi ef deputy, had returned hone for a visit, but was
expected back any day. There were |Isphardi traders to

be seen, as usual, but, comerce apart, the Unbrians
were the only foreign presence in the city. It was a sit-
uation that pleased Estragoth.



He had been surprised and sonewhat nattered when

Var odi as had chosen himas the Enpire's representative

to the Conmi ssion. The partition of the Qutland was a
maj or concern, and that took the sting out of the in-
voluntary exile that went with the post. It was, he

t hought, a fitting conclusion to his service to the Crown.
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He had helped to steer the Enpire's course for nore

than forty years, always trying to look to the future

wi th eyes unblinkered by factionalism The partition was
the future and the signing of the treaty would allow him
to retire on a triunphant note. He had never dreaned
that it would take this long. The wetched |sphardis

He shifted in his padded chair and wi nced as the gout
that plagued his joints twi nged. He had been | ess happy
when the Enperor had charged himw th the task of

devel oping a network of inforners in the Magical King-
donms. He had had his sources in Urbria, no politician
could survive without them but he had never consid-
ered hinself a spynaster. Now he was and he had cone

to enjoy it.

The Pal adi ni an | andowners had but a rudi mentary

feel for intrigue, though their Queen saw plots every-
where. Even the Duke of Oxeter, by far the craftiest of
his clients, had handled this uprising clumsily. It was
doubt ful now that the Unbrian treasury woul d recover

its investnent. Still, he had relished his dealings with
Parami n and the entree they had provided to the other

di saf fected nobl es. He had a good grasp of what was
goi ng on in Paladine and a fair understandi ng of Arun-
del .

H s maj or weakness, ironically, was that he no | onger
knew, with any certainty, what was goi ng on back hone.
He was too old, he reflected, to protect his own interests
at Angorn when he was out of the Enperor's sight.

Var odi as' support had al ways been his best defense, but
t he Enperor was notoriously fickle. The Enperor's
constant suspicions of foreign intrigue were his safe-
guard, and he had taken pains to see that Varodi as was
kept well informed. It had cost a great deal of noney,
sone of it his own, to obtain the information, and he
wasn't entirely convinced of the veracity of some of it.
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H s instincts, so well honed at home, were unanchored
here.

There was a rapping at the door and the head of his
bodyservant appeared around it.

"The Lord Mal um craves adm ttance, sir.

"Show himin and fetch us wine," the El ector com



manded.

Mal um when he entered, was attired in fresh clothes,

but his wet hair attested to the fact that he had changed
qui ckly and had cone directly to report to his master

The El ector sat up with difficulty.

"Come in, cone in; fetch up a chair. 1've ordered
wi ne. Wen did you get in?"

"Barely an hour ago, ny lord," Malumreplied,
snoot hi ng down the sides of his head sel f-consciously.

"And how did you find Quern after two years of ab-
sence?"

"Better than | had feared and not quite as prosperous
as | had hoped. "

"Good seneschals are hard to find," Eslragoth com
m ser at ed.

Conversation was suspended as the servant brought

the wine in and poured it. Once the nan had wi t hdrawn

the Elector said, "I know that you will present a witten
report, but 1'd Iike to hear how things are at home in
your bwn words. Don't worry if you digress, you never
know what will turn out to be inportant."

Mal um permitted hinself a smle. "lIt's amazi ng how

time spent abroad alters one's perspective,” he said.
"The confort of rediscovered famliarity is overwhelm

i ng, but certain things show thenselves in a new light."

"Go on," Estragoth said.

"Well, the trip back along the Causeway was un-

eventful, but it's getting nore expensive to cross bor-
ders. It cost us three imperials to get into Songuard and
twel ve to get out again. Angomitself was unchanged
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qui eter than usual because it's sunmer, but | was sur-
prised by ny reaction to the place. As you know, | cane
late to the capital, but when | went back this time | felt
as if 1 was going hone." Malumi s face was softened by

rem ni scence

"I"'msure that it was all very touching," Estragoth
said dryly, "but how were things at Court? How was
t he Emperor?"

Mal um col | ected hinsel f. "The Enperor," he said
briskly, "was well—-as far as | could judge. | saw him
at a distance at a norning robing,"

"You did not have a personal audi ence?" Estragoth
was sharp.



"No, sir. | requested one and explained that | had a
message, a personal nessage, fromyou. | was told to

make a report to the Chanberlain. | did so, but I took
the liberty of omtting those parts that | deenmed for the
Enmperor's eyes only. That part of the nessage | put in

a letter and paid a gent'enan-of-the-bedchanber to de-
l[iver it into Hs Myjesty's hand.”

"I see," the Elector said weariiy- "And do you really
think that it got to the Enperor unopened?"

"As a matter of fact | do," Malumreplied conpla-
cently. 'The transaction took place at the robing and
saw t he packet delivered."

Estragoth smled. "I underestimted you, young nan.
You are to be conplinented. Nevertheless, it disturbs
me that Varodias would not grant you an audi ence."

"I don't think that Hi s Majesty was aware of ny re-

quest. | believe that it was denied at a |l ower |evel. The
Court seened to be on edge. | nean nore than usually

so. There have been a nunber of, ah, differences of
opi ni on between | andowners. The El ectors tend to side
with their vassals and that has increased the friction
bet ween the El ectorates.”

Estragoth produced a paper-thin chuckle.
THE UNI CORN PEACE t 87

"Ondor and Beltran are virtually at war," Ml um
continued. "The Elector of Rodenlac has annexed es-
tates belonging to Adel fras of Hodial; even the Church
has not been immune from depredati on. No one touches
the Inperial holdings, but that, it seened to me, had
nmore to do with the strength of the Inperial Forces and
t he nunber of nenbers of the major famlies who are

Hs Majesty's 'guests' at Angorn than to any great rev-
erence for the Crown."

"You paint a disturbing picture,"” the Elector re-
mar ked, and sipped cautiously at his wine.

"It gets worse," Malumsaid tersely. "From Angom

| headed south for Estragoth. People travel in arned
groups these days. Bands of sturdy beggars are a con-
stant threat. In fact, we came under attack nine tines
bet ween Angorn and Estragoth."

"And does the Enperor do nothing about this |aw
| essness?" the El ector asked.

"Ch, aye," Malumsaid with bitter anmusenent. "He
hires out soldiers to provide the escort."

The El ector shook his head and clicked his tongue in
di sapproval. "Surely the roads in Estragoth itself were
saf e?" he said.



"They were. Mnd you, with the tolls your son is
chargi ng, they damed well ought to be." Mal um knew

the remark was inpertinent, but it was an accurate re-
flexion of the outrage his traveling conpanions had felt.

The El ector sat up and wi nced anew. "Tol |l s?"

"Six vards per person every ten |eagues," Ml umsaid
dryly, "with nen-at-anns doing the collecting."

The El ector |eaned back again, his nmouth drawn
down in displeasure. "Did you tell themthat you were
beari ng nessages from ne?"

"Indeed | did. | even showed them your seal. They
were nost polite, but quite insistent."

Estragoth's brow furrowed and a flush appeared on
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his cheeks. Malum know ng the signs, hurried on. "The
Mar grave refunded nmy noney as soon as | reached the
castle.”

"And how were things at hone?" The question cane
out in a low grow.

"Your son, the Margrave, keeps proper estate. H s

wife is charmng and the children are noi sy and heal t hy.
The El ectorate seenmed peaceful and it looks as if the
harvest will be good this year. | was told that the coa
trade was progressing snoothly, though profits are

down because of the need to protect shipnments."” He
paused and drank sone w ne. "Mnufacturing is not

doi ng so well because of disruptions in the supplies of
raw materials fromthe other Electorates. This has
caused sone unrest in the towns, but not as nuch, |

was told, as elsewhere in Unbria." He stopped again

to see how the old man was taking his recital. The |ined
face was inpassive once nore

"I wonder if | mght have sone nore wi ne?" he asked
"Talking is thirsty business."

Estragoth gestured to the tray and Malumgot to his
feet. He took the opportunity to extract an oil skin-
covered package fromhis belt pouch. It was closed with
the seal of House Estragoth. "These are letters from
your famly," he said, laying it on the Elector's lap
"I"'msure that they will give you a rmuch better picture
of things than I can." He stooped and poured hinsel f
anot her gl ass of w ne.

The El ector turned the package over a couple of tines
and then set it aside. "You did not mention Coppin,"

he said. "As | recall, nmy youngest was a friend of yours.
You nust have seen himat Angorn."

"No," Malumreplied, taking his seat again, "but I



saw him at Estragoth. There is a letter from hi manong
the others.”
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"Not at Angon?" The question cane out on a rising
not e.

"No, my lord. He had returned honme to attend a
wedding." It was a partial truth. The weddi ng had taken
pl ace a nonth earlier and Coppin had stayed on for the
hunt i ng.

Estragoth relaxed. "It is never wise for a House to
be unrepresented at Angorn," he remarked, "but fam
ily obligations nust be honored." He nodded to him
self. "How |l ong were you at Estragoth?" he asked.
"Alittle over a sennight,” Malumreplied. He sml ed.
"I should have liked to stay |longer. Your fanmly was
nost hospitable and | got to do some hunting with
Coppin, but it is a long way from Estragoth to Quern."

"And is the South as turbulent as the rest of the Em
pire?"

"Not really, but I think that's because it is basically
agricultural. Mst of the unrest seems to be in the
towns. Al though, even in ny county, there has been
sone, er, consolidation of estates."

"Why all the trouble in the urban areas?" the El ector
asked.

"It's the subject of considerable debate. Prices have
gone up and wages have stayed |low. There are nore

abl e- bodi ed nen avail able for work since the war ended
and now there are a lot of fifteen-year-olds starting to
| ook for enployment. Taxes are high, housing' s becom
ing scarce, the last two harvests were bad and the price
of bread is high." Ml um shrugged. "Some say that the
nati on's sense of purpose has gone." He paused and
sipped his wine. "And then there's Siman the Hermt."

Estragoth waited a couple of beats. "And who is he?'"
"He's an intinerant preacher,” Malumreplied. "I'm
told he cones from Cl overnede in the El ectorate of

Pat han. At first he wandered around the countryside
preachi ng agai nst the Church of the Mdther. He con-
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siders the church too rich and too closely allied with
the aristocracy. He contends that they do nothing for
the poor. He attracted considerabl e crowds.

"He was arrested and brought to trial for sedition
but there was no proof that he had spoken against the
Enperor." Malum produced a wintry smle. "There is,



apparently no | aw against inciting peasants to seize
church lands. So they let himgo and he shifted his focus
to the plight of the workers. He has a | ot of people very
upset."

"Al'l in all, not a very reassuring prospect," Estragoth
said gloomly. "It makes our job nore vital still. If we
had the Qutland to settle, there would be anple |and

for all. It would give the Enpire a new sense of pur-
pose, a new chall enge."

"Any news on that front, sir?" Ml um asked.

"Alas no. Sarad and that witch divderval have gone

hone to consult their governments, Courtak is away

again on some strange m ssion, Naxania is preoccupi ed
with a rising of disaffected nobles, Qtorin of Lissen is
off trying to put down the rebellion. Only Forodan of
Songuard is still here and he's busy playing the gentle-
man. It will be at |east another nonth before the Com

m ssion" reassenbles.”

The old man sighed and finished his w ne. He | ooked
across at Malum "There are days when | doubt that |
shall live to see the work conpl eted. The infernal Is-
phardi s underm ne everything | do."

"There are ways of taking divderval out of play,"
Mal um said quietly. "There is a price for everything in
Bel engar, even the life of an digarch.”

Estragoth gave a wintry little smle. "I doubt if it
woul d do any good. She speaks for the rest of them and
a couple of the other Aigarchs would be even harder
to deal with." He shook his head absently.

"Pay me no mind. It's late and I'mtired. Do you go
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and get yourself something to eat. 1'll stay up a while
| onger and read these." He reached out and touched
t he packet lightly.

Mal um rose and took his | eave. Surely, he thought

as he made his way back to his room there nmust be a
way to get the treaty signed. They had worked too | ong
and too hard to be cheated at this point. If it couldn't
be achi eved by fair means, then perhaps by foul. Noth-
ing to be done about it for the noment, though. He'd

get caught up tomorrow on what had been going on in

Pal adi ne whil e he had been away. This rebellion

sounded i nteresting.

chai pteR 10

ie CQutland was nuch on the mnd of Jarrod Cour-

tak. The work on clearing the rubble of the G ants'
Causeway was proceedi ng al nost too well, thanks to
t he reappearance of the unicorn. The Magici ans and



cl oudst eedsnen had been seconded and had evol ved a
snooth routine. Best of all, Nastrus wasn't bored as yet-
Jarrod had no illusions about the unicorn's staying
power. He would work hard until the novelty wore off,
but, after that, he was |iable to disappear on an unan-
nounced holiday again. He would stay at it until they
reached Cetador, of that Jarrod was certain. He had
prom sed Nastrus that he could denponstrate his prow
ess in front of the Queen, the Archmage and all the
notables. He smiled to hinmself. After all these years
he knew just how to appeal to the unicorn's vanity.

He hinsel f was already at Cel ador, preparing for the
display. It was here in the Anndelian capital that the
Discipline's new service to the people of Strand woul d
be officially unveiled. He had cleared the date with the
Chanber | ai n, made arrangenments wi th Dean Handrom

for a new roster of Magicians to be trained in the art
of cooperative levitation, and now it was tinme to pay
his respects to the Archnage. He mounted the famliar
stairs of the Archmage's Tower with trepidation. In the
ol d days the feeling had been caused by fear; nowit was
caused by concern

He was fond of the old Magician. He had cone to
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appreciate himduring the tour of Strand that the two
of them had made after the defeat of the CQutl anders.
The warnth that was usually conceal ed behind a scat h-
ing volley of words had come to the fore. The Arch-
mage had seen to it that Jarrod' s head had not been
turned by the adul ation that had surrounded them dur-
ing that first euphoric year of peace and, in retrospect,
Jarrod was grateful. No, he wasn't afraid of Ragnor's
justly fanmous tongue. He was afraid that infirmty had
dulled the sharp mind. There had been no sign of it a
nmont h ago, but, at his age, one never knew

He foll owed the Duty Boy into the roomand saw

t hat Ragnor was seated in his favorite chair by the fire-
pl ace. Despite the warnmth of the day, there was a lap
robe over his knees. A pair of spectacles was perched

on the beaky nose. A long, thin hand rose and a fore-
finger beckoned. Jarrod wal ked forward.

"I'"d get up and hug you if | could,"” the reedy voice
said, "but ny rheumatics are bad today."

Jarrod smiled, advanced and enbraced the old nan.
"How are you, sir?" he asked as he straightened up

"The better for seeing you. Now, go and get yourself

a chair and pour us both a cup of sack. | told the non-
ster that | was entertaining inportant conpany today

and it would look bad if | couldn't offer sone decent
refreshment." He chuckled creakily. "I have probl ens

wal king of late,” he continued. "If it isn't my hips it's
nmy knees, but there's nothing wong with my wits or



nmy digestion, the gods be thanked." He took the cup
that Jarrod was hol ding out and drank deeply.

"Ah, that's better. That overprotective charlatan wll
kill me with her mnistration& "

"She's undoubt edly thinking of your health," Jarrod
sai d reasonably.

"Arrant insubordination'" Ragnor snapped, and Jar-
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rod knew that his fears were groundl ess. The old nman
hadn't changed.

"So," the Archmage said with a conplicitous snile

"you're here for the grand denonstration that will re-
store the luster of the Discipline, are you?" He drank
again. "l never cease to be surprised at how short the

menories of the Untalented are. It wasn't that |ong ago
that we pulled off the inpossible, you and I, and yet
they tell me that the Discipline is in danger of being
considered irrel evant."

"Well, it was fifteen years ago," Jarrod reninded him

"That long? It seens five years at the nost to ne."
"It's not that we're irrelevant," Jarrod expl ai ned,
saddened at the need to do so, "it's just that we are
taken for granted these days. Peopl e expect the seasons

to be regulated and the crop rain to fall at the ap-

poi nted hour. The |ocal Magicians who keep the m |

wheel s and the | oonms going when the wind is | ow tend

to be thought of as workers rather than mracle work-

ers. It's bad for norale.”

"It's also bad for our influence in international affairs,”
Ragnor said shrewdly. "I assunme that's why you and G ey-

| ock chose the Qutland as the setting for this experinment."
Jarrod snmiled. "It had crossed our minds." Had the

old man forgotten their previous conversation? They

had been over this ground on the last visit.

"Bad business this, ah, disagreenent over the Qut-
land." The old man sniffed and finished off his sack. He
held his cup out for a refill. "It could undo everything
we have tried to achieve in the way of relations between
governments, although | do like this idea of a Concor-
dat with Isphardel. What | don't like is the way Varo-
dias is stirring the pot."

"The Enperor?" Jarrod said as he returned to his
seat, trying not to sound relieved.

"OfF course the Enmperor," Ragnor said inpatiently.
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"Things are going badly in Unbria—there's a deal of
civil unrest and the Electors are becom ng increasingly
i ndependent of the Crown. Varodias is |osing contro

and he's desperate for a way to reunite the country, or
at least to reassert his own authority. \Wat better way
than to point the finger at the perfidious foreigner out
to rob the Enpire of its rightful due?"

"That wasn't the inpression | got from Estragoth,’
Jarrod objected, nmarveling anew at the extent of the
Archmage' s knowl edge.

"Course it wasn't. I'Il wager he didn't tell you that

he was setting up an intelligence systemeither, but he
is. The Elector is a wily old fox and he's devoted to
Varodi as." He | ooked up and caught the | ook of sur-
prise on Jarrod's face. Msinterpreting it, he added, "I
don't just sit here dreamng, son. |'ve spent fifty years
devel oping a network of informants in the Enpire. Peo-
ple think of ne as a doddering, old Magician." He

rai sed a spotted hand. "Ch, don't bother to deny it.
What they forget is that | ran this country for nigh on
twenty years and |'ve kept ny hand in ever since."

"If Varodias is |ooking for an excuse to dam al
foreigners, won't the Concordat play into his hands?"
Jarrod asked.

"Certainly. But the extension of our influence east-

ward is the best thing that coul d happen for us. Do us

a lot nmore good in the long run than this rubble-clearing
effort of yours. What you don't seemto understand is
that if you give Varodi as what he wants, all you're do-
ing is forcing himto pick another fight."

"Are you saying that another war is inevitable?" Jar-
rod asked, unwilling to hear Hol dmaster Gmwyndryth's
opi ni on confirmed.

Ragnor sipped on his sack and then pursed his |ips
as if to consider the question. "Nooo. W could have
t he bastard assassinated. He's killed off the only sons
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he had that showed a scrap of talent. The remaining

boy is a weakling. The ensuing struggle for the throne
woul d probably occupy the country for a good twenty
years. It would, at the very |least, provide a breathing
space. "

"But Varodias is a duly consecrated nmonarch," Jar-
rod said, eyes w dening.

"Spare ne/' Ragnor said witheringly. ''You sound
like a Maternite. You can't be that naive. Consecration
as you call it, usually cones fromblood on a sword."

Jarrod took a deep breath. "If the Concordat is rat-



ified, we beconme one of his prinme targets."

"Of course/' the Archmage agreed, "but then we

al ways have been. They | oathe the Isphardis, but Um
brians think that we are unnatural. Magic violates the
rul es of what they consider to be science, and the M-
ternite Church considers us anathema. Wthout the
nortar of a common eneny, conflict is bound to occur
Songuard and |sphardel are a natural buffer between

us, and it would be the ultimate folly to allow the Em
pire to absorb them"'

"I can't say that | care for your analysis, Archnage,
but I can't fault it," Jarrod said placatingly, wondering
as he did if Ragnor had wandered off the beam agai n.

"I shan't live to see it, the gods be thanked, but we
shal |l have to face the Enpire one of these days. Perhaps
our presence in the east will delay it."

"Well, that's still up in the air," Jarrod said. "The
Aigarchs haven't agreed and the new terms of the treaty
haven't been voted on."

"divderval speaks for the Aigarchs," Ragnor said
decisively. "As far as the treaty is concerned, Arunde
and Talisman will follow our lead. It really doesn't nat-
ter which way Naxani a decides to go, though it would

be nice if the Mgical Kingdons could present a united
front. It mght be an additional deterrent."
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"Do | construe that as an order?" Jarrod asked with
as much lightness as he could nuster

"Ch, | think you mght," Ragnor replied, matching

him and in that instant Jarrod knew that not only was
the Archrmage in control of all his faculties, but that he
was aware of Jarrod's doubts. "Now let's discuss this

denonstration,” the old man continued. "I think it's

i nportant that Greylock play the leading role. It wll
enhance his reputation and he'll need that to assure his
succession. | hate to say this, but he's been too quiet
too |l ong."

"OfF course he'll play the leading role. After all, the

whol e thing was his idea/' Jarrod said nmendaci ously.
"That's what he's here for."

"Good. Exactly how do you, ah, does he intend to
carry out the cerenony?"

Ragnor sat back and |istened, sipping absently, while
NJarrod laid out the details. Wen he had finished, the
Archmage pushed his spectacl es higher on his nose and
said, "I'll have nyself carried up to the Causeway in a
sedan chair." He grinned, showi ng the few renaining
teeth. "lIt's not as much work for themas it used to be;



still, it'll make a nice change and I'lI|l be able to wear
somet hing fancy." He | ooked over at Jarrod and his
eyes twi nkled behind the circles of glass.

"I don't suppose you brought anything decent to

wear? No, | thought not. That plain blue gown has be-
cone quite an affectation with you. Never mind, it'll be
quite like old times. You, me, the Gwndryth girl and

a unicorn.”

"Marianna?" Jarrod said, surprised. "ls she at Ce-
| ador ?".

"Yes indeed. Cane to see that boy of hers. Dropped

by to pay her respects. She's grown into a deucedly
handsome worman. You shoul d have married her when

you had the chance." He finished his wine and put the
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cup down. He settled hinself and the head began to

droop. "Qdd that she should have produced a Magi -

cian," he said, the voice soft and muffled, "but you

never know about that sort of thing. Errathuel's bl ood
turns up in the unlikeliest places. " The voice faded
away and the chin sagged.

Jarrod got up quietly and put his chair back agai nst

the wall. He returned his cup to the sideboard and then
went and renoved the Archmage's spectacl es and put

themon the table beside him As he went back down

the stairs he was pleased with the thought that Mar-

ianna was visiting the capital. It had been five years, he
realized, since he had seen her last. Ragnor was right,

it was sonehow fitting that they all be together for this
occasion. He would have to see to it that she got a good
seat .

He saw her at Hall that same night, as he had-. hal f
expected to. Ragnor's eye for a pretty face was still un-
di nmed. She was a beautiful woman. Slimstill, though
anmte less so than the portrait that menory held. The
red-gold hair rippled past her shoulders. She wore a
dark green gown, cut square across the bust. A very

| arge enerald hung on a thick gold chain, enerald tear-
drops peeked out fromunder the hair and her waist was
girdl ed by a hanmered-gold belt that was studded with
jewels. Jarrod was shy about wearing any of the things
that he had brought back fromthe Island at the Center
but Marianna obviously had no such inhibitions. He
waved to her and she sniled back. ,

They were both in the withdrawing roomafter the

nmeal , where Arabella, Queen since her marriage, re-
ceived the inportant guests, but again they could not
talk, at least not right away. Greylock and Jarrod got
the first ten mnutes of the Queen's conversation
Though this was ritual, a ritual that she had repeated
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endl essly since she was thirteen, Arabella had the knack
of maki ng people feel that she was genuinely pleased to
see them and val ued the opportunity of hearing their
opi ni on on whatever topic she chose to bring up. As a
menber of the Hi gh Council of Magic, she had no

shortage of interests in common with the two Mages.

That she al so managed to nake them | augh was a trib-

ute to her skill. She then passed them snoothly on to
her Consort,

Saxt on Horbinger was tall for an Untal ented, com ng

up to Jarrod's shoul der. He was broad-chested, narrow

wai sted and had envi able calf nuscles. Jarrod surm sed
that it was for that reason that |ong, white hose had
becone the fashion at Court. He was fair-haired |like

his wife, had well-set hazel eyes, a straight nose flanked
by hi gh cheekbones. The chin was firm and di npl ed and

the lips were a little too large for perfection, |ending the
face a sensual air. It was obvious to the people who saw
himin person, or his |ikeness on broadsheets, why Ar-
abella, after resisting the Council's prodding to produce
an heir and secure the succession for so |ong, had cho-
sen him The peopl e approved.

Saxt on Hor bi nger was al so Hol dmaster of Thorp

with | ands adjacent to the royal estates. He had fought
in the battle against the invading Qutlanders and, in the
five years he had been married to Arabella, had fa-
thered three sons. Jarrod had nmet hi monce before, at

t he weddi ng, and had di smissed himas an aniable | um
nox picked for his | ooks. He had heard since that Ar-
abell a di scussed matters of state with himand that he
had consi derabl e influence with her. He nade the re-
qui red bow and prepared to observe. The Consort's
opening remark to Geylock surprised him

"It is good to see you again, my Lord Mage. It has
been too long, for friendship's sake, of course, but also
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for you. Celador is the center of the Discipline and the
next Archmage shoul d not be such a stranger."

"Your Royal Hi ghness does ne too rmuch honor,"

Greylock replied, the deep voice making the intonations
of the formal node sing. "I am but a Mage anong

others and Ragnor is far fromready to go."

Prince Saxton—the title had been conferred upon him
when he nmarried—sniled. It was an open, friendly

smle. "Wre | a wagering man, | should put ny noney

on you," he said. "I still think that it is an excellent
thing that you have honored Cel ador with this denon-
stration of the Discipline's prowess." He turned to Jar-
rod. "WIIl you be assisting the Mage of Pal adi ne,
Excel | ence?"

"I ndeed, Your Royal Highness," Jarrod replied,



"though | shall be doing nothing nore than coordinat -
ing the efforts of the other Magicians."

The Consort's smile grew broader, and there was a

di sconcerting glint in the eyes. "Power cloaked in hu-
mlity is an extrenely effective conbinati on, would you
not agree?" He addressed the remark to G eyl ock

"Only the naked truth is stronger, sir," Geylock re-
sponded. Their eyes held for a beat, and then the Con-
sort turned again to Jarrod.

"W thank you for your last namng gift. Excel-

| ence,"” he said. "Young Harrald played with it for nigh
on a month which, for a baby, even a royal baby, is a
remar kabl e span.”

Jarrod began to munbl e sonet hi ng, but noticed that
the Consort's eyes had slipped past himto the people
in line behind. He bowed instead and G eyl ock and he
noved on

"What do you think of the Prince Consort?" he asked
once they were clear.

"I think the Queen made a remarkably shrewd
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choice," Geylock replied. "And now that we've done
our duty, | intend to retire. Are you going to stay?"

"I"d like to have a word with Marianna." Jarrod said.
"It's been a while since |'ve seen her."

"Very well, but try not to stay up too late. The dem
onstration's only two days off and | need you to be
fresh. You heard what the Prince said. I'mgoing to

have to prove nyself and you and | know that | can't
do it without you." Geylock's tone was soft, but ur-
gent.

"The operation's been going very snoothly for three
sennights,"” Jarrod said reassuringly. "They could do
t he whole thing wthout us."

"Don't take things for granted,” Geylock retorted.
"Mnd me- Don't stay up talking till all hours."

"Yes, sir," Jarrod said, knowi ng that acqui escence
was the best strategy.

"Good night then," Geylock said and headed for the
door.

"Good night, sir," Jarrod called after himand swung
around to find Marianna.
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alf a world away, Marianna's father had killing

on his mnd. He was canped sone ten | eagues north of

Al dersgrove behind a line of hills that formed the west-
ern boundary of the broad plain that ended at the River
Arduent. Hi s scouts had told himthat the rebel forces
had provi sioned thensel ves for a march by stripping the
town and the surroundi ng countryside. Their departure,
Darius thought, would probably be hastened by the an-

i mosity engendered by their depredations. So rmuch the
better. He checked the map for the unpteenth tine.

They woul d have to take the road on the far side of
the hills. It was the only thing that made sense, and,
since they were counting on surprise thenselves, they
woul d not be | ooking for an eneny this far south of
Sparsedale. If they continued to dally at Al dersgrove,
he was prepared to confront themwith a small force
and draw the rebels north until the rest of his men could
fall on them but he hoped it would not cone to that.
He woul d inevitably | ose nen during the wthdrawal

and he would avoid that if he could. Getting old and
sentinmental, he thought as he rolled the map up

To the best of his information, the eneny had nus-

tered about fifteen hundred troops, nost of them foot
soldiers armed with pikes. The majority, according to
reports, ill-disciplined, though there was a core of well-
trained men. Probably the men m ssing fromthe Duke

of Abercorn's estate at Oxeter. There was a well -
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equi pped unit of cavalry consisting of about two hun-
dred seasoned nmen with the addition of a rowdy group

of young nobl es that included both Rostan and Sou"

they. It was a considerable force for these days, al nost
twi ce his own nunbers.

The t oughest problem woul d be the Duke's men, even

t hough they were but a fraction of the total. If he was
any judge of character, the two young Earls would in-

sist on giving the orders, and they were nore accus-
tomed to the jousting field than the battlefield. It was
al so a good bet that they would be in the van during

the ride north. If the gods were with him they would
lead a relatively small scouting party nore intent on

pi cking a pl easant canpsite than in | ooking for enem es
inthe hills. If that was the case, he could | et them pass
by. He sighed and heaved hinself out of his chair. He
began to pace across the tent. At this point it was all a
matter of guesswork. There was anple water and fire-

wood in this place and plenty of grazing for the horses,
but the food would start to run short in about a sen-

ni ght .

"Wth the General's permssion."



The Adjutant's gruff voice broke Darius' train of
t hought and stopped himin mdstride.

"Enter."

The tent flap opened and the Adjutant ducked in,
foll owed by a short, bow egged man with dust-streaked
cl ot hing and face.

"Your pardon. Ceneral, but this man clains to have
ridden up from Al dersgrove. He insists that he speak
directly to you."

"I ndeed? Have you searched hinP"

"W have, sir. He was carrying a shortsword and a
dagger. There is nothing conceal ed about his person.”

"Very well, you may | eave us."
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The Adjutant saluted, spun on his heel and exited.
Darius | ooked the man over

"Sit down," he said, indicating a stool. "I inagine
that you'd find tal king easier after you' ve washed your
throat with ale.”

"That | would, General, and | thankee kindly." The
man's Sout hern burr made his Common sound renar k-
ably pl easant.

Darius filled a cup froma | eather jug and handed it
to him then got hinmself into a chair and watched the
al e di sappear.

"Now, " he said when the man was done, "what's
your name and how did you know how to find us?"

"Nanme's Jehan Attenill, lately in the service of the
Earl of Rostan, General sir. | received a nessage ten
days gone from Lord Lissen to report to you as soon
as | knew when the march on Sparsedale would start."

Darius conceal ed his surprise. orin had taken a
dammabl e chance. "And did Lord Lissen tell you where
to find me?" he asked quietly.

Sonething in his voice nade the man | ook up. "Not
he. General. | rode north and cut into the hills at a
venture, since that's where 1'd be if I was you "

Darius relaxed slightly. "Let us devoutly hope that
our enem es do not think the sane," he said dryly.

"Not much of a chance of that. They all think you're
at Sparsedale."

"I'"'m happy to hear that. Wien do they intend to



start?"

"Tormorrow firstlight. They reckon to do five | eagues
a day. | think they'll be lucky to do three." Hi s opinion
of the opposition was wit clear on his face.

"So we've two days by their count, three by yours.
How far ahead will the advance party range?"

"Not going to be an advanced party, at |east not yet
awhil es. Mounted will be in the van, foot in the middle
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and baggage train in the rear. There's plenty of ponds
and little | akes hereabouts, so picking a canpsite's no
probl em"

"I see. Well, | thank you Jehan AttemIl. | shall prob-
ably want to talk to you again, but for now you can go
and have a wash and get sonething to eat."

Attem |l got up stiffly and bowed his head in sal ute.

"Ch, one nore thing," Darius said. "Wn't the Earl
of Rostan m ss you?"

The little man's dirty face cracked into a grin that
reveal ed missing teeth. "The Earl," he said contenp-
tuously, "is only interested in his honor, young girls,
wi ne and cards. He doesn't notice the |likes of ne."

"Surely soneone will notice."
"The Master of Horse, like as not, since |'ve a good
reputation as a groom but | reckon he'll think I've fi-

nally gone off and got soused like the rest of them |
stole the horse fromthe Earl of Southey's lines, so
doubt they'll put two and two together "

"You' ve done well," Darius said, nodding his appro-
bation, "and if you need enploynent after this is over
"Il find a place for you in nmy househol d."

"Thankee kindly, General sir, but unless | mss ny
mark, Lord Lissen will have work for nme to do." He
smled his gappy smle. "A good groom s wel conme nost

pl aces and no questions asked." He did his quick little
bow agai n and pushed his way out through the flap

A feeling of cal mess canme over Darius. The thing

was begun. In two or three days it woul d be deci ded,

one way or another. He got up and poured hinself a

cup of ale. How |l ong, he wondered, had Attem || been
working for Gorin? And for how | ong had he been

pl anted in Rostan's househol d? No matter; he was

grateful for the man's intelligence, but it would be fool -
ish to place too nmuch reliance on it. He went over to

the desk and nmade a list of orders for the Adjutant.
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Metal to be muffled by rags, silence to be observed

by the men. fires doused, |ookouts to be posted and

the cloudsteeds to be grounded until further orders. He
made sure that they were carried out by touring the
encanprent and the sentry posts at regul ar intervals.

If the men grunbled, they did not do so in his hearing,
and his caution was rewarded on the norning of the
second day when a cloud of dust was spotted to the

sout h.

He scranbled up the slope and lay in a brake of haw
berry bushes. He was annoyed to find that he was pant-
ing. He waited until his breathing was steady and then
depl oyed the spygl ass that Phal astra of Estragoth had
gi ven him back in the days when he was the Lord Ob-
server. He adjusted the eyepiece and a troop of horse
wavered into focus. Mst of the riders were soberly
dressed in brown and green, but conspi cuous anong
them was a handful of knights in bright costunme. None
were wearing arnor. Menassah, his Adjutant, slithered
up beside him and Darius passed himthe gl ass.

"What do you make of it?" he hissed as if the horse-
men m ght hear him

"Coupl e of hundred, | reckon. Too big for a scouting
party. Can't be sure because of the dust, but it don't
| ook like there's troops behind them"''

Darius grunted and took the spyglass back. He re-

adj usted the eyepi ece. He chuckl ed suddenly. "By the
gods, the stupid bastards got tired of riding at a pike-
man's pace. W have 'em Menassah, we have 'em™

"Fall on them as they pass?" the Adjutant asked, an
anticipatory smle creasing the weathered face.

"No, we'll let themgo by," Darius said with evident
sati sfaction and began to wriggle backward.

Menassah foll owed suit until both men could stand
wi t hout being seen fromthe road. "I'Il pass the word,"
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he said, slapping | eaves and earth off his tunic, "but can
1 ask why?"

"You may indeed." Darius was in high good hunor

"Qur archers are good, but a noving target is hard to
hit, especially when there are so many of them Those
col ored popi njays down there are treating this part of
the journey as if it was a hunt picnic. By mdafternoon

they' Il be | ooking for a pleasant place to make canp

and after that the wine will cone out. They're traveling
light by the | ooks of it, but I'll wager that they' Il be
carrying wineskins. The Earls' nen will do the hunting

for supper and they' Il get to drinking |ater. The nen-



at-arnms will probably stay sober. They're in strange

country, so they'll keep the canpfires burning, but I
doubt they'll post sentries.

"We'| | stay back so that the hunters don't trip over

us, but once they're asleep they'll be easy pickings. W
don't have to catch up with themuntil dusk and they
won't be difficult to find. I want a bowran ridi ng be-
hind every saddle. We'll give theman hour's start. Si-

lence is to be maintained. Understood?"
"Under st ood, GCeneral ."

Ni ghtfall found Darius and his nmen on the western

slopes two and a half | eagues north of their base canp.
The archers were crouched twenty feet below the hill-
crest- Lower still, the cavalry stood beside their horses.
On the plain, campfires blazed and nmen settled down

to sleep. Their horses had been hobbl ed and turned

| oose to graze. Noise drifted up fromthe central fire,
where a group was gathered in a circle. Fromtine to

time, shadowy figures noved, feeding the fires. A cheer

m ngled with groans, floated up. Darius, lying on his
stomach just inside a coppice, was muttering under his

br eat h.

"Degenerate little buggers,” Menassah heard hi m say,
"stop gami ng and go to sleep.”
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It took a while for the CGeneral's wish to be granted,
but, two hours later, the group by the main fire had
di spersed, relieved thensel ves, found a spot and sl ept.
Darius took a deep breath and worked his way back-
ward. Wi spered orders passed and the archers noved
to the crest. They set up in groups of six with anple
space between for the horsenmen to ride through. Ar-
rows were notched and | oosed at the dark shapes on
the earth below. Four courses flew before the cavalry
swept through the gaps and down the sl ope. Resistance
was futile and escape, with the horses hobbl ed, inpos-
sible. The slaughter was total.

By dawn, when Darius, with Menassah at his side,

pi cked his way through the bodies, the streamthat had
been the reason for the canpsite was running clear
again. Flies were already clustering on the drying pools
of bl ood. The archers were nethodically going around
retrieving arrows. The | eaders of the rebellion were easy
to spot by their long hair and fine clothes. The two
Earls were there, together with a dozen others that Da-
rius did not recognize. Each time they came across one
of them Darius signaled for the body to be dragged off
to the side. Wien they had conpleted the grisly tour

he turned to the Adjutant.

"Any idea which of these"—his hand indicated the
spraw ed corpses—is the | eader of Duke Paramn's
men?"



"No, sir- They don't seemto be wearing any badges
of rank."

"Did that Attemill fellowride with us by any
chance?"

Menassah gave a grimhalf-smle. "l insisted onit. |
don't trust the man. He's betrayed one master, he can
betray anot her."

"I"'mgoing to get upwind of this stink- See if you can
find himfor me."
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"At once. Ceneral." Menassah saluted and went off

at the doubl e-

Darius wal ked carefully out of the killing ground and
sat down on a scruffy patch of grass. He didn't have

long to wait.

"Adjutant said you wanted to see nme. General." The
little man was showi ng the strains of a sleepless night.

"Yes | do," Darius said, getting to his feet. He w nced
as his hip twi nged, and he wal ked around a little to
work of f the pain.

"Know who commanded t he Duke of Abercorn's
hor senen?" he asked.

"Man call ed Walter of Huspeth.™”

"Know what he | ooks |ike?"

"Saw himonce or twice," Attem || allowed.
"Good. See if you can identify him"

Darius was loath to foll ow the man back anong the
bodi es, but he forced hinself to it. It took about ten

m nutes before Attenill shoved a body with his foot.
"This "un."
"Excellent,"” Darius said. "I'mobliged to you." He

turned to Menassah, who had rejoined them "Have this
one taken over to where the others are. Then | want
their heads cut off."

"Ceneral ?" The Adjutant's voice rose in inquiry.

"Make sure the bl ades are sharp,” Darius said dis-
passionately. "I want a neat job done. |'ve a use for
t hose heads."
"Yes, Ceneral." Menassah had recovered his profes-
sional conposure. "Should we bury the bodies, sir?"



"No, | think not." Darius' voice was cold. "Gound's
baked too hard at this time of year. It would take too
long. We need to get back." He | ooked up at the sky.
"This area's uninhabited,"” he added, "and the kites are
waiting. We'll take the heads back with us. Have their
horses rounded up and see that their swords are col -
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| ected. No sense wasting them Report to me when we're
ready to ride."

He turned on his heel and strode off up the hill, |eav-
ing the two nmen staring after him

"Well if that don't beat all,"” Attem || said.

Once the party was back at base, the word of the
victory spread quickly. Spirits were lifted and men who
had been sl ouchi ng around in boredomtwo days before
wal ked with a spring to their step. There was one grue-
some piece of work, however, that gave all who saw it
pause. The General ordered a dozen stout saplings cut
down and then firmy planted in a line across the ene-
nmy's route. Each sapling was crowned with a head. The
foll ow ng nmorning the archers and sone of the foot sol -
diers were nounted on the captured horses and posi -
tioned anong the trees along the hilltops to await the

eneny.

By m dafternoon, the van of the columm was in view

The spygl ass reveal ed a disciplined conmpany of pike-

men in the |l ead. More of the Duke of Abercorn's nen,
Darius thought. The rest of the force trailed back in an
unwi el dy straggle. There was no way of estinmating
nunbers accurately in the cloud of dust that bill owed
around them Darius |lowered the glass and went to

make his final arrangenents

An hour | ater, the pi keman reached the |ine of heads
and pull ed up in obvious consternation. They peered

up at the hills, but Darius' nen were silent and hi dden
Those at the back of the | ead conpany canme up to see
what was amiss, and the well-controlled ranks broke
down into knots of arguing men. The rest of the col um
began to catch up and the area of pandenoni um spread.

The I evel of noise rose steadily until it was cut off by a
bl ast of trunpets. As the nmen on the plain turned to
| ook uphill, Darius rode out fromthe trees under a

green flag of truce, a group of officers around him As
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he nmoved down the slope, the horsemen cane into view
behind him forming a solid line along the hilltops.

There was no resistance. Men w thout |eaders do not
fight for a cause that is not tneirs. A good nunber of
the rebels threw down their weapons and fled. The rest



surrendered. Darius took their weapons and turned
them | oose. He had no stomach for further slaughter

The captured weapons were | oaded onto the baggage

train and sent north. The heads were collected again,
put in a sack and flown to Sparsedal e by cl oudst eed
with a letter to Gorin suggesting that they be dropped
into the manor's inner court.

A fortnight later, Darius was in sight of Castle
Sparsedal e. Hi s spygl ass had al ready shown hi mt hat
the royal standard was flying over it so that, when a
smal | party of horsenen appeared riding toward him
he spurred forward without hesitation

"Wl cone back, Ceneral,” OQorin of Lissen said as

he reined in. "I understand that you are to be congrat-
ul ated on yet another great victory."

"I see that Sparsedale is yours,"” Darius replied. "I
trust you haven't drunk all the good wine in celebra-
tion. I could do with a flagon of that rascal Elfreg's
best. Then | want a hot bath and a sennight's sleep."

Qorin smled. "Not only have | nmade certain that

there is a sufficiency of nore than passabl e Assara—
took the precaution of sanpling it to be sure—but |

have, ah, persuaded our ever-genial host to donate it as
a thank offering for the restoration of peace."

"He'll be the only one sorry to see us go," Darius
remarked as Qtorin turned his horse's head and they
nmoved off in the direction of Upper Waltham

"So what happened?" he asked, gesturing toward the
bl ank, grey walls. "Did they try a sortie?"

"No such luck. They sat tight waiting for rescue. It
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was the heads that did it. 1 had each of themput in
separate bags with cotton waddi ng so they woul dn't be
too badly danmaged by the fall. After that it took them
three hours to surrender."

"Did the Semicount survive his ordeal ?" Darius

asked.

"He survived"—torin's voice was hard—=but he

probably w shes he hadn't. They raped his wife and his
daughters and they made hi mwatch. He had a ten-year-

old son who was treated the sanme way. The boy killed

hi msel f."

A deep, angry sound issued from Darius' throat and

he rode on in silence, his face set in a tight mask. "What

of Bar dol ph?" he said finally.

"He's in chains in the inn's cellar awaiting your plea-



sure. "

"Send himto Stronta under heavy guard with a letter

to the Queen detailing his offenses. And don't let ne
see him | don't trust nyself around bl ackguards |ike
that." Darius' voice was bleak and bitter and Qtorin

knew better than to say anything.

Darius kept his counsel until they were installed in

the snuggery. Elfreg's effusions of welcome were stilled
by a stone countenance and a basilisk's eye. He had
needed no pronpting to serve the Assara and he did so

wi t hout words. The General tossed off the first bunper
and held it out for a refill. Elfreg obliged and wi thdrew
Darius sat slunped in his chair, sipping now, rolling

the wi ne around his nouth before swallowi ng. It seened

to restore his hunor, bit by bit. QGorin waited patiently.

Darius sighed. "I"msorry, old friend," he said, sitting
up. "l1've a daughter, and a grandson not much ol der

than that unfortunate boy." He paused. "So, any word
from Parami n of Abercorn?”

"Not a peep."
"Does he know?"
THE UNI CORN PEACE + 113

Qorin got up and refilled his cup before answering.

"I can't be certain. As far as | know, no bungl ebird or
messenger | eft Sparsedal e before or after the surrender
| have had reports that bunglebirds arrived at Oxeter's
cote, but | have no sure know edge of whence they
cane."

"What ?" Darius tried for his old, teasing jocularity.
"The cote keeper isn't your man?"

"He was," Qtorin returned sonberly. "The Duke
hanged hi mthree sennights ago."

"I"'msorry," Darius said, not know ng what else to
say.

Qorin | ooked at himand nodded. "I rather inmag-

ine," he said, "that if the Duke has had news, it has
cone from Al dersgrove. The news of his coll eagues' de-
feat has al nost certainly reached himand he nust re-
alize that his son is doomed. He committed al nost al

his retainers here and with the two Earls. | don't know
what he knows, but ny sources tell ne that he has shut
hi nsel f away. He has not appeared at Hall of late."

"By the way," Darius said, "I nust thank you for the
services of Attenmi||. He gave us excellent warning."

Qorin smled faintly. "Resourceful man."

"Has Abercorn got any nore sons?" Darius asked.



"No sons, no daughters. The ol dest boy died in a
hunti ng accident, another in a tavern brawl and the
daughter in birthing. This one's the last."

"I's there anyone to inherit?" Darius asked, | ooking
up.

"Indeed there is and you'll never guess who." Qorin
sounded anused.

"I haven't the slightest idea."

"Take a guess."

"I"'mtoo tired for ganes, Gtorin." Irritability sur-

f aced.
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"The Assistant Mage of Paladine,” Qorin said
smugly and wat ched Darius' eyes grow | arger

"Jarrod Courtak. Yes, |'d forgotten about that."

"The very sane. He's old Param n's nephew. '’
"Well, well, well." Darius sat back, eyes hooded.
"That means that young Bardol ph's headed for the ex-
ecution block for sure.”

"He'll join the other heads on Strontas walls," O o-
rin agreed. "No doubt about it."

"Can't say |'msorry, but soneone ought to persuade
Courtak to marry and have children. It would certainly
neutralize a threat to the throne."

"It nust be tinme for your bath and bed,” Qorin said
sardonically. "You're starting to think Iike ne."

ChApt CR 12
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Nearrod finally caught Marianna's eye and was re-
warded with a flashing smle. She excused herself from
the group of nmen with whom she had been chatting and
cane toward him He noticed that alnmost all the nen

in the roomwatched her. As she neared, she opened her
arnms, and, with a fractional hesitation, Jarrod noved
forward and hugged her. She pushed back after a |ong
monent, held himat arms length and | ooked up into
hi s face.

"You' ve been out in the open," she said. "It's given
you sone color and it suits you."

"And you get nore beautiful by the year," he replied.
"Every man in the roomwho isn't talking to the royals



is | ooking at you and nmost of the wonmen are trying not
to."

She grinned. "My, ah, jewels," she said, glancing

down at her cleavage, "seemto be nuch admired. Be-
sides, they are also watching the reunion of 'the discov-
erers of the unicorns.' " Her voice gave the phrase the
full weight of bonbast, and they both | aughed.

"Nobody at honme bothers," Jarrod said. "Nastrus is
such a famliar figure that even he is taken for granted.”

"The sane's true at Gwndryth. Ch, people get ex-

cited when Amarine cones to visit, especially if she
brings new foals with her, but the rest of it was a |ong
time ago and peopl e have short nenories."

"True, but for ne it seens |ike yesterday. Well, not
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yesterday exactly, but certainly no nore than a couple
of years ago."

Marianna |inked an armthrough his and they noved
to the side of the room "I know what you nean," she
sai d as they noved-

"Dyou mss it?"' he asked. "The action | nean, the
bei ng part of sonething inportant."”

"Not really. | don't envy your still being in the public
eye, if that's what you mean. That sort of ambition
seens to have died. Running Gwndryth is a full-tine
job. Sir Onbras is too old to do nmuch of anything, poor
darling. He fell asleep in the mddle of the Moot | ast
month. Still, | shan't replace himunless he asks me to.
W owe himtoo much to shove him aside just because

he's old."

"He was al ways very kind to nme," Jarrod com
mented. "And how is Lady Obray doi ng?"

"Dead, the gods be thanked," Marianna said bluntly.
"I never could abide that woman."

"I see," Jarrod said nonconminally. "Have you seen
t he boy?" he asked, changi ng the subject.

"Yes, that's why |I'm here."

Jarrod's eyes widened at her tone of voice. "You
don't seemtoo happy about it."

