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CHAPTER 1

Lovers' Quarrel

The horse was steam ng, and Matt was fum ng. They clattered in over the
drawbri dge and past the guards with nothing but a perfunctory grunt. They exchanged
a gl ance and shook their heads.
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Matt pulled up by the stables and tossed the reins to the first groom who cane
runni ng, then turned away on his heel, stalking toward the towering bul k of the
keep. The groom stared after him shocked--the Lord Wzard was unfailing in his
politeness, with always tine for a cheerful word or two.

But Her Majesty's Wzard was anything but cheerful, and in no nobod to be polite
to anyone, |east of all Her Majesty. The fact that he had to ride a nmere horse only
made t hings worse. O course, he had had to be content with ordinary nounts since
his dragon friend Stegoman had gone gallivanting off with his other friend Sir Guy
on an errand of errantry, a gallant mssion to save the kingdomof Ibile fromthe
wr et ched stew of sorcery it had simered into over the last two hundred years--and,
at the nonent, Matt w shed nost ardently that he had gone with them The danger
seened of relatively little inportance conpared to the sinple fact of a m ssion
worth undertaking. Not like this last little fracas, which...

He stormed up to the doors of the royal apartnents, but as he laid hold of the
handl e, a sentry | eaped forward, albeit wth trepidation. "Nay, ny Lord Wzard! Her
Maj esty hath not given | eave!"

"Too right she hasn't!" Matt snarled. Alisande seened to have devel oped an
aversion to Matt's conpany | ately, probably because every tine he saw her, he
pressed her to set a date for their wedding: But they had been engaged for three
years now, so it wasn't surprising that Matt was getting a little inpatient. It was
time to have it out with her. He yanked the door open and storned into the
corridor, trailing a howing wake of horrified sentries and servants.

The queen | ooked up fromher witing, blue eyes wide in surprise, then in
out r age.

It al nost stopped Matt--not her rage, but her beauty. The oval face was framed
in a cascade of blond hair, unbound here in her private apartnents, and set off
perfectly by the mauve of her casual gown.

Al nost .

"Why don't you just say you don't want ne around anynore?" Matt sl apped his
gl oves down on the table. "That last trip was sonmething any village magician coul d
have taken care of. No, strike that--he would have sent his apprentice!"

"I did not deem a plague of |ocusts a trivial matter, Lord Wzard!" Alisande
said in a voice that would have frozen penguins. "It may be of little nonent to
you, but the poor peasant fol k thereabout thought it disastrous!”

"Sure, because their village magician had dropped dead two years ago, and their
baron was too cheap to hire a replacenent! And don't tell me you didn't know that!"

"Assuredly, | did--and thought it your office to see to it! Wat, nust |
undertake every smallest matter nyself? Have | none to aid ne?"
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"Ch, cone off it with the wounded violet routine! You could have told me why
the baron didn't have a nmagician, and | would have sent one out."

Al i sande's gaze faltered. "Mayhap, yet still "twas thy duty to see to his
installation.”

"And just conveniently put nyself out of your way for a fortnight, so you
didn't have to worry about ny inportuning you!"

Alisande tried to bring her gaze back up to his, but didn't quite manage it.
"Wherefore ought | find concern..."

"Because | keep pressing you to set the date! Which is scarcely surprising,
consi dering how | ong we' ve been engaged! But every time | bring up the subject of
marriage, you keep putting nme off--and off, and off. Meanwhile, | hang around here
| i ke your tame poodl e--just another ornanment for your pal ace, never getting to do
anything | really want to do!"

"Not what you wi sh! Pray Heaven any of us could do what we w shed! And what is
it you wish to do?"

"Marry you!"

Al'i sande took a deep breath, fighting for patience and trying to still her
beating heart. "It shall cone sone day, Lord Wzard."

"Yes, | understand it will. | seemto renmenber sone sort of prom se to that
effect...”

"Prom se?" Alisande's gaze sharpened "I made no prom se!”

"Ch?" Matt cocked his head to the side. "Then what would you call those words
we exchanged on Breden Pl ai n?"

"My appeal, and your response. As | mnd nme, 'twas yourself who did give
prom se that day, not |--and somewhat unwillingly at that."

"Well, I"'mnore than willing now" Matt swal |l owed down outrage. "And you may
not have actually given ne a prom se, but there certainly seened to be sonething
I mplied.”

Al i sande tossed her head inpatiently. "In a nonent of weakness, | gave you a
ki ss, naught nore--and, Lord Wzard, a kiss is not a prom se."

Matt held his face inpassive while he absorbed the hurt. Alisande saw, and
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quail ed within, but nmet wooden face with flint.

Finally, Mtt said, "If that kiss happened in a nonent of weakness, then you
have a weakness for ne--which neans that, underneath your nmask of duty, you're
really in love with nme, and hopefully, want to spend your life with ne."

Al isande bridled, the nore so because it was true. "You overreach yourself,
Lord Wzard. Yet whether | |love you or not, | may not act upon it."

Matt just stared at her.

Then he said, "Let nme get this straight. You |ove ne, but you can't do anything
about 1t?"

Al i sande kept her face hard. "You nust know that a queen cannot marry for |ove--
but only for the good of the kingdom using her marriage as a way of form ng an
alliance, or in other ways benefiting her people."

Matt felt his stomach sink--he did indeed know So, of course, he tried to fend
off the vision of a lifetine of hanging around the court as the bachel or | east
likely to succeed, by going on the offensive. "That neans that if | were the king
of sone other country, you'd marry nme?"

"Aye, if the goodwill of that |land were of need to nmy own."
"Ckay--so I'Il go win a kingdom" Matt started to turn away.

"Speak not so foolishly, Lord Wzard!" Alisande snapped, with her first hint of
real tenper. "Kingdonms are not to be had for the asking! To say such is nigh to
sacril ege!”

"Ch, cone on!" Matt turned back. "There has to be a kingdom sonewhere near that
has a rotten king, and needs a new one."

"Aye, both Ibile and Allustria--yet I do well but to ward against them wth
all ny horses and all ny nen! How should we conquer then?"

"Il find a way."
"You cannot!"

"I swear to God | will!" Matt shouted. "I'Il kick that Ibilian nonster-nonarch
off his throne or die trying!"

Al i sande bl anched, and the throne roomwas suddenly as silent as a tonb, even
the guards staring in scandalized shock. Matt glanced at them out of the corners of
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his eyes, and sonething inside himsaid, in a very tiny voice, Oh. | should not
have said that, should I?

Then Ali sande caught her breath and shouted, "CGuards! Seize that nan! Bind and
gag him Chain himto the thickest wall in ny deepest dungeon!”

Matt stared, unbelieving. His one true |ove? Sending himinto solitary?

Then the guards hit, and he believed. Two nen hugged his arnms and two nore his
| egs, picking himup bodily, ignoring his struggles. He opened his nouth to shout a
spel |, but sonebody's glove janmed in between his teeth. Enraged, he tried to spit
It out, but soneone el se was already wapping a sash around his face and tying it
tight. He couldn't speak, he couldn't gesture!

"Well done,"” Alisande said, discreetly disregarding the guards' ashen faces.
"Now bear himto the dungeons, and chain himto the wall. Then nount guard over
him inside the cell and out--and if he should even attenpt to speak, give himso
shrewd a knock al ongsi de the head that he | oses consci ousness again. GCh, be sure,
he nmust not speak! O he will cast a spell!"”

Matt felt his stomach sink, as the guards turned hi mabout and headed for the
stairway. Alisande was right, unfortunately--and the guards had hit too fast for
himto get his nouth working. He was well and truly trussed this tinme--and not
liable to get out of it.

But his one true | ove! How could she do such a thing to hin? Humliate himso?
Not to mention the disconfort!

Easy--she didn't Iove him He'd just been a val uable asset. A heavy nass seened
to wei gh down upon his spirits, as the guards haul ed hi m down, down through the
keep and into the dark of the dungeon. Dark, yes, but no darker than the nood that
descended over his soul

CHAPTER 2

Free Thi nker

The blacksmth finished riveting the manacles chaining Malt's wists behind him
and stepped back with a | ook of trepidation. "You know we woul dn't have done this
on our own, Your Lordship."
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Matt glowered at him but he couldn't keep it up. Reluctantly, he nodded. It
wasn't just fear of his magic--the common folk all liked himtoo well to do
anyt hi ng against him Mst of them anyway. He gargl ed sonething that sounded |ike
grudgi ng accept ance.

Rel i ef washed the smth's face. "Godspeed you, Lord Wzard. Heaven knows, you
have served her Majesty too well to deserve such as this!"

"Tis not for you to say, Smth!" the captain of the guard snapped. "Qut with
you, now. 'Tis enough for you to know the Lord Wzard will not seek revenge."

Matt nuttered and nodded. He couldn't really blame a man for doing his job
properly. He shrugged.

The smith broke into a grateful smle, hoisted his portable anvil, and went out
t he door.
"We shall |eave you now, mlord," the captain of the guard said. "Yet |, too,

woul d have you know, 'tis not by ny wish you are here."

Matt didn't know whether he was trying to nmend his fences, or give support--but
agai n he shrugged the apol ogy away. The man was just doing as he was bound to do,
by his oath of service. Alisande was his queen, after all

The captain seened faintly relieved. Had he understood Matt's thought so well
as that? But no, Matt hadn't recited a tel epathy spell. How could he, bound and
gagged?

"Even so, | mslike comng between a nman and his | eman,
grow ed.

the ot her guard

Matt under st ood--donestic di sputes were al ways rough on the cops. But don't

worry, boys, I won't hold it against you, he thought as hard as he coul d.
Again, the look of relief. "Is there aught to nake you confortable, mlord, ere
we go?"

Matt nodded, working his nouth around his gag, then m m ng the act of drinking
wat er .

"Aye." The captain hefted a wi neskin. "There nust be two of us for when you
W sh to drink henceforth, nust there not? Unstop his nouth, soldier--and stand
ready to smte himif he should speak a single word."

The guard nodded as he untied the sash, face hard. "I would |I did not have to,
Lord Wzard, yet such is the queen's conmand.”
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The gag cane out, and Matt drew a long breath of clean air wwth relief. The
captain held out the w neskin, and Matt | eaned back and drew a | ong draught. Eyeing
his jailers warily, he decided not to try speaking even to thank them and opened
his nmouth with a sigh.

It was a new and nore confortable gag they put in--no doubt the captain wanted
his gl ove back--but to say a gag is "nore confortable" is to say a torture is "less
pai nful ." Matt resigned hinself and sl unped back against the wall with a sigh. It
was going to be a long existence, with a very dry nouth and aching jaws.

The guard finished tying the gag back in place, Matt sat down with a groan, and
the captain nodded, turning to go. "May all be as well for you as it may, Lord
W zard."

The door slanmed shut, but there was still a torch, since the remaining guard
needed light. After all, there wasn't nuch point stationing himthere with his
short cudgel, if he couldn't see whether or not Matt had worked his gag | oose.

And Matt was certainly in a nood to try, feeling angry, vengeful, betrayed,
rej ected, and bew | dered. Where had he gone wong? How had he |ost Alisande's |ove?
O had he ever had it in the first place? Was it class paranoia, the nobleman's
antipathy toward the social clinmber? O was it just friction between nman and nate,
telling her what she wanted to hear but in the wong way?

No, it couldn't be that. He had told her he loved her in fifty different ways,
fifty times at least in the last three years, sone of themas ardent and romantic
as any woman coul d want--and she had certainly responded; he could have sworn she
was burning to answer his fervor with her own. But sonething had hel d her back..

Alas, ny |ove, you do ne w ong,

To treat ne so discourteously,
When | have | oved you oh, so | ong,
Del i ghting in your conpany!

She had even worn green sl eeves when they were questing together!

The guard shifted nervously and gl anced down at Matt, comm serating. Matt felt
an irrational flash of gratitude toward the man, and tried to smile reassuringly.
But his mnd strayed back to Alisande--didn't it always? He tried to pull hinself
out of the slough of despond, but the betrayal weighed on his spirits too heavily.

What ails thee, captive Knight at arns,
Conpelled to enforced loitering;

Where niter gathers on stone walls,

And no birds sing.

| saw pal e kings, and princes too,
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Pal e warriors, death-pale were they all,
Who cried--"La Belle Dane Sans Merci
Hath thee in thrall!"

Again, the guard turned to him and this tinme his expression would have done
credit to a bl oodhound. Matt tried to smle bravely, but he wasn't really up to it.

This was ridicul ous! Here he was, just maeking the guard and hinself both
m serable. He had to jolt hinmself out of this self-pity and get back in action! It
was a tine to be doing, not noping!

Do what ?

Good question. In Merovence, magi c worked by chanting poetry, sonetines
rei nforced by gestures--and he couldn't chant very well if his nmouth was stuffed
with a gag. Gesturing was possible with chains on his wists, but sonewhat |[imted.
Besi des, gestures couldn't do anything al one.

For alife to dwell

In a dungeon cel

Gowing thin and w zened
In a solitary prison..

He broke off with a shudder. He had a nonentary vision of his future..

My hair is gray, but not with years,
Nor grew it white

In a single night

As nen's have grown from sudden fears.

The guard sniffed and wi ped a tear as he glanced at Matt out of the corner of
his eye. Matt plucked up his spirits to wink, and take a playful kick at the man's
knee with the ankle that was not fastened to the wall. The guard | ooked surprised,
then grinned down. "Eh, your Lordship! | should ha'" known naught woul d keep 'ee
down for |ong!"

Matt w nked again, though he felt like crying, before his attention strayed
back to his dilemma. Finally, he began to feel indignant, a very healthy sign.
Definitely better than noping. The ignominy of it! He, the topnost wi zard in the
| and--thanks to all the verses he knew that this |land had never heard of--chai ned
i n dungeon vile and not able to do a thing about it! And all because Alisande had
been qui ck enough to think of a gag before he did! She may have tired of him but
she wasn't about to let himgo--oh, no! Salt himaway in storage in case he suited
her whi m again! How |li ke a wonman, always to want a new beau for her string!

For a nmonent, his resentnent subnmerged in admration of her. What a worman! Such
presence of m nd, such quickness of wit, to realize in a split second that, gagged,
he couldn't work magic, and so couldn't escape. Such determ nation, such tenacity,
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such sel fi shness!
Well, that wasn't really fair. Her kingdom cane before herself, in her own m nd-

-that's why she was a good nonarch. But could he really manage having a wi fe who
t hought her ki ngdom was nore inportant than her husband?

She appeared again before his mnd' s eye, and he knew in a nonent that he
could. After all, that devotion to duty was part of what nade her admrable.

But did she always have to be so dammed right?

Yes, she did--at least, in public matters. The "Divine Right of Kings" really
worked, in this universe. Nice to know he ranked as a public issue. On the other
hand, it m ght have been nice if, to her, he'd been nore than a national asset.

O was he? Cone to think of it, if she was in love with him it was a persona
matter--and, in personal matters, her judgnment could be flawed.

The old scientific instinct stirred in him How about the enmpirical test? After
all, who knew for sure that he couldn't escape?

Everyone, that's who. In this universe, magi c worked--and it worked by poetry.
But a spell had to be recited aloud in order for it to work--everyone knew t hat!

H's spirits slunped again and, for the first tinme in three years, he found
hi msel f wi shing ardently that he was back in the old, famliar, dead-end coll ege-
canpus life he'd known before.

| ama man of constant sorrow,

|'ve seen trouble all ny days.

"' m goi ng back to East Virginia,

The place where | was born and raised.

The guard turned to him startled, alarnmed. Matt frowned up at him Wat was
there to be al armed about ?

Matt's goi ng.

Exci tenment spun through him The guard had picked up his sadness before--that's
why he'd been | ooking synpathetic. And he was resonating Matt's feelings of |onging
to go, now

And why not? Matt had been thinking in verses!

Then why didn't all his thoughts nake spells happen?
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Because they usually weren't in verse--and when they were, they were fleeting
verses |ike these, all emption with no action, no inperative!

So if he did silently say a verse with an inperative..
But everyone knew a spell had to be recited al oud.
Sure--but just because everyone knew it, didn't always nmean it was true.

Matt set hinself and tried to think of the verse that he had used to free
hi nsel f and Alisande frominprisonnment in this very castle, those long three years
ago.

| know a bank whereon the wild thynme bl ows,
Where oxlips and the noddi ng viol et grows,
Quite over-canopied wth |uscious woodbi ne,
Wth sweet nmusk-roses, and with eglanti ne.
There shall | fly, to celebrate the |ight,
Freed in these flowers with dances of delight.

He waited expectantly for the disorientation of physical projection, waiting,
wai ting. ..

Di sappoi nt ed.

He gl owered up at the guard, feeling an irrational resentnent of the man for
still being there. Apparently verses did have to be spoken out | oud.

Then a still, small voice seened to speak within him encouraging, but with a
suspi cion that sone other power was operating here, that his spells would have to
be in harnmony with that other power before they could work.

It made sense. He knew very well that he would have gone down in defeat nore
than once, if his magic hadn't been supported by the spiritual guidance of Sai nt
Moncaire, the patron of Merovence. And if Saint Moncaire had other plans for him
right now than just breaking free to go wandering around feeling sorry for
hi nsel ...

On the other hand, did he really want to do Saint Moncaire's work for him
agai n?

Well, he could at least find out what the contract said before he signed it. He
threw hinself on the figurative nercies of the angels, asking where they wanted him
to go.

The answer welled up in him feeling unconfortably Iike a conpul sion. But about
all you can do for a geas is go where it tells you, so Matt shrugged in surrender
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and recited an old, folk hym:

"Servant, go where | send thee!"

"How shall | send ne, Lord?"

"Well, I"mgoing to send thee one by one,
One for alittle bitty baby,

Was born, born, born in Bethle--"

Li ght glared, and he found hinsel f somewhere else entirely. This tine he stayed
still, but his stomach flipped over. He staggered, taking a deep breath agai nst
nausea, and put out a still-manacled hand to steady hinself.

He felt rough bark beneath his palm He turned, surprised, to see a tree behind
him and decided he wasn't in the dungeon anynore! He was free, in the sunshine and
the open air! He took a deep breath of breeze, grinned wide, and | ooked about him

Then he saw his surroundings, and his stomach felt a little queasy again.

CHAPTER 3

Forward, Lady!

"Yet there nust be sone way in which a vow may be revoked, nmy Lord Archbi shop!
Can Heaven truly wish a nman to act upon words spoken in rash passion?”

"It can,” the Archbishop said, with a sad snile. "Tis therefore we nust be
chary of our words, Mjesty, and not swear oaths in vain."

They were still in the great hall, the sunlight striking through the stained
gl ass of the western windows in tints of rose and blue, making the flagstones gl ow -
but those colors seened, to Alisande, to be the enbers of her hopes. "But to court
death and dammation, Lord Archbi shop! Surely Heaven cannot wish a man to do so!"

"As to the danger of death..." The Archbi shop turned thoughtful, then slowy
nodded. "I can see that Heaven might wish it so--if our good Lord thought the man
had sone sure chance of succeeding in his holy purpose. W nust all do God's work
on earth, Majesty, as nuch as he does want of us, in such fashion as we may. The
stronger nust do greater tasks--and mayhap this is Lord Matthew s." The "Lord
Matt hew' stuck in his throat, but he forced it out. "And as to the danger of
damati on, why! Does not each of us walk in that danger every nonment of our lives,
Maj esty? And each of us is tenpted, but none beyond his strength to resist. Be
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assured, if God has sent...Lord Matthew into a place of such tenptation, He w |l
gi ve your wi zard strength enough to resist.”

"That is cold confort,” Alisande said, norose--but the Archbishop could see she
was at least a little reassured. Then she | ooked up at himwith a scow. "Yet you
have no need to be so cheered at the thought of his absence!"

The anger of a nonarch stabbed |ike a sword; the Archbi shop's heart skipped a
beat in fright. Neverthel ess, he spoke up bravely. "Pardon, Majesty--yet this self-
exile is the nost hopeful news that | have heard since you canme once again to this
t hrone. "

"Hopeful!" Alisande spat.

"Hopeful ," the Archbishop said firmy, drawing hinself up. "That the man who so
strongly aided you in casting out the forces of evil fromthis your kingdom shoul d
now be sworn to a quest to overthrow the vile sorcerer-king of Ibile? Aye, 'tis
cause for great hope! Nay, | cannot truly be sorrowful to hear such news."

"Nor to think that this candidate for royal consort may soon be dead,"” Alisande
said, acid in her tone.

"Your Majesty truly nust make sone provision for the succession,” the
Archbi shop answered. "I entreat you! For what should hap to us all if you were to
die before your time, w thout an heir?"

He thought he had done a rather good job of avoiding the question.

The guard heard the boom of inploding air, and turned to stare at the place
where Matt had been. The nanacl es jangl ed, enpty, against the stone. He gazed w de-
eyed for a nonent, then pushed his jaw back into place, heaved a sigh, and turned
away to knock on the wi cket and call for the captain of the guard, shaking his
head.

The captain of the guard duly reported to the seneschal, who wasn't having any
and told himit was his job, so the captain settled his sword belt, squared his
shoul ders, and turned to face the throne roomw th a heavy heart, reflecting that
he hadn't really thought he was going to get out of it anyway.

"The brightest hope for ny providing a succession, has just been cast into ny
dungeon, Lord Archbishop,” Alisande retorted. "An you do wish ne to bear an heir,
you had best bethink you of ways to assure his return!”
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The Archbi shop seened dubi ous. "M sunderstand ne not, Majesty--Matthew Mantr el
is a good man and nobl e. Nathel ess, he is not of royal blood."

"And is therefore unfit to be consort to a queen," Alisande finished for him
"Yet it is ironic, mlord, that though that doubt has lingered in ny heart these
three years, | find it banished of a sudden--but only by the know edge that Lord
Mat t hew may be taken from ne!"

The Archbishop felt his heart sink

"Nay," the queen said, "be assured, I'll marry no one el se--and surely, his
service to the crown, and his finding favor in the eyes of Saint Mncaire, should
have made nme see his worthiness! He is the hope of Merovence, now and in the
future." And of herself, she added silently. "I prithee, Lord Archbishop, tell ne
this understanding |I have gained is the acconplishnent God wi shed, by this vow of
Lord Matthew s. There nust be sone way to negate his oath--for surely, he did not
truly intend to take arns against Ibile, alone!”

The Archbi shop sighed, with a sad shake of his head. "Majesty, | cannot--for
why el se would a wi zard, one who knows the nature of geas and conpul sions, have so
bound hi nsel f?"

"He had forgot the power of words, here in Merovence," Alisande replied, "for
t hey have no such strength in that other world he hails as hone. In the heat of his
passi on and his anger, he thought words to be idle, only an expression of his
feelings."

"Wul d you have ne believe that the highest wizard in the |and had forgot that
what he swore to, in this |and of Merovence, he was bound to?"

"Aye." Alisande's smle curdled. "If we had told himso, he would have
protested that we did take his words too literally."

The Archbi shop nodded, understanding. "Yet on reflection, Mjesty, he would
know t hat was the precise nature of the problem"”

"Problem " Alisande | ooked up, the color com ng back into her face. "Wy, 'tis
but a riddle after all, is't not? And has a solution like to any other!"

"Maj esty?" The Archbishop definitely didn't like the sound of what he was
heari ng.

"He cannot be bound by that oath! For three years ago, he did swear to serve
me! How then can he | eave ny presence, if | do require his service here? For | nost
earnestly do!"

The Archbi shop pursed his lips. "You nean that, at the worst, his two oaths
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m ght counter one anot her?"

"Nay, better--I nmean that the second can have no effect, for it cannot displace
the first!" Alisande actually smled. "He cannot undertake a quest unless | conmand
it--and | do not."

But the Archbi shop was giving her the sad smle again, and shaking his head. "
regret, but | nust informyou, Mjesty, that the vow cannot be broken, unless
Heaven and the saints really do not wish Lord Matthew to attenpt the purification
of Ibile. Intruth, if God did wish, this |ater vow woul d overbear the first--yet |
t hi nk the occasion does not arise.”

Alisande's scowm was enough to make his heart quail. "How so?"

"Why," the Archbishop said, "lIbile has ever been a threat to the welfare of
Mer ovence, to her borders and her people, since ever the first sorcerer G 0sso
overthrew the rightful king of Ibile and brought the reign of evil down upon the
whol e ki ngdom Nay, Majesty, by seeking to fulfill this oath, Lord Matthew does not
only God's work, but yours also!"

"Yet it is not ny wll!" she cried, as if it were torn out of her.

"It is Heaven's, though." The firmess of authority came back into his voice.
"And you are sworn to uphold the will of Heaven, Majesty, so far as God reveals it
to you."

Al i sande slunped, a nonent's despair evident in every line of her body.

The Archbi shop acted al nost autonmatically, reaching out to the aid of a soul in
need. "Be of good cheer, Majesty. Lord Matthew goes not alone into this kingdom of
wi ckedness--he goes with the m ght of Heaven to strengthen him | doubt not that
Heaven will give himall the aid it can, of saints and angels, for they nust surely
want himto erase fromlbile this foul blot of a king, yea, Gordogrosso and all his
m ni ons. "

"Yet will he prevail ?" she npbaned. "For Heaven works through us, Lord
Archbi shop, in this world--but so can Hell, if we wish it to. Has Mtthew enough
goodness to stand agai nst the sorcerers? For he was never a saint!"”

"He may become so, in this striving," the Archbi shop pointed out, "or conme nuch
cl oser to Heaven, at |east. Besides, Myjesty, be mndful--if Matthew Mantrell can
t oppl e Gordogrosso and purge the wi ckedness fromlbile, he will nost surely have
proved his worthiness to be a | ord--and your consort."

Alisande |ifted her head, a strange light com ng into her eyes. "True," she
said, "if he still will love ne."
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The captain of the guard stepped through the archway, caught her eye, and
bowed.

Ali sande's nouth went dry; sonehow, she knew he had bad news. "Approach
Captain!™

The young kni ght strode forward, trying not to | ook for a place to hide.
"What news have you for ne?" she demanded.

The Captain bowed, and reported, wooden-faced, "Your Mjesty, the Lord Wzard
is not in his cell."

Alisande took it well, you had to say that for her--she sat still as a statue
for a mnute, then asked, "Was he bound?"

"Aye, Mjesty.”
"And gagged?"
"Aye, Mjesty!"”

Then Matthew had nanaged the inpossible again, working a spell w thout speaking
it aloud. Admration for the man welled up within her, with an al nost covetous
|l onging for him-but too late, too late. Still, she managed to push the thought
asi de whil e she nodded crisply and said, "Thank you, ny captain. You may go--and
the rest of your guardsnmen with you."

"I thank Your Majesty."” And the captain neant it, nodding to his soldiers with
relief and turning to march out. They foll owed unhappily, feeling that they should
have done sonet hi ng nore--but who could have, against the Lord Wzard?

Al isande turned to the Archbishop and inclined her head. "I thank you for your
words of confort, mlord. And I wll entreat you to pray for Lord Matthew"

"Wth every Mass." The Archbi shop bowed and turned to go--he knew a di sm ssa
when he heard one.

The great doors closed behind him and Alisande |let herself collapse, with the
fleeting, vagrant thought that Matthew could at |east have waited until after she
had di ned, so that he wouldn't have spoil ed her appetite.

Then the fact of his absence really hit her, and she felt the anger nount.
Good, good! It would help her through this, mght alnost drown the feelings of
desertion and renorse..
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But what el se could she have done? Real |l y? As queen, she was bl essed--cursed?--
with Divine Right, always know ng which course of action was best for the welfare
of her people, and never hesitating to take it--even if any action would prove
useless. It was just her bad |uck that what had been the best decision for the
nmonarch had been the worst for the wonman.

O was it the other way around?

CHAPTER 4

No Refund, No Return

Matt stared at the unfam liar |andscape around him stunbl ed, then caught his
bal ance and managed to right hinself. Still agog, he deci ded he could see why
magi ci ans said their spells aloud. It definitely gave better results!

Then it hit him-well or poorly, the spell had worked! Even without reciting it
al oud--the gag was still in his nouth. It had worked!

Wy ?

No time to figure it out now, he filed it away for analysis when there would be
a nonent of leisure--i.e., one not filled with trying to stay alive--and got down
to the serious business of getting that gag out of his nouth.

H s hands were chai ned behind his back, and his nmouth was filled with dry
cloth. Free his hands, and he could untie the gag--or free his nmouth, and he coul d
make up a spell to get rid of the chains. Wiich to do first?

Make sure there were no enenies about to pounce on him-that did kind of take
first priority. "Enem es" included nountain Iions, wolves, and other nountain
dwel l ers that m ght consider himto be just the right snack. He turned around
slowy and saw that he was alone on a hillside. He relaxed a little--then realized
that he hadn't had any trouble turning. H's ankle had been manacled to the wall,
but apparently the manacle hadn't conme with him

That nade sense--the end of it being attached to the wall, it counted as part
of the castle he had been trying to get away from Therefore, it had stayed behi nd--
but his wist chains, being attached only to him had cone al ong.
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Well, he was grateful for every little bit of progress. Free feet were better
than nothing. Then a light bulb turned on inside his head, show ng hima scene of
himself as a child playing the old gane of trying to step through the circle of his
own arns, with his hands cl asped together. As he renenbered, he'd managed it--but
he'd been considerably nore agile at ten than he was at twenty-seven.

O was he? His first few weeks in Merovence had put himback into very good
shape, and he hadn't [ost much of his nuscle tone in the |ast three years--Alisande
had kept himvery busy going fromplace to place in the kingdom trouble-shooting
and wi ping out |eftover pockets of sorcery. Most of it, he had to admt, had been
necessary, at least for the first two years. The third year, though, had been ful
of make-work errands. The nmenory galled him especially since he was pretty sure
what had instigated them-Alisande's need to be away from him

The thought scored his heart, so he thrust it aside and got down to
experinmenting. Carefully, trying not to | ose his balance, he bent his knees,
getting his wists as low as he could and stretching the chain as far as it woul d
go. Then, slowy, he lifted his left foot and tried to push it over the |inks.

H s toe caught.

For a second, he teetered, nadly trying to keep his balance, then fell crashing
to the ground. He lay still for a second, trying to contain the burst of anger--it
woul dn't do any good to let it out at the nmoment, anyway.

Why not just nake up a spell? If he could get out of a prison, he could get out
of a chain.