"I"'mnot." She glanced around. "But 1 don't feel like
tal king about it here. The Chanberl ain has assigned ne
one of the royal apartments upstairs. Wiy don't we slip
away and have a civilized drink and a chat?"

"Win't that conpronise your reputation?" he asked



teasi ngly.

Her head tipped back and her robust |augh rang out.

"A divorced woman has no reputation at Court," she

said, "surely you know that. But perhaps your reputa-
tion . . . After all, a Mage of the Discipline, alone, at
night, with a divorced woman ..." The | augh cane

agai n.
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"I"'mprepared to risk the scandal,"” he said with nock
gravity, steering her toward the door. "How discreet are
your servants?"

"If I can't bribe them |'msure that you can threaten
to turn theminto sonething interesting." She giggled.

"Now, what's the problemw th young Joscel yn?"
Jarrod asked once they were installed in her sitting
room

"He's been feeling his oats. Dean Handrom descri bed
himas 'a nenace to the institution.' " She caught the
Dean's ponpous delivery perfectly.

"Strong words. \What on Strand has he been doi ng?"

"He transl ated one of the nagisters onto the roof of

t he sinples house, he used the Spell of Invisibility to
obtain the answers to a test and then sold themto his
fell ow Apprentices, he gets into fights; shall I go on?"

Jarrod sat back and nade a soft whistling sound.
"Stealing test results is grounds for imediate expul -

sion. | don't understand it," he said, puzzled. "He was
never |like that at the Qutpost. He was high-spirited, but
he never got into serious trouble. | wonder what's got
into hin®"

"He isn't very comunicative on the subject,” Mar-
ianna said. "He's at the age where nothers aren't pop-

ular. | think that part of it is that this is the first tine
that he has been on his own, so to speak. \Wen he was
smal |, he was under ny control. He's been at Stronta

since then, under the eyes of his grandfather, the Gen-
eral, Geylock, and his fanpbus 'uncle,' the great Magi-
cian. | hope it's nothing nore than his making up for
lost time and that he'll grow out of it, but how can one
be sure?" She | eaned forward and touched his sleeve.
"I'd appreciate it if you could have a word with the
Dean. "

Jarrod sighed. "I'll see what | can do," he said, "but
I was never exactly his favorite pupil."
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"Yes, weli you're a Mage now," she replied. She



stopped and took a small sip of her cordial. "D you like
Joscel yn?" she asked unexpectedly.

"Li ke hi nP"
"Yes; as a person."

"Well, I"'mfond of him of course, but |I've always
thought of himas a little boy. He's a disarmng little
rogue with a knack of appearing good as gold."

"Not so little," Marianna countered. "He'll be as tal
as you are in a couple of years. He already rem nds ne
of you when we first net. Not quite so awkward, of
course. "'

"Ch, that's sinply because he's young, tall and hand-
some," Jarrod said, trying to bring some hunmor to the
conver sati on.

Mari anna gave himan obligatory snile and | ooked
at him specul atively. "Have you ever thought of having
chil dren?" she asked.

He shrugged. "Once in a while, but there's the little
gquestion of a wife first."

She pursed her lips. "Not necessarily," she said.

She was | ooking directly at him and the conversa-
tion, conmbined with that |ook, was making himfeel ner-
Vous.

"Al'l in good tine," he said as lightly as he coul d.

"Al'l very well for you, you're a man," she replied,
"but | don't have that luxury. If I want another child,
and | do, | only have a couple of years left."

This was not the kind of talk that Jarrod was used

to. "And do you have a prospective father picked out?"
he asked uneasily. As he said-it, the suspicion hit him
He knew that his hands had cl enched. He swal | owed

and tried for an appropriate snile

"Ch yes." Her answering smiled | ooked feline to him

"Surely you're not suggesting . Jarrod began

The smil e broadened. "Mdest as ever," Marianna
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won't have one?"
"No thank you."

"You're right, of course," she said, and a fluttering
feeling started inside Jarrod. "I need another child to



saf equard the succession to the Hol ding. Joscelyn has a
strong gift, one doesn't need to be Talented to see that.
| very much doubt that he'll be interested in running
the estate. He may never marry-so few of you seem

to—and there's no guarantee that he won't die before

his time. | can't risk having the line die out."

"But why marry ne?" he asked, his voice soundi ng
scratchy in his ears.

"Ch, I wouldn't marry you, my dear,"” Marianna said
sweetly. "I wouldn't ask you to change your life. No
one has to know that you're the father."

Jarrod pushed hinsel f back in the chair. "You' ve

done sone crazy things in your tinme," he said, "but this
is the strangest proposition you' ve ever cone up wth.
Not that |I'mnot nattered," he added quickly.

She | aughed. It was genuine and the tension fell away.
"So you bl oody well should be. Time was when | had
to beat you off with a stick."

"I had a young boy's crush on you," he corrected

good- nat uredl y.
" Hal

"I think I'Il take that drink after all," Jarrod said,
getting to his feet. He felt nore in control standing. The
fluttering feeling had subsided, but he wasn't entirely
back to normal. He poured hinself sonme wine and went

and | eaned on the nmantel pi ece. Marianna swiveled to

face him

"I am as | said, enornously flattered, but if Joscelyn
has turned out to be Talented, despite the fact that nei-
t her you, nor your fornmer husband are, surely a child
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fathered by nme woul d have an even greater chance of
bei ng Tal ented. "

The feline snmle returned. "Exactly the same chance."
she said, "and |I'm prepared to take that risk."

"Why not find some beautiful, young aristocrat and
seduce hi n?" Jarrod asked. "You can have al nost any
man you want, you know you can."

"That's true." Marianna | ooked pleased with hersel f.
"And | have given the matter a great deal of thought,

but you see, | like nmy son." She enphasized the |ike.

"I think he's bright, he's considerate, he's got a quick
sense of hunor, he's not afraid of hard work and he's
going to be very handsone. | would be perfectly happy

wi th another son or daughter just like him" She took
anot her sip and watched himover the rimof her glass.



Jarrod mull ed over what she had said. trying to find
the thread of logic that linked it to him A thought
i ntruded, a nmenory of the Island at the Center. H's

nmout h opened and he stared at her. "You didn't," he

sai d accusingly.

"Ch but | did. Joscelyn is the proof."

"Wth ny double? You wouldn't. | don't believe
you." He pushed hinself away fromthe nmantel pi ece
and began to pace.

"You nust have noticed the resenbl ance,” she said
reasonabl y.

"I certainly have not." he retorted. He was upset. Hi s
i nsi des were churning and he wasn't entirely sure why.
Jeal ousy? Di sappointnent? A streak of prudery he
hadn't known he possessed?

"I must say that surprises me," she said as if she were
having a perfectly ordi nary discussion. "Even ny father
has made sone hal fhearted attenpts to coment on the
matter."

"And what did you tell hinB"
She smled, seemngly relaxed. "Ch, that was sinple.
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| said that it was only because Joscelyn was tall and,
because you were his idol, he tried to walk Iike you,
copy the way you use your hands. Daddy was only too
happy to believe ne."

Jarrod stopped paci ng and went and sat down op-

posite her. He took a deep breath. "You're right, of
course, now that | cone to think about it. He's got your
hair, but his eyes are blue. It never occurred to ne."
He | ooked across at her. "After all, | knew |l wasn't the
father."

He took a drink of wine. "Tell ne," he said when he
was sure that his voice wouldn't betray him "when did
t hi s nonent ous event occur?"

"After you left the Island at the Center. You renem
ber that | stayed behind to help your double adjust to

getting all your nmenories. Well, it was a |lot nmore work
than | thought it would be." She smled at himnis-
chievously. "I know a great deal about you, Jarrod
Courtak."

He didn't smle back at her

"I had to put it all in context for him" she contin-
ued. "We have so many assunptions about the world
A around us that don't register as specific nenories. Any-

A way, | had to spend a lot of time with himand, to make



a long tale short, he fell in love."

"And one thing led to another,"” Jarrod concl uded.
He was cal magain. Now that it was out in the open

the pal pitations had stopped. He was a trifle disturbed
to find that curiosity was the strongest conponent of
what he was feeling.

"You make it sound so nundane," she said. "He

couldn't help hinmself. | was the only girl he was ever
going to neet and he was predisposed to it by your

, earlier, ah, infatuation." She cocked her head and

A pushed her hair back. "Besides, it was the only chance
he'd ever get to have sex. Now, how could |I deny hinP"
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Her eyes were wi de and she conveyed an air of innocent
seriousness.

Jarrod | aughed. "You're inpossible,” he said. "I sup-
pose you'll be telling me that the whole thing was a
nobl e sacrifice on your part."

She grinned at him "Very astute.”
"What did you call hinP"
"Jarrod. It was what he thought of hinself as being."

"I see, and did your husband know about this when
he married you?"

"Ch yes. Ruppy Trellawn and | have been friends for
year s—pl ayed toget her as children. The whol e thi ng was
arranged i n advance, including the divorce. It suited
bot h our purposes.™

"Well, | can see what you got out of it," Jarrod said.
"You got a legitimate heir for Gwndryth, but |'m not
sure that | see what he gained."

"He gained an inpeccable reputation and the free-

domnot to have to marry again." She smled at his

baf fl ement. "Ruppy, you see," she expl ained, "prefers
men, he always has. The |ocal gentry are not so nuch
straitlaced as they are insistent on decorum as they see
it. By marrying ne, he not only had a wife, but he could
prove his manhood by appearing to have fathered a

child. It's the appearance that counts in our part of the
world. | agreed to be the one who asked for the divorce
so that people could accept the notion that he was stil
inlove with me and was therefore not interested in other
wonen. "

"And the divorce didn't hurt your reputation?"
The smile was rueful. "The Gwndryths have been

the chief fanmily in the Marches for generations. W are
permtted our eccentricities."



"Surely you nust have had other offers of narriage?"
Jarrod asked.

"Ch indeed," Marianna said with a sigh. "Gwn-
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dryth is a very tenpting fief and Daddy's influence at
the Pal adi ni an Court doesn't hurt." She | ooked wi stfu
for a noment. "A couple of ny suitors were very hand-
some and | was tenpted, especially after | realized that
Joscelyn was Talented."” She spread her hands as if to
soften the explanation. "The deciding factor was that
I'd be dammed if 1'd |l et anybody take control of Gmyn-
dryth away fromne."

Jarrod crossed his |l egs and sipped. He was at ease
again. "And this second baby," he said, "would your
upri ght gentry accept that as an eccentricity?"

"Well, | suppose that | could ask Ruppy to marry

me again, but that would mean that | would have to

put up with himfor the rest of ny Iife and I don't think
I"'mup to that. | mean, he's a dear and he makes ne

[ augh, but a fortnight's about alt | can take." The ruefu
smle was back. "The truth of the matter is that |I'm set
inm ways. At this point inny life, | really don't think
| could abide having a man underfoot all the time—and
having to be pleasant to his hunting cronies who have
about as much regard for the famly furniture as, as ..
Wrds failed her.

Jarrod smiled to hinmself. Even that short year
couldn't have been easy for the hapless Sir Ruppy Trel -
[ awn.

"Just suppose,"” he said, "purely hypothetically, that
you could find a husband whose busi ness took hi m away
a great deal of the time and who woul d be happy to
give you free rein at Gwndryth, would you still want
me to father your child?"

"Do you have soneone in nmind? * she inquired, "
are you just fishing for conplinments?"

or

"I sel dom get conplinments fromwonen," he said,

lips curving.

"Does that nmean that you would consider it?" she
sai d banteringly.
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Wul d he? Well, the whole thing was rather intrigu-

i ng, and though her beauty was different than it had
been at twenty, she was a very desirable wonman. "Com

pliments first," he teased.

"Ch, all right," she said. "I just hope Joscelyn hasn't



i nherited your vanity. Yes, |I'd still like you to be the
father. As | said, | like ny son."

"If we had a daughter, it would be a shame if she
took after ne." He chuckl ed.

"So you are thinking about it.

"It has a certain perverse appeal,"” Jarrod said, stil

not willing to be entirely serious.

"In that case," Marianna said, raising to her feet in
a single, fluid motion, "I think we should adjourn to
t he bedchanber and discuss it." She smiled at him

wi ckedly. "I'm supposed to be leaving in three days."

She hel d out her hand. Jarrod put down his glass and
got to his feet with considerably |ess grace. He took her
hand.

They started gently, tentatively, exploring one anoth-
er's bodi es. They becane nore sure and nore sponta-
neous and, to Jarrod, it began to feel like the nost
natural thing in the world. He had wanted to nake | ove
to her for a very long tine. Passion mounted as they
joined and, when it was over, they lay together, breath-
ing and pul se returning slowy to normal. He bent his
head and ki ssed her hair.

"Three days, did you say? | think it would be best to
make absolutely sure, don't you?"

She turned and punched himlightly on the arm "An-

imal ," she said. "You nen are all the sane." She gig-
gled softly. "Under the circunstances, that's nore true
than ever."

"Absol utely the sane?" he asked, know ng that she
woul d under st and what he neant.
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"Uhm " She seened to be considering the matter
"There are only two significant differences,"”

"Real | y?"

She tipped her head back and | ooked up at him eyes
bright with mschief. She waited. Then, "The other Jar-
rod doesn't have scars on his back, and . "

"And, " he pronpted

"He was a virgin and you nost certainly are not."

He gave her a little shake and she chuckl ed softly.

"Contrary to popular opinion," she said drowsily, "it
has been a long tinme since there was a man in ny bed."



She yawned and then there was sil ence.
ChApt CR 13

w

hil e Cel ador was preparing for a Magical dis-

pl ay, Angom capital of the Unbrian Enpire, was al so
caught up in excitement. First there had been the trial
of Siman the Hermt, then the runor of a massacre in
Bal dani a and now an official visit by the Mther Su-
preme. The Holy Church of the Mother was the official
religion of the State and the head of the Church was,
technically, the Emperor's equal. Amulpha, the Mt her
Supreme, canme as visiting royalty, but the truth was that
she had been summoned by Varodi as. The formalities
wer e mai ntai ned, by the fact was otherwi se.

The two nmet in the Private Stateroom They sat op-

posite one another in ornate bezelwod chairs and pre-
sented a study in contrasts. The Enperor was thin, the
face made | onger by a receding hairline and a sharply

poi nted beard. He was el egantly but soberly dressed.

The Mot her Suprene was tall, stout and florid, her face
made rounder by her w nple. She was dressed vol um -
nously in gold. Tradition, hallowed by five hundred
years of practice, decreed that, in the presence of the
Mot her Supremne, the Enmperor should come down from

the throne. This Enperor preferred to avoid that; hence
the choice of the Private Stateroom Though the two
chairs appeared to be identical, detail nongers would
have found significance in the fact that the | egs of Var-
odi as' chair were six inches taller than those of the chair
to which the Mdther Suprene had been assigned,
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"W bid you wel come,” Varodias said when the small
flock of courtiers and attendants had been dismi ssed.
The Enperor, as was his habit, used the Formal Mde
even t hough they were aione-

"I am nost pleased to visit the Chief Uphol der of the
Great Mdther," she replied with equal cerenony, and
acconpani ed the words with a totally artificial snmile
that had no echo in the small, grey eyes.

Varodi as' |ips arranged thenselves into a profes-

sional curve. "Let us dispense with the pleasantries," he
said, the high voice chilly but flexible. "You are here to
di scuss the disgraceful outcone at the cathedral. Two
hundred and forty people killed and twi ce that nunber
wounded. The news is spreading to every corner of the
Empire and tal k of revolution follows it. How could

you have been so stupid?" The white-gloved hand that

had been illustrating his words forned into a fist and
pounded down onto the arnrest.

"I'f Your Inperial Mijesty will permt,"” Arnul pha
sai d inperturbably. She adjusted the cloth-of-gold robe



to enphasi ze the belly.

| remenber when she needed paddi ng to suggest

pregnancy, Varodias thought. Too many years of good
living. He tried to estimate the Mdther's age. She had
been elected thirty years ago so she nust be at | east
sixty, but it was difficult to tell. The hair was covered
as was the throat and the lines in her face had been
erased by her gain in weight.

"The figures you quoted are exaggerated. A hundred

and thirty-two people died and about a hundred had

their wounds tended by the Sisters. That is still regret-
table, but a nob was prepared to commt sacril ege

agai nst one of our holy places and that | could not

al | ow. "

"It was, of course, the merest accident that you had
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four hundred arned retainers on call," Varodi as said,
t he sarcasm evi dent.

Amul pha Hashed her non-smile again. "I am sure that
my intelligence is no match for that of Your Inperial
Maj esty, but | did get sufficient warning."

"And you chose to hire nercenaries rather than ap-
peal to us for assistance."

The Mot her Suprene drew back her head and cocked

it slightly to the left. The eyes, unwavering, weighed the
Enperor. The lips noved slightly, suggesting that she

had made up her nind about sonething. She | eaned

f or war d.

"W coul d, of course, have cone to you, but | doubt
that you woul d have reacted fast enough. Besides, there
is a considerable body of opinion within the Church
that bl ames you for the whole thing."

Var odi as pushed hinself back in his chair as if to
gai n height and di stance. "Have a care, madam" he
sai d.

"Well," she said, unabashed, "if you had condemed

that infernal Siman instead of letting himgo, people
woul d not have taken it into their heads that Church
property can be attacked with inmpunity. At |east now
they will think twice before they try it again. Besides,"
she added in a nore noderate tone, "it would have

been very poor politics."

"Pray tell us nore,"
voi ce skepti cal

The words were spaced, the high

Amui pha shrugged, and the quivers seemed to course
down her body, "The Church and the Emperor are al-
lied in the mnds of the people. How would it have



seened if Inperial troops had dispersed the rabble and
caused the casualties? You should be grateful that you
can di sown the action."”

"Ch, sweet, very sweet," Varodias said, hands hov-
ering at mdchest. "All done for our good." The tone
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was al nost caressing. He sat straight and the right fore-
finger jabbed out. "You did not ask us for our assis-
tance because you w shed to establish an i ndependence

of us. That is the truth. Well, know this, wonan, de-
spite the fact that the Church and the Crown are inter-
twi ned in the popular m nd, we do not countenance the

sl aughter of our subjects.” The finger was jabbing again.

The Mot her Suprenme drew in her breath. "Your Im

perial Majesty is in a great deal nore trouble than the
Church," she said evenly. "The nob, apprentices and
journeynen for the nost part, were inspired by the Her-
mt, but they were not really interested in the Church

the Church was sinply thought to be an easy target.

You are the one this Siman is aimng at. He is a fanatic
and, |like nost fanatics, he believes what he preaches.

He woul d not be as effective as he is if he did not.

"It is true that, in the beginning, he took on the Holy
Mot her Church, but he no | onger inveighs against us.

He has noney behi nd hi m now, and where do you sup-

pose that noney comes fron? My opponents?" Her

hands spl ayed out and her eyebrows rose. "Scarcely.

The majority of the population is devoted to the Geat
Mother. That is not a tenet of belief. That is a fact. No,
my friend. Siman is a stal king horse for those who
woul d suppl ant you. They begin by making it seem as

i f you cannot govern the Enpire." She sat back slightly,
wei ghing the effect of her speech. Varodi as was a vol -
atile and dangerous man who did not take kindly to
criticism Her aggressive performance was a deliberate
ganbl e, and she was not at all sure that she was w n-

ni ng.

"I't would be sinple enough," the Enperor said

lightly, "for us publicly to condem the Church for the
massacre and thus allow the people's anger to focus on
you. "

Amul pha al |l omed hersel f an audi bl e and derisory puff
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of breath. "If you were going to do that, Mjesty, you
woul d have done it right away. It is too | ate now Be-
sides"—the snile was genuinely anmused this ti me—you
made the mistake of receiving nme in state, | amsure

that the word has al ready gone out."

Var odi as tipped back his head and appeared to study



the ceiling. "You have been grossly deficient in your
judgrment, both in your actions and in your opinion of
us." The voice floated out. People who did not know
him and al nost no one did, would have assuned t hat

t he Enperor was in an am able nood. The neatly ta-
pered beard descended slowy until he was | ooking di-
rectly at the Mother Supreme. His hands were still.
"While it is true that the Crown and the Church are
supposedl y i nseparable, the same is not true of Enper-
ors and individual Mthers Suprene." He smiled, but

t here was not hing am abl e about it. "My condemati on
woul d be of the m sguided priestess, not of the organi-
zation, and it is by no neans too late for that."

"I's Your Inperial Mjesty trying to threaten ne?"
Amul pha asked, striving to match his |ightness-

Varodias' smile returned. "My Wsewonan tells ne

that obesity can put too great a strain upon the vita
organs. Then again, a glutton may choke on a sweet -
nmeat . "

The laugh started low in the Mdther Suprenme and

rose until she threw back her head and gave it free rein.
It was a totally spontaneous rel ease of tension and it

di sconcerted the Enperor. She wheezed; she w ped her
eyes. The intrigues of nen were so crude when com

pared to the nachi nati ons of wonen, she thought, and

she had rul ed nore than two thousand wonen for | on-

ger than she cared to admt.

"Ni cely done. Mpjesty," she said, controlling her-
self, "but I amnot so easily replaced. The hierarchy
is loyal to nme and to nmy way of thinking. No conpl a-
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cent vessel of your choosing would be el ected and the
next Mot her Supreme might well be even less to your
[iking."

She paused and | ooked at himlevelly and, despite

the disparity in the height of the chairs, it was an ex-
change between equals. It was Varodi as who | ooked

away first.

"What do you suggest ?" he asked,

"Qooh"—+t was a drawn out and soot hi ng sound—
"an alliance of necessity at the very |least. There are
forces abroad that need to be dealt with."

"Agreed, but how?" He stopped hinself and held up
a hand to stave off a reply. He tucked his lower lip
between his teeth and bit down gently.

The gesture heartened the Mther Supreme. She had
taken an enornous risk and the rapid beating of her
pul se told her so. That the Enperor was show ng signs
of indecision was a relief. The worst was behind her



t hough she woul d have to play himcarefully fromhere
on in,

"There are a nunber of factors that would have to
be brought to bear," she said cautiously, "npbst of them
political."

Var odi as nodded, review ng the possibilities in his

m nd. He was aware of the general unrest in the realm
but none of his spies had reported a concentrated effort
to get himoff the throne. The Mother's argunent did
make sonme sense, however, and it was al ways best to
anticipate trouble and strike first. His eyes darted to-
ward her. He did not like this woman. She showed too
little respect, for one thing, but she was intelligent and
as nmuch of a survivor as he was. He knew that, behind
hi s back, people said that he ruled by personal whim
The fools did not realize that behind each seemni ng whim
there was a cal cul ated vigilance. Wen it cane down to
it, his fortunes and those of the Church were I|inked.
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"W do not think," he said graciously, "that the Em
peror and the Holy Church shoul d be quarreling.

Rat her, we shoul d be searching our m nds and our

hearts for the solution to the present dissatisfaction
anong the people, who are your congregants and our

subj ects.” The head inclined slightly and then rose im
nmedi atel y.

The Mot her Suprenme exhal ed gently and inclined

her head in turn. It would not do to | et himsee how
close to rattling her he had cone. "I do agree. Your

| mperial Majesty,"” she said. "There is, of course, one
obvious way to distract the public mnd, to deflect the
energy into a nore profitable channel, and that is to
open the Qutland." She gave a little shrug that stayed
at the level of the shoulders. "As | said, a politica
deci sion."

"Wuld that it were that sinple," Varodias replied,
sadness in the cadence. "W have been trying to do that
for years, but we have been thwarted by the Mgica

Ki ngdons and by |sphardel. W prom sed our valiant
soldiers at the close of the dreadful war that their |oyal
service would be rewarded by a grant of land in the
captured territories"—his fingers began drumr ng on

the arns of the chair—and we have been prevented

from keepi ng our sacred word."

Mostly because the |and wasn't fit for settlenment be-
fore now, Amul pha thought, but she kept it to herself.
"Infidels will never do anything to help us," she said.
"They | ack the noral framework from which the

know edge of right and wong flows." She smiled and

her hands nade noti ons that suggested hesitation
"There are a couple of things that Your Inperial Mj-
esty might, consider...."



Var odi as' hands were cal magain. "Wuld you care
to el aborate?" he said smoothly.

"An ordi nance agai nst retainers, perhaps? If coupled
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with an oner of |and beyond the Causeways, it m ght
make El ectoral service less inviting. After all, if the
Crown allotted tracts in the area directly fronting our
current northern border, who could gainsay it? In your
wi sdom you have waited this long to ensure that the
perils of nutation are past. That is to be comended.
The Church woul d, naturally, encourage settlenent
fromthe pulpit.”

She paused and, hearing no denial, gathered herself
to propound the plan she had | ong nurtured.

"The Church woul d, of course,” she said as if it were

a foregone concl usion, "expect to have a presence in
the new territory. The people would need something to
anchor themto the old life, sone sense of belonging to
the Enmpire even though they were forgi ng new bound-
aries; a sense of kinship and continuity." She sniled
openly at him "It goes wi thout saying that |nperia
grants in perpetuity would preenpt a broad range of
probl ens. "

Var odi as | aughed. It was an unnervi ng sound. "You

are apiece of work," he said, not w thout appreciation
t he gl oved hands fountaining upward. "You wilt preach
and we shall donate land to you." H's head wagged
fromside to side. "Most droll; highly amusing.”

The affectation of mirth died as quickly as it had been
ki ndl ed. The eyes becane slitted,

"No nore independent defense force," he said.
"From hence forth Inperial forces will be deployed to
protect centers of worship," The professional smle ap-
peared again. "You will of course inplore us to do so
You will instruct your priestesses to preach the virtues
of stability and to inpress upon their congregations the
evils of internal dissension. Enphasize the advantages

of a strong, united state. Tell the people that our pros-
perity is being threatened by foreigners- The |sphardis
bl eed us, the Magi cal Kingdons thwart us by hol di ng
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up the division of the Qutland." He was kindled anew
and his dark eyes shone.

"To assert our own just sovereignty and prosperity,

we nust be united, regional differences nmust be sub-
sumed. The Inperiumis all. The nation will succeed.
The Enmpire will triunph!" He stopped, nmouth open as
if surprised at what had cone out of it.



The man's mad, Arnul pha thought, but Inperial pro-
tection is a sight cheaper than hiring nen-at-arms and
the rest of his ideas can fit nicely with what | want for
the Church. Gently, now, gently.

"I amsure that the Church can play a vital role in

Your Inperial Mjesty's plans,” she said placidly,

"plans with which | entirely concur. | shall issue a plea
for Inperial protection against the barbarians who
threaten us before | |eave the capital, and | can assure
you that you will not be disappointed at the voices that
will issue fromour pulpits. W shall stress the need to
spread the Inperiumto the CQutlands and, of course,

the necessity of the the presence of the G eat Mdther

on this new Inperial frontier."

She gripped the arns of her chair and heaved trerself
to her feet.

"And now, with Your Inperial Mjesty's perm ssion,
| beg leave to retire. Your Majesty has given ne nuch
to think on."

Varodi as rose easily fromhis seat. "Wen you have
finished thinking, make sure that we are of a mind
madam " he said, returning to his cool and nenaci ng
node. He made a small inclination of the head in her
direction.

"I shall nmention Your Inperial Mijesty in ny pray-
ers," the Mother Supreme said enigmatically. She gath-
ered up the front of her robe and swept to the doors.
Her grand exit was hanpered sonewhat by the neces-
sity of opening themfor herself.
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Var odi as wat ched the departing expanse of gold with

m xed enotions. The woman hadn't reacted at all in the
way that he had expected. She did not appear in the

| east to have been intimdated. He thought, however,
that he had got what he wanted out of her, but he wasn't
certain and that irritated him The woman was a trial
but, for the noment, he needed her. He | ooked forward
to the tine when he woul d not -

chaipten 14

ie Qutpost was still sweltering as Jarrod prepared

for a neeting of the reconvened Conmi ssion for the

Qutl and. The breezes that the Watherwards had pro-
vided afforded very little relief, a nmere passing of warm
air over hot ground. A day like this, he thought, m ght
cause divderval to reconsider her offer. Still, despite
the heat, it was good to be hone again after so many
senni ghts away. Except for the dreans. Since his return
he had dreamed of the castle in the nountains al nost
every night. He had never been able to reach it, but the
building itself was clearly visible and, while unreach-
able, at least stayed put. Sonething in himitched to



make the dreamreal. He had, he realized, been working
toward that end. Nastrus had been directed to send the
stones fromthe G ants' Causeway to the foot of the
nmount ai ns. The ostensi ble reason had been to get them
out of the way of potential settlers, but, in retrospect,
it was obvious to Jarrod that there had been anot her
agenda behind that. In all truth, the woul d-be settlers
could have done with sone building materials on a

woodl ess plain. Sormehow, and he coul dn't expl ain why,
this seenmed nore inportant.

On a happier note, he had to adnmt that the denon-
stration had been a roaring success. The Queen, the
Prince Consort and the Court had been seated on the
Upper Causeway. A nunber of Arabella's major vassals
had returned to Court fromtheir estates, and they had
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brought their fanilies. Ragnor had nade a notabl e en-
trance, resplendent in omate robe and biretta of office,
carried up in a gilded sedan chair. There had been a
festive, alnost jubilant, air about the occasion. It was
as if this were a return to the distant days of high pur-
pose and great deeds.

Greylock, in the full regalia of the Mage of Pal adi ne,
di anond tiara blazing in the sun, stood on a speci al

pl atform by the parapet. Nastrus, groomed to within an
inch of his |life, stood behind him The unicorn's nane
and tail gleamed with threads of gold, and his silver
hooves shone. The not her-of-pearl spiral of his horn
seened to genrate a glow of its own, holding the sun-
light at bay. The Mage had expl ained to the gathering
what was going to occur and then turned slowy to face
the Alien Plain. A silence descended, broken only by
the wailing of a small child. Geylock raised his arns
and began to intone a levitation spell.

As if summoned by his words, four cloudsteeds rose
above the Causeway with a net dangling bel ow t hem
Jarrod, standing inconspicuously to the side, began to
provi de power to match the chant. He was careful

enough to hel p the Magicians on the ground bel ow

wi t hout naking them feel unnecessary. Bl ocks of stone
rose and deposited thensel ves, one by one, in the net.
The cl oudst eeds beat their way higher, so that the view
ers on the Causeway had to crane their necks to see,

and then hovered, the net sw nging gently.

Nastrus, ever the showman, tossed his head so that

the mane flew dramatically, and, behold, the stones were
gone. The crowd gasped. The cl oudsteeds dropped back

out of sight. There was appl ause and cheers rang out.
The proceedure was repeated, but this time, just as Jar-
rod was about to join in, be noticed that the runes on
Greyl ock' s gown had begun to nove. The hairs on the

back of his neck began to prickle. The Mage was using
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his own power. Jarrod opened hinmself and, with infinite
caution, fed a small anmount of supporting energy to
Greyl ock. The cl oudst eeds appeared agai n and the

heavy chunks of stone di sappeared again. The third tine
Greyl ock had no need of Jarrod, and the younger nman

had a lunp in his throat and felt the tears prick at his
eyelids. His mentor was in total control once nore.

The denonstration | asted about half of an hour and

was followed by a lavish reception. The Magicians, Jar-
rod included, were nmade nuch of. The wine fl owed and

the whol e thing had the feeling of a victory cel ebration.
At one point Jarrod found hinself face-to-face with

Dean Handr om

"Excel l ent show, " the Dean said. The man was ob-
viously in good hurmor and Jarrod resolved to ask him
about Joscel yn.

"Your fellows perfornmed wonderfully well," he said.
"I ndeed, they have been exenplary throughout this

project. They are a credit to the Coll egiumand the Col -

| egi um has, as always, been a credit to the Discipline."
He wondered, briefly, if he hadn't laid it on a little to
thickly, but the Dean's satisfied smle had reassured him

"Wiile we have a minute,” Jarrod said, "I under-
stand that you are having a discipline problemwth
young Joscelyn of Gwndryth. Since | was involved in
his early training, | feel partially responsible."

"Yes, | can see that you would." Good humor or no,
Handr om was i ncapabl e of keeping an ironic inflection
out of the statenent.

"Hi s mother seens to think that he is in danger of
bei ng ki cked out of the Coll egium"

"That's what | intended for her to think," the Dean
replied.
"And is he?"

"Not if | can help it. He's got too much potential and
it's badly in need of nolding and direction. You nan-
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aged to get out wthout conpleting the course and you
have attai ned high rank." There was no mi staking the

di sapproval. "That is extrenmely bad for the Collegiums
noral e and reputation. | have no intention of allow ng
it to become a trend."

"So | can tell Lady Gwndryth that she has not hi ng
to worry about," Jarrod said mldly.

"You will do no such thing," the Dean said sternly,



the authoritarian Jone of the school naster surfacing.
"The boy is headstrong, stubborn and di srespectful. One
hopes that he will grow out of it, but he will need a
firmhand, both here and at hone.'* He paused. "I un-
derstand that there is no father in residence. Al the
nore reason for that worman to exert her parental au-

thority and help to instill sone sense of obligation, dis-
ci pline and manners in the boy. He has obviously been
overindul ged and that has to stop. You will oblige ne

by saying nothing to the nother."

Jarrod had his doubts, but he sinmply nodded and
turned the conversation to the future supply of Magi-
cians for the Causeway project.

Wien he saw Marianna after Hall, he told her that

the Col |l egi um hadn't given up on Joscel yn, but consid-
ered that he needed firm handling when he was hone

for the holidays.

"He obviously takes after your side of the fanmly,"
she had retorted.

"Headstrong, stubborn and disrespectful were the
wor ds that Handrom used,” Jarrod had countered.
"Sounds just like his mother to ne."

He had been joking, but things seemed to go downhil
fromthere. He had expected to spend his last night with
her, but Marianna had begged off, saying that she was
leaving first thing in the norning and needed to get as
much rest as possi bl e.
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"You'll let ne knowif..." he had said, not quite
wanting to put it into words.

*TUwite to you when |'msure,” she'd said coolly.
"Ch, and thank you."

She had smiled at himand pressed his hand briefly.

Then she had turned away and left him Jarrod was not
confortable with the nenory. Part of himhad wanted

to go after her and part of himwas oddly relieved. There
was al so an el ement of anger. She had got what she

want ed, as usual, and now she woul d ignhore himunti

he becane useful once nmore. He was still confused by

the encounter. He had no right to feel cheated, espe-
cially since he didn't know what he wanted.

He had tried to analyze his feelings toward both Mar-

i anna and Joscel yn, now that he knew who the rea

father was. His feelings for Joscelyn were easier. He had
al ways been fond of the boy and he still was. It was a
good thing, though, that the youngster had nmoved on

to the Coll egium Adol escence was traditionally the tine
of rebellion against authority and he was relieved, cow
ardly though that might be, that Joscel yn would have
another target for those roiling feelings.



Real paternity, on the other hand, was sonething el se
again and he was a sea of contradiction on that subject.
He tried to dispel the crowdi ng thoughts. Time enough
to sort themout when and if Marianna became preg-

nant. Now was not the tine to be distracted by this
anyway, he told hinself. The all-inportant vote was
schedul ed for the nmorrow and that woul d change the
future in a way that no single child could do.

Ragnor had assured himthat QGorin of Lissen would
side with the Isphardis and that pressure would be ap-
plied to Queen Naxania to do |ikew se. The precise na-
ture of that pressure was left deliberately vague. The
Songeans had no | ove for the Enpire, the eastern cl ans
especially. Generations of their young nen had been
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taken off to work in the Unbrian mnes. |If Ragnor was
right, and there was no reason to think that he would
not be, the Enpire's proposal would be voted down.
What bot hered Jarrod was the Archnage's other pre-
dictions. Wuld it really nean war? If so, there ought
to be sonme way to avoid it.

He got up and went around the room bl owi ng out

the I anps and snuffing the candles. Life had becone
extraordinarily conplicated in the last nonth. He
started to think about Marianna and the baby again.
When it came right down to it, he hoped that there
woul d be a baby.

Mal um of Quern was at his place at the scribes' table
agai n. The sandbox, inkhorn and quills were all neatly
arranged. He felt the tinglings of anticipation. Today
woul d be the day. The Isphardis would be put in their

pl ace, the partition would be ratified and a treaty drawn
up. The El ector had spent an hour with Queen Naxani a

and had met with Lord Lissen. He had seenmed happy

wi th the outcone. The Songeans knew where their in-
terests lay. Since it was a question of siding with one of
two nei ghbors, who in their right mnds would pick
shiftless merchants over the power and tradition of Um
bria? It really didn't matter how Talisman and the Di s-
cipline voted. It would be nore satisfying if ratification
was unani mous, but the final tally was what counted.

The |sphardis woul d be hunbl ed and that was the

necessary first step. Wth the digarchs discredited, and
with no arnmy or fortified places, the absorption of Son-
guard should be easy. The Inperial garrison in Fort
Bandor, coupled with the conquest of I|sphardel, would
give them de facto control of Songuard, and the Em
pire's effective sway woul d be extended to the Goro-
dontiou Mountains. He smled to hinself. Perhaps they
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couid change the name to something that fit nore easily



on an Unbrian tongue.

In any case, with the treaty signed, they would be
returning to Angorn to bask in the Enmperor's appro-

bati on. Not before tine, either. Hs recent visit to the
capital had shown himhow little influence he had there.
The El ector was old and his son the Margrave had no
taste for Court life. He woul d need sonme tine to build
a power base or find hinself a new patron. A triunph

at Stronta would be a good begi nning and a broad

know edge of foreign conditions ought to be an advan-
tage. Hi s contenplations of the future were interrupted
by a noise. He glanced up and saw Borr Sarad com ng

t hrough the door. Looking, thought Malum fit and vi-
tal after the recess.

"G ve you good norrow, ny lord," Sarad said pl eas-
antly.

"May the best of the day be before us. Thane,"
Malumreplied. "If this day's session goes well, our little
contest may be at an end."

"Leave us hope that the gods are listening to your

words. | enjoy these visits to Stronta, of course, but this
has been going on for far too long and I would as |ief

be at honme on my farm watching nmy sons work while

| take mnmy ease.”

Matum snmiled at him "WII Talisman allow you to
retire?" he asked.

"Hah." It was a derisive snort. "They turned ne out

of ofiice after twenty years. | only accepted this post
because | wanted to travel and | thought that it would
| ast no nore than a couple of years."

"And how wi Il your sons take to having their father
wat chi ng t hem every day?" Malum said slyly.

Sarad cocked his head and gave the Unbrian a beady
| ook. "Good question, young man. | can still swing a
scythe when the haymow is due and they' Il be gratefu
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for that, but they and their w ves have al ways treated
me as a honored guest on those rare occasi ons when
have been able to take time away from Fortress Tali s-
man." He paused and a slow snile raised the winkles
round his eyes. "On the other hand," he said, "they

al ways knew that | would be | eaving before too |ong.
shal | have to renmenber that both nmy sons are grown

men and as set in their ways as | amin mne." The

smie broadened. "Still, there are the little ones. | am
about to become a great-great-grandfather and, if noth-
ing else, I can be useful watching bairns until | becone
one again."

"Fortunate bairns,"” Malumsaid. "I never knew ny



grandparents.”

Their col |l oquy was brought to an end by the ap-

proach of Darius of Gwndryth. The two ol der nen
enbraced warmy and Malum was forgotten for the

nonent .

"You old rascal," Sarad said, dropping into Com

mon. "1've been hearing tall tales about your triunphs.
In fact, the rather fragrant rem nders of your success
greeted me fromthe battlenents as | rode in."

"Rebellion's a bad business," Darius said noncom
mttally.

"And how did the Duke of Abercorn take the exe-
cution of his son?"

"I hear that he has taken to his bed," Darius replied.

"And what brings you here this norning?" Sarad
asked, changi ng the subject diplomatically.

"The Chamberlain is indisposed and the Queen has
asked me to fill in for him"

"Not fair, Gwndryth, not fair." The Thane chuck-
led. "The rest of us have been slaving at this for years
and you trot in for what may be the final vote."

Darius' answering smle had an apol ogetic aspect. "I
am sensi bl e of the honor," he said, "and you may rest
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assured that | have been exhaustively briefed by Her
Maj esty. "

Today's the day all right, Ml umthought. She

woul dn't have sent Gwyndryth unl ess she expected this

to be the final session. The other two kept tal king, but
Malum s attention was diverted by the arrival of the

ot her members of the Conmi ssion. The day, though

young, was already warm and the men | ooked uncom
fortable in their velvet and ruffs. The digarch, by con-
trast, | ooked cool in her long silk robe.

The Hodman, dressed in last winter's fashion, was
red-faced; O orin of Lissen was conposed; but only the

El ector, in a loose linen tunic, sans ruff, was novi ng
easily. Hs joints were at their best in this weather. M-
lum's own ruff was chafing his neck as he wended his

way through themw th a cool ed goblet of fruit juice for
his nmaster.

After five mnutes of general conversation, with old
acquai ntances chatting about their visits home, the
Conmi ssion drifted to the table. The gl ass had been
taken out of the wi ndows and bees flew back and forth,



attracted by the scents of the herbs strewn over the floor
The buzz of continuing conversation rose, generating a
feeling of relaxation and goodwill. A positive omen,

Mal um t hought .

The El ector broke the nood by rapping on the table.

He didn't make a very loud noise, but it was enough to
bring silence. They're all on edge, Malum thought, no
matter how rel axed t hey appear

"Madam A igarch, ny lords," Phalastra said into the
bee- hummi ng quiet, "I trust that you have all had pl eas-
ant times. Now, alas, we nmust return to the task at hand-
It is ny hope that today we shall finally vote on the
proposal presented at the begi nning of the summer

wi t hout additions, subtractions, or anmendnents." The
reedy voice faded away.
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"I shall take your silence for acceptance,” he contin-
ued after a brief pause- "Before we vote, | should Iike
to wel come the Lord Darius of Gwndryth, an old

friend of mne and as nuch a hero in Urbria as he is
here." He inclined his head in Darius' direction and the
Hol dmaster returned the gesture. "He speaks today for
Queen Naxani a of Pal adine. Having said that, let us to
the vote."

Mal um rose and di stributed copies of the map to each
of the representatives.

"W shall be voting," Estragoth resumed, "on the
acceptance of the partition as represented on the nmap
before you, as | have said, w thout revisions. | shal
start at the end of the table and work ny way around.
Hodman, how say you?"

"Songuard says no." The Hodman was noppi ng

hinself with a |arge kerchief, but his voice was deep
and firm

The voting continued, and when the tally was done,

Unbria was the sol e supporter of the proposal. Estra-
got h masked hi s di sappoi ntnent well. There was no hint

of it in his voice as he said, "Let the record show t hat
the partition as presented has been rejected by a ngjor-
ity of the states. Does anyone wi sh to propose an
amendment ?" He | ooked around the table. The only

i ndication of his anger at the result, at the betrayal he
felt fromthose who had listened to himand spoken him
fair, only to vote agai nst himwhen the count was call ed,
was a vein throbbing in his tenple-

"An it please you. Lord President." There was no
hint of triunph in Aivderval's voice. The tone was |eve
and unenoti onal

"The chair recognizes the representative from | sphar-
del." Phal astra matched her formality.



"I sphardel proposes that the territories marked out
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OB the nmap be accepted as drawn, with these condi -
tions:

"One, roadways be built through the valleys of Co-

rodonti ou and Sai adonda and continue through the
new y created Songean |ands to the borders of New Is-
phar del

"Two, gateways be constructed through the Upper

Causeway to permt passage of both roads.

*Three. |sphardis and their goods, both personal and
nmercantile, shall pass freely at all times and shall not
be subject to custons duties, tolls or taxes of any kind
unl ess | evied by the governnent of I|sphardel

"Four, the roads and gateways shall be maintained
and kept in good repair by the Isphardi government.

"Five, all disputes arising fromthe use of these roads
shal | be decided by an international tribunal

"Six, the freedom of passage shall be guaranteed by
the international conmunity and will be maintained, if
necessary, by force of arms." She paused and | ooked
around.

Jarrod raised his hand. "The Discipline is to be ac-
corded territory, the exact size and location of which is
still to be decided."

"Yes indeed,"” divderval acknow edged. She | eaned
forward and tapped a pile of papers in front of her. "I
have copies of the proposals here, which | shall pass
around." She gave a fewto Qorin of Lissen, who sat

to her right, and others to Borr Sarad on her left. "I
shoul d be obliged if you would all add the paragraph
regarding the Discipline." She turned in her chair and
| ooked back to the scribes' table. "I have sone for you
gentl enmen, " she said.

Mal um got up and retrieved them He could not bring
hinself to | ook at the digarch and rmunbl ed his thanks-
The rest of the Comm ssion was readi ng the docunent,

but no one, he noted, |ooked particularly surprised. They
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all knew that this was com ng, he thought, everyone but
us.

Phal astra of Estragoth | ooked up from his reading.
"I's there any discussion of the proposal?" he inquired.



The Hodman spoke up. "lIsphardel will build and pay
for the roads, no?"

"That is correct," the Aigarch replied. "W shall, of
course, welcome your help when it comes to manpower.

It will be a long and costly job and | woul d think that
a | arge nunber of your people will benefit as a result."

The Hodman grunted and nodded his head. "There
i s nothing here about Fort Bandor," he said.

"Since it does not concern the Qutland, we felt that
that was a matter for the Enpire and yourselves to work
out and hence not the business of this Comm ssion-

have, however, made the position of my government on
the subject quite clear."

She | ooked around the table for other questions to

answer. Surely, Malumthought, Estragoth will raise
some objection. None cane. The sly bitch has got them
all, he concluded and felt a touch of disappointnent

that his naster had no counter.

"Further discussion?" the Elector asked. "No? Wl

then, let us put it to the vote. Al those in favor of the
partition of the Qutland as shown on the map, with the
addition of the provisos introduced by the digarch

rai se your hands."

Hands went up all around the table.

"So be it then," Phal astra said.

"One monent, mny Lord President,” divderval inter-
jected. "You haven't cast a vote and it would | ook nuch
better to the world if the Conmmi ssion was seen to be
unani nous. "

"No doubt it would. Madam but the Enpire of Um
bria is abstaining," the Elector said dryly. "Now, if there
is no further business, | thank you all for your patience
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and hard work over the years. My last action as Presi-
dent of this Conmission is to call for a vote of disso-
lution.” He was entirety gracious.

"Before you do that,” Qtorin interposed, "I should
like to propose a vote of thanks to the El ector of Es-
tragoth for the exenplary way in which he has handl ed
t hese neetings. He has been an inspiration to us all."

There was a chorus of "Hear, hear" and then every-
body appl auded. The scribes joined in and there were
tears in Malum s eyes as his master nodded his thanks
with a tight little smle on his face.

Estragoth held up his hand. "I thank you all. It has
been an honor to serve with you. And, on that note, |



decl are the Conm ssion for the Qutl and di ssol ved." He
pushed his chair back and stood.
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ealumtook his time returning to the suit of

apartments in which the Unrbrian del egation had |ived

for so many years. He wanted tine to think and he was

in no rush to confront the Elector. He | ooked around

t he quadrangl es as he wal ked through them There was

a slightly hazy quality to the |light engendered by the
still air and the snmoke from cooking fires inside and
outside the walls. It left a pleasant tang in the nostrils.

He realized that he was going to mss the place. He

had spent nore tinme at Stronta in recent years than in

ei ther Angomor Quem In fact he had only spent a

fortnight in Quern in the past two years and had found

it depressingly provincial. Still, if old Estragotb retired,
he woul d be dependent on its revenues unless he could

find another place at Court. Wth the failure of the ms-
sion here at Stronta, that now | ooked a Iot less likely.

He clinbed the stairs to the Elector's apartnent feeling
deci dedly down in the nouth.

Phal astra of Estragoth, to Malum s surprise, was sit-
ting quietly in his oversized, overstaffed chair, sipping
at a glass of w ne.
"Come in, young man," he said in this thin, creaking
voice. "Join me in a glass."

Mal um put his papers and his witing utensils down
on the sideboard and did as he was bi dden

"I think we can congratul ate ourselves," the El ector
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said as Malum cane over to his chair. He raised his
glass. Malum startled, followed suit.

"You are pleased with the outcone, sir?" he asked,
surprise evident.

"Well, it wasn't the total triunph that the Enperor
denmanded, " the old nman conceded. "In fact, | shal
probably have sone difficulty convincing Hy Inperial
Maj esty of the wi sdom of ny point of view. The truth
is that we achieved the territorial advantages that we
sought." He | ooked up at Malum "Get yourself a chair,
young man, and sit you down."

"Yes," he continued after Ml um had conplied, "I
think that we can be proud of our effort."

"But the Isphardis got their right of passage through
Songuard, " Mal um obj ected gently.