Two reasons. The first was that the transportation spell had worked well
enough, but not perfectly. In fact, Matt's spells frequently tended not to have
quite the effects he had planned, anyway, and the inperfections that cane from
reciting the verse silently m ght have very painful results. The second was t hat
magi ¢ had a way of attracting the attention of other magi c-workers, and Matt woul d
just as soon have his hands and nouth free before having to try to deal with any
wi zardly tracers Alisande m ght manage to have her second-class magicians try on
hi m

O any hostile locals, for that matter...

On the ot her hand, now that he was on the ground, he had no bal ance to | ose.
The i dea nade sense--so much so that he thought he should have tried |lying down in
the first place. Well, now that he had, voluntarily or not, he could try stepping
through the chain with a bit nore leisure. He pulled his left foot up, janmm ng his
knee against his chest, and very carefully noved his toes past the chain. Then he
straightened the leg--with a feeling of victory. Now, if he could just do it with
his right...He rolled over onto his left side and slowy, carefully, raised his
knee and pulled his right foot through. Then he sat up, smling around his gag as
he | ooked down at his hands, there in front of him He felt an i mense sense of
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acconpl i shnent .

He stretched the chain tight again and lifted it over and down behind his head.
H's fingers pulled at the knot in the cloth. It wasn't easy--the guard had tied it
to stay, as tightly as he could. A fingernail snapped, but Matt had needed to trim
it, anyway--and, finally, the gag was off! He pulled the wad of cloth out of his
nmouth, spitting out lint, then working his nouth to bring saliva, noistening his
tongue and lips. Finally, he opened his nouth again, to sigh with relief--and to
recite a quick verse that made his nanacl es spring open and fall to the ground.
Then, at last, he could stand up again, and really | ook about him

Matt took a breath of cool air as he gazed at the high slope before him Then
he stilled--that air had been cool, hadn't it? Funny--it was high sumer, in
Mer ovence.

Therefore, he wasn't in Merovence.

The thought sent prickles along his scalp. The first spell--the one that hadn't
wor ked- - had been the sane one he'd used when he'd spelled Alisande out of prison,
three years before, and he'd still expected to wind up next to a little brook,
under a canopy of nusk roses, eglantine, and woodbi ne. This place, though, | ooked
to be at a nuch higher altitude, and the evergreens certainly didn't resenble the
deci duous bower he'd had in mnd.

Well, you couldn't expect a spell that had only been thought to be as effective
as one that had been recited al oud, could you?

O had sonebody wanted hi m sonmepl ace el se?

He went back to | ooking at the scenery, trying to ignore the hollowness in his
stomach, and decided that the | andscape was definitely uneven--not in quality, as
pine forests and al pi ne neadows are always beautiful, but in terrain. He was hard
put to find a horizontal |ine anywhere, and the ground rose up toward the edge of
the sky like the back of a giant stegosaurus, shadowing half the little valley in
whi ch he stood.

Behi nd his back stood the sun.

He haul ed his stomach back up fromthe gulf it was trying to sink into and
reflected that it could be nuch later in the day--he could have traveled really
far. But sonmehow, he doubted that he'd noved nore than a few degrees in |ongitude--
one time zone, at the nost. He'd arrived at Alisande's castle right after dawn, and
woul d have escaped no later than m d-norning. That neant the sun had still been in
the east--so if it was on the far side of those peaks, he was on the western side
of the nountains.

In Ibile. The ki ngdom of bl ack magic.
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He put the qual ns behind him-he was the one who had said he was going to
invade I bile and capture its throne. In fact, he'd sworn it--and he couldn't blame
the Powers That Be if they had taken himat his word. He should have been nore
careful with his |anguage--in his anger, he'd fallen back into lifelong habits and
used expressions that were a trifle nore enphatic than they shoul d have been. By
the rules of this nutty universe, that nmeant he was bound to do what he'd said.
Totally unfair, he decided, but not all that unjust. It was a great way to break a
man of swearing, but it seenmed a trifle extrene.

He put the issue aside and forced hinself to smle, enjoying the sinple
pl easures of the nonment, drinking in the wild beauty of the place, and he all owed
hinmself to feel a bit of guilt over having left Alisande so suddenly. But only a
little--he had to admit it had begun to pall on him having a girlfriend who could
handi |y order his head chopped off if she wanted to. The notion was deci dedly
intimdating, even though he knew Al isande woul d never do such a thing.

Unless it was in the best interests of her people, of course.

He grinned, his spirit feeling as though it had wings. These nobuntains were so
freel He hadn't realized how confined he'd felt.

And soiled. Alisande m ght have been good and a force for right, but the forces
of corruption were always at work, and the backbiting at court had been grow ng
nastier lately. After only three years, too.

Vll, he was out of it, now He started wal king up the valley.

The | and rose up, and the woods opened out, until he could see that the path
led up to a notch between peaks. At a guess, he was in the nountains that forned
t he border between Ibile and Merovence--the Pyrenees, in his own universe. Probably
called that here, too. He stopped, |ooking about him and saw a few fallen trees
lying by the path. He went over to them and picked up a likely |ooking one, held it
up, and thunped it on the ground. It bent too easily for inch-and-a-half thick
wood, even though it | ooked sound. He frowned and cracked it over his knee. It
crunbl ed, and he nodded in vindication--rotten inside. He tossed it away, picked up
anot her, and thunped its butt hard on the ground as he | ooked up at its tw sted
top. It was hooked and gnarled, but it held. Matt smled in satisfaction and turned
back to the path, then attacked the slope with his new staff in hand.

The problem he reflected as he panted to the top, was that he hadn't had tine
to magic a horse away with him He could conjure one to him of course, but that
woul d be just as good as putting up a sign that read "w zard here," if any of the
magi cal brethren were | ooking--which they were bound to be; Alisande would surely
waste no tinme hunting up a m nor magus for a bl oodhound. And, of course, not to
mention the sorcerers of Ibile..

He wi shed he hadn't; the thought gave hima chill
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O course, he didn't have to stay here.

Certainly the Powers of Right wouldn't hold himto an oath he'd nade in anger,
on the spur of the nmonent! Especially now that he'd had a chance to realize what
he'd really gotten hinself into.

Wul d t hey?

Surely not! So he could go back to Merovence easily, just by reciting the right
spell! He thought one up, started to speak it--then paused, with the words on the
tip of his tongue, renenbering about Alisande's journeynman w zards being able to
detect his use of magic--and Ibile's sorcerers as well.

Vell, it wouldn't matter if he was out of there. He took a deep breath and
chant ed,

"Send nme back to Merovence,

Where the flying songbirds dance,
And the dawn cones up serenely,
G ving sinners one nore chance!"

He held hinself braced, waiting for the nonentary disorientation, for the
sudden jolt of ground against his feet...

Not hi ng happened.

He swal | owed agai nst a sudden thickness in his throat and tried again. After
all, maybe the Powers just didn't |like his choice of destination.

"Take me back to Bordestang,

Where the sw nging church bells rang.
Let me stand by the cat hedral

Where the outdoor choir sang!"

He held hinself braced and ready, knees flexed, breath held..
Not hi ng, agai n.

He et his breath out in a sigh, relaxing and reluctantly admtting to hinself
that he wasn't going to get out of this one that easily. He'd been dunb enough to
swear to unseat Ibile's evil tyrant, and Heaven had taken himat his word. He
couldn't really conplain.

Actually, he didn't dare. What m ght happen, if he let |oose a stream of
profanity about the situation? He was going to have to be very careful what he said
from now on.
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Well, if Heaven wouldn't help himget back to Merovence, he'd have to do it on
his owm. He turned toward the sun, noticed a trail that seemed to go nore or |ess
in the right direction, and set out toward the east--and Merovence.

He' d been hiking for an hour, and he coul d have sworn t he nountainsi de hadn't
conme any closer. Optical illusion, no doubt--the roadside brush had been passing at
a steady rate, and when he | ooked back, he saw a long trail of footprints. Then he
heard the shouting. And scream ng. And the clash of arns.

He was sprinting before he knew it, lurching over the uneven ground, just
barely avoi ding the occasional pothole. The sound was com ng fromthe other side of
a hillock, off to the right of the path.

He darted up the side of the rise and saw the outcrop of scrub at the top.
Di scretion put the brakes on valor, and he dropped to his belly, wiggling up under
t he bushes, pushing themcarefully aside till he could make out the scene bel ow.

It was a little village of round huts walled with wattle and daub and roof ed
with flame. Every thatch burned, and the flanmes were starting down the walls. Two
soldiers were still running fromhouse to house with torches, |aughing and touching
the flanme to anything that would start a blaze. Four other sol diers were catching
wonen and girls as they ran out of the houses, herding themtoward the vill age
common, while a dozen nore cut down the old nen and big boys who were valiantly
trying to hold off the soldiers with clubs--but sticks against swords stood no
chance, and several grandfathers and a boy were down in pools of their own bl ood,
while the others were on their knees, or staggering back, clutching wounds that
spread red stains over their tunics. They had del ayed the sol diers | ong enough
t hough--the nen of the village were comng in fromthe fields at a run, their
scyt hes wavi ng.

The soldiers turned, their hal berds flashing, and the nmen fell, bellowing in
angui sh, clutching at stunps of arns or welling gouges in their chests.

The four nen on the round-up squad herded the wonen and girls into a circle.

Only four of the husbands still stood, so three soldiers turned away fromthe
carnage to start sorting through the pile of pitiful possessions ransacked fromthe
houses. The sergeant turned away, too, and started sorting through the wonen.

He pul |l ed the younger wonen out, tossing themto his nmen. He seened to have an
unerring instinct for the unmarried. One young farnmer saw, how ed, "Dolores!" and
turned, plunging toward her. A hal berd flashed, and he rolled on the ground, his
eyes gl azi ng.

"Corin!" his sweetheart screaned, and ran toward him but a soldier caught her
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and swung her about, catching the back of her head and planting his nouth over
hers. She gave a nmuffled scream withing and striking at him He lifted his head
to laugh and ran a hand over her body.

The last farnmer fell.

The soldiers had three of the wonen down, their skirts above their waists; they
funbled with the fastenings of their pants.

"You cannot!" a nother screamed, wenching herself |oose and dropping to her
knees to try to shield her daughter. "She is too young!"

"Never too young!" The sergeant shoved her aside; she fell, sprawing. He
guf fawed, then bell owed, "W have been too | ong besieging your lord s castle,
wonman, and ny nmen have grown bored. | nean to find them sone diversion--and what

could be better than raping virgins?"

"We are no virgins!" a terrified girl shrieked fromthe ground. "None of us in
this village!"

"Why! Do ye hear that, Sergeant?" cried one of the nmen, with a gap-toothed
grin. "Seens like we're invited."

"Aye. Never turn down hospitality, says |," the sergeant answered.
The girl screaned.
"She lied!" the nother cried, pale-faced. "All these |asses are virgins!"

"Why, the greater pleasure for us, then," the sergeant retorted. "No woman is
ever too young for this sort of gane."

The not her scranbl ed up, but the sergeant stopped her with a hand under her
chin. "And perhaps not too old, neither. Nay, you've |ooks enough left." He shoved
her back; she fell sprawing, and two of his nen caught her ankles, tossing her
skirt up. The sergeant fell to his knees, unbuckling his belt.

Matt had had enough. The spells he'd tried should have already attracted any
pursuit that was com ng--and if he brought down any nore, he'd just have to deal
with it when it came. He pulled a | eather thong | oose fromhis shirt and began to
tie knots in it, chanting,

"Let there be no blade in your scabbard,
Let your lust becone nmuch the | aggard,
And t hat which should stand to attention,
Lie low, like a coward's intention!"
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Below him the soldiers stilled. Then one of them began to funble frantically,
but another quickly tied hinself back up. One or two nen how ed, and the sergeant
bel | onwed, "Wtchcraft! Wich of you old hags has done this?"

"Done what ?" one of the ol dest women asked, her face bl ank.

"You know well what!" the sergeant snarled, and whirled to backhand her across
the face. "But it won't work, granny! If we can't hurt you one way, we'll hurt you
anot her! Have at 'em nen!"

H s soldiers turned to with a bellow of |oosed frustration.

Matt realized, all over again, that rape really was a crine of violence nore
than of sex. Wthout even thinking, he chanted,

"Seek out--less often sought than found--
A soldier's grave, for thee the best;
Then | ook around, and choose thy ground,
And take thy rest!”

The soldiers froze. Then, one by one, they toppled over, eyes gl azed.
The wonen stared, unconprehendi ng.

Matt didn't stay to watch the sequel. They'd figure it out, fast enough--and
for hinself, he didn't know whether the soldiers' rest was tenporary or permnanent.
Not that it mattered--those wonen had a score to settle, and no one could bl ame
themif they did it. Especially because, if they didn't, and the soldiers revived,
they woul d take the revenge they had just now i ntended. No, Matt couldn't blane the
| adi es for self-defense--and he didn't think anyone el se would, either.

He was about a hundred feet away on the other side of the hill, and going fast,
when he heard the huge, massed scream of rage behind him He went faster.

Hal f an hour |ater, he figured he was clear, no matter who cane--even if it was
a sorcerer homing in on the location of a spell. Matt didn't dare rest |ong, but he
sat down by a streamto take a deep breath and |l et the shakes hit, then pass. After
his insides had al nost quit quivering, he began taking slow, deep breaths, striving
for cal mess, but shaken to realize just how evil the |and had becone.

He was filled with renorse--which, he told hinself, wasn't nmerited. But he
shoul d have stopped the soldiers sooner--and found a way to do it without killing
them Oh, sure, he m ght have only stunned themas it was--or he m ght have killed
them And if he hadn't, he had no doubt the wonen of the village had finished what
he'd begun. No, for either side, he'd botched it.
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He wondered at his own hesitation, but was afraid he knew the reason. It was,
quite sinmply, that he hadn't really taken sides till it was too |ate.

After what felt like half an hour but was nore likely only ten m nutes, Matt
pul l ed hinmself to his feet again and set off down the road. The wal ki ng hel ped hi m
regain his conposure. He didn't dare stay too long in one place, especially not
near a site where he had worked a spell. He trudged on down the trail.

O up. Finally, the path began to rise. He | abored upward, w ping the sweat
fromhis brow and wonderi ng how he coul d possi bly have thought the day was cool - -
but that had been a while ago, now. He glanced at the sun, figuring it was a little
after noon--but was surprised to see that it was hal fway down the sky. O course--
an hour of hiking, a fewmnutes to interfere and take sides in a |local quarrel,
and anot her couple of hours on the road again--it did add up, didn't it?

He couldn't help but think he was a fool. On top of not doing a good job of
interfering, he'd put his owm neck in the noose. It hadn't been his fight, and it
did increase his chances of trouble with the | ocal authorities--those men had been
uni fornmed, and well arned; they were no nere bandits.

Bandits! The thought |eft himuneasy; he scanned the steep sides of the trai
and the hillside above. He found hinself beginning to evaluate every upcom ng
| andf orm as an anbush site--not a bad precaution.

So, with his hackles raised, Matt marched east, feeling as though every man's
hand was turned agai nst him

Finally, his shadow was so long that its top was high above him and the dried
grass on the hillside before himwas gilded by the setting sun. He plowed to a
halt, dog-tired but satisfied--he'd nade it alnbst to the top of the nountain pass.
It was a good place to stop for the night--there was just enough daylight to hunt
out a spring and a cave. He | ooked around, saw a glitter off to his left that m ght
be water, took a step toward it--

And the world suddenly swam about him G ddy and nauseous, he dropped to his
knees, putting a hand down to stabilize hinself, thinking, Heatstroke. Exhaustion.
Then the world steadi ed; he straightened up with relief that the spell was over..

And saw the hillside. MIles away.

He | ooked around in a panic and saw the pine groves bordering the al pine
meadow.

He was back where he'd started.

And it was dusk--down in the bottomof this little valley, night had fallen.
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Sonebody didn't want hi m goi ng back to Merovence.

He had a notion W, and for a nonent was on the verge of saying some very
nasty things about that Sonebody. Then he renenbered what had gotten himinto this
mess in the first place, choked back his anger, and heaved a sigh. Then he turned
to begin looking for berries. O maybe a rabbit.

He woke with the sun, glowering at the enbers of the tiny fire. He'd had a
| ousy night, waking at every tiny sound, worried about enemny sorcerers--but
apparently they didn't have a fix on him Probably because he'd been bound away
fromthis location when [ ast he'd worked magic. Or because they didn't think he was
anything to worry about.

You' Il change their m nds about that, sonething said inside him

Matt al nost | aughed. Right now, he didn't feel as though he could be a threat
to anyone. An uneasy night's sleep, the chill of the norning, and a handful of
berries just didn't nake for high norale. He rolled up to his knees, scooped sone
dirt onto his burned-out canpfire just in case, then pushed hinself to his feet and
started out toward the rising sun again. This tinme, though, he angled away fromthe
pat h, headi ng toward what | ooked to be the nearest hillside.

As he went, he wondered about that "siege" the soldiers had nentioned
yesterday. It could nean that there were a lot nore of their kind about. He'd have
to be careful.

So he was--and the day passed w thout incident. Al so without food. If there was
smal |l game on this nmountainside, it was very good at hiding. Either that, or the
si ege had cl eaned out everything edible. So what with one thing and another, he was
in a very glumnmood as he toiled up the hillside, glowering at the gol den gl ow of
sunset behind him his tall, stretched-out shadow | oom ng before him..

And the world went crazy again.

This tine he didn't even nanage to keep to his knees; he just fell, tucking in
his chin and rolling. He lay on his back, waiting for the dizziness to pass. It
did, and the evening sky becane clear---roseate at the edges, and with the first
di mstars beginning to show. Pine boughs fringed the edge of his field of vision.
He didn't need to get up and | ook around--he knew he'd see the al pi ne neadow agai n

Hunger gnawed his belly, but he had managed to find sone berries during the
day, and even a hoard of nuts that |ast year's squirrels had disdai ned--so, what
wi th one thing and another, he was even nore exhausted than hungry. He just cl osed
his eyes and | et sleep take him
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He woke in the false dawn, cold and wet with dew. He sat up, stiff in every
joint, and braced hinself on an el bow as he regarded the beautiful nountain neadow
with glumcertainty. Yes, he was back where he had begun, and two days' hiking had
been wast ed.

Well, not entirely wasted--he had established that Sonebody definitely did not
want hi m goi ng back to Merovence. That Sonebody woul d probably be very happy to | et
himgo farther west, though, into Ibile. He just hoped that Sonebody didn't regard
hi m as being conpl etely repl aceabl e.

He shoved hinself to his feet with a sigh, stunbled to the streamfor a drink,
then set off into the forest to see if there were any nore obliging squirrels who
hadn't come back for last year's nuts. He was sure he'd be drawn to them if they
were there--he was beginning to feel Iike one of their kind.

He did find a handful of nuts, and a few nore berries. D zzy and weak wth
hunger, he struck off again--but parallel to the nountains, this tinme. He wasn't
about to go any farther into Ibile than he had to--but maybe he could find a
village with an inn somewhere in this valley, or at |least a farnmhouse willing to
part with a bow of porridge. It did cross his mnd to go back to the little
village and ask for a handout, but it occurred to himthat the surviving wonen
there m ght not have a very high opinion of strange nen, just at the nonment--so he
stayed in the valley, and away fromthe trail. Hopefully, he'd find a new vill age--
or maybe even a road.

Hal f an hour later, Providence finally smled on him-he bunped into an apple
tree. Literally. In fact, it took hima nonent to realize what had hit him-he was
that far gone. He | ooked up, saw the red fruit, and plucked one with a how of joy.
Ei ght bites and two apples later, it finally occurred to himto wonder what a
| oW and tree was doing in the evergreen zone. He decided to take it as a sign that
Heaven wasn't conpl etely abandoning him and took another apple. Then he renenbered
what overeating could do after a long fast, and pulled off his cloak to wap up a
dozen apples. He set off southward again, resolutely resisting the tenptation of
t he wei ght on his back.

He didn't have to resist very long--all of a sudden, the weight was gone.

He stopped, appalled, then swng the cape in front of him opened it, and
| ooked in--at its lining. That was all. It was conpletely enpty--not a stem not a
pit. He sighed and threw the cl oak over his shoul ders again, renmenbering the
Hebrews in the desert, and the nmanna--how they were to take only as much as they
needed for a day. Apparently, he was only supposed to take enough for one neal. The
Lord would provide, it seened. He set off again, resigned to his fate.

But he did feel nuch better.
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CHAPTER 5

A Rare and Surly Monster

The sun was al nost directly overhead, and those apples had been a long tine
ago. Matt was beginning to feel weak again and was getting into a pretty nasty
nood. Once again, he thought of cursing his msfortune, and the Powers that had
enforced it on him-even if it had been his own dunb fault for making a vow he
hadn't neant--but he caught hinself with the words on the tip of his tongue. He
didn't quite dare |let them out.

And didn't need to, for that matter. He frowned, listening to a distant sound
t hat suddenly becane audi ble, then died away again. He could have sworn that had
been the sound of sonmeone using foul |anguage..

No. Not "sworn." Not again. Ever. Not without thinking it over very carefully
first.

But what was that sound? OF course, it could have been the wind; he could hear
it nobaning in the crevices of the pass ahead.

Then he frowned, tilting his head to one side and |istening nore closely. That
was no wi nd, that was a creature--and it was noaning as nuch in anger as in pain.
Matt stepped forward carefully, noving quietly, ready to junp off the path at a
nmonment's notice

The voice rose again, and Matt froze. He couldn't nake out the words, but the
tone was definitely angry and outraged. Then the voice slackened off into growing
again, and Matt began stal ki ng.

There was nothing in sight, but the trail angled sharply at a big rock a little
way ahead, and the npaning was growi ng |ouder. Matt sidled up to the rock and, very
qui ckly, ducked out for a peek

The npan bl asted into a roar, and Matt ducked back in a panic, sure he had been
seen.

But the roar was foll owed by words. Matt frowned; he couldn't quite understand
them though they seened to be in the hybrid | anguage of Merovence that he
understood as well as English. He concentrated, trying to allow for accent--and it
clicked; he was just able to nmake out the words.
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"That notherl ess nonster of a sorcerer who set this hellish trap! I'lIl bite him
into twenty pieces! 1I'll pluck himnaked! I'Il drop himfroma nountaintop!"”

Whoever it was, it certainly didn't sound like a courtier. Matt stepped out
fromhiding and stal ked forward carefully--if it was a soul in distress, of course
he wanted to hel p. Though conme to think of it, that voice didn't exactly sound
human.

The words did, though--it ranted on through a series of curses that woul d have
done credit to the nost creative sailor ever to work his way down to the brig. Matt
st epped around anot her outcrop and saw-a very singular creature. In fact, he
doubted there could be two of them and if there were, the other one certainly
didn't have a huge boul der holding it down by its w ng.

The other wing was beating furiously as the beast tried to pull away. They were
eagle's wi ngs, though on the grand scale--a thirty-foot w ngspan, at |least. But it
had the head, neck, and tail of a dragon, and its body was that of a huge |ion.

Matt couldn't help hinself. "What in the nane of heaven are you?"

The beast turned his way with a surly grow. "A dracogriff, of course!™ it
answered. "Wat're you?"

"A wizard," Matt said automatically, then | eaped for cover as the nonster
| unged at himw th a huge roar

"Thought you were gonna sneak up on me, huh?" it bawl ed from sonewhere on the
ot her side of the boulder Matt had ducked behi nd. "Thought you were gonna drug mne
and drain me, huh? Couldn't get any nestlings' blood, so you thought you'd settle
for one as young as you could get, huh?"

"No!" Matt ducked up | ong enough to shout the syllable. He dropped down again
and cal |l ed out, "You' ve got the wong w zard!"

"Wong wi zard? They're all wong w zards! How could there ever be a right one?"

"Look,"™ Matt said, trying for patience, "you ve got the definitions reversed.
W zards are good guys--their power cones fromresearch and right living. The
sorcerers are the ones who get their power fromevil."

"The Devil you say!"

"That's right. Only | don't--1 swear by the saints. And I'"'mtrying to break the
habit."
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"I''l'l bet. And you didn't make this rock fall on ne while | was sleeping, to
make sure |'d still be here when you caught up, huh?"

"That's right--1 didn't."

"Sure you didn't! Just |like you haven't been chasing nme all across Merovence
and through these nountains for the |ast four years!"

"No, now that you nention it. | spent the last three at the queen's castle."

"Ch, yeah? Then how d you just happen to be com ng this way right when I was
anchored down, huh?"

"Well..." Matt swallowed. "You renmenber that "swearing by the saints' | told
you about ?"

"Yeah..." The nonster was begi nning to sound puzzl ed.
"I, uh, kinda got carried away the last tine I did it."
"Carried away where?"

"To Ibile. I nmean, | swore to kick the king of Ibile off his throne, or die
trying."

There was a sudden and total silence. Then the other side of the boul der
erupted into a coughing, cawing sound. It was a mnute before Matt realized it was
| aught er.

Scow i ng, he stepped around the boulder. "All right, it's not funny!"

"Not to you, maybe! But fromhere? It's a hoot and a holler! Eeee!" The nonster
bl i nked away tears. "Boy, you sure wanna di e young!"

"Yeah." Matt swallowed heavily. "I, uh, wasn't thinking too clearly."

"I"l'l say you weren't! Didn't it kinda sink in that the saints wouldn't let you
of f 2"

"Well, not at the tine..."
"Not nmuch of a wi zard, are you?"

That stung. Matt drew hinself up to his full height. "I'Il have you know I'm
the Lord Wzard of Merovence!"
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"No fooling?" The dracogriff stared, inpressed. "Hey, if you re so high and
m ghty, how conme you nade a dunb m stake |ike that?"

"Refl exes,"” Matt nmunbled, deflating. "I didn't grow up here, see. | was born in
anot her uni verse."

"Uni verse?" The dracogriff frowned. "How can there be nore than one?"

"Search ne." Matt spread his hands. "I only know that there is. | grew up
there, where we don't quite believe in religion as strongly as you do."

"Believe?" The dracogriff reared its head back, eyeing Matt strangely. "Wuat's
to believe? There's a good One, and a bad one, and they each give off magic power.
Everybody knows that."

"I know." Matt sighed. "It's like saying you "believe' that when you throw
something up in the air, sooner or later, it'll conme down again."

"Yeah." The dracogriff grow ed, |ooking unconfortable for sonme reason. "O |ike
saying you believe' in the wind--or in ghosts."

"Right. Anyway, | started trying to translate a booby-trapped poem.."

" " Booby trapped' ?" The dracogriff frowned

"Yeah--it was a spell in disguise. But we don't believe in spells, either..."
"Kinda dunb, aren't you?"

Matt flushed. "You could put it alittle nore delicately. Anyway, when |
managed to translate the poemwel|l enough to recite it, | |ooked up and found
nmyself in the mddl e of Bordestang."

The dracogriff just stared. Then its nouth lolled open, and it began to make
t he noi se agai n.

"Please.” Matt held up a hand, |ooking pained. "I feel dunb enough as it is.

"Awight, awight,"” the dracogriff grunted, throttling down its anusenent. "So
how d you turn out to be such a big-shot wizard, if you didn't believe in nmagic?"

"Maybe that's why. Because | wasn't raised with it, see, |I could look at it
fromthe outside--and | had to try to figure out howit worked."

"So you could dope it out better than any of the locals.” The dracogriff

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/C...20Majestys%20Wizard%202%20-%200athBound.htm (31 of 397) [10/31/2004 11:04:08 PM]



Her Majesty's Wizard #2 The Oath Bound Wizard

nodded. "That's so stupid, it al nost nmakes sense.”

Matt eyed the boulder. "You m ght say you're not in any position to throw
stones. "

The nonster's good hunor vani shed on the instant. "Ch, shut up,” it grow ed,
turning to glare at the rock. "A guy's got to sleep sone tinme, don't he?"

"Yeah, sure he does. You're just lucky it didn't hit you on the head."

"Not lucky at all,"” the dracogriff growl ed. "He wants ny bl ood fresh when he
gets it." Suddenly, it lunged at its own w ng, jaws gapi ng.

"Stop!" Matt shout ed.

The dracogriff jolted to a halt, wincing. "Not so loud..."
"Eschew such behavior!"

"That's what |'mdoing!" The nonster opened its jaws again.

"But you can't," Matt cried in a panic. "How will you fly on just one w ng?"
"Better a hiker than a corpse,” the dracogriff grunted.
"Why not just push it off?"

"What do you think I've been trying to do all norning?" it grow ed.

"Maybe you just can't get a good angle." Matt canme over to the beast's trapped
wing. "Here, let ne try."

"No way!" the nonster bellowed. "It was one of you guys who got nme into this
fix in the first place! Let you near ne? You'd just put a whamry on ne that'd nake
me turn belly-up! Stay back there, buster!”

"But | just want to help..."

"Yeah, help ne into an early grave! Got a thing about blood, don't you? By the
bucketful, sure! Cone within five feet of nme, and you're |unch, boyo!"

"Now, wait a mnute." Matt took a step forward. "I don't nmean any harm
Probably your enem es are ny enemes."”

"Or you're one of "eml Get gone!" The dracogriff bared its teeth and | unged.
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Matt | eaped back--and the dracogriff slammed out against the weight on its w ng
with a bellow of pain. "Now | ook what you did!"

"Absol utely nothing." Matt frowned around the nonster's head at the rock. "It
didn't budge an inch, with your full weight against it. Funny..."

"Ch, yeah! It's a bundle o' | aughs!”

"No, no." Matt waved the sarcasmaway with irritation. "I mean the boul der
itself. It's only a foot-thick chunk of granite; and it's nore or |ess spherical.
It ought to have at |east started to roll."

"Well, it didn't."

Matt | ooked up, eyes widening. "Did you say it was a sorcerer who was hunting
you?"

"It wasn't the little boy who | ooks after the sheep, bucko."
"I't's enchanted!"

"Great," the dracogriff snorted. "Just great. You finally got the idea. Gve
the big-shot wizard a crest for his coat of arns.”

Matt scow ed. "I told you this stuff didn't cone naturally to ne. Ckay, so it's
magi c. Now |l et ne see what | can do."

The dracogriff stared. "Wat're you tal king about ?"
"Getting that boul der off your wing," Mtt said inpatiently.

"Wth a spell?" the dracogriff bawed. "A funble-fingered filigree |like you
woul d probably take off the whole w ng!"

Matt held up a palm "Alittle patience, please.”
"Patience, ny tail fin! You just get the hell away fromny wing, y' hear ne?"

"I hear you." Matt's eyes never |eft the boulder. "I've got your neasure, too.

"Measure, nothing! You just get outa here!" Wien Matt didn't respond, the
dracogriff screamed, "Qut! | said now | won't take any favors from your kind!
don't want anything to do with you! Just get outa here, you hear ne?"

"No way," Matt nmuttered. "I think | see howto do it."
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"Get out, or I'lIl gnaw you out!" the dracogriff raged. "I, won't owe you!"
"Well, it's your life--but that doesn't nean | have to let you throwit away."

"I't"s not your |ookout!" the dracogriff baw ed, and |unged at Matt, jaws
gapi ng.

The wi zard | eaped back, and the dracogriff jolted up short against the tether
of its owmm wing again. It roared wth pain, and Matt said calmy, "You see? One way
or another, it's got to conme off."

"The rock?" the dracogriff howled. "O the w ng?"

"Well, | was thinking of the rock--but you seened pretty willing to take off
the wing just a few m nutes ago."

"That woul d have been ny doing," the griff grow ed. "Get your greedy eyes offa
me! "

But Matt frowned down at the boul der, pacing around the nonster so he could see
the rock fromall sides--and carefully staying out of range. So he didn't see the
faint glint of hope that canme into the dracogriff's eye.

"I"ve got the spell,"” he said slowy, "but I"'mreluctant to use it."
"Then don't," the dracogriff grunted. "Just get outa here and | eave ne al one.”

"Not so fast. | don't want to use the spell because as soon as the rock's off
your w ng, you m ght charge out and chew ne up."

The dracogriff snorted. "Not a bad idea. Better get while the getting' s good."

"Well, | wasn't asking for anything major--just a solemm prom se that you
wouldn't try to hurt ne."

The dracogriff narrowed his eyes. "How conme you don't want an oath?"

"II"'mallergic to oaths just now," Matt answered. "Also, |'ve seen too nmany
peopl e break their nost sol emn vows--especially the ones they nake at the altar. If
you won't keep a prom se, you won't keep a vow. "

"Funny place you cone from" the nonster growl ed. "How can a guy break an oath?
You do whatever it wants you to."

Matt just stared at himfor a nonment. Then he said, "Interesting point."
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He turned back to the superheavy rock. "I don't suppose there's any way to get
you to cooperate, then, is there?"

"Hel p you get ne? No way, bucko!"

"That's what | was afraid of." Matt sighed. "Okay, | guess we have to go on
faith.” He didn't say in what.

The dracogriff tracked himwth its gaze. "Waddaya think you' re doi ng?"

"Just having a |look." Matt began pacing around the dracogriff's pinioned w ng,
just out of biting range. Satisfied, he nodded, stepped back, raised his hands, and
chant ed,

"It's going to rock right off the wi ng today,
It's going to rock and a rock till it rolls away,
This rock'I'l roll, it"lIl roll away today!"

And it did--but very slowy. At first, the rock barely quivered. Matt frowned
and recited the verse again, nore slowy, concentrating so fiercely on the boul der
that everything el se seenmed to growdim He felt the gathering of forces that
al ways acconpani ed a spell--but they seened | esser now, weaker, conpared to the
huge inertia that he felt all about him He focused his mnd on noving that rock,
reciting the verse even nore slow y--and the boul der tipped, ever so slightly, to
the left, then rocked back down a little faster, then up to the right, then back
down. Back and forth it rocked, harder and harder, until finally, as Matt intoned
"roll" again, it poised, was still for a nonent, then tipped on over and rolled,
slowy at first, but gathering speed, right off the dracogriff's w ng.

"At last!" the nonster cried, its wing slanm ng up with a whoosh. "It's free--
just fromchanting a verse! Awight, I'll admt it--you really are a w zard!"
Matt rel axed, perspiring. "Nice to hear. For a mnute, | had ny doubts."

The dracogriff stared. "You didn't know you were a w zard?"

"No, | knew that, all right. It was just much harder to make that spell work
than it should have been."” And even harder than it had been two days ago at the
village. Matt wondered about that.

The dracogriff shrugged. "Maybe it's just because...Wat's the natter?"
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Matt was staring after the rock, appalled. "The rock! It's still rolling!"
"So what? It'Il stop.”
"No it won't--"'cause | didn't tell it to."

"So let it roll."™ The dracogriff gazed up proudly at its wing. "I don't think
anyt hi ng' s broken.™

“"No, but it will be! That runaway rolling boul der could hurt sonebody!"
"Ch, don't be such a gloony Gus," the dracogriff huffed. "Who could it hurt?"

"Anybody it runs into--it's building up a |lot of nmonmentumi And we're in the
nmountains--it could start an aval anche!"

The boul der rolled over the lip of the pass and out of sight.
"Well, stop it. You' re a w zard."

"l took too long thinking up the spell! | could stop it now, but it's out of
sight." Matt took off running, tripped on a cobble, and fell flat on his face.

"Hey, there! Easy, easy, little guy!" the dracogriff called. "You can't go
runni ng around on a rocky road!"

"But I've got to catch up!"™ Matt scranbled to his feet and winced at a bruise
in his thigh. "If it starts an avalanche, it could wi pe out a whole village!" And
he 1inped away.

"Awight, awight!" the dracogriff exploded. "Enough is enough!” He caught up
to Matt in two | eaps and swerved to cut himoff. "Here--left foot on ny knee, right
foot up and over."

Matt skidded to a halt. "Wat're you tal king about?"

"Aride of course! Boy, for a wizard, you really are slow. Up on ny back!
You'll never catch that boul der on foot!"

"I't's not your problem.."

"I't was my wing it was on, it was ne you nmade the spell for! Up on the back,
bucko! You don't think I'mgoing to settle for owi ng you, do you?"

"You don't owe nme anything," Matt snapped.
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"No, just ny freedomand ny life! Don't you tell me that's "nothing'! Now clinb
aboard!"

Matt eyed the lion back warily, thinking that what had happened to she who rode
the tiger mght also very well happen to he who was |ionized--but there wasn't
really much choice. "All right, and thanks." He stepped up on the dracogriff's knee
and swung his bruised leg over its back with a wince. "But this settles our
account.”

"The hell it does," the dracogriff snorted. "Hold tight, bucko."
"Like a |l eech,” Matt prom sed.

"I hate flying," the dracogriff grunbled, but its huge w ngs beat once, tw ce,
and they were airborne.

"I know what you nean." Matt's stonmach was trying to stay behind on the ground.
"I"d rather take the train, nyself."

"Don't think for a second that you're gonna train ne!"

"Whuldn't think of it." Matt | ooked down and swal | owed heavily against a rising
stomach. "Uh--long way, isn't it?"

"Only to the bottom of the nountain--and the [unp you want is just a hundred
feet under us."

"Just” a hundred feet still |ooked like an awfully long way to Matt. He tried
to renenber that he had ridden dragon-back before, but it wasn't nuch reassurance.
"Circle lower, will you? | need to stay near it."

"Awight, but don't blame nme if I run into a downdraft." The dracogriff
spiral ed down.

Matt saw the rock bounci ng and skipping fromledge to | edge. A huge boul der
stood smack in its path, and Matt coul d have sworn his rock would smash itself to
flinders on its big cousin--but it bounced off with scarcely a chip and went
rolling nerrily on its way. "Can't anything stop it?"

"Course not," the dracogriff huffed. "It's enchanted."

He was right, of course. Matt's spell had told it to roll, but hadn't said
anyt hi ng about st opping..

And it was heading right toward a huge slab, a virtual nenhir, that was |eaning
at an angle so steep it couldn't possibly hold itself up! "Go around!™ Matt
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shout ed.

"Take a turn,

And go around, round, round,
As you go o'er the ground
Wth a crunching sound!"

He said it carefully, and with great concentration. But the focusing of his
attention seened to cone a little nore easily this tine--and, slowy but
obedi ently, the rock swerved in a half circle, around the nenhir, over the edge of
the shelf it perched on, and plunged on down the sl ope.

"You can make it mnd!" the dracogriff cried in anmazenent.
"Yeah," Matt nmuttered, "as long as | say the verse in tine."
"Just tell it to stop, why don' cha?"

"Good idea." And Matt intoned,

" St op!
" Cause |'mthinking of you,
St op!
' Cause you know | noved you
St op!

And never go rolling awa-uh-ay-ay-ay!

The concentrati on was al nost automatic--but Matt could feel hinmself weakening.
Wiy was magic requiring so nuch nore effort, all of a sudden?

The boul der jerked to a stop so suddenly that it had Matt wonderi ng about
i nerti a.

"I can't believe it!" The dracogriff dipped low, circling just over the stone--
and sheered off with a yelp of surprise. "Hey! It's hot!"

"Of course!™ Matt cried. "That's what happened to all that kinetic energy! It
converted to heat!"

The boul der was glowi ng a dull red.

"Hot enough to make an updraft,” the dracogriff grunbled. "Next time warn a
guy, okay?"

"Sorry. | didn't realize--1'"ve never done this spell before.”
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"Look, could you stop making it up as you go al ong?"

"Not for a while yet." Matt sighed. "I haven't worked out a spell for every
occasi on.”

"Lord H gh Amateur," the dracogriff grunted. "Hey, can | get down now? Hei ghts
make nme nervous."

"Ch, yeah, sure! But not right here, okay? It'd be a rough haul back up."

"Funny man," the dracogriff snorted as it banked and started clinbing. "Just
for the record, | need at |least a hundred feet to take off or land--unless |I wanna
come straight down, and that's not too healthy."

"I believe you." Matt frowned, trying to deci de whether or not to be
I ndelicate, but curiosity won out, as it usually did. "Say, uh--doesn't flying cone
naturally to you?"

"Alot nore naturally than magic cones to you." But the dracogriff's voice had
an edge to it. "I nmean, clinbing trees conmes easy to you overgrown nonkeys- - but
does that nean you like it?"

Yes, nost of us..."

"Spare nme the news about the ones who don't," the beast answered. "At | east

you're part of a "kind!"

Matt sensed sensitive territory and tried to be careful. "Oh, cone on! There
have to be others of your species!"”

"It ain't a species, whatever that is!" The dracogriff could vent a little
anger over Matt's attitude, which hel ped. "W're crossbreeds!”

And getting crosser, Matt noticed. "There've got to be sonme others of your
ki nd. "

"If there are, | haven't nmet 'em"”
Well, that explained a |ot.

"Dracogriffs don't conme fromnomy dracogriffs and daddy dracogriffs,” the
beast explained with sullen resentnment. "Little dracogriffs happen when some tin-
hor ned, back-stabbi ng, notherless, son-of-a-wormof a dragon, with nore |ust than
conscience, finds a female griffin alone during her season--and it does happen
"cause there're a lot nore female griffins than nmales.”
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"Femal e griffins find dragons attractive?"

"Bucko, during her season, a lady griffin wuld find a stone slab attracti ve,
if it were male--the poor little things are so frantic they'll go after anything.
It's enough to nmake you wonder if Mdther Nature knows what it's like to be female!"

"There're sone femal es of ny speci es who wonder about that, too. But doesn't
the lady griffin try to fight off the dragon?”

"Maybe. What good can it do? A griffin has about as nuch chance agai nst a
dragon as a m nnow has agai nst a shark Result? Me--whether she liked it or not."

"So that's where you get the |ion body and the eagle w ngs?"

The dracogriff nodded "The head and tail | get fromnmny sire, may he shed his
skin every hour. And if |I ever nmeet him | just mght do it for him"

"Meet hinP" Matt frowned. "He didn't stick around?"

"Why shoul d he? He'd gotten what he wanted No, up and away he went--you don't
think he'd bring a griffin girl home to Mama, do you? Ch, no, good enough for fun,
that's how dragons see 'em-but forever? No way! Those arrogant, high-and-m ghty,
hol i er-t han-thou hypocrites!"”

Matt found hinself trying to renenber that his dragon friend Stegoman was
really a very nice guy--had saved his |life a fewtines, in fact--but he didn't
think it would be politic to nmention that just now "But your nother stood by you?"

"A saint! She was a saint! Yeah, she stood by ne, even though she had to spend
her life in exile fromher own kind--they thought |I was an abom nation. Said she
didn't mnd, though--1 made it all worthwhile for her. No, she raised nme out in the
w | d wod. Couldn't |ive on a nountaintop--the griffins have staked out all the
ones the dragons didn't."

"Sounds kind of lonely..."

"You bet it was! Soon as | was grown, | dreaned up an excuse to go wanderi ng,
so she could go back to live with the other griffins. I'lIl ook for her when | get
back that way though."

"No, no! | neant lonely for you!"

The dracogriff shrugged, al nbst unseating Matt. "You don't m ss what you never
had. | got to hang out around your kind, a little--wodcutters and foresters and
such. Their hatchlings had fun playing wwth nme, till they got big enough so they
t hought it was kid stuff.”
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"That's where you | earned to speak our |anguage?"

"Fromthe forest kids? Yeah, that's where." The dracogriff sounded surprised.
"How d you guess?"

"Oh, just sonething about your accent.” Matt didn't want to be nore specific
while he was still riding, and fifty feet up--getting thrown fromthe saddl e could
be pretty serious, especially since he didn't have a saddle.

The thought rem nded hi mthat he could be considerably nore confortable
sonepl ace el se--al nost anypl ace else, in fact. "Uh, | see we're back to the top of
t he pass now. "

"Yeah. Wiere'd you say you wanted to go?"

"Down! Look, it's been very good of you to give ne a lift, but | really don't
want to put you out any further.”

"Look, bucko, I told you--1 won't be owing to anybody."
"You don't owe ne! You just paid ne back!"

"For ny life? Don't be a donkey! It's gonna take a ot nore than one ride to
make up for it. Now where'd you say you wanted to go?"

"Hey, look, really..."

"Much as | hate it, | could stay up here all day," the dracogriff said, with a
note of nenace. "You got a love affair with hiking?"

"No, riding is faster,” Matt said with a sigh. "All right, and thanks--1"'d be
delighted to travel with you."

"That's better." The dracogriff angled downward.
"Uh--where'd you say you were goi ng?"

"I didn't. Were're you goi ng?"

"Into lbile."

The dive leveled off into a glide very abruptly. Then, after a few seconds, the
dragon head said, "You were serious about that quest stuff, huh?"

“Unfortunately--" Mtt sighed. "--1 was. Still want to go through with it?"
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"Yeah." The dracogriff nodded. "If you're gane, |'m gane."
"Only if that sorcerer catches you."

"Won't do hi mnuch good, now, " the dracogriff said, grinning. "I"'mtraveling
with the Lord Wzard!"

Way, Matt wondered, did he have the feeling he had just been conned?

CHAPTER 6

On Being a Dracogriff

Even wal ki ng, the dracogriff nmade good tine---those lion |egs were |ong, and
resilient. Matt wondered what it would be |ike when the beast decided to run, but
he wasn't about to ask while they were on a nountai nsi de.

He al so wasn't about to ask w thout sone kind of cushioning. Finally, he
couldn't take it anynore. "Unh, could we try for a rest break now?"

The dracogriff pulled to a stop, turning its head back to frown. "After only
hal f an hour? W're never gonna get anywhere if you can't |ast any |onger than
that!"

"I"'mjust out of shape.”

"Awight, awight," the dracogriff groused, and crouched so Matt could clinb
down.

The wi zard di snounted, feeling the ache in every linb. He set his pal ns agai nst
his buttocks and | eaned back. "Nnngah! Unh, hope you don't mnd ny saying it..."

"Of course not," the dracogriff answered with an om nous glare. "Wat?"
"Well, you have, shall we say, a very strong backbone."

The dracogriff stared at himwhile it figured out what Matt was tal king about.
Then its nouth lolled open, and it nade the coughi ng, cawi ng sound agai n.
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"Please." Matt squeezed his eyes shut. "Please don't |augh. You don't know what
it feels like."

"And can't, either, 1'll be bound. You mean ny lunps are hitting you right
where you live."

"I wouldn't put it that way..."

"Of course you wouldn't--that's why it takes me so long to figure out what you
nmean. So what cha gonna do about it?"

Matt eyed himwarily. "Wuld you object to a saddl e?"
"Saddl e?" The beast frowned. "You nean one of those things that horses wear?"
"Kinda |ike that, yeah."

"Yeah, I'd mnd," the griff growed, "but | guess | can stand it. | want sone
ki nd of fastening | can undo nyself, though, in case you decide to go take a hike."

"That shouldn't be too hard to arrange."” Matt felt a surge of relief.
"I don't think they cone in ny size, though.™

That gave Matt pause. He eyed the dracogriff's back, frowning. "Well--it'll
need a bit of tailoring..."

"Where're you gonna find a tailor for saddl e | eather?"

"Right here." Matt grinned. "Verses to any size or length, that's nme. If | can
cut the words right, the saddle should come out just as we want it."

The dracogriff eyed himnarrowy. "Ever conjure up a saddl e before?"
"No," Matt confessed, "but it shouldn't be too tough."
"Sure," the dracogriff nuttered.

"Ch, cone on! Have a little faith. Now, let ne see..." Matt |ooked up at the
sky, frowning in concentration. "A horse, a horse, ny kingdomfor a horse" woul dn't
do--he was after the accessories, not the appliance itself. Besides, he didn't want
to spend it before he'd ever earned it. "Horse and hattock! Ho, and away!" was a
little better--but who wanted to ride sitting on a hattock? Cone to think of it,
what was a hattock?
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Finally, he settled for:

"Ch, Stewball had a saddl e,
And | wish it were mne,

Scal ed up for a draco

In a size ninety-nine.

Wth buckles of silver,

And chasi ngs of gold,

And the worth of this saddle
Has never been told!"

The air glimered before them building into a hazy sonething that clarified
and solidified--into a huge coil of |eather that broadened out into a contoured top
at | east four feet across.

They just stood there staring at it for a while. Then Matt turned away.
"Confound and blast it! Wien will | renenber to check the fine print!"

"Well, it's pretty...

"I't ought to be, with all that precious netal--but it's, shall we say, a little
too generous? | nmean, | know |I've gai ned weight these |ast three years, but not
t hat nuch.”

"What happened?”

"I called for a saddle for a dracogriff--so | got one big enough for you to
ride in."

The dracogriff stared. Then its nouth lolled open again.

"Pl ease!"™ Matt squeezed his eyes shut. "Not the |laughter. Please, no. | can
change it easily enough.”

"Oh, yeah?" The draco chuckled. "This, | want to see!"

"Al right,” Matt said. "Here we go." He glared at the saddle, thinking
furiously, then chanted

"Froma size for a griff to a size for a man,

Great saddle, shrink down fill ny hands' doubl e span

W1l enconpass your breadth, while your cinch holds its |ength.
Great saddle, dwi ndle, but retain your full strength.”

"Doesn't seemto be working too well,"” the dracogriff remarked with sone
relish.
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"Well, what can you expect from honenade verse?" Matt snapped. "I nean, it's
not as though I had a master's poemto butch--uh, adapt, this tine. None of the
great ones ever went into rhapsodic detail about his saddle.”

The saddle's form began to bl ur.
"On the other hand,"” Matt said quickly, "it could just be a del ayed reaction.”

The saddle turned into a tan cloud, but the great pile of |eather under it held
its formand clarity. Then the saddl e coal esced again, |ooking just as it had
before, only of no nore than standard si ze.

"Hey, that's pretty good!" the dracogriff said, startled.

But Matt stared at the di mnished saddl e, appall ed.
Then he turned away. "Confound it! Remind ne to do ny research next tine."
The dracogriff frowed. "I don't see anything wong with it."

“"It's an English saddle,"” Matt explained. "I ride Wstern--or try to."
"What's the difference?”

"The Western saddle is a |lot nore confortable--especially if you're going a
| ong di stance. Besides, it has a handle to hold on to."

"Picky, picky!" The dracogriff snorted. "Awight--I suppose we gotta wait while
you change this one around, right?"

"Ch, | can live with it,"” Matt grunped.

"Spare ne!" The dracogriff rolled its eyes up. "All | need is a martyr for a
rider! Go ahead, go ahead! It's not as though we're in a race or anything."

Sonehow, those words sent an eerie prickle up Matt's spine--but he turned back
to the saddle, determned to ignore the prenonition. "All right, let's see, now...

"Back in the saddl e aligned!

Wth that good old Western design--

A cantle so restful, a pommel so high

To grab and hang on to, if we're in the sky!
Transl ate fromEnglish to wild Western style,
Sol'll ride in confort, for many a mle!"
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The saddle's formfuzzed again, becom ng al nost as nebul ous as snoke for a
m nute, then coal esced and firmed once nore, into a saddl e that woul d have done
credit to the best Holl ywood horse opera.

"Are we done yet?" the dracogriff said hopefully.
"Yeah." Matt grinned down at his new word work. "How do you like it?"
"It's beautiful! It's lovely! It's you! Can we go now?"

"Ch, all right, all right.” Matt hefted the saddle and turned to his nount.
"Care to try on your new wardrobe?"

"Not really,"” the griff grunped, "but | nmade you an offer, and |I'm stuck with
it."

Matt paused, the saddle in his arns. "No, you're not. | don't want to
i mpose. .. "

"Awight, so you' re welcone, you' re wanted!" the griff bawled. "Can't a guy
gripe alittle now and then?"

"Oh! Ch, sure!™ Matt reached up to settle the saddl e between the beast's
shoul der bl ades. "Just didn't realize that was your normal operating node. Sorry."
And he ducked down to buckle the cinch

There wasn't a whole |lot to spare.

A few minutes later, Matt was back in the saddl e again, and the dracogriff was
prowl i ng on down the slope. For a while, Matt just enjoyed the scenery, letting his
spirits lift with the cool nmountain air, feeling cleansed and al nost whol e agai n.

He stiffened, alarnmed by the thought. "Al nbst whol e"? Wien had he started
feeling shredded? And why?

He ni bbled at the thought for a few mnutes, then put it aside for his
subconscious to work on while he went back to enjoying the view. It was very
rel axi ng, having a conpanion who didn't insist on talking a lot. Gunpy as he m ght
be, the dracogriff prom sed to be a good traveling conpani on

On the other hand, how nmuch of a conversationalist would he be if Matt were
feeling tal kative? Just to try it out, he said, "I don't see how flying could
possi bly be nore enjoyable than this."

"You're in the nountains,” the dracogriff growed. "Wait till you see what it's
li ke on the plains.™
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"Ch, |'ve ridden there before, too, and I'lIl have to agree--down there, a hike
isn't anywhere nearly as much fun as up here. There, I'd rather fly."

"I"d never rather fly," the dracogriff snapped. "Let's just get that straight
up front, okay? | don't fly if I can help it."

Matt frowned down at him "It's just as safe as wal king."

"COh, yeah, that's easy for you to say! You didn't try to fly into the dragons
territory!"

Matt scow ed. "What were you doi ng there?"

"Do you know what it's like to grow up w thout any of your own kind around?"
the dracogriff demanded. "It's mghty lonely, let ne tell you! Especially since |
knew crisped well the griffins wouldn't have anything to do with nme--they felt
sorry for Mama, but they weren't about to have anything to do with her as long as |
was there. So of course | dreaned about the other side of me! O course | dreaned
about growing up to join the dragons! After all, the cussed things are so ugly, ny
| ooks shoul dn't have nade any difference, no matter how grotesque |I am So when
grew up and |l eft hone, where else would | go?"

"You're not grotesque,” Matt said softly.
"Ch, sure!"™ But the dracogriff said it with alittle |ess conviction.
"Besides, it's what's inside that counts.”

"Ch, yeah? You didn't have one of their sentries catch you in the air! You
didn't have himchasing you over half the sky with his flanme turned up high and
reachi ng out twenty feet for you! You didn't get singed and crisped and burned so
bad you fell a hundred feet into a treetop!"”

"My lord, you poor beast!" Matt whispered

"But he didn't let up then, oh, no! The blasting nonster stooped |ike a hawk
and dove toward ne, scream ng the foul est nanes you ever heard in a blast of fire--
and he was enjoying it! So |I ran on the ground, but he kept com ng back and com ng
back, and the nore | ran, the nore angry he got and the nore vicious he got, until
| finally found a little cave just barely big enough to craw into, where he
couldn't follow-and even then he prowl ed outside for the whole rest of the day,
bl asting the doorway and roaring at ne that | was a...'l|oathsone gargoyle,' he
call ed ne, whatever that was!"

"Couldn't you breathe fire back at hin®"
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"Not enough to matter," the dracogriff answered inpatiently. "On a good day,
can light a fire. I just got all the bad things about being a dragon, see--all the
good things, | got fromny griffin nother! But nmaybe that's just the natures of the
beasts."

"You ran into one of the worst of the dragons,” Matt said softly. "There are
good ones anobng 'em"

"Ch, yeah, sure, the way there are good sorcerers and good vul tures! How the
hel | woul d you know, anyway?"

"Because | have one for a friend."
The dracogriff spun about with a roar
Matt held on for dear life.

"OfFf!" the dracogriff bellowed. "CGet off, this second! No friend of a dragon
can be a friend of mne!”

He stilled just |long enough for Matt to junp down--and to back away, fast.
"Sure--it's your back. And after what that |ouse did to you..."

"Not ne!" the dracogriff how ed. "Mama! What would you think of the kind of
creature who could do a thing like that to a poor hel pless fenal e?"

"I'"'d want to draw and quarter him" Matt said pronptly, "but | wouldn't blane
the whol e barrel for what one rotten apple did."

"Easy enough to say," the dracogriff spat, a snmall blue flanme issuing fromhis
jaws. "Easy enough to say, when it wasn't you it happened to!"

"Mere were a few nmen who went after the woman | love," Matt said evenly. "I
fought themoff, and I would cheerfully have given them permanent jobs in the
m ddl e of a cornfield, as an alternative for the crows--but | don't blane all nen
for it. And ny dragon friend is a good being--loyal, fair, and courageous. Stegonan
never woul d have stood by and watched a bully burn you up that way!"

"I don't believe it--but if he was that good, how cone he wasn't there to cal
of f that nonster?”

"Probably because he was off with ne, hel ping save Merovence. | w sh he had
been t here--he m ght not have wel coned you with open arns, but he sure woul d have
kept that bully off!"

"I don't believe it," the dracogriff said again, but his npbod was turning down
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fromrage into surliness. "I can't conplain about you, though.™
"Look, if you don't want ne along for the ride, I"I1I--"

"No, no, cone on!" The dracogriff turned broadside and crouched. "Up and at
"em Just don't let's talk about dragons again, okay?"

"Yeah...sure." Slowy, Mtt clinbed back into the saddle. He was silent as the
dracogriff turned away and started back down the slope again, but soon he said, "Is
that why you're having trouble getting honme?"

The dracogriff gave a short nod. "Yeah. Mnd you, it took ne awhile to get
going again--by the tinme that oversize wormroared off and left nme, those burns
were beginning to hurt--and | nmean hurt! Not to nention the stink of burning
feathers. Took nme two nonths just to grow ny skin back, and | couldn't catch nuch
to eat the whole tinme--just the odd rabbit that cane too near. So after | could
wal k again, it took another nmonth just building up ny strength--and all thanks to a
brai nl ess brute, a flamng idiot!"

"Then you began to wal k hone?"

"No way | was going to fly! And let ne tell you, you don't know what distance
is till you' ve tried to hike it! | cane across Ibile in three days, flying--and I
scarcely nade a hundred nmles in three days, running! Then | canme to that
bl agst abbering thing with the fake smle and the red neck and the | oud voice, and
it chased ne back twenty mles! | just barely got away fromhim and that sorcerer
popped up with his wi neskin and funnel--and didn't we have a jolly dance before |
figured 1'd better run faster than he could spell!"”

"And that's howit's been ever since?"

"Right. | gain thirty mles, and | run into sonme new ki nd of nonster |'ve never
seen before--what do they do in Ibile, hold contests to see who can breed up the
wor st new fright?"

Matt shrugged. "I dunno. Wuldn't surprise ne, though, fromwhat |'ve heard
about this place. How ve you nanaged to stay away fromthe sorcerer?"

"Well, | think he's not too good," the dracogriff confided, "for which, praise
Heaven. But every tinme he conmes up with a spell to hold nme, | nmanage to find a hole
init. Like, the first tinme, he drew a pentacle with a one-foot gap in one of the
i nes, and crouched there in hiding waiting for me to step in, so he could junp
out, finish drawing the line, and shout the | ast phrase of the spell."

"But you saw it com ng and turned away?"

"Of course not! | wasn't expecting anything, renenber? But | flew Just in the
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nick of tinme, I felt this thrill of danger, and | flew up fifteen feet and over two
yards--then | |it out for the tall tinmber. First time I'd flown since | net that
not herl ess dragon. Nice to find out | could do it if I had to."

He | apsed into a brooding silence. Matt had to jolt himout of it. "And the
second tinme?"

"Huh? Second tinme?" The dracogriff turned his head around, frowning. "Wat do
you care?"

"That bl ack-magi c-worker is still follow ng you, according to what you' ve told
me--so | mght have to match spells with him Wat'd he do the second tine?"

"Oh." The dracogriff turned its head frontward again. "Well, the second tine he
conjured up a fake lady griffin to give ne the 'cone-hither.' Dunb fool didn't know
| would never do a thing |like that to a | ady, nost especially not a griffin!"

Matt heard overtones of COedipus, vowing to outwit the gods, and wondered how
| ong "never" was. "So you just turned away fromit?"

"Damn strai ght away, you bet your bodkin! Idiot sorcerer didn't know that 1'd
grom up with griffins avoiding ne |ike a plague-carrier, either!”

Matt wondered if an "idiot sorcerer” mght be anything like an "idiot savant."
If so, he m ght have trouble ahead, regardless of the man's | ack of judgnent.
"How d you know it was hi nP"

"COh, | checked. I went over a few hundred yards, snuck past, then snuck back in-
-and sure enough, there he was, hiding behind a boulder, waiting for his lure to do
its job on nme. But | gave hima royal hot seat, and he ran away yi pping."

The guy definitely did not sound |like nuch of a threat, but Matt planned to be
| oaded for bear anyway. "So he hasn't been able to catch you, just slow you down a
| ot 2"

"Ri ght--but he keeps getting better. The trap after that was a chunk of road

that he'd created a bog under. | was just about to step on it when sonme churl of a
rider shouted, "King's courier! Stand aside!" and slammed past ne and right into
the nud. Well, sir, you never saw a sorcerer hightail it out so fast--but the

nmessenger shouted a spell to get hinself out, then turned around and chased ne back
for ten mles, 'cause he thought |I'd done it!"