"Yes, they did and just think what problens that's

going to cause them" Estragoth said with satisfaction
"Add to that the fact that their lands are divided, their
supply lines inpossibly long, and our eventual annexa-

tion of their newterritory will be sinple.™

"But they will have international support and guar-
ant ees. "

"Bah." Estragoth was dismssive. "It is easy for the

Ki ngdons to pay lip service to that sort of thing, but
can you really see themconmitting troops to the de-
fense of the Isphardis?" H's voice was rich in disdain.
"No, no, they'll let that bunch of peddlers fend for

t hensel ves. As for the Isphardis, they are incapabl e of
formng an arny for thenselves. They're afraid to fight.
They may be able to pay the Songeans to fight for them
but the Songeans have no military tradition either."

"The Isphardis have a great many ships,” Malum
poi nted out. "They could attack our south coast." He
was thinking of Quern.

"Wul dn't do them any good," Estragoth returned
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wi th satisfaction. "Ships are only good for |anding sol -
diers and they have no soldiers. It mght be different if
they had the secret of the cannon, but that is ours." He
smled briefly. "Besides, they will be too preoccupied in
bui | di ng roads through Songuard to have nuch time for
anything else. Wth a little bit of encouragenent, sone

of the clans may prove |ess than hel pful to them" The
smle flickered again. "There is a long tradition of brig-
andage in the nmountains.”

"So you planned it this way all along," Mhim said.

"Not entirely. The basic disposition of the various
territories, yes, but for the rest | had considerable as-
sistance fromdivderval. | helped it along, of course.
Little things nostly; subtle touches. Like giving that
arncl ock to the Mage." There was a small, dry chuckl e.
"Magi ci ans can't abi de machi nes, "

What a wily old bird Phalastra is, Ml umthought. He
wanted the Isphardis to have their roads all along. At a
deeper level there was resentnent- that the old nan had
not trusted himenough to confide in him Neverthel ess,
the future suddenly seened a good deal brighter. A place
in the Inperial Household no | onger seemed so unlikely.

"Wl |l ?" G eyl ock denanded.

"divderval did her work well,"” Jarrod replied.

Greyl ock put his book aside and took off his spec-
tacles. He | ooked up at Jarrod and smled slowy. "Co-



ing to be nysterious, are you? Going to nake an old
man wait. Very well; you've earned the right. Cone and
sit down and tell me in your own tine."

"I"'msorry, sir," Jarrod said, taking the arnthair
opposite the Mage. "I didn't nean to be dramatic. |
just feel drained and a little bit [et down sonehow. It
was over so fast. It was all cut and dried and ' Com

m ssion di ssolved.' There should have been nore to it
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after fifteen years of nmaneuvering and i npassi oned
speeches. "

"Life has a habit of not living up to our expecta-
tions," Geylock comented softly. "But suppose you
tell me what did happen.”

Jarrod shrugged. "Estragoth reintroduced the Um

brian partition w thout any alterations, exactly as Rag-
nor said he would, and it was voted down. Then

A ivderval introduced the conpronise that she had dis-
cussed with us and it passed easily. The El ector was the
only one who didn't vote for it. He abstained."

"Didn't put up a fight, try delaying tactics?"

"Nothing. | expected himto call for an adjournment

and then followup with a final attenpt to tw st arns,

but he just opened things up for discussion and noved

to a vote. He was quite gracious about it. He was en-
tirely cordial with us, even the digarch, after the neet-
ing. | just don't understand."

"Phal astra of Estragoth is a gentleman of the old
school ," Greylock said. "Grace in defeat is to be ex-
pected. Still, if the Enpire is looking for an excuse to
attack its neighbors, as the Archmage seens to think

t he abstenti on makes sone sense. Estragoth has put the
Enpire on record as being against the settlenment wth-
out seem ng to be unreasonable or obstructionist."

"Or as acqui escing wthout appearing to back down,"
Jarrod added.
"Ei ther way," Geylock acknow edged. "It won't
make a bit of difference if it comes to war."

Jarrod wei ghed his words before speaking. "I hesitate
to say this, sir. | know that both you and the Archmage
have the feeling that another war is in the cards, but I
don't think that people of my generation feel that way.
W feel that the world is tired of war, even the Unbri -
ans."

"Well, | can only hope that you're right," Geylock
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said without enthusiasm "M nd you, Varodias m ght
be counting on just such a reaction."”

"How so?" Jarrod asked

"The Unbrian-1sphardi border is a | ong way away,

even further for Talisman and Arundel. Ostensibly, we
have no vital interests to protect there. If the Empire
has designs on Isphardi wealth or Songean resources, it
may well be counting on a lack of will in the west to
cone to their aid."

"Let's hope it never cones to that," Jarrod said as

cheerfully as he coul d.

"Selah to that. However, Ragnor thinks as | do and
he has an uncanny way of being right when it comes to
Unbria.”

Jarrod smiled politely. Two old nmen trapped in the
past, he thought, unable to understand that the world
has changed.

"Be that as it may," Greylock said, "d' you think that
the Aigarchs will live up to their end of our bargain?"

"I took the precaution of putting the agreement in
witing and getting Aivderval's signature onit,"
said with a touch of pride.

Jarrod

"Did you indeed. Wll done. They'll pay Tithe in re-
turn for Wat herwarding. Excellent. It neans that we'll
have to enphasize it at the Collegium W'Ill need a | ot
nore Weat herwards in the future. Eventually we shal
have to stretch the net to cover alnost all of the Qut-
land. " He | ooked across at Jarrod and smiled. "It |ooks
as if we shall have to encourage nenbers of the Disci-
pline to have children. W're going to need them" He
stopped and thought for a nonent,

"Speaking of the Qutland, | presunme that your Con-
cordat includes Isphardel's newterritory and that wll

nmean that Songuard will be getting its weather con-
trolled for free. Perhaps we should negotiate a treaty
with themas well. We shall need Weatherwards in the
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nmount ai ns conme what may." The snile reappeared and

he stretched | anguidly. "Mst of this won't be ny prob-
| em anyway. We're | ooking twenty years into the future
and I'lIl be dead by then."

"I wouldn't count on that,"” Jarrod said |oyally.
"Ragnor's at |east twenty years ol der than you are,"

"True, lad, but Ragnor's either Errathuel come back
or a freak of nature. Either way, | doubt he'll be wth
us much | onger."



"He seened fine to me," Jarrod obj ect ed.

"He's very frail," Greylock said gently, "and the Sea-
son of the Moons is not too far off. He's never had
nmuch tol erance for the cold."

Jarrod wasn't confortable with the turn the conver-
sation had taken. "What do you suppose will happen
next ?" he asked.

"On the international front? Very little. There will be
a proclamation of the Comm ssion's decision. The ad-
venturous and the desperate will nove into the Qutland

and stake clainms." He hesitated. "That rem nds ne," he
said, "when are we going to resune the clearing of the
G ants' Causeway?"

"As soon as Nastrus gets back. He's decided to take

a holiday. 1've got a bunglebird ready to send to Dean
Handrom t he nmonent that he reappears. Wth | uck
we'll get to our eastern border before he di sappears

again for the rutting season. After that, it's anybody's
guess. "

"You' d better ask himto recruit some of his kin while
he's there," G eyl ock observed, "The broadsheets paid
gratifying attention to our exploit at Celador, but if the
effort peters out, opinion may turn against us."

"W coul d probably manage wi thout the unicorn if

we coul d persuade our Magicians to venture into the
Qutland. W don't have to nove the stuff all that far
| inmagine the new settlers would be grateful for sone
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buil ding material and Nastrus isn't very good at send-
ing things to |l ocations that he doesn't know first-
hand." He felt a strong twinge of guilt at hiding his
i ntentions from Greyl ock, and he made a nental note
to pick a new site when Nastrus cane back. There

nmust be nore than enough stone for the new buil ding
by now.

"Well, now that you're up to Talisnman, you'll prob-
ably get sonme help fromthe Chief Warlock."

"From Sumer ?" Jarrod feigned mld surprise. "lsn't
that rather out of character?"

Greyl ock gave a phlegny little chuckle. "On the con-
trary. It would be an opportunity to make hinsel f bet-
ter known, give hima chance to profit fromthe work
that we've already done." He | ooked at Jarrod side-
ways, eyes glittering. "Let us not forget that Summer
wants to be the next Archmage."

"That's not possible," Jarrod said flatly.



"I for one hope not, but he's a very anbitious man."

"He's never perforned a significant piece of Mugic,"
Jarrod obj ect ed.

"You're forgetting the defeat of the Qutlanders in
Arundel ," Greylock said mildly. "He clains credit for
that."

"That was just a jumnped-up piece of Weat herward-

ing," Jarrod said dismss! vely. "He wouldn't have pulled
it off without Ragnor's tactics."

"You're being uncharitable,"” Geylock said with a
smle. "The fact remains that he sees hinself as the sav-
i or of Arundel and he bl ames Ragnor for what he per-
ceives as a lack of recognition. It would be a m stake
to underestimate him"

Jarrod sighed. "I always thought that life would be
si mpl e once we had defeated the Qutlanders, but it cer-
tainly hasn't turned out that way."

"The irony is that it was the Qutl anders who held

156 + JOHN LEE

us all together, gave us a sense of conmon purpose.
I've a nasty feeling that future generations will | ook
back on these past fifteen years as the gol den age of

Strand. "

"Perish the thought,"” Jarrod said. "No, |I'm]ooking
forward to the era of the Archmage G eyl ock."

The old Mage smiled. "Egregious flattery," he re-
joined. "l still have to get the votes.™
chapten 16

reyl ock's conversation, with its tal k about Rag-

nor's death, stayed with Jarrod and worried him If the
Archmage died, or even if he decided to abdicate his
office in favor of Greylock, Jarrod's |life was bound to
change. No Archnage, to his know edge, had ever

st epped asi de or been deposed, but Ragnor had mani -
festly acconplished everything that coul d be expected
of an Archmage. He had invoked the C oak of Protec-
tion to render Cel ador invisible when the CQutlanders

t hreatened and he had, in the popular mnd at |east,

di scovered and perforned the Great Spell. If he wanted
to lay down the burden, no one woul d gainsay him

Jarrod's mind ran on. If Geylock became Archnage,

and, despite the old boy's reservations, there really could
be no question that he would, then he might well suc-

ceed himas Mage of Pal adine. That was farther than

Jarrod had ever thought to go when he was grow ng up

and it would be enormously satisfying, but it would al so
nmean that he would be tied to the Qutpost and to



Stronta—at least for the first two years.

He got up fromhis chair, went to the w ndow and

| ooked out. Greylock had al so brought Nastrus to nind
Where was he? Jarrod wondered as he contenpl ated the
townsfol k's grazing kina. It was ironic that Pellia, for
whom he had had the greatest affection, had only been
back to Strand twi ce, while Nastrus, who had, nore
often than not, been a thomin the foot, was the one
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who stayed. He had come to count on the unicorn's
presence, but he had no right to do so. The truth was
that he needed the unicorn to turn his dreaminto a
reality, and he now realized that if he didn't seize the
opportunity soon, he m ght never get the chance.

He left the wi ndow and wandered over to the shel ves

that lined one of the walls. His mnd continued to nake
calcul ations as he ran his eye over the handwitten
books in their wooden covers and the carefully ar-
ranged ranks of scrolls in search of a text on building.
There was nothing renotely useful. He had told G ey-

| ock that he would send a bunglebird off to Handrom

t he nonent that Nastrus reappeared. He cane to a de-
cision. Even if he did send the nessage pronptly, it
woul d take a sennight for the Dean to assenble a cadre
of Magicians and a fortnight nore for themto travel to
the point on the Causeway where work had stopped.

That woul d give himthree sennights, with Nastrus' help,
to get his own work done, or at |least to make a consid-
erable start.

The deci sion made, he went to his desk and drew a

sheet of paper toward him He dipped a quill in the

i nkwel | and began to nake notes. There was a great

deal of work to be done and nost of it would have to

be done in secrecy. There was sure to be enough stone
avai | abl e by now, but what he had in mnd would re-
quire nore than that. Wrse still, he had no expertise
in the area. He would need wood and roofing materi al

and neither were available in the Qutland. Before he

did anyt hi ng he woul d need advice. There was a Master
Mason that he had nmet at the palace after Hall. If the
man was still at Stronta, he m ght be able to gl ean sone
of the things he needed to know. On reflection, he
thought, it would be best if Nastrus stayed away a while
| onger.
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The foll owi ng norning Jarrod went in search of

Moresby Yarrow. His menory had retrieved the nane

as well as sone information that the nason had vol -

unt eered. The man had been brought to Stronta by a

m dcountry baron nmade prosperous by the boomin the
wool trade and desirous of constructing a new house to
reflect his new status. Yarrow had conpl ai ned that the
baron had kept himcooling his heels while he had en-



joyed the opening of the boar-hunting season. Had the
potential comm ssion not been a big one. Yarrow had
sai d, he would have been on his way honme days ago.
Jarrod hurried to the Chanberlain' office, hoping that
he woul d not be too |ate.

It took the best part of the nmorning to track the man,
and Yarrow, when found hunched over a pint of porter

in one of the better taverns outside the walls, matched
Jarrod's nenmory of himin every respect save for his

cl othes. He was broad-shoul dered and barrel - chest ed,
with an outdoorsman's weat hered face. He was bald

and made up for it by being bearded. H s hands were
large with callused pads and his clothes, on this day,
were good, but plain. If he was inpressed by being
sought out by a Mage, he didn't showit.

Jarrod's offer of another pint was accepted, and served
by the landlord hinself. Mne host was nervously in-
gratiating and clearly hoped that his new patron woul d

| eave as soon as possible. After a few mnutes of aimness
pl easantries. Yarrow | ooked at Jarrod and said, "I am
flattered by your conpany. Excellence, but | rather

doubt that this is one of your usual haunts. In fact the
goggling of this riffraff"—-he indicated the rest of the
roomw th a toss of his head—rather proves it. | inag-

i ne that you want sonething fromne."

"Information," Jarrod agreed. "You seemto ne to
be the kind of man who woul d respect a confidence."
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"Depends what it is,"” Yarrow returned. "I'll have no
truck with politics."

"No politics, | promise you. 1'd like to ask your ad-
vi ce about how one goes about buil ding a nodem cas-
tle. ™

"A castle?" Yarrow gave hima doubtful |ook. "Well

I'd suggest you do one of two things. Apprentice your-
self to a good master or hire someone who knoWs what

t hey' re doing."

"Sound advice, but I'"'mafraid | can't do either of
those," Jarrod said evenly, "but |I'd be happy to pay
you for your information."

"I see, pick my brains and then give the comm ssion

to sonmeone else. It won't work, you know. Use inferior
people and you'll get a botched job. Ch, it may | ook ai
right when it's first up, but as soon as you nove in the
problems will start.”

"That isn't the way of it. The site | have in nmnd is
extremely renote and there's no way of getting a crew
there."”

"Then it can't be done," Yarrow said flatly, and took



a long pull at his porter. He wiped his nouth with the
back of his hand.

"You're forgetting the Mgic,"
faint snmile

Jarrod replied with a

"Ah. So | did." He gave a faint shrug. "If you can
do it all with Magic, what would you need ne for?"

"I can't just look at a picture and reproduce it," Jar-
rod explained. "Well, that's not quite true," he
anended. "1 could produce an illusion solid enough for

you to have to open the door to get inside, but it would
di sappear the nonment | stopped concentrating.”

"This begins to sound interesting," Yarrow said,
draining his tankard, "but it's poor advice | give on an
enpty stomach. "
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Jarrod | ooked around and caught the innkeeper's eye.
The man came over, bow ng and rubbi ng his hands.

"Master Yarrow and | would |ike sone food." Seeing

t he renewed nervousness in the man's face, he said,
"Perhaps you have a private room where we coul d con-
duct our conversation."

"Ch indeed. Your Grace, if you and your guest would

be ki nd enough to accompany nme | can assure you of

conpl ete privacy. Perhaps sone wine with your repast?
My wi fe does a very nice capon and there are those who
swear that her syllabub is the best in Stronta." He was
backi ng and bowi ng and notioning themto foll ow him

all the while that he was talking.

"Does this happen to you all the time?" Yarrow asked
as they foll owed.

"I very rarely frequent taverns," Jarrod answered.

The i nnkeeper ushered theminto a small, confort-
abl e roomon the second floor, bowed yet again and
di sappear ed.

"Now, Excellence," Yarrow said as they settled in,
"perhaps you could tell me a little nore about this
project.”

"In the strictest confidence."

"Ch aye. This comes under the heading of a profes-

sional secret and | didn't get to be a Master Mason by
having a | oose tongue." He smiled for the first tine,
"Besides, it isn't healthy to cross a Mage, especially one
who is prepared to buy me a nmeal. | am about to be in

your debt."

"Very well then," Jarrod said, and | aunched into an



expl anati on.

Moresby Yarrow ate stolidly while he listened. Serv-
ing girls came and went with platters and wi ne. The
food was sinple but well cooked and the w ne was good
enough to make Jarrod check his coin purse to see how
much noney he had brought with him Wen the neal
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and the dissertation were over. Yarrow pushed his chair
back so that he could stretch his | egs and bel ched con-
tentedly.

"A pretty tale. Excellence,"” he said, "and an even
prettier problem It intrigues nme. The first people to
push to the edge of the Alien Plain, the gods know how
many years from now, come across a splendid, well-
fortified castle where no such buildings should be." He

| eaned back and patted his belly. "I like it. Wat | like
even nmore is the chall enge of inagining sonething prac-
tical that will seem absolutely nodern, oh, say a hun-

dred years fromnow. Yes indeed, that's a comm ssion
wort h taking."

"So you'll tell me what | have to know to build it?"
Jarrod said with barely conceal ed relief.

"I have no objection to that," Yarrow said with a
self-satisfied smle. "The only trouble is that | don't
know precisely what will be needed. Besides, we're go-

ing about this with our feet over our heads. W need to
talk to a designer of castles first. Once he has drawn his
plans, | can build them"

Jarrod gave the mason a jaundiced |ook. "I really

don't have the time to go around | ooking for experts. |
need to know how many beanms | need, how | ong t hey
shoul d be, how thick, what the best material for a roof
is, how many chimeys |I'll need. Surely you can tell ne
about those kinds of things."

"Not without plans | can't- Anyway, it won't take

too long to find the man we need- He lives three streets
fromhere. He's retired now, nostly because no one's
buil di ng castles these days. H s grandfather was the man
who designed Stronta, the only star fort on Strand.
There hasn't been a nore advanced desi gn since. The

tal ent skipped a generation; Chatham s father played

the country gentleman and ran through the fortune his
father had made. Chat ham has his grandfather's gift,
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but he's never really had the chance to exercise it. There
wasn't rmuch building in the | ast years of the war and
since then the styles have changed. Loves turrets with

coni cal rooves, does Chatham"”

"I's Chatham his first or his | ast nane?"



"First. Chatham Greygor is the full version. Wy
don't you pay up and we'll go and see him"

A quarter of an hour later Jarrod found hinself

clinmbing the none too sal ubrious stairs of a three-story
house in the "old quarter,” as the town within the walls
was now cal |l ed. The houses on the street were separated
from one another, and the grim w ndows of the stair-
wel | showed a small plot of land in back. This had ob-

vi ously been a prosperous nei ghborhood in tinmes gone

by.

Greygor hinself was tall and thin. H's beard and the
fringe of hair that survived were grey. A pair of spec-
tacl es wi thout sidepieces clung precariously to the end
of a long nose. Hs clothes were out of fashion by at

| east a decade and none too cl ean- They al so appeared
to have been made for a bigger nman.

"Come in gentlenen," he said. "Pick a chair and push

a noggy off it. 1'd offer you refreshnents, but | haven't
had a chance to go to the market today and |I won't

have strong drink in the house. It ruined ny father, you
see," he said by way of explanation. He was clearly
flustered by their arrival

"Don't fret, Chatham" Yarrow said. "The Mage and
| have just eaten.”

"Mage is it?" Greygor asked.
"Aye, Mage Courtak."

"Courtak? Ch, the unicorn man. Yes, |'ve heard of
you. An honor, Excellence." He gestured to a |arge
arnchair occupied by a large feline.

Jarrod went over and di sl odged the fat tabby before
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taking his seat. The cat pronptly | eaped back up, turned
round a couple of times and curled up, purring-

"Robes nake irresistible laps, I'mafraid," Geygor
said diffidently, "especially dark ones."

"Don't worry," Jarrod reassured him stroking the
runbling creature, "I'mfond of animals."

"That's all right then," the architect said, tipping an
orange- and-whi te out of another chair. "People are

funny about cats. Don't seemto realize how affection-
ate they are. Too affectionate sonetines. That's why

my drawing table is on a slant. All | have to do is unrol
a piece of paper and they all want to sit onit."

"That's all very interesting, Chatham but we didn't
cone here to talk about cats," Yarrow cut in.



"No, no, of course not." He paused, | ooking bew I -
dered. "It's always good to see you, Mresby, but why
have you and the Mage cone?"

"The Mage has a conmission that's right down your
alley, but there are conplications. | think I'd better |et
hi m expl ain. "

So Jarrod outlined his plans again, nore surely and
swiftly this time. When he had finished, there was a
long, long silence, broken, finally, by a drawn-out sigh
from G eygor.

"I't will be expensive," he said cautiously.
Jarrod was relieved that he hadn't said that it was
i mpossi bl e. "How nmuch?" he asked.

"Well, you won't have to pay the worknen's wages,

food and | odgi ng, but we're tal king about a very sub-
stantial structure and, even w thout the stone, there are
a lot of mterials to be bought. You are al so asking for
some design innovations."

"How much?" Jarrod pressed

Greygor | ooked over at his friend. "About five hun-
dred thousand crowns, wouldn't you think, Mresby?"

"Sounds about right to ne," Yarrow concurred.
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"One thing's obvious to me, though. W'll have to be
there when he builds it."

"Qut of the question," Jarrod said.

"Only way you'l! get it built,” Yarrowreplied matter-

of -factly. "You' re no expert on site selection, there are
al ways surprises along the way and you want sonet hi ng
that will | ook up-to-date a century hence. W'Ill have to
experiment."

Greygor nodded his agreenent.

"I'f I could get you out there, and it's a very big if,
entailing a trip through the void on a unicomthat could
easily kill you, you would have to rough it in a wlder-
ness wi thout food or shelter. Wiy would you want to

do that?"

"I can't answer for Mresby, but for ne, buildings

are ny children," Chat ham expl ai ned. "They are what

| leave behind to keep my nenory alive, the mark that

says that | was here and did sonething worthwhile in

my tine," He smled ruefully. "I'ma good maker of

pl attes, better than nost | think, but | hate to conpro-
mse, to settle for the second-rate and, as a result, there



aren't a lot of my children around, nost of themare
nodest and sone | took on because | needed to eat.

' m ashaned of sone of those- Now you offer ne a
chance to do sonething nmajor, sonething designed to

| ast for centuries, and you ask why 1'd be willing to
take risks?"

"And you?" Jarrod asked of Yarrow.

"I"mbored of working for nen like this puffed-up

l[ittle baron with the manners of a swineherd. No, | take
t hat back. 1've know sone civil sw neherds. | like the
chal l enge of this project. Being able to do something no
one's ever done in a place that no one's ever done it-
And | don't mind going to the grave with no one know
ing that |1've done it." He stopped. "One thing, though,"
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he said, pointing a finger at Jarrod. "I want ny nane
| arge and clear on that castle.”

Jarrod smiled. "Done," he said. "If the two of you
are prepared to take the risks and | can't do it w thout
you, | don't see that | have rmuch of an option. The

final decision, however, belongs to the unicorn. He may
not agree to take you; indeed, he may not want to have
anything to do with the project. Unicorns | ook on
bui I di ngs as prisons."

"I see," Geygor said doubtfully. "You have to ask
the unicorn.”

Jarrod caught the sideways gl ance he gave to Yarrow.

"Don't worry," he said. "I'mnot mad. The uni corn and
| can communicate." He smiled briefly. "lI'mafraid that
I"'mthe victimof nmy own sel f-inportance. | assuned

t hat everybody knew that."

"I had heard sonething like it," Yarrow adm tted,
"but | thought it was just an enbellishnent by the bal -
| ad makers. Well, | suppose you'd better go and ask
him"

"I'mafraid | can't do that. He's not at Stronta and

| don't know when exactly he'll be back. | think we'll
have to proceed on the assunption that he'll agree and
try to have everything ready by the tinme he shows up
"1l be happy to pay you for the work you do," he added
quickly, "even if we don't get to build the place this
year." He saw the | ook of disappointnent on G eygor's
face and of skepticismon Yarrows. "Wat's the first
step?" he asked.

Yarrow stretched. "You and Chathamw || have to
work on the plans and I'll scout about for sources of
wood and materials. Folks will assune that |'m making

inquiries for Baron Hyde."

"Good," Jarrod said. He turned to G eygor. "Wen



can we start?"
The man thought a monent. "1'Il make sone prelim
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i nary sketches fromwhat you've told nme and you can
cone back tonorrow afternoon. O | could cone to
you. "

"I don't think that would be wi se. The Qutpost is as
full of gossip as a bathhouse- 1'd as soon cone here if
that won't cause trouble wi th your nei ghbors.™

Greygor smiled. "Ch, they already think I"'mmad. It
m ght even inprove ny credit with the | ocal shopkeep-
ers."

"1*11 bring sonme nmoney for you both," Jarrod prom
i sed, "but renenber, no word of this to anyone."

The next sennight slipped by am d di scussion of the
nmerits of a ground floor hall against those of one built
over a vaulted undercroft, the placenment of the solar
whet her it would be possible to design a privy tower so
that there would be running water throughout, where

t he servants shoul d sl eep, how nany fireplaces and

where they should be located, if the kitchen should be
built apart. Jarrod had expected G eygor to produce
pictures of the main structure, but, instead, there was a
steady stream of floor plans.

Yarrow reported back every couple of days to collect
updated estimates on the nunber of beans needed, on
what ki nd of wood was best for the new roof construc-
tion that Greygor envisioned and to collect noney from
Jarrod, Cetting hold of that much ready coin was some-
thing of a problem not because there was any |ack of
it, but because the rents fromJarrod' s estates and the
nmoni es fromthe pensions he collected fromthe various
governments were kept in the Qutpost's strongboxes.
After his first foray he decided to take Tokanmo into his
confidence and thereafter things went snoothly. The
guestion of where to store the materials all that good
coi n was purchasing was not so easily sol ved.

Jarrod insisted that the building materials be stored
beyond t he Upper Causeway so that Nastrus, when he
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reappeared, would be able to transfer themdirectly to
the nmountains. To Yarrow s objection that it would take
twenty men round the clock to guard themif they were
left in the open, Jarrod promised to set a wardi ng spel
t hat woul d keep peopl e out.

"Ch, and | suppose that after all this secrecy about
your participation, you're just going to ride out there
and perform Magi c?" Yarrow retorted.



"Nonsense, Moresby," G eygor said. "The Mage wil |
sinmply make hinself invisible and ride out there with
us. No one will be any the wiser."

"I can't do that," Jarrod said sadly.

"I thought all Magicians could nake thensel ves in-
visible," Geygor said.

"Ch, we can. It's just that we're enjoined not to do

it for personal reasons; the possibilities for abuse, are
too great. I'msure lots of ny colleagues honor that in
the breach fromtime to time, but | ama Mage and |I'm
supposed to set an exanple."

They were sitting confortably in Greygor's main
roomwith a snmall coal fire burning in the grate and the
rose reflections of the sunset sky tinting the old carpet
and restoring its color. The light softened the outlines
of the ubiquitous cats and added to the feeling of ca-
mar aderi e.

"Got any bright ideas. Excellence?" Yarrow asked.

"First of all, if we're going to spend time together in

t he nountains, you're both going to have to stop calling
me Excel |l ence and the Mage, My nanme's Jarrod. And

yes, | think I have an idea. It's going to take sone prac-
tice, but I could shape-change. |1'd have to revert to ny
normal self to set the warding in place, but if I stood

ri ght under the Upper Causeway | should be invisible

from above. "

Both the others | ooked uneasy. It was one thing to
get accustoned to the presence of a Mage, quite an-

THE UNI CORN PEACE + 169

ot her when he started tal ki ng about changing into
somet hi ng el se.

"Have you, ah, have you sel ected your, um alterna-
tive forn?" G eygor asked.

Jarrod smiled, in part to calmtheir nervousness.

"Well, | shall have to practice sonewhere quiet and
private and | shall need a nodel." He | ooked from one

to the other. "Don't worry," he said. "It won't be either
of you." He stretched his | egs out and steepled his fin-
gers. "Since | will have to take back my own body to
performthe spell of protection, | can't sinply take over
some creature and | eave nmy own body. | shall have to
transformmyself into that animal. The last time | did

it 1 was a boy and I'mtold that | nade a very strange-

| ooki ng sheep." He paused for a laugh that did not cone.
"I thought,"” he resuned hurriedly, "that | mght try to
become a cat." He gestured around the room "There

are any nunber of exanples here and you, Chatham can
nonitor ne and tell ne how successful | am"



"This isn't dangerous, is it?" Geygor inquired.
"Not for you."

"I wish you Inck, Jarrod," Yarrow said, "and |I'd

love to stick around and see you try it. but | have to
get back and change for Hall. | don't want my boar-
hunting baron to think that |I'mungrateful for his con-
tinuing financial support.” He got up and stretched.

"I should be going too," Jarrod agreed. "I'Il be back
tomorrow norning and 1'l1 do sone preparatory work
then," he said to G eygor.

"I'"ll try to have sonme sketches of the curtain wall and
towers ready," the older nman said. He pushed a cat off
his lap and stood up for the | eavetaking. Yarrow paused
with his hand on the doorknob. "You' re a Mage," he
said. "You can do anything you want. Wy all this
hocus- pocus?"

"Because," Jarrod said slowy, "while the Discipline
170 + JOHN LEE

has been granted territory in the Qutland, its location

hasn't been deci ded upon. As you probably know, | was
the Discipline's representative on the Conmi ssion. Now,
if you were one of the Queen's spies ..." He let the

phrase die.

"Ch, so that's the way of it," Yarrow said, and
sl unped out .

Early the follow ng day, Jarrod nmade his way to
Greygor's lodgings with a tingle of anticipation. Al-

t hough what he was hoping to do was not considered
serious Magic, he felt, nonetheless, as if he was em
barki ng on an adventure. The previous eveni ng he had
gone over the notes he had made as a boy. He had dis-

i ked the anatony sessions that were an integral part of
shape- changi ng, but he was gl ad now that G eyl ock had
been so neticulous in his tutel age. The draw ngs of the
muscul ature and skel eton of that |ong-dead cat were

cl ear and preci se.

Greygor opened the door at his knock and then bus-
tl ed about preparing chai

"Do you want nme to go out for a wal k?" he asked.

"Not unless you want to," Jarrod said. "In fact it
woul d be rather a help to have soneone to judge how
successful ny efforts are." He accepted a nug of cha
and added, "You'll have to be absolutely quiet."

"Il just sit in a comer and watch," Geygor prom
ised. "Dyou mnd telling me what will happen?"



"Not much of anything to begin with. | shall just try
to get into the mnd of one of your cats first. | know
what the body of a cat |ooks like, but I don't know
what it feels like."

"You won't hurt the cat, will you?" G eygor asked

anxi ously.

"Not at all. If |I doit right the cat won't even know
I"'mthere."

"Ch well then, | suppose it's all right," Geygor said,
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soundi ng not altogether convinced. He took his cha
over to a miraculously cat-free chair by the wall

Jarrod drank his fill and put his nmug aside. He | ooked
over the group of cats. Two were grooning each ot her
one was stalking a fly, three were intently watching
somet hi ng through the wi ndow and the rest were snooz-
ing. He picked a large white stretched bonelessly in a
patch of sunshine. He adjusted his own posture until he
was confortable and then shut his eyes and coll ected

hi nsel f. He bl ocked out his awareness of the room and
concentrated on the inmage of the cat. He reached out
gently with his mnd, seeking that other intelligence. He
sensed a veil ed consci ousness, somol ent on the sur-
face, alert below He probed further and knew that the
cat was aware of him He felt an ear twitch. He slid
further in.

The cat's eyes flicked open and Jarrod saw a segnent

of the roomfromthe floor up. The cat shook its head.
Huge chairs | oomed. The ceiling was a | ong way off.

Di stance, however, occasioned no | oss of detail. Every-
thing was sharp and clear. Inside the cat there was wari -
ness bal anced by intense curiosity; a concentrated
stillness that could explode into notion in an instant.
The cat rolled fromits side to its belly, hind |l egs pre-
pared to spring into escape if that was needed. The head
nmoved from one side to the other, scanning the other
menbers of the extended family to see if they had no-
ticed anything am ss. No visual evidence of that. The

cat sniffed the air and Jarrod knew the pack snell nade
up of a dozen different strands. Chatham s odor was

part of the famliar. H's own, he realized, was |ess so,
but the cat detected no sharpness of fear or anger com
ing fromhis body.

The head turned and | ooked over the shoul der just
to make sure. Jarrod saw hinself as a vast expanse of
bl ue, tapering upward. No sign of a threat, but one
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feet in one lithe move. It stretched, claws digging into
the carpet. It sauntered across the roomand | ept up



ont o an unoccupi ed bench. Good vantage point, back
protected. Whatever this disturbance within it was, there
seened no reason to di splay aggression. The eyes

roamed over the roomjust to be sure. Wen in doubt,

wash. G oom ng conmenced.

Jarrod withdrew and sl oWy opened his eyes. His
sight, he noted, was not as sharp and his sense of snell
seened severely linmted. He sat up

"Interesting animals," he comented.

"Beautiful, nysterious and i ndependent,’
replied.

G eygor

"The surface is cool and collected, but it's conpletely
feral underneath.”

"Mniature warcats," G eygor said conplacently.
"Fortunately | don't have to become one, just | ook
i ke one."

Jarrod stood up and undid his rope belt; then he
started to pull his robe off over his head.

"What are you doi ng now?" G eygor asked.

"Taking off ny clothes,"” Jarrod said, his voice nuf-
fled by the cloth.

He fol ded the robe and put it carefully on the carpet.
He unl aced his sandals and took themoff. "No self-
respecting cat would wear clothes,” he said. "Besides,
' mgoing to have to make nyself very nuch snaller

and I'd get swanped." He undid his breachcl out, folded
it and put it on top of the robe.

"I hadn't thought of that," Geygor said, averting his
eyes. "One thing. Perhaps you ought to try this in the
ot her room"

"Ch, right, in case sonmeone conies to visit."
"There is that, but I was thinking nore of the cats.
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They m ght not take kindly to a strange cat in their
m dst."

"A good point. I don't have the pack scent that says
I'"mharm ess. You do, by the way."

"All the nore reason,"
i nner door.

Greygor said, and opened the

The roomwas snall and nostly taken up by the bed.
The bed, like the furniture in the nain room attested
to the famly's past affluence, first by its size and then



by its appearance. The wood was dark and | ustrous. At
some point inits history it had been carefully polished
by a servant or a conscientious housew fe. The posts
were delicately carved, but the silk of the canopy was
dimand, in places, tattered. Jarrod edged past G eygor
and stood on a small rug. G eygor went and sat cross-

| egged on the bed, Jarrod rotated his head to ease his
neck and shook his arns, hands hanging |linp. He be-

gan to breathe deeply and rhythmically, clearing his

m nd of everything except the task ahead. Hi s eyelids
drooped and his chin sank

Greygor found that he was holding his breath and

forced hinself to breathe normally. Life was passing
strange, he thought. Al those years of scrinping and
make- wor k when not hing interesting happened from

one nonth to the next and now his debts were paid and
he was in his bedchanber staring at a naked Mage who
was trying to turn hinmself into a cat. At that instant the
Mage's outline wavered and G eygor blinked a couple

of times to clear his eyes. The outline was sharp again,
but it seened to Greygor that the Mage was shorter

than before. The blurring occurred again and this tine
he was sure. Courtak was shrinking.

After about half of an hour had passed, Jarrod was

the size of a six-year-old boy and his skin was sheened
with sweat. This was harder than he had expected, and
he hadn't even begun on the transnogrification. He
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dropped onto all fours and began to concentrate on the
bones and nuscles of his arns. He brought the fore part
of the cat to mind and started with his fingers.

The novenent startled G eygor and, for a nmoment,

he thought that the Mage had fainted. Then he noticed
that the fingers of the hand nearest himwere retracting
while the hand itself arched and became cl ubby. The
proportions of the arns changed so that the mniature
Mage was canting forward. There was a pause when

not hi ng seenmed to be happening and then, wth increas-
ing swiftness, the |l egs began to change. Fromthe coc-
cyx a protrusion grewinto a thin, ratlike tail. H p and
shoul der joints nodul ated. Greygor stared transfixed

and slightly nauseated as the nose shrank and the jaw
became rounded. The ears el ongated up into points.

There on the carpet was a pink, oversized cat, hairless
except for a incongruous cap of tight, brown curls.

That too began to change. The curls strai ghtened out,
the hair becanme shorter and natter and finer. Hair be-
gan to sprout over the rest of the body and the spindly
tail bushed out. In a matter of what seened |ike m nutes
a very large, dark brown cat appeared. There was an-

ot her pause and Greygor could see that the animal's
breat hi ng was | abored. The chest rippled and becane

nore barrel-like, the hips slimrer. The breat hing
slowed. Gradually, like snow settling on a pl oughed



field, the brown fur turned white. There was anot her

blurring of outline, and when the cat becane solid again

it was half its size. It was still big for a cat, but G eygor
had seen cats of that size before.

The round head funed and G eygor saw the bright

pi nk of the inside of the ears and of the nose. Vivid

bl ue eyes regarded himqui zzically. There was sone-

thing not quite right, he thought, as the cat sat back on
its haunches and curled its tail around them Then it
struck him
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"\Whi skers," he said, and his voice cane out hoarsely.
"You need whi skers."

The cat's eyes closed and thin white filanents began
to grow out of both sides of the button nose.

"Long enough," Greygor said. "They're supposed to

be exactly the width of the broadest part of your body.
That's how you know if you can get through a given
space. "

The cat's eyes opened and the pupils were no | onger

round, though the irises remained a startling blue. The
transformati on was conplete. It stretched, first one way
then the other, testing its new nuscles. Then it wal ked
quietly around the room taking everything in. It circled
back to the bed, |ooked up at G eygor, collected itself
and sprang. It landed lightly on the bed and sat down
with a | ook of pal pable satisfaction. It lifted a pawto
its mouth and nonchal antly began to groomitself.

Greygor | aughed delightedly and appl auded.
chapteR 17

Al arrod's inpersonation was declared an unqualified
success, but the cost was higher than he had expected.
His return to his owmn formleft himweak, and all his
joints ached. His ride back to the Qutpost was slow and
pai nful. He was fortunate in that no bullyboys I urked
in his path: he woul d have been easy pickings. He spent
the next two days in bed, and the aches and pai ns took
a good senni ght before they entirely di sappeared. One
thing was obvious to him good as the disguise was, he
could not afford to assune it too often

Accordingly, he sent word to Moresby Yarrow to

collect and hold the materials that he was acquiring and
to assenbl e the nmeans to transport them beyond the

Upper Causeway all at one time- He did not know what

he woul d face when it cane to building his nonunent,

but he knew that he could not afford to get there and
find that his body could not handl e the power needed.

On the appointed day, Jarrod rode into the town in
t he predawn dark and tethered his horse outside Gey-



gor's house. Half an hour later, the architect came down
and strapped on a saddl ebag. He di sappeared into the
house agai n and when he reappeared he was carrying a

| arge, white cat. He spoke soothingly to the horse and
then draped the cat carefully across the spot where the
neck emerged fromthe shoul ders.

"Now you just stay linp while | get into the saddle,"
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he said. "You'll be quite safe as long as the horse stays
still."

Jarrod-the-cat wasn't convinced- He could snell the
horse's nervousness. If the animl turned skittish, he
had no way of hangi ng on except by digging in his claws
and that, he knew, was a prescription for disaster. He
felt and heard G eygor clanber into place. The horse,
mercifully, held its stance. It was a good thing, Jarrod
t hought, that the yard was only half a mle away.

Greygor's hand stroked his back. "I'mafraid you'l

have to stay where you are," the architect said. "There
isn't as rmuch room back here as | thought there would
be. "

Jarrod braced hinself as the unconfortable and un-
dignified ride began. The one good thing was that, wth
Gregor keeping the reins short there wasn't ruch |ike-
i hood that the horse would drop its head and dunp
himonto the cobbled street. He prayed that they would
not break into a trot. The swaying of the cobbl est ones
beneat h hi m was bad enough. He shut his eyes and re-

si gned hi nmsel f,

It mi ght have been only half a mile, but the trip
seened to take half a lifetine. The yard, when they fi-
nally reached it, was a lanplit bustle. It would have
been very large to the full-sized Jarrod, but to Jarrod-
the-cat it was vast and dangerous. It was filled with
stanping draft horses harnessed to | ong wagons filled
with tinmber. O her wagons were wei ghed down with
sackcl ot h-covered shapes. Roof slates or bricks, Jarrod
surmsed as he was lifted off the horse and set down
upon the ground.

The view was terrifying. It was one thing | ooking up

at Greygor's furniture, but quite another to face this
prospect. The furniture, at least, stayed still. Flaring
torches threw unreliable, shifting patches of light. Large
men with big, hard boots |unbered around cursing and
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spitting. Horses noved restlessly, wheels creaked om -
nously. The conbi ned noi se was appalling. Orders were
shout ed, iron-shod hooves rang, bits jingled and, in the
di stance, there was the hideous barking of a dog. There
was only one sensible thing to do. He turned, reared up



on his hind | egs, and reached for G eygor's knee with
his front paws.

"Ch, we want to be carried do we," the architect said
with a grin. "What a | azy great beast you are.”

Jarrod found the tone of voice offensive. He was not
accustoned to being talked to like a recalcitrant child,
but he was grateful when the man picked hi mup and
tucked hi munder his arm

Greygor led the horse across the yard toward a wagon
| oaded with kegs. Jarrod, eyesight uncomonly keen
saw that Yarrow was sitting up on the box beside the
driver.

"The best of the nmorning to you, Moreshy," G eygor
call ed out as they got close.

"And to you, friend Chatham and to Your Excel -

| ence,"” Yarrow replied, and ducked his head to Jarrod
with an ironic smrk.

' Take the cat, would you,"
heavy. "

G eygor said. "It's bloody

Yarrow conplied and Jarrod found hinsel f pl unped
down on the seat,

"What have you got in the back?" G eygor asked,
jerking his head in that direction

"Ale. The nen'l| get it after they' ve unl oaded the
wagons. You'd be surprised how much faster it goes
when they know it's waiting for themwhen they' ve fin-
i shed. "

"Well, you won't need nme for that," the architect
returned. "I'Il hitch the horse to the back and then I|']I
go on home. The walk will do ne good. Besides, |'ve
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work to do. Seeing all this material gathered together
gives nme a feeling of urgency."

"Aye, it does tend to bring an air of reality to al
t hose pi eces of paper, doesn't it? Of with you then

we'll be off in a mnute oursel ves."

Jarrod enjoyed the trip out beyond the Causeways.

The fam liar terrain, known since boyhood, seened
oddly different. Movenent, even tiny novement, caught
his eye, though the early light was poor. He found that
he was probing his surroundings with his nose and his
ears. The breeze fromthe south brought wood snoke,

the snmell of oatcakes cooking, the compl ex stench of

m ddens, the powerful scent of man and of kina and,

cl oser, the sweat of horses. In the background was the



freshness of dew on the grass. His ability to separate
out the various scents and sounds amazed him as did
hi s awareness of where they all came from

Thi s new body pleased him He enjoyed the perver-

sity of being able to check on what was goi ng on behi nd
hi s back w thout having to nove his torso. Wat he did
not enjoy, however, was the feeling that the Pl ace of
Power engendered. It made his fur feel prickly. The
guardi ng nenhirs and the two towering steles, one

white, one black, raised the hackles on his back. His
tail lashed to and fro. Even when the structure was | ost
behind themin the dust kicked up by their procession
he coul d feel them

The next |andmark that cane into sight was the
Stronta Gate, whose defense had caused so much hard-
ship and such loss of life all those years ago. Its shadow

lay over Greylock still. The great doors had been re-
pai red, but these days they stood open. There were
guards still, however, though in this nmodem age they

passed their time by naking passage of the gate a sl ow
and frustrating thing. It was not until all the paperwork
had been read by three of themand a keg of ale had
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changed hands that they were allowed to continue on
their way.

Through the first set of doors, down the w de, high
tunnel with the iron-tipped bottomof the portcullis
protruding fromthe ceiling |like fangs, out again be-
tween the netal -sheathed northern doors and into the
light. Ahead of themlay the Alien Plain, the grass
scythed short for a good | eague. It was enpty now, but
later in the day gentl emen and prosperous nerchants
woul d conme out to ride and to show off their horseflesh

Once beyond the remmants of the ol der causeway, the
cart turned | eft and headed westward, followed by the
processi on of wagons. Jarrod watched the wall go by

for a while and then curled up and napped lightly unti
the cart cane to a halt. He stretched and peered across
a broad area that had been cleared of stones. Yarrow
stood up and waved the convoy into the position that

he want ed. Then the busi ness of unl oadi ng began.

Mor esby Yarrow noved continually fromwagon to

wagon, directing, ordering, jesting and, on nore than
one occasion, lending a heavily nuscled shoulder to the
stacki ng of a rough-pl aned beam of robur. H's bald
pate gl eanmed in the sun and his voice rose above the
crashi ng and creaking and the curses- Jarrod, watching
fromthe wagon seat and luxuriating in the feel of sun
on his fur, reckoned that he had been exceedingly for-
tunate in his choice of mason-cumforeman. Had he be-
lieved in such things, he would have said that it was
destiny, or, that the god in charge of building was be-
nefi cent.



It was obvious that it would take several hours to get
everyt hing unl oaded and t he worknmen back on the road
hone and equal ly obvious that there was nothing for
himto do. He decided that he might as well explore.

The feline part of his nature expected it. Since he m ght
never be a cat again, it seenmed a pity to waste the ex-
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perience. He smiled to hinmself. Geylock had taught him
well. One side of himcondemmed this ruse as frivol ous,
but if he used the opportunity constructively, he would
silence the nagger in his nind.

He | ooked down over the side of the cart. The ground
seened farther away than he had expected. Further-

nore, junping down from a hei ght was not sonething

that he had practiced. It was tinme to banish his human
doubts and let his feline instincts take over. He gathered
hi s haunches under him and sel ected a spot. H s body

gave an involuntary wi ggle just before he | aunched out.

He | anded easily, |egs bending to absorb the shock

He shook hinself approvingly and wal ked away from

the noise and the work with his tail standing proudly
up in the air. The daynmpboa was up and his tw n shad-
ows slid along the ground in front of him The sun had
clinmbed hal fway up the sky and the light was getting
stronger. He contracted his pupils to cut down on the
growi ng gl are and padded on contentedly, head noving
fromside to side. Walking on four |egs, he thought, was
a much smoot her, easier way of doing it. He broke into
a trot and then put on a sudden spurt of extra speed.
It was exhilarating. He was amazed at how rapid the
accel eration had been. Even Nastrus couldn't nove
froma trot to a gallop that fast.

H s”run had brought himto the edge of a tunble of

ol d bl ocks of stone, the edges rounded now by centuries
of rain and wind. He was panting, nouth open, tongue
protruding slightly, and his heart was beating fast. This
body was good for the sw ft dash, but not for a sus-
tained sprint. Better, he thought, to take a rest. He se-
lected a rock with a flat surface and bounded up onto

it without conscious calculation. Fromthere he noved
daintily fromone stone to another, heading for one that
was about a foot higher than its nei ghbors. \Wen he

was within a couple of feet of it, his hind | egs coiled
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beneath him The nuscl es bunched and rel eased, pro-
pelling himinto the air. He | anded precisely, turned
around twi ce and curled up, tail around his nose.

He drowsed, consciousness rising fromtime to tine

to take stock of his surroundings, his ears noving to
nonitor the area. His nose twitched. There was somne-
thing interesting upwi nd. The ears turned. M nute



scrat chi ngs. Food, said the nose. The eyes slitted open-
Sonewher e ahead, down in the junble of weathered

stone sl abs, there was prey. Jarrod rolled to his stom
ach, front paws ahead, hind | egs beneath his body. Al
his senses strained. Hs tail twitched in anticipation. He
got up with deceptive sl owness, arching his neck and
unsheat hing his claws. Hi s eyes scanned the terrain and
his nose quested into the breeze. Nothing to be seen

but there nust be hundreds of passageways between the
rocks. He would have to hope that the creature cane

out onto the surface—er could be forced out.

He would hunt it. There was no question about that.

Vol e, his nose supplied, two of them The cold fever of
the chase was al ready coursing through his veins, en-
ergi zing everything. He felt nuch the way he did before
he performed Magic- Everything had a special clarity. He
junped down from his vantage point and crouched,

head thrust forward, tail |ashing. He knew the direction
and had a good idea of the probable distance. He darted
forward, over and around, and then stopped. He took

a few, careful paces nore and stopped again, head up
ears forward, every fiber alert. Over there, just behind
t hat protrudi ng bl ock.