"But you did see the sorcerer twice." Matt frowned. "How cone you thought | was
hin? Do we | ook alike?"

"How should I know? | only saw himfromthe back! And you m ght have taken off
your sorcerer's robe to fool nme. Al | knowis, he's a sorcerer, and he's stil
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after nme."

Matt nodded. "And now he's chased you all the way back into the nountains. WAnt
to tell nme about the last try?"

"Maybe it was him and maybe it wasn't,"” the dracogriff nuttered. "But it was a
huge snake, ten feet thick and, | swear, a hundred feet long if it was an inch
with breath that could shrivel the bark off a tree--1 saw it do that; there's a
whol e woodl ot, fifty mles in front of us, with naked trunks. And boy, could it
nove! When | tried to go around, it struck way ahead of ne--and when | tried to

circle around its tail, it whipped about and struck even farther than its back tip
So | pulled all ny nerve together and tried to fly over, but it reared up and
snapped at ne--1 just barely dodged aside in time! So | flew back a mle, then

dropped and ran--but it kept comng, faster and faster. Wuldn't conme up past the
foothills, though."

"Troubl e hauling all that nmass upward?"

"No, trouble with the rocks |I kept throwing down at it; sonetines it pays to be
taloned. It went away when the sun set, and I figured | was safe--you know how
snakes are about nighttine and cold. But | still got as high up as | could before
settled down for the night, and I nade sure | slept where there was a | ot of | oose
rock, so I'd hear it if it came."

"And where it would be really easy for the sorcerer to make a small boul der
roll down and pin you."

"Amight! | can't think of everything!" the dracogriff baw ed.

"No, and you do have to sleep sone tine," Matt said, "or you'll drop from sheer
exhaustion."

"Yeah." The dracogriff sounded surprised. "Yeah, that's the way of it. You see
alittle nore than your own side, don't you?"

"Well, thanks. | like to think so." Matt hoped he wasn't blushing. He went for
a qui ck change of subject. "You know, | really appreciate the lift."

"I was going that way anyway," the dracogriff grow ed. "Hey, since it |ooks as
t hough we're going to be together awhile, you m ght as well have a nane for ne.
Call me Narlh."

"Narl h," Matt repeated, trying very hard to get the final aspiration correct,
feeling honored, and knowi ng he was right. He suddenly realized he'd nmade a new
friend, and had just added to his |oad of responsibilities--but it was worth it,
worth it. "My name's Matthew, call ne Matt."
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"Matt," the dracogriff repeated, as though the nanme had a strange taste. "Boy,
you peopl e have funny nanes."

"They go back a way," Matt said, careful not to say anything about the
dracogriff's nanme. "Hey, you know a good place to have breakfast?"

Narl h's pace was a | ot quicker than Matt's; they went downhill rapidly and
passed into a pine forest by mdafternoon. The dark trees nade Matt nervous,
clustering so closely about the roadway--ideal conditions for an anmbush, every foot
of the way, and there was still the problemof that sorcerer Narlh clainmed was
chasing him Not to nention the possibility of nore powerful sorcerers, who m ght
have been attracted by Matt's rock-noving spells; but they were a | ong way away
fromwhere the spells had been worked now. Still, the trail was pretty clear..

The gl oom deepened toward dusk; the sun was going down, and so was Narlh's
nood. He was starting to nutter to hinself, and Matt wasn't all that enthusiastic
about riding on a resentful nonster. "Uh, it |ooks as though the trees are thinning
out over there. How about pitching canp?”

"Fine!™ Narlh angled toward the trees so rapidly that Matt |urched and cl utched
at the saddle. "Look," he said, "I don't nean to be a pain in the neck..."

"I't was ny idea, wasn't it?" Narlh snapped. He broke through a screen of
branches, and Matt saw a clearing spread out about him fifty feet across.

"Say, now This is even better than I thought!" He hopped off Narlh's back
t hen stopped. "Maybe it's a little too convenient."

But Narlh wasn't listening. He was pacing away from Matt, follow ng the curve
of the trees, rolling his shoulders, spreading and folding his wings, and nuttering
to hinself. Matt could only catch the occasi onal phrase, such as "Mnkey on ny
back. .. confounded shrinp...nmuscles | didn't even know | had...being obligated to
one o' those filthy humans..."

Matt decided he didn't want to know the rest. He shivered, pulling his cloak
about him-they were still in the nountains, and the air was devel oping a rea
chill with the approach of night. He turned, scouting for fallen branches, and
collected an arnful. He dunped themin the center of the clearing, then hunted up a
dozen |l arge rocks, set themin a ring, and built a canpfire in the mddle. He
gl anced up at Narl h, thinking of asking for a light, but the beast was stil
paci ng, and his grunbling had deepened. Matt shrugged, turning away, and fished in
his belt pouch for flint and steel. Sure, he could have used a quick spell, but he
was still leery of attracting attention, and he did kind of want to stay around for
a while. He shaved a stick with his knife, laid it in a bed of dry grass, and
struck the flint against the small file. Sparks junped on the third try, setting
the grass a snolder. Matt breathed on the tiny coal, coaxing it into life; it grew
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bi gger and bigger, then set up a flane--which ignited the shavings, and a real fire
danced up. Matt sat back on his heels, feeling a glow of acconplishment just as big
as anything he'd had from working magi c--and bunped i nto sonething behind his back
Warily, he | ooked up, and saw Narl h's dragon snout over his head. The beast was

| ooking at the fire.

"Not bad," the dracogriff grudged. "So your magi c makes fires, too, huh?"

"Yes, but this wasn't nmagic," Matt explained. "Just flint and steel."

The dracogriff | ooked down at himwith a glint of respect inits eye. "For

real, huh? Hey, | guess you are a fire-nmaker."
"Well, sure, but so are nost people.”
The dragon head turned back to the fire. "That's right. 1'd forgotten that,

about your kind. Maybe you can't breathe fire, but at |east you can make the
stuff." He | ooked down at Matt again. "And you can make bigger fires wi th magic,
huh?"

"Sizeable," Matt said carefully. It was reassuring to see Narlh com ng out of
hi s dark nood.

"How about food?" The dracogriff turned away w thout giving Matt tine to
answer. "M serable way to travel...nothing to eat, all the gane's been killed
of f..."

Matt frowned. "That's right, there is a siege going on in the nei ghborhood,
isn't there?"

"You betcha, boyo! And those greedy sol diers have hunted down everything |arger
than a nouse already. Gotta be sonething, though..." And he shoul dered away through
the brush, still nuttering.

Matt sighed and pushed hinself to his feet. Time for himto forage, too--though
fromwhat Narlh had said, he wasn't going to find nuch. He poked around anong the
trees, not wanting to go too far fromthe canp fire, and did come up with a few
fallen nuts and a bush with a scanty supply of berries. He cane back to the fire,
hunger gnawi ng at his belly, picked up a stone, and cracked one of the nuts. He
pul | ed the shell open--and saw a shriveled, mangled bit of neat. "Wrnms have been
here before |I have," he nmuttered. "Well, a real warrior wouldn't need to eat, would
he?" He picked up the next nut, set it against the rock, and picked up the stone..

Sonet hi ng sl ammed down on the ground right next to him Matt found hinself
staring at a haunch of venison, unskinned.

"I didn't need it all,” Narlh's voice explained. "Figured you mght be able to
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use sone. | was full, anyway."

Matt | ooked up at the gruff, scaly snout above him amazed. "I thought | was
t he magi cian, here! How did you find gane where there was none?"

"I't was good at hiding," Narlh snorted. "I'mbetter at finding. Eat."
Matt smled, oddly touched. "Well, thank you, Narlh! But are you sure..."

"A dracogriff can't afford to be logy," Narlh snapped. " | heard your kind
needs to scorch it before you eat it."

"Yes, it is nicer that way." Matt started skinning the haunch. "Thanks, Narl h--
alot.”

A few mnutes later, the venison was roasting on an inprovised spit. As soon as
t he outside was brown, Matt started cutting off slivers. It tasted good, very good--
it had been a long tinme since those breakfast apples.

When t he edge was taken off his appetite, he remenbered his manners and | ooked
up at Narlh. "Want to try a slice?"

"Don't mnd if | do," the dracogriff allowed. "Miust be sonething to be said for
it, the way you're wolfing it down."

Matt held out the chunk of neat, which took a fair anmount of courage as the
huge dragon's head reached down to take it fromhis fingers. Narlh chewed once,
then turned to spit the neat out. "Yuck! Ugh! How can you stand the stuffl!”

"Sorry," Matt said, feeling sheepish.
"I guess it snells better than it | ooks,"” Narlh grow ed.

"Must be." Matt kept on trimmng until he was full. Then he kept the core of
t he haunch roasting until it was al nbost charred on the outside. Wll done, it
shoul d keep for a day or two--and, though Narlh seened to be able to find gane
where there was none, there was no guarantee. Waste not, want not.

VWhile it roasted, Matt raked sone charcoal fromthe fire, let it cool, then
started drawi ng--long, straight lines. He still didn't trust the forest.

"It is certain, then?" The queen sat tight-lipped, fingers pressed deep into
the plush covering the arns of her throne. "He has crossed into |bile?"
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"Not so much “crossed,' Mjesty, as having appeared on the other side of the
border." The nessenger clenched his hat in his fists, worried about how t he queen
woul d react to her fiancé' s defection. "The sentry on the topnost crag of Munt
Danocl es | ooked away, toward the other side of the range, then | ooked back--and saw
himthere. He says he wll swear 'twas the Lord Wzard, an you wish himto, for he
was in your army at Breden Plain, and stood near to his Lordship in the battle."

"He nust have extraordinarily keen eyesight, to be sure of himat such a
di stance. "

"Such cl earness of sight he has, Majesty--'tis the cause of his being stationed
at the nountain border."” The nessenger didn't nmention the sentry's nontagnard
gr andf at her, who assured his descendent a warm wel cone in the |ocal villages, as
wel | as keen eyesight.

He didn't have to; Alisande had chosen the nountain sentries herself, and for
exactly those reasons. "There is no need to swear; | credit his report.”

"He says also that he knew the Lord Wzard by his colors--his gol den doubl et
and azure hose, and by the glinting synbols on his cape."

Synbols in a w zard's cl oak, one m ght expect--though why Matthew had chosen to
have a bl ock-capital M enbroidered in place of the usual stars and crescents
nystified Alisande. Monograns she coul d understand, but Matthew did not strike her
as swollen with his own self-inportance in any other way.

It did, however, nmake himunm stakable. "I thank you, good courier." She
si ghed. "Now | eave nme, and take your refreshnent in the kitchens."

The nessenger stared in surprise, then bowed and backed away the proper
di stance before turning on his heel and nearly sprinting out of the throne room He
knew t he propensity of royalty to take out their vexation with bad news on hi mwho
bore it, and was amazed and tenfold nore |oyal to the queen who showed such self-
restraint as to thank himinstead!

"He has done it," Alisande nurrmured to herself, wishing for the hundredth tine
for a chancellor with whom she coul d di scuss such weighty matters--but that
chancel l or hinself was now the subject of the discussion, and she would have to
talk to herself in his absence. "You have done it, ny |love--you have stridden into
the den of lions without care, and may shortly be wi thout head." She shivered,
feeling dread holl ow her at the thought. "And what choice have |I but to follow, and
that with all nmy arny, in sone faint hope that |I may bring you back alive." She
shuddered and shook her head. "Ah, ny Matthew! Werefore could you not have thought
bef ore you swore?"

But she knew the answer--in fact, she was the answer. She rose to call up her
heral ds and set the war in train.
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CHAPTER 7

Servant, Go Where | Send Thee

The ni ght darkened around the canp fire, and the wind tore at its flanes. Matt
shivered as he sprinkled the white powder, closing the twenty-foot circle he'd
drawn in the dust.

"And just what good is that going to do, I'd like to know?" Narl h hunphed.

"Alot, if anything magical tries to get at us tonight." Matt stood up, dusting
off his hands. "Or anything not-so-magical, for that matter."

"What's the powder? Line? Chal k?"

"Tal cum ™ Matt said, enbarrassed "It's the only verse | could think of
of f hand. "

"How s it go?"

"I"'d like to tell you, but | hate singing conmmercials. Besides, | don't want
anot her bottle of the stuff right now "

Narl h frowed. "Doesn't seemlike nmuch, to keep out a sorcerer."
"Remind me to tell you how to keep el ephants away."

"What' s an el ephant ?"

Matt started to answer, then thought better of it. "A nythical beast." He
gl anced up at the noon, then turned back to inscribing the pair of concentric
circles, hurrying now.

"What cha scared of ?" Narl h denmanded. "Sonething |I oughta know about ?"

"l should think you woul d al ready. The closer we cone to m dnight, the greater
t he danger from sorcery."”

"Ch, yeah?" Narlh [ifted his head, glaring. "So that's why the bum coul d al ways
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sneak up on ne! Wiy didn'tcha tell nme this before?"
"Because | only net you today."

"Oh." Narlh frowned, |ooking away. "Yeah, there is that. Ri ght now, though, I
don't see anything to worry about.” He lay down, his front | egs walking around in a
circle as he did, ending curled up with his head on his toes.

"Not hi ng danger ous because of claws and teeth out there?"

"Naw, and not hi ng dangerous because of sharp, pointy sticks and big ideas,
neither. In fact, not a soul in sight."

Matt nodded. "It's the things without souls that worry ne--and the ones who
have sold them"

Narlh lifted his head, eyes narrowed, growing lowin his throat. "They bother
me, too." He eyed the double ring that now surrounded their canp fire, about twenty
feet out. "So that's all you have to do to keep sorcerers away? Just sprinkle a
powder ?"

No, I have to chant a verse, too." Matt paced around the inside of the circle
slowy, intoning,

"Weave a circle round us tw ce,

And cl ose the ends with fiery thread,
That we may sl eep in peaceful beds,

Fl ames guarding us fromill and vice."

Again, Matt could feel the nagical forces thickening about him-and thickening,
and thickening. It felt as if he were wadi ng through nol asses--but he kept at it,
until the final rhyne.

"Sounds pretty,” Narlh acknow edged.

"That was a spell, not a concert,"” Matt grow ed, not wanting to admt he'd
adapted it from Col eridge. But he was feeling stretched taut--he should have seen
sonet hi ng by now.

Suddenly, fire erupted all around them between the two chalk |ines.
Narl h stared, transfixed.

Matt relaxed with a smle of satisfaction and tried not to worry about what
woul d happen if he needed a spell to act instantly. Whatever was wong with nagic
here in Ibile, it slowed down the response tine horribly.
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How coul d he counteract that?

Narl h interrupted his nmusing, turning to Matt with new respect, alnobst awe, in
his eyes. "You don't do anything by half neasures, do you?"

"On the contrary,” Matt said. "I try to keep a sense of bal ance.”

"If this is your idea of the mddle, I'd hate to see you really let yourself
go!"

"It's an interesting idea,"” Matt admtted. He wondered if he'd have the courage
to do it--or the foolishness.

He turned to Narlh, pushing the topic aside. "G ad to see you're all tucked

"Why? Should | stay up and pace?"
"Not at all--1 neant it. 1'll take first watch."

"First watch?" The dracogriff frowned. "What's that?"

"Just what it says--staying awake and watching for enemes,” Matt expl ai ned.
"I''l'l wake you when the noon is at its highest--then you can guard ne."

Narl h nodded slowy. "Smart. Very snmart."

"Inspired,” Matt said witheringly. "Evolution took care of the ones who didn't
think of it. Shall | sing a l[ullaby?"

"COh, no, that's all right,” Narlh said quickly. He put his head back on his
paws and cl osed his eyes.

"Already heard ne sing," Matt nuttered. Still, everything was under as nuch
control as he coul d manage; he sat down cross-legged by the fire, keeping his back
strai ght and | ooking over the flanmes toward the darkness. He patrolled with his
eyes, letting his gaze nove slowy over the clearing fromleft to right, then
turning to | ook back over each shoul der, then front again. The trees were the
things to worry about there was no telling what m ght come fromthem O how, he
menori zed the position of each bush and rock, in case an eneny mght try to sneak
up under canouflage. He didn't really expect to see anything--the only enem es who
woul dn't be frightened by his wall of flane were the ones who woul d be attracted by
its magic; and they were nore apt to appear in a burst of thunder than to sneak up.
No way to see them ahead of tinme, of course--but at |east he could be awake to do
somet hi ng about it.
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He settled into the vigil, letting hinself sink into a reverie, his eyes stil
wat chful for anything unusual, keeping their patrolling pattern, while a part of
his mnd nulled over the day's events and probl ens.

Al'isande cane first to mnd, of course. Now that there was a nonment of
still ness, he was surprised how nuch he m ssed her--her laughter...the glint of her
eye...the occasional, very restrained, flirtation...her sudden bursts of anger
qui ckly controlled...her iron-hard resol ve when she was crossed...her insistence on
propriety...her avoidance of a wedding...

He took a deep breath, realizing he was growi ng angry again. Too nuch of a
di straction; he was supposed to be on guard. Oddly, though, even his pique couldn't
quite cover up the hollowness within himwhen he thought of her. Even if he had to
be caught and shipped back to her, he decided, he did want to get back.

How coul d he arrange to get caught? Wthout being executed shortly afterward,
that is.

Li ght fl ared.

A huge ball of light, too bright and too clear to be flanme, so vivid that the
bl aze of his canp fire seemed to pale beside it.

Matt was on his feet, a dozen verses rushing through his mnd, hoping that he'd
be able to see what kind of creature this was who had invaded his circle intine to
choose a spell and cast it. The bright, clear light made it unlikely to be a
sorcerer, but what else was there in lbile?

Then the core of the flare seenmed to coal esce, and a form becane di scernible
Wi thin it--sonething humanoid, with a suggestion of huge wi ngs, and a face that
shone so brightly that its features couldn't be seen. Matt raised a hand to shield
his eyes fromthe sight, but a voice echoed inside his head: "Werefore nockest
thou the Lord, vowi ng aye and doi ng nay?"

Matt stared, taken aback. Then, slowy, he |owered his hand and said, "I beg
your pardon?"

"Even now, thou didst seek a neans to evade thy vow " The light-form s tones
deepened, with the beginnings of anger

"Hey, now, wait a mnute!" Matt held up a hand--and was surprised to see the
little hairs on the back standing straight up. Now that he thought of it, his whole
scalp was prickling. Wiatever this being was, it packed a lot of voltage. "I think
you were taking nme too literally!"

"Literally!™ The formis voice was a whi plash. "Aye, to the letter! Dost thou
care naught for the words thou dost use?"
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"Of course not! | was an English major..."

“"Then thou art bound by them-to the word, if not the letter, and nost
assuredly to the spirit!"

"No! | didn't nean..."

"Thou hadst warning. Did not our Lord tell thee to say "yes' when thou di dst
mean "yes,' and ~no' when thou didst nean 'no' ?"

"Not that | renenmber, no. In fact, I'mnot aware of ever having had a chat with
Hm.."

"Hast thou never prayed?" the light thundered. "Then didst thou converse with
thy God! Hast thou never bided in silence | ong enough to feel the inpulse toward
good within thee? Then didst thou hear H s answer! And when thou hast read the
CGospel, thou hast heard H s word!"

Wth a sinking heart, Matt renenbered hearing the passage about prayer being
read at Mass one Sunday. Stalling, he said, "Hold on a mnute! You m ght be a
devil, sent to tenpt nme to ny doom How do |I know you cone from God?"

"Canst thou truly doubt it?" The anger was approaching righteous wath--and, in
truth, Matt felt a growing certainty inside him But the formof [ight went on.
"Canst thou doubt that | aman em ssary fromthe God of Abraham and |saac, and Hi s
Son Jesus Christ?"

At the nention of the Holy Nane, Matt's fear stilled. He was, after all, on the
sane side as the formof light; he needn't fear it. "He said we woul d know one
another in the breaking of bread."

The center of the formof light grew out, separated into tw hands hol ding a
glowi ng | oaf. They broke the bread in half and held out one piece. "Take, then, and
eat--if thou dost think thyself worthy."

Matt paused in mdgrab. "There was sone tal k about ny actions, wasn't there?",
"Thy words, say rather.”

"All right, ny words." Matt eyed the glowing formnarrowy. "Are you an angel,
t hen?"

n | am n

Sonehow, Matt couldn't doubt it. "Your pardon--and God's. My intention did not
accord with ny words."
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The formwas still; a high-pitched hunm ng emanated fromit for a nonent. Then
it said, "It is true--thou didst grow to manhood on an inpious world, whose folk
have | ong forgot the Third Conmandnent."

"Forgotten it, yes. Even people who claimto be religious use the word god as
an expletive."

"Tis even as thou sayest." There was as nuch sadness as anger now in the
angel's tone. "Yet surely thou, who wast trained to know t he power of words and
hast seen such power made clear in Merovence these three years past, should have
known the inpiety of that foul usage!”

"Yes." Matt's heart grew heavy. "Yes, | should have. But | was very upset, you
see, and in nmy anger | spoke foolishly, wthout thinking."

The angel stood in silence; Matt heard only the hunmm ng whi ch, he suspected,
canme from physi cal causes--nol ecul es inpacting an el ectronmagnetic field about it?

The t hought nade hi m suddenly aware of a feeling that had been grow ng al
al ong--a feeling of having been steered, mani pulated. He narrowed his eyes. "Is not
the Lord a little quick about taking ny vow literally? Does He not consider ny
intentions init? | sinned, in taking H's name in vain--but would He not forgive,
and rel ease ne fromny geas?"

"He will forgive any human sin, as thou knowest! Yet what audacity hast thou,
to ask Hmto rel ease thee!"

"I know." Matt bowed his head. "But the fact of the matter is that | didn't
mean what | said--and when | realized what | was taking on, | definitely wanted to
be free of it! WIIl the Lord really conpel ne to so suicidal a course?"

"What natters the life, 'gainst the soul's eternity?”

Matt's anger flared. "Easy for you to say--you' ve never had a body!" The surge
passed, and Matt |owered his eyes again. "Sorry. But it's not so easy to face death
and torture when you're corporeal. | thought the Lord only wanted wlling
vol unteers. "

"Tis even so." The angel's voice was grim "Thou art forgiven thy sin--and He
will not conpel thee. Turn, and return to thy place."

Matt sagged with relief. "Blessed be the nane of the Lord!"

"Yet bethink thee," the angel said sternly, "thou didst swear--and this task
thou hast sworn to do is greatly needed--not by God, but by thy fellow nortals.
Dost thou not |ove H nP"
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"Well, yes, but..."

"Then | ove also thenml For hath He not said, "So |long as thou hast done this for
these, ny little ones, thou has done it for Me'?"

"Well, yes, | do seemto renenber the passage, but..."
"Dost thou not wish to serve the Lord thy God?"

"But it's inpossible!"

"All is possible, to God."

"But 1'm not God! Not even a close relative! Besides, whenever | say the Lord's
Prayer, | ask Hmto lead ne not into tenptation! Isn't there greater danger in
Ibile for ny soul than there is for my body?"

"There is great peril, aye, for in Ibile a magi c-worker may becone a sorcerer
and gain great worldly power indeed! Yet thy soul was in greater peril when thou
di dst take the Nane of God in vain! Aye, thou art hereby forgiven, since thou didst
come froma world far renoved in time fromthis and had not gained full awareness
of truth--as thou shoul dst have had! For the God of thy universe is the God of
this, and thou hadst the Scriptures and the Lawi No nore didst thou need! Thou
hadst but to cleave to them and thou woul dst have kept thy soul free fromsin! OCh,
beware, Wzard! For the next such sin will put thee into the hands of the eneny!
And if thou dost pass fromthe state of Gace, he shall use thine own powers of
magi c to tenpt thee and dam thee!"

Matt stood, frozen, feeling the horror that the angel felt. Then, very softly,
he said, "How can |, then, have the audacity to confront the powers of Satan in a
| and whose rul ers, and nmany of whose people, are dedicated to hinP"

"Through the power of God, Wzard! For be assured, He will not forsake thee! He
will be thy staff, he will fill thee with all strength thou dost need! So |ong as
thou art within the state of Grace, thou hast but to call on Hm and He will give
thee all the fortitude thou couldst wi sh, to defend thee against tenptation! God
wll not allow that thou be tried beyond thy strength!”

"That is very reassuring." It really was; Matt began to feel a bit of courage
returning. "But say, angel--how shall | stand agai nst the power of sorcery? Can the
Lord give ne...No, of course He can, what's the matter with ne? But will He? WII

He give ne the power to defeat a sorcerous king? And all the hierarchy of sorcery
at his command? For surely, only a saint could channel so nuch of God's power!"

"Hast thou no wish to be a saint?"
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"Well, of course. | nean, | do intend to be one, soneday--but | had just
naturally assuned it was going to take a long time in Purgatory, and..."

"No saint can intervene in the affairs of that benighted and of Ibile;" the
angel said sternly. "God will not send one of Heaven's host bodily against norta
humans, no matter how great their evil. He will not so strongly upset the bal ance
here on earth; H's saints work through the agency of human bei ngs who open
t hensel ves to God and all H s bl essed ones.”

"Well, | nean, | try..."
"That sufficeth--if thou dost try with all thy mght to be good."

"But |1've got such a tenper! Such lust! Such confounded, overweening pride! |
nmean, here | was, about to take on all the evil of Ibile, just so | could becone a

king, and..." Matt ran down. "That wasn't exactly the nbost worthy of notives, was
it?"

"Thou hast given thyself answer. Yet be assured, thou art perfectible. God does
not ask that you never fail--He asks only that you persevere.”

"But that's what |'ve been doing! Al ny life! Trying to be good, even if | did
devel op doubts about what good was, and virtue and sin..."

He ran down again. The angel only stood there, humm ng.

After a while, Matt said, "I did find sone answers."

"Not all."

"No--though I've just found one nore.” Matt frowned. "Of course, | should have
realized. | know the power of synbols over the human soul; | should have realized

that, the Nanme of God was one of the npbst potent synbols that exists.”
"Say, rather, the nost powerful."

"The single one?" Matt lifted his head, then realized what that surge of
questioning within himneant. "I still haven't |earned, have |?"

"Nay. Ask thy self what the nane of God conprises, and what that nane doth
constitute--and thou shalt be sone little ways w ser."

Matt remenbered the | egend of the golem and the H ndu catal og of nanmes of Cod,
and began to wonder again.

Then he realized that he was wondering, and broke down. "This is ridiculous! |
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can't possibly be a hero! |I'mnot sure of anything!"

"Anyt hi ng?" the angel intoned.

"Wl | --not enough, anyway."

"It is enough. It will increase, inits testing. WIt thou, then, do the Lord's
will?"

"Look," Matt said in desperation, "I don't even have enough magi cal know edge
to do this job! Wwenever | try to work a spell, it's Iike sw nmng through gl ue!
Wien | do finally manage to finish a verse, it takes |onger and | onger each tine
before it takes effect! | just don't have the magical clout!”

"I ndeed, " the angel agreed. "lbile hash been so long steeped in sin that it is

now saturated with sorcery. Therefore the spells of good w zards seem weakened, for
t hey have so nuch greater a weight of evil to work against.”

Matt caught the concept instantly--a sort of magical inertia, varying directly
with the evil confronted. "Can...No, strike that. WIl God give ne the extra
strength I need to contend against magic |ike that?"

"He will give thee the strength, through the sorrowi ng patron of Ibile, who
wll ever stand ready to thine aid, if thou dost call upon him Saint lago is he
named. "

Not, Matt thought, the nost auspicious of designations.

"Yet be not deceived," the angel said sternly. "If thou dost undertake this
task for love of the Lord, He will give thee the strength--yet 'tis for thee to use
that strength in such fashion as to banish these sorcerers of Ibile!"

"One against a thousand,”™ Matt nuttered. "Or five, or ten. |I'mjust not that
smart."

"God will direct thee through H's Gace--if thou art open to Hm"

Matt thought of all the tines that he had given in to anger, or the other
tenptations of the flesh, and shuddered. But he sensed, sonehow, that if he turned
back fromthis chall enge, he would never be all that he could be. "I didn't ask for
this."

"Nay," the angel said, "thou didst--not in the foolish haste of thy words
al one, yet in a novenent within thy spirit that led to them"

And that, Matt realized, was true. He had al ways been convi nced of his own | ack
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of worth--but his victory in Merovence had made himbegin to think that he m ght be
a better man than he had thought. In his cleanup canpai gn, each m nor victory

agai nst a sorcerer had increased his longing for a bigger challenge, a stronger
opponent to neasure hinself against..

But not this strong! "I just can't do it! Not al one!"

"Thou wi It not be alone,” the angel assured him "One already hath cone to
thine aid." It gestured toward Narlh's sleeping form "There will be others--for
many groan under the yoke of this sorcery.”

Matt stared at the light, cowardice warring w thin him against courage and the
need to prove hinself. The nonent stretched out...

Matt sagged. "I just can't do it."
The angel stood, hunm ng, a nonment |onger...
Then, with a sound like a sigh, it disappeared.

Matt knelt, feeling the chill night air that sonmehow reached himthrough his
guarding circle, then realized that it was a chill of the soul, a feeling of
forl orn abandonnent, renoved fromthe nessenger of God, fromthat partial contact
with the Source of All..

He started to speak, then bit back the words, thought them over carefully, then
swal | owed, hoped he wasn't being as great a fool as he thought he was, and said,
"OF course, | could try..."

The chill was gone; a warnth seened to wap him and the thought sprang
unbi dden into his mnd, that he had just reestablished contact with the valiant
soul s who had gone before him whether to victory or martyrdom -and that thought
made himrealize that his refusal had been, in no matter how small a neasure, his
own cutting off of that contact.

I f you wanted to belong to the club, you had to pay your dues. "Saint lago," he
breat hed, "help ne now, for |I feel like the world s greatest coward!"

And the help was instant, the warm consoling, conforting presence within him
reassuring, bracing, and filling the void of his fear with courage.

St aggering, Matt pushed hinself to his feet, smling up at the sky, his
enotions a silent prayer of thanks, realizing that he was bound by his oath again,
t hough he hadn't spoken it al oud--as nmuch bound as he ever had been through foolish
and hasty words.

He stood that way a nonent, becom ng aware of his surroundi ngs again, noticing
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that the nobon was near the zenith of its night's path.

Then he turned away and went to wake Narl h for his watch.