H's mind charted the best course of approach, using

what cover there was. He was downw nd, but there was

no sense in taking the risk of being seen. He noved
forward, al nost prancingly, shoul ders hunched, head

low, and then darted into a patch of shadow. The voles
had noved to their left, closer to the comer of the block
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The scent of themwas strong. His tongue flicked out
across his lips. He noved forward at a rapid trot, step-
ping lightly; no sound, no vibrations. He reached the

| ee side of a chunk of stone and slunk into the shadow,

| mmobi | e now, watching, waiting. Patience hol di ng

all his instincts in check. If they are on the surface, they
will come around that coner; if they are bel ow, they

could pop up anywhere. The tail twi tched. Too many
possibilities. Watch, wait, infinitely patient. He crouched
t here, single-mnded, focusing on the terrain, interpret-
ing the information that his nose and ears were bringi ng
him prepared to nove in an instant. The human part

of himmarveled at the | evel of concentration and rev-

eled in the feeling of being conpletely alive.

There was a blur at the comer of his vision and al

his senses switched to it. A small brown head with

round, shiny, black eyes and a quiver of whiskers. M-

ture, male vole, fast on its feet, very sharp teeth. The
identification was instantaneous- Slowy, and with great
caution,”™ the little creature energed. It sat up on its hind
l egs and its head noved quickly back and forth as it

gauged the dangers and the possibilities for food. Not

yet, Jarrod thought. Absolutely still. Satisfied, the vole
dropped to all fours and pattered forward, |ooking for



seeds, or lizards.

Jarrod expl oded fromhis hiding place, feet noving
effortlessly, back |legs thrusting. The vole had begun to
turn to flee. Too slow. The intervening di stance evap-
orated and Jarrod struck it hard at the base of the skul
and whirled around in tine to see it tunble across the
cracked stone. M ne! he shouted soundl essly, glee and
triunph mngling. Mne!

The ani mal was dazed and struggling to get to its feet.
Jarrod pounced lightly to stop it getting up. Mne! He
batted at it with is left paw. The vole battled its way up
and took a couple of wavering step. Jarrod waited for
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a nonent and then caught.it in a single bound, teeth
ni ppi ng precisely into the | oose skin of the neck. He
tossed it into the air. Mne! Mne! Mne! Joy flooded
t hrough him

The vol e was up again and Jarrod pounced once

nore, coning down beside it, and then bucked into the

air, legs straight, back arched, bouncing slightly on the
| andi ng. The vol e was frozen. Jarrod crouched and

wat ched his prey intently. Not dead, not trying to es-
cape either, just stunned or shocked. In alittle while it
woul d try again. More fun. Perhaps, he thought, "Il kill
it the next time. There's another one around here somne-
wher e.

The casual thought jolted Jarrod's human side. He

had been swept away and subnerged by his feline in-
stincts, but the tinme had come to reassert hinmself. He
had done all too good a Job in this shape-changi ng.

Food, said the cat half stubbornly. By need of hunger
and right of capture, by the | aw that governs the wild.
Jarrod fought back and made hinself sit up. The vole,
startled out of its inactivity, or sensing a chance for
freedom made a dash for a crevice in the rock. Reflex
took over and the cat pounced, but Jarrod, fighting with
equal stubbornness, forced it to land short of the little
ani mal , which scurried into safety. Jarrod prow ed an-
grily about, tail lashing, furious with hinself and re-
lieved all at one and the sane tine.

Cats are not ones to dwell on the past, and the pacing
became boring. The | evels of excitenent and energy had
ebbed. It was tinme, he decided, to return to the others.
He paused to spray the rock to mark the place as his.
The sun was directly overhead now and the footing was
becom ng unconfortably hot. Tinme to find sone shade

and wait for the work to be finished. Besides, there
woul d be I ess tenptation to hunt where there were nen
and horses nmilling around. To say nothing of the fact
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that any prospective prey woul d have been frightened



off long since. He wasn't at all sure that he would be
able to refrain fromkilling the next tinme. Not if he was
truly hungry.

The site, when he saw it again, had been transforned
into a place of giant stacks. He hoped that when he was
restored to human formthey woul d | ook iess daunting.
The carts and wagons were gone, but he could hear nen
tal king over to the west. He wal ked around the cl us-
tered kegs of nails, the stacks of crisscrossed wooden
beanms and the squat towers of sacking. No harder to
transport, he supposed, than the masses of stone that
Nastrus had already dealt with, but form dable never-

t hel ess.

He nade his way to the outer edge of the conmpound

and, when the humans were in sight, he sprawed in the
shadow of a rectangle of tie beans and settled down for
a nap. It took a while, Jarrod-the-cat had no exact no-
tion of howlong a while, for the men to finish drinking,
clinmb aboard their wagons and drive off, |eaving dust
hanging in the air. Mresby Yarrow stood by the re-

mai ning cart with Jarrod's horse still tethered to the
back and wat ched the convoy di sappear. Then he turned
and shaded his eyes with his hand.

"Emi nence!" he bell owed. "Courtak!"
Jarrod sauntered out into the sunlight.
"Ch, there you are.”

Jarrod could tell that the man was enbarrassed to be
talking to a cat who was also a Mage. He could snell
it.

"Well, they're gone," Yarrow continued unnecessar -
ily, "so, if you want to make your change, go ahead.™

Jarrod sat back on his haunches and cl eaned his

whi skers for the last tine. He felt a strange rel uctance
to abandon this body that was so much nore supple

than his own, so nmuch quicker in reaction. Still, duty
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requi red. He tanmped down his cat reactions and cen-
tered hinmsel f. He becane oblivious of his surroundings,
hal f-regretful of the need, and then he began the task
of transformation

Mor esby wat ched, fascinated and repelled, as the

| arge, sleek white cat lost its fur. Its naked linbs el on-
gated and the joints seened to slip into new positions.

It stood up on its hind |l egs and began to grow. The

shoul ders broadened and becane square, the ears

shrank and | ost their peaks, the nose lost its snubbed

| ook and the skin took on a nore normal shade. The
changes took tine, but eventually a tall, youngi sh man
stood before him hairless except for eyebrows. Hair



began to sprout under the arnms, at the crotch and on
the chest, dusted along arnms and |l egs and finally cov-
ered the scal p.

"Wl come back. Excellence,” Yarrow said. "That was
quite a denonstration." He turned away and fetched
Jarrod's clothes fromthe saddl ebag.

"Thank you, Mresby," Jarrod said, relieved that his

voi ce sounded normal. "If there's any of that ale left,
|'d appreciate sone. |'mparched. If there's any food
around, |'d appreciate that too. These transformations

use up a lot of energy and I'mfeeling a bit wobbly."
"At once, Excellence."

Yarrow was still nervous, though Jarrod could no |on-

ger smell it on him Understandable, really; nobst laics
wer e unconfortabl e around Magi ci ans. On the other

hand, Jarrod reflected as he waited for the ale, G eygor
had taken the transformation in his stride. Perhaps, living
in the capital, he had becone inured-to the sight of M-

gi ci ans.

Clothes felt alittle strange to Jarrod but the food and
the ale tasted wonderful. Better, he thought with a
shudder, than raw vole. He wi ped his mouth and took
the tankard back to the cart before returning to the
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stacks of material. They did, indeed, |ook smaller than-
they had previously, but there were still an awful |ot of
them He counted his steps while his eyes cal cul ated the
vol ume of space that he would have to enconpass. An-
other part of his mnd was turning over the applicable
spel | s.

The sinpler the better, he decided. He glanced up at

t he Causeway to make sure he was not observed before
wal ki ng out toward the plain to survey the whol e area.

He | ooked it over, commtting it to nenory, and then

he cl osed his eyes. He took a nunber df deep breaths

which, in his present, depleted state, made himfeel |ight-
headed. He ignored it and sumoned up the neatly

arranged stacks. A slight change in the refractive prop-
erties of the surfaces should be sufficient. He reached

out with his mnd and nmade the adjustnents, noving
fromwood to cloth and on to the netal bands around

t he kegs. He drew another |ong breath and opened his

eyes. There was a hazy shinmer in front of him He

could still make out the lines of the individual piles, but
his eyes kept sliding away.

He nodded to hinmself in satisfaction. It was enough

to make any casual pilferer think tw ce, but not enough
perhaps, to deter a determined thief. He turned and be-
gan to pace the bounds, |aying down a basic warding
spel I, much as he had when he had acconpanied the

royal party back to Stronta after that fateful conclave



at Cel ador. He completed the senmicircle and sighed.
What an innocent he had been then. He | ooked up and
saw Yarrow wat chi ng him

"Wuld you mind wal king forward as if you were
going to inspect the |unber?" he call ed.

Yarrow waved to show t hat he had understood and

started off, arms swinging. Fifteen feet fromthe edge of
t he shimreri ng he stopped sharply and swore. He

nursed his left hand.
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"What did you feel?" Jarrod asked as he approached.
"Somet hing stung nmy hand," the mason said sullenly.
"My fingers are all nunb."

"Good. That's what is supposed to happen. Don't

worry about your hand- The nunbness will wear off

very quickly. It's a spell we use to protect canpsites-
It's designed to keep out wild animals."

"And I'msure it works very well," Yarrow said,
nmovi ng his fingers gingerly. "How long will it |ast?"
"About a sennight, unless there are thunderstorns.”

"And how | ong before you nove the stuff?"

"That depends on the unicorn," Jarrod said.

"Ch aye, the unicorn. |I'd nanaged to forget about

the unicorn."” He | ooked at Jarrod rather wistfully and
said, *'| suppose there's going to be a lot nore of this
ki nd of thing when we get to the other side."

Jarrod put his armaround the man's shoul ders, partly
to reassure him but nostly because he was feeling weak
again. "lI'mafraid so," he said.
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good night's sleep restored Jarrod's vigor, and

his spirits were further lifted by the news that Nastrus
was back in the stables. He hurried down after break-
fast and, as he strode through the archway, he felt the
speci al pleasure that contact between their two m nds
brought. He realized anew how much he had m ssed

t hat peculiar conmunion

"And it's good to see you too,' Nastrus said as Jarrod
cane into the stall

Jarrod wal ked over and put his arns around the uni-
corn's neck and then scratched hi mbehind the ears.
"Did you have a good holiday?" he asked.

7 went back to the Island to be with ny own kind for

a while, see how ny offspring are doing. It was good to
be back, but even there | couldn 't get away from you
humans. '

' How so?'



'The other you was in the territory.' Nastrus said | a-
coni cal ly.

It nade sense, Jarrod thought. The Guardian's crea-
tion had been given his nmenories and the unicorns were
a very prom nent part of them

"How i s he?

' Physically, he appears to be healthy and he said that
the Guardian treats himwell.'

" You comuni cat ed?’
"Ch indeed.' Irritation and anused tol erance m ngl ed
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in the thought. 'He wanted to know everything that had
happened since you left and all about Marianna. though
there was precious little that | could tell him about her.'

' The poor man rnust be feeling lonely,' Jarrod thought
back, trying to suppress his own feelings on the subject
of Mari anna.

" Yes and no,' Nastrus replied. 'The Guardi an has pro-
vided himw th another Marianna. but it seens that she
does not equal the original in his nmind.'

"Ah.' Jarrod didn't know what to think

'Yes, he wanted me to bring himback to Strand with
ne.'

Sudden panic welled up in Jarrod, nuch to the uni-
corn's amusenent. 'You didn't, did you?' Hi s anxiety was
plain to see.

"Don't worry. The Guardi an has inposed a ban.'

"A good thing too,' Jarrod said, relieved. 'ltwould cre-
ate terrible conplications here.'

"Especially now that you have tupped her,' Nastrus said
slyly.

Jarrod gave hima warning | ook. 7 suppose he stil
| ooks like me?" he asked for want of anything better to
say.

"Qutwardly absolutely, but | can tell you apart. You
think the sane way, but the patterns are different.'

"Wll, I"'mglad you had a good tinme. | just hope that
you are rested, because we have an inportant job ahead
of us,' Jarrod said, changing the subject. 7 really need
your help with this one.'



"Yes, | know,' Nastrus returned smugly. ' Your
t houghts are full of it.'

"D you think that you can do it?
"I can't say. It's never been done before, has it?

"No, it hasn't, and it is a massive undertaking,' Jarrod
admi tted.

Nastrus produced the equival ent of a sigh. 'You 'd bet-
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ter let me deeper into your mnd,' he said. "It "Il be quicker
that way.'

Jarrod closed his eyes in acqui escence and felt the
thrust and the unconfortabl e sense of fullness as Nas-
trus went through his nenories. It was a relief when

t he uni corn withdrew

"Can you do it?" he asked, half fearful that the answer
woul d be no.

"I'f I had enough time,' Nastrus replied, '"but it's you
humans that are the problem There isn 't enough fodder
for you in those nountains. Now, if you were sensibly
constructed and could eat grass, there would be no prob-
lem but as it is .. ."He let the thought die out.

Jarrod's shoul ders sagged and he went and sat on the

edge of the water trough. Al that effort for nothing.

Al the designs, all that planning, all those materials, al
wast ed.

Nastrus noved over to himand nudged his shoul ders

with his nmuzzle. 7 may be the only unicorn on Strand,'

he said, '"but I'mnot the only unicorn. | have colts, well,
nost of themare full-grown, who just browse their way
around the territory waiting for the next rut. The part of
me that loves to explore and try new things just doesn't
seemto have transnmitted itself to them It would do them
good to get off the Island. It's time that they contri buted
something to the Menory.'

Jarrod | ooked up, hope flaring.

"First thing we have to do,' Nastrus continued, 'is to

get that pile of stuff that you 've accunul ated to the proper
pl ace, with food at the bottom of the mpuntain and at the

pl ace where you intend to build. No animal flesh, mnd.
suppose | shall have to transport the three of you, but

then 1'Il go and fetch ny idle foals and we can get to
wor k. '

"You really think they' Il come? Jarrod asked hesi -
tantly.
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"Just you leave that to me,' Nastrus said. Tma very
successful sire'—there was no way the pride behind that
statement could be ignored—'and |'ve got a considerable
nunber of offspring to choose from'

"I"menormously grateful,' Jarrod said.

7 know you are, and you have every right to be.' Nas-
trus replied, |leavening the statenent with a trace of hu-
nmor. He turned and anbl ed back to the hay rack and

began to munch.

The transfer began before dawn the foll owi ng nom

ing so that there would be no onl ookers. Jarred rode
Nastrus out through the Causeway at the Stronta Gate,
surprising the guard, but provoking no challenge. Once
the light fromthe lifted | antern disclosed a Mage and a
uni corn, they were hastily waved through. Rank, Jarred

t hought, has its advant ages.

They took a wide, circling approach, and the gallop

t hrough the num nous dark left Jarrod exhilarated and
anxi ous to Make the Day. Once the rite was over. Jar-

rod suspended the wardi ng and then concentrated on

his menmory of the terrain revealed in ha dream The

fear that he had felt that night had left a clear inprint
of the surroundings, but it had, after all, been a dream
Better, he thought, to check it out than risk |osing al
the carefully acquired, not to nention expensive, na-
terial stacked behind them It was one thing to use it as
a destination for stone, but quite another when it cane
to human bei ngs.

Tm prepared to risk it if you are,' Nastrus answered
hi m bef ore he had posed the question

Jarrod remounted and the unicorn turned to face the
Alien Plain. Jarrod concentrated fiercely on the remem
bered area at the base of the foothills before the grey
of Interimextinguished all thought.

' Come on, wake up, wake up, wake up. W've work to
do."'
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Nastrus' insistent sending roused Jarrod. He sat up
slowy and | ooked around. The foothills and the peaks
above them were as he had hoped t hey woul d be, that

was clear to himeven in the weak |ight and early-

nmom ng haze. It had been sonething nore than a nere
dreamthen. He felt a sense of relief. He had thought as
much but, as one not given to visions, he had not been
certain. He peered up the nountain slopes expecting to
see a spectral outline of the castle, a castle far nore
solid since his work with Geygor on the plans, but

t here was not hi ng.

"If you're finished eating, |'mready to go back,' he



t hought out at Nastrus.

"Just be patient,' the unicorn responded. 'There won't
be anything decent to crop on the other end and there's a
great deal of stuff to be noved.'

"Well, while you're doing that, I"'mgoing up to see if
there really is a proper place to build,' Jarrod said be-
| atedly,

"It will be quicker if |I take you. Just give ne a little
whil e longer,' Nastrus replied, blunt teeth ripping up the
grass.

It took theman hour to find the place. It would have
taken Jarrod nore than a day. \When they cane upon

it, it was obvious that this nust be the place, though
there' was no overt indication. They explored thor-
oughly and found a cave that led through the cliffs at
the back into a broad valley with a lake in the center
The water was sweet and they both drank thirstily. Sat-
isfied, they returned to the Causeway and began trans-
ferring the material and supplies. That took themtwo
nore days, and though Jarrod only used his mnd, he
felt, when he crawled into bed at night, as if he had
used every nuscle in his body. Wen it was over, he
took two days off to do nothing but eat and sl eep, mnuch
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to the consternation of his Duty Boy. On the sixth day,
he rode into town in search of his partners.

"Well, gentlenmen," he said after finding a cat-free
chair and accepting a nmug of chai, "the task is finally
upon us. |'ve already sent the material over, together
with food, tools, cooking pots and whatever basic ne-
cessities | could think of." He smiled. "I was relieved
to find that nost of the stone fromthe G ants' Cause-
way that Nastrus had sent in that direction did, in fact,
l and cl ose enough to be used. W rearranged it as best
we could. Now it's your turn. You have a day to pack
one saddl ebag each, and be sure to wear as nuch warm
clothing as you can for the trip through Interim"

"I can't say as | like the idea of this voyage through
not hi ng, " Yarrow grunbl ed.

"Ch, cone on, Mresby," Geygor said brightly,
"where's your sense of adventure?"

"In the pit of ny stomach,"” Yarrow retorted. "I dea

in solid things, stone, wood and netal. It's you archi-
tects that live in a fantasy world. A thousand | eagues
inthe time it takes to hiccup may be nothing to you,
but to me it's plain unnatural."”

"I shall acconpany each of you," Jarrod cut in
soot hingly. "You shall cone to no harm | pronise.
You' |l be weak for a while afterward and you' |l be ex-



tremely hungry, but that's all. W' ve firewod and food
and water on the other side and there are plenty of
bl ankets."

"Easy for you to say, you're a Mgician." Yarrow
was unnol |ified.

"If an old man like me can do it, a strapping great
lad li ke you should have no problem" G eygor said
teasi ngly.

"eWel| you haven't done it yet, have you?" Yarrow
obj ected. He | ooked across at Jarrod and caught the
expression on the Mage's face. "Don't fret," he said
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dourly, "I'"Il not back out, but | have ny doubts and
I"mnot afraid to admt it.'*

"I think that's the best way to approach things," Jar-
rod said diplomatically. "I really amcounting on the
two of you. Wthout you, the project cannot happen

SO0 you can rest assured that | shall make certain that
you cone to no harm" He got to his feet and returned
his mug to the table.

"Now, " he said, "we'll neet outside the Qutpost walls
just after dawn tonorrow. |'Il have a groomw th ne
who will take your horses back to the stables. They'l

be well taken care of until you return. Any questions?
No? All right then, until tomorrow. GCh, and get a good
night's sleep.”

In the event, all went smoothly. He took the Master
Mason t hrough first and then went back for Chat ham
Greygor. He hinself was chilled after the trips, but not
undul y weakened. Hi s tolerance of Interimwas evi-
dently growing. He made a fire and put on a pot of

soup. Then he waited for the two nen to regain con-

Sci ousness.

They were cold and groggy when they woke and they

bot h conpl ai ned about their weakness and their hun-

ger. The soup and sone of the bread that Jarrod had
taken fromthe Qutpost's kitchen after Mking the Day
did nuch to restore them The peace and beauty of their
surroundi ngs had an equal |y beneficial effect and, by

m daft ernoon, they had wal ked slowy up the hillside to
gain a better view Nastrus stayed down on the plain
gorging hinself on the long, |lush grass.

Jarrod was up before dawn, as usual. He wal ked to

the top of the first hill and Made the Day with a cal m
m nd and a high heart, happy to be establishing the age-
old ritual in this new, unspoiled place. He was planting
continuity and bringing the Discipline and all it stood
for toits future home. Wen the rite was finished, he
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rose, feeling profoundly satisfied, and nmade his way
back down to where the others still slept. He brought
the fire back to life and put on a pot of water for chai

After a breakfast of bread and honeyconb, the little
party | oaded packs and set out on the clinb. Nastrus
was nowhere to be seen, but no one made any nention

of it. The day was clear and the breeze was cool, bring-
ing a scent of grass fromthe east. That in itself was
unusual . In controlled regions the wind al nost al ways
cane fromthe south. Here, of course, they were well
beyond the range of the Watherwards. Jarrod was gl ad
that he had thought to | eave the nmakings of a shelter

up above.

The nmountain rose in a series of folds, the dips be-
tween liberally supplied with ponds and | akel ets. The
first slope was gentle and Greygor chatted happily as
t hey wal ked. The successive gradi ents were steeper

t hough. The pace sl owed and the tal king stopped. They
paused at m dday and again two hours later. Greygor's
face was bright red and the stolid Yarrow was noppi ng
his forehead. Jarrod' s |onger | egs were an advant age
when going uphill and he had to continually rein him
self in, but, seeing his conpanions' distress, he called
an early halt.

They spent the second night beside a |ong finger of
water with the crest of the hill they had Just clinbed
af fording sone protection fromthe w nd, which was

now com ng straight across the plain. It was good that
it did for there was no wood for a fire. The hills were
dotted with saplings, but there was nothing suitable for
burni ng. They ate cold provisions, drank sweet water
fromthe pond and slept early.

The norning clinb was the steepest yet and, fromthe
clinmbers' vantage point, there was nowhere up ahead

that was renotely suitable for a castle. Indeed, beyond
this long, steep rise, all that could be seen was a daunt-
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i ng expanse of cliff. Jarrod knew what lay up there, but
he wanted themto discover the place for thenselves, to
cone upon it unexpectedly as he had. There were clouds

t oday, though there did not seemto be a threat of rain,
and the wind was at their backs. They seenmed to clinb
faster than they had the day before, and Jarrod sur-

m sed that the lingering effects of Interimhad been ban-
i shed, By m dnom ng the going had beconme so steep

that they were using their hands to pull thenselves up
Jarrod called a halt at the nouth of a gully that cut into
an al nost sheer face. He broke out the water sack

"You sure you know where you're going?" Yarrow
asked after be had taken a drink and passed the flask
on.



"We're alnost there, trust me,'* Jarrod said as he tried
to find a confortable place to sit. "This last part wll
be a bit of a scranble, but it will be worth it, | pronise
you. "

Mor esby Yarrow gave him a skeptical |ook, but held
hi s tongue.

*'0h, | certainly hope so," Greygor said, unslinging
hi s pack and rubbing the small of his back. "I, for one,
will be glad when this clinbing is over. I'mnot as young

as | used to be and, today, |'mgetting older by the
hour. These boots feel as if they have | ead soles.’
"You' ve done wonderfully well, both of you," Jarrod
said. "l suggest we rest for a few minutes and then tackle
the gully. It goes up diagonally and it isn't as steep as
the bit we've just clinbed. Be a little careful where you
put your feet though: there's sone | oose scree that can

be treacherous and this is no time to twist an ankle."

They sat for a while watching the shadows of the

cl ouds chase across the rippling sea of grass, and then
Jarrod got to his feet. The other two rose reluctantly
and shoul dered their packs.

"Il go first," Greygor said. "That way | can go at
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my own speed and, if I fall, I'lIl have something soft to
land on." His feeble attenpt at hunor was |ost on Yar-
row, but Jarrod was grateful to himfor naking the
effort.

The architect turned and di sappeared into the cut,

and Yarrow, with a | ook over his shoul der, foll owed.
Jarrod brought up the rear. One of the advantages that
Greygor hadn't nentioned was that, as the first man
up, he didn't have to dodge the bounci ng pebbl es that
were dislodged. The light in the gully was dimand the
wal s intensified the sounds of |abored breathing and
Yarrow s occasi onal curse when a stone found its nark.

"By all the gods!" Greygor's voice was sudden and
shrill with surprise.

Jarrod stopped and peered up around Yarrow. He

feared the worst, but G eygor had reached the top. His
head and shoul ders were clear and his el bows were on

| evel ground.

"What's the matter?" Yarrow called, fear evident in
his voice.

"Ch, nothing, nothing. Quite to the contrary. Just
cone on up." Greygor was clearly excited and Jarrod
was pl eased that the place he had chosen or that had
been chosen for him had had the effect that he had
hoped for.



Greygor's feet scrabbled for purchase, sending dirt
cascadi ng down, and then he thrust hinself up and out
of sight- He was back an instant later, |eaning forward
and offering Yarrow a hel ping hand. Jarrod pressed on
up the final few yards and haul ed hinmself out of the
cleft. He | ooked up fromhis hands and knees and saw

t he backs of his conpanions as they contenplated the
grassy pl ateau that had been hidden from sight. That

he had expected. Wiat he had not expected to see was

a group of seven unicorns grazing peacefully.

Nastrus tossed his head and whinnied in greeting be-
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fore trotting over. H's mind radi ated satisfaction. Yar-
row and G eygor stood as if rooted. Jarrod stood up

and dusted hinself off. He was aware of the nental
presence of the other unicorns, knew that they were
maki ng up for the deprivations caused by the long trip
through Interim but the only thoughts that were clear
canme from Nastrus.

' They have no practice in conmmunicating with humans,’
he said in Jarrod's mind, "but we can try it if you like.'

"They're | 0o busy eating,' Jarrod said, 'but |I'mde-
lighted to see them | rnust say that this is sonething of
a surprise.'

"It was meant to be.' Nastrus was conpl acent.
"I felt no trace of you while | was coming up the gully.'

"I knew you were there and | kept ny thoughts very
still. e

'They're a very handsonme bunch,' Jarrod said. 'Are
they all yours?

'They are sonme of mne.'

"Well please tell themthat ny friends and | wel cone
themto Strand and are extrenely pleased to see them

In the meantime, | think 1'd better see to ny human com
pani ons. This seenms to have been a bit of a shock for
them'

The two nmen turned as Jarrod cane up to them
"They're quite magnificent," Geygor said, shaking
his head slightly in wondernent.
"Aye, that they are," Yarrow agreed, his distrust of
uni corns seenmingly aside. "ls this where they cone
fronP"

"No, no it's not. Nastrus brought them here. They're
all descendants of his."



"And Nastrus woul d b& his one closest to us," Gey-
gor said. He smiled apologetically. "It's difficult to tell.
They all look alike to ne."

Nastrus, reading the statenment in Jarrod' s m nd
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snorted. 'They're nothing alike. Only two of them cone
fromthe same dam and one of themis white and the other
cream Quite different.’

' Make al l owance for the fact that they're humans,' Jar-
rod said.

Nast rus harrunphed and trotted back to his brood
and Jarrod turned his attention back to the other two.
"So, what do you think of ny site?" he asked.

They | ooked around, taking note of their surround-

ings for the first tine. What they saw was a broad and
uneven hem sphere of grass, dotted with yellow fl owers.
The cliff loonmed tall at the back and tapered down as
it approached the edge of the plateau. The area en-

cl osed was about half a mle deep and three quarters of
a mle wde.

"Plenty of roomfor a castle," Geygor said.

"Doesn't seemto be a water supply,” from Yarrow,
"No need for a curtain wall and, besides, it would
bl ock of f that extraordinary view " G eygor

"Machi col ati ons wouldn't be a bad idea if we could
anchor them but how are they going to feed peopl e?
You can't lug everything up fromthe plain." That |ast
from Yarr ow.

Jarrod's head was going back and forth fromone to

the other. It's like talking with the unicorns, he thought,
everything comes at once. He held up a finger. "That's
my next surprise," he said. "There's a cave at the bot-
tomof that cliff." He pointed toward the back wall.
"You can't see it now because the unicorns are in the
way. It opens into a big cavern and there's a passage
out of there that gives onto a fairly substantial valley
that runs east-west. The main nountain rises directly
fromthe other side. There's a big | ake—that coul d be
stocked with fish soneday—and there's enough | and for
fields and grazing. W can have a look later, but now
I'"d rather like to get sonething to eat." He pointed
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again. "The supplies are over there, up against that |ow
part of the cliff."

It took a sennight to get organi zed. The outlines of



the central building and its two forward-slanting w ngs
were drawn in the earth, slabs of stone were selected
and noved by the unicorns fromthe plain to the pla-
teau. Procedures were discussed, first between the hu-
mans, then between Jarrod and Nastrus and lastly

bet ween Nastrus and the other unicorns. Finally the day
to start the actual building cane.

Jarrod breakfasted on an infusion of sinples that he

had brought with him They woul d ease the strain of

the constant lifting he would do. They nmade himfee
confident and cl earheaded- The rows of stone across the
front of the plateau were made up of bl ocks of roughly
equal size. Once the blocks were lifted, each unicorn
knew exactly where to deposit them or at |east that was
the theory. Now they would see how well it worked in
practice.

Jarrod took up his position behind the first bl ock of
stone. The younger unicorns were ranged behind him

their father off to one side. Geygor and Yarrow stood
in the doorway of the lean-to that served as their sleep-
ing place. The architect kept unrolling his plans, peering
at themand letting themroll up again. The Magician

cl osed his eyes and girded his concentration. The potion
made it easy. He opened his eyes and the first bl ock
lifted into the air. It flewto its appointed place and
settled gently between the lines. The second rose and,

al nrost i medi ately, settled beside the first. Jarrod
noved on down the Iline and, as he did so, the first

uni corn peeled off, trotted behind his kin and Joi ned
the far end of the line. They kept it up for four hours,

| ong enough for the first course to be laid, with gaps
for the doorways and circular protrusions for the tow
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ers at each conmer and either side of what would be the
central door. The only thing the unicorns had trouble
with were the footings for the towers, and that was soon
corrected.

As soon as the unicorns went off to graze, the two
builders hurried to inspect the work. Jarrod wal ked
slowy back to the hut and drank a dipper of water. He
wasn't tired, but he was hungry and thirsty and he
wanted to sit down for a while. The two nmen cane back
to where he sat.

"Very neatly done," Yarrow conmented. "The bl ocks

are snugly butted."

"I't | ooked very strange," G eygor added, "all those
great big chunks of stone floating around, but | nmnust
say that they're all right between the lines." He turned
to his conpanion. "How | ong, d'you reckon, Nbresby,

it would take you to get an outline of this size |aid?"

"Wth a good crew, and everything going right, about
four days. Mnd you, that'd include the nortar."



"And you did it in four hours, Jarrod. Quite remarKk-
able.™

"Let's renmenber, Chatham that | had sonme very
effective help," Jarrod said with a snile-

"Aye, that's the pity about all this," Yarrow re-

marked. "Here | am Master Mason for an inportant

project, one of the largest buildings in the |ast hundred
years, and |'ve got a crew that no one would believe if

| told them and the building itself won't be seen for
anot her hundred years, like as not."

"We'|| | eave an inscription, cut so deep that it'll be
clear reading in five hundred years. 'Chatham G eygor
Architect; Mresby Yarrow, Mster Mason. They nade

this place with the help of unicorns,’ " Jarrod said with
a laugh. "But in the neantinme, Chatham would you

put a small pot of water in the enmbers? I'mgoing to

make nysel f another potion."
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The work resumed in about an hour and it went faster
than before. By evening there were three tiers of stone.
The next day added another three and they coul d have
started on the seventh row, but Jarrod called an early
halt. Greygor cane over, worry in the lines of his face.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

"Ch, yes. It's just that I"'mgoing to performa ritua
tonight. Tormorrow | intend to perform some magic."

"I see," Greygor's mouth twitched into a crooked

little smile. "I confess that | thought that the whole
thing was going to be done in an instant. You'd study

nmy plans, stand out there with your arns raised, say a
spell in a voice that rolled Iike thunder, and presto"—
he waved his hands—a castle."

"Wwul dn't that be nice," Jarrod said. "Unfortunately

it doesn't work that way. Magic has a strict set of |aws
and, contrary to popular opinion, there's alimt to what
it can do—at least all at the same tine. No, tonorrow
I"mgoing to try to solve Miresby's nortar problem

It'Il be tricky and it will need a lot of control." He
shrugged his shoul ders. "I can get power fromthe uni-
corns, but the control has to conme fromne."

"I's there anything that Mdresby and | can do?"

"Not athing. It's arite of purification and |I've done
it dozens of times."

"Pity," Greygor said succinctly. "There doesn't seem
to be anything we can do these days."

"Just you wait. Who d'you think is going to fit the



joists when we get to then? And lay the floors, and of
course there's the hanmer-beamceiling to the G eat
Hal | . "

Greygor threw up his hands. "Enough. |'d better start
t aki ng sone of those potions.”

That evening, as he had done so many tines before,
Jarrod laid out the Iines of a double pentacle, prepared
the three beakers, and spent the night, naked, en-
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tranced, in the mddle of the inner pentacle. \Wen he
energed fromhis suspended state in the vel vet dark

the Iines of the pentacle were still glowing, their |ight
turned into rainbows by the prisnms ofdewdrops. Jarrod
extingui shed the faery glitter with his nmind and nmade
his way back to the remmants of the fire to retrieve the

third beaker. The liquid was still warmand it dispelled
the chill in his bones. He felt strong, vibrant and
cl eansed.

When he returned to the shelter after Mking the

Day, he found the other two men up, despite the fact
that first light had yet to bloom The fire, made from
some of the beanms that had been damaged in transit,

bl azed merrily.

"Morning, Jarrod," Yarrow said. He eyed the Ma-
gician's robe that Jarrod had donned for the first tine
since leaving Stronta and added, "Or should it be

' Morni ng, Mage' ?"

The Magician smled. " '"Jarrod* will be fine." He took

a mug of chai from Greygor and sipped it apprecia-

tively. The other two stood and watched him "You

want to know what |'mgoing to do, don't you?" They
nodded, "Well, we're up to the level of the first set of

wi ndows, arrow slits really since the ground floor is to
be used for storage and workshops and stabl es and

ought to be easily defensible, so I thought it was tine

to see if | could fuse the stone so that the walls will be
weat hertight. | shall need to be I ooking down on the

whol e thing so that everything cones out as |level as
possi bl e. So, when the light is good enough, |I'm going

to clinb along the top of the cliffs until | find a decent
vant age point. The unicorns have been told to stay well
back and the sanme applies to you. | can't afford to have

anyt hi ng distracting goi ng on down here."

"You can rely on us," Geygor said.

At the seventh hour, Jarrod shucked his sandals,
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hitched his gown up, secured it with the rope that served

himas a belt and clinbed up the short face of the cliff
at the point nearest the edge of the plateau. Fromthere



he made his way on all fours along the crest, working

his way backward and upward. The sun was to his right,

and that made it difficult to see what lay to the east.
Below him to his left, Nastrus kept pace and provi ded
himw th a running, and occasionally ribald, comren-

tary on how he | ooked frombelow Finally Jarrod

reached a spot where a portion of the cliff face had split
away, |eaving a broad | edge. He scranbled down to it

and turned to face the encl osed regi on beneath him

He felt strong and secure. The final potion was swirl-

i ng pleasantly through him buoying himup. He | ooked
down and saw that portions of the foundations were in
shadow. It would make no difference; the outlines were
cl ear enough. Seen from above it was obvious that it
was going to be an inpressive building. He would need
to project hinself over the center to be sure that the
work was uniform but that should be no problem He
woul d not need Nastrus' support for that part, but sone
extra power woul d be hel pful

"I"'m here whenever you need ne,' the unicorn reas-
sured him 'The colts are over by the |ip watching, but
they won't get invol ved—they don't know how. ' Nastrus
was proud of the ability that experience had brought
hi m and pl eased that he had a talent that the younger
generation lacked. It brought a smle to Jarrod' s lips.

He bani shed Nastrus fromhis mind and stepped to

the front of the |edge. Wth the potion fortifying him
he felt none of the twi nges of vertigo that occasionally
bedevil ed himand stared down at the outline with
equanimty, inprinting it on his mnd- He began to
breathe deeply in and out. He began the chant for the
accession of power, and his hands rose automatically as
the energy rose within him By the time his arms were
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stretched to the sky, he was floating above the infant
structure.

Pressure, pressure to generate heat, to nake stone

run, to fill the crevices. He gathered his strength and,
hol ding the whole in his mind, pressed down. The stone
resisted. He increased the gravity of his persona,
spreadi ng hinself out to cover the whole area. He sum
nmoned nore power and pressed hinsel f down. The rock
yi el ded fractionally, conpressing in on itself, beginning
to flake at the edges. Jarrod sumoned the heart of fire,
the white heat of the banked enber, and applied it del-
icately along the running length of walls. The stone be-
gan to glow, rock began to run

Gently, Jarrod thought to hinself, gently. He eased
the pressure and felt, rather than saw, the stone sl ow
and solidify. He willed hinself |ower so that he could
see nore clearly. There was a sheen to the surfaces,
al nrost a slick polish, and the outer sides appeared to
be one smoboth surface. It had worked. It had been easy.



H s choice of spell had been right and, as far as he could
judge, the overall height of the walls was only down by

an inch or so. The exertion hadn't tired him far from

it. It had been quick and easy and he had all this energy
stored in him It would be a crinmnal shame to waste it.
The plans that G eygor had drawn and that he had

pored over for so long canme into his mnd. He had told

the architect that Magic didn't work that way, but, given
the circunstances, he could surely use his power for

nore than this.

Nastrus intruded into his concentration. 7 see what

you intend and we will help you if you decide to proceed.
If you can hold the plan in mnd and lift the stone on the
plain, we will place it for you.'

'Done,' Jarrod replied without hesitation

What followed terrified and amazed G eygor and
Yarrow, crouched against the cliff beside the shelter

THE UNI CORN PEACE + 207

First, three of the unicorns disappeared, and then bl ocks
of stone began to fly through the air. That was not a
new si ght, as such, and they had becorme inured to the
presence of unicorns, but what overwhel med t hem was

t he sheer volune of the performance. A second thick-

ness was added to the outer walls, w th openings for
fireplaces and spaces for chimeys. Piers appeared in
doubl e rows and, as they watched, devel oped branchi ng
vaults, the stone tendrils growing as if they were trained
along wires. Bricks filled in the angles. Interior walls
appeared, and then the upward march of the outer walls
resumed. The burgeoning towers devel oped interior
channel s for the disposal of human waste exactly as the
pl ans had laid themout. Just when the multiple activi-
ties threatened to daze theminto nunb acceptance,

there woul d be a pause when the entire expanse seened

to shudder and grow a shiny skin.

For Jarrod it was |ike being the naster of a superna
juggling act. He held Greygor's plans, with all the little
side panels filled with detail, in his m nd and made sure
t hat Nastrus understood them Another part of his

menory recalled the disposition of materials on the

plain and | ofted them as needed so that the younger

uni corns could send themup the nountain. Nastrus

woul d direct themto their proper place and Jarrod

woul d then fuse them The activity was multifarious and
nonstop and Jarrod gloried in it. He held the power

t hrunm ng through himin exquisite check

The work becane sinpler when the ground fl oor was

conpl ete. There could be no nore interior building un-

til the beans were in place and the subfloor laid. Jarrod,
drunk with the opportunity to performin a major way
after so long a hiatus, used the opportunity to enbellish
the corbels, create hoodnol ds over the windows in the

wi ngs and stone tracery in the those of the Geat Hall.



He grew cocky and added an oriel to the solar where
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t here had been none in the plans, tapped into a chi mey
and added a fireplace and fused bl ocks of stone together
to create a curving staircase fromthe undercroft,

t hrough the east end of the Hall, and on up to the solar
Wien he was finished, the battlements were crenellated
and brick chimey stacks, nodeled after those at Ce-

| ador, sprouted. Others would have to await the com

pl etion of the roof.

The volley of materials slowed to a halt. There was
no nmore that could be done at this stage. Jarrod was

di sappoi nted; the energy was still strong in his body, he
felt no fatigue. Putting his menory, his mnd and his
will to work, he lilted the rest of the material fromthe

plain and floated it up to the plateau with no assi stance
from t he unicorns.

'Most inpressive,' Nastrus said sardonically when the
| ast piece was grounded. 'It's time/or you to clinb down
now. You rmay not be tired, but the rest of us are.’

Jarrod returned reluctantly to his body. He all owed

the energy to drain out of himand felt his arns fl oat
down to his sides- The conpensatory euphoria rushed
into take its place, but, for once, it didn't provide the
ultimate pl easure- He had enjoyed functioning at that
high level, felt hugely alive and useful. He opened his
eyes and blinked at the setting sun. Had it really been
that |1ong? He | ooked down at the shell of the castle and
smled. It would be nice, he thought, to sit here for a
whi | e and survey his handi work. He had gone beyond

what he had thought was possible, caught by the frenzy

of creation. ».

"You coul dn't have done any of this without us,' Nas-
trus rem nded him 'Wy don't you clinb down while you
still have the strength. You probably look |ike a prune

with nmold on the top.'

"That's what | |ove about you,' Jarrod thought back
lazily, '"you're always so supportive, so positive.'
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By the time Jarrod reached the ground, he was un-

steady, and, fromthe reaction of the two men, Nastrus
had been close to the mark. He was glad that there was

no | ooki ng glass at the canp. He had no nenory of

bei ng put to bed, nor of the stormthat raged for the

next three days. Fromthen on he took little part in the
conpl etion of the work. He would lift the heavy beans

so that the unicorns could nove them On occasion he

held themaloft while they were fitted into the slots that



Yarrow had chiseled into the walls, but he was capable
of little else. There was a m ni num of conversation
around the fire at night because the other two were as
tired as he.

Nevert hel ess, the work progressed. The details seened
endl ess, but, at the end of the fourth sennight, even
Yarrow was convi nced that there was no nore that they
could do. Jarrod used magi c once nore. He carved an
inscription in the stone over the main door dedicating
the building to Greylock and giving credit to the archi-
tect, the mason and the unicorns as he had prom sed
Yarrow t hat he woul d. They bade good-bye to the

younger uni corns and, acconpani ed by Nastrus, nmade

their way back down to the Alien Plain. It took thema
day and a half. It took a fraction of that tinme to return
to Stronta.

ChApt GR 19
Vv

arodi as was striding up and down the Presence

Chanber, high heels clacking on the polished wood. He
was dressed all in black, save for an oversized ruff at
the throat and a short fall of lace that covered the join
bet ween sl eeve and gl ove. On a perch beside the throne

a fal con noved uneasily fromfoot to foot, responding

to its master's nood. Malum stood two paces behi nd

the El ector of Estragoth and watched his sovereign
crossing through the pools of light thrown by the | eaded
wi ndows close to the roof of "the hunting room™" as it
was popularly called. It was the first tine that he had
been in it, and he found it quite extraordinary. It was
painted to | ook Iike a forest glade conplete with
branches overhead and | eaves upon the floor. As re-

mar kabl e, perhaps, was the fact that, apart fromthe
Enperor, the Elector and he were the only people in

the room The Enperor stopped and pivot ed.

"It is an affront to our national honor, Estragoth.
W are dimnished in the eyes of the world." The high
voi ce was agitated

"I think not, Your Inperial Mjesty," Phalastra re-
plied calmy. "The record will show united resolve on
the part of the Comm ssion to do what was best for
Strand. It was for that reason that | abstained on your
behal f."

"And are we not a | aughingstock in the Courts of
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Arundel and Pal adi ne?" The Enperor's voi ce was back
under control, his face a mask with small, slitted eyes.

"No, Sire." Phalastra paused ever so briefly. "Let ne
anend that. The courtier rabble undoubtedly gossips,
but the rulers and their councillors are perfectly well



aware that |sphardel has been handed a | ong and costly
setback. No one likes the econonic power of the Is-
phardis and while they will not say so publicly, your
cousi ns of Pal adi ne and Arundel are delighted to see

t hat power dim nished. The division of the Isphardi ter-
ritories was Your Inperial Mijesty's prinme objective.
That objective has been achi eved."

"They have, however, extracted sureties from Talis-

man and from the Magi cal Kingdons." Varodias

wal ked back to this throne and seated hinself. The fal -
con, reassured, ruffled its feathers and settled down.

Phal astra permitted hinself a brief, brittle laugh. "In-
ternati onal guarantees," he said sardonically. "They
could scarcely do otherw se when one considers the
trade concessions that were offered to them but neither
of the Royal |adies would send troops to Songuard."

"Naxani a of Pal adi ne sent troops to Fort Bandor,"
Var odi as observed.

"True, Sire, but that was against the Qutlanders and
to avenge the nmassacre of Your Inperial Mjesty's gar-
rison. | cannot see her sending nen agai nst a brother
nmonarch in defense of clansnen or Aigarchs.™

"There is that," the Enperor conceded. Hi s gl oved

hand went out and stroked the bird's poll. "W suppose
that the inmportant thing is that our plan of col onization
can begin. W have already instructed our Rotifer Corps
to survey our |lands and to pick the best sites for settle-

ments." His voice had warmed. "There will be no entry
fee for those of our soldiers long since prom sed | and,
but there will be obligations and a new oath of fealty.
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Estates will be awarded." Varodias produced a snall,
satisfied smle. "They will not be cheap."

"Your Inperial Mjesty has borne the entire cost of

t he devel opnment of the rotifer and the research on the
captured battle wagons," the El ector said diplomti-
cal ly.

"I ndeed we have," the Enperor agreed conplacently,

and then the nmood turned as he added, "Fifteen years
and precious little to show for it. They were a strange
breed, those CQutlanders."

He m ght make better progress, Malumthought, if he
al | oned sone of the other scientists near them

Varodi as settled back into the throne and the fingers
of the left hand began to dance on the arm The El ector
knew t he sign. Varodi as was wearyi ng of the audience.
"We commend you, ny Lord Elector," the Enperor
said, "and you too, ny Lord of Quem It seens that



you have performed your |ong and arduous tasks well
after all."

Bot h nen bowed.

"W suppose, ny old friend," he said to Estragoth,
"that we shall have to find some new enpl oynent to
keep you from m schief." The acconpanying smle, for
once, was genui nely warm

"Your Inperial Mjesty is nost kind," Phalastra re-
plied, "but it I may be pernmitted to crave your indul-
gence?"

The Enperor's eyebrows rose, but he nodded.

"I have served your illustrious father and yourself for
better than five decades and this old flesh grows weary.
| have spent long years away from hone of |ate and
woul d as lief spend what years are left to ne in Estra-
goth."

Varodi as sat up sharply, his eyes wide. "You intend
to abandon us?" H s tone was incredul ous.

"Ah, my liege lord, | would not have you see it so. |
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aman old man and ny | ate enbassy has taken nme from

your side. There are younger nmen who have counsel ed

you in ny absence and it is tine for me to make way

for them*' He smiled gently, sweetly. "Have no fear
Sire," he said as if to a boy, "I shall be your devoted
servant and | oyal vassal as long as there is breath in ny
body. "

Mal um | i stened, his heart suddenly beating faster. It
was not unexpected, but the El ector had gi ven himno
hi nt .

"We shall have to think on this, old friend," Varo-
dias said quietly. " "Tis true that you have served our
house I ong and well, but we were not expecting this and
we are loath to part with you."

"I shall serve you unto death, if that is your will, K"
Phal astra said sinply, "but if you would reward ne, |et
me go."

"We shall think on it. You must give us tine," Var-
odi as replied.

"Shoul d you accede to ny request. Sire," Phal astra

said, "I would comend Mal um of Quern to your at-

tention. He has served ne well. He is loyal, discreet, he
has a good nind and | have trained him™"

"We shall think on these things. W shall think on
them" Varodias said with a touch of irritation. The



fal con studiously grooned its wing feathers. "Leave us
now. W need to be alone."” The fingers nicked out in
di sm ssal

Bot h men bowed and retreated, backward, fromthe
pr esence.

Once they were outside and the doors were cl osed,
Phal astra nodded to the guards and started of f down
the corridor with Malumtrailing him Wen they were
out of hearing, he stopped and | et Malum catch up.
"I"'msorry, lad," he said in the Common Mdyde, " That
nmust have conme as sonething of a shock- Truth to tell
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| had not intended to bring it up today, but, over the

years, | have devel oped an instinct when it cones to the
Enperor's noods. Wen he allowed hinmself to be con-
vinced of the success of our mission, | seized the op-

portunity. Let us go back to ny apartnents and di scuss
t hi ngs."

They ensconced thenselves in the Elector's w thdraw
ing room The servants canme and went and Mal um

sipped his wine silently, trying to put his thoughts in
order. He had been counting on a spell here at Angom
inthe Elector's service to give hima better sense of
where the next generation of power truly lay. An ap-
poi ntnent directly to the royal household woul d, of
course be ideal, but what was he to do if Varodias did
not act on the Elector's suggestion? Fond as he was of
the old man, he wasn't prepared to go into retirenment
with him

"I have spent so many years in these chanbers that

they feel as nmuch hone to me as nmy own castle,” Phal -
astra said, breaking the silence. "My ol der boy will
probably want to redecorate them It shouldn't worry

me because | doubt that | shall ever see them again, but
it does sonehow. "

"Are you sure that the Emperor will let you go, ny

| ord? He has depended on you for nmpst of his life and
it didn't seemto nme that he relished the prospect of
| osi ng you."