CHAPTER 8

The Sophi sticated Cycl ops

Matt didn't renenber sleeping that night, and certainly didn't go anywhere, but
his m nd made a maj or expedition. It roved here and there fromone thought to
anot her, touching on idea after idea but never considering any one for very |ong.
Al in all, he should have waked exhausted, but when he finally saw the sky
i ghtening with dawn and gave up, he was surprised to find hinself feeling fully
rested and craving action. He put it down to one of the many m nor mracles that
are continually happening and never really noticed much.

On the other hand, maybe the episode with the angel had been a dream O was
the distinction academ c?

Over a breakfast of very well-done venison, he told Narlh, "I"'ve changed ny
m nd. "

"Keeps it clean."” The dracogriff took another bite of haunch and asked chew ng,
"What cha got in mnd?"

"CGoing into the heart of Ibile," Matt answered. "Eventually to the castle of
the sorcerer-king, | suppose.”

Narl h nearly choked on his venison. Then he started coughing, and Matt | unped
up, poundi ng between the beast's shoul der blades. Narlh took a | ong gasp, then
bel | owed, "Are you crazy?"

"Probably,"” Matt conceded.

Narl h swal | owed the offendi ng veni son and demanded, "Just what the hell do you
think you can do in Ol equedrille?"

"Haven't the foggiest," Matt admtted. "But 1'Il know by the tinme | get there.”

"Yeah, 'cause you'll get there in pieces! O trussed up and ready for the

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/C...20Majestys%20Wizard%202%20-%200athBound.htm (66 of 397) [10/31/2004 11:04:08 PM]



Her Majesty's Wizard #2 The Oath Bound Wizard

torture chanber, if you' re lucky! King Gordogrosso doesn't waste perfectly good
captives by chopping their heads off, y' know-he kills themas slowy as he can,
and with every |last ounce of pain, 'cause he |loves watching it!"

Matt shuddered and had second thoughts. Then he had thirds, and shook his head
wi th adamantine resolve. "I'I|l have to chance it. There are too many peopl e who'l
go on suffering if | don't."

"And too many nonsters who'll start suffering if you do!'"™ Narlh scranbled to
his feet. "Not ne, Wzard! That's too dangerous for any decent man or beast!"

"I won't try totalk you into it." Matt worked at keeping his tone level. "I
can't ask anybody to commt suicide with me--especially if it's going to be slow "

"Good! 'Cause | know a nice little valley, no nen, no dragons, no ugly little
sorcerers | ooking for nonster blood! You go your way, and |I'll go m ne! Good-bye!"

"Good luck," Matt called after Narlh's retreating tail. He watched the
dracogriff waddl e away for a few m nutes, then sighed and knelt to throw dirt on
the flanes. Wien the canp fire was dead out, he turned, wi shing he had a pack to
shoul der, took up his staff, and started away downhill, with the sun at his back.

It woul d have been nice to have conpany, he nused--especially since he was
beginning to get a very cold feeling inside. He sent up a quick plea to Saint I|ago,
to lend himsone strength--and was surprised to feel warnth spreadi ng through him
and confidence, and serenity. He was even nore surprised to realize that he was
beginning to think that if he died, he died--but at |least he'd know he had tried
his best. And this life didn't really matter nuch, neasured against the next. Here
in this world, he m ght not have becone all he could, but at |east he would have
died trying.

Whi ch nmeant, of course, that he'd enter the afterlife still trying to becone
greater of heart and soul. It began to nmake sense, that martyrs becanme autonatic
saints..

"On the other hand, that's probably where the bad nen are that made ny
hat chl i ng- hood hellish."

Matt nearly junped ten feet in the air. "Yiiiii!l Wat in the name of..." Then
he realized that Narlh's huge nose was just beneath his el bow and heaved a si gh of
relief. "Did anybody ever tell you that you nove very quietly?"

"Not so nmousy as that," the dracogriff returned. "If you can't pay any better
attention, boy, you' re going to be fried."

"Lesson noted."” Matt glanced at the nonster. "I thought you were going to a
nice, quiet valley."
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"Yeah--until | renenbered |I've still got a sorcerer on ny tail. For a while, at
| east, | just mght be safer with you than w thout you."

"Besides, you mght find the nmen who nmade you m serabl e?"

"I was kinda thinking about that. If | do, see, they're bound to be trying to
destroy you, 'cause they're evil, and you're not--so |I'd have a great excuse to fry
them ™

Matt frowned. "Don't plan on revenge, Narlh. It's just as likely to destroy you
as them™

"What're you, a preacher all of a sudden? Besides, | know that! Anybody in
I bile knows that! Try for revenge, and you put yourself into the hands of the Evi
One--and the king and all his henchnen are the Devil's agents! No, revenge in Ibile
just sets you up as a victim-unless you're one of the top sorcerers.”

Matt frowned. "Then, why..."

" '"Cause if I'"'mdefending you, I'mnot trying for revenge." The huge dragon
head grinned at him "But just sort of along the way, | bunp off the ones |I've got
a grudge agai nst. Neat, huh?"

"Very," Matt said slowy, "except that your real notives m ght weaken your case
alittle.”

"Not if I'"macting as an agent of Good. Look, what changed your mnd all of a
sudden, huh?"

Matt took a deep breath and said, "An angel.”

"See what | nean?" Narlh started making the weird sound that passed for his
| aughter again. "I got 'em knocked!"

"I see."” Matt sighed. "And | have to admt |I'mglad of your conpany. You
realize, of course, that we stand a very good chance of going down in flanes."

"As long as it's not hellfire." Narlh shrugged. "Wth that sorcerer on ny tail
I"mlikely to be drained, anyway. But with a wizard to help, the odds are a little
better."

"Yes, except that |I'mleading you into greater danger," Mtt said. "Still, |ook
on the bright side--1 m ght have strong enough nagic to make themkill us quickly,
in self-defense.”

"There you go!" Narlh agreed. "Of course, if you decided to turn back,
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woul dn't object.”

"Be a little disappointed in ne, though?"

"No, not really.
t hat ?"

The dragon head turned toward him frowning. "Wy do you say

"Because | would be." WMatt turned his face downhill. "Well, let's nmarch. Looks
like it's going to be a |ong day,"

They' d only been on the road an hour or two before Narlh grew inpatient with
the sl ow pace and flew back to the canpsite to pick up the saddle. Matt clinbed
aboard, and the dracogriff set off at what was, for him a confortabl e pace.
Actually, it wasn't bad for Matt, either, once he got used to the notion of |eaning
forward in the saddle, to prevent the whiplashing that came fromthe nonster's
| ong, lazy | eaps, and caught the rhythm of the slight posting he needed. Not rmuch,
though--Narl h's gait was |ike a horse with innersprings.

"I take it flying wouldn't be nmuch faster than this?"
"COh, sone,"” Narlh allowed, "but |I hate flying. Still, if you insist..."

A suspicion fornmed in Man's m nd; he renenbered how cl ose to the ground the
dracogriff had stayed when last they'd flown. It hadn't been all that obvious, on a
mountain hillside when they were chasing a rolling rock--but now, on a road with a
much gentler slope..."If you would. Just for a little way--1 want to stay used to
the rhythmof it, in case we need to take off in an emergency."”

"Ch, all right,” Narlh grunped, and |it out in a long, flat run, faster and
faster, wings spreading wide to the sides..

Then they were airborne. Matt | ooked down and saw t he ground sinki ng away. ..
But not very far.
"Uh--you can go higher than this if you have to, can't you?"

"Don't worry," Narlh snapped. "If | see a tree, I'Il loft over it." He took a
qui ck glance at the sky behind him then turned back to face front.

It gave Matt a chill. Wat woul d have happened if that tree had shown up while
Narl h hadn't had his eyes on the road? "I...take it you'd prefer not to go higher
If you can help it."
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"Ch, | can help it! You can be sure of that."” Narlh turned back to scow at
Matt. "What're you getting so nervous about? Wo's doing the flying, anyway?"

"Me! So would you m nd keepi ng your eyes on the road?"

Narl h snatched a quick glance at the sky, then turned back to front, nuttering
somet hi ng about the people in back al ways having to have things their own way.

Matt gave up. "Okay, that's enough for an air drill. You can go down now. "

"Thank heaven!"™ Narlh huffed, and slowed down to a long gallop as he hit the
ground. Matt was rem nded of an al batross, with that need for a I ong runway--only
this tinme, he was hanging on to its neck. It was a rough landing, but all in all,
Matt decided it was safer than flying with Narl h.

It was afternoon when they spotted the refugee famly. The father was pulling a
handcart, sl oggi ng away, keeping the cart going nostly by throwi ng the wei ght of
his body against it. The nother was carrying a baby, and the children were fussing,
protesting with every step

Matt's heart went out to them

Then the nother saw Narl h. She gave a cry of alarm and suddenly the cart was
standing in the roadway by itself, as the famly headed for the roadside brush.

"Hey! Hold on, there! Doggone it, I'ma nice guy!"™ Narlh roared, and | eaped
after them

Matt just barely managed to hold on. "Uh--it mght help if you didn't charge
them Narlh."

"What's this charge business? |"mjust trying to catch up with them"

"Yes, but to the uninforned, it mght |ook as though you were chasing them And
you did sound kind of angry."

"Angry? O course |I'mangry! How would you feel if people ran whenever they saw
you?"

“I wouldn't like it. And | didn't, either.” Matt was thinking about a couple of
girls he'd been attracted to in high school. "But believe nme--it works better if
you sit and wait for themto cone to you."

Narl h dug his claws in and jamred to a halt by the cart. "Says you! M, ['lI
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try the ol d-fashioned nethod."” He jamed his snout into the brush. "Yoo-hoo! Were
are you? Cone out, conme out, wherever you are!"

There was a scrabbling noise, noving away fromthem

"Aw, conme on now" Narlh said, exasperated. "I'm not gonna eat you, for crying
out |oud!"

"I think that m ght be just what they were worrying about™ Matt slid off his
back and stepped into the center of the roadway, calling, "Really, folks! He's got
a nasty tenper, but he's got a heart of gold...plate," he added, in case any
sorcerers were listening. "And I'ma w zard, from Merovence. W really don't nean
any harm Wy don't you cone on out and chat awhil e?"

Narl h frowned at him as though he were crazy, but kept quiet.

Finally, a man's voice answered, with a strong peasant burr, "If ye truly nean
us no harm strangers, ride on, |I beg of ye."
"But you look really tired," Matt protested. "I was kind of thinking we could

guard you while you take a good rest."

There was a pause, then a quick, whispered consultation. It ended, and the
fat her waded out of the brush--but not very far. "Good day to you, then."

"God be with you," Matt answered.
There were multiple gasps and a quick flurry of whispers fromthe brush.

"If you speak the nanme of CGod," the father said, "you nust be a good-nmagi c-
worker, if you are one at all."

"I am"™ Matt didn't nention that the man hinself had spoken the nanme, with no
apparent ill effects. "But what brings you onto the road, goodman?"

The man heaved a sigh, and what |ittle starch was left in him seeped out.
"Soldiers, sir. They were ransacking other cots not distant fromours, so we took
what we could and left on the road."

Sobbi ng sounded from behind him and he | ooked up, then turned away. He brought
his wife out a nonent |ater, drying her eyes and forcing a smle. " "Tis naught of
your care, sirs."”

"I know." Matt tried to | ook synpathetic. "It's hard to | eave a hone."

" "Twas well we did." She bit her lip. "Fromthe hilltop, we |ooked back and
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saw the soldiers firing our cot." She turned back to weep quietly on her husband's
shoul der.

Sonmeone smal |l peeked out from behind her skirts, and a larger edition stepped
up boldly to inform Matt, "They drove off our pig and our sheep! And set fire to it
al "

The wife et out a wail.

"Shhh, silly!™ A sister added herself to the tribe. "You'll only make Mana
cry!”

The boy | ooked startled, then abashed.
Nar| h snort ed.

They all turned--to see the smaller boy whirling to flee, bawling. H's sister
caught hi m and nade soot hi ng noi ses.

Matt frowned. "Don't pick on the kid!"
"I didn't,"” Narlh snapped. "I was trying to be friendly."
The tears cut off, and the tyke turned to | ook back, w de-eyed.

"That's "friendly," for him" Matt explained. "Not quite the sane as it is for

you.
"Hey! Watch whose reputation you're slurring!”
"I thought | was inproving it."

The bi gger boy took a daring step toward the nonster, then another, and
anot her.

Narl h | ooked down his nose at him then deliberately turned away.
The boy reached out and touched his fl ank.
Nar | h i gnored him

The boy began to stroke the | eathery hide, tiptoeing closer and closer to the
front, a step at a tine.

Nar| h | ooked back, one beady eye transfixing the boy. The | ad froze.
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Narl h snorted and turned away agai n.

The five-year-old shrilled with delight.

Bi g brot her sneaked anot her step or two forward.

Matt turned away fromthe gane of peek-a-boo. "I didn't know he had it in him"
"He is very big," the wife said nervously.

"Yes, that's why | thought we m ght do well on guard duty. Wy don't you fol ks
just sit down and have a bite while we watch for you?"

"Bless you, kind sir!"™ The wife tottered toward the cart and sank to the road
beside it, cradling the baby in her |ap.

"Uh, | had in mnd off the road,” Matt said, eyeing the dirt strip as though he
expected a Sherman tank to cone clanking up. "Just in case, you know. "

"Aye, aye." The husband reached down to help his wife up. "Just a few nore
steps now, Judy, there's ny |ass. Sone open grass there, off the road a pace, aye."

Judy sighed, managed to rise, and tottered off toward the shade of a tree,
| eani ng on her husband's arm

There was an expl osive snort followed by a trio of delighted shrieks behind
him Matt swung about, alarnmed, but saw Narl h turned back frontward, nose in the
air, too lofty to be concerned about what was going on around his tail. Matt smled
and turned to the cart.

Fromthe tongue he had to lift and pull, he gathered the soldiers had gotten
the famly donkey, too.

He pulled the cart off the road and near the tree, where the wife was nursing
t he baby. Narlh anbled along, nose in the air. Matt wondered if he was really
wat ching for an aerial attack. "Bless ye, kind sir!" The wife had a real smle on.

"My pleasure, I'"'msure."” Matt fol ded up cross-Iegged, facing the husband. "So
you' re bound for Merovence?"

"Aye, if | can cone to those nountains!" the man said, exasperated. "They seem
so cl ose, yet ever do they retreat fromne!"

"It's the clear air--it nagnifies themso that they seemcloser. I'd say you're
still about two days fromthe pass at the top."
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"You have cone fromthere?" the man said, w de-eyed.

Matt nodded.

road is very steep, and it's all uphill."

The wife bit her |ip again,

"And |'d plan on lightening your

and the husband sai d quickly,

| oad, if you can--sone of that

"W have brought

littl e enough. What we have are things too dear to part with."

Matt j ust

things that they couldn't bear to part with.

many nore of them

He pushed hinself to his feet.

"Rest while you can.

coul dn't understand why marri ed people seened to acquire so nmany

Maybe it was because there were so

"Il send the kids over."

He turned away to shoo the children from Narlh back to Mama. As they ran for the

picnic, he nuttered to the nonster, "Never knew you were soft on kids."

"Hey, | think they |ook yunmy!"

"Come off it. You were having as nuch fun as they were."

Narl h shrugged, with a rattle of wings. "Look, | missed out on it when | was a
fledgling. A guy can try to make up for lost tinme, can't he?"

"I couldn't agree nore."
father carving a ham H s nouth wat er ed.

"Huh?" Narl h | ooked over,

"Well, | thought it

"Each to his own," the npbnster said.

"Just what's wong with it, anyway,

"I't"s not bleeding."

As he paced the circle on sentry duty,
his food still
fam |y about an hour,
noon.

by the sun,

"Aye." The man sighed and forced hinself to his feet.
Ceci | e!

his wife up and called out, "Jorge!

Matt gl anced back over
"They,

novi ng. When he said he liked fresh neat,
t hen turned back to nudge the father.
You mi ght want to get back on the road."

hi s shoul der--and saw t he
uh--cane well provided."

then turned away with a snort.

| ooked pretty good!"

huh?"

Matt reflected that Narlh nust prefer
he neant it. He gave the

"Sun's past

He reached down to help
Ranpout!" The children left off playing
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hi de- and- seek and cane pelting back.

"Bl ess you for your kindness," the wife said, smling, then suddenly dewy-eyed.
" '"Tis good to know a few souls still act with charity."”

"More and nore where you're going," Matt assured her

"I must trust in that." The father sighed. "W have no noney and will have no
farm W nust depend on ki ndness, now. "

"No nmoney?" Matt lifted his head. "Say...maybe we could strike a deal."
"Deal ?" The father was instantly wary.
"Yes. I'mliving off the land, see, and it's not exactly fat here.”

"Aye." The wife blinked away tears again. "The soldiers..." Then she suddenly
realized what Matt was saying. "You nmust take sonme food! W have nore than we'll
need to cone into Merovence!"

"Judy, " her husband said, unconfortably, "we shall not find food in plenty,
just for crossing the nmountains..."

"Right," Matt agreed. "I couldn't let nyself just take food fromyou--you're
too apt to need it. But | could give you sone Merovenci an coins, and you can buy
fresh food with that. Lightens the | oad going over the nountains, that way, you see-
-and cuts down on spoil age.”

The husband | ooked interested, but Judy protested, "W could not take noney
fromone who has done us kindness..."

"I assure you, you'll be doing nme a kindness, just by selling ne sone supplies!
Here, now..." Matt reached into his purse.

A few mnutes later, he and Narl h headed downhill as the famly toiled away
uphill again, their cart lighter by two hans, half a bushel of grapes, a bottle of

honemade wi ne, half a wheel of cheese, and a | oaf of bread.
"Sure you don't mnd carrying all that?" Matt asked.

"So what are you going to do, get squashed by lunch?" Narlh snorted. "Be real,
okay?"

"I keep trying..."
"As you will." The dracogriff snorted. "But don't you think two gold pieces was
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alittle nmuch for these provisions?"
"Well, maybe..."
"You coul d have bought it all for two coppers.”

"True." Matt shrugged. "But how nuch good are coins with Alisande's picture
going to do here in lbile?"

"There's sone truth in that..."
"Besides, that famly can put themto good use. Basic supplies--"
"Supplies! For two gold pieces, they can buy a small farm"”

Matt nodded. "You know, | suppose they could..."

They hadn't made nuch progress by sunset. Narlh could travel by |eaps and
bounds when he had to--but not for very long at a stretch; it was tiring. Besides,
Matt was in continual danger of whiplash, and traveling braced against Narlh's
boundi ng was tiring for him So they went, at Narlh's normal pace, which was about
as fast as a tired man coul d wal k.

The good side was that, when evening cane, Matt wasn't tired--at |east, not
terribly. He still had plenty of energy to set up canp and do whatever magi ¢ m ght
prove necessary.

Preferably as little as possible; he felt as if he were |lighting a beacon any
time he worked a spell. No, if he could set up canp w thout magic, so much the
better. Matt found a tree with a fork and wedged the butt of a fallen linb into it.

"What's that supposed to be?" Narl h demanded. "A bear trap?"
"No, a people shelter.” Matt pointed at the sky. "W m ght have rain tonight."
"Good; | could use a bath."

"True, true..."

Narl h reared his head back. "Well! If you're going to be that way about it, I'm

going to find sone dinner!"

"You'll be amazed at the inprovenent when you get back," Matt call ed.
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"You nmean you're going to have a bath, too?" Narl h hunphed, and waddl ed on out
of sight.

Matt sm | ed, shaking his head, and turned to pick up the sack with the food in
It. The comment about the bear trap had rem nded hi mabout the probl ens of night
visitors--the natural kind. He wi shed he had sonme rope, but wasn't about to risk a
spell for such a small item Instead, he found a broken branch dangling froma
nearby tree and hooked the sack onto a tw g.

Not as good as it could be--any passing bear could knock it down, and a wolf
m ght even be able to junp up to it--but at least it would protect the provisions
fromraccoons, or whatever the |ocal equival ent was. Badgers, probably.

Then Matt went back to cutting branches. He draped them angling between the
ground and the linb, to nake a serviceable imtation of a pup tent. He stepped back
to admre his handiwork, thought of starting a fire and fixing dinner, then decided
to check out the neighborhood while there was still a little twilight left. He'd
noticed a small hill when they'd been surveying for a good canpsite; in fact, he
woul d have set up there if there had been any cover. But it was just a grassy knob
on top, and he was a little shy about being overexposed.

Still, it would do nicely as a | ookout. He clinbed up, then stood | ooking
around at the | andscape, feeling an oddly pleasant glow. The countryside |ay quiet
in the gloamng. It still sloped, overall, but they were down into deci duous trees,

and every so often, the trees opened out into farnsteads.

But the farmhouses were burned out, the byres and sties were enpty, and the
fields lay in stubble--or churned to baked nud by horses' hooves. Kipling' s lines
canme unbi dden to Matt's m nd:

They shall feed their horse on the standing crop
Their nmen on the garnered grain.

The thatch of the byres shall serve for their fires
VWhen all the cattle are slain.

Ki pl i ng had been tal king about soldiers putting down bandits, of course--but
here, the soldiers were the bandits. Matt turned away downhill, trying to keep his
good nood from evaporating conpletely.

"I say! Fell beast! Put ne down!"
Matt | ooked up, jolted out of his reverie.

"I aminnocent! | ama poor wayfarer, seeking survival! Release nme this
I nstant!"”

A furious growing answered him
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Matt started running. He recognized that grow--it was Narlh

And there the nonster cane, plodding toward him-with sonething big in his
nouth. Big, and squirmng. Matt peered through the gl oam ng, and coul d just nake
out a human form Not very |arge, percentage-w se, but still human.

"This is conpletely outrageous! |I neant no harm-therefore, neither
shoul d...Ch!" The stranger |ooked up and saw Matt. "G eetings, kind sir! Could you
persuade this beast to |let nme go?”"

Matt had a bit of a shock--the man had only one eye. Not that he'd | ost one--
he'd been born that way. It was right smack dab in the m ddl e of his forehead.

Poi se above all. Matt tried a half smle and said, "That depends on why he
pi cked you up in the first place.”

"Absolutely no justifiable reason! There was sinply..."
Narl h drowned himout with a nuffled roar

"My friend seens to disagree,” Matt pointed out. "How about a solemn proni se
not to run away, if he puts you down? Until we sort out exactly what you' ve done,
at |least."

"I"ve done nothing! I...GCh, very well. | give you ny solenm promse."

"Ptooey!"™ Narlh put the little man down with an exhal ati on that sounded nore
li ke spitting. The cyclops rolled and came to his feet, while Narlh was stil
wor ki ng his jaws and exclaimng, "Phew Wat a flavor!"

"Well, no one asked you to have a bite," the cyclops said indignantly. "Al ways
t hought nyself a nman of good taste, actually."”

"Yeah, with a taste for our foodstuffs!”
"You caught him stealing?" Mtt asked.
"Not a bit! | haven't touched your food!"

"No, but he was sure trying!" Narlh said. "Had a big long stick, and he was
gonna knock your food bag down!"

"That's not exactly friendly," Matt pointed out.
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The cycl ops sighed. "I know, and |"mquite sorry. But really, | haven't had a
bite to eat for two days--the birds fly at the slightest sign of ne, and the
rabbits won't let ne cone near. | haven't even found any berries! | would have

asked, of course, but there was no one by, and I was so very hungry..."

Actually, Matt didn't think the cyclops | ooked all that |ean. Pretty bulky, in
fact, though none of it was fat. It was easy to see, because all he wore was a sort
of fur kilt. He was very nuscular, particularly in the arns, shoul ders, and chest--
t hough his | egs | ooked to be borrowed froma rhinoceros. In fact, he was a pretty
good picture of what Matt had al ways thought a Neanderthal would |ook |ike, from
t he neck down.

From t he neck up, of course, he was quite well formed, if you could overl ook
the ocul ar arrangenent. Handsone, in fact--if Matt inmagined himw th two eyes.
Al so, of course, he wore a pretty heavy beard. That could hide a |ot.

Al in all, he | ooked pretty trustworthy.
"You're softening,” Narlh pointed out.

"Why not?" Matt sighed. "I've been hungry enough to steal, mnyself--though I
never had the opportunity. W'll stand you to a good neal, stranger. O trade,
rather."” He smled at a sudden idea. "Maybe you can tell ne a bit about the
countryside."

"Why, gladly, sir! By the by, whom have |I the pleasure of addressing? As for
nyself, I'mcalled Fadecourt."

Matt caught the use of the phrase "I'mcalled." Apparently, the cyclops wasn't
about to tell his real nane. Wse, in a wrrld where nagi c worked by words. "Pl eased
to neet you, Fadecourt. |I'm Matthew Mantrell."

The cycl ops' eyebrow rose. "The Lord Wzard of Merovence?"
"The sanme." This guy was a bit too quick for Matt's |iking.
"Well! I am honored!"

"You don't say." Matt wasn't sure he wanted allies who were inpressed with hin-
but a little kindness never hurt. "W were just about to start supper. Know
anyt hi ng about canpi ng?"

"A smattering," the cyclops said, with a touch of irony. "lI've done a great
deal of it in the recent past."

"And not entirely willingly?" Matt led the way back to the canpsite. "Any
particul ar reason?"

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/C...20Majestys%20Wizard%202%20-%200athBound.htm (79 of 397) [10/31/2004 11:04:08 PM]



Her Majesty's Wizard #2 The Oath Bound Wizard

"Ch, a few mnor things taken fromne, such as ny station and ny hone."
Fadecourt was trying to sound casual. "And a small matter of soldiers all over the
ki ngdom apparently having been told to be on watch for ne. I've only to step into a
village before there's a hue and cry--and from sonme of the mssiles comng ny way,
| gather |I'moutside the protection of the |aw "

"Oh?" Matt | ooked up, interested. "There's lawin Ibile?"

"To be sure--the king's will. O whim | should perhaps say. Still, Gordogrosso
does seemto regard the taking of human life as his prerogative; it's forbidden to
nost ot her people. Fromthe zeal with which I'm pursued, | gather he's decided to

exercise that privilege, in ny case--but at second hand."

Matt wi nced at hearing the king' s nane spoken aloud, and waited for an
answering stir of the magical field--but none cane. He relaxed. "I'm enough of a
marked man as it is, Fadecourt. I'mnot sure it's all that nmuch in ny interest to
have a conmpanion with a price on his head." Then another aspect of the issue hit
him He cocked his head to the side. "Just what did you do to get the king down on
your case, anyway?"

"Oh, just the usual sorts of crines--you know. "
"Not in Ibile, I don't. Enlighten ne."

"Well, the common run of things--saving virgins fromevil |echers, slaying
hi deous gi ant snakes that were preying on villagers, protecting the weak fromthe
strong--that sort of thing."

It made sense, Matt decided. Actions that were good deeds in Merovence woul d
naturally be crinmes here--especially if the lechers were in good with the king, and
t he snakes had been sent to punish the villages that had sonehow of f ended hi m or
his nobles. Matt made a decision and call ed back over his shoul der, "You m ght as
well go hunt, Narlh. | think we'll be okay here."

The dracogriff nunbl ed sonething along the |lines of sneaking back-stabbers, but
he prowl ed off into the night.

Fadecourt | ooked after himin surprise, then turned back to Matt. "I appreciate
your confidence.”

"You' ve got the right enemes.” They'd conme into the canpsite. Matt reached
down the sack of provisions. "What's your preference--ham or veni son?"

" Anyt hi ng!"
Matt pull ed out the half haunch of ganme and handed it to him The cycl ops all
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but fell on it, slavering.
"Easy, easy!" Matt called, alarnmed. "You'll give yourself a bellyache!"

Fadecourt froze. Then he said, "My apol ogi es. Hunger is no excuse for bad
manners. |If you don't mnd, though, I wll have a few nore bites."

"Sure, sure! Just don't overdo it, okay?" Matt turned away and began prow i ng
around the clearing.

Fadecourt swal |l owed and cal |l ed, "Wat do you seek?"
"Stones," Matt called back, "for the fire pit."

Fadecourt put the deer |eg down--a najor act of will--and canme to join Matt.
"This much, at least, | can do! There's one that woul d be good." He bent down and
pi cked up a two-foot boul der. Then he saw another one, a little larger, so he
shifted the first one into the crook of his el bow and scooped up the second boul der
with his other hand. "Were did you want thenf"

"In--in the center of the clearing.” Matt pointed.

"Right-o0." Fadecourt stepped |lithely over to center and set the first stone
down gently, then the second. "Leave this to nme, old chap. You scout up the
ki ndl i ng, eh?"

"Yeah...sure." Matt just stared. Each of those boul ders had to weigh a hundred
pounds, at |east--and they weren't exactly carved for ease of carrying. Matt m ght,
just mght, have been able to carry one of themw th both hands, if he'd absolutely
had to. More likely, he'd have rolled it--with the aid of a |ever.

He turned away to hunt up kindling, wondering if he should maybe have asked
Narlh to put off the hunting a little |onger.

He laid the kindling, shaved a fuzz stick, and struck a spark with flint and
steel, then breathed it alight.

"WIIl you not |ight your blaze with magic, Wzard?"

Matt shook his head. "Spells are |ike noney--you shouldn't spend them unl ess
you have to." For sone reason, he was a little reluctant to tell this stranger
about the problemof attracting sorcerous attention by using nagic.

He pulled out a ham drew his knife, and started to cut a slice--then stopped,
amazed. It was like cutting wood. He struck it with his knuckles, and heard a
definite knock.
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"You mght want to boil it," Fadecourt suggested. "It's dried, you see--and
quite salty."”

"I suppose I'lIl have to use a spell, then." Matt sighed. "I don't happen to
have any pots with ne."

"Conme, sir! Have you never nmade a bark bucket ?"
Matt | ooked up, surprised. "No, can't say that | have."

"Only the work of a fewmnutes! 1'lIl be back in a jiff." The cycl ops uncoil ed,
endi ng up standing, and prow ed off into the night, slipping a flint knife fromhis
bel t .

Matt wat ched him go, pleasantly surprised--he'd expected the stranger to be
panting with eagerness to see Matt work a spell. Apparently, he didn't have too
many doubts about Matt's powers.

O didn't it matter to hinf

Matt shrugged, and runmaged around anong the firewood he'd collected to start
| ashi ng together a tripod.

A long throat cleared itself off to his left.
Matt | ooked up, surprised, then smled. "Thanks for the warning, Narlh."

The dracogriff cane up and dropped a wild boar by the fire. "Wiy you humans
can't hear a guy making a racket com ng through the brush, 1'Il never know. "

"Smal | ears,"” Matt answered. "How conme you can find gane when nobody el se can?"

"They don't seemto want to stay hid when they see ne coming." Narlh wal ked
around a half circle, letting his hindquarters Iie down and ending with his front
section recunbent, too. "You mght want to turn your back a little--1"mnot big on
tabl e manners. "

"M ght help if you had a table.” But Matt did hike hinself a little way away.
"Were's the uninvited guest?”

"Oh, | took care of that--1 invited him He's off naking a bark bucket for ne,
so | can boil sonme life back into this ham™

"Trying to butter you up, huh? Look, if you want some pig nmeat with the juice
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still init, hack off a slice!l"”

Matt turned back, overcom ng revul sion, and took out his knife. "Don't mnd if
| do, thanks." He skinned a hindquarter and cut off several foot-|long wedges of
meat. Then he skewered them on green sticks and hung them over the fire. "I
appreciate it."

"I'"l'l never mss 'em"
"Oh! | see you' ve managed!" Fadecourt cane up to the fire, hauling a bucket.

"Yes, but we can fry the hamfor breakfast--if we can nake it chewable." Matt
reached up, took down the bucket, and hung it fromthe tripod. "Thanks for filling
it."

"Don't nmention it." The cyclops folded hinself and eyed the pork hungrily. He
took up the hindquarter of venison, cut a strip, and nunched.

The fact that he nade sone try at table manners inpressed Matt nore than the
bucket .

"If you'll excuse ne." He got up, went to rumrage in the provisions sack.

"Certainly." Fadecourt's gaze followed Matt as he lifted out the can of tal cum
powder and went to the |imt of the firelight, shaking out a white stream as he
went backward around the canmp fire, conpleting the circle, then making a second
one. When he finished, he put away the powder and cane to sit down by the fire
again. "Just like to have it ready if we need it, you see.”

"But of course." Fadecourt |ooked a little puzzl ed.

Trees whipped in a sudden wi nd Matt shivered and pulled his cloak over his
shoul ders. "Looks as though we may be in for a wet night."

"Ah, yes. The advantage to ny sort of raiment is that it dries out rather
qui ckly. ™"

"Why not keep it fromgetting wet in the first place? A brush hut isn't that
hard to cobble.™

"So | see." Fadecourt eyed Matt's shelter. "I just may imtate you in that."

"Be ny guest. | take it you were heading for Merovence, to get away from being
chased?"”

"Yes, but only until | had gathered the wherewithal to return.”
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"And what woul d that be?"

The cycl ops' shoul ders sagged. "I haven't the foggiest, really. ["mnot in a
position to hire an arny--and | don't really inagine too many citizens of Merovence
woul d be ready to march against the sorcery of Ibile. |I suppose the best | could
find woul d have been a wi zard, who m ght have been willing to teach ne sone
spells."”

Matt definitely didn't Iike the sound of that. "It takes tinme to | earn enough
magi c to protect yourself in this kind of country, you know. "

Fadecourt heaved a sigh. "Well, if years it takes, then years | nust give to it-
-but 1'Il not forsake ny fellow citizens in their extremty!" He | ooked up at Mtt.
"And how do you cone to be in the mddle of a tearing wlderness on such an ugly-
seem ng ni ght ?"

"I'"'mquesting. You know-it's really in fashion."

"No, | don't." The cyclops frowned. "Certainly not in so hazardous a place as a
nountainside in Ibile, in the conpany of a dracogriff--deuced prickly, the beasts
are."

A snort answered himfrom behi nd Matt.

"No of fense," the cyclops said easily. "I"'min sonmething of the sanme position
nyself, d' you see.”

"Being very prickly?"

"No--being engaged in a search. It's a quest, inits way. A lost article, you
m ght say."

"Ch." Matt frowned. "Wiere was it | ost?"

"At the king's court,” the cyclops said. "I had word of it froma friend who
has sone acquai ntance there."

Matt remenbered that he might be the target of an effort to inpress, and
automatically denoted the "acquai ntance" froma courtier to a servant. "I gather
the party who lost it will reward you handsonely for its return?”

"Ch, quite! O, rather, he'll reward nme rather unpleasantly if |I return with no
chance of retrieving it." Fadecourt gave hima toothy smle. He had very | arge,
very even, very white teeth.
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"I see," Matt said with great originality, trying not to think about those

teeth. "lIs it of intrinsic, sentinmental, or aesthetic value?"

"Ch, of only sentinmental and practical value, | assure you." The cycl ops' eye
took on the gleam of delight that conmes fromrecogni zing a kindred soul --and, just
possi bly, a good conversation. "At least, | don't believe anyone would pay nore

than a few coppers for it."

"I take it," Matt said, "that if you discover its whereabouts, it mght be
rat her dangerous to go after it."

"I't mght that, yes. You see, |I've little nagic and | ess sorcery."

"Is that all?" Matt stared, frankly anazed. He recovered quickly and nmanaged a
smle. "I'd think you m ght have a problemw th, um guards, if there are any."

"Ch no, not a lick! | nean, yes, there probably will be nen-at-arns, but |'m
not at all concerned about them Strength of arms, don't you know. "

"No," Matt said, taking in the nearly naked formbefore him "I don't know. You
don't have a weapon on you, except for that little flint knife."

"No, | nmeant ny actual arns--linbs, do you see.”

"Oh, yes." Matt renenbered how Fadecourt had collected boulders for the fire
ring. "But don't overestimate your strength. Sheer |ifting power won't help you
agai nst arned guards."

"There's a bit nore to it than you' ve seen. Have a | ook." The cycl ops rose and
turned in one lithe, fluid notion, then stepped away to a four-foot boul der that
nmust have wei ghed half a ton. He didn't even set hinself, just took hold under the
curve on both sides, hefted it up over his head (Matt ducked asi de, panicked by the
backswi ng), and tossed it off into the night.

Matt just stared, gaping.

There was a long hiss behind him-Narlh, with eyes glittering.
Sonmewhere out in the darkness, there was a faint crash.

The cycl ops turned back to themwith a shrug. "That's the way of it."
"Very inpressive," Matt nurnured, eyes gl azed.

Alittle too inpressive, in fact--not the kind of display calculated to wn you
a welcone to a stranger's fireside. Fromthe sound of him the cyclops nust have
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been able to realize that; did he really think he was so engaging that Matt woul d
chumup to himwhen he'd just proved he could probably tie Matt's guardi an
dracogriff in knots?

O did he think Matt needed his strength badly enough to strike an alliance?

He just m ght have been right on that one.

"But that's all." The cyclops sat down again. "I can knock down any arny, if
need be. O course, 1'd rather not hurt the poor chaps, but I can if I have to. O
knock a hole in a castle wall, for that matter. But if they send the nost junior of
apprentice sorcerers after ne, I'mlost."

"And," Matt said slowy, "you' ve taken the notion that | can counter a
sorcerer."

"Quite. You do have sonething of a reputation in w zardry."

"But | could be lying--you don't knowthat I"'mreally the Lord Wzard." Matt
frowned. "What gave you the idea | mght really know somethi ng about nagi c?"

"Partly the fact that you're riding a dracogriff, a beast so scarce that any
sorcerer would quite willingly kill for its blood--kill not just it, but anyone
near by. "

Matt heard the | ong hiss behind himagain, and a rustle of wi ngs. "This nakes
you want to get near it?"

The cycl ops shrugged. "I"'mnot afraid to, if that's what you nean."

Because he knew there was a wi zard al ong? O because he was too stupid to be
scared?

Matt had a notion Fadecourt was anything but stupid. "Anything el se that m ght
nmake you think I'ma w zard?"

"Well, apart fromthe fact that you're sitting inside a magical guarding circle
on a hillside in a country devoted to sorcery--no, not really."

"Just a fewlittle sinple facts.” Matt nodded.
He straightened up and cleared his throat. "Ever do any painting?"

"Eh?" The cyclops stared, startled. "Wy, yes, actually--quite a bit. Wat nmade
you t hink so?"
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"Just a wild guess. What instrunents do you play?"
"The doubl e flute and bassoon." The cycl ops frowned. "How could you know t hat ?"
"Just going by your general anbiance. What's your favorite book?"

"I would have to say The (Qdyssey," Fadecourt said slowy, "though |I know it
woul d be nore politic to refer to the |ays of Hardishane, in this part of the
worl d."

Matt tried not to show his surprise. "Were did you find a translation?"
"Ch, | couldn't, of course. | had to learn Geek in order to read it."

That, Matt noted silently, was nore than he had done. "How about the
Necr onom con?"

"Never heard of it." The cyclops frowned. "Is it good?"

"Sheer madness--evil, too, | hear. Never read it nyself, of course. Have you
heard about the Cabal a?"

The cycl ops shook his head. "Not ny cup of nead. Only interested in tales and
histories, | blush to say.”" He wasn't reddening noticeably, but then, Matt was only
seeing himby firelight.

"Hi stories? Say, |'ve always wondered--when was Hardi shane crowned?"

"In the year of our Lord 862, and he died in 925, rich in virtue and stil
mghty in arnms. Wiile he lived, he drove the forces of Evil back fromall these
| ands of the middle realm and they basked in the Iight of goodness and order."

"Even | bil e?"

"Even here," Fadecourt confirned. "Before his comng, the |land was held by a
peopl e made brutish by sorcery--but he, and the good enperors of his line, held the
|l and so clearly in the |ight of goodness that, within two generations, the folk of
I bile were courteous, peaceful, and cultured."

"Wi |l e Hardi shane's heirs ruled over the Enpire.” Matt frowned. "But the | ast
Enmperor fell, and the kings cane again."

"Quite so--in 1084."

Matt | ooked up in surprise. "They held Europe united that |ong?" In his own
uni verse, Charlenmagne's enpire hadn't really lasted nore than a generation after
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his death, though it had continued in nanme down to the eighteenth century.
"They did, but Lornhane, the | ast reigning Enperor, was foolish and weak."
Matt noticed the qualifier. "The | ast reigning enperor?"

"Indeed. Tradition has it that Hardi shane's |line endures, and that his
descendants still wander Europe, awaiting the tinme when the Enpire nust be
reestablished, or all the lands fall to evil and sorcery."

Matt nodded sl owl y--he had heard the | egend. In fact, he had net the current
heir. He travel ed under the nanme of Sir GQuy Losobal, and he was spectacularly
reluctant to seek dom nion. "So Lornhane did not die childless.”

"No, but his heir was carried away to be reared in secrecy--which was well, for
he doubt| ess woul d have been hal ed down and sl ain when his father died--for
Lornhane's | ast years were nade mi serable by the chaos that reigned within his
enpi re. However, he did have the wi sdomto appoint kings to Ibile, Merovence,

Al lustria, and all the Northern Lands and Isles, to quench the feuding of the
barons and establish some echo of Hardi shane's order within their domains, by the
time Lornhane died."

"And that |ine of kings endures in Merovence," Matt said slowy.

"Yes, though the forces of Evil nearly toppled them | understand the queen's
return to her throne was | argely your own doing."

Matt waved away the flattery. "That's a bit of an exaggeration. | just did what
| had to do. Not given nuch choice, in fact."

"Enough to have betrayed her and devoted yourself to Evil, had you w shed.™
Fadecourt's eye glittered. "A worker of magi c always has that opportunity, ever-
present before him™

"Yes." Matt's voice hardened. "It's a constant tenptation--and it nust be
constantly resisted.”

"OF course," the cyclops said quietly, but Matt had the eerie feeling that he
had j ust passed sone sort of test.

He shifted uneasily. "How long did the |line of kings endure in Ibile?"

"Oh, the line endures to this day, though none know where the rightful heir may
be," Fadecourt answered, "and | assure you that the strongest sorcerers have
exerted their greatest efforts to find him"
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Matt |ifted his head. "That nust be sone spell that's guarding him"

"I't nmust indeed. For nyself, |I fancy it was the doing of Saint Mncaire--that
he crafted the spell to protect all of Hardi shane's descendants, no matter how
tenuous their relationship.”

"But if he's hiding, he's not ruling." Matt frowned.

"Quite so. The reigning king was betrayed and slain sonme two hundred years ago,
and a foul usurper seized the crown.™

"And his grandson rul es now?"

Fadecourt shook his head. "Such orderly succession is not the way of sorcery.
The usurper Yzrprz was in his own turn assassinated, and the throne seized by the
nore-evil sorcerer Dredplen. His reign was |ong, though filled with terror--yet he
died at the hands of a sorcerer nore foul than he: the tyrant Gordogrosso, whose
descendant reigns in the city of Olequedrille still."

Matt winced. "Do me a favor, okay? Don't say the king's nane aloud--it m ght
attract his attention."

Fadecourt shrugged. "He cares naught--1 amtoo insignificant."
"I m ght not be, though."

Fadecourt stiffened. "Quite true! My apol ogies, Wzard. Yet be assured, he
knows not that | amwth you."

"Yet," Matt said.

"Aye." The cycl ops seened unnerved. "Even the | and may report your presence to
him Daily, his corruption wi dens, and may sone day include even plants and rocks."

"It just gets worse as it goes along," Matt said, feeling nunb.

"It does, and it will--until some nman of good heart arises to overthrow this
vile king." Fadecourt gave Matt a singularly penetrating gl ance.

Matt returned it, trying to reach a decision. He couldn't trust a total
stranger, could he? For all he knew, Fadecourt m ght be a spy, just trying to get
himto trick hinmself into saying he was planning to overthrow the king, so that
sone true testinony could be used at his trial. The cyclops mght yell for
rei nforcements as soon as Matt said it, and he could find hinself on his way to a
hangi ng court before he knew it. Not that King Gordogrosso needed actual evidence,
really, though it did tend to nmake things neater.
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But the doggone stranger practically knew. ..

Then it occurred to Matt to relax and listen for guidance within him D vine
gui dance, hopefully, though he'd settle for a good word from Saint |ago. He rel axed
suddenly, smling, and tried to feel some kind of nudge within his mnd. In his own
uni verse, some mght think that such a nethod of decision nmaki ng would be the
hei ght of stupidity; but here, it should be fool proof...

He felt the inpul se. Desperately, he hoped it was right. "Well, now that you
mention it, that just happens to be ny quest."

"What ?" Fadecourt | ooked up with glow ng eye. "The freeing of |bile?"

"Good way to phrase it." Matt nodded. "Yes, | like your words better. Can you
give me any idea what |'mup agai nst?"

"dadly, good Wzard! There wll be sone that you will rejoice to hear, but
much that you will deplore.™

"You're so encouraging,” Matt murrmured. "Tell me sonething good.”

"Well, the best part of it is that Gordogrosso has not |left his castle since he
t ook power."

" Agor aphobi a?" Matt | ooked up, interested. "Or is he just too paranoid to trust
hi s advi sers?"

"l cannot say--but he has not cone out these fifteen years. You shall not,
therefore, need to concern yourself about neeting the sorcerer in person.”

"Until we come to his castle.” Matt raised a finger. "I'"mafraid that's part of
the plan."

Nar | h grow ed.

"Brave man!" Fadecourt cried. "And what will you do when you've cone there?"

"Think fast," Matt said. "Actually, |I hope to have conme up with sone sort of
strategy by then. But you don't think we'll have any trouble getting there?"
"Oh, | did not say that! For | ook you, Gordogrosso's evil has so deeply taken

hold of the land that only a few attenpt any degree of goodness, and they nust hide
it."

"So. Every man's hand is turned agai nst me, huh?"
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"And every woman's. Each day, such few good folk as are left seek to flee the
| and--and are nore often than not cut down in their flight."

Matt thought of the famly he'd net earlier in the day, and was glad he'd found
an excuse to give thema little help. "I suppose he's got a pretty good spy
net wor k. "

"He has no need of it--for '"tis as though the very ground, the |eaves of the
trees, are so perneated with his corruption that he can see where any person is at
any tinme. If sonme event is to happen, he can viewit."

Matt felt his scalp prickling. "What? The | and has becone an extension of his
nervous systen? He just knows?"

"Well, not so bad as that," Fadecourt allowed. " 'Tis said he spies by neans of
a magical mrror--so he nust | ook ere he can see. Mreover, he nust know that a
person exists, ere he can spy upon him Indeed, 'tis certain there are places even
CGor dogr osso cannot peer into--though no one is sure where they may be."

Matt's skin craw ed as though he could feel soneone peering down his back.
"This isn't exactly building an overwhel mng enthusiasmin nme for this job."

"Oh, you nust not give it over!" The cyclops | eaned forward, reaching out
toward Matt. "You are the best hope Ibile has had in a generation! Nay, valiant
W zard, | beseech you! Leave not the people of Ibile to toil in msery and sorrow
Come, and come quickly, to their aid! Defeat Gordogrosso and his evil sycophants!”

"Well...l...1"d be glad to," Matt nmanaged, "but I'monly one man. Conceited
though | may be, even | don't think I can take on the magic and m ght of a whole
country, and win!"

"You shall have aid, every iota that we folk of Ibile can bring you! | nyself
will stand at your right hand and do all that | can to cast down your enemes! Only
do what you nust to save our land fromcorruption and Hell--even if you nust take

the crown yourself, to do it!"

Well! Matt couldn't have asked for a better invitation. Not that he had given
up on the idea of winning a kingdomfor hinmself, mnd you, and thereby w nning
Al i sande--but it certainly helped to be invited. Politics being what it is, it
strengthened his position to have sone shred of legitimcy to his claim Probably
hel ped his position nmagically, too, since magi c here was based on right and w ong.
"Al'l right,"” he said magnani mously, "I'll give it atry,”

After all, the angel hadn't said he couldn't, had it?
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CHAPTER 9

The Si ege Parl ous

The soldiers had burned out the village and |eft the bodies to rot. Mst of
t hem had been so thoroughly charred that there wasn't nmuch left to decay, but the
posi tions of the blackened bones, and of the few intact but putrefying bodies, made
cl ear what the soldiers' idea of fun had been

It sent Narlh into a towering rage. "Were did they go? Evil! Corrupted! Back-
st abbi ng, treacherous, wanton |unps of decay! Show nme their trail! "Il hunt 'em
down! 1'Il fry "emall! I'Il tear 'em apart and roast the pieces!"

"Easy, Narl h, easy!" The dracogriff's sudden rage had Matt nore than a little
frightened. "They did this a week ago, or nore. They're far away now. It woul dn't
do any good to..."

"It would do ne a | ot of good!"
"Revenge will not aid these poor souls now, " Fadecourt said.

"Killing those two-1egged nonsters would keep them from doing this to any ot her
wonen! They did that to females of their own kind! It's bad enough when nmales do it
to femal es from anot her species--but their own?"

Now Matt understood--the evidence of rape rem nded Narlh too strongly of his
own begetting. "Well, then, don't stop with killing off one band, Narlh. Kill off
their king, the one who allows his soldiers to do this in the first place.”

"All ows?" Fadecourt scoffed. "Nay, encourages! Exhorts! That none will dare
turn their hands agai nst him Save your anger for the one who sets the exanple that
t hese vicious underlings follow"

"Vicious isn't the word for them Look at those bodies! Even the nen! Rape
wasn't enough for them-they had to torture these poor people, too! And what'd they
do to deserve it, huh?"

"Served a lord that the king disliked," Fadecourt answered, "whether they would
or no. Nay, the long and the short of it is, there was none to defend themfromthe
sol di ers' decaying taste in anusenents.”

Narl h turned a baleful glare on them "Your kind is tw sted! Warped! Vilel"
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“"No argunent,"” Matt nuttered. "Conme on, let's get out of here while I'mstil
nore angry than sick." He picked up the pace, trying not to | ook either right or
left until they had passed out of the vill age.

"Men can be good, dracogriff,"” Fadecourt was saying as they energed. "Wat you
have seen is what nen can becone, when they let their baser desires free."

"And when soneone encourages themto be cruel and decadent," Matt grow ed.
"When soneone starts telling themthat hurting other people is fun, and it's okay
to have fun at sonebody el se's expense. The worse they get, the worse they find
t hensel ves wanting to be."

"Aye," Fadecourt runbled. " 'Tis when soneone tells themthat good is bad, and
wong is right.”

“I"1l flay him" Narlh growed. "I'Il tear himapart!"

"Peopl e can be twisted so badly that they enjoy hurting other people, Narlh,"
Matt said. "It's called "sadism' "

"Sad? It's horrible! Do they have to do it?"

"No. It's a strong drive, but it only gets to be a conpulsion in the worst of
them Most people can keep it in bounds, because by the tine they've grown up,
they' ve learned it's wong. But these people have grown up with a king who tells
themcruelty is right, as long as there's a good chance they can get away with it."

"So if you show "emthey won't get away with it, then they'll stop! And the
best way to show "emthat is to kill off the ones who do it!"

"Maybe--but there's no point in trying, as long as sonmeone's protecting them
fromjustice. You have to start with the one at the top."

"Let ne at him"

"Il try," Matt said. "But first, we have to get to him" Their first view of
the village had been bad enough--Matt woul d have avoided it, if he'd been able to
see it far enough ahead. But no, the trees had suddenly opened out, and they had
found thenselves in the mddle of the char and soot. Matt wondered how many nore
like it he' d pass, before they reached Ol equedrille. There couldn't be too nmany,
he told hinself frantically--the nobl enen had to have sone taxpayers |eft. What
good was owning the land, if you didn't have anyone to farmit? It nade Matt edgy.
Gordogrosso's forces were obviously in the vicinity, and if Fadecourt was right,
the king could see everything that was going on in Ibile--so how come Matt and his
friends hadn't been attacked by an arny?
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Finally, he tried the idea out |oud--but with as nmuch casual ness as he could
manage. "Any idea why the king hasn't sent an army after us yet?"

"Why, " Fadecourt said in surprise, "he nmay not know that we are here. He nust
|l ook in his magic mrror before he can see, you know "

Matt shook his head. "lI've tried to hold down on the magic, but | have used a
few spells in the |last few days, and nost of them have been to fight evil deeds.
That kind of thing is bound to draw his attention.”

"How so?" Fadecourt asked, frowning.

"Because a nmgician can tell whenever another one is working magi ¢ nearby,"
Matt expl ained. "At least, that's what happened to ne in Merovence. | should think
it would work just as well here.”

"It may be as you say," Fadecourt said slowy, "but you did say “nearby.' Wuld
the king be able to feel your magic, all the way across the land in Ol equedrille?"

"Good point," Matt said slowy. "But 1'd think the | ocal baron could, and that
he woul d pass the word on to Gordogrosso. |'d also expect himto conme chargi ng out
with an arnmy of his own."

"The local lord is penned within his own castle," Fadecourt explained, "and the
king's soldiers besiege him Wat you say may be true, but the | ord cannot cone out
agai nst you--nor is he likely to, if you oppose the king. The nore confusi on anong
his attackers, the better for him"

"Good point," Matt said slowy, "but wouldn't there be a sorcerer anong the
besi eger s?"

"Aye, but he cannot nove w thout Gordogrosso's conmand. He may tell the king of
your presence, but H's Corruption is not apt to weaken the siege by sending nore
than a handful of soldiers after you."

"Ckay," Matt said. "Where's the handful ?"
Fadecourt shrugged. "Mayhap they think you too small to bother with."

"These boys don't seemthe kind to | et anything pass, no nmatter how small."
Matt renmenbered the vill age.

Fadecourt shrugged. "For nyself, | would attribute your safety to the
i ntervention of the saints. They have not conpl etely abandoned Ibile, you know.

"Even though Ibile nay have conpl etely abandoned them Yes."
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"Woul d not the saints favor you, and wish to aid you in your quest?"

"You could say that," Matt said with a sardonic smle, renenbering the angel.
"Yes, you could say so." And he let it go at that--tenporarily.

They were riding down the nountain trail when Matt suddenly reined in. "Hold
on! What am | thinking of ?"

"I"ll bite,” Narlh grunted. Fadecourt and Matt shot him | ooks of horror, and he
said quickly, "No, no! | nmean, |I'll ask the question. Al right, Wzard--what are
you t hi nking of ?" "

Matt relaxed. "It's what |I'mnot thinking of that matters. The siege! Here |'ve
had it made plain every day to ne, tine and again, that there's a siege going on,

W th besiegers who have all the virtue of piranhas in heat, and all | can think of
is, That's interesting. Good place to stay away from' But if I'mreally neaning
to fight evil in this country, | ought to be going toward that siege, to see if |

can hel p out any! Fadecourt, you've just come through that stretch of country. Can
you |l ead us to the castle?"

Fadecourt exchanged a glance with Narlh. "I can, aye--yet whether or not
"twoul d be prudent, | nust debate.”

"COh, it's anything but prudent! This whole quest is anything but prudent.
nmean, if 1'd been prudent, | never would have sworn to go kick Gordogrosso off his
throne in the first place, would I?"

"Even allowi ng that," the cyclops said, "it nmay be that you should bypass this
conflict. Is not the greater villain the nore vital target? And should you risk
your safety, let alone your anonymty, in attacking a | esser?"

"Oh, cone on! That's the kind of thinking that's gotten this country into this
mess! OF course we should attack evil wherever we find it! Trying to be smart, and
becom ng callous in the process, is playing into the sorcerer's hands!"

"I s'pose,” Narlh grunped. "But it could be you're going after bait, you know. "

"Bait?" Matt frowned. "You don't really think the king would nount a siege just
to sucker ne in, do you?"

"I'f he knew you were com ng? Sure! Fromwhat |'ve heard of him he's done a | ot
bi gger setups for a lot smaller reasons!”

"Way hit a fly with a swatter when you could use a shotgun, huh?" Matt nodded.
"Doesn't sound |like a smart ruler, though.”
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"Nay, but think of it as a cat playing with a nouse," Fadecourt expl ai ned. "He
derives such mserable pleasure as he may, fromallowng his victins a nmaze in
whi ch to wander."

Matt frowned. "You' re beginning to sound convincing."

"Yeah, well, it could also be that neither side is worth fighting for,"” Narlh
poi nted out. "You know how a man gets to be nobility here?”

"Why. .. he gets born. Doesn't he?"

"Sure, and he gets killed off fast, if he doesn't show any sign of being just
as cruel as his papa is,” Narlh snorted. "'Nobility" in Gordogrosso's |bile means
bei ng nore brutal than the brutes and nore nerciless than the nercenaries.”

"He speaks truth," Fadecourt said, his voice low. "Only those who delight in
cruelty, and are swift to strike and slow to repent, beconme knights of
Gordogrosso's |iege nen. And to becone a baron, one nust be al so harsh and
ruthless, and skilled in treachery.”

Matt frowned. "Then how can Gordogrosso trust his vassal s?"

"He cannot. He trusts themto seek their own advantage, and | eads them by the
force of their own greed."

"So he can trust themto do what's best for thenselves,” Matt said, glowering,
"and he makes sure following his orders is in their greatest self-interest."

"Aye," Fadecourt said. "So if you would help a |lord who is besieged, you would
be ai ding one villain agai nst anot her who besets him"

"Choosing the | esser of two evils, is that it? Gordogrosso just lets his barons
slug it out with each ot her whenever they want to?"

"Ch, nay! They nust have his | eave--or be sure he'll turn a blind eye."

"Which is to say, the pocket war has to be in his interest,” Matt interpreted.
"But doesn't that nmean one of the two barons is less evil than the other? At | east
enough to get Gordogrosso nmad at hinP"

Narl h and Fadecourt exchanged a startled gl ance.

"I't may be," the cyclops said slowy, "though it nay nore easily be that the
one of them has angered Gordogrosso in some way, mayhap by insol ence or by
overreachi ng hinsel f."
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"Possible,"” Matt agreed, "but it's al so possible that he won Gordogrosso's
anger by trying to be good."

"Yeah, well, that could be,” Narlh argued, "but even if it was, how could you
tell which baron was the good guy?"

"By which side Gordogrosso has lent troops to." Matt |ifted a hand to forestal
Narl h's protest. "I know, | know, he m ght not have troops with either side. But
we' |l never know if we don't go look, will we?"

"I can think of safer ways to gather information,” Narlh grow ed.

"Even if 'tis so, Lord Wzard, what advantage is there for you or your goal in
ai ding the one of thenP" Fadecourt asked.

"That kind of thinking leads to capitulating to the forces of evil," Mtt said,
pointing the finger at him "O, nore concisely, selling out. But now that you
rai se the question, any eneny of Gordogrosso's is an ally of ours. And you'll
pardon nme for saying it, but we could use a few allies. Look, it really won't take
that long just to go check it out, will it?"

Narl h and Fadecourt exchanged one final glance. Then the cycl ops sighed and
turned off the road. "As you will have it, Lord Wzard. Follow-"'tis off to the
north, this way."

Four siege towers were set against one wall of the castle, and the crossbowren
on their tops were firing frombehind thick |eather shields. As Matt watched, one
of themfell to the ground--probably screanming, but their hilltop blind was too far
away to hear anything but a steady roar, punctuated by netallic clashings. In spite
of their few |l osses, the arbal esters had swept the ranparts al nost clear--certainly
cl ear enough so that the attacker's knights were streamng onto the walls, followed
by their soldiers. A few defenders rose up to obstruct them but the invaders
clustered around them and chopped themto bits. As Matt and his friends wat ched,
the drawbri dge cane thundering down.

"The porter is dead," Fadecourt interpreted, "and they have cut the stays of
the wi ndlass. No matter how good your intentions, Lord Wzard, we have cone too
| ate. "

"Too bad." Matt scow ed at the distant scene, nmentally berating hinself for not
havi ng conme sooner. "I'd like to know if it matters, though.” Which translated as
wanting to know just how guilty he should feel. "Can you see if any of themare
king's nmen?"

"I can,” Narlh grunted. "I was hatched for high sight, renenber?"
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"Eyes |i ke an eagle?" Matt | ooked up, startled.

"Those shortsighted pests? Don't nmake ne | augh. And, uh--yeah, the crossbownen
on top are all wearing the sane colors. Sane as the first troops in over the
battl enents, too."

"What hues are they?" Fadecourt asked.

"Red and bl ack."

"Bl ood and nourning." Fadecourt's face settled into grimlines. "They are
CGor dogrosso's troops, indeed.”

"Could it be the lord of this castle was | ess evil than nost of his breed?"
Matt asked.

"More likely overly anbitious--but even then, he could have proved a useful
foil for us, to keep the king's attention whiles we cane up behind. I do now regret
that we cane |ate.”

"Maybe not conpletely.” Matt tried to close his ears to the cries of dismay.
"There's a chance the naster of the house is staging a getaway."