Phal astra sm |l ed. "Varodi as hates change, sonewhat
strange in a man who prides hinself on being a scien-
tist, but true nevertheless. No, he doesn't |ike the idea,

but he is an intensely pragmatic man. There will be no
enotion involved in the decision despite the years we
have spent together. If he refuses ne, it will be because

I amone of the very few, man or wonman, that he trusts.
H s Majesty does not confide in nmen, but he trusts ne.

"What | did today was to remind himthat it is past
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time that he found someone to replace nme. Neither of

nmy sons has a head for politics and nost of the capable
men at Court would as soon replace himas serve him

Fear is the only thing that keeps themin their place.
That is why 1 recomrended you. If he takes you on, re-
menber this: it is not rank that counts, but influence.

A man of nodest title with the position of Hi s Inperial
Maj esty's secretary excites little envy, but that man has
the Enperor's ear and determ nes who gets to see him

and when."

"But there is no such position,” Maluminterjected.

"I took great care that there should not be," Phal -
astra said, "but that is where |I should |like to see you.
Varodias is an exceedingly volatile nman. He needs a

st eady hand behind him sonmeone with the know edge

of the broader canvas and the skill to manage things
fromthe shadows."

"You natter me, sir, but | fear that | amas anbitious
as the next man," Malumsaid with a flash of honesty.
"What makes you think that | would serve the Enperor

so selflessly?" The | ast was delivered jokingly, but he
was serious.

Phal astra gave hima long, |evel |ook and drank sone
wi ne before answering.

"Because you are his son," he said.

Mal um had been about to take a drink hinself, but

his hand stopped in mdair. He stared at the El ector

H s nmot her had said sonething of the sort in the days
bef ore she died, but the wasting fever that took her had
first stolen her wits and Mal um had di smi ssed the no-
tion as delirium He couldn't remenber now exactly

what she had sai d.

He | owered the goblet carefully to the small table at
his el bow. He felt surprisingly cal mnow that the first
shock was over. The Elector was not the kind of man

to make that sort of bitter jest. There would be turnoil
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|ater, that he knew, but for the noment he was back in
his habitual role of the observer. The difference was

that he was a key player in this scene.

"Did you say what | thought you sai d?" he asked
evenly.

"1 did."
"Does the Emperor know?"

"You would not be alive if he did," Phalastra said
tersely.



"I should be grateful, ny lord, if you could explain,"
Mal um said gravely. Hs hands, he was glad to note,
weren't trenbling, so he picked up his goblet again and
took a drink.

"Your nother was nmy ward. She was a very beautifu
girl and though she did not have much in the way of a
dowy, | managed to nmake an advant ageous match for
her. Her husband was Master of the Inperial Hounds;

the position is normally a sinecure, a well-paid token of
the Enperor's favor, but he took the job seriously. Af-
ter the weddi ng, your nother was given a place at Court
as one of the Enpress's |adies-in-waiting- She caught

the Enperor's eye and did not know how to refuse him

Her husband was sent off to the outlying El ectorates in
search of new bl oodstock for the kennels so she was al

t he nore vul nerabl e. When she becane pregnant, she

cane to ne for advice."

He paused and sipped, watching the young nman. The

boy seened to be taking the news with renarkabl e

apl onb. There was color in his cheeks, but no other
sign of enption. He was sinply waiting with a | ook of
polite interest. The boy should go far. He had taken
hi m on when he first came to Court out of an old-
fashi oned sense of obligation, but he had chosen well.

Mal um had, in fact, retreated behind one of his masks
to think. He had al ways supposed that the El ector had
taken himinto the househol d because he was a hunting
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conpani on of his son, Coppin. The real reason was now
clear. A pang of fierce pride struck him Inperial blood
flowed in his veins. The young nobl enen at Court had
made fun of himfor his clothes, his |lack of height and
the nodesty of his title, behind his back to be sure, but
he had known. He could ignore the snmirks now, the

whi spers behi nd the hand, know ng that he was the Em
peror's son. ... He becane aware of the Elector's eyes
upon himand he produced his smle

"What was your advice, ny |lord?" he inquired.

"I told her that if she valued her life, and that of her
child, she should say nothing of it to Varodias; that
there nust never be a hint of scandal attached to the

| mperial nane. The probl emwas that her husband had
been away from Angorn for three nonths and was not
expected back fromsone tine. Anyone who coul d

count would know that the child was not his and, nore
to the point, the Emperor would know that he was the
father. He has executed two of his legitimte sons be-
cause cliques were beginning to form around them

so . . ." He let the phrase die. This time Mil umdid not
pronpt him

"The nornmal sol ution would have been for her to



retreat to her husband's estate to have the baby," Phal -
astra resuned, "but in this case that was not possible.
Her not her-in-law had never approved of the marriage,

t hought that her precious son could have done better

for hinself." His lips tightened in remenbrance. "Ad
Lady Bel garoth was a form dable woman was wel | as

bei ng an exceedi ngly unpl easant one. Had your nother
taken refuge at Castle Bel garoth, she woul d undoubt -
edly have died in the birthing."

"I al ways assuned that Quern was our ancestra
hore, " Mal um r emar ked

"No, it was one of nmy estates. It reverted to nme on
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the death of one of ny vassals. It was far from Angorn
and the cane harvest made it sel f-supporting.”

"But didn't ny father, | mean ny nother's husband,
obj ect ?"
"Ah, well, the poor man nmet with an unfortunate

accident- It would have been quite inproper for your
not her, as a newy w dowed wonman, to stay at Court."

"And | don't suppose that you had anything to do
with the 'accident'?" Ml um said.

"That is an entirely scurril ous suggestion,” Phalastra
replied w thout heat.

"I apol ogize, nmy lord," Malum said, equally bl and.
"And did the Enmperor make no attenpt to contact her
thereafter?"

"He did as a matter of fact, somewhat to my sur-

prise," Phalastra said, knowi ng that the young man
woul d prefer the lie, "but your nother, doubtless to
protect you, or at any rate preoccupied with your birth,
declined to return to Court. The Enperor, of course,
found another favorite."

Phal astra sat back. "So now you know," he said. "I

felt a responsibility to your nother and I have felt a
responsibility for you. | feel that | have di scharged t hem
both. I would not have told you, save that | feel that I
owe you the truth and because | know you to be wi se
enough in the ways of the Inperial Court to understand
that you can never claimyour birthright. If Varodias
has never been a father to you, that is not his fault.
Nevert hel ess, you owe himblood |loyalty. He does not
need to know why you serve himso well; indeed, if you
val ue your life, he must never know. You do under-

stand that, do you not?"

"Yes, ny lord, | understand,” Malum said, and he
di d.



Phal astra nodded. "Good. | amglad that the secret
is out. | have carried it a very long tine. Now | think I
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shall get me some rsst. Do you get up a report on our
meeting with H's Inperial Mjesty. W can go over
it"—he glanced at the clock on the mantel —~at the sev-
enteenth hour."

"Until then, nmy lord," Malum said, rising.

When he was back in his own room the Enperor's

bastard spent a long time in front of the |ooking glass
trying to find hints of Varodias in his face.

ChApt CR 20
t

?wo nont hs had gone by since the Comm ssion for

the CQutland had been di ssol ved. The heat of sunmer

had di m ni shed and while the m ddens stank |ess, the
biting flies were everywhere. Perhaps it was the cooler
ni ghts, or even the unwanted attention of the flies, but
there was a feeling that the land was coming to life
again after the torpor of sumer. Jarrod was certainly
active. He had taken the opportunity to resume work

on his history, but he did not neglect his body. He rose,
as al ways, before dawn, rode for an hour, after Making
the Day, on a three-year-old roan he had bought him

sel f as a nani ngday present and then went in for break-
fast. The roan was spirited and possessed of a nercifully
confortable gait, but he could not match the pl easure
that Jarrod derived fromriding Nastrus. The unicorn
however, had returned to his job of clearing the G ants'
Causeway. Jarrod missed him but not enough to go

with him

After breakfast Jarrod spent four hours on research
broke for lunch and then worked for two hours on his
manuscript. He closed the energetic part of his day with
an hour of sword practice. He was still rusty after al
the years of neglect and his stam na was not what it had
been when the Guardian's servitor had put himthrough
hi s paces, but he was inmproving. He trained wth

Robarth Strongsword's ol d Master-at-Arns. Ranul ph

was delighted to have a pupil. The new generation of
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nobl enen had abandoned the short fighting sword in
favor of a longer and nore graceful blade. "All stick
and no cut," as Ranul ph said derisively. Jarrod pre-
ferred to build on the strengths he al ready possessed.

He bathed after sword practice and di ned, nost

nights, in the Qutpost's Hall with the other Mgicians.
Once a nonth, however, he nade a point of dining at

t he pal ace. He had no adnministrative duties for the no-
ment, but he knew that, at sone point, he would suc-



ceed Geylock as Mage of Pal adine and then he woul d
need the goodwi I | of the nobles and Court functionaries
that he was cultivating. He usually spent an hour after
Hall with Greylock and then retired to bed. Once every
coupl e of weeks he spent an evening with Greygor. Yar-
row had snagged the baron's conmi ssion and gone

south. It was, in many ways, a perfect life.

He was working contentedly on a crisp norning with

an early fire crackling in the grate when the Duty Boy
rapped on the door. Jarrod | ooked up, annoyed at be-

i ng di sturbed.

"The Lady Marianna of Gwndryth," the boy said,
and stood asi de.

Jarrod rose fromhis desk as Marianna swept in. She

was dressed for Court and her color was high. Jarrod
was never sure before she spoke whether the condi-

tion was the result of the ride over or because she was

angry.

"Marianna, ny dear, what a pleasant surprise," he

sai d, advanci ng across the room hands out. "Your

hands are freezing," he said after clasping them "Cone
over to the fire and warm yourself." He | ooked at the
boy. "A couple of tankards of nulled cider, if you

pl ease. "

He turned and ushered Marianna to the fireplace. He
had, for the nobst part, nanaged to put the events of
Cel ador out of his mind. The nenory of her body re-
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turned to himin the drifting moments before sleep, but,
since he had heard nothing fromher, the possibility of
a child had been bani shed. Now it was back. He gl anced
at her wai st and saw no change.

"You're | ooking very well," he said.

"I"ve just come fromny father,"” Marianna said wth-
out preanmble. "He's inclined to horsewhip you."

"Charm ng," Jarrod said, drawi ng back slightly. "I
take it that you are pregnant.”

"You take it correctly."

"That's good news then," Jarrod said with decidedly
m xed feelings.

Mari anna | ooked up at himwith a ghost of a snmile
"I hope you mean that. | really do."

"Well it's what you wanted."

"Yes it is, and, as you know, | intended to raise this
child unencunbered. Daddy, unfortunately, is being



obstinately ol d-fashioned. He insisted on knowi ng who
the father was and | couldn't sidetrack him"

Jarrod had his doubts about that, but said nothing.

"I"'mafraid he's insisting that we get married," she
added.

"l see."

Marianna reacted to sonething in his voice. "I didn't
intend for this to happen, you do realize that."

He | ooked into her eyes. "You haven't heard ne ob-
j ect, have you?"

She caught her top |lip between her teeth and her eyes
filled. At that point the Duty Boy returned with the
cider. Jarrod took the tankards fromhim thanked him
and, by the time he had w thdrawn, they were both
conposed.

"I don't know about you," Marianna said, "but I
don't want a big wedding."

Jarrod took a long pull at his cider. "You rnust for-
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give me," he said, "but this has come on rather sud-
denly. D you think we could sit down?"

Mari anna | aughed as she dropped into the chair.
"That's the sort of thing the woman's supposed to say."

"It's true neverthel ess. You' ve been through this be-
fore; |I haven't."

"Poor Jarrod. You don't have to go through wth
this if you don't want to. It was never part of our bar-
gain."

"I know The trouble is that your father isn't the only
ol d-fashi oned one. Qur agreenent never did sit com
fortably with ne, but you're a difficult woman to say
no to."

"I"'mrather relieved to hear that under the circum
stances," she said lightly. "So what kind of weddi ng
woul d you like? After all, it will be your first."

"I think I should Iike Geylock to marry us and 1've
never been one for cerenonies."

"Perhaps we could have it before | go back to Gwn-
dryth," she suggested.

"What, no honeynoon?" Jarrod excl ai med, naking
it sound |like a joke.



"I have to get back as soon as | can," Marianna said
reasonably. "The harvest is comng in and there will be
the accounts to do. Besides, in ny condition we can't.

| mean we just can't."

"How romantic," Jarrod said sarcastically. "What

you're telling nme is that this is just a narriage of con-
veni ence. "

"Pl ease, Jarrod dear, don't be difficult," Marianna
said. "l've had a trying norning. | explained to you at
Cel ador that | don't want a husband in the conven-
tional sense and you have no intention of giving up
your life here and retiring to Gwndryth. |'ve already
told you that you are the only man on Strand that |
wanted to father ny child and |'ve proved it. As far as
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the rest is concerned, we'll just have to work it out as
we go along. You will, of course, be wel come at Gwn-
dryth whenever you want to cone, but if you prefer to
stay here, | shall quite understand."

Jarrod sighed. "You never did do things the way
other girls did,"" he said. "I don't know why | should
expect you to start now "

"Does that mean that you'll go through with it?"

"1 suppose so. | don't relish the prospect of being
hor sewhi pped by your father."

She sniled at himand reached out her free hand.

"Thank you," she said. "lI'msorry that it had to happen
this way. but |I want you to know that |'m grateful

Now | suppose we ought to deci de about the wedding."

"Does your father have any preferences?" Jarrod
asked. He had no wish to start off this odd alliance by
al i enating the Hol dmast er

"Daddy wants nme married as fast as possible. This

baby is not to be born early, that's his dictum" She
gave a snort that wasn't quite laughter. "I"'mnot quite
sure how |' m supposed to pull that off, but I'lIl have to
wor k somet hing out." She | ooked across at him "You
don't know how | ucky you are not to have a parent to
deal with." She shook her head sl owl y- "The bl oody

man sinmply will not admit that | aman adult. | nmean,
|'ve been running Gwndryth for how nmany years now?
And he still treats me as if | was fourteen.'

"We're getting off the point," Jarrod said mldly.

"The thing is that he has no objection to a quick, quiet
weddi ng. "

"The sooner the better,"” she agreed.

"Perhaps we can have the cerenony upstairs in Gey-



| ock's roons and we can spend t he weddi ng night here."
He grinned suddenly. "1'll finally have a chance to wear
the outfit the Guardian gave ne."
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Her smile lit her face. "Wat a good idea. I'Il get
Daddy to send a cloudsteed to Gwndryth for nine."

"A cl oudst eed?"

"I don't see why not. He is the general, after all, and
he owes ne that nuch."

"D you ever think of those days?" he asked.
"Every time that Amarine or her offspring visit."

"When was the last tine she cane?"

"I't nust be three years." There was a wistful note in

her voice. "I mss her."

From then on they rem ni sced confortably. Like an
old married couple, Jarrod thought ironically, though
the idea rather pleased him

In the event, the only decisions that they nade that
afternoon that survived were their choice of clothes and
of Greylock. Queen Naxania saw the marriage as an
opportunity to add luster to her wani ng popul arity and
decreed that the wedding be held in the abandoned Ma-
ternite chapel that her brother had built. Marianna pro-
tested to her father, but got nowhere. Jarrod conpl ai ned
to Greylock and found that the Mage considered the
marriage of the discoverers of the unicorns a boon for
the Discipline. He went so far as to issue orders for the
return of Nastrus fromthe Causeway. Marianna funed

and Jarrod conmmi serated, but they were effectively
trapped by their reputations.

Darius seenmed to be the only person who was genu-

i nely happy. Even the Queen appeared to have her res-

ervations. They were together in the royal w thdraw ng
room goi ng over the details of the guest list for the

recepti on when she turned to himand said, "I wll not
have Abercorn here.”

"It never occurred to ne to invite him"

"You realize that Courtak will inherit the Duke-
dom "

"I knowit's a possibility," Darius replied easily, "but
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there's no reason why Param n shouldn't marry again

and father a child." He smled at her. "After all, he's
nmy age, give or take a year."



"Not likely. He's been a broken man since the rebel -
lion failed and | amtold that his health is parlous. He
has been consumed by the black hunors and his chest

is weak." There was a note of satisfaction in her voice.

Darius raised an eyebrow. "You seemvery well in-
forned. "

"Hi s Wseworman is in ny pay," she returned shortly.
"I have taken a leaf fromyour friend Lissen's book."

"I see," Darius said, reflecting on how nuch she had
changed since they had first net. She was becom ng hard
and suspi cious. No, he corrected hinmself, she had al -
ways been suspicious, but the soft side that she had

al ways shown hi mwas sel domin evidence of late. Once

in a while after they had nade | ove, but that didn't
happen very often these days. He had | earned to accept
that, as he had learned to turn a blind eye to her oc-
casional affairs with younger nmen. She had al ways been

di screet and she had always returned to him For his
part, the gods help him he still cared for her. They had
been | overs for sixteen years and they shared a | ot of
menories. He felt a wash of affection for this proud,

st ubborn and undoubtedly beautiful wonman.

"You know what that neans,"
hi s thoughts.

she said, breaking into

He | ooked up, blinking slowy.

"I't neans that your daughter will be Duchess of
Abercom and a grandson of yours will inherit in his
turn.”

"Yes, | suppose it does. | hadn't really given it any

t hought." He got up and went over to the table for a
sweet cake. "Does that bother you?" he asked around a
nmout hf ul .

She snorted. "Courtak's first allegiance is to the D s-
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cipline and I amperfectly well aware that your daughter
does not like nme. Not exactly the combination | could
wi sh for in one of ny principal fiefs."

"You take altogether too bleak a view of things," he
said gently. "Jarrod has always been loyal to the Crown
and Marianna is too attached to Gwndryth to neddl e

i n Pal adi nian politics. Besides, think of the ronmance of
it." He wal ked over, stood behind her chair and began

to massage her shoul ders. "The di scoverers of the uni-
corns, conpanions in peril when they were young, fi-
nally falling in love and getting married. It's what the
conmon peopl e have wanted for years."

"Ch yes, it's very popular." Her shoul ders were re-



| axi ng, but she didn't sound soot hed.

"You know." he said lightly, fingers stroking, "this

al liance between the two countries could provide the
perfect setting for a further cenenting of relations." He
paused and then took the plunge. "Wy don't the two

of us get married?"

Naxani a al nost sprang fromthe chair. She whirled
to face him

"Are you mad?" she said, dark eyes snapping.

Darius drew hinself up. "No, | amnot. | have served
both you and this country loyally and well for a good
nunber of years. | have | oved you even |onger. Your
peopl e are used to seeing ne by your side. | have asked
you to marry me before, but there was al ways sone
'reason of state' for you to hide behind. I aman ol d-
fashi oned man, ny love, and I'mtired of backstairs
skul king. This is the perfect opportunity to announce
our betrothal ."

Naxani a had herself under control again. She smled
at him reached out and patted his hand as it rested on
the back of the chair.

"You are a dear man," she said, "and you know t hat
| amvery fond of you, but you can be singularly obtuse
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when it comes to statecraft." Her voice was soft and
level. "It is precisely because your daughter is likely to
become Duchess of Abercorn that | cannot marry you
It would concentrate too nuch power in the hands of
one famly—-and an Arunic famly at that."

She stood | ooking at himexpectantly, but he nade
no reply.

"You do understand, don't you?" she asked.

Darius' lips tightened and he nodded slowy. "Yes,
understand. | understand that it is time for ne to | eave
Stronta, time to go back to Gwndryth. | should have
done it a long time ago."
"Come now, Darius dear," Naxani a said, advancing
around the chair and taking his arns. She | ooked up at
him "There's no need for that. W have been very
happy and we will continue to be happy. | need you
The country needs you."

He smiled ruefully. "It is time that you found your-

self a younger man to run your arny and a 'suitable’

man to sire an heir. | shall tender nmy formal resignation
after the wedding and I will stay until | can hand the
Royal Forces over properly to ny successor."



He di sengaged his armgently and left her. He did not
| ook back and she made no nove to stop him Men are
such children, she thought. It never crossed her m nd
that he nmeant exactly what he said.

Jarrod woke in darkness on the nuptial day. That was
normal, as was the urge to Make the Day. Wat was
decidedly strange was the fibrillations of nervousness
that he felt. Mrriage. Sonmething that he had thought
about idly fromtine to tine, but never pursued. Mar-
riage to Marianna; sonething that he had fantasized
about when he was young. That was the result of the

hot humors of his salad days. Now it was thrust upon
himand he wasn't certain that he really wanted it. She
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was, in many ways, his best friend and their mnutual past
provi ded an undeni abl e bond, but he wasn't at all sure
that he really I oved her. What if he met a woman he

fell head over heels for? He woul d be | ocked in. Darius
woul d never permt a second divorce.

He got out of bed reluctantly. It was too late to back
out now. He had given his word. It struck himsuddenly
that he had never actually proposed or asked her father
for her hand. Be that as it may, he would have to go
through with this for the sake of the child, his child.
There were worse reasons for getting married. He was
going to be a father and that was nore inportant than
the circunstances of the wedding. O course Joscel yn
was his son in all but conception, but he'd never been
a father to the boy. It would be different with this baby.
Havi ng tal ked hinself into a senbl ance of confidence,
he got dressed and prepared hinmself for the ritual. It
was not the marriage itself that was maki ng hi mner-
vous, he concluded, only that the marriage cerenony
had rmushrooned beyond his control

At breakfast, he took the ribald jesting of his fellow
Magi ci ans in good part, but he didn't |inger and reached
his roons with a feeling of relief. He wal ked into the
bedchanmber and saw that the Duty Boy had | aid out

his clothes. It had been a long tine since he had seen
them but they | ooked none the worse for their sojourn
under | ock and key. The dark pink of the brocade was

as vivid as it had been on the Island at the Center. The
triangle of rubies and garnets that gave definition to the
wai st gl eamed, the dianond buttons sparkl ed-

The Duty Boy brought chai and watched while Jar-

rod shaved hinself. H s hand wasn't entirely steady, but
he managed to avoid cutting .hinmself. He bathed in a
copper tub that the boy had filled. The water was | uke-
warm but the Iad was so eager and so excited that he
didn't have the heart to complain. Then cane the rob-
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ing. First the linen breechclout, followed by the silk



hose and the shin with the dark red lace spilling from
the sleeve ends. Next the slimlegged trousers with the
bott ons anchored by pebbl e-si zed rubi es. The

bur gundy-col ored | ace jabot was tied around his neck
and all that was left to don was the jacket.

He had some trepidations about the jacket. The

wai st band of the trousers was unconfortably tight and

he renenbered the jacket's fit as being snug sixteen
years ago. He bent his knees tentatively. If the seat was
going to split, better now than later. The trousers held
and he straightened thankfully. Wiy hadn't he thought

to try the clothes on before this? The boy was hol di ng
the jacket out. Jarrod slouched backward and the Duty
Boy went up on tiptoe. Jarrod slid his hands into the

sl eeve hol es and pushed and wriggled until his shoul ders
were firmy encased. The boy canme round to the front.

The first button was a minor struggle, but the others
proved easier. Finally he stood before the | ooking gl ass,
a vision of stiff magnificence, girded in as if for war.

There was a group of Magicians waiting for him at

the bottomof the stairs. Two carried mandolins and he
was serenaded all the way to the stables with what they
consi dered appropriate songs. Nastrus stood waiting for
them nane brushed, coat burnished, silver hooves shin-
i ng. He whickered a wel come and the singing stopped.
Jarrod wal ked across to the nounting bl ock and Nas-
trus positioned hinself.

"I"mgoing to do this very slowy,' Jarrod thought.
' These trousers are a mite snug and |I'mnot about to go
t hrough ny wedding with nmy backsi de on view'

"Humans!' Nastrus returned, his mnd filled with
slightly malicious hunor.

'"None of that. W'll ride over at a snpboth canter.'

Jarrod tried to sound forceful, but the unicorn's un-
derlying enjoynent of the situation was infectious- He
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suddenly felt as if the whole occasion might turn out to
be fun after all.

"Mnd you,' Nastrus said as Jarrod clinbed gingerly

into the saddle, 7 do not understand the reasons behind
this cerenpny. It is the duly of a strong male to take as
many femal es as possible.'

"W see things somewhat differently,' Jarrod replied.
"For us it is the affirmation of the | ove between two people
and, later, for the protection of the children.’

"Raising colts is dans' work,' Nastrus said disms-

sively, "and | can see in your nmind that you are uncertain
about this love. You have already rutted, why all this
extra fuss?



"This is not the lime,' Jarrod thought back w th what
severity he could muster, "to try to explain the differ-
ences between human and unicorn. Let's just get on with
it, shall we?

They rode out of the stables to the cheers of the as-
senbl ed Magi ci ans, and Jarrod sniled and waved to his
friends and col | eagues. They were all there except Gey-

| ock, Tokano and Agar Thorden, who had spent the

previous night at the palace. He felt their approbation
as a pal pable force. These men were, in a very real sense
his fam |y and he was glad that he had thought to pay

for a feast for themthat night. If things had worked

out as originally planned, they and not the Court would
have been the weddi ng guests.

As they cleared the Qutpost's fortified gate, he de-
cided to ride to Stronta through the Great Maze. They
wer e supposed to nmake their entrance into the capita

t hrough Westgate, but this seened nore fitting. Nastrus
obedi ently swung off the road and onto the path that
led to the ancient enigma.

"I"ve never been through this Maze of yours,' Nastrus
remarked. 'Are you sure that it will let me through?
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"Certain. | took Marianna through and her only Tal ent
was being able to talk to your nother.'’

Nastrus noved easily into the required canter- '"If it's
all the sanme to you,' he remarked, 'I'Il wal k when we ge
toit.'

"Nothing will happen to you; trust me.' Jarrod re-

sponded.

He proved correct. The Great Maze enbraced them

He had half expected the experience to be different when
vi ewed through Nastrus' eyes, nuch as it had been when
they had ridden through the forest created by illusion
but the glitteringly insubstantial gold and silver fronds
that parted at their approach | ooked the same to both

of them There was no trace of disconfort in the uni-
corn's mnd, just a happy sense of wonder and an al -

nost smug pl easure that he was recordi ng yet another
first for his kind. Emerging into the ordinary daylight
with the ever-open North Door ahead was an anticli -

max for them bot h.

Stronta was nercifully quiet and Jarrod rode unher-

al ded across the broad quadrangl e behind the gate and
into Royal Court. A crowd had gathered in front of the
pal ace to watch the arrival of the notables in their fin-
ery. Jarrod guessed that the rest of the popul ati on was
spread between Westgate and Royal Court. He hadn't

t hought of that when he had decided to cross the Geat
Maze and knew a twi nge of regret for depriving the



townsfol k of a sight of the unicorn.

He saw Tokanob, Agar Thorden and the Royal

Chanberlain waiting at the top of the stairs leading to
the Geat Hall, but neither they nor the crowd were
looking in his direction. He smled and Nastrus pull ed
up. Jarrod dismounted with care and then, with the uni-
corn followi ng, made his way through the startled
throng, and up the stairs. There he was greeted by the
little delegation and led into the Geat Hall with the
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cheers of the crowd ringing in his ears- In later years
the | egend woul d say that both he and the unicorn were
invisible until they appeared at the doors of the Hall.

Nastrus was unsaddl ed and | ed away by young Lazi a,

now a m ddl e-aged man. Jarrod was escorted to a with-
drawi ng room where he was given a goblet of fortified
wi ne. The Chanberl ain expl ai ned that Her Mjesty

woul d enter the chapel in twenty minutes, at which tine
he would return for them He ran over the duties of
Tokanmp as ring bearer and where Jarrod woul d stand,

as if they had never rehearsed the noves. Jarrod |is-
tened politely, knowi ng from experience that the Cham
berl ain was unstoppable in the perfornmance of his duty.

When the nman had fini shed and gone away, Tokanp
grinned at his old friend.
"That's quite an outfit," he said admringly. "I sup-
pose all those jewels are real ?"

"I"'mafraid so."

"I remenber your talking about this"—he waved his

hand up and down, indicating the clothes—when you

were recovering fromthe Geat Spell, but | never really
visualized the size of those stones.”

"Wait till you see what Marianna's wearing," Jarrod
sai d quickly, unconfortable with the conversation

Tokano picked up on his tone of voice inmrediately.
"Well," he said brightly, "are you feeling nervous?"

"I was when | got up," Jarrod admtted, "but Nas-

trus is having such a good time with this whole thing
that | stopped worrying. Everyone else is taking care of
all the details, so what do | have to be nervous about?"

Tokani o cocked an eyebrow, thinking that a marriage

was nmore than just a cerenony, but he held his tongue.
"And speaking of all the details,"
"you do have the ring, don't you?"

Jarrod conti nued,

Tokanp's face froze. "OF course | do," he said, fish-
ing in his left sleeve pocket. The eyebrows cane down
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into a solid line and he switched to the right sleeve. The
nmout h puckered and the eyes w dened as he went back

to the left and then frantically to the right sleeve again.
Wien he raised his head, his face was a nask of bew |-
dered contrition.

"Ch Tok.'' Jarrod said in exasperation. "You

coul dn't " He was stopped by Tomako's grin. "Not
funny, Tokano/' he said angrily. "Not funny!"

"Easy, easy," Tokano said, unabashed. "Drink your
wine and relax. This is the happiest day of your life,
remenber ?"

Jarrod managed a tight smile. "Have | ever told you
that you have a perverse sense of hunor?"
"Frequently," Tokanp said happily as the Chanber-
| ai n swept back into the room

The chapel was of npdest proportions as public

spaces in the palace went, but it was the size of a ser-
vant's hall in a prosperous manor. The walls seened to

be made of stained glass, not unlike the Cathedral of

the Mother in Belengar. The norning sun streamed in

t hrough the east wi ndows and added a | ayer of extra

color to the bright costumes of the guests. It dappled
Nastrus' hide as he stood to the left of the marble table
that had served as an altar. It nmade the runestitching

on Greyl ock's gown glinmer.

Jarrod and Tokamp paced up the central aisle toward
the Mage, and Jarrod's spirits were lifted anew by the
i ntense enjoynent emanating fromthe unicorn. Al was
right with the world once nore. They paused at the
front row of seats and bowed to Naxania, and then
Tokanp nmoved to the right and Jarrod advanced to

stand before the Mage. They smiled rather awkwardly

at one another while a hum of conversation rose in the
chapel as the guests waited for the next devel opnent.
The tine seened to stretch intermnably and Jarrod was
itching to see who had put in an appearance. Dari us,
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as the only parent, had done nost of the inviting and
that nmeant that the Queen had had a considerabl e say
in the selection.

'"Ch. go on,' Nastrus pronpted. 'None of these hunans
will think the worse of you. Besides, nobst of themare too
busy watching ne to notice.'

'"Only because there's nothing nore interesting going
on.' Jarrod retorted, but he took the advice and turned
slowy to | ook down the chapel



To his left. Queen Naxania sat in a high-backed chair
on the aisle. Beyond her were two enpty seats, one for
Darius and one for Tokanmp. Joscelyn sat at the far end
wearing the brown gown of an Apprentice. Jarrod

smled at him but the boy's attention was el sewhere.
wonder what he thinks about his nother getting nar-
ried agai n? Jarrod thought bel atedly. Has Marianna

tal ked to himabout it? Probably not. He woul d have

to make an effort to make the boy feel that his place in
his mother's affections wasn't being usurped. |If Josce-
lyn were ol der or younger, it would be easier, but he
was at the awkward cusp of youth where enotions were
in turmoil. Still, Joscelyn was an obligation that he
woul d assunme with the nmarriage. His eyes slid away.

To Jarrod's right, the aisle seat was occupi ed by Agar
Thorden, and next to himsat Lord Qtorin of Lissen
The rest of the row was occupi ed by nenbers of the
Royal Council. Behind themranged the Court. Con-
spicuous in their colorful clothes were the Mrquis of
Bet hel and Sol dan of Erdamin. There were sone nen

in black with white ruffs, but the najority seemed to
have abandoned the fashion, though none with the flair
of the two young nobl emen. Conpared to nost of them
his own cl othes seened restrained. The thought pleased
him bol stered, of course, by the know edge that his
right trouser cuff contained nore wealth than nost of
them coul d nuster, the Marquis included. The wonen,
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he noticed, seenmed to be favoring small hats on high-
piled hair this year.

The rising buzz of talk and Jarrod's observati ons were
term nated abruptly by a fanfare of trunpets. The enpty
doorway was suddenly filled. Darius of Gwndryth

stood there, tall, lean and inmposing with his white hair
and trimwhite beard. He was dressed in the full uni-
formof a General of the Pal adi ni an Royal Forces, gold
braid at his shoulders, a scarlet sash across his chest
and an Unbrian order on a broad ribbon around his

neck. Al the guests had turned in their seats, even Nax-
ania, and, inpressive as Darius was, all eyes were on
Mar i anna.

She was worth the study. The dark red hair was swept
back past her ears and curved down to touch her bare
shoul ders. Pearls crossed her brow and circled to keep
her hair in place. Sapphire and enerald earrings dan-
gl ed and were repeated in the necklace that ended in a
squar e-cut sapphire. The sanme conbi nati on of gens,

two rows deep, curled around her forearns. The dress
had tiny sleeves and swooped | ow over the bosonh The
wai st was nipped in and girdled by a rope of pearls.
The skirt belled out to the floor. The material was dark
and though the wi ndows patched it with colors, it con-
tai ned rippling hues of its own.

They paused on the threshold as if giving the crowd



time to ogle them and then noved forward as the play-
ers in the gallery struck up a stately march

They paced up the aisle to the altar, where Darius
handed his daughter on to Jarrod. Both men bowed and
Darius retired to his seat beside Naxania. The couple
exchanged a snile before turning and facing forward.

Jarrod and Mari anna stood side by side before Gey-
| ock as the Mage's deep voice rolled out over the assem
bly in the sinple words of the marriage rite. They
prom sed to | ove and support each other all the days of
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their lives. Tokanp advanced and the rings of troth were
exchanged. Then the conpact was sealed with the nup-

tial kiss. In no tine at all, or so it seenmed to Jarrod,
t hey were wal ki ng back down the aisle, hand in hand,
with the nmusicians playing a lilting air.

The wedding feast, held in the Great Hall, passed in

a welter of noise, heat and extravagant di shes. Then
the tables were cleared and pushed to the sides and the
danci ng began. The w ne continued to now and the

noi se increased still more. The bridal couple danced
twice, once with each other and once when Jarrod | ed
out the Queen and Darius partnered his daughter
Thereafter they endured the good wi shes of the guests.
After about an hour, Marianna | ooked at her husband
and said through the fixed smile that she had acquired,
"I'f we don't get out of here, I'mgoing to scream"”

"I doubt if anyone would hear you, but | agree."

He took her hand and |l ed the way through the Jos-

tling throng. No one seenmed to notice, nuch less try to
stop them The noise of the revelry pursued them down
the corridor, but once they had turned the second cor-
ner, it died nercifully away.

"They're going to be angry when they | ook around
to escort us to the bridal bed and find us gone,’
sai d.

Jarrod

"They' ||l bloody well have to lunp it," she replied.
"It's a barbaric custom |'ve been through it once and
I've no intention of doing so again."

"They'l|l come banging on ny, er, our door and cre-
ate a rumpus. They'll all be drunk and they rmay well
break it down."

Mari anna groaned. "You're right, of course." She
stopped and tugged himto a halt. "Tell you what," she
said decisively, "lI'mgoing to ny roomto change. You
do the sane and neet ne at the stables. Father keeps a
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mare for me to ride and if Nastrus isn't there, you can
borrow one of Daddy's hunters.”

"We're going to the Qutpost?" Jarrod asked.

"Well, we've agreed that we can't stay in your room
here." A hint of her old grin appeared. "W couldn't

get married there the way we wanted to, but | don't see
why we shoul dn't spend our weddi ng night there, do
you?"

"I married a very intelligent woman," Jarrod said.
He | eaned down and ki ssed her on the forehead. "I1'l|
see you at the stables in half an hour."

So Jarrod spent his wedding night in his own bed, a

bed that had never had a woman between its sheets

bef ore. Marianna had gone to sl eep al nost inmedi-

ately, but the headache he had acquired at the feast kept
Jarrod awake awhile, curled protectively and content-
edly around his wife. He smled at the word- He was
aware that he did not |ove her as he had | oved her when
he was a boy, but, he decided, he did | ove her. He knew,
too, that she had never been in love with him She was
fond of him of that he was certain, and they had been
good together in bed. She would cone to love him He
hugged her gently and drifted off to sleep

ChApt CR 21
u

e are informed that you demanded an au-

di ence, Revered Mother." The Enperor's voice, manip-
ulating the cadences of the Forrmal Mde into sarcasm
enphasi zed the "demanded. "

The Mot her Suprene conpressed her |ips. She had

taken a risk in forcing this nmeeting, but Varodias had
gi ven her no other option. She had been petitioning for
an audi ence for a fortnight and his refusal to see her
was both a personal slight and an insult to the Church
That could not be tolerated. She felt the anger rise in
her again and pushed it away. She could not afford to
be enotional with this man.

"Access to Your Majesty's presence is one of the tra-
ditional privileges of ny office," she said quietly. "I do
no nore than claimwhat tradition has sanctified."

Varodias turned to stroke the feathers of the gyrfal-

con that sat on the perch to his right. Let her stand and
wait, he thought. She nay have coerced ny Chamnber-

[ain but she will not coerce ne.

"W have been nmuch preoccupied of late," he said
lazily, his attention still on the raptor. "The times are
unsettled. There are a great many things that demand

our attention."”



"Ch, | amaware of that," Amul pha replied. "I did

not return to Angorn in search of frivolity." She kept
her voice pleasant. "It is precisely the troubled tines
that | wish to discuss."
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Varodi as turned his head back slowy. "Indeed?"

She put on her professional snmile. "It was my im
pression that the last time we spoke we had reached an
agreement." Her knees and her ankles hurt. The Em
peror had yet to descend fromthe throne as custom
required and did not appear to be ready to offer her a
chair. Blast the conceited little nan, she thought, but
she was not about to give himsatisfaction.

"An agreenent?" Varodi as was enjoying hinself and
he let it show.

"As | recall, | agreed to dismiss the Church's retain-
ers and you agreed that Inperial troops would be de-

pl oyed to protect Church property. | was to encourage
our priestesses to preach support for the Inperium and
you were going to open the Alien Plain to settlenent,
with a provision for the establishment of new churches
in the conquered |lands. | have kept ny part of the bar-
gai n, but you have not kept yours."

It was a sinple declaration, devoid of overt aninos-
ity, but she radiated the authority that accretes to a
person who has been obeyed for twenty years.

The Enperor watched her with distaste. He was aware

of her aura of power, but it could not daunt him Irri-
tate him yes; intimdate him no. She had presuned to
treat himas an equal at their last neeting and it was
fitting that she suffer for it. Besides, the unpopularity
of the Church was proving to be a useful diversion for
the lower orders and it did not seemto be hurting his
own popul arity.

"You do us wong, Lady," he said. "Qur troops have

i ndeed been depl oyed and new maps of the Qutland are
even now being drawn. O d soldiers are drawing lots

for land. Qur contributions to the Church have been
paid in tinely fashion. In short, we cannot see the jus-
tice in your conplaint."

She gave hima long, level stare. It was obvious that
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def erence was getting her nowhere and she decided to

change her tactics. "Ch spare ne." she said contenp-

tuously. She | ooked around and spotted a chair by the

wal | .

"' Since you have not thought to provide a chair for
me, | suppose | shall have to get one for nyself." Her



tone was that of a nother addressing a son on a breach
of manners.

She stunped off. got the chair and brought it back
She gathered her skirts and settled herself. "Now, let us
start with the troops," she said.

Varodi as' 1ips were drawn down, his gl oved hands

gripped the arms of the throne. Bad signs, but her bl ood
was up. Let himdo his worst, she thought. No Enperor
was a match for the G eat Mther.

"It is true that Inperial troops have been depl oyed
around the country, but they have studi ously avoided

any action. This abom nable hermt person travels freely
and is inciting people against us once nore. Novitiates
have been attacked and postul ants have been viol at ed,
Church estates have been raided and the kina driven

of f. property has been vandalized and congregati ons put
to flight. Your men have stood by and done not hi ng.

What say you to that?"

Varodias forced hinmself to relax. "W say that it is
unfortunate that the Church of the Mother is losing its
appeal for our peoples. Your priestesses are seen as rich
and sl othful and the Church has the reputation of being

a harsh landlord. On the other hand, the nobility, wth-
out the rowel of war upon its flanks, seemto have be-
cone nmore materialistic and disputatious. The conmon
people tend to ape their betters.”

"I did not ask you for a lecture on the noral climate
of the realm™" Arnul pha said coldly. "I asked you why
your nmen have stood by and done nothing."

Varodi as sat very still. The gyrfal con tossed its head
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and |l et out a screech. The Enperor was very angry.
How dare this pudding of a woman talk to himin that
tone of voice. He would not, however, afford her the
sati sfaction of seeing that she had provoked him Hi s
face remai ned bl and.

'"'We understand that a troop of the Inperial Guard
turned back a nob at Hall enberg and they have re-
sponded el sewhere according to reports.” He kept his
voi ce matter-of-fact.

"Hal | enberg was the sole occasion that they arrived
on time," she responded tartly.

"W can assure you that the commanders have their
orders," the Enperor said enigmatically. He permtted
hinself a wintry smle

"And what of this Siman the Hermit?" The Mt her
Supreme asked, changi ng her tack slightly. "Wy is he
still at large?"



"He has sone powerful friends, as you pointed out
when | ast we conversed. He appears suddenly, nostly
in towns, preaches and then vani shes again. That re-
qui res organi zati on and noney. "

"The El ectors of Ondor and Fl axenhol rne," she said
flatly.

"So it appears," Varodias said smoothly, though he
was surprised at the accuracy of her information

"And have you asked yourself why they are spendi ng
time and noney on this man?"

"They are approaching middl e years and they are
bored,"” he responded. "They led their nen in battle
when they were young; now they are reduced to naking
m schief.”

Arnul pha I et the jejune characterization pass, though

it annoyed her. "They do it because they aimfor the
throne. The Church is but a stal king horse, practice for
a bigger gane. | suggested that before and | amcertain
of it now "
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The Enperor froze and the raptor stirred uneasily.
The Mot her Suprene knew that she had penetrated his
ar nor .

"And how know you this?" he asked quietly.

She paused before answering, wondering if he had his
scri be hidden behind the throne. "Men cone to us for
the rite of confession." She paused again before adding,
"Arite that Your Inperial Mjesty has avoi ded for

many years."

And as we now see, with good reason, Varodias
t hought, but he gave a short bark of |aughter. "W |ead
an exenplary life," he said.

"Be that as it may. | suggest this hermt be elimnated
for both our sakes."

"And create a martyr. Revered Mther? W think

not. You may be an expert in the politics of the here-
after, but when it comes to the here and now . " His
right hand fanned out and he let the words die away.
"Very well," Arnul pha said, "let us discuss the here
and now. Your Inperial Mjesty is no doubt aware of
nmy feelings on the subject of the Discipline."

"W are aware that the Church considers the practice
of Magic to be a contravention of its teachings.”

"Magic is the antithesis of everything the Enpire be-



lieves in," the Mother Suprene said bluntly. "The

Church has al ways endorsed science and the progress

that comes with it. The Discipline clings to the past and
pronot es superstition.”

"This is an old argunent. Serenity," Varodi as said

with a trace of inpatience.

"I ndeed, " Arnul pha agreed with a sly smle, "but I
wonder at Your |nperial Mjesty's |ack of concern
when the Discipline conspires with the Isphardis to
bring Magic to your very borders.”

Var odi as | ooked at her for a | ong nonent. "Wuld
you care to el ucidate?" he asked as casually as he coul d.
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The Mot her Suprene's eyebrows rose and the half-

smle returned. "Surely Your Inperial Mjesty is aware
of the secret Concordat between the Discipline and the
Qigarchs to bring the practice of Magic to |sphardel ?"

"Naturally," Varodias lied. "W are somewhat sur-
prised that the know edge has reached you. Anot her
conf essi on we suppose. "

"Not this tine," Arnul pha said enigmatically. "I am
sure, however, that you feel as | do that this cannot be
allowed to cone to fruition and for that you will need
our help."

"I't would seem so," the Enperor allowed.
"Can the Church count on some protection in the
here and now?" Arnul pha asked pl easantly.

"Wt shall iterate our orders to our conmanders,"
Varodias replied flatly.

The Mot her Suprene | ooked up skeptically, eyes nar-
rowed. She rel axed and sat back as if she had changed
her m nd. "Now, about the endowrent of the Church

on the Alien Plain," she began

Varodi as raised a hand to cut her off. "One thing at

a tine. Reverend Lady. W have nmany matters to con-
tend with and our tine is linted. W regret, but this
audience is at an end." He turned to the gyrfal con and
began to pet it.

Arnul pha took a deep breath and got to her feet. She
woul d get no nore fromhimat this point. She knew

hi mwel | enough for that. She would not, however, re-
tire in defeat.

"Have a care, Mpjesty," she said. "If your troops fai
intheir duty, | shall not hesitate to exconmunicate
you." She turned on her heel and clunped out.



Varodi as glared at the broad back as if retreated and
t hen, when the doors were closed behind her, "Scribe!"
"Yes, Mpjesty." The man scuttled out from behind
the throne and bowed deeply.
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"Destroy your record of this neeting. Leave us and
do you tell the guard to sumon the Lord Mal um of

Quern."

"As Your I|nperial Mjesty commands."

The scribe bowed again, sidled anay to retrieve his
papers and then backed fromthe Inperial presence to
t he door.

Varodi as sat and waited, staring at the vacant chair,
the fingers of his right hand drumm ng on the arm

of the throne. She had threatened him The insufferable
worman had dared to threaten him H's mnd funed,

contenpl ati ng revenge. She was damably wel | in-
formed. The business about the Discipline was bad
enough, but the challenge to the throne was crucial. If

her information was right, however, and it mrrored his
own, he had | arger problens than an overweeni ng
priestess. If two of the Electors were plotting against
him there would be others. This operation was too sub-
tle for the likes of Ondor and Fl axenhol ne.

G andnere of Rotherbach? Possible. He had not been

to Court in over a year and he had no kin at Angorn
Baram a of Augspenf? Too old to be an effective plot-

ter. He cursed quietly under his breath. \Were was Es-
tragoth when he needed hin? He should never have

all owed himto go hone. A thought struck him The
younger son had never returned to Court. He shook his
head. No, not Estragoth. Nevertheless a pointed invi-
tation for his son to resume his post would not be aniss.

There was a rapping at the door and Varodi as cane

out of his reverie. The doors opened and the guard an-
nounced Lord Quern. He watched as the little nan,
dressed all in black, save for a small ruff, advanced
across the floor, linping very slightly. Quern canme to a
stop beside the chair that the Mther Supreme had
abandoned and bowed.

"You sent for me, Inperial Mjesty?"
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"We have just received confirmation froman inpec-

cabl e source that the Electors of Ondor and Fl axen-

hoi me are indeed plotting against the throne," the
Enperor said in a deceptively placid voice. "Since you
have charge of our intelligence, it pains us that we have
cone by our confirmation from an outside source.”



It was intended to shock, but Varodi as saw no sign

that the young man was di sconcerted. A cool custoner,

he thought, not for the first tine. Estragoth had chosen
wel I .

"As Your Inperial Mjesty knows, | was aware that

the two El ectors are supporting the man known as Sim
ian the Hermit, but that is in a crusade against the
Mot her Church. The Church has extensive estates in
both El ectorates and it is reasonable to suppose that
they intend to annex them when the opportunity arises."

"And did it not occur to you that an attack on one

pillar of the establishment can easily be redirected

agai nst anot her? Once the popul ace has been induced
toriot, rebellion can follow O had that possibility es-
caped you?"

"No, Sire, it had not." Malunmis insides were trou-
bl ed, but he kept his voice steady. It was obvious that
the Enperor was in a bad nood, and he woul d have to

tread warily. "In fact | have agents in the field who are
directing the popul ar ani mus agai nst the El ectoral
Houses." He forced a brief smle. "I thought that the

peopl e were nost easily aroused against the authorities
that were closest to hone, those whose actions nost
directly affected them Those that have treated their folk
wel | have nothing to fear. The rest will have less tine
for plotting."