"And leaving his nmen to bear the brunt of the assault." Fadecourt nodded, tight-
| i pped. "Aye; it hath the stanp of Gordogrosso's nobles. Wuld you hel p such a one,
t hen?"

"Long enough to ask hima few questions. If he's as bad as you think, we can
al ways |l eave himto his fate--but if he could be useful, we m ght help himget
clear. Think we can find the postern?”

"Aye, if we nmust." Fadecourt sighed. ""And after seeing that we may have ni ssed
a worthy chance, I"mnot inclined to argue. Follow, then--we'll make the circuit of
the walls. But fromthe ridge-top, an it please you."

"Sure." Matt | ooked back anxiously as they turned away. "I--don't suppose
there's anything I can do to stop what's going on?"

"Sure," Narlh grunted. "You're the wi zard, aren't you? But you can bet your
bonnet there's a whole coven of sorcerers in there, on the king's side. In this
country, that's probably why they won--out-magi cked. Do you really think you' d do
any good by taking '"emall on?"

"Not much, I"'mafraid.” Matt sighed. "Not that | wouldn't try, if | were sure
it was worth it. Come on, let's find out."
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They circled the castle, staying in the hills about half a mle distant, with
the clash of battle ringing in the distance. It nade Matt uneasy--he was stil
feeling guilty about not having intervened in tine to save the farners at the first
village; that old attitude of "It's not ny fight" so naturally took over. He felt
he should intervene here, instead of skul king about. But his friends were right,
there was no point in hel ping one villain agai nst another, especially when he
di dn't know whi ch was worse--or of jeopardizing his main nmission by trying to help
t he underdog, as an automatic refl ex.

Finally, he woke to the fact that they had conme an awfully | ong way and were
taking an even longer time trying to find that postern gate. "Uh--Fadecourt?"

"Aye, W zard?"
"You do know where this back door is, don't you?"

Fadecourt shook his head. "I do not know this castle itself. | know only where
t he postern should be, not where it is."

"Which is?" Matt frowned.

"Toward the rear of the castle, or at least far fromthe gatehouse--wherefore
have two doors side by side? And it should be near a watercourse, or a rocky defile
t hat woul d hide those who flee."

"Both of which make it a good place for an attack," Matt noted. "So it woul d be
pretty well guarded."

"Aye, or quite secret--in which case, it will be hidden."

Matt frowned. "So how are we to...Hey!"

"What' sa matter?" Narl h snapped.

"I see them" Fadecourt pointed.

Two knights were galloping uphill toward them with a score of pikenen behind.
"What're they after?”

"Fugitives, at a guess.”

"Then? They've got the royal |ivery!"

"No, no! They're chasing fugitives!"
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"So | would conjecture,” Fadecourt agreed. "Therefore, let us find themfirst,
that we may | earn--"

Three horses broke out of the scrub growth a hundred feet away, charging hell-
bent for leather right at them The first was a | ady, the two behi nd her knights.

"Aside!" Fadecourt suited the action to the word. "Let them pass; we know not
what they be."

But the two knights weren't of so generous a turn of mnd. They saw the
conmpani ons and turned their nounts, veering toward Matt and Fadecourt. Undeterred
by the sight of Narlh, they |eveled their |ances and charged. The woman sped by
Matt--he had an inpression of chestnut hair whipping about behind a drawn and w de-
eyed face, and a figure as graceful as the gazelle she was now imtating in her
flight--then she was gone, sped past him still fleeing.

"What're they after us for?" Matt wail ed.

"Qur large friend, and ny poor self, are not the | east threatening of beings,
I n appearance,"” Fadecourt grated. "Let us disarmthemgently."

"Disarmthen? I'mgetting out of their way!" Matt | eaped asi de.

"That is the first step," Fadecourt agreed, but he stayed standing in the
r oadway.

"Junmp!" Matt cried. "Or your nane will be shashlik!"

Still Fadecourt stood his ground, glaring up along the |ances at the knights,
and Matt tried to think up a quick swerving spell. O course, he didn't need to; at
the last mnute, Fadecourt cried, "Now " and | eaped aside, and Narlh spun off the
path in a surprisingly graceful double turn. The knights shouted in anger, but
t hundered on by; they were going too fast to stop or turn.

"This time, we will unseat them" Fadecourt said calmy, as he stepped back
onto the path.

"Are you crazy?" Matt shouted. "Those guys are nedi eval steanrollers!”
"What ki nda beasts are those?" Narlh | ooked up, interested.
"They'll not conme so quickly now, " Fadecourt pointed out.

But he was wong. The knights reined in their nounts at the end of the meadow,
turned, and cane thundering back, |ances |eveled, building up nore and nore speed.
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Fadecourt frowned. "That is not as they should do."

Matt | ooked up and shouted, "It's not you! They've got bigger gane to worry
about!"

Fadecourt | ooked up, indignant and of fended--then | ooked where Matt was
poi nti ng and saw the two pursuing knights charging straight for him with their
pack of pikes in full voice behind them

The cycl ops took the better part of valor and | eaped for Narlh, crying, "Away!"
Matt dashed to join them calling, "Is it time to help the good guys yet?"
"We ken not who they may be! Wzard, away!"

Whatever the nerits of the two | one knights, they weren't short on courage.
They gal | oped full out toward the pursuers, blind to the nob. But their enem es
were just as doughty, and their lances just as long. They slamed into the
fugitives with a crash like an iron foundry going broke. Lances splintered; soneone
screaned; a body slanmed down to the ground; and Matt squeezed his eyes shut. Wen
he | ooked again, the two fugitives were down, along with one horse; the other was
gal | opi ng away. The knights rode on over their bodies, unheeding, galloping toward
t he woods. The pi kenen paused | ong enough to nake sure the knights were dead,
stabbing through the joints with their pikes, then ran after their |eaders.

Matt winced. "Not |long on nercy, are they?" Then he suddenly realized the
kni ghts were chasi ng nothing--at |east, as far as he could see. "Hey! Were'd the
| ady go?"

"Into the woods," Fadecourt answered, tight-lipped. "If you woul dst save her,
W zard, 'tis now you nust cast your spell."

Matt frowned. "Wait a minute, no. Al along, you' ve been telling nme not to
pitch in until | know which side is good and which is evil. How cone all of a
sudden you know?"

"Why, because she is a woman."

Matt stared.
Then he sighed and said, "One of these days, I'Il figure out the |ogic of that--
or else I'll have to admt that chivalry can becone a knee-jerk reflex. Ckay, |'l

try to give her a little help.

"Overcast the day!
The sunny wel ki n cover thou anon
Wth drooping fog, as black as Acheron!
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And | ead these pursuers so astray,

That the dansel conme not within their way,
And speed and turn her pathway in her flight
That she cone never near within their sight!”

Huge forces seened to bend about him and he actually felt his words sl ow ng as
he spoke--but he plowed ahead, finishing the verse with, sweat starting fromhis
brow. He drew a ragged breath and shrugged. "That's about all | can do."

"Mayhap not." Fadecourt ran toward the fallen knights, chivalry personified.

"Right," Matt nuttered, following at an uninspired jog. "Wiat's it matter if
they were just trying to carve your brisket? They're down and hel pless, that's al
that matters."” Nonethel ess, he cane up behind the kneeling cyclops to see what he
coul d do.

"Naught here--he is dead." Fadecourt turned to the second knight, his face
grim "Ha! He lives!"

"No...torture,"” the knight grated. "Quick...death."
"Doesn't he have any chance?" Narlh came up behind Mtt.

Fadecourt pointed to the blood welling out of the knight's arnor in a w dening
pool and shook his head.

Nar| h nodded, his beaked face unreadable. "Nothing I can do here, then.
better go check up on the woman." He turned away and | oped off down the trail

"Good." The dying man had pushed the girl out of Matt's mnd for the nonent--
but Narlh was right, she m ght need protection. O reassurance, anyway--though Matt
could think of nmuch nore reassuring sights than the dracogriff. She was likely to
hi de at the slightest glinpse of him especially since the knights had been chasing
her .

O course, that was assum ng she was innocent, and not a major villainess
herself. In this country, though, Matt couldn't inmagine that the knights could have
had any noral reason for chasing her.

But noral or not, the man was dying. Matt understood why Fadecourt was so sure

t he kni ght had no chance of survival. |If the pikenmen hadn't been so zeal ous, the
kni ght m ght have lived. Wat kind of nedieval society was this, anyway? In his
Eur ope, a peasant soldier would have been hanged for killing one of his betters,

even if by accident.

"W are wanderers," Fadecourt told the knight, "not foenen. Can we ease you?"
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"Aye. Shrive...ne."
Matt stared. "Listen to your confession, and give you forgiveness?"
Suddenl y, Fadecourt | ooked hel pl ess. "W cannot; we are not priests.”

"Repentance is enough." Matt knelt beside Fadecourt. "If you're sorry for your
sins, you won't be dammed.™

"I...repent..." The knight's body convul sed. "Ai eeee!"

"H's master |istens," Fadecourt said, thin-lipped, "and punishes himfor his
repent ance. "

"Repent ance." Anger boiled--the sorcerers could at least let the nan die in
peace. But of course, that would have been the reverse of their main purpose,
woul dn't it? Damming as many souls as possible. Matt lifted his head with grim
resol ve. He'd already worked one spell here, and if hanged for the kid, be hanged
for the goat.

"Let no evil force surround thee,

But all saving grace be round thee.

Let hateful powers fall and cease,

And all kindly powers bring thee peace.”

Matt felt the force of nmagic noving outward from hinsel f, agai nst very heavy
resi stance--but as long as it held, it was acconplishing its purpose: keeping the
evil magic away fromthe dying man, so that he could pass in grace. "Ganercy," he
panted. "l nust...reconpense..."

"You nmust die well." Matt set a hand on his arm "Think of Heaven."

"Nay...of earth. No...debt."

"He will not die behol den,"” Fadecourt interpreted. "G ve himsone snal
assurance that his last charge is fulfilled."

"What, the maiden he was riding with?" Matt asked. "Be of good cheer, Sir
Kni ght--she made it into the forest well ahead of her pursuers, and they're going
to have tough goi ng anobng those branches, so she'll probably be safe.”

"Gramercy..." The knight's face twisted with sudden pain. "I
have...di scharged..." Then his face froze, eyes staring, and his whol e body went
rigid--then linp, and a | ast breath hissed out.

"Di scharged your duty," Fadecourt finished, and reached over to close the man's
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eyes. "(Good rest to you, Sir Knight--and may your toils in Purgatory be light." He
stood, face grim then turned to | ook down at Matt. "Cone. Let us do what we can to
fulfill his last charge."

"Right." Matt stood up and foll owed Fadecourt toward the trees.

As they canme in under the | eaves, they heard several voices shouting, with a
| ot of slashing and crashing. Fadecourt pressed Matt back behind a trunk, and three
pi kemen cane barreling past themtoward the meadow, shouting w th anger and
outrage. Fadecourt |ooked up at Matt in inquiry. "Wat did they see?"

"Heaven only knows," Matt said, "and | don't think I want to. Any idea which
way the | ady went?"

Fadecourt did, as it turned out--anmong his other skills, he was an excel |l ent

tracker. Not that it needed nuch skill, to tell that a horse had bl undered through
where there wasn't any trail--but how the cyclops could tell which horse had been
ri dden by a woman, Matt couldn't begin to guess. Still, Fadecourt followed the

trail unerringly--until they canme to a snmall clearing and di scovered the horse
contentedly cropping the grass. Fadecourt |ooked grim but he sinply searched the
perinmeter of the clearing...then kept on searching, until he'd cone back to Matt.

He frowned, puzzled. "I had found her trace--then realized it could not be hers.
searched on, found it again--and knew it for a false trail. Then I came upon the
true trail...yet was suddenly uncertain that..."

Sonet hi ng was maki ng an awful |lot of crashing in the brush, was com ng nearer.
The horse lifted its head, staring in the direction of the sound, sniffed the
breeze, then gave a whinnying scream and ran off the other way.

"Beware!" Fadecourt held up a hand. "Wat noves..."

The crashing exploded into a roar, and the roar resolved itself into words.
"Fer shl uggi ner unprintable mrandi bl e hob-goblin! How in a harpy's hasp did the
trail get trounced?" Matt relaxed. "I don't think it's anything to worry about."

A huge body burst through the screen of brush and | et out a roar of
exasperation that ended in a two-foot tongue of flanme. "How can a body expect a
poor dracogriff to find a fool slip of a girl if the unprintable trail keeps
changing on him"

"We're having the sanme problem too, Narlh." Matt stepped away fromthe trees
out into the clearing. "At |east, Fadecourt is--1 couldn't have found enough trai
to get confused about in the first place.”

"Oh. You guys, huh?" Narlh paced up to them still steam ng. "A fine, thankless
j ob you gave ne, Wzard!"
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Thi ngs suddenly connected, and Matt admtted, "Sorry. The nore so because the
confusion's ny doing, | guess.”

"Your what?" Narlh bl eated, and Fadecourt | ooked up, startled. "How could it be
so, Wzard?"

"Because | cast a confusion spell on anyone follow ng her," Mtt explai ned,
wWth a sheepish try at a smle. "I forgot we m ght want to find her ourselves."

"Oh, real smart, Wzard! Real smart!"™ Narlh fumed. "I nean, you coul da thought
of that before you sent me off chasing wild geese, y' know?"

Fadecourt wasn't |ooking too happy, either, but he said, "Aye. | heard the
spell, too. | should ha'" thought of it also."

"Nice of you to say so." Matt sighed. "But I'mafraid it's really no one's
doi ng but mne."

"Can you not disperse the spell you' ve cast?"

"Sure--but the nmen who're chasing her mght find her, too, then. And | can't be
any nore specific, waiving the spell just for us and not for them w thout know ng
her nanme or sonething else to identify her by."

"How conme?" Narl h demanded, but Fadecourt held up a hand. "Do not ask, or he
m ght answer--at nore |length than we w sh.”

Matt's mouth tightened in chagrin. He'd felt the old college instructor's
juices starting to flow again and had been all ready to launch into a | ecture.

"Right." He sighed. "Well, | guess the best we can do nowis to set up canp and
hope we hear her yell if she needs help."

"Well thought," Fadecourt agreed, "but not in m dwood, with enem es thrashing
about it, an it please you. Let us go seek sone nore defensible site.™

"Not a bad idea," Matt agreed. "Maybe sone high ground, anyway, even if we
can't get out of the trees.”

"I will be glad that our enemies nust toil uphill to come upon us," Fadecourt
answered. "Cone, gentles--let us seek a slope.”
He turned away, and Narlh fell into step beside Matt. " "Gentles'? Wio's he

calling 'gentles'?"

"You and ne," Matt assured him
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"I's that a conplinment, or an insult?"
"A conplinment, coming fromhim-so it shouldn't be an insult, going to you."

Narl h | ooked at himsharply. "You saying that what |I'm hearing m ght not be
what he's sayi ng?"

"I'"ve known it to happen.” Matt sighed. "Let's just find a canpsite, Narlh."

CHAPTER 10

The Chased Dansel

"How s di nner com ng?"

Narl h | ooked down at the roasting pheasants and blew a little nore flane on
them "Not bad. What'm | going to eat?"

"Hold on.", Matt frowned. "How cone you didn't figure they're for you?"

"Because the two of themtogether mght, just m ght, nmake one very snmal
appetizer. Can | go out to hunt now?"

"No, hang it--unless I'mgoing to chant the whole spell all over again.”

Narl h | ooked upward and said, with clear reluctance, "I suppose | could try a
vertical takeoff."

"No, don't bother." Matt was frowning. "The force field--uh, nagical shield--
cl oses over the top about twenty feet up, |like a done. Guess |I'Ill just have to |et
you out." He turned and rubbed a patch in the talcumw th one foot. "Next tinme |et
me know before | | ock up, huh?"

The dracogriff stared. "That's all it takes?"
"That's all." Matt |ooked up, frowning. "What are you waiting for? Happy
hunti ng. "

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/C...20Majestys%20Wizard%202%20-%200athBound.htm (106 of 397) [10/31/2004 11:04:09 PM]



Her Majesty's Wizard #2 The Oath Bound Wizard

"Be not apprehensive, Lord Wzard," Fadecourt said, by way of reassurance. "He
Will return alive and well. "Tis not quite dark."

"No, not quite." Matt stood beside the warding circle, scanning the open neadow
anxi ously. The grass rose above himto a ridge, a |long, natural avenue between
ranks of trees.

"Wul d you not know if a sorcerer had cast a spell at himnear us?"
"Well, | think so...There!"

Narl h was still licking his chops as he cane back to the circle. "Hurry up!"
Matt called inpatiently.

"It was worth the trip." Narlh | ooked back at Matt. "Wat's got you all of a
sudden?"

"That sorcerer who's been chasing you--1 was beginning to wonder if he'd caught
you." Matt tapped nore powder over the break in the circle.

"I noticed that last night you laid the circle but did not enchant it,"
Fadecourt said. "Are you expecting greater trouble tonight?"

"Not really,” Matt said, "and |I'm not expecting trouble tonight, any nore than
| ast night."

"Ah." Fadecourt lifted his head. "Then you did expect attack |ast night."

"Let's say | was aware of the possibility,” Matt hedged. "But since Narlh and
wer e keeping watch, | could have recited the words of the spell at the |ast m nute,
if there had been any sign of attack.”

"Not trusting ne to take ny turn on watch, of course.”

"Well, you are a little newto the party.” Matt shifted unconfortably. "But if
there wasn't any trouble, | preferred not to cast a spell that mght tip off the
eneny to the presence of a wizard fromthe opposing side."

"I shall have to take your word for that." Fadecourt sighed. "l1've no
experience with the feelings of magic--only with its results. Still, I do wi sh you
woul d trust nme well enough to let nme take ny turn.”

"' msure we wll, after a few days. Now, how about those pheasants?"
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After making quick work of dinner, they |lay down, Matt bundled in his cloak,
Fadecourt sleeping with his soles toward the fire, head pillowed on one arm Matt
eyed Narl h, pacing the circle, and he smled at the feeling of security the sight
of the dracogriff gave him then closed his eyes and let sleep claimhim

A hi gh, wavering scream sl ashed through his dream and jolted himw de awake.
"Narl h! What the deuce--"

"Not ne." The dracogriff stood rigid, facing off into the darkness. "From over
there, toward the east. But it mght be bait."

"Bait?"

"A ruse, to persuade you to charge out blindly into the night, where you'l
have no warding circle." Fadecourt had risen, too. "By your |eave, Lord W zard,
allow nme to investigate.”

"But what if you don't conme back?"

"Let us discuss that when it happens, shall we?" The Cycl ops stepped over the
circle and was gone into the darkness before Matt could say anything. He was back a
second later--trying to catch up with the naiden who fled past him screans of raw
terror tearing her throat. So Fadecourt's back was to the forest, and he didn't see
what was chasing her--a gauzy white shape, drifting after the woman agai nst the
ni ght breeze.

"Hey! Over here!"™ Narlh called. The wonman | ooked up, saw Narl h, and stopped
dead in her tracks.

"He's friendly!"™ Matt called. "Over here! W' re the good guys!”

The woman cast a gl ance back and up at the ghost, turned toward them -and
stood, trenmbling with indecision, and scream ng, scream ng..

Fadecourt caught her up like a baby and pounded toward Matt and Narl h, | eapi ng
the circle and setting the young wonman down by Matt. She threw her arns around the
w zard, clutching himas though he were a tree |inb above a hundred-foot drop. Her
screans instantly dissolved into sobs.

The ghost drifted closer, seeming to flicker, its eyes hollow, its nouth w de
in a silent call, waving both arns. As it saw Matt, it began to gesticulate
frantically. Matt hardened with alarm-those gestures could be the acconpani nent to
a spellcasting! Quickly, scarcely thinking, he rattled off:

"If charnel houses and our graves nust send

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/C...20Majestys%20Wizard%202%20-%200athBound.htm (108 of 397) [10/31/2004 11:04:09 PM]



Her Majesty's Wizard #2 The Oath Bound Wizard

Those that we bury back, our nonunents
Shall be the maws of kites. Therefore,
Be gone!"

The ghost's eyes widened in horror; it shook its head, and even Matt could see
that the silent nouthings were saying, "No! No!"™ Then an unfelt w nd seened to hit
the ghost like a jet plane, tearing its substance to tatters that faded and bl ew
away.

"It"s all right, now He's gone."” Matt couldn't help noticing how nice the
young worman felt in his arnms, the little hands clutched about his neck, the
contours of her body nolding into his, their novenents as she sobbed...He pulled
his m nd off the subject abruptly. "There, now, the ghost is gone, and no one's
going to hurt you. We're nice guys, here, really, if you don't m nd how we | ook..."

"What's a matter with how we | ook?" Narl h denmanded.

"I haven't shaved in three days," Matt inprovised, "and | haven't seen a poo
| ar ge enough to bathe in for a week. You'll have to pardon us, young wonan..."

"Oh, nay!" Finally, she pushed herself away from hi mand began to w pe at her
cheeks with a sl eeve.

Matt haul ed out a handkerchief. "Here, now, you'll soil your gown." He finally
took a quick look at her by firelight and decided that m ght have been the w ong
thing to say; her gown hadn't had a good afternoon, what with the forest branbles
and a few stunbles in the dirt. "That nust have been horrifying, a thing |ike that
happeni ng when you were alone...you were alone, weren't you?"

She burst into tears again. "Ch, aye, so very alone, since Lord Bruitfort took
ny father's castle! | escaped by the postern, but |I've been wandering al one al
this day and night! Bless you, kind sirs--but know that |'m pursued!"

At a guess, Matt decided the siege was over--not that its ending boded any
i mprovenment for the peasantry. "W saw -but the ghost's gone. Take a | ook, if you
don't believe ne."

"Oh, not the specter only--the soldiers! And a sorcerer, | doubt not. They'l]l
not let ne flee in peace, | assure you! Nay, good sirs, | nust away fromyou, ere
you share in ny msfortune.”

"Tis they shall have m sfortune,” Fadecourt growed, "if they seek to take
you fromus! Fear not, fair maid--we shall not |et them seize you!"

Narl h opened his nouth to disagree, but Matt said quickly, "R ght! W couldn't
abandon a maiden in distress, to pursuers who're trying to ravish her!"
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The dracogriff shut his jaws with a snap. "Right. No way. Couldn't think of
letting a | ady go out al one.”

Especially not one who | ooked |ike that, Matt thought. He finally had a chance
to take a good | ook--and what he saw was riveting. The "creature" had a heart-
shaped face am d |long chestnut hair held by a hennin. She wore a bliaut of blue and
a kirtle of buff wapped around a figure worth killing for. Matt |ocked his
eyeballs onto her face and held themthere by pure w ||l power--he was an engaged
man.

Fadecourt, however, didn't seemto suffer fromthat problem though this
certainly nust have been a nonent when he'd wi shed he'd had two eyes. The one he
had was riveted on the young woman, w de open. Matt el bowed himin the shoul der,
and the cycl ops shook hinself out of his hornonal trance to bow gallantly. "Were
we can aid, maiden, we shall delight. What is your plight?"

"And, if you wouldn't mnd," Matt added, "would you tell us who we're
protecting, mlady?" Privately, he wondered just how Fadecourt could be so sure the
| ady wasn't just bait for another trap. But she was explaining her danger, which
di d sound pl ausi bl e--and Fadecourt's instincts did seemto have proved accurate.

So far.

"I am hight Yverne, sirs,"” the maiden said. "I amthe only child of the Duke of
Tourmarre. The Duke of Bruitfort, whose estates adjoin ours on the north--in truth,
a vile neighbor!--did war upon ny father. Through treachery of our garrison, he did
defeat himand capture him locking himin his deepest dungeon."” The rem nder of
the day's horrors caught up with her, and she bowed her head, trying to stifle the
sobs.

Fadecourt stepped up to clasp her shoul ders, nurmuring, "There, now, |ass,
"twas terrifying, aye, but you are safe now...

When her sobs had sl ackened, Matt asked gently, "That nention of treachery
rem nds ne--can we trust anybody, in this country?"

"The Duke of Tounmarre is a good man, by Ibile's lights," Fadecourt said slowy.
"He kept troth so long as his seigneur kept troth with him and naintai ned order
within his denmesne, albeit with cruelty and ruthl essness.”

Yverne | ooked up sharply and stepped away from Fadecourt, face tear-streaked
but outraged. "He was harsh, mayhap, but did no cruelty for its own sake!"

"Which is not entirely avoidable, in this country?" Matt asked.

"Even so," Fadecourt said. "And it may be that, |like many fathers, he w shed
hi s daughter to grow into a wonman devoid of the vices common to his fellows."
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"Whi ch woul d reveal an inner yearning for virtue." Matt studied Yverne so
closely that the maiden blushed and | ooked away--whi ch coul d have indicated her
bei ng a becom ng i nnocent, or an acconplished di ssenbl er.

A hunch led himto choose i nnocence. "So what it cones down to is that her
father's enem es thought he was weak, because he wasn't depraved enough.”

"Aye--and seemto have judged well, by Ibile's lights. Only the w cked are
counted strong here."

"Well, let's see if we can't change that notion, shall we?" Mtt turned back to
Yverne. "I take it this Duke of Bruitfort is trying to catch you for his dungeons,
too."

"He seeks to apprehend ne," Yverne agreed, "but not for his dungeons. He w shes
to take ne to wfe, whether I wll or no."

Fadecourt spat an oath, and Matt felt his blood run cold at the thought of this
pure mai den in the hands of a depraved sadist. Even Narlh gave a squawk of outrage.
"Go tie himin a knot, Lord Matthew "

"Well, we can put a hitch in his plans, anyway. How close is this duke, Lady
Yver ne?"

"I know not--though "tis but this day since |'ve escaped fromhis nen." She
advanced, hands outstretched in pleading. "Oh, sirs, | beg of you, turn not away
fromnme--for wthout your kind protection, | amlost!"

"Oh, you're coming with us, there's no question about that," Mtt said quickly.
"What kind of troops did the duke send | ooking for you? We confused a coupl e of
kni ghts, but that m ght not be all that are on your trail."

She spread her hands. "I know not."

"She did not stay to see himcomuand pursuit,” Fadecourt runbled. "Natheless, |
woul d think he has sent at |east a dozen knights, and perchance even his sorcerer."”

Then the horn sounded behi nd t hem

Matt | ooked up in alarmand saw a man in a robe standing at the edge of the
clearing, gesticulating and, presumably, chanting--but his gestures were | engthened
by a three-foot, glow ng wand. Matt frowned--this was new. Fear chilled him but he
tried to renmenber everything he'd heard about magi ¢ wands--why they were nagical;
what they coul d do.

To either side of the sorcerer stood nmen in plate arnor, seem ng i nhuman and
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certainly inpersonal behind their iron helns. As Matt watched, they kicked their
horses into notion and started down the sl ope.

"Move!" NMatt shouted. "Here cone the bl oodhounds!" His friends started forward
out of sheer astoni shnent. Then Fadecourt | ooked back. "Lord Matthew You, too,
nust fleel™

"Be right along,"” Matt assured him "I just have to counter whatever our friend
in the robe is doing back there."

He found out as his voice slowed, taking several seconds for the |last two
syl lables, and his voice slid down an octave. The sorcerer had thickened the air
about them sonehow, his friends could scarcely nove through the nolasses! And to
make it worse, Matt could scarcely get out a single word, let alone a whole poem

Meanwhi |l e, here cane the Knights of Evil, hurtling toward them i ke express
trains...

And grinding down to near inmobility, as they hit the perineter of the spell,
where tine slowed down to a treacle.

Matt's spirits soared--the sorcerer had al nost paral yzed his quarry, but his
buddi es couldn't get to Matt and his friends any faster than the fugitives could
get away! And it might take Matt a long tine to get a spell out, but it would take
the knights even |onger to reach him

Matt took a deep breath, or at |least a very slow one. Now there was tine to
t hink up a counterspell

"Fly, envious Tine, till thou run out thy race!

Call on the |azy-stepping hours, and let themlinp in place!
Let m nutes bl ossom seconds stem

Let tine flow on at normal pace,

But for us only, not for them™

His friends began to nove faster, but the eneny knights were still fighting
their way through treacle. Al well and good--but the duke's sorcerer would catch
on and call off his own spell any mnute. He was already staring--at a guess, no
one had ever countered that enchantnent before.

"Vile thing, | think I hate you!" the sorcerer screaned.

"Bvil king, now hark and hear!

Make these rebels quake with fear
Hear nme, mark us, circunspect!

Lend ne your aid, your power direct!"”
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"Beware!" Yverne clutched at Matt's arm "He calls on his nmaster, dread
CGordogrosso! 'Tis the power of the sorcerer-king you now nust face!"

"Maybe, but it will be w elded by a journeyman.” Matt spoke up bravely, in
spite of the shot of dread that trickled through him

Fadecourt gently di sengaged Yverne from Matt's arm "Let himbe, mlady. He
nmust think of naught but countering the sorcerer's power."

The sorcerer lifted his wand and shouted a spell in the unknown | anguage, then
cut the air with his wand overhand, ending pointing it at Mtt.

"Angel s and mnisters of grace defend us!" Matt shouted.

A gout of light sped fromthe tip of the wand, widening as it neared Matt,
breaki ng into a pack of hyena heads, gibbering with insane | aughter as they reached
for himw th bl oody fangs.

Matt realized he hadn't made a rhyne. He added, "Fromthose who with ill charm
woul d rend us!"

Li ght seared, and a troop of spectral nonks was suddenly there between the two-
forces--a whole choir, lifting its voices in a hyytm. Behind it, the arches and
frescoes of a church could be seen dimy.

The hyenas screamed and went tunbling back toward the wand, biting and chew ng
at each other in their haste. But through the nonks, Matt could see the knights and
men-at-arns, charging full out. His heart |eaped into his throat--he couldn't do
anything to stop them For even as the hyenas hit the wand, the sorcerer bani shed
themwi th a couplet and a riposte, then shouted another rhynme as he noved the wand
slowmy back and forth fromside to side--and the choir began to waver and thin

"Stay and sing!" Matt cried. "Thy blessings bring!"