"l ndeed?" Varodi as sat back and his shoul ders re-
| axed. The fal con, sensing the change in its master's
mood, ruffled its feathers and began to preen. "W trust
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that those Electors who are loyal to us will not be dis-
commoded. "

"The public beast is relatively easy to arouse and to
turn, but difficult to direct with accuracy,”" Ml um said
with nore certainty than he felt. "Those | ords who have
been good to their people and are perceived as being
just should be relatively safe. Those who have op-

pressed will be at risk, no matter how loyal they are to
Your Inperial Mjesty." He shrugged. "OF course," he
added, "if the conflagration becomes general, madness

sets in and nobody is safe. There are, at present, no
signs of discontent in Your Mjesty's own Electorate
and the capital is quiet."

Varodias smiled, the long, thin face warm ng briefly.
"W are happy to hear that," he said. The face dark-
ened again. "Nevertheless, the fact remains that treason
is afoot and we wi sh to know the particul ars. Ondor

and Fl axenholrne are too light of mind and will to carry
it off successfully. There are others involved. W would
know their nanes. Wth this we charge you."

"As Your Inperial Mjesty comands."” Ml um



bowed hi s head, knowi ng that he had been lucky. It was
obvi ous that the Enperor's source was the Mther Su-
preme; the question was, how accurate was her infor-
mati on?

"It has occurred to us that both these El ectors have
kin at Court. It might be well if they were noved from
their quarters to a place where they could be nore

cl osely wat ched. What think you?"

"I woul d advi se against it, for the nmonment, Sire,"
Malumreplied. "While it night di ssuade one or the
other fromfurther action, it would signal our know -
edge of the plot and that would undoubtedly rmake the
ot hers nore cautious and hence harder to detect."

"A good point." Varodias nodded in approval. "W
concur." He paused and | ooked at Mal um The boy
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had said nothing to himabout a secret agreenment be-
tween the Isphardis and the Discipline. He may not

have known about it or may have decided to keep the
know edge to hinmsel f. Neither prospect sat well.

Shoul d he reveal his newy acquired information?

No, he decided. Better to hold it in reserve. The right
hand canme up, forefinger raised. "W shoul d hope that
your spies are nore efficacious in other areas," he con-
tinued, voice neutral and thus, to Malum infinitely

t hr eat eni ng.

Feeling like a novice, even after all these years with
Estragot h, Ml um dropped his gaze as the Enperor

turned and made little newling sounds to the bird.
Proximty to the throne, he thought, was intoxicating,
but it was al so unnerving. Estragoth, secure in hinself
and ol der than the Enperor, had been i mune, but
Mal um had been living on the edge for some nonths

now and it was playing havoc with his digestion

"The El ector of Estragoth had a nunber of excellent
sources. Sire," he said cautiously, "but they do not
have the contacts with the younger generation and
there are those who, quite naturally, do not trust ne
in the same way that they trusted nmy Lord of Estra-
goth. | have sone of ny own men in place now, but it
takes tine."

Varodi as turned his attention back from the hawk.

"I't would be well, given the changing circum
stances"—his |left hand described a vague circle in the
air—=if we had intelligence of Isphardel. In ny pre-

decessor's day, traders sufficed, but we think it wise
now to know what the digarchs are planning. It is

our opinion that they intend to make |Isphardel into a
maj or power and, since we share a border, it behooves
us to know what is in the mnds of their Council."

Here is his chance, he thought. If he knows he will tel
e now.
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Mal um sniled to hinself, but allowed no trace of

triunph to show. "I have nade a start in that direction
Sire," he said. "Unfortunately the Isphardis are a vena
lot so it is an expensive undertaki ng. The good in that
is that their venality makes themrelatively easy to sub-
orn. | have an informant placed high in the household

of one of the Aigarchs.”

"A good beginning," the Enmperor allowed, "and you
shal | have noney as you need it. \Wat says this man?"

"That the Council is taken up with the |ogistics of
road building," Malumreplied, not bothering to inform
his sovereign that his informant was a wonan.

A peal of disconcerting |aughter rang out, startling

both the hawk and Malum The Enmperor's gl oved hands

beat together like a child's. "And think of the cost," he
crowed. "If a couple of setbacks occurred, it could end
up bankrupting them" He has failed, he thought be-

hind the facade of mirth. He needs another test.

"Your Majesty is nost w se,”
nmental note.

Mal um sai d, maeking a

The Enperor allowed his good hunor to subside. The
| ong, mobile face becane stem once nore.

"There is a comm ssion that we woul d have you per-
formfor us," he said. "The Mther Supreme is, as you
know, here at Angom She is an old wonman and un-
healthily obese. W should not care to have the Church

in the throes of change if there are severe problens in
the realm It is our opinion that the lady's tine has
cone. Better now than at a nore inappropriate date. It
woul d be fitting if she ate sonething that disagreed with
her, or mayhap choked on her food. It nust appear an
entirely natural death. Do we make oursel ves cl ear?"

"Absolutely, Sire."
"You may go then."

Mal um bowed once nore and retreated. Varodi as
turned to the gyrfal con. He hummed to hinself as he
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stroked the fierce head. An interesting session. What
was obvi ous was that the Mdther Supreme had an ex-
cellent network of spies and that neant that there would
be sone in the Inperial household. He would root them
out. Their deaths would be slow and painful. He sniled
at the thought-

chapt CR 22



ie Aigarchs of Isphardel were gathered to discuss

policy. It was as discreet a neeting as could be ar-
ranged, given the fact that Bel engar was a pl ace where

no secret was safe and that it was inpossible to disguise
the fact that every Aigarch was out of the city at the
same time. There was no regul ation that forbade it, it

was just that it went against nercantile self-interest and
t hat was enough to provoke conment.

That the digarchs should seek relief fromthe heat

and odors of the city during the Season of the Mbons

was not unexpected. It was the rainy season and the
coastal regions were always the hardest hit. Dark cl ouds
rolled in off the Inland Sea and di sgorged torrents of
rain on a daily basis. Ships rode high in the harbor and
the culverts that ran down the streets overflowed. There
was a runor that the Magicians of the western real ns
were going to control the weather, but there were few
who believed that they could harness the daily down-
pours. Even if they did nanage to drive the clouds north
so that the rains fell on Songuard, it would only nean
that the Illuskhardin would burst its banks and drown
the city. Kadif, kadaf, as the locals said. If not one
thing, then the other.

The roads |l eading north were all paved, but the w se
and weal thy al ways added extra horses to their teans

at this tinme of year when business called them away, or
when their famlies escaped Bel engar's pervasive danp
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for the drier uplands. The absence of their famlies not-
wi t hst andi ng, only an outbreak of plague could drive
all of the AQigarchs out of the city.

The neeting was being held at a sumrer villa on the
shores of Lake Grad. though ''villa" was an ingenuous
word for the spraw ing, honey-col ored, stone mansion

set in five acres of gardens and surrounded by a further
t hree hundred acres of carefully maintained parkland.

O ouds noved slow y overhead, but every now and then
shafts of sunlight speared down between them and

danced on the | eaden surface of the |ake.

I nside the house the fires were lit, even though the
rest of the world would consider the tenperature bal ny.
In the main withdrawing room the furniture had been
noved back to make space for a broad table. There was
food and drink on snmaller tables, but there were no
servants. There were eight people in the room all of
them A i gar chs.

| sphardis tended toward olive skins and brown eyes

and these heads of the old nmercantile houses ran true
to type. The general popul ation tended to be dark-
haired, and nost of those about the central table had
been dark-haired when young. Only one, Torrant Lar-

ri dan, was bl ack-haired now, and everyone knew t hat

he dyed it. There were five nmen beside Torrant; Calli ost



of the Grandons, Marwin of the Pintarels, Asphar of

House Urcel, Rully of the Narboresa and Festin Man-

yas, son of the forner anbassador to Arundel and host

to this gathering. All were dressed finely in the samtes
and |ight velvets considered proper to the season

The two women were a contrast in styles. divderval

el dest of the Maricii, still wore sunmer silks in vivid
hues and her jewelry outshone anything that the nen
wore. Leonida, widow of the Aigarch Dromahl, was

tall and slimwhere divderval was short and stocky.
She wore the deep purple of her w dowhood, the conbs
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that held her upswept white hair in place were of amne-
thyst and a long braid of gold hung unpendant ed

around her neck. The only ring she wore was a broad,

pl ai n weddi ng band. She | ooked frail and sinple in that
conpany, but she had taken over the family businesses
on her husband's death sone fifteen years before and
had doubled the profits within three years. No one at
the tabl e had bested her in a deal, though all, save
Aivderval, had tried.

"And now to our business," Festin Manyas said from
his chair at the head of the table. "I should like to cal
upon friend Aivderval of the Maricii to bring us up to
date on the latest intelligence fromabroad." He was a
spare, fussy man, slightly younger than the others, and
woul d not have been chairman had they not been in his
house.

"Thank you, Festin, and may | conplinment you on

your admirable hospitality.” She smiled down the table

at himamong nmurmurs of assent. "As you know," she
proceeded briskly, "the first installnent of noney has
been paid to the Discipline according to the terms of

our secret conpact. There is a working group of the
Weat her war ds on Har bor 1sland exam ning conditions

inthe skies and | amtold reliably that special enphasis
is being placed on that aspect of the training of the
Apprentice Magicians at the Collegium Needl ess to say,

they will have to produce a great many new \at her -
wards in the years to come. | have no doubt, however
that they will be able to inprove our conditions consid-
erably, even, let us hope, in the rainy season. | think

that it is worth our while to be patient.

"Qur relations with the Magi cal Kingdons and with
Tal i sman continue to be good, although the unrest in

Pal adi ne this past sumer produced a slight downturn

in flax and the cereal trade. Wol and | eather, however
were unaffected. Indeed the nunber of fleeces increased.
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Fromall reports, Queen Naxania is firmy in contro

agai n, though she is not markedly popular. In short,
there is no reason to suppose that next year's profits



shoul d not be up to, or beyond, |last year's. The sane
hol ds true for both Arundel and Talisman. So rmuch for
t he good news."

A ivderval paused and drank sonme water. She gl anced
at her coll eagues and was pl eased to see that no one
was taking notes.

"Conditions in the Empire," she resuned, "are far
fromsnooth. The general unrest is continuing. The
preachings of Siman the Hermt have affected the man-
ufacturing towns and the production, particularly of
cloth and netalware, is down substantially. That, com
bined with an indifferent harvest in nost El ectorates,
has led to an increase in inports, notably of grain, and
a decrease in exports. It is ny judgment that, within a
year, Unbria will becone a debtor nation.”

There was a brief silence, broken by Marwi n, whose
i ncreasi ng wei ght and wi spy hair gave himthe | ook of
an oversi zed baby.

"I'f Varodi as spent |ess noney on his armny, he m ght
be able to pay his bills."

"Scant chance of that while there's rebellion abroad,"
the Aigarch Larridan replied.

"I would think that it is too early to label it rebellion
but the question is, are we going to extend himcredit?"
The observation and question were couched in Leoni -

da's cultivated tones.

How does a reed that thin produce such a rich sound?
A ivderval wondered. She waited for someone to an-
swer. Wen none did, "I think we nust," she said. "W
do not want to give himan excuse to turn on us, not
yet."

"Not yet?' The query came from Calliost.
A ivderval smled across the table at him He was tall,
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still slimin robes that disguised his paunch, and his
thick, grey hair nade himl ook younger than he was.
Aivderval and he had had an affair when both were
young. It had petered out gracefully and she was stil
fond of him

"I't will come, ny dear Calliost, it will come," she
said regretfully. "Nobody | oves a creditor, as we are al
wel | aware, but Varodi as has deeper troubles and is be-
ginning to | ook abroad for a diversion, sonething to
take the people's mnd off their domestic problems. W
are the obvious target."

"When you say that the Enperor is already begin-
ning to ook at us with envy, are you just being | ogica



or do you have some proof?" The question came from
Torrant.

"Ch, | have proof," divderval said pleasantly. "Now
that the El ector of Estragoth has retired to his estates,
his place has been taken by his forner secretary, one

Mal um of Quern, with one difference. Young Malumis

al so Varodias' spynaster. Young Quern, whose ac-

guai ntance | made at Stronta, has sought, quite suc-
cessfully I am happy to say, to suborn ny tiring
woman—and | am sure that he has other sources in

Bel engar . "

"And why are you happy to say that your tiring
worman has been enlisted as an Unrbrian spy?" Festin
asked.

"Because she is a loyal soul,"
sweetly, "and she cane straight to ne.

Aivderval replied
" She shrugged

and rai sed her hands. "I, of course, told her exactly
what | wanted Lord Malumto hear. | shall continue to
do so."

"And have you taken steps to acquire reliable infor-
mati on from Unbria?" Leoni da inquired.

Aivderval smled- "Naturally. W all have our own
network of traders and | question mine closely, but, in
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addition, | have found some Unbrians who are nore

than willing to supply information for ready cash." She
flashed a | ook around the table. "Unrbrians are easy to
snare," she said contenptuously. "They're too greedy

to | ook ahead and, once comnmitted to treason, too
afraid of betrayal to back out."

"And wh at did you tell your maid to tell the Um
bri ans?" Marw n asked.

"That the Council was too bogged down in the de-
tails of building roads through Songuard to think about
much of anything else.”

"Well, that's the truth," Rully of the Narboresa put
in sardonically. "That's what we're here for, isn't it?"

A ivderval |ooked at Leonida and then at Calliost,
hopi ng that one of themwould take the initiative. Both
knew her thinking on the matter, but they both avoi ded
her eyes. She took a breath.

"Only partly."” she said. "That is why we have taken
such precautions about this neeting and why no word

of what is decided here can seep out, even to nenbers
of your fanmilies." She stopped and pushed her chair
back as quietly as she could. She |evered her bul k up
and wal ked softly to the doors. She opened them quickly
and stepped out into the passageway. At the end of the



corridor, two of Festin Manyas' servants were deep in
conversation. There was no one else in sight. She turned
an reentered the wthdraw ng room

"I apol ogi ze for the nel odrama,” she said lightly,
"but, fromnow on, one cannot be too careful. The
future of the State depends on it."

She felt as well as heard the skeptical silence and re-
took her place with deliberation. She sensed the antag-
oni sm of the men. They had yielded to her hard work

and experience |long ago and treated her as an equal

but they still did not like it when she took it upon her-
self to formulate policy for them Too bad, she thought;
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if we waited for themwe'd be a province of the Enpire-
She smled up and down the table, inviting themto see
the hunor in her fears, despising herself for the gesture
as she perforned it.

"My caution may seem overdone to some of you, but

the reality is that we nust prepare ourselves for war
with the Enpire.”

"Ch come now, divderval," Torrant expostul ated.
"Your imagination has taken control of your usually

adm rabl e practicality. The Enpire has no need to ex-
pand. It has vast new territories that it can't possibly
popul ate and they have absolutely no reason to fear

us."

"You are being logical, Torrant," Leonida said dryly,
"and al so obtuse. W have al ready heard about the un-

rest in the Enpire and we now know t hat Varodi as con-
siders us inmportant enough"—there was a weal th of
sarcasmin the "inportant"—to spy on nenbers of

this Council. | reconmend, gentlenen, that you |l ook to
your households. If this Quern person has seen fit to
spend gold on the servants, you may wager that he has
made simlar efforts el sewhere.” The | evel brown eyes
scanned the faces around the table. "It would, of course,
be far nore productive to have one of us in his em

ploy." She let the statenent |inger accusingly in the air.

"Fear is not Varodias' prod," divderval resuned,

"or at least not direct fear of us; fear of his own people
maybe. Envy is the spur. We do not grow, we do not

spin, we do not manufacture, but we prosper. Success
inspires resentment and it fosters greed."

"Beautifully said, dear |ady." Asphar of Urcel's gen-
teel voice dropped languidly into the debate. "Now, you
know that | admire you beyond neasure, but | also

know you passing well. For you to have risen to such
poetic heights means that you are about to propose
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somet hi ng deucedly expensive." He smiled across the
table at her and spraw ed back carelessly in his chair.

And | know you, divderval thought, a dandy with a

m nd of honed steel and a grudge-bearing ability that
t he gods would envy. She replicated his smle, though
with difficulty. Wien they were both chil dren—he was
fourteen, she twel ve—he had beaten her dog because,
when they had both called it, the dog had gone to her
and not to him She had been a nere girl then with an
ol der brother to fight her battles for her, but he had
di ed and she was A igarch now.

"Ch aye," she said pleasantly, proud of her control

"it will cost, but less |I think than would the whol esal e
di sruption of world trade, or having our houses fired
and Isphardis put to the sword." Her voice was |ight,

to the extent that it natural depth allowed. It was not
he way she had intended to approach the subject, but

she was reacting to Asphar. Dam the man' Wy did

she have to spend her life reacting to hin®

"And what is your suggestion?" Marwi n asked cau-
tiously.

A ivderval took in a breath and nade hersel f rel ax.
"We shall have to armand train a mlitia." She held up
a hand as babbl e broke forth.

"1 know, | know, " she said. "W have never resorted
to arnms, but tines have changed."

"Changed?" canme the clotted voice ofCalliost. "W
have avoided arnms in times of war, what possible reason
could we have to resort to themin tines of peace?"

"Thank you, Calliost,"” divderval said slowy. "To

begin with, we shall have to have a force to protect our
roadbui | ders in Songuard. Their governnent is new and
rel atively powerless and, to conmpound the probl em

what sway they hold is in the north whereas we shal
begi n our operations in the south. | put it you that the
sight of all that activity will prove too nuch for the
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southern clans. W shall need arnmed nen to protect our
wor kers, our mules and our equi prent. "

She sat back and surveyed them again. "OF course,”

she added, "that would be the legitinmate cover. No one
could object to that. | gained pronises fromthe western
countries that they would protect us if need be, but we
cannot expect themto do that if we are unwilling to
protect ourselves. As | said, that would be the ostensi-
ble reason for a mlitia, but the real danger cones from
Urbria and we shall have to build an effective arny to
counter that."

"And while we are at it," Rully chimed in unexpect-



edly, "we ought to consider arm ng our merchant fleet.
Al the Unbrian fortifications face north."

AQivderval flashed hima | ook of gratitude. "Qur ex-
cuse could be an increase in piracy, preferable fromthe
shores of the Magical Kingdons," she said approv-

ingly.

"I don't know about this," Manyas said nervously.
"This is a major undertaking, an expensive undert ak-
ing, and there is no profit init."

"Think of it as insurance against ruin," Leonida said
crisply. "Any estimates of the costs, divderval ?"

The Aigarch referred to the papers in front of her

"A start-up cost of three hundred thousand ecrus for
the training and equi pping of a force of fifty thousand
men. "

"Fifty thousand nmen! That's insane."
obj ection came from Festin Manyas.

The agitated

"And that does not include nonies for the devel op-
ment of cannon," divderval pressed on relentlessly.
"W have acquired, by the way, the secret of the man-
ufacture of cannon and | do not doubt that Isphard

i ngenui ty can inprove upon the original."

Hubbub ensued.
Ch3i pt 6R 23

-N arrod was relaxing in his main roomand was feel -
ing satisfied. Nastrus had just returned to Stronta and
had reported that the G ants' Causeway had been

cleared away as far as the Songean border, a prodigious
amount of work for both Magicians and cl oudst eeds.

The uni corn had been tired and proud and he had cer-
tainly earned the right to feel that way. There was no
nore work to be done on the project, for this year at
any rate. The weather would begin to close in by the
end of the nonth, the nore so in Songuard where it

was uncontrolled. Indeed, there were reports of fresh
snow on the nountai n peaks. Nastrus woul d be return-
ing to the Island at the Center soon for his annual visit
and Jarrod knew that he would have to come up with

a convincing reason to tenpt himback. It was i npor-
tant that the Enpire see the benefit of the enterprise,
that the Discipline be seen to be hel pful to them

He stretched his slippered feet toward the fire and
was contenpl ating a nap when there was a rappi ng at
the door. He swiveled and saw the Duty Boy's head.
He gestured and the boy slipped into the room

"Sorry to disturb you. Excellence, but there's a bun-
gl ebird message that just came in."

Jarrod beckoned and the boy came over quickly and



handed hima tiny roll of paper. Jarrod smoothed it out
and leaned it into the light so that he coul d deci pher
the witing. "Child expected in a sennight. Cone if
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you've a mnd to." It was unsigned. H s heart gave a
little lurch and his brain began to calculate. It would
have taken the bird at least four days to fly here from
Gwndryth. That nmeant that it was due any day. The

baby coul d al ready have been bom A trip through In-
terimwas the only way to get there in anything like
tine.

"Any return nessage, sir?" the boy asked.

"Ch, er, no. It wouldn't do any good. |'d be obliged,
t hough, if you woul d pack me sone clean |linen, hose,
a couple of robes and nmy washing things. Use the sad-
dl ebags. Fetch ne ny shoes first. |'ve got to see the
Mage. "

Five minutes |later,he was being ushered into Gey-
| ock' s bedchanber. The Mage was sitting at his desk
wor ki ng at some papers.

"Sit yourself by the fire, Jarrod, 1'Il be with you di-
rectly,” he said wthout |ooking up. "There's sone
mulled ale in the hearth, help yourself."

Jarrod sat and watched the fire, wanning his hands

on the nug and taking snmall sips. He was excited and
the hot liquid seenmed to steady him He heard sand
bei ng sprinkl ed on paper and sat up. Mnents |ater the
old Mage joined him |adled out sone ale and sat down
opposi te-

"What can | do for you?" he asked.

"I just got a nmessage from Marianna," Jarrod re-

plied. "The baby's due and | would like to be there."
He smiled sheeplishty. "It's nmy first, and possibly ny
last, child."

Greylock's lips tightened; not the reaction that Jar-
rod had expected. "Deuced awkward," he said.

Jarrod waited.

Greyl ock sighed and then | ooked up at his protege.
"The fact is," he said, "I'mplanning to go to Cel ador."

"I realize that you would rather we weren't both away
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at the sane time, but Thorden and Tokano are quite
capabl e of keeping things running. They've done it be-

fore." Jarrod recogni zed the defensive note in his voice.
Surely Greylock couldn't deny himthis?



"Yes | know," Geylock said on cue, "but the reason
I"mgoing to Celador is that the Archmage is ill."

"I hadn't heard," Jarrod said soberly.

"Nobody' s heard. He sent nme a private message,
oblique as usual, but | have a feeling that he wants to
settle the succession.”

"But there's no question of that, surely? Everybody
knows that you are going to be the next Archmage,"
Jarrod obj ect ed.

"Nevertheless, it's always wiser to be at the scene,”
G eyl ock said darkly.

"I's it that bad?"

"I certainly hope not, but there's no getting away
fromthe fact that, for a Magician who has accom
plished as much as he has, survival into one's eighties
is close to a mracle.”

"And you would rather that | was here,"” Jarrod con-
cl uded.

"No, | should prefer you be in Celador in case somne-
one calls for a quick nmeeting of the H gh Council in an
attenpt to ramtheir own candi dacy through. The only
trouble is that if we both turned up unexpectedly it
woul d undoubtedly start runors and m ght even precip-
itate action. The Qutpost, however, is a lot closer to
Cel ador than Gwndryth and days coul d make all the
difference,"”

"I plan to go through Interim if |I can persuade Nas-
trus,” Jarrod said, relieved

"I must be getting old,'* Greylock said with a shake
of his head. "I keep forgetting. Are there bungl ebirds
at Cel ador that hone to Gwyndryth?"
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"There ought to be, but it mght be a good idea to
take one fromhere. There are four in the cote."
"In that case," Geylock said with a smle, "you'd
better get going. The baby isn't going to wait for you
you know. "

"Thank you, sir. Just send a nessage if you need ne
and I'lIl be there within hours. 0\i, and pl ease give ny
best to the Archmage," Jarrod added, getting to his feet.

Succession of a sort was on Malumis mind as well
He had thought |ong and hard about the Enperor's
conmi ssion. He had had a nmonmentary qualm but it
hadn't been enough to keep hi m awake at night or even



i ntrude upon his dreans. The Enperor had ordered it

and he was the Enperor's sworn nan; besides, it was a
job and coul d be considered solely on that plane. Lastly,
it was an interesting problem The death nust appear

to be a natural one—not too difficult with a wonman as

fat as the Mther Suprenme—but there should be a cer-

tain elegance to it. It should al so be quick, final and
neat. Not a job that he could entrust to anyone el se.

Hs mind made up, he went into the Inperial Forest

for a solitary ride. Nothing unusual in that; he had done
the sane thing often enough before. He returned with

a sel ection of nushroons that he hoped were poi son-

ous. Once back in his room he cut themup and boil ed
them over the fire in a pannikin. He reduced the liquid
to concentrate it and then drew sone off. He set a gob-
bet of rawnmeat in it and left it to steep overnight. The
next norning he nmade his way to the twi sting streets of
the old town, picked his way al ong the nuddy path

beneat h t he overhangi ng buildings until he found a stray
cur in an enpty lane and fed it the meat. The dog died

in silence and with gratifying rapidity.

Vel | pleased, Malumreturned to the pal ace and or-
dered a tray of marchpane fromthe kitchens. The

264 + JOHN LEE

Mot her Supreme was known to have a sweet tooth and

the strong al nond scent woul d disguise the odor of the
mushroom jui ce. He set the marchpane to soak and then
went out again to purchase a wooden box inlaid with
nacre. That done, he cut the sweetneat into squares and
assenbled theminto a suitable-1ooking offering. Then
he di spatched a page to ask for an audience with Ar-

nul pha.

The Mot her Suprene sat in a w de, padded chair.

Behi nd her sat three |l esser priestesses quietly doing em
broi dery. She was not wearing the cloth-of-gold gown

that he associated with her, but rather a vol um nous
robe of dark blue silk with darker patches beneath the
armhol es. Matching slippers peeped out beneath the

hem She had, Malum noted, surprisingly small feet for

a woman of her size.

He advanced across the room the box clanped firmy
agai nst his side, and nmade his court bow.

"Be welcome, ny lord. W are pleased to see you."

The formal node rolled out in a low, pleasant voice.
She smled up at himand the small eyes well nigh dis-
appear ed.

Mal um masked the distaste of the congenitally thin
for the overweight. "I amgrateful that Your Serenity
consented to see ne," he replied.

Arnul pha watched the dark little man with an interest
tinged with wariness. He was sonewhat of a nystery at



Court. He sel dom appeared at Inperial functions, but
he was said to have the Enperor's ear

"Had you not requested an audience, ny Lord of
Quern, we should have sought you out."

Mahi m s | ook of surprise was only partly feigned.

"Ch come, sirrah," Arnul pha's said, warm anuse-

ment surfacing, "you have established yourself in our
Enmperor's confidence in a remarkably short tinme. That
makes you a man of inportance. W are not in Angom
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that often. Surely you woul d expect that we would w sh
to take advantage of the opportunity to make your ac-
guai nt ance?"

She arrogates the use of the royal we to herself, Ml um

t hought. | wonder if she dares do it in front of Varodias.
Was there also a touch of the flattened vowel s of the
south in her speech? She cozens, he thought. She is md-
Urbrian born and a daughter of the nobility. She plays
with ne. And the Enmperor was right; she was dammably

wel | informed. He produced a self-deprecating snile

"You do me too nuch honor, madam Any influence

that | have is owed not to ny talents, but to the good
of fices of ny former master, the Elector of Estragoth. |
think that His Inperial Majesty talks to me on occasion
because | renmind himof his old friend. | fear that he
does not listen to nme," he said with apparent frankness,
"on those rare occasi ons when he asks me for an opin-
ion. Intruth it seems to ne that Hi s Inperial Mjesty
has been ill advised of late, though not by me, in his
dealings with the Mther Church.”

"Say you so?" The Mt her Suprenme's eyebrows were

rai sed. Whatever it was that she had been expecting
fromhim that was not it. "Mayhap we shoul d nake

oursel ves nore confortable." She gestured toward the
hearth, where a |low table and three chairs were set. She
heaved her bul k up, waved a dismissal of the three
priestesses and | ed the way.

Mal um heard the breathl essness that the effort caused
and smled inwardly. If all went well, he would not have
this chance again. He should get what information he
could before offering his gift.

"I have al ways considered," he said as he waited for

the Mother Supreme to | ower herself into a chair, "that
the Church is one of the binding forces that unites the
Empire. Tradition, of course, is the other great nortar
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in the structure—village tradition, hereditary |ords
bound by |iege oaths—but tradition is nmore easily sun-



dered than the people's belief in the Geat Mther."

He pl aced the box on the floor beside his chair as he
sat and saw Amul pha's eyes flicker over it. "It seens

to me," he continued, "and | would ask that this does
not | eave this chanber " He paused until she nodded
her head. "That His Inperial Mijesty enbarks upon a
course of folly when he opposes the Church." He sat

back and | ooked at her anxiously.

She | eaned forward and rang a snmall china bell. "W
cannot say that we disagree with you, my lord,'" she
said. "lndeed, we could w sh that your counsel had

nore wei ght with the Enmperor." She gl anced si deways
at himand snmled briefly. "Have no fear," she added,
"we know Varodi as passing well. He is not a man sub-
ject to overt pressure. Subtlety and persistence are
needed." She broke off as a novice entered and then
ordered chai and honey cakes wi thout consulting

Mal um She waited until the girl had w thdrawn.

"You are an anbitious man, mny |ord, and nothing
cones for nothing. Wiat is that you would want from
us?"

"From Your Serenity, nothing," Malumreplied

snoothly. "My forner master's great influence with the
Enmperor was founded in his |love of the Enmpire. He

sought her good, not his own gain. | would follow in
his footsteps. As | told you, ma'am | am convinced t hat
har mony between Church and Enperor is essential for

the health of the Enpire."

The Mot her Suprenme was about to reply when the

novi ce returned with a tray. She arranged the crockery
and the cakes and then poured the chai. Wen she had

wi t hdrawn once nore, Arnutpha said, "W have warned

H s Inperial Mjesty that the Church cannot tolerate
further attacks on her people and her property. |If there
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i s anything that you can do to see that the Inperial
Guards act upon the assurances given us, you would be
doi ng the Enperor a service and you would not find us
ungrateful ."

Mal um nodded and reached down for the box. He

stood and held it out. "A small token. Serenity.

t hought that honey and al nonds bound together forned
a synbol of what | hope can be the rel ationship be-
tween yourself and His Inperial Mjesty."

"Prettily put," Amul pha said, opening the box. Her
face lit up. "Mrchpane," she exclained. "A favorite
of ours." She reached into the box and then stopped.
"WIl you join us, my lord?" she asked.

Mal um had prepared for this eventuality. The two
rows closest to the side with the clasp were untainted.



He produced hi& smle. "WIlingly." He | eaned forward
and took one, biting into it without hesitation. The

Mot her Supreme sipped her chai and watched hi m swal -

| ow. Then she hel ped hersel f-

Mal um drank sone chai and then hel ped hinmself to
one of the honey cakes. He watched the Mther Su-
preme out of the coner of his eye,

"Good," she said. "The alnond taste is a little strong,
but not unpl easant. W thank you." She took another

"I amglad they nmeet with your approval," he said

politely.

The Mot her Suprene |icked her fingers and drank

some nore other chai. "If the Enperor will agree," she
began, and then stopped suddenly. Her eyes w dened

and she clutched her belly. Her nouth opened and a
choki ng sound ener ged.

"I's something the matter. Serenity?" Ml um asked
di si ngenuously.

Amul pha' s hand groped out, reaching for the bell
Malumrose swiftly and nmoved it out of the way. Re-
alization dawned in the Mdther Suprene's eyes, but was
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qui ckly extingui shed by a spasm of pain. Her heavy
body twisted in the chair and her nmouth tried to form
words. Her hands grasped the arnms of the chair as she
tried to stand, but a convul sion threw her back. The
nmout h began to work again, then the body arched, belly
t hrusting upward, and coll apsed. Her heels drumed
briefly on the floor and then the head lolled forward,
spreadi ng out her chins.

Mal um | ooked down at her for a beat and then

pressed his fingers into the flesh of her wist, searching
for a pul se. There was none. He unbuttoned the top of

hi s doubl et, scooped up the remaining pieces of poi-

soned marchpane and dropped them down it. He did

the buttons up again and patted hinself lightly to nmake
sure the pieces didn't show He rearranged the rest of

the marchpane so that it |ooked as if a | ot had been
eaten. As a final touch he broke off a piece of one of

t he cakes, opened the Mther Suprene's nouth and

stuffed it inside. He dropped the other piece on the floor
as if it had fallen fromher hand. He stepped back and
surveyed his handiwork before ringing the little bell vi-
olently. He shouted for help.

When the Mt her Supreme's attendants cane rushing
in, they found Lord Mal um of Quern pounding their
m stress on the back.

"Water, get water!" he shouted at the flustered
priestesses. "She's choking." He found that he was



enjoying hinself. He would not say a word about this
to the Enmperor, he decided. Not unless he asks di-
rectly, he anmended. Word of the Mther Suprene's

death woul d get out alnost imediately. If he nmade

no denmands, the Enperor would be certain of his |oy-
alty. Let others have the titles; he would control the

policy.

He abandoned his efforts and set the Mther Su-
preme upright. He propped her body against the chair
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back. The jaw hung slackly. He | ooked at the two
worren, who were hovering futilely.

"I think one of you should get the Emperor's W se-
worman, unless Her Serenity travels with one of her
own,"'"' he said.

Gwndryth was basking in sunlight when Jarrod and
Nastrus came out of Interim The nmeadow that the uni-
corn used as a reference point had been brought under
cultivation and they enmerged while wonen were gl ean-
ing the stubble, causing consternation. By the tine that
Jarrod had recovered fromthe effects of the trip, the
worren were clustered around the unicorn, rubbing its
coat for luck. Wen they had first cone to Gwndryth,
Jarrod reflected, they had had to sneak the unicorns in
by the back postern and hide themin the cellars. Now
Nastrus was a synbol of good fortune. Since no one

was paying the slightest attention to him Jarrod took
the opportunity to renove the extra clothing he had
donned for protection against the cold of Interim No
sooner done than he was recogni zed.

"Tt's the new lord," one of the wonen cried, point-
ing. The others fell back and ducked their heads in ac-
know edgmrent .

"There's a fine thing,' Nastrus grunbled. 'You're ihe
one commandi ng respect and all you did was rut with
Mari anna.'

Jarrod ignhored him "G ve you goodday, |adies," he
said. "I have conme for the birthing. Is the Lady Mar-
i anna delivered yet?"

"Not yet. Lord," the observant one said with the

thick burr that characterized the speech of the region
"l eastwi se the bell 'asn't rang and they allus ring the
bell for a birthing."

"I'"d be best on my way then," he said, and they
nmoved farther back to give himroom
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He nudged Nastrus into a trot and waved to the
worren. They were cantering by the tine they reached



the road. Even though his thoughts were on the Hol d,

he noticed that the trees were beginning to turn and that
they weren't as colorful as those up north. The |ichened
walls of the Hold cane into view and he saw that the
gates were open. No one chall enged them as they rode

in. but both he and Nastrus were greeted at the stables
as old friends. Jarrod's new status did not seemto affect
the ostlers and the groons.

He took his saddl ebags and slung them over his

shoul der, bade Nastrus good-bye and made his way to

t he house. As he approached the steps, he was greeted
by a m ddl e-aged man he did not know The man, ob-
viously a gentleman by his dress and his bearing, was
acconpani ed by a young squire.

"May the best of the day be before you, ny lord."
The man bowed deeply. "I amKerris of Aylwth, Sen-
eschal of Gwyndryth."

He nust have had a | ookout posted to get here this
fast, Jarrod thought. "And may your ni ght be tran-
quil," he returned politely. He unslung his saddl ebags
and the squire quickly retrieved them "May | ask what
happened to Sir Onbras?"

"Lord Cbray retired to his estate two nonths ago, "
t he Seneschal replied. "Hi s eyesight's failing and his
hearing is none too good."

"I amsorry to hear that. He was a good man and he
served the famly well. | must nmake a point of riding
over to pay ny respects while | am here.”

"'1 amsure that it will be rmuch appreciated, Sir Jar-
rod," Aylwth replied smoothly. "In the neantine,

your quarters have been nmade ready agai nst your

com ng. "

"I amobliged to you." He noved forward. "How is
the Lady, er, howis ny wfe?"
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Sir Kerris |ooked at Jarrod specul atively and then
seened to cone to a decision. "Quite inpossible, ny
lord," he said straight-faced.

Jarrod's eyes opened wi de and then he threw back

his head and | aughed. "By the gods, you are a ganbling
man, sir. However, the Lady Marianna that | know can
express herself, ah, sonmewhat forcefully."

Sir Kerris smled. "She resents being confined," he
sai d compani onably, "and it nust indeed be a great
trial for soneone as active as ny |ady. Wseworman Jaff -
ney thought it best because the Lady Marianna is"—he

gl anced up at Jarrod—not overly young to be with
child." The lips twitched upward slightly. "The Lady
Marianna did not take kindly to the suggestion.™



"I can imagine," Jarrod said synpathetically. "In fact
|"msurprised that she agreed to it."

"Well we have Ms. Merieth to thank for that. She's
the only one who can give ny |lady orders."

"Merry? I'msurprised that she's still alive.”

"She's alive all right and sprightly with it," Aylwn
said as they clinbed the steps. "Her husband died a
good ten years ago. She's been at a | oose end since
Mast er Joscelyn went off into your care. She is really

| ooking forward to this baby and she is not about to |et
Lady Marianna take any unnecessary chances." He

stood aside to let Jarrod go through the door first.

"I forget ny manners, ny lord," he said. "You nust
be tired and hungry after your journey." He snapped
his fingers.

"Hungry nore than anything else,” Jarrod admtted.

He was, in fact, ravenous.
The squire with the saddl ebags appeared.

"Take those up to ny lord's suite and put water on

for a bath." The Seneschal turned to Jarrod and ges-

tured to the staircase. "Permit nme to escort you to your
quarters,” he said formally. "I trust that they will be to
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your liking. If there is anything |acking, or anything
that you want changed, you have but to tell ne."

"I"'msure it will be perfectly satisfactory,” Jarrod said
soothingly letting the man | ead the way.

"That | think | can promse,"” Sir Kerris replied, "but
this is, after all, your home and your roonms should suit
you to a T."

My hone, Jarrod thought as he nounted the stairs.
| suppose he's right. No, this will always be Marianna's
hone. The CQutpost is mine.

At the doorway to the apartnents he was handed

over to a short, swarthy man with a neatly kept nass

of black hair. He was ushered in with an extravagant
Court bow of unexpected grace. Jarrod turned and
thanked Sir Kerris and asked, diffidently, if some food
could be sent up as soon as possible.

"At once, ny lord," the Seneschal said, and de-
part ed.

1 like the man, Jarrod thought- No "lIs there anything
in particular you feel like eating?"



"I bid you wel come, Lord. | hite Semmurel and have
t he honor of being your personal bodyservant." The
man' s Conmon was i npeccabl e, but the accent of the
Sout hern Marches gave it flavor

"Greetings, Semmurel," Jarrod returned, |ooking
around at the dark paneling and tiny wi ndows of the
anteroom Gmyndryth was one of the ol dest Hol di ngs

in Arundel and had, to all appearances, never been
noderni zed. It had seemed picturesque to himthe | ast
time that he had stayed here, but he had beconme accus-
tomed to light and fresh air. There woul d be sugges-
tions that he'd be making to Sir Kerris after all

Jarrod | ooked down at his new servant. Bright, black
button eyes | ooked back, curious and alert. "You don't
have to use the Formal Mdde," he said, "unless there
is conpany that would require it." He gave a quick
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i npersonal smile. "I'll warn you now that mny Arunic,
whil e not perfect, is good, especially when it cones to
swear words. | had an excellent tutor."

Senmmurel grinned. "I shall be mindful of that, ny

lord. May I show you the rest of the roons?"

"By all means." Jarrod followed himthrough the in-
ner door.

The bedchanber was | arge and wel |l appointed. The

wi ndows were |arger here, the traditional inside shutters
fol ded back against the walls. It wasn't gloomny, the
wal | s were whitewashed, but Jarrod still found it cheer-
| ess. The bed was | arge and canopi ed. There were two

cl ot hespresses and a wardrobe, all three heavily carved,
a fireplace with a caul dron hangi ng over the flanes, two
arnchairs with rush seats, a table against one wall and
half a dozen side chairs around the others. There was a
wel | -worn carpet by the bed, but apart fromthat the

pl anks were bare.

"Through yonder door there is a witing cabinet with

t he garderobe off it. It's big enough for the jakes and a
decent tub." He produced an ingratiating little snmile
"Luckily for my not too stalwart back, the fireplace is
bi g enough to heat the water in. Lucky for you too, ny

| ord; your baths will be hotter."

"Are there quills and ink?" Jarrod asked.

"There are, and there are a nunber of pieces of
par chment . "

"Good. | shall also need shelves for books, but that
is not an i nmedi ate concern.”

"Very good, ny lord. | shall nake a note of it." Sem
nmurel gestured to the wardrobe. "That is your ward-



robe and there are sone of the outfits that the Lady
Mari anna bade ne make for you." He made a self-
deprecating little nmovenent. "I am by way of doubling
as a tailor," he said.

He coughed, as if enbarrassed. "Her Ladyship nmade
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it very clear to nme that " H's voice petered out.
"That is to say that Her Ladyship would prefer it if
you did not wear Magician's robes while in residence."
He took half a pace back as if anticipating an out-
bur st .

Jarrod watched himfor a couple of beats. "In that

case, let us see what ny wife considers suitable attire."
He was far fromcertain that he would |ike her taste in
nmen's cl ot hes.

"As you say. Lord," Semmurel said quickly. "And,

if it would not be too rmuch trouble, | should appre-
ciate it if Your Lordship would try on a coupl e of
things. Just until the food cones," he hastened to add.
He essayed a snile. "Her Ladyship was quite precise
about the sizes, but nenories can sonetines play
tricks."

"Quite so."

Jarrod began to unbutton his jacket. He hadn't
known what to expect at Gwndryth, but it definitely
wasn't this.

An hour | ater, wearing pale blue with dark gray pip-

i ng, bathed, shaved and scented, he was shown into

Mari anna' s bedchanber on the top floor. It had a big

wi ndow t hat opened onto the roof and the m dday sun
shone in brightly. The Lady of the Hol di ng was propped
up in the grand, carved bed, wearing a pal e green night-
robe, with a matching ribbon securing the pulled-back
hair. There was an open account book on the counter-
pane beside her. She did not |ook up and he had a

nmonent to study her. The first thing that regi stered was
that she was plunmp, a mld shock in one who has al ways
been thin. The second was the enornmous bul ge beneath

the covers. She glanced in his direction and her face lit
up. She is truly beautiful, Jarrod thought as he smled
at her.
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"Jarrod! They didn't tell ne that you'd arrived. Wen
did you get here?"

"Just over an hour ago," he said, advancing to the
bedsi de. "Long enough to have a bath and a neal and
don this finery." He extended his arms and rotated to
di splay the clothes. "Wat do you think?"



"You | ook very handsone and everything seens to
fit properly,” she said. "I was afraid that the sl eeves
and the trousers would be too short."

"No, they're fine, though I shall have to watch what
| eat. My new nman gives ne to understand that robes
are unwel cone here.”

"Well, as ny husband, you are required to show an

amount of state. The tenants expect it. It's inportant

for our standing in the region and people are very sen-
sitive to that. In a great many cases, their self-esteemis
attached to us. Besides, nost people tend to be afraid

of Magici ans and especially of Mages."

"It's a shanme, then, that |I can't do anything about
nmy height,"” he said with nore asperity than he had
i nt ended.

"Now don't be difficult, Jarrod dear," she said with
unwont ed cal nmess. "You have to realize that, at
Gwndryth, you have to play the part of ny husband-
What you do at Stronta, or at Celador for that matter
is entirely your affair, but here we have custonms and
traditions that go back for centuries. Wat matters
here is the peace and productivity of the demesne and
of nmy father's tenants. There are certain obligations
that come with your position. You will have to pre-
side at Hall tonight for instance, and we shall have to
have a feast for the vassals and tenants in your
honor . "

She | ooked up at himand sniled. "I can't pronise
that we won't have to give a feast to celebrate,” she
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patted her stomach with both hands, "the arrival of this
one."

Jarrod sat down on the edge of the bed and reached
out a tentative hand.

"CGo ahead," she said. "It won't bite."

He pl aced his hand gently on the swelling covers. Al
he coul d feet was the curving counterpane with its welts
of enbroi dery.

"How are you doi ng?" he asked.

"Ch, | feel bloated and unconfortable,"” she said as

if ticking off her blessings. "My back hurts, | feel as if
| need to go to the garderobe every ten mnutes and ny
feet and ankles are swollen." She favored himwth a

m ncing snmile nore usually seen on the faces of Court

| adi es making |ight conversation

"Most of all, and nost oddly of all, | have the dis-
tinct feeling that this is not nmy body. It does what it



wants and | have no control of it. It is as if | were
out si de mysel f observing this other person. At other
times it is as if | were trapped in sonmeone el se's body."
"I's there anything that | can do?" he asked.

She | aughed. "Not unl ess you have a spell to speed
delivery and make it painless." Her eyes w dened sud-
denly and she caught her breath.

She grabbed Jarrod's hand and pulled it back to her
belly. He felt the baby's kick clear through the covers.
He | ooked at Marianna, his own eyes round.

'eCh gods," he said. "It's alive."

"It's a very active little person," she replied in a tone
of anused resignation

"When ... ?" he began

"Soon," Marianna said. "Pray to the gods that it be
soon. "

"And the Wsewoman's good, is she?"

"Bl oody woman treats ne like a fragile child," Mar-
ianna said with a flash of her old belligerence. "She's
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mandr agora—you' d think |I'd never had a baby be-

fore. "

"I"msure they know best," Jarrod began soothingly
and then changed his tack when he caught the | ook on

her face. "Well, 1'll undertake to put on a brave show
at Hall if you prom se to behave yoursel f."
She made a face. "I don't have nmuch of a choice do

| ?" she said with a trace of bitterness. "The unspeaka-
ble Jaffney won't let me do anything. Every tinme one of
my factors visits, it takes a battle royal to get him ad-
mtted. The harvest is in and all the shipping arrange-
ments have to be made. W had a bunper crop this

year and the |Isphardis are paying a decent price for a
change." She tapped the account book. "If | can ar-
range for quick delivery before the other Hol di ngs get

t hensel ves organi zed, this will be the nost profitable
year |'ve ever had. | should be down at Seaport. Instead
of which, 1'mcooped up in this room"

"Can't Sir Kerris help?" Jarrod inquired midly. "He
seens to be a conmpetent man."

"Ch, he'll make a good enough Seneschal. He's well

i ked and he's honest. But he knows not hi ng about
commerce. In fact he woul d be highly offended if | sug-
gest that he get involved. My factors are good, but they



need watching. If you don't keep a sharp eye on them
they'll rob you blind."

Jarrod noticed that her explanation of her business
difficulties had restored some of her good hunor. 'The
AQigarch divderval thinks highly of your trade ven-
ture," he remarked, "and coming fromher, that's quite
a conplinent."

Marianna smiled. "It doesn't stop her fromdriving a
hard bargain," she said. 'The nmen are far easier to dea
with."

["1l just wager they are, Jarrod thought. "Well, 1'm
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pl eased to see that you are | ooking so well and I'm gl ad
that | got here in time. And don't worry, | shan't let
you down with the tenants." He |eaned over and ki ssed
her on the forehead and then nade his escape while she
was still in a good nood.

The Lord Chancellor hesitated before entering the

Privy Chanber. He had been announced and the Queen

had to have his report, but he knew that she woul d be

di stressed by the news and, given the wong royal nood,
such distress could result in the renoval of his head. The
trouble was that Her Majesty had been in a series of
terrible npods ever since the wedding. He drew a deep
breath and pl ucked up the front of his robe. Whatever

the outconme, he would nake a suitable entrance. He
cleared the sill and let the garnent go as he advanced
into the presence. The skirt of his robe swept the floor
and gat hered sweet herbs as he crossed the room The
Queen, dressed this day in an eye-disorienting comnbi-

nati on of plum and puce, sat waiting upon the throne
whil e her ladies-in-waiting chatted quietly. He cane to a
halt and bowed deeply.

'"'My Lord of Brynhaven, we are pleased to see you,"
Naxani a said, though she | ooked far from pl eased.

He cleared his throat before speaking. "I amhere to
report to Your Majesty upon a devel opnent in your
realm" He was nervous and he sounded stilted. Nax-
ania had a very poor record of dealing graciously with
bearers of bad tidings.

"And what is it that our Lord Chancellor has to tel
us?" Naxani a i nqui red.

"The Duke of Abercorn is dead, nma'am”

He stood and waited for the tongue-I|ashing.

"It is not unexpected," the Queen said mldly.

"Mage Courtak is his successor of record,"” the Chan-
cel | or added.
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"We know that. W do not like it. but we know that."



There was no mni staking that tone of voice. She | ooked

at him and Brynhaven felt a shiver of fear between his
shoul der bl ades. "What to you intend to do about it?"

she asked sharply.

"Do about it. Majesty? | do not understand. There is
nothing I can do about it. There is no other direct heir.

"Then find one."

"I amsorry. Your Mjesty, but there is no other di-
rect successor, and, nuch as | would like to please you,
ma'am with Jarrod Courtak, the discoverer of the un-
icorns, living, there is nothing that can be done."

"Are you telling me, Chancellor," she said with ter-
rible quiet, "that if it is our royal will that this Courtak
be destroyed, or, nore sinply, deprived of his inheri-

tance, that you would not obey us?"

Lord Brynhaven's chin descended to his chest and he
swal | owed. He did not think of hinself as a brave man,
but in this he knew that he woul d have to oppose her.
He lifted his head.

"I'f Your Majesty permts, | would suggest that Jar-
rod Courtak is beyond reach at this point, short of as-

sassination. |If you attack him the people will rise on
his behalf. As a Mage, he oppresses no one; as a |and-
owner, on the other hand, he will rouse his share of

opponents. Therein may |lie Your Mjesty's advantage."

"There is no advantage to the throne in that nman's
assunption of the Dukedom of Abercorn. It puts en-
tirely too much power in the hands of the Discipline.
Besi des, he has too much noney as it is." She sounded
peevi sh.

This was obviously not the tinme to rem nd the Queen
that she herself was a Magician. "Your Mjesty can

i npose a very stiff inheritance tax." Brynhaven sug-
gest ed.
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"I ndeed we can." The Queen smiled a snmall, unpleas-

ant smle. "And who knows, our young Mage will yet

be tenpted into politics."” The smle broadened. "Once

t hat happens, a charge of treason is a relatively sinple
thing and then we can confiscate the | ands." She nod-

ded two or three tinmes before fixing himwith a glitter-
ing eye. "See that the estate is assessed at the absolute
maxi mum " she said. "You may go."

Lord Brynhaven backed fromthe presence pro-

foundly grateful that he had survived the ordeal. Life
at Court had beconme as unsettled and unsettling as it
was said to be at Angorn

The news of the birth came just as the wel com ng



feast was reaching its climx. The oohs and aahs t hat
greeted the appearance of the el aborate desserts were
silenced by the abrupt cacophony of a bell. Jarrod

gl anced inquiringly at Lady Aylwth and then the
meani ng struck him He pushed his chair back and

junped to his feet as the cheering broke out. He raced
fromthe dais without a word to his dinner conpani ons
and took the stairs two at atine. He pulled up in front
of Marianna's antechanber and did his best to get his

br eat hi ng under control

He wal ked quietly through the enpty outer room

and entered the bedchanber w t hout knocking. Mar-
ianna was lying in the bed with the covers pulled up
to her chin. Her eyes were closed, her face was white
except for the black half-circles under her eyes, and
her hair was dark with sweat. The coverlet was al nost
flat. Ms. Merieth was sitting on the far side of the bed
and the Wseworman was standi ng on the near side.

She turned and he saw a bundle in a white blanket in
her arms. She smiled broadly at him and dropped a
little curtsy.
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"You have a bonny daughter, ny lord," she said and
hel d out her arns.

He wal ked over, feeling suddenly unsteady, and

| ooked down at the small, creased, red face. Fine brown
hair was plastered to the skull. The eyes, |ike her noth-
er's, were closed.

"I's she ... ?"

"Indeed she is. Perfect in every linb. She screaned
the place down until she was washed and then the little
beauty went straight to sleep.”

"It"ll be nice to have a girl to tend again," Merry put
in.

"And ny wife?" Jarrod asked.

"Sleeping too. She'll be braw when she wakes and

better still when she's fed the bairn." Merry nodded at
her own wi sdom and know edge.

"Did she have . . . ? Was it difficult?"

Merry smiled, revealing mssing teeth. "Cch, she
wai |l ed and cursed like a dying soldier, but it was no
harder than her first. She always was one for the dra-
matics."

Jarrod found hinmself grinning inanely at the wonen.
He was a father. That nminiature ancient in the Wse-



worman' s arnms was his daughter. He reached out an
enornous forefinger and snoot hed the slick, silk hair,
marveling at the tiny perfection of ear and nmouth. He
felt the rising euphoria that he associated with Magic
maki ng. He blinked and found that his eyes were ful

of tears, blurring his sight of her. He | ooked mutely
fromone woman to the other and swal | owed convul -
sively. He brushed the tears away and caught his | ower
lip between his teeth. He wal ked softly to the bed,

st ooped and ki ssed the sl eepi ng Mananna.

He strai ghtened up, beamed at the two wonen,
bl i nked hard again, and then made his way carefully to
the door. He turned.
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"Regrettably, | have guests bel ow. Thank you, |a-
dies," he said. "If I amnot here when the Lady Mar-
i anna wakes, tell her that | |ove her."

He bowed to each in turn and let hinself out. His
whoop of joy rang clearly through the doors and the
two wonen smiled at one another know ngly.

"Mayhap she's made a good choice this tine,
m dear,"” Ms. Merieth said.

ChApt CR 24

AB arrod spent the next two days in a state of intoxi-
cation that had little to do with al cohol, although he
was required to drink nore than a few toasts. In an
effort to break free fromthe castle's attentions, he rode
out to visit Sir Onbras. The old man was glad to see

hi m+4nactivity obviously wei ghed on hi mJbut Jarrod
found hinself feeling sad at the way that old age had
treated the Seneschal and oddly resentful of the way
that the feeling intruded on his happi ness. Not hing,
however, could cloud his mood for long. He relished

t he banquet that was held to celebrate his daughter's
arrival. Flushed with wine, he went so far as to ki dnap
the baby froma protesting Merry and parade her

around the Hall as if she were a special dish, which
fromhis point of view, she was. Merieth foll owed be-
hind them nuttering inprecations and cautions, but
maki ng no overt noves to restrain him

He visited Marianna every day, but she was doing

her fair share of sleeping. Cccasionally he was all owed

to peek in on her and saw that she was resting in what
seened |i ke peace. He worried, neverthel ess, and voiced
his concerns to Wsewonman Jaffney. She seemed so pale

and lifeless, in contrast to the lusty yelling and redness
of his daughter. While his daughter had assuned, un-
invited and of a sudden, an enornous place in his heart,
he still worried about his wfe.

Quite normal, he was assured. The Lady Marianna
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was consi dered old, froma chil dbearing point of view
Jarrod smiled to hinself at the idea of what Marianna
woul d have responded to that had she been awake. Hi s
wife, he was told, had |led an active life and her nuscles
were those of a nuch younger woman, but she needed

rest; |abor was never easy; he nmust have patience. The
final phrase, dismssive, was "You'll be sent for when
Her Ladyship feels up to it." And with that, he had to

be content.

Jarrod retired to his roons feeling useless, his forner
elation quite dispelled. He took off the clothes that he
had donned with such care and went and sat on the

bed, chin in hands. He was used to being in control of

t hi ngs—et her people did his bidding, usually w thout

hi s having to ask—but Marianna remai ned an unreach-

abl e enigma. Hi s eyes sought the w ndow and he was

rem nded again of how small it was. He was circum
scribed here, the lord, the "new' lord, but scarcely head
of the household. Both Marianna and Darius preceded
hi m and al ways woul d. He was a foreigner here, an
outsider. He had titles, yes, and | and, but they neant
nothing in these parts. The baby was his only claimto
consi derati on

It was in this nmelancholy condition that Semure
found him

"My lord, ny lord, a nessage, a nessage from
Stronta."

Jarrod | ooked up. "Calmy, calmy. Now, what does
it say?"

"I don't know, sir," the valet said, brimring with

ri ght eousness. "This one was witten and it was not ny
place to read it."

"Quite right, Semmurel." Jarrod held out his hand
and a small, tightly rolled squip of paper was placed in
it. "The magni fying glass if you please."
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Jarrod snoot hed out the nessage and noved the gl ass
back and forth until the words cane clear

"Your uncle Abercorn is dead. You have inherited
title and estates. Congratul ati ons. Tokano."

He read it twice and the valet, watching closely, de-
cided that the news was bad. Such stillness did not bode
wel | .

The truth was that Jarrod was having difficulty com
prehendi ng. He had denied his famly for so |ong,

bl ocked off the hurt that their denial of himhad caused,
that he could not react now. They were all gone and he



had never known a one of them not even his parents.

Action of some sort was required, that he knew. He

woul d have to swear fealty to Naxania at sone point

and, know ng the Queen, there were bound to be com
plications. He sighed, confirmng Semmurel's suspi -

cions. He had never wanted this, he had avoi ded any

and all involvenents, but now events had caught up

with him He sat up and, with difficulty, ripped the little
nmessage into smaller shreds. Semmurel hovered expec-

tantly, but Jarrod didn't feel |ike confiding.

"I thank you," he said. "You nmay go."

He waited until the doors were closed and then went

and got his blue Magician's gown out of the press. In
this at |l east he could be his own man. He made his way
up to the bunglebird cote and sent the keeper off on an
errand before coachi ng a none-too-cooperative bird in

a nmessage for Tokanpb. He took it up to the I aunching
platformand rel eased it. He stood and watched it circle
before it lurched off in a northeasterly direction.

He was distracted at Hall that night and | ess than the
perfect host. He was aware of it and hoped that the
others put his npod down to the strains of becom ng a
first-time father rather than displeasure with their com
pany. He was al so aware that that would be taken as a
sign of weakness. Nobl enen were supposed to take such
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things in their stride and he was now, beyond all doubt,
a nobl eman.

That ni ght he tossed and turned before he slept and,
when he did, he dreaned. He was back at the castle

that he had helped to build, but it was different. There
was glass in the windows, for one thing, and there were
signs that the place was occupi ed, though he could see
no people. The peculiar dread that he had felt in the
first dreamwas with himagain, but this time he knew
the reason for it. The invisible occupants of the castle
were threatened, though by what, or by whom he did

not know.

He turned and | ooked out over the plain. Nothing

but waving grass to be seen, but that gave himno com
fort. Wien he turned back, he saw that there was somne-
one standing on the battl enents above the nmain door.

He could not make out the features, but the figure's
scarl et robe blazed in the sunshine. He struggled for-
ward, trying to see who it was, but his feet were mred.
If he could get free, he could help; he knewit. He
fought, but his progress was infinitely slow and the
man's face grew no clearer. The nenace was buil di ng
and he was going to be too late. He tried to shout a
war ni ng, but no sound came. He tried again, hurling

hi nsel f forward, and the effort brought hi mawake, tan-
gled in the sheet, teeth cl anped on the bol ster



Jarrod rose and washed and Made the Day, as was

his wont. For once the ritual did not have its restorative
power and, after a hasty breakfast, he headed down to

the stables. Aride with Nastrus woul d undoubtedly

cl ear away the |ingering cobwebs.

"Acloud in the sunny skies of your disposition,' the

uni corn comrented as Jarrod saddl ed him 7 suppose

t he wonderful feelings had to wear off eventually, but I

had hoped that they woul d keep going a while |onger

Your happiness is quite irresistible, even if it is occasioned
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by sonething as nundane as siring a foal. | adnmit, though
that it has generated a strong urge in ne to return homne
and join in the rut.'

"Stay a little while longer,' Jarrod thought back as he
gui ded Nastrus through the busy courtyard and out

t hrough the gate. 7 shall need your support if anything
happens to Marianna.'

"Typically human,' Nastrus rejoined as he broke into

a canter. 'If you spent nore tinme enjoying the nonment
and | ess time bothering about things that you can't con-
trol, you'd be a lot better off.’

7 know you're right,' Jarrod said, leaning forward to
adjust to the change in gait, 'but I have a lot on nmy mnd.
There's Marianna and now this business of having very

| arge new estates to take care of and, on top it all off, |
had a very peculiar dream|ast night. About the castle we
built.'

' Show e, ' Nastrus responded | aconically.

Jarrod transnitted the nenory and waited for Nas-

trus to comrent. Nothing cane.

"Wl l, what do you think? he asked.

"It makes no sense,' Nastrus said dismssively.

"Nor did the first one,' Jarrod thought back with rather
nore heat than he had intended, 'but | saw conical tur-
rets in that one and it turned out that Chatham G eygor
had a fondness for them | didn 't seek himout. | didn 't
say anything about the place that | had dreaned about,
but he reproduced it. How do you explain that?

7 don't,' Nastrus replied. 'It could be happenstance, it
could be destiny. How should a uni corn know? Besi des,

how do you know that this |latest night vision has anything
to do with you? You didn't know the person on the walls.

If there is any truth in it, and |I'mnot saying that there
is, what makes you think that you will be involved, human
vanity apart? If | recall correctly, there was much talk
bet ween you humans when we were building the place
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about how it would be many of your generations before
humans canme there again. As | said. if you spent less tine



gelling into a | ather about things you can't control, you'd
be a | ot happier.'

"Fat lot of help you are,' Jarrod said grunpily.

"Ah well, maybe one of these days you'll listen to ne,’
Nastrus said conplacently. 'In the neantine, 1'd like to
get in a decent gallop.'

As Nastrus accel erated snoothly, Jarrod began to

nmeld into the flow and control of the powerful rnuscles
as they ate up the ground. The unicorn's pleasure at the
speed and novenent becane his own and his worries
seened insignificant. He breathed in deeply. There was
a tang and crispness to the air and the wind of their
passage felt cleansing. Hs spirits rose. Nastrus was
right. The countryside was |ovely, the weather was spar-
kling”, his duties at Gwndryth far from arduous, his
daught er was healthy and sure to be beautiful. He was

i ndeed the nost fortunate of nen.

"OF course I'mright," Nastrus thought condescend-
ingly and accel erated before Jarrod could reply.

Mari anna's sumons cane the foll owi ng day. Jarrod

made Sermmurel show himfive outfits before he settled

on one. Then he changed his mnd. He shaved hinself,

t hough he had done it when he first got up, and he spent
a long time brushing his hair. Semmurel watched him
with a knowing smle and hel ped himto dress. Jarrod
felt absurdly nervous and the feeling |lasted through the
corridors and into Marianna's room

She was still in bed, propped up against the pill ows,
but there was color in her cheeks and her hair was neatly
dressed. He wal ked over and kissed her on the cheek

"How are you feeling, my dear?" he asked.
"Al nmost human," she replied.

"I was beginning to worry,"'
t he edge of the bed.

he said, sitting down on
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She took his hand and pressed it gently. "You're very
sweet, but | shall be fine. W Gwndrths are a tough
lot. | shall be up and about again in a day or so." She
| et go of his hand.

"You take all the time you need," Jarrod said quickly-
"You don't want to overdo it too soon."

One eyebrow went up. "Have you been studying to
be a Wsewoman?" she asked with a touch of her old
m schi ef .

"How s our girl?" he asked, changing the subject.



"Sleeping for now. She'll be hungry soon." Marianna
shook her head as if in disbelief. "She's always hun-

gry.”

"That's a good sign, isn't it?"
"l suppose so."

"I's she big for a girl baby?"

"I's she going to grow up to be Talented, that's what
you man, isn't it?"

"Well, it's a natural question." Jarrod replied defen-
sively.

Mari anna's hands plucked at the coverlet and she

wat ched themas if they bel onged to soneone el se. Then
she lifted themin the equival ent of a shrug and | ooked
up at him "There's no way to tell. They don't start
growing tall until they're six or seven. At least that's
the way it was with Joscelyn."

"You'd rather she wasn't Tal ented, woul dn't you?"

"Frankly, yes." She was blunt. "I've already got one
child who's going to be a Magician, |'d prefer that this
one stayed honme. Besides, it would make things harder
for her. | doubt that young femal e Magici ans are nuch
courted, or have an easy tinme finding playmtes."

Jarrod nodded, not knowi ng what to say. "It's a
shanme that Joscelyn couldn't be here for the birth," he
vent ur ed.

"I know," she said. "I thought about it, but, given
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his record, plus the fact that he canme to the weddi ng, |
didn't think that Dean Handrom woul d take kindly to
t he suggestion.”

"I"'msure you're right," Jarrod concurred.
"But what | wanted to see you about was the baby,"
Mari anna added.

"Her being a Magician?" Jarrod asked. "W can't do
anyt hi ng about that. She'll either turn out to be Tal-
ented, or she won't."

"No, silly, not that. About calling her 'the baby,' 'the
child,” "the girl." It's time that she had a nane. Do you
have any preferences?" She glanced up at him "There's

no need to | ook so surprised," she said.

"I"'msurprised at nyself. The fact is that | really haven't
given it thought." He smled sheepishly. "The fact is that
| had sort of assumed that it would be a boy."



"Are you di sappoi nted?"

"Not in the least," Jarrod said with conviction. "I

| oved her the monent | saw her." He noticed her snile
and msinterpreted it. "How about you?" he asked. "I
know you wanted anot her son to continue the line."

The smile wi dened. "W'll just have to nake sure

that Josceyin marries and has children. Still, that's in
the future. What we have to decide on now is a nane.

If it had been a boy, | wanted to call it after ny father

but I don't have any strong preferences about a girl's
name. "

"That reminds ne," he said, "I rather expected that
your father would be here by now "

"He's on his way. It takes a little |longer without a
uni corn. "

"We could call her Daria," Jarrod suggested. "It's
got an nice sound to it."

Marianna's eyes lit- "Daddy would love it," she said,
and then paused. "There's only one problem™

"And that is?"
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"Well, he was bound to spoil her. but this will put
the cap on it. I'"mgoing to have nmy work cut out
undoi ng the damage that you two will do.'

"I"mperfectly capabl e of being an evenhanded f a-
ther," Jarrod objected.

"Rubbi sh," Marianna said succinctly and good-
naturedly. "Little girls are born with the ability to wap
their fathers around their little fingers."

"Ha! Seeing the way Joscelyn's turned out, it can be
argued that boys can do the sanme with their nothers,"
he said teasingly.

"Unfair; |low blow " she protested.

"Maybe the next one will be a boy and then I'l1 cone
into ny own," Jarrod said.

The eyebrow went up again. "The next one?" She

snorted and pressed herself back into the pillows. "The
man's way of controlling an intelligent woman; keep

her pregnant." There was a tinge of acid in the voice.

"Well, husband mine, the equation is a little different
for wonen. A night of pleasure, if we're |ucky, nine
nmont hs of disconfort and hours of agony. You'll for-

give me if | don't |ook on the process with quite your
ent husi asm "



"Daria, DucHess of Abercorn; it's got a nice ring to
it, don't you think?" Jarrod asked.

"What are you tal king about?" she asked back

Jarrod grinned. "Well, she'll have to wait awhile, of
course, and there can't be a brother. | haven't had a
chance to tell you, but my uncle died and |'ve inherited
the title. You are now t he Duchess of Abercom”

"Am | indeed." She smiled up at him "Very grand.
Do we have a nice coat of arms?"

"I"'mnot really sure,"” Jarrod admtted. "I think it's
got stags and sheaves of corn."

"Ch Jarrod, you are inpossible," she said. Her eyes
narrowed in speculation. "W'll have to go down and
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show oursel ves as soon as |I'mfit to travel. A grand tour
of all the properties. |I can use ny old gowns there,
peopl e won't have seen them and get a new set for here
In the nmeantime we shall have to appoint a really good
seneschal . If we don't, your rights will be eroded."

She sat up, eyes sparkling. "It would be best if it was
a Pal adi ni an. Country folk don't take kindly to being
ordered about by foreigners. Do you know anyone suit -
abl e?"

This is the nost ani nated she's been since | got here,
Jarrod thought.

"As a matter of fact |'ve asked Tokamb to go down
and take inventory for ne," he said.

"Ch yes, he was our ring bearer. Are you sure you
can trust hinP"

"We've been friends since we were boys," Jarrod re-
turned. "Besides, he's wonderful with figures and the
appearance of a Magician at Oxeter ought to engender
respect, if not outright fear." He gave her a sly snile
"Peopl e seemto have difficulty Iying to a Magician."

"Cl ever man," she said, and pulled himdown for a
kiss. "Ch | amglad that | married you." She let him
go and vertical frown |lines appeared in her forehead.
"D you suppose that ny father knew that you were go-
ing to inherit when he insisted that | marry you?"

"Knowi ng your father, | shouldn't be at all surprised.
| was probably the only person in the Ki ngdom who
wasn't expecting it."

She | ooked at himfor a beat as if about to criticize.
I nstead she said, "Ooh, Naxania is going to hate this."



There was glee in her voice.

"Well I'mglad that the title rmakes you happy," he
said, turning his head. There was no m staking the tone
of voi ce.

"Jarrod?" She reached forward. "Jarrod, there's
somet hing bothering you. |I can tell. 1've known you too

THE UNI CORN PEACE + 293

long. If there's sonething that's bothering you, you have
to tell me. After all, isn't that what marriage is about?"
She wi dened her eyes and | eaned back into the pillows,
inviting his confidence.

He sat silent for a while, encouraged, but enbar-
rassed. His hands wanted to. tw st together, but he
stopped them His |ips, unsupervised, pursed and noved
fromside to side

"This is very difficult,"” he said, head noving awk-
wardly like a school boy's. He took a breath and then

| ooked at her directly. "Look," he said. "I know that
this wasn't part of your master plan, but," he paused,
"but," he hesitated again, "I |ove the baby very much,"
he concluded in a rush, "and I |ove you very nuch as
well," he ended in a nunble.

"I'"menormously fond of you too, dear," she said,
reaching forward and patting his hand. "But you have
to understand that we made this arrangenent precisely

because we both had individual lives to |ead." She shook
her head and then | ooked at him "Jarrod, ny very

dear," she said slowy. "I went into this because

wanted a child, not a husband, | nmade that perfectly

pl ai n. You accepted those terns. The narri age wasn't

ny idea, though I'm enornously grateful that you con-
sented to it. | am as | said, hugely fond of you, but I
wi || not countenance you, or any man, wal king in here
and taking over Gwndryth." The eyes narrowed.
"Gwndryth is mne. My father has titular control, but
no other man will until | am dead." She stopped and

| ooked at him half defiant, half sad.

Jarrod held her gaze. Hi s eyes were steady, but the
i nside of himwas bubbling. He reached out and cap-
tured her hands. He smiled at her and the smile grew.
It disconcerted her. He knew it and it pleased him
"You silly, little goose," he said, and then the snmile
broke into a grin. "I could care | ess about Gayndryth.
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It's yours to have and to hold and to run any way you

pl ease. All | care about is you and our daughter." He

sat back and the grin faded. "I won't interfere," he said
seriously, "but | expect to see you and | expect to see
our daughter on a regul ar basis.”



She smled, and the snile was warm and she squeezed

hi s hands before she let themgo. "I'ma very |ucky
worman, " she said. She | ooked back up at him""You
know, | really do |ove you." She sounded surprised.

The eyes narrowed. "However, you'll oblige nme by not
letting it go to you head," she added with her old spirit.
"Now, go and see your daughter."

He bent down and ki ssed her on the cheek before
taki ng his | eave.

Ms. Merieth was standing in the anteroomw th the
baby cradled in her arnms. Jarrod went straight over to
her and bent over the bundle. "W're going to call you
Daria," he crooned.

"Daria is it then?" Merry said. "The Master will be
pl eased with that."

"Marianna said he'd spoil her rotten," Jarrod said,

st rai ght eni ng up

"So he will," Ms. Merieth replied confortably.
"That's what grandparents are for."

Jarrod gazed down at the sleeping child and felt the
tenderness well up. The face had | ost the angry red of
birth and was soft and still and pink. There would be
so many nore changes in the weeks and nont hs ahead

and, he realized with a pang, he would not be there to
see them He reached out a tentative finger and stroked
her cheek. And what sort of nother would Marianna

be? She was not the type to stay in the nursery. She had
a Holding to run and a business besides. And, in truth,
it was Gwndryth that was her first |ove, would al ways
be.
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"I wish,”" he said to Ms. Merieth. "that | didn't have
to |l eave her and go back to Stronta."

"You're a sweet man, ny lord," Merry said, rocking
t he baby gently, "but there's no place for a man in a
nursery- Raising bairns is woman's work."

"I know, but you'll have to admt that the Lady Mar-
ianna isn't exactly the donmestic type."

Merry cackled. "Gods |ove you, I'mthe one that'l

tend to that. | raised the young m stress and you'l
have to admt that she hasn't turned out badly. There's
no need to fash yourself. Little Daria will be just
fine.'

Jarrod was not at all certain that he wanted his
daughter to grow up to be exactly |ike her nother, but
there was no way he could say that to Ms. Merieth.
Tradition was too strong to allow himto make too



many demands. There was no cult of the Geat Mbther
in Arundel, but there might as well have been

"There are no better hands that she could be in, Ms.
Merieth," he said diplomatically.

"You take care of the mstress and |'lI| take care of
the young 'un," she said with a knowi ng grin.

Jarrod nodded and smiled. | nust arrange some way
of seeing nore of ny daughter, he thought as he
wal ked out, though he had no idea of how he could
arrange it.

There were no guests at Hall that night and, perhaps

as a consequence, Jarrod drank too much. He did not
make a spectacle of hinmself, managed to talk civilly to
both Sir Kerris and his wife about natters pertaining
to the Hol di ng, but he was aware as he negotiated the
stairs to his chanbers that he was a mte unsteady.
Senmurel was waiting to hel p himundress and to put

his clothes away, but if he noticed that anything was
am ss, he was w se enough not to let it show Jarrod
washed with care and bade the nman good night as the
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bed curtains were pulled. He did not renmenber going
to sl eep.

When he woke to Make the Day, his nouth was dry

and his head hurt. Cold water alleviated the synptons
and the ritual banished the pain. He was contenpl ating
goi ng back to bed, but Semmurel was waiting for him
when he reached the room He | ooked excited and he

was hol ding a piece of paper in his hand.

"A nmessage, sir; fromthe capital, sir; by bunglebird."
He waved the paper. "I took the liberty of transcribing
it," he added, his previous rectitude apparently forgot-
ten.

"Let me have sone chai first, Semmurel, then you
can read nme the nmessage,” Jarrod said and went and
sat on the bed.

Senmur el conplied and waited patiently as Jarrod

si pped the hot liquid. Wen his master was finished,
Senmmur el cleared his throat and read, "Ragnor dead.
Return Cel ador imedi ately." He | ooked at Jarrod. "It

is fromGeylock. At least that is what | think the bird
said."

Jarrod felt a sudden enptiness that had nothing to

do with the previous night's indul gence. "Wy didn't
you tell me that right away?" he said tiredly, and then
waved his hand to cut off the answer that he knew
woul d cone. He felt tears prick at his eyelids.

"CGet out one of my Magician's robes, Seromnurel," he



said gruffly. "Then go and ask Sir Kerris to attend ne
here i medi ately. Wrd of this nust be taken to the

Hol dmaster. After that, present ny respects to the Lady
Marianna and tell her that | nust see her within the
hour . "

"Imredi ately, nmy lord. And shall | be acconpanyi ng
you?"
"I"'mafraid not. | shall be |leaving alone and | shal
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travel by unicorn. There's no possible way that you
coul d keep up."

"Very well, sir. I'Il pack sonme things for you. And
sir, I'mvery sorry to have been the bearer of such bad
tidings."

"The worst of all possible tidings," Jarrod said sadly.
"He was a great man, but he was also ny friend."

ch”pt CR 25

e arrod had spoken fromhis heart, but he had al so
expressed the feelings of a great nany people on Strand.
Ragnor had been Archmage for as |long as nost could
renenber. There had been no other Archmage, with the
possi bl e exception of Errathuel, seen by so many in the
flesh. Hs long tenure, coupled with the final defeat of
the Qutl anders, had fueled runors that he was the | eg-
end returned. It was a runmor that the old man had never
denied. He had told Jarrod, on their triunphal tour
around Strand, that such specul ati on enhanced the im
age of the Discipline, but, close as Jarrod was to him
at that point, he wasn't certain if the Archrmage was
bei ng serious or sinply disingenuous.

The news of the death raced across the land. It took

a fortnight to reach Angorn and a sennight nore to
penetrate as far south as Quern. Even in the Enpire,
where magi ¢ was viewed with suspicion at the best of
times, there was a sense of personal |oss. This was one
death that struck a universal chord. Peasants in Um
bria, tradesmen in |Isphardel, herdsnen in Songuard, al
felt his passing as keenly as the Magicians at the Qut-
post .

In was in Arundel, however, that the outpourings of

grief were nost intense. Ragnor's time as Regent was
recalled with nostalgia in town, ham et and hol di ng.
Contributions to the Discipline flooded in. Flowers and
of ferings were left at the bases of the many statues that
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had been erected at the time of the victory over the

Everl asting Foe. Ragnor woul d have enjoyed it all im
nmensely. The Court was in deep mourning and the



crowmds that thronged into the capital were subdued,

t hough there was an undercurrent of excitenment. Every
crowned head and notable on Strand was expected to
attend.

Jarrod and Marianna materialized in the post-harvest
stubble of the field beyond the walls. Jarrod had ex-
pected to nake the trip on his own, but Mrianna had
been adamant. She had been up yelling for her tiring
woman before Jarrod was out of the room Nastrus

pul l ed grunblingly at the brown stal ks and Jarrod
slipped off his back to lighten the |oad. He took off his
cloak and slung it over the back of the saddle. As they
approached the city they saw that the walls were draped
with black cloth. There were no flags flying. The guards
at the gate wore purple sashes. In the courts there were
groups of people talking quietly. They stopped and
stared at the unicorn as it passed, but there was none
of the wild welconme that Nastrus was used to. Wen

the little party reached the stables, things were quiet;

no nobl enen taking their horses out to hunt, no Royal
Messengers preparing to gallop to the ends of the king-
dom A groom cane out, exchanged a few civil words

and | ed Nastrus to his accustomed byre.

"I'"d better get to Magicians' Court and see how

Greyl ock's doing," Jarrod said as they stood with the
saddl ebags at their feet.

"Ch no you don't," Marianna countered. "First we

go to the Chanberlain and get ourselves assigned a de-
cent apartnent. You may-be a Mage, but you are al so

here as ny husband. | imagine that we are anong the
first ones here, of those of any account, | nean, and
that's fortunate. This place will be aswarmin a senni ght

and | want to nake sure that we are confortabl e and
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in quarters that reflect our joint status." She | ooked up
at himand the eyes were sharp and undeni abl e.

"Yes, dear," he said neekly.
"Good. Now get one of these lads to carry our bags
and be sure that you tip himproperly."

She lifted her skirts and set off across the cobbles.
Jarrod secured the services of a stable hand and hurried
to catch up with her. When they reached the pal ace
steps, he proffered his armand she took it with a smle

"I'f we have any problens with the Chanberlain, |eave
the talking to ne," Marianna said. "I know nore about
t he accomodati ons than you do and |'ve dealt with the
man before." Jarrod nodded his acceptance.

The Chamberl ain proved am able to the point of ob-
sequi ousness and, to Jarrod's surprise, Mirianna ac-



cepted the man's first suggestion. Pages were sent for
and they were escorted to a rather grand set of roons
with a cabinet and a private privy. The Chanberl ain

had, with the nmerest hint of reluctance, agreed to assign
a maid and a manservant to them and Marianna had

sweetly agreed to interview suitable candi dates that af-
ternoon. Jarrod had the distinct inpression that the
Chanber | ain had not intended that there be any choice,

but Marianna was not an easy woman to deny, espe-

cially when she was being charm ng. Apart frompolite
hel |l os and equal ly polite good-byes, Jarrod had said
not hi ng.

"Rat her fancy," he said after the |ast page had |eft
in search of the wine that Marianna had ordered. "An-
teroom a separate sitting chanmber, the lot."

"Yes, | know," Marianna said with a nysterious lit-

tle smle. "lI've been entertained here before." The snile
br oadened. "You see, ny dear, the conbination of the
Discipline and the old aristocracy is hard to top."

"And you didn't even have to haggle."
"I didn't need to," she replied lightly. "This occasion
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is going to be managed by the Discipline, even though

it is a state funeral. The Queen is a nmenber of the Hi gh
Council of Magic. My husband is a Mage." She cocked

her head to one side. "Now what choice did the poor

man have? He is perfectly well aware that | know ny

way around the pal ace and that npost of the best suites
haven't been assigned as yet." She | aughed m schi e-
vously. "There was no need to tell himthat you are the
Duke of Abercorn.™”

"I think we should keep it that way, don't you, dear?"
Jarrod said quickly.

She gave hima look. "It guarantees us a seat at the
H gh Table, at least until the royals get here."

"Wll I'mglad to be of use.”

She caught the irony in his voice. "Marriage to ne
hasn't exactly hurt your chances of being the next Arch-
mage, " she rej oi ned.

"Don't be absurd," Jarrod said sharply. "G eyl ock's
going to be the next Archrmage. He's the obvious choice
and he's Ragnor's acknow edged successor."

"I wouldn't be too sure of that," she said, sitting
herself in an arncthair. "Ragnor is dead, but politics
never die. By marrying me you have access to the Arun-
delian vote. Since you are a Pal adi nian, and a very pow
erful one now, Naxania should have no problem

endorsing you if Greylock's candidacy runs into oppo-



sition. Better you than the Chief Warlock, wouldn't you
say? And it would effectively renove you from Pal a-
dine." Her eyebrows rose and her eyes opened wi de.

"You are incorrigible," Jarrod said, folding hinself
down onto a divan. "But you can spare yourself the
machi nations. | would never allow nmy name to be put
forward agai nst Greyl ock."

"Of course you wouldn't," she said conplacently,
"but Greylock's an old nan and there's al ways the next
election to think about."
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Jarrod shook his head and smiled at her. "And | think
it's time for me to go and pay ny respects to the next
Archmage. " He pushed hinmself back up to his feet.

"By all means," Marianna said. "lI'mgoing to nove

some of this furniture around, nmake the place a little
nore confortable since we're going to be here for a
while. Then | shall have a bath. D you think you'll be
taki ng your m dday mneal here?"

"I really can't say. That'll depend on G eyl ock. And
I don't think that you should be noving furniture so
soon after the baby."

"Very well. Ch, by the way, do you have access to
funds here? | only had roomto pack one gown and
there's no guarantee that it survived the trip. | found a

dressmaker in the town on ny last trip who's both
skilled and reasonabl e." She glanced up at him

"Ch, don't look like that, Jarrod," she said with a

touch of inpatience. "Gwndryth has a | ong-established
reputation to uphold and state occasions are never cheap

Thi nk how much it woul d have cost us to travel here by

coach. If we had, | could have brought a suitable ward-

robe; as it is, 1'll have to be inventive for a sennight with
what |'ve got. | tell you plainly, ny dear, that |I have no

i ntention of enmbarrassing ny father, who, need |I renind

you, will be here before too long. Besides, |'ma little
fatter than | used to be."

"I"'msorry," Jarrod said. "lI'mjust not used to such
concerns. Yes, | can draw noney. Just let ny know how
much you need."

She smled at himneltingly and his heart seened to
turn over.

"I"mglad you understand, ny sweet. It's not just ny
vanity. If we don't make a good showi ng at Court, the
word will get around that the Holding is in trouble. W
are not w thout our greedy neighbors. My father's rep-
utation as a soldier has kept themrespectful, but he
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hasn't been back to Gwndryth for a long tine. So |ong
as we appear prosperous, Aberwyn and Dynsdal e as-

sume that, though I ama nere woman"—there was

asperity in the voice—=Il can command sufficient |oyalty
fromour vassals, or, if push canme to shove, could af-
ford to hire a sufficient nunber of nercenaries to re-
pul se them and possibly annex their land." She smled
wyly. "I doubt if you have ever had the occasion to
price a nercenary, but | can assure you that a handfu
of gowns cost a great deal less.”

"l hadn't realized," he said.

"No reason why you should," she said lightly and

got to her feet. "Ch, and speaki ng of dress, do you
intend to stay in your blue robe, or does the Discipline
have sonet hi ng special for funeral s?"

"The Mages of the various countries will wear their
regalia," he replied, "but | have none. | suppose | could
borrow one of Ragnor's robes. He always used to twt

me about bei ng underdressed for grand occasions." He
broke of f-and put a hand up to his nouth as his eyes
suddenly filled.

Marianna put a hand on his arm "War what you
like," she said softly. "Wth your reputation, you can
wear anything that pleases you."

He put a hand over hers and pressed it gently. "
really must go and see Greylock," he said

"Very well, but tonorrow you nust come with nme to
pay our respects to Arabella. Pronise?"

"I promse."
She went up on tiptoe and ki ssed himon the cheek
"Do you think you can ever cone to | ove ne?" he asked.

"I"ve already told you that I |love you," she said
briskly. "If you're tal king about sex, it takes time after
baby, Jarrod. You nust be patient with nme."

He held her at armis length and then enfol ded her in
a silent hug.

304 + JOHN LEE

G eyl ock was ensconced in spaci ous roons on the
ground fl oor of Magician's Court. The wi ndows, as did
all the windows in the Court, |ooked out on the Arch-
mage' s Tower, swathed now in a wi nding of black cloth.
The Mage was in a high-backed chair by the fire and,
when Jarrod was shown in, the square face broke into
a snle.

"I"'mglad you're here," he said. "I wasn't sure when

a



you were going to arrive."

Jarrod went over and touched palns. "If it hadn't

been for Nastrus, we would have taken a great dea
longer. As it is, we got here soon enough to get | odgi ng
that Marianna finds suitable to her station.”

"Ah yes, you're a married man now, and a father?"

Jarrod grinned. "Yes indeed. A bonny little girl
naned Daria for her grandfather."

"Congratul ations. "

"Thank you, sir. |I'd be honored it you would stand
for her on ny side at the nam ng cerenony."”

"I should be delighted. In return | have a favor to
ask of your wife."

"Nane it."

"I should appreciate it if she would wal k beside the
unicorn in the procession. People associate the unicorns
wi th Ragnor and she was one of the discoverers.™

"I"'msure that she would be nmore than willing, but"—
Jarrod hesitated—1 think she would prefer it if the
request canme directly fromyou."

"No problemwi th that," Geylock said easily. "I"lI
dictate sonething this afternoon.” He settled back in
the chair and Jarrod knew that the small talk was over

"Now, there's to be a neeting of the Hi gh Counci
tomorrow norni ng. Ragnor named ne his successor be-

fore he died. Arabella and Handrom were there when

he did it, but the neeting is traditional. It takes a na-
jority to confirmnme."
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"It will be a formality,"” Jarrod said confidently.
"Confirmation by acclaim"'’

Greyiock sniffed. "Not necessarily. The Chief Wr-

| ock was on the scene before I was and he has been

qui etly canpai gning to overturn the deci sion—er so ny
sources tell me. Sonmas Handromwi |l vote for who-

ever he thinks will do the nost for the Collegium | can
expect support from Naxania, but Sumer is, after all

an Arundelian. So you see, it's not so sinple.™

"What possible reason could there be for setting aside
Ragnor's express wi shes?" Jarrod protested.

"Sumer clains that | amtoo old to perform strong

Magi c, should that be required. Says that the Discipline
has been run by a figurehead for fifteen years and that

it is tine for nore than a caretaker. There is. of course,



some nmerit to that." Geylock spoke dryly.

"You can performMagic if you want to, you know
you can. You proved it at the denonstration on the
Causeway. "

"Not. it would seem to the Chief Warlock's satisfac-
tion."

"He wasn't even there," Jarrod said. "Besides, it

doesn't matter what he thinks. He doesn't have the
votes. |If the worst cane to the worst, the Council would
split down the mddle and Ragnor's w shes woul d pre-
vail."

"That might be true if Naxania were here," G eyl ock
said wearily. "Unfortunately our bel oved Queen has
seen fit to delay her departure.”

"Ah, no doubt she sees herself casting the deciding

vote and extracting a price for it." Jarrod | ooked at his
ment or specul atively. "May | have your perm ssion to

get a chair?" he asked.

"Yes of course. I'msorry." The smle was wan and
perfunctory. "This business is making ne forget ny
manners. "
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Jarrod got a chair and installed hinmself opposite
Greylock "Wll," he said, "it seens that we'll have to
adopt Ragnor's nethods "

"Such as7 ' Greylock's voice was wary

"I spent a lot of time with himover the years and he
woul d have seen two, major ways to deal with this, in-
timdation or ol d-fashioned horse-trading "

"I don't approve of intimdation,"
primy

G eyl ock said

"Then we trade

"But | haven't got anything to negotiate with," G ey-
| ock conpl ai ned

"You would if you were Archmage
"Yes, but

Jarrod held up a hand "Hear ne out Summer has

two maj or weaknesses He's anbitious and he's a snob

He detests Talisman, we know that He thinks that the
country i s beneath himand, what's worse, Talisnman
knows it So, wouldn't it be a mercy for both parties if
he moved fromthere9" Jarrod rocked mthe chair, eyes
narrowed, and then a thin snile crept up "Ragnor was
Mage of Arundel as well as Archmage," he said, "but



there's anple precedent for the two posts being held by
di fferent people If you offered Summer Arundel, not
only would it get himout of Talisnman, but he would be
cl ose at hand where you could keep an eye on him"

"What makes you think he would take st9 He's aim
ing for Archmage,"” G eyl ock said dubiously

"That's where the snobbery cones in The man's al -

ways lusted after a secular title He wants to be part of
the aristocracy So, if we could persuade Arabella to
grant hima Holding, on the condition that he becane
Mage of Arundel, | think he'd agree "

"You've grown up to be a devious young man, Jar-
rod Courtak," Geylock said, but there was an approv-
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ing note in his voice "D you think that Arabella could
be persuaded9”

"Ragnor was a father and nore to her | think she
woul d want to see his last wish fulfilled "

"You may be right So who becones Chief Warl ock
youl"

"Ch I don't thnk so Dean Handrom woul d do very

wel |, don't you think® Besides, with you here and nme in
Fortress Talisman, who woul d keep Naxama under
control 9"

"Quite right So, you becone Mage of Pal adne,

which is a perfectly natural progression, and the ap-
poi nt ment of the new Dean of the Collegi umwould be
in m> hands "

"Precisely Confirmation by acclaim"”
"Very neat, ' Geylock conceded

"It's probably a good thing that Naxama isn't here

I msure that she would make a strong bid for the
Mageship | wouldn't put it past her to throw her lot in
with Sumer if he promised it to her ™"

Greylock's eyes nmet Jarrod's They were troubled "I
wouldn't like to think so after all these years, but you
m ght well be right " He shook his head sadly "It's at
times like this that | feel ny age | have no stomach for
t hese kinds of plottings "

"Why don't you leave it all to ne, sir9 It's best that
you stay above the fray anyway "

"Thi nk you can do it9"

"I can certainly try My wife intends to ask for an
audience with Arabella W'll just try to nove it up to



this afternoon If | can convince the Queen, the rest wll
fall into place "

Greyl ock thought for a bit, rubbing his forehead with
his thunb as if he had a headache He | ooked up after
a while "Very well," he said
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When Jarrod returned to their roons, he found Mar-
i anna paci ng and agitated.

"What's the matter?" he asked, doffing his cloak

Mananna cane to a halt and turned to face him "It's
Joscelyn," she said. "He's mssing."

"What do you nean, nissing?"

"I went to the Collegiumwhile you were with G ey-
lock. I wanted to pay my respects to the Dean and find
out how Joscel yn was doi ng. Handromsaid 1 was the

one who should be telling him He never cane back
after the weddi ng and Handrom assumed he was at

hone. Whatever are we going to do, Jarrod?" Her eyes
were wi de and her hands were twi sting together.

Jarrod went over and enfolded her in a hug. "I'll send
a bunglebird to Stronta and have the Qutpost organize
a search. |1 think you should send one to Gwndryth and

have them do the sanme, just in case he's in the area. 1'd
go | ooking nyself, but we can't |eave until after the fu-
neral and besides, | don't know where to | ook. Now, you

must stay calm He's a big boy and he knows how to
| ook after hinself."

"He's only fifteen," she rem nded him

"W weren't nuch ol der when we went | ooking for
t he uni corns, and we survived."

"What woul d make himdo such a thing?" she de-
manded.

"At that age, who knows? Perhaps he was unhappy

at the idea of your getting married again. There's no
poi nt pl ayi ng guessi ng ganmes. Let's go and send off the
bungl ebi rds and then we have to get ready for our au-
dience with the Queen. G eyl ock has requested that it
be moved up to this afternoon. Now get your cloak and
we'll go over to the cote.™

The rest of the day passed quickly. The audi ence went
wel |, and Marianna, pleased by their reception, seened
to put her worries behind her. They di ned separately
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that night, Marianna in the Geat Hall and Jarrod at
the Collegium By the time he got back, she was already



asleep. He clinbed in beside her, but he found it diffi-
cult to relax. The residual excitenent of the high-Ievel
deal i ngs was conpounded by Marianna's nearness and
worries about the boy. Sleep clained himeventually

and, in the norning, he was doubly rewarded, first by

a sleepy but affectionate wife and | ater by the unani-
mous confirmati on of G eyl ock as the next Archnage

of Strand.

chapt CR 26

Ne4ueen Naxani a regarded her image in the | ooking

glass with disfavor. The spots in the polished tin exac-
erbated her disgruntled nmood. Arabella should have

seen to it that she was better housed. Her suite had the
same nunber of roonms as the one given to Varodi as,

she had checked on that, but the Enperor's quarters

had been new y refurbi shed whereas the area assi gned

to her was, to put it mldly, dingy. She turned her head
and peered sideways, catching a glinpse of her tiring
worman, who was fussing at her robe with a small

sponge. She concentrated on her own inmage. There was

an undeni abl e softening of the jawine and, despite the
candl elight and the unreliability of the spotted tin, def-
inite crease nmarks around her eye.

She snatched up her hairbrush and began to pull it

t hrough her long black hair. No grey yet, thank the
gods. Her pale skin, fine eyes and her hair gave her
allure. She was still beautiful, but she had | ooked better
It had been a bad year all around, she concluded. First
the rebellion, then turning forty and now Darius. Had

he deserted her because she was getting ol der? He, who
shoul d have ninded her aging |least of all? Men, she

t hought sourly, were all alike. Al they were interested
in was young flesh, the new conquest. Darius, to his
credit, had proposed marriage, but he must have known
that it was inpossible. Typically male, making it seem
as if the wonman were at fault.

THE UNI CORN PEACE + 311

"Please hold still, ma'am" the tiring woman said in
professionally meek voice. "I cannot get these winkles
out if you keep noving around."

"A perdition on your winkles!" Naxania screaned,
swi ngi ng around. "Qut! Qut of ny sight. Qut, out, out!"

The tiring woman's eyes grew satisfyingly round and
she began to back fromthe presence. Naxania flung the
hai rbrush at her to hasten her progress- She wat ched
the door close and felt better. She lifted the hemof the
purple robe so that it would clear the herbs strewn
across the floor and went and retrieved the brush. She
squared her shoul ders. Every inportant nale on Strand
was at Cel ador. She had her throne and she still had
her | ooks. Perhaps she could cull a proper husband at
this funeral. She returned to the | ooking glass and re-
sumed her brushi ng.



Her late arrival at the Arundelian capital had back-
fired. Instead of her controlling the election, events had
passed her by. They had not even the grace to wait for
her. She slanted her head in the other direction. Gey-
| ock, as Archnage, was no bad thing for Pal adine's
prestige, but Courtak as Mage of Pal adine as well as
Duke of Abercomwas a potential disaster for the

Crown. If she was barred fromthe Mageshi p because

she sat on the throne, should not a Mage be barred
frombeing a major vassal? It was unfair. If she had
been a man, they would have waited and listened to her
argunents. She shook her head and her hair swung,
gleam ng in the candl elight. She scowl ed at her reflec-
tion. Charming, she told the glowering eyes, renenber
that you have to be charming. She tired out a snmle and
even she knew that it |acked warnth.

I am a Queen, she told her image. | do not have to
make an acceptable face for any nan. The House of
Strongsword i s second to none on Strand. She patted a
stray strand of hair into place and then pinched her
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cheeks to bring color to them Not bad, she thought.

You | ook closer to thirty than forty. She rang the small
hand bell for her attendants and prepared to descend
into the subdued festivities that preceded di nner

She swept down the stairs toward the servants' hal

t hat, because of the nunmber of guests, was now the royal
wi t hdrawi ng room Two | adies-in-waiting and three

pages hurried to keep up with her. The hall was a sea
of dark blues, blacks and purples, but, as the Cham
berl ai n announced her, the crowd parted to all ow her

t hrough. The wonen curtsied and the nen bowed as

she made her way to the relatively quiet enclave of roy-
alty at the head of the room She kissed Arabella on
bot h cheeks, acknow edged her husband's bow, touched
pal ms with the Enperor Varodias and gave the Thane

of Talisman a bob of the head. G eyl ock greeted her
warmy and Sumer, whom she still thought of as Chief
Warl ock of Talisman, was effusive. Her smle to Cour-
tak and his Arundelian wife was cool. She turned as the
Prince Consort approached.

Saxt on, she thought, was a conely man and he had

shown a consi derabl e know edge of Pal adi ne. She

bri ghtened under his attention and found herself dis-
cussing agricultural policy with unwonted verve. She

was sorry when he passed her on to the Thane, whose
conversation was all of his famly. She took the oppor-
tunity to regale herself with a drink froma passing tray.
Wearyi ng of the Thane, she excused herself, went in
search of another glass and found herself face-to-face

wi t h Varodi as.

"Well met again, cousin," she said. "W do not see
your wife anong us. W trust that she is not indis-



posed?"

The Enperor, in contrast to the rest of the guests,
was dressed in dark grey. The piping on the jacket and
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trousers was black as was the | ace at throat and wi sts.
He wore bl ack gl oves.

"Qur thanks for your concern," he returned. "The

truth is that the Enmpress Zhane no longer travels." He
produced a small, apologetic smle. "She has the dropsy.
She had a great regard for the |ate Archmage and woul d
have cone if she could have. Her Wsewonen woul d

not countenance it." H's hands rose in a hel pl ess ges-
ture.

"Ah yes," Naxania said, "we may be monarchs, but

it is the Wsewonen who are the true tyrants. Be sure
to convey my deep regard for her and nmy wishes for a
speedy recovery."

"You are nost gracious. Lady." He paused and
| ooked quickly around the area before | ooking back at
her. "We are not the only one unacconpanied,"” he said.
"It is a shane that a woman as |lovely as you has yet to
find the joys of matrinmony." He bowed slightly and
noved on, | eaving Naxania funing

How dare he, she thought. Marriage, as he very well
knew, was a dynastic nmatter and it was for her, as ruler
to deci de who and when she should marry. She re-

garded the conpany as she taned her rising tenper.

Greyl ock, wearing the chain of the Archmages, was deep
in conversation with Sumer. As she watched, they were
joined by Courtak and the Gwndryth girl. She had put

on wei ght and was wearing a vul gar amount of jewelry.
Hard to believe that she was Darius' daughter

Arabel l a and Prince Saxton were chatting with Var-

odi as, and Naxani a caught sight of a dapper, slimnman
hovering at the Enperor's shoul der. Quern. Wat was

his first nanme? No matter, he was uninmportant, indeed

he had no right to be at this end of the hall. Attendants
shoul d know t heir place. Her eyes narrowed. Varodi as

was, if anything, an even greater stickler for the con-
ventions than she was. If Quern was so closely in atten-
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dance, he nust have consi derable standing with the Em
peror. When she had | ast seen him he had been Phal -
astra of Estragoth's secretary. Evidently a man worth
wat chi ng. She advanced on the group.

"W were just speaking of the difference that dear
Ragnor's death will make," Arabella said. "People tend
to forget that he ruled Arundel when | was a girl. |
relied on his advice right up to the end."



"He was certainly a force for unity," Naxania re-
plied.

"Let us hope," Varodias interposed, "that his spirit
will continue to watch over us." He turned to Naxania
"You are to be congratul ated, by the way, for your
prompt suppression of the rebellion.™

She smled, thinking that it was less than polite of the
Enperor to bring the subject up. "It had no popul ar
support,” she said, "and the traitors' heads now adorn
our battlenents. W hear that things are not so settled
in your owmn realm"” she added mali ciously.

Var odi as rubbed his gl oved hands together briefly.

The smile he produced matched hers for lack of warnth
"We are fortunate that our subjects |love us. There have
been sone | ocal disturbances ained at one or two | and-
owners, but we have been spared the kinds of uprisings
that you have suffered. You were fortunate," he added,
"to have had the services of the Lord Observer." He
deliberately used the title by which Darius had been
known when in Unrbri a.

He turned his head as Malum materialized again and

whi spered sonet hing. The corners of the Enperor's

thin lips twitched upward. That disagreeable little man,
Naxani a thought, is telling himabout Darius' defec-
tion.

"We understand," she said, resum ng the conversa-
tion, "that a good deal of the aninpbsity was ai ned at
your Church. An unfortunate tine, perhaps, to have
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| ost your Mdther Supreme." She was gratified at the
way that both pairs of eyes fastened on her

"A great loss," Varodias agreed nonconmttally.

"Arnul pha, however, was one of those wonen who are

better at telling other people howto run their lives than
in ordering their own. W can but hope that our newy

el ected Mot her Suprene shows nore sel f-discipline.”

"And how very considerate of her," Arabella cut in
quickly, "to cone all this way for Ragnor's funeral
especi al |y when she nust have so much to do in her

new position. We find it nost heartening. Relations be-
tween the Church of the Mdther and the Discipline have
not al ways been of the best. Should you see her before
we do, please convey our gratitude."

"I ndeed, yes," Naxania nmurnured. "It is gratifying
that, even in death, the Archmage can provide unity."

Varodias smled frostily and turned away as the little
group broke up. Naxania | ooked down the hall and
spotted Darius talking with his daughter. She was



tempted to go over and join them Wat she m ssed

nost, she realized suddenly, was the opportunity to talk
with him He was a confortable |over, but that aspect
was relatively easy to replace. The truth v/as that she
had no one el se she trusted as well, who woul d not take
advant age, who was unfailingly, sonetimes annoyingly,
fair and entirely discreet. She hesitated for a tiny no-
ment before deciding against it. To approach hi mwoul d
be a sign of weakness.

As Naxani a turned away, Marianna |eft her father

and went in search of her husband. Her place was
swiftly taken by Mal um of Quern. He had heard of the
General's return to his estates and was curi ous.
"Good evening, Ceneral," he said in Common, re-
menbering that Darius preferred not to use the Formal
Mode.

"Plain Hol dnaster now, friend Quern," Darius re-
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sure. "

"I must confess that | was surprised that Queen Nax-
ania allowed you to leave. A nilitary |eader of your
skill and experience is hard to replace."

"Pal adi ne is peaceful now. The Queen has no oppo-
nents worthy of the nane."

"Ah, but the State is never secure," Ml um observed.
"Anbition sleeps, but it never dies."

"Maybe not in Unbria," Darius replied, "but that is
because you have retained your martial ways. Your

El ector-Scientists' idea of progress is to fabricate ever
nor e danger ous weapons. You pillage the ground for

coal to drive you engines. You subjugate your people

and force themto work in manufacturies. If you truly
want a peaceful and contented country, you will have

to change."

Mal um smi | ed sardonically. "Becorme nore like the
Magi cal Ki ngdons, no doubt?"

Darius shrugged gently.
"Quaint, rural," Ml umcontinued, "trapped in tra-
dition like insects in anber; dependent for power on
unreliable Magicians. That is not exactly an inspiring
vision for the future, Lord Hol dmaster."

"Well, maybe | ama romantic, or perhaps just an

old fossil, but | Iike our ways. Caths of fealty are re-
spected, the weather is beneficent, village Mgicians
work for the common good, the air is sweet and the
peopl e, by and large, contented. Not a bad prescrip-



tion to ny way of thinking. |I have spent ny life as a
warrior, but I amhappy to lay down ny sword and

tend ny fields. Let us pray that our visions of the fu-
ture never clash.”

"Selah to that, my lord,” Malumsaid politely.
Naxani a was casting about for someone to talk to
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when the Aigarch Aivderval materialized at her el bow
in arustle of silk.

"G ve you good evening. digarch," she said.
"Your Majesty's obedient servant," Qivderval re-
plied. She made an attenpt at a curtsy. "Your Mjesty
must forgive an old woman of consi derable bul k," she
said with a friendly grin at her own failings, "but I
cannot sink as far in the curtsy as once | could."

Naxania permitted herself to be disarmed. "It is for-
given," she said. "And what may we do for you?"

"Mpjesty,"” Aivderval said in nock unbrage. "How
could you assunme that | had a request?" Her deep-
chested | augh both underlined and underm ned her
point, and it set the Queen to | aughing.

"You are a wi cked woman, " Naxani a said, "and you

al ways have business on your nind. W are gat hered

for a sad occasion, but we doubt not that you will profit
fromthe occasion.”

"Ragnor al ways enjoyed a good | augh and while he
woul d have | oved the ponmp, | do not think he would
have wanted long faces," divderval replied bluntly.
"Your Majesty was | ooking sad and distracted and

but sought to lighten your nood." She | ooked up at
the Queen and her eyes tw nkled. "However," she
added, "the late Archmage was a practical nan and

am sure he would not have objected if I . . ." She saw
the | ook on Naxania's face and put a hand out in de-
nial. "Nay, nay. Majesty, | seek no boon. | would sim

ply remind you of the treaty obligations that now
obt ai n between | sphardel and Pal adi ne," Her tone was
soot hi ng.

Naxania was instantly wary. "To what end, di -
garch?" she inquired.

"Paladine is signatory to an agreenent to defend I|s-
phardel while she is building roads through Songuard."
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She | ooked at the Queen and saw a sal |l ow and di ssat -
i sfied woman. She al nost pitied her—al nost.



Naxani a pursed her lips. "Technically true," she said
with a sketch of a smile.

"Ch, nmore than a technicality, royal lady," divder-
val replied, "oath-bound." She reached out patted the
Queen's arm and saw her freeze. She withdrew her hand
qui ckly.

"As we recall," Naxania said coldly, "we are a guar-
antor of the freedom of passage rather than a defender
of I sphardel .'

"One | eads inexorably to the other. Mjesty, but I
doubt if we shall ever reach that pass."

Naxani a drew back slightly. "Are you absolutely sure
of that?" she asked with as much |ightness as she could
nust er.

The A igarch shrugged. "Absolutes are for gods and,
in Isphardel, there are nany gods."

Naxani a | ooked directly into Adivderval's eyes. It was

a tactic that had cowed a number of young nen of rank
"Tell me," she said, gaze |ocked, "does Isphardel intend
to seek our intervention?"

"Only if absolutely necessary,” divderval said cheer-
fully. "If the Unbrians behave, it won't be necessary.
The fact remains, though, that if aught should go awy,
Pal adi ne is pledged to respond.”

"W shall abide by our treaty obligations, digarch
Have you any reason to doubt that?"

"None what soever, Mjesty,"” divderval denurred.
"It does ny heart good to hear your Majesty affirm
your country's conmitment." She perfornmed her half-
curtsy agai n and backed slowy away, aware that she
had attracted attention. She faded in anmong the ot her
guests, well pleased with her work,

Naxani a was puzzled at the worman's behavi or, but
her specul ation was cut short by the soft chimng of
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gongs announci ng di nner. The guests began to file out
and nake their way to the Great Hall. Royalty re-

mai ned al oof, drinking a final glass of chilled fruit
juice, designed to sharpen the appetite. Arabella left
first with the Enperor. Prince Saxton of fered Naxani a
his arm

"We can either go in looking Iike gl oompersonified,"

he said as they wended their way through the corridors,

"or I can tell you ribald stories until we reach the Hall."
He had abandoned the Formal Mode.

She flashed hima grateful smle. "There is only one



problemw th that," she replied, follow ng his |ead.
"When a jest gets past ny guard, | tend to | ose control
| doubt that it would be too seemy if you had to carry
me to nmy chair."

"Then this certainly is no tine for me to enbark upon
nmy repertoire.”

"Perhaps at a nore auspicious occasion," she said.
He had treated her |ike a woman and a friend rather
than an honored guest and she appreciated it.

They arrived at the Great Hall in conpanionable si-

| ence and he escorted her to her chair. Her brief burst
of goodwi || evaporated when she saw that her dinner
conpani ons were Varodias, seated to Arabella's left,
and the Thane of Talisman. It was to be expected, but
she was di sappoi nted neverthel ess. Think of it as dip-
| omatic opportunity, she told herself.

She smled at the Thane, partly because she knew

that she would be talking to himduring the first course
and partly because she was still annoyed at Varodi as.

She took advantage of the lull that preceded the serving
to cajole herself into a nore social nmood. At home, she
refl ected, she would not need to speak if she did not

feel like it. The Court would take its cue fromher. Here,
al as, set between Enperor and Thane, the manners

drummed into her by her nmother obtained. To the left
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for the first course and to the right for the second. A
bow of soup was slipped in front of her and she turned,
dutifully, to the Thane.

In the event, the Thane proved easy. He had a cata-

| ogue of problenms that he wanted to tal k about. She
listened, attentively at first, to a |lanmentation on the de-
clining nunber of cloudsteeds, a discourse on a nurrain
that had cut sharply into the woo) trade and the diffi-
culties of collecting taxes fromthe independent-mn nded
farmers of Talisman. Al Naxani a needed to do was nod

and nmake synpathetic noi ses between spoonful s of

broth. When the bow s were w thdrawn, she was al nost

sorry to take her |eave.

"W have the pleasure of your conpany once nore
cousin," Varodi as said.

Naxani a sm | ed and nodded, noting as she did so that
t he Enperor |ooked even shorter sitting down.

"Since we have this unusual chance to speak face-to-
face, and nore or less privately," she said, "are there
matters of state that we might usefully discuss?"

"Matters of state are best deci ded between those
whose divine right it is to rule," Varodi as agreed



"W have no quarrel with that," Naxania concurred,

t hough she felt that divine right had little to do with
fitness to rule.

"Let us say, therefore,"” Varodias continued, "that it
grieved us to see you in colloquy with the Isphardi Qi -
garch. They are an untrustworthy people with no sense

of national honor."

Naxania bridled internally at the criticism but she
kept her face still. "W have trading relations with Is-
phardel and, of late, treaty obligations,"” she said rea-
sonably. "Conmon sense, and comon good manners,

woul d dictate a certain |evel of social intercourse be-
tween us. Besides, the Aigarch Adivderval was at

THE UNI CORN PEACE t 321

Stronta for the nmeetings of the Conm ssion for the
Qutl and. "

"The Isphardis are | eeches,"” the Enperor declared
flatly, "battening on the | abors of honest men and suck-
ing the profit fromtheir enterprises.”

Naxani a shrugged and picked up her fork. "They

have the expertise and they control the sea-lanes. W

do our best to foster a merchant fleet, but |Isphardel lies
bet ween the Enpire and ourselves. Qur captains nust,
perforce, put in at |Isphardi ports and the |evies inposed
make direct trade between us unprofitable.”

"Al'l the nore reason, think you not, to eschew any
notion of aiding themwith arns?" It was | ess a question
than a statenent.

"Your anbassador was head of the Conmi ssion that
drew up the treaty/' Naxania rem nded himtartly. "If
nati ons renege on their sworn obligations, chaos re-
sults.”

"You speak as a wonan," Varodias said disms-
sively, "ever clinging to the rules laid down by others.
You cannot, in all seriousness, consider sending

troops into Songuard. The distances are too great, and
Pal adi ne | acks the resources." He paused to cut his
neat .

"We woul d rem nd you, cousin,"—there was a bite
to the word—that it was we who recaptured Bandor
and not you."

Var odi as chewed and swal | owned before replying. "A
matter of luck," he said, "and with a general who is no
| onger yours to command."

"The success of our armed forces does not depend on
t he Hol dmaster of Gwndryth," she retorted hotly. She
speared a wedge of vegetable and bit into it.



"Ch, cone now," Varodias said snoothly, appearing
to enjoy hinself, "you cannot pretend to have an arny
to match ours. You have no rotifers, you have no battle
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wagons, you have no cannon. You rely on an anti -
quated cavalry and ill-equi pped infantrymen. You cannot
thi nk that your forces can equal Unbria's."

"Not only are they a match, sirrah, but you under-
estimate the power of Magic. Conmbine the two and

Urbria is a penitential dog." She spoke with controlled
anger .

Varodias smiled inperturbably. "Brave words, ny

dear, but foolish. W know full well that Magic is im
potent in the face of science and frankly, sweet cousin,
your forces may be sufficient to put down the occasiona
rebel but, given the amount of noney that you have

spent on training and arming fhemin the past ten years,
they can hardly be considered a threat to a professiona

army."

Naxani a consi dered a noment before replying. Tact

and di pl omacy warred with her pride in the Discipline
and in her own forces. In the end, it was her distaste
for Varodias and his condescendi ng assunption of su-
premacy that won out.

"Shoul d the Isphardis," she said measuredly, "re-

qui re our support, you may rest assured that we will
supply the troops. Should the need arise, we shall use
our influence with the D scipline. Wre we you, ny |lord,
we should hesitate to provoke such a response." She
finished with a formal little snmile and felt much better
for having spoken her piece.

"Have a care, lady," Varodias said frostily. "Hasty

threats are oft repented at |eisure and paid for in blood. "

He turned away from her as the pages swarned in to
retrieve the plates.

Naxani a realized that she had eaten practically noth-
ing and that, she thought, was the fault of the Enperor
He had been right about one thing, though: she had
spent too little on the army. Very well then, she would
rectify that when she got hone. Darius had been the
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one who had held her back, but Darius was gone. It
woul d nean raising taxes and the people would com

pl ain, but then the people always conpl ai ned. Varodi as
had chal | enged her and she neant to be equal to the
chal | enge. She woul d show the puffed-up little man what
a Queen could do

chapt CR 27



"he Cel ador that Marianna and Jarrod surveyed

fromthe privil eged vantage point of their apartnents
was reassuringly unchanged. The recent influx of guests
meant that there were |ines outside the bathing places,
but the capital did not show the strains that had man-

i fested thensel ves when it had been threatened with
siege. There were no canpfires in the courts, no |lines of
washi ng strung, no broken windows. This tinme it was

the aristocracy that was the invading force. Servants
seened continually ascurry, and a forest of splendid
tents grew up beyond the walls.

As the nunbers swelled, it became apparent to those

in charge of administration that an event of unantici-
pat ed magni tude was taking place. The pal ace staff had
known fromthe begi nning that everyone of note on
Strand had been invited, but they had not reckoned that
so many woul d attend. Lesser fol k were accomodat ed

in the town, but that was no nore than a stopgap nea-
sure. The truly great, as usual, swanned above the tur-
moil; the rest battled and settled as best they coul d.

Routi nes were abandoned fromtine to tine to watch

the arrival of royalty. The Enmperor of Unrbria had ar-
rived on the Upper Causeway at the head of a caravan

of steam chariots. The display was inpressive, but there
were persistent runors that they had been pulled by
horses for the majority of the trip. Queen Naxania's
entry through the East Gate in a coach painted deep
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purpl e and drawn by six black horses with ebon pl unes
noddi ng over their heads was obviously designed to

cause comrent, and it did. The inmage was qui ckly sup-

pl anted by the digarchs of |Isphardel, who cane in a
group and a welter of somber sanmite. They had taken

up residence in great silken tents outside the south wall.
Their relative nodesty caused even greater comment,

much to the chagrin of the Queen of Pal adi ne.

Pages in the royal household, farned out among the
visitors, gathered of an evening to discuss their experi-
ences. Those detailed to attend Varodias and his entou-
rage had the best stories, tales of mechanical clocks and
pet raptors. The Songeans had bizarre requests for food.
Those who served Naxania told of bursts of bad tem

per. Al were awed by a sense of occasion and the

awar eness that, difficult or not, this opportunity would
never cone their way again.

The Coll egium normally an oasis of order, cane in

for its share of disruption. The Archmage's enbal ned
body lay in state on the dais in the Students' Hall, and
peopl e great and small filed through, day after day, to
pay their respects. |Indeed, since there were no tourneys
or balls, it was one of the few distractions avail abl e.
For the aristocracy, there was nmuch visiting back and
forth, and manuevering for seats at dinner in the G eat
Hal | became an art. The Chanberlain, who had to juggle



conflicting protocols and deal with touchy personalities,
was transformed into an irritable tyrant.

He was not the only one burdened wi th adm nistra-

tive duties or the intricacies of national pride. The Col -
| egi um had the job of working out the funera

arrangenents. The placenent of the chief notables in

t he procession to the Burning G ound and where they

could be seated once they were there took a full sen-

ni ght, and even then not everyone was satisfied. The

final order of march decreed that the bier, borne by six
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Magi ci ans, woul d be foll owed by Marianna of Gmyn-

dryth and the unicorn. Imredi ately behind them woul d
cone the "virtuous youths and nai dens,"” one for each
year of Ragnor's life, dressed in long white tunics. Rag-
nor, in his final days, had insisted that he was ninety
years old, but nost of those who knew hi mthought he
had rounded up the figure. Nevertheless, it nmade for an
even division of the young people and was allowed to

st and.

Behi nd them woul d be the Mages, G eyl ock, Sinmer

and Courtak and the new Chief Warlock of Talisman.

Bot h Arabel |l a and Naxani a had opted to take their po-
sitions anong the heads of state and woul d wal k j ust
behi nd the | eaders of the Discipline. The rest of the
details were left to the hapl ess Chanberlain. One thing
was clear to those who | abored | ate at the Coll egi um

this was an event of supreme inportance for the D sci-
pline. The whole of Strand would be represented, in one
way or another. Even the Mdther Supreme would at-

tend. Ragnor had served themin death as he had in
life. This was his final triunph.

Jarrod woke early on the norning of the funeral. He
slipped quietly out of bed so as not to wake Mananna

and went to wash and dress. He donned his usual bl ue
gown. He woul d change later into something that Rag-

nor woul d have approved of, indeed something that the
Archmage had furnished. Part of the old man's will had
left all of his robes to Jarrod. Sooner or later, Jarrod
t hought with fond hunor, the old rascal always got his
own way.

Al most every Magician on Strand was gat hered on

t he grounds of the Collegiumthat norning for the

Maki ng of the Day. The Wat herwards had had to stay

at their posts, but those who were able to travel had
done so. It was the first time in living menory that so
many had come together for this essentially private rite,
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woul d forget. The feeling of communal energy, of a
conbi ned merging, was thrilling.



Part of that charge clung to Jarrod as he nmade his
way back toward the pal ace, and he decided to visit
Nastrus before returning. No one chall enged himas he
wal ked through the stables to the unicorn's stall

"My but you 're in a good nood, considering what's go-
ing to happen today,' the unicorn comrented.

"True. Part of it is because |I've had tine to get used
to the fact that Ragnor's dead, but nobst of it is due to
the Making of the Day It was quite extraordinary.'

"I would love to go for a gallop with you while you're
in this nmood.'

"So would I," Jarrod replied, '"but it wouldn 't be con-
sidered seemy and | have to get back to Mananna.'

"Marianna, Marianna, it's always Marianna,' Nastrus
conpl ai ned. ' You never spend any time with nme any-
nor e.

"Now, you know that isn't true,' Jarrod said. 7 spend
as much time with you as | can. It's just that I'ma nar-
ried man now and | have responsibilities.'

"Sires do as they please.’

Jarrod ignored the remark. 'They'll be along to groom
you in a while. You and Marianna will be the first ones,
right behind the coffin. It's a considerable honor '

7 liked him' Nastrus said thoughtfully. 'He used to
bring us treats and take us out for exercise. There was a
great deal of affection in him'

Jarrod smiled both mentally and physically. 'He |oved

you all. He loved to watch you. and going riding with you
was a huge thrill for him He always felt that you and
your famly were the key to our victory.

"An unusually intelligent human,' the unicorn con-
curred. "WIIl you be keeping watch over the candl es
agai n?
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"No Candl es of Remenbrance this time,' Jarrod re-

plied. 'Ragnor didn't even want a tree. He just wanted
his ashes buried al the foot of the Archnage's Tower. He
said that there were enough statues to keep his menory
alive longer than anyone wanted, but they are going to
plant a tree in the Coll egi um grounds anyway.'

"I"'mglad thai | can share in this,' Nastrus said. 'How
ever, once this is over. | shall return to the Island at the
Center.'

"OF course. I'mgrateful that you have stayed this long.'



Jarrod paused. 7 hope you will continue to visit us.
shall mss you terribly."'

"You are a married man now, with responsibilities,’
Nastrus rem nded him none too kindly. 7 nake no

prom ses. | have already devoted a great deal of tine to
this world."’

"And we are grateful,' Jarrod said. 'Know that you and
your offspring will always be honored.' Hi s sending was
courtly and formal

Nastrus responded in kind. 'As you are part of the
Mermory forever. Jarrod-al nost-unicorn.’

They were both aware of the other's subtext and Jar-
rod nmoved forward and put his arns around Nastrus
neck and hugged him

7 can rely on you to behave, can't 1?'" he said, with an
attenpt to return to his old style.

"As nmuch as you ever could,' Nastrus returned good-
nat ur edl y.

"I'f not for me, for Ragnor,' Jarrod said.

He patted the glossy flank and turned to | eave. The
uni corn's beni gn anusenment stayed in his mnd as he
crossed the stabl eyard.

When he got back to the apartnments, he found that
Marianna was already in the Iong black gown that she
had had made. It was |ong-sleeved, had a high neck and
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was absolutely plain. The maid was nmovi ng around her
putting up her hair and pinning in it place,

"There's chai and sone sweet rolls in the bedcham
ber," she said. "You had better eat now. There's no
knowi ng when we'll see food again."

"That dress is very becomng," Jarrod said, "but it's
maki ng you dramatic. There are banquets after the fu-
neral both here and at the Coll egium W shall be wel-
cone at either."

"Well, eat your breakfast anyway. You'll need your
strength.”
"Yes dear," Jarrod said, and went through to the

bedchanber.

The procession from Magician's Court to the Burn-

ing Gound outside the walls was an inpressive sight.
The bl ack-draped coffin, the gl eam ng unicorn, horn
hooves, mane and tail shining in the sunlight, accom
pani ed by the woman in black, the young men and



worren in a double file of white, the Mages in their
rune-t hreaded gowns and then the rulers and the nobil -
ity in their splendid mourning clothes, all were part of
t he pageantry of death.

Arabel l a of Arundel was escorted by Varodias of
Unbri a; Naxani a of Pal adi ne was acconpani ed by

Brem Argol an, the current Thane of Talisman. They
were followed by the Aigarchs of |Isphardel, Qi vderval
anong them her bul k supported on an ebony cane.

Next came Hodnman Forodan of the Territi with the
newl y el ected Mother Suprene at his side. There was a
gap and then cane Saxton Horbi nger, Arundel's Prince
Consort. He was followed by the creamof the aristoc-
racy, divided into national groups. Darius of Gwn-
dryth and Gorin of Lissen walked with their fell ow
Hol dmast ers; the Unbrian del egation included Mal um

of Quem the Margrave of Oxenburg and all the Elec-
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tors save Phal astra of Estragoth, who was absent for
reasons of health. The chief fanmlies of Pal adine were
wel | represented, though their ranks had been thinned
by the rebellion. After that canme well-connected nen
and worren too nunerous for anyone save the Cham
berlain to list.

Al'l along the route through Cel ador, on either side

of the gates, up on the battlenments, |ining the roadway
| eading to the Burning Gound, the common people

stood in silence as the great ones of the world passed
by. Some had travel ed as much as fifty | eagues to bid
farewell to the Archnage and to witness the spectacle.
There were a surprising nunber of children, surprising
until one realized that a long chapter in the history of
Strand was cl osing. Folk wanted their children to have
the link to themthat Ragnor had provi ded between

t hensel ves and their own parents. They wanted the chil -
dren to renenber the Archrmage, if only in death.

Jarrod, pacing slowy along anong his col |l eagues,

could feel the sadness radiating from Nastrus and knew
that the unicorn was reflecting the nood of the crowd.
Ragnor, he thought, woul d have considered it no nore
than his due. The Discipline was giving the people an
extraordinarily inmpressive show The old man woul d

al so have approved of Jarrod's choice of robe. It was
bl ack, which suited the occasion, with a band of stars
in silver thread and di anonds which ran fromthe right
shoul der, across the body, to the hem The ring of the
Keepers, functional now that the Place of Power was
back, was on his right hand and, for the first t*me, the
di anond tiara of the Mages of Pal adi ne was on hi s head.
It was hard to believe that he would never hear the
rheunry chuckl e of approbation again.

As the bier passed under the East CGate, there was a
commotion. The crowd on the right-hand side parted
to allow a young nan in a travel-stained cloak to I ead
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a unicorn through. He fell into step beside Mrianna
and Nastrus.

"Josceyi n?" Marianna's voice was a mxture of relief
and exasperation. "Wat is the world are you doi ng and
where have you been? Your clothes are a disgrace.”

"I"ve just conme through Interimw th Astarus,

Mot her, and | haven't had tinme to change ny clothes,"”
the youngster replied levelly. "I only heard about Rag-
nor's death yesterday. W wanted to pay our respects."

"But where have you been all this time? You fright-
ened us half to death," Marianna said, trying to keep
her face conposed for the crowd.

"I went to the Anvil of the Gods to | ook for a uni-
corn," Joscelyn said, "and | found Astarus." He tried
to sound nonconmittal, but there was no m staking the
pride mhis voice

"Il want to talk to you when this is over, young
man, " Marianna said dangerously. ''In the nmeantine,
strai ghten your cloak and keep your head up and your
shoul ders back. "

Jarrod coul d not see what was happeni ng ahead, but

he was alerted by the rapid burst of thoughts from Nas-
trus. It was too fast for himto foll ow and obviously
not ainmed at him but he knew that the unicorn was
aski ng questi ons.

"What's happeni ng?' he thought out. 'Is anything
wr ong?'

Nastrus finished his conversation before he answered.
"One of my offspring has arrived with Marianna's son
They have joined the parade.’

'"I's the boy all right?

'He appears to have survived Interimintact,' the uni-
corn returned dryly.

"Interin?' Jarrod was startled. "How did he learn to do
t hat ?'

"It appears that the ability to talk to unicorns runs in
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certain human famlies.' Nastrus was not soundi ng
pl eased.

The idea that Joscelyn had found a unicorn that he
could talk to and had nmastered Interimtroubl ed Jar-
rod. The boy was an exceptionally strong, raw Tal ent



with a wild streak that was natural for his age, but could
prove dangerous if he did not outgrow it. Now he had
establ i shed contact with a unicorn. That coul d spel
troubl e unl ess this new unicorn exercised a restraining

i nfluence. He would have to ask Nastrus about that, but
this was not the time. Perhaps he should try to talk to

t he newconmer when the funeral was over. He woul d

certainly have to have a few words with the new Dean

of the Coll egi um

The cortege turned off the road and in to the broad
nmeadow where the pyre waited. The draped coffin was
carried up the ramp and pl aced upon the squat pyramd

of logs. Marianna and Nastrus, with Joscelyn and the
new uni corn in tow, positioned thenselves on the south
side as the white-clad youths peel ed away. Jarrod and
the Chief Warlock took the east and Sumer the west,

| eaving G eyl ock alone at the north end. Once he was

in position, Jarrod got his first glinpse of the unicorn
It was certainly a noble-looking creature, despite its
rough coat and tangled mane. It was inpossible to tel
its age, but it looked fully mature and stood as tall at
t he shoul der as Nastrus. The two were conversing and
Jarrod could tell that the older unicorn was angry.

Arabel | a and Varodi as passed near Jarrod and

snagged his attention. He saw that the Queen was weep-
ing. There was no show in her grief; she uttered no
sound and her bearing was regal. The face was an im
nmobi |l e mask, but tears trickled slowy down. The sight
bani shed all other thoughts. Jar-rod's eyes stung and
there was a sudden lunmp in his throat. It was as nuch
in synpathy for the Queen as it was for the menory of
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Ragnor. Jarrod had lost a friend, but Arabella had | ost
her second father, a man that she had | oved all of her
life.

The [ ast of the procession was in now and the

meadow was filled. Pale faces stood out against the dark
clothing. The feeling of sadness was pal pable to Jarrod
and so was a certain sense of anticipation. Qut of the
corner of his eye he saw Greyl ock step back, turn, and
face the royal enclosure.

"It is ny sad and solem duty to say farewell 10 ny

old friend and col | eague, Ragnor." The deep voice
rolled out, carrying easily. The crowd was silent and
still and Jarrod knew that G eyl ock was using the Voice
to conpel attention

"He was a renmarkable man. He served as Mage of

Arundel, Regent of Arundei, and Archnage of Strand.

He was adept at administiation, whether of the D sci-
pline or of a Kingdom He was astute in diplomacy,

wi se in counsel and a warmand loving friend. To a!
this nmust be added that he was a powerful and inventive
Magi ci an who perforned feats never before il Uenpted.



He succeeded at everything to which he turned ha, hand.

"That, perhaps, was his nost remarkable quality, his
willingness to reach for new solutions. After what, for
any other man, would have been a | ong and distin-

gui shed career, he did not hesitate to | aunch the quest
for the unicorns and, at an age when a Magici an hesi -
tates to test his powers because of the toll that spell-
casting takes, he sumoned the O oak of Invisibility to
protect his bel oved Cel ador. Not content with that, he
then, with the assistance of the Mage Courtak, per-
formed the Great Spell that rid our world of the CQut-

| anders. "

True, all true, Jarrod thought, but he's going to be
fixed in people's nmenories as infallible and unvaryingly
heroi c. The real Ragnor was al so vain, irascible, inpul-
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sive, manipulative and filled with sly hunor. Despite
that, Jarrod realized, the man woul d exi st henceforth as
an object of veneration and awe. The faults and quali -
ties that made him| ovabl e and exasperating by turn

that made a Queen weep for him would be burned away
with his body. Al that would remain would be the im
mut abl e approxi mati on of the man—i ke the statues of
himon a hundred vill age greens. Soneday, he resolved,

| shall wite his history and restore his hunanity.

" will go down in history as the greatest Arch-
mage since Errathuel ."

Jarrod realized that the eul ogy was coming to an end
and that he had nmissed the bulk of it. He sneaked a

| ook at the crowd and saw thai they were rapt. The
years of practice seemed to have given himan immunity
fromthe effects of the Voice, but, for the rest of the
people within earshot, it was a compul sion they could
not break and woul d not forget. Small wonder that so
few were given know edge of it.

"And so we bid farewell to the man who was the
heart, the conscience and the sal vation of Strand,"
G eyl ock concl uded.

The new Archmage turned and faced the pyre once

nmore, the tiara of his office blazing in the sun. Jarrod
braced hinmsel f for what was to cone and was aware

si mul taneously, that Nastrus was al so prepared. Wth

one accord the assenbl ed Mages concentrated and, as

they did so, flanmes began to lick around the bottom of
the I ogs. The unicorn added his strength and the pyre
ignited with a roar, causing the others to retreat from
t he sudden rush of heat. Small wi sps of snoke curl ed
towards the sky and the air above the coffin danced.

In a mtter of mnutes, the fire fell in with a spitting,
crackling flash. Sparks flew in every direction and the
flames | eaped in one final, incandescent burst before the



confl agration subsided into a nmound of fiercely gl ow ng
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reds and oranges. O the coffin, there was no trace. The
skin on Jarrod's hands and face felt seared and dry, but
he was not about to retreat any further. The col ors be-
cane muted as he watched. Fl akes of ash spiral ed up-
ward in the wavering air. The fire sighed and settled in
upon itself. The edges began to turn grey.

Good- bye, Archmage, Jarrod thought, and heard it

echoed by Nastrus. The unicorn was al so thinking of

t he nonent when they had translated his brother, Bel-

dun, back to the Island at the Center. It was fitting
sonehow. Both were rare creatures and both would live

on in his nmenory. There was no sadness now m Nas-

trus' mnd, but, in spite of that, Jarrod felt a pang. An
age had ended as surely as it had on the night that the
Qutl anders were destroyed. Nothing will ever be quite

t he sane again, he thought.

As the funeral pyre died, the assenbly stirred, re-

| eased fromits thrall. At that nonent, Joscelyn stepped
forward and I ed his unicorn round the glowing rem

nants to face the royal enclosure. No one el se nmoved.
Jarrod's mind flashed out to Nastrus in query, but he
recei ved no answer.

"Thus says Astarus the unicorn to his Inperial Mj-
esty, Varodias of Unbria," Joscelyn pronounced in a
clear, carrying baritone.

H s voice has finally broken, Jarrod thought incon-
sequentially, and then concentrated on what the boy
was sayi ng.

"I have traveled in your |land and seen what you do
to the earth and the waters and the skies. You pernit

desecration and for this you will be held to account. It
is no business of mne what you do to the humans under
your sway, but the unicorns will not remain idle if you

continue to despoil the |and.

"My brethren and | have decided to dwell at the far
side of what you humans call the Alien Plain. There is
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space and grazing enough for ail and there is no reason
why we cannot coexist in peace, but | have observed

your doi ngs, Enperor of Unbria, and | have seen into

your heart. Keep within your proper bounds and al

will be well between us. If you do not, you will rue the
day." Joscelyn paused, as if listening, and then his head
cane up. "Thus speaks Astarus the unicorn,"” he de-

cl ared.

There was a frozen, shocked silence and then the boy
turned and sprang lightly onto the unicorn's back. He



bent forward and twi ned his hands into the nmane. Both
of them di sappeared. One noment there, the next gone.

The crowd stirred, as if released anew, and a buzz of
conversation rose- Varodias, who had, at first, gone
deathly pal e and then had progressively reddened wth
anger, turned to Arabella.

"What is the neaning of this?" he demanded, voice
squeaki ng with passion. "And who was that young up-
start? Is this sone conspiracy by the Mgical Kingdons
to publicly demean the Enpire?"

"W can assure you, cousin," Arabella said shakily,
"that we have no know edge of this. W are as amazed

and affronted as you. You may rest assured that we

shall inquire into these circunstances forthwith and wll
deal severely with the m screant. W shall not tolerate
this insult to an honored guest." She drew a deep

breath. "In the neantinme, we suggest that we return to

t he pal ace. The boy is gone. There is nothing that we
can do here."

She beckoned to a page. "Do you go imediately to
the Lady Marianna and the Mage Courtak and com
mand themto attend us in the private w thdraw ng
room" She turned to Varodi as and said, "If anyone
knows about unicorns it will be those two."

She held out her hand to the Enperor and, head high
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nmoved out of the royal enclosure and back onto the
road to Cel ador.

"Talk to nme,' Jarrod pleaded as the procession re-
f or ned.

"l am deeply ashamed,' Nastrus replied slowmy as Mar-

i anna and he wal ked away fromthe Burning G ound.

7 do not renenber who his dam was, but there nust be
bad bl oodlines [here. Perhaps | amgetting old. | do not
understand this new generation.'

'Yes. yes, yes,' Jarrod thought back with barely sup-
pressed annoyance, 'but what was all that about ny
brethren and | living on the Alien Plain?

There was a sigh in Nastrus' mnd. 'You renenber

the coifs that | brought to help you build your castle?
Wl |, they went back and tal ked to their kin about the
uncount ed | eagues of virgin grass here on Strand. You
have seen our portion of the Island at the Center. It is
cranped and every year our nunbers grow. This Astarus.

it seems, has a position of |eadership anbng the younger
uni corns and he convinced the others that they should
nmove to Strand. It appears that this new breeding is nore
aggressive that we were. They talk of defending territory.
H s tone turned sarcastic. 'Sone of them nay have



| ooked into the Menory, but they have not seen the de-
struction of the cloudsteeds at first hand. This world has
dangers that they cannot conprehend.'

' How many are comi ng? Wiere will they go? Where
did Astarus and Joscel yn go?' The questions crowded
forth.

T don't know,' Nastrus admtted. 'Astarus is arrogant.

fie would not submit to ny authority. He told me very
little.' The thought turned bitter. 'He considers ne a
spent force, an aging sire no |onger capable of keeping
other mal es away from mnmy danms. Hi s opinion of hunans

is none too high either. | fear that you will have trouble
with him As to where they have gone. | suppose to the
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castle. Wiere else on the Plain would he have a hom ng
poi nt ?'

They compl eted the journey back to Cel ador in trou-
bl ed sil ence, each caught up in his thoughts, each
gl oony for reasons that had nothing to do with Rag-
nor's funeral.

Jarrod and Marianna regai ned their roonms quickly

and set about changing their clothes. They exchanged

what information they had, knowi ng that as the discov-
erer of the unicorns and as Joscelyn's parents, they were
doubl y responsi bl e.

"Way didn't you tell me about this castle before?"
Mari anna asked.

"Because it was none of your business,"” Jarrod said

shortly. "There are only a handful of people who know.
It was a Discipline project, but even G eyl ock doesn't
know about it. Ragnor knew, of course, but he's dead."

"Then we certainly shan't tell Arabella," Mrianna

sai d, unabashed. "Honest ignorance is what we have to
project. My son appeared suddenly and joi ned the cor-
tege saying that they wanted to pay homage to Ragnor
Josceyin is obviously under the influence of this strange
unicorn. We didn't know that they were conming and we
don't know where they went." She | ooked at him

"Well, it's the truth," she said

Jarrod made no reply and she went took himby the

arms and shook himslightly. "Listen to ne. Gwndryth
could lose all influence at Court because of this. If Var-
odias insists, we are going to be nade scapegoats even

t hough we have done nothing wong. They can't do

much to you, you're a Mage, but they can cripple
Gwndryth. Qur only hope is to be bew | dered, but

hel pful. If we are seen as part of a possible solution, we
may be spared. Just follow ny lead."

Jarrod di sengaged her hands gently and | ooked down
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at her. "No, ny dear," he said firmy. "This is nore

i mportant than Gwyndryth. The unicorn was essentially
correct in many of the things that he said about Varo-
dias, but that is beside the point. What we have to do
is to make sure that this does not get blown up into an
i nternational incident. Unicorns come within the Dis-
cipline's purview and this is our problem Joscelyn may
be your, er, our son, but he is an Apprentice Magician
You will followmy lead in this. Is that quite clear?"

Mari anna | ooked up into his eyes and whatever she
saw t here quenched the spark of rebellion in her own.
"Very well," she said with a little shake of the head.
"But if you put Gwndryth in jeopardy, you shall an-
swer to nme," she added before turning away to com

pl ete her preparations for the audi ence.

They were ushered into the withdrawing roomby a

gent | eman- of -t he- bedchanber who smirked at them as

t hey passed. Bad news travels quickly, Jarrod thought.
Arabel | a was ensconced in an ornate chair, | ooking
grim Anot her, unoccupied, stood cl ose by.

"I amso sorry, Your Majesty," Mrianna said, un-
bi dden, as she rose froma deep curtsy, "that this should
have occurred on this day of all days."

Arabel | a waved her into silence.

"W need hardly tell you," she said, "that the Em

peror is exceeding angry. He has been attacked and in-
sulted in front of a gathering of every personage of note
on Strand. W have asked you here because you know

nor e about unicorns than anyone el se and, some way

or another, we nust get to the bottomof this." She

| ooked at Jarrod. "You can converse with the unicorn
Nastrus, can you not ?"

"Yes, ma'am and | have done so. He has told ne

that a nunber of younger unicorns have decided to
cone to Strand. It seens that they are running out of
space and grazing in their current hone,"
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"And what of the challenge to the Enperor?" Ara-
bel | a asked.

"Nastrus was at a loss to explain. This other unicorn
refused to acknow edge his authority and would tell him
not hi ng. "

"And what of the young man? Did your unicorn
know hi n®"

Mari anna | ooked at Jarrod and he nodded. She faced
the Queen again. "He is my son. Majesty," she said



qui etly. "Unbeknownst to us he ran away after our
weddi ng and went in search of a unicorn. Today was
the first time that | save seen himsince Stronta."”

"l see," Arabella said. She | ooked back to Jarrod.
"Did you send himon a quest?" she asked.

"No, ma'am It nmay be that our narriage triggered

t houghts of ermulation in his mind. He is at an inpres-
si onabl e age."

"What can you tell us," Arabella began, but was in-
terrupted by the opening of the doors.

"Hi s Inperial Mjesty, the Enperor Varodias," the
usher announced.

Arabella rose and Jarrod and Marianna turned. The

one bowed, the other genuflected to the floor. They held
their positions as the Enperor stal ked across the room
the heels of his boots clacking on the fl oorboards. He
nodded to Arabella and took his seat. He regarded Jar-
rod and Marianna w th undi sgui sed hostility as they

rose to face him

"So," he said, his high, light voice cold, "the author-
ities on unicorns. Tell us, is it possible that the boy was
speaking for the animal, or was he put up to it by those
who wi sh the Enpire ill?"

"It is possible, Your Inperial Mjesty, for humans

to understand the thoughts of unicorns. It is, as far as
we know, extrenely rare and the ability to converse with
one uni corn does not mean that we can talk to others.
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The Lady Marianna can understand a not her unicorn

but | cannot reach her. 1, on the other hand, can speak
as it were, with the offspring, but the Lady Marianna
cannot. Neither of us has ever encountered this partic-
ul ar unicorn before."

The Enperor sniffed disdainfully. "In your expert"—
there was a sneer in the word "expert"—opinion, was
this urchin giving a true report of this creature's
t hought s?"

"1 think that it is alnost certain. If the boy could not
comuni cate with the unicorn, he would not have been
able to go into Interimwith it and thus disappear from
t he Burni ng G ound."

"And what of the threat to our person?"

"Unicorns are as different fromone another as are
humans, " Jarrod said seriously, "but the unicorns that

we have encountered thus far have been Strandkind's
friends. One even gave up his life to enable us to destroy
the Qutl anders. They coul d undoubtedl y be dangerous



i f roused—those horns are no nere decorations—but

only in the way that a cornered boar is dangerous. They
have no magi cal powers as such, though they can har-
ness certain energies to transfer thenselves from pl ace
to place.”

"Then why, pray, would this creature confront us?"

"I cannot answer that, Your Inperial Mijesty. | can
only surmse that it was overcone by the grandeur of

t he occasi on—dni corns are sensitive to atnosphere—

and felt some need for vainglorious expression. | do not
think that it need be taken seriously."

"Do you not, i' faith?" Varodias' voice was nocking

and his hands nmade an airy little gesture. "W shal
have to wait and see about that. In the neantine, where
did this precious pair disappear to?"

"I cannot say for sure, sire," Jarrod replied. "l can
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only assunme that they are somewhere out on the Alien
Plain."

The Enperor's eyes narrowed and he pursed his lips,

wei ghi ng alternatives known only to him "W suggest

that you find them" he said finally. "Unicorns are crea-
tures of the Discipline and if anything untoward comnes

of this, we shall hold the Discipline responsible.”

He rose fromhis chair. "Cousin, we are sure that you

wi || make the apprehension of this mscreant your chief -
est priority. Wien he is apprehended, we shall expect
that a public exanple be nade of him" He bowed curtly
to Arabella and wal ked out.

Mari anna was white-faced as she rose fromher curtsy
and she turned a beseeching face to the Queen

"And can you find then?" Arabella asked Jarrod
once the doors had cl osed agai n.

Jarrod sighed. "I doubt it, Mjesty. Nastrus is re-
turning to the Island at the Center. | cannot prevent
him W could send out cloudsteeds, but | expect that

t he unicorns are beyond their range. Qur best hope is
that Joscelyn will return. There is anple fodder for un-
icorns out there, but precious little for humans."

Marianna's hand flew to her nmouth and Arabella

| ooked at her with conpassion. Then she fixed Jarrod
with a skeptical eye. "W do not know what this is al
about, though we doubt that there was a plot to em
barrass the Enperor. Neverthel ess, we want answers.

W cannot countenance anything that coul d danage the
amty that currently exists between Arundel and Um
bria." She | ooked fromone to the other. "Perhaps, un-
der the circunstances, it would be better if you di ned



at the Collegium" She shook her head. "This is nopst
unfortunate." She paused and her face becane stern
"W expect to be kept informed of any progress you
make. "
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"As Your Majesty commands," Jarrod said, and

bowed.

They wi t hdrew, know ng that they had been re-

prieved. but not exonerated. Mrianna was silent and
Jarrod, his nmind filled with questions, was grateful for
that. When he had been listening to Geylock earlier in
the day. he had felt a sense of renewal, had felt that the
Di sci pline had regained the respect and affection of the
peopl e and woul d grow and prosper. Now everyt hing

was cl ouded agai n. What was worse was that his new

found famly and his unicorns appeared to be centra

to the problem He felt old before his tine.

Jarrod was right to think that the world had changed

t hough his presunption that the causes devol ved onto
hi s own shoul ders was hubnstic. There would indeed be
change, as there nust al ways be change. The peace that

t he uni corns had hel ped to achi eve had begun to un-
ravel years before. This would be the | ast peaceful gath-
ering of these great folk, though no one at Cel ador that
day realized it. Soon, unconscionably soon, there woul d.
once again, be talk of war. The Age of Ragnor, as Jar-
rod was to call it in his nonumental history of Strand
was over.

As Jarrod and Marianna made their way toward the

Coll egium Strand's two nmoons shone down on them

This was their season; the time when both, obeying the
| aws set down for themby the gods in a time so far
gone by that the mind of man could not conprehend

it, appeared together in the night sky. The men and
worren whose lives they lighted took the phenonmenon

for granted. It had al ways been thus and it would al -
ways be. It never occurred to themthat their fates and
frailties, though | ess predictable, would fulfill cycles of
their own. The phil osophers anmong t hem woul d have

found both hope and despair in that. Had Strandkind
been cursed with foresight on that tranquil, cloudless
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eveni ng, there would have been nmany who woul d have
despaired. Sonme woul d have prayed to the Mot her

some to the spirits of the land and sonme that there m ght
still be unicorns.

It was a matter of indifference to the circling noons.
Wars woul d cone and go, nations wax and wane, but

they would ride the heavens with a certainty that the
nmerely nmortal could not match. Somewhere in the fath-
om ess darkness beyond them in his quarters on the
Island at the Center, the Guardi an doffed his view ng



hel met and vowed that he woul d never watch again.

The nmoons of Strand were unaware of that. They were
concerned with thenselves, the sun and the planet be-
neath them Nothing el se was inportant.