Suddenly, he understood that the choir of nonks wasn't really here--it was only
I ntervening, |ending the power of the hymms it was chanting; it was really in a
nonastery sonewhere in Merovence, and his appeal for help had only sent the
def endi ng power of its prayers. But the soldiers charged right through the vision
with a how of blasphenous curses. Fadecourt stood ready, with Narlh beside him
nout hi ng bad names. But the cries of blaspheny suddenly turned to cries of alarm
and knights and footnen alike plowed up the ground in their haste to stop,
gi bbering with fear at the sight they beheld. For all of a sudden, the ghost was
there again, the sanme one who had been chasing Yverne, three tines as |arge as he
had been--but he was facing away from her now, reaching up and snatching off his
head. Wth one hand, he thrust it out at the soldiers, eyes and nouth filled with
fire, the other hand swelling nonstrously, fingers flickering out into tentacles as
it reached for the soldiers.
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They screaned and ran, |like the proverbial bats. Only their captain actually
changed form though--and he was flying away as fast as his |eathery w ngs could
take him The choir disappeared, its heavenly song eclipsed by the how s of fear.
The soldiers barreled back up to the top of the rise, knocking the sorcerer
spinning in their flight. He wailed, flailing about for support, and caroned into a
tree, clutching the bark with both hands. Then he | ooked up at the ghost again--and
saw it shooting straight toward him H's nouth wi dened in an unheard scream and he
turned tail and ran, tripping and stunbling over his robe.

"Amazi ng!" Fadecourt stared after them "You are indeed a doughty w zard, Lord
Mat t hew! "

Matt shook his head. "Not that nuch. Ch, | called up the choir, sure--but the
ghost canme entirely on his own!"

"l had feared he had cone to seize ne!" Yverne shudder ed.

"Nay, not a bit, lady!" Fadecourt protested, reaching up to clasp her hand with
both of his. "He did protect us, not prey upon us! Ne'ertheless, an he did chase
you, | doubt not the Lord Wzard would banish him"

"Looks as if he already did," Narlh grow ed.
"Huh?" Matt | ooked up. "Hey, wait a mnute! | didn't nean..."
But the ghost was gone. Conpletely.

"Well, that's a puzzle." Mtt scratched his head, frowning. "Wose side is he
on, anyhow?"

"Qurs, at the nonent," Fadecourt answered.

"Yeah, but don't be too quick to think he's a good guy,” Narlh grow ed. "Could
be he just wants the sweet and tender thing all to hinself."

Yverne shrank back at the gleamin the dracogriff's eye.

"COh, don't worry, | don't eat your kind," Narlh snorted. "You don't even snell
good. "

Yverne stilled, conflicting enotions warring in her face. Matt coul d synpathi ze-
-after aline like that, he wouldn't know whether to feel reassured or insulted
hi nsel f.

Then a nasty suspicion seized him He stepped out over the talcumcircle,
carefully, prowing into the night.
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"Hey!" Narlh | eaped to catch up with him "Were you goin' ?"

"To make sure that scouting party really did run,"” Matt snapped. "They coul d
just be hiding over the top of the rise, waiting for us to follow "

"Yeah, sure, and you're walking right into their hands if they are! No way,
human! Wait for your guardian nonster, y' hear?"

Matt slowed and waited, smling. "Very reassuring, y' know?"

"Don't get nushy,” Narlh warned. "Ckay, up to the top, now-but only the top!
Ri ght ?"

"Only the top," Matt agreed. Together, they stonped up to the top of the rise
and | ooked down the other side. The noonlight glinted on an enpty gl ade.

"I didn't think they | ooked as though they were about to stop,” Narlh grunted.

"' mdelighted they didn't," Matt assured him "That was the first taste |'ve
had of Ibile's sorcerers--and | don't like the flavor."

"Oh?" Narlh | ooked down at him "Different fromthe bad guys in Merovence?"

Matt nodded. "There's a--sliny feeling about this one, sonmehow. As if he'd been
soaked in evil for a few years."

"Try a few centuries.”
"I think he did. Besides, he used a wand."

"You don't?" Narlh stared, shocked. "That's right, you don't! Better get one
fast, bucko. They all use 'em here."

"They do? What for?"

Narl h just stared at him Then he said, "If you don't know, then we're all in
trouble. Do ne a favor, huh? See if you can take a few | essons.”

"I don't think they'll be in any nood to teach ne," Matt said slowly. "Besides,
if they were, I"'mnot sure I'd want to learn. Cnon, | saw a knife one of those
sol di ers dropped. That'll do ne nore good, | bet."
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The queen cal l ed down her nobles all, being careful to | eave the ones who had
suffered while the usurper ruled her Merovence.

"But, Majesty!" protested the Duke of Montmartre, "what reward is this, for the
| oyalty of our service? Are we to have no share in the glory of this canpai gn?"

"You shall have the greatest share, esteened Duke," Alisande answered, "for you
and your fellow | ords nust bide, and ward this |and of Merovence fromthe evil
raptors who nust surely pounce as soon as | amgone to the war, with the | ords whom
| trust only to follow their own self-interest.”

"How shall you be safe, with such beasts at your back!"

"Such nmen as the Earl of Norville cannot be beasts, mlord," Alisande

expl ai ned, "or they would have been el evated, and given power, by the fal se King
Astaul f."

"And woul d have died with him | doubt not, as the Duke of Lachai se and Count
Ennudid,"” Montmartre nuttered. "Yet nost of the others were nunbered in Astaulf's
army, Majesty, and fought against you at Breden Plain."

"As they were constrained to do,"” Alisande replied. "Only yourself, and the
handful of |ords who acconpani ed you in your dungeon cell, did refuse to march."

"Wher eupon Astaulf took our armes and marched with them in spite of us."
"Aye, but thereby did | know you for ny nost staunch adherents."”
"Yet we should therefore guard your back in battle!"

"As you shall, nmy lord--for ny royal city of Bordestang is ny back, and
Merovence is the rest of ny body. My armw || be weakened, if you ward ne not."

The duke capitulated wwth a sigh. "As you will have it, Mjesty. Yet who wll
guard your person? For God forfend that a hair of your head should be touched!"

"I thank you, Lord Duke," Alisande said, smling, "though | have hairs a-
plenty. Yet be of good cheer--1 will take your erstwhile cell mate, Baron D Art, to
command ny bodyguard. "

"Take al so ny el dest son, Sauvignon!"”

Now it was the queen's turn to capitulate. "As you will have it, ny lord," she
si ghed. "Though I think his fiancée will thank me not."
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CHAPTER 11

Techni cal Wzardry

It was a problem WMatt had to admt; in fact, it gnawed at him hollow ng him
out with an ache he hadn't realized was there, as he gazed at Yverne's bl anket -
shrouded but shapely formglowing in the light of the canp fire. Was he really a
heel to find Yverne attractive? O was that just a normal, and unpreventabl e,
reaction?

He was engaged to an equal ly beautiful woman--but the "engaged" part was what
made himfeel |ike a nonster. Though you have to admt, his anoral self insisted
stubbornly, that your beloved can be a little intimdating.

Whi ch was true--especially since, being his sovereign, she could have his head
chopped of f any tinme she wanted, and he couldn't ethically do anything about it.

So the hell with ethics?

Not quite--that had led himinto nore than one bind, in this world where magic
canme fromeither Good or Evil. He had a notion, though, that if it came to
di sobedi ence or execution, he wouldn't stick around to find out how sharp the
headsman' s axe was. Not that he would strike back at Alisande--he felt a stab of
alarmat the nmere thought. But he could go off on his own.

Cone to think of it, that was just what he had done.

Stubbornly, his nmaverick side asserted itself again. He was enjoying this,
bl ast it--except for the dangerous parts; and only Gordogrosso had really been a
threat,--so far. Al in all, he liked the feeling of being back in control of his
own |life again. Alisande was, when you got right down to it, a very dom neering
sort of female.

But wasn't that what you woul d expect in a queen?
A strange, sick gargling noise sounded.

Matt sat up, frowning, |ooking about himinto the night. What kind of creature
was in trouble? And what kind of trouble? He gl anced at Yverne again, to nake sure
she was all right--and she wasn't.
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Fire?

Yes, she |ooked as if she were too close to the fire. Matt sat bolt upright. It
couldn't really be!

It was. Her form had begun to soften and grow lunpy, |ike wax left too close to
a flanme. Her outline began to flow, and Matt wat ched, shocked into inaction, while
the cold realization diffused through himthat a sorcerer was trying to destroy
Yverne. Was he determined that, if he could not have her, no one woul d?

O was the lady a nore inportant figure in the power struggles of this kingdom
than Matt knew?

He was frozen, appalled, sitting in nute inpotence as her formgrew nore and
nore fluid, slowy sinking as if it were a jelly figure on top of a radiator. Her
subst ance was bei ng sucked away; she was being taken fromhim just as his friends
and his world had been..

The thought jolted himout of paralysis. This, he could do sonething about; he
wasn't being held by dependence. He rolled upright onto his knees, chanting,

"A-roving, a-roving,

Roving will be your ru-aye-in!
Ch, go no nore a-roving,

WIIl you, fair mid?"

Yverne's formdidn't grow any stronger--but it didn't nelt any nore, either. A
strange sensation seened to emanate fromher, |ike waves froma pebble; Mtt felt
it, and nore--he sensed it with every nerve his body had. It was |like a touch of
slinme all over him a reek in his nostrils, a discord in his ears.

He had to pull her loose fromit. That |ast one hadn't been much of a verse,
anyway--and it was progress, at |least. Matt drew a breath, w ping sweat fromhis
forehead, and intoned:

"But conme ye back, for sumrer's in the neadow,
And all the land is green, and bright with norn;
It's I'll be here, in sunlight or in shadow,

Oh mai den, do not |leave ne all forlorn."

Yverne's formgrew a little stronger, fem nine contours coal escing fromthe
flow ng wax--but only a little. Matt gasped for breath and wi ped his forehead; he
could feel an om nous pressure all about him two opposed magical "fields"
gat hering about himand Yverne, and they were growi ng stronger. The chill ran
t hrough hi monce nore, at the thought that one m sspoken word m ght trigger sone
huge rel ease of energy--and what woul d happen then?
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He | ooked about himw ldly. If only he could see the eneny sorcerer, he m ght
be able to make the magic field recoil on him But all he could see were tree
branches noving in the noonlight, up the slope on the other side of their canp,
away fromthe stream..

There! On the side of the slope. A dark figure, silhouetted against the lighter
gray of the sky, blocking the stars--and waving a gl owi ng baton. Matt caught his
breath--it was anot her wand-w el der! And as he watched, a ball of fire seened to
bl ossomfromthe tip of the wand and shot rolling down the hill, straight toward
Yver ne!l

No doubt the w cked one thought that a visual synbol would strengthen his
melting spell--and he was probably right, too. Matt had to think quickly.

"Thou the streamand | the w |l ow,
Thou the current, | the wave;

Thou the ocean, | the bill ow,

Thou the fountain..."

It worked! A jet of water shot up fromthe soil, just at the edge of the ring.
The fireball bounced into it, then on through it--but only a sopping cinder rolled
up near the half-nelted figure by the fire.

Narlh lifted his head, growing and blinking sleep out of his eyes--and
Fadecourt sat bolt upright, staring about him

He saw the half-nelted form and bell owed anger. But Matt coul dn't spare hi many
attention; he was too busy working on his counterattack. He called out,

"Bend and turn, and forma curve,

Be a circle, quickly swerve.

Turn yourself into a coil--

Then hiss and strike, his spell to spoil!"

The wand suddenly began to flex, comng alive, sprouting a head, and turning
back on its owner. He dropped it, waving his hands--and Matt took advantage of the
lull to ready another spell.

"The fire seven tines tried this,
Seven tinmes tried that effort is,
That once nore goes am ss..."

Al nost at the end, Matt wondered why the eneny sorcerer didn't run--until he
saw the man bend down and pick up a straight wand again.

Matt didn't delay. He chanted the last line: "Earth may quake, and so wl|
this!"
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The earth beneath the sorcerer's feet trenbled and caved in. He fell spraw ing.
Matt grinned and started on anot her verse.

"There be fools alive, | ws,
Silvered o' er, and so was this.
Take what wife you will to bed,
Il wll ever..."

Suddenly, he couldn't say another word. He just stood there, nouth open,
staring at the eneny sorcerer, who had picked hinmself up and was pointing his wand
straight at Matt--and Matt couldn't lift a finger. He strained, trying to nove his
tongue, wiggle a little toe, nove his...foot, anything--but that glowing wand tip
held his gaze, seeming to grow and grow |ike an expanding ball, swelling, filling
all Matt's vision..

He heard an angry roar beside himand saw a snmall boul der sailing toward the
glowing ball...

Then, suddenly, the ball was gone, sonebody was howling fromwhere it had been
Narl h was raci ng past himand hurdling the guarding circle, out into the darkness--
and Matt could nove again. "Wat...how ..?"

"Arock fromthe fire ring," Fadecourt said, gloating. "Betines, Wzard, you
wor kers of magic cease to be m ndful that good, ol d-fashioned physical violence can
take out an eneny as well as a spell. | caught himin the mdriff, even as I'd
aimed. He'll be neat for our nonster ere he can do nore."

Apparently, the sorcerer thought so, too. He saw Narlh com ng, gave a how of
horror, leaped to his feet, and went |inping away.

"Well, the hip," Fadecourt anmended. "I m ssed not by nuch, at |east."

"Hardly at all." Even as Matt watched, the running sorcerer suddenly erupted
into flame. Narlh put on the brakes, just managing to skid to a stop before he was
singed. The flames died down as abruptly as they'd flared up, and the night was
dar k agai n.

"What..." Matt stared. "They sure do nake spectacul ar exits around here, don't
t hey?"

"Aye." Fadecourt frowned. "If he did go."
Matt turned. "Wy, what el se could he have done?"

"Naught --but his master m ght have done it for him" Fadecourt explained, "in

puni shment for his having failed."” Matt stared, horrifi ed.
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Then Narl h cane panting up beside him "Nothing...left of him Not even an
ash. ™"

Sonmehow, Matt felt better about it, though he knew that didn't prove anything.

Then he renenbered what the fight had been about. "The naiden--quick! W'd
better get her back together, before it's too late!"

"Aye!" Fadecourt spun about, to kneel by the half-nelted form "Quickly,
W zard!"

What did you say to a half-nelted Iady? That it was just supposed to be a
met aphor? Matt collected his wits and chant ed,

"Pygmal i on, Pygmali on,

Who turned cold marble into flesh,

Let your hand and eye now nesh!

A scul ptor's art you nust enpl oy,

For a thing of beauty's a lasting joy!"

The wax softened, then renolded itself, pulling back into the contours of
Yverne's body, separating its colors into those of her gown and her face and hair.
Her chest began to rise and fall again.

Fadecourt knelt by her, touching her hand, al nost shyly, and nurnuring,
"Mai den, wake!"

He, Matt thought, had a very bad case.

Yverne rolled onto her back, eyelids fluttering, then opening. She | ooked up at
the three nmal es gathered about her, then sat up, staring in alarm "Is aught
am ss?"

They just stood there, staring.
"Nay, tell me!" she denmanded. "Are enem es ni gh upon us?"

Narl h | ooked away, expelling a |ong breath, and Fadecourt said gently, " '"Tis
past now, mlady. W only waked you to be sure you were well."

"Wheref ore ought | not be?"
Fadecourt gazed into her eyes before he said, "You renenber naught?"

Yver ne shook her head. "I lay nme down, and prayed, and thought upon the day's
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events--and sl ept. Wat chanced whiles |I dreaned?"

Fadecourt exchanged a gl ance with Matt, who shook his head. The cycl ops turned
back to the lady. "The sorcerer who pursued you came again, mlady--but the w zard
drove himoff."

"No, be fair!" Matt turned to Yverne. "I just distracted the villain, lady. It
was Fadecourt who knocked himout with a rock."

"Oh, you have saved ne!" She | ooked fromone to the other of them-but it was
Fadecourt's hand she squeezed.

Matt turned away, seething. Here he'd fought for her, risked being frozen and
having his m nd bl asted, saved her frombeing nelted into a puddl e--and she hadn't
even known about it! He'd been the hero who had saved the nai den--and she coul dn't
remenber a bit of it! There was, he decided, no justice in matters heroic.

Nar|l h nudged his shoul der.

Matt | ooked up, hauling hinmself out of a nice, soothing wallow of self-pity.
"What's up?"

The dracogriff pulled sonmething fromunder his wing, biting it by the end, then
opened his nouth and let it fall at Matt's feet. "Found this out there, where the
sorcerer was. He left in too nuch of a hurry, forgot to take it wth him Thought
you mght want it."

Matt stared down at the sorcerer's nmagi ¢ wand.

"Go on, go on!"™ Narlh urged. "You got to have a wand around here, Wzard, or
we're all done for!™

Renmenbering how the wand had held his eyes and been on its way to burning out
his mnd, Matt was tenpted to agree--but he felt reluctant. "It's a dead man's
tool, Narlh. Besides, it's been used for witchcraft."

"Mayhap, " Fadecourt said, tearing his gaze away from Yverne, "but when all is
said and done, Wzard, '"tis only a stick of wood. | pray you, take it up and | earn
the use of it.”

"Wl | --okay." Matt bent down and picked up the stick, alert for the slightest
feeling of wongness--but there was only a lingering sensation of faint
unpl easantness, |ike the nusty odor of a shut-up room "I don't prom se to be able
to learn howto use it, though."

"Ch, you shall,"” Fadecourt said, with full confidence.
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Much nmore confidence than Matt felt. "To tell you the truth, Fadecourt, |'m not
exactly eager to use a thing of evil."

Tis neither good nor evil inits own right," Fadecourt assured him

"I think I've heard that argunent before--that no object is good or evil in
itself, just in how we use it."

"Oh, no, friend Matthew In this world, at |east, there are sone things that
are evil in thenselves, such as denons and |l am as, and things that are good in
t hensel ves, such as churches and bells. A good thing can be profaned and turned to
evil uses, it is true, yet a wand of holly branch is not anong these, though it is
a tree of power, like the rowan and the hazel."

"And the oak, and ash, and thorn? Not to nention the mstletoe, and the ivy,
and the brier rose and..."

"I take your point; it may be that each wood has its own certain power. | would
not know of such things--1 amnot a magi c-worker," Fadecourt said, aggrieved.

Matt felt instantly contrite; a friend did not deserve that of him "Sorry,
Fadecourt. | just get nervous with things | don't understand.”

"You shall conme to understand it presently, friend Matthew, | am sure.”

Matt | ooked down at the wand. It was al nost certainly a powerful gadget, to be
used for good or ill. He hefted it, making slow, experinental passes toward the
darkness as the night nurnured about him

He was careful not to say anything, though--not yet.

CHAPTER 12

Work in Progress

Fortunately, the one wand spell Matt finally decided to try that night was
putting people to sleep. He pointed it at each of his friends in turn and recited,

"CGol den sl unbers ki ss your eyes,
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Wake with sm | es when you arise!"

And in each case, the friend in question pronptly grew heavy-1lidded, started
yawni ng, and was asleep in mnutes. Matt didn't sleep hinmself, though--he wasn't
t o0 sangui ne about pointing the wand at hinself. He had a notion it mght set up a
f eedback cycle, and that was one magi cal equivalent to physics that he didn't want
to find out about--t |east, not fromthe inside. Besides, sonebody had to stand
wat ch.

It was a good excuse. The reality of the matter, of course, was that after that
attack, he didn't feel rmuch |ike sleeping. Neither had his friends, he supposed,
but he hadn't been about to give them nuch choice. They had to be fresh and alert
for tonmorrow. So did he, but he'd cross that bridge when he cane to it--though not
until after he'd checked under the boards.

It was a good thing Matt had specified that they wake with sniles on their
faces, for as soon as they renenbered the night's events, they began to feel
nervous again. By joking and forcing | aughter, they nanaged to keep each ot her
hal fway cheerful; but as soon as they set out, they began to sag. Everybody was
eyeing the |l ow grass and scrub around them suspiciously. Matt made a few tries at
| i ght conversation, but they sank wi thout a trace.

When Fadecourt figured out that they weren't having nmuch luck trying to bolster
their spirits, he began telling themthe tale of Wrlane, greatest of Hardi shane's
pal adi ns--of his unrequited |ove for the eastern princess Lal age, and how that | ove
drove him mad when he | earned she had married. He turned out to be an excellent
storyteller, so the tale caught themup and out of their own predicanment very
qui ckly.

They had hi ked perhaps an hour when they topped a rise and saw a dark |ine
shadowi ng the western horizon, with flashes of green where | eaves tossed.

Matt halted. "What's this--a major forest on our |line of march?"

"It would appear so." Fadecourt frowned, perplexed. "I cane this way not five
days ago, and there was naught but neadow and thickets."

"Your thickets have thickened.” Matt felt his scalp prickle. "I think | snel
sorcery at work."

Yverne | ooked up, startled. "Can you snell it, then?"

"Well, not literally,"” Matt admtted, "though there is a sort of...Wll, no,
it's not a feeling either, it's..." He ran out of words and threw his hands up in
exasperation. "What can | tell you? There isn't any word for it! It's a sixth
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sense, | guess--the one | use to do magic with." He frowned down at Yverne. "Does
t hat expl ai n anyt hi ng?"

"Enough, " she answered, but her eyes were gl azing.
Matt turned away. "Cone on. | want a closer |look at that forest."
Nar| h and Fadecourt exchanged | ooks of m sgiving, but they all went forward.

Matt stopped a few hundred feet fromthe forest. He didn't |ike what he saw. It
was a dark, sonber place of gnarled oak trees and bristling thorns, set against the
backdrop of huge ol d evergreens. Matt mstrusted it on sight--any forest that was
hal f way between conifers and deci duous trees would have had relatively young oaks
and el ns. Whatever kind of forest it was, it wasn't natural.

In fact, it fairly reeked of sorcery, filled with nenaci ng shadows and gnarl ed,
evil -1 ooking trees. Fadecourt could only scow, shaking his head. "I could have
sworn this forest was not here, Lord Matthew. "

"And you woul d have been right, too." Matt pointed at a huge old trunk. A vine
was withing up through the underbrush at its base, noving even as they watched,
rising and thickening as it wapped itself around the huge old bole. It wasn't the
only one--other vines were tw ning up around other trunks and saggi ng down fromthe
br anches.

"Work in progress,” Matt explained. "This forest is still under construction.”
Fadecourt said slowy, "It is true, by all the stars! The wood is not quite
finished yet; it is still a-building!"

Yverne tore her gaze away and turned to Matt. "Yet how can it be new made, and
still be aged?”

"It just |ooks that way," Matt explained. "I suspect that, inreality, if the
termapplies, it only came into existence |ast night, after | managed to win that
little clash with the | ocal wand-waver and pull Yverne back together."

"Wher ef ore?" Fadecourt asked.

"To stop us, of course.” Matt frowned. "My only question is, what to stop us
for?"

"To kill wus,"” Narlh grow ed, half opening his w ngs.

"How?" WMatt asked, feeling very practical. "They coul d have sent an arny
agai nst us back uphill--they could have caught us in any of those gullies."
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"Yes," Fadecourt said, "but the armes could not have cone to us in tine."

Matt absorbed that for a m nute before he answered, "Then this forest is just
here to hold us up while they nobilize the mlitia."

Fadecourt nodded.
"So the last thing we want to do is stand still."
"Wel|l said." Fadecourt strode resolutely toward the forest wall.

"“Uh, maybe not." Matt held out an arm to bar the way. "I don't knowif I'm
eager to go into a place when |"mbeing invited."

Fadecourt turned back to frown. "Wiat do you nean? | see no one who gives us
invitation."

But Yverne gasped, and Matt just nodded toward the trees. Fadecourt turned back
to | ook.

A faint trail had appeared, not nuch nore than a deer run. By its side stood an
old man in a robe that nust have been at |east two hundred years out of date. Matt
squi nted, but he couldn't nake out the details of its decoration--nor of the
ol dster's face, though he could see a |long, gray beard.

Fadecourt frowned. "Qdd."

"Yes, isn't he?" Matt joined himin his frowm. "You don't suppose he grew up in
there, and hasn't heard that fashions have changed, do you?"

"Nay, | spoke not of his garb, but of his face. | have seen hi m sonmewhere--or
his portrait, at least. | could swear to it."

"Don't." Matt laid a hand on his shoulder. "Strange things happen when peopl e
swear things around here. Believe ne, | know Don't do it if you can possibly avoid
it."

"But what of this fellow in gray?”

"He shouldn't, either.” Matt stepped past the cyclops. "But | think I'Il see
what he wants."

The old man held up a hand, pal mout, armstraight toward them

Matt paused. "I don't think he wants ne to cone on."
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"Mayhap we should heed him" Yverne said nervously.

"Maybe." Matt frowned. "I think I'll try to get a nore conplete picture from
him If you Il excuse nme, fol ks?"

He stepped past Fadecourt's jaundi ced gaze and went up toward the old man.

He had only taken five steps before the oldster quite calmy reached up and
took off his head.

Matt froze, staring, waiting for the wash of horror to finish running through
hi m

Whil e he was waiting, the old man tucked his head under his arm turning into a
ghost of his former self--not the old man, but the self they had seen chasing
Yver ne.

The dansel gave a little scream before she nmanaged to clap a hand over her own
nmout h. Fadecourt was back and by her side in an instant, patting the other hand and
mur muri ng reassurances.

Matt was wondering why the ghost could be seen in the daytinme, until he
realized the apparition was standing so far under the | eaves that the gl oom was
al nrost nightlike. He set his jaw with determ nati on and pressed onward.

The ghost began to nake excited gestures. Matt stopped again, frowning, and
call ed out, "Fadecourt--do your people have a system of sign | anguage?"

"Nay," the cycl ops snapped, and went back to conforting Yverne.

Matt frowned, renenbering every bout of charades he'd ever played--not that it
woul d have done any good to ask, "What category?" or "How many words?" But sone of
the ghost's gestures did seemto be on the verge of neking sense, if you understood
them as pantom ne--the curled hand with two fingers extended downward sci ssoring
coul d i ndicate sonebody wal ki ng. But why was it walking in a Uturn? And why that
di agonal cut of hand across chest? Was he threatening to cut their heads off, too?

Then sonet hing al nost clicked. Matt squinted, on the verge of understanding...

A brisk breeze stirred the |eaves; a ray of sunlight |anced into the ghost's
shelter. Wth a npan, he faded out, disappeared.

Matt stood, listening to the breeze and the summer insects, letting normality
fill himagain.
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"What's it mean, W zard?"

Matt | ooked up at Narlh. "I was just beginning to nmake sense of it."
"But you didn't quite get there?"

Matt shook his head.

"Shall we go, Lord Matthew?" Fadecourt came up with Yverne.

"Into the forest, or away fromit?' ' Matt asked.

"Was not the ghost indicating that we should go in?" the dansel asked, gl ance
flicking nervously toward the | eaves.

Matt shook his head. "I couldn't even nmake out that nuch. That upraised arm
coul d have just neant that we should stop because he wanted to talk to us--or it
coul d have neant that we should stop and not go into the forest."

"He did afright the dansel and make her run before him" Fadecourt's jaw
har dened as he glowered at the forest. "Are we to let himbar us now? | say nay!"
And he stepped off toward the trees. "Let us dare this forest to do its worst!"”

Matt nmade a | ong arm and caught his shoulder. "Hold it, friend. Its worst could
be very bad indeed. Notice all the little yellow eyes in the shadows, giving us the

evil look? And | don't like the way that tree is staring at ne."
"Nonsense, Lord Matthew! A tree cannot..." Then Fadecourt caught sight of the
oak Matt was pointing at. He gazed at it for a nonent, then said, "I catch your

nmeani ng. It does | ook at us, does it not?"
"I ndubi tably,” Matt assured him "And it does not have beneficent intentions.”
"Yet how can a tree do harn®?" Yverne asked.

Matt skipped the visions of trees falling on houses and tw ggy fingers grabbing
sonebody by the throat. "This is a magic forest, renenber--raised by sorcery,
activated by nmalice. Wiat couldn't a tree do, in there?"

Yverne apparently had a nore graphic inmagination than he did, to judge by the
way she shudder ed.

"That's what | thought."” Matt turned away to his right. "Let's just see if we
can go around it, shall we?"

They saw. They saw all that norning, hiking on and on, the forest to their
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|l eft, the hills to their right. After the first half hour, Matt stopped and sai d,
"You're very noble and all that, mlady, but it looks as if this could go on for a
while. You ride Narlh, okay?"

"Nay, | have enjoyed the wal k!'" she protested.

"Maybe so far--but | don't want to wait till you're |looking droopy. It's tiring
enough just riding."

"But the poor beast..."

"Aw, you scarcely weigh anything,” Narlh scoffed. "Wuldn't make ne any nore
tired than a feather--and I'mcarrying plenty of those.”

"But 'tis not right that | should ride whilst you wal k!'"

"It is your privilege, as a |ady," Fadecourt assured her, "and ours, as
gentl emen. Be of good cheer, Lady Yverne--we have paced long niles already, and a
few nore will trouble us not at all. You, however, are unused to the exercise--nor
are your shoes fitted to it."

"No point in waiting until your slippers are in rags," Matt agreed.

"Well--1 am not booted,” Yverne admitted, and it only took a little nore
cajoling to persuade her to ride again

It was a good thing she did, because the hi ke went on, and on, and on. Finally,
when they called a halt around m dday, Yverne's shoul ders were slunping as she slid
of f Narlh's back. The dracogriff wasn't |ooking too chipper hinself; his scal es had
dul l ed, and his eyes had turned sullen. Fadecourt was still holding his head high,
but you could tell he was working at it.

As for Matt, he was fuming. "Confound it! WII this blasted forest never cone
to an end?"

"All things end at |ast, Lord Matthew. " Fadecourt sighed. "This, too, shal
pass. "

"I"'mconcerned with whether or not we're going to pass it." Matt glared at the
gl oomy wood. "1 could swear |I'm|ooking at the same evil tree for the fourth tine!
You know, the one that was staring at ne?"

"Aye," Fadecourt said weariness dragging at each syllable, "Yet that cannot be.
It nmust be sone oak that resenbles it."

But Matt was suddenly taut again, with a realization that brought him sonething
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like horror. "It could be possible though, you know. Once you allow nmagic, the
range of possibilities increases dramatically."” He waved a hand at them "You folks
go ahead and start lunch. Let ne see what | can cook up here.”

Yverne | ooked up from opening the saddl ebags. "But you, too, nust rest!”
"I won't be long."

He wasn't. It didn't take that long to scuff around the long grass until he
found an inch-thick stick, about a foot and a half |long. He drew his dagger and cut
a notch belowthe two little knots at its top, then jabbed it into the ground and
canme back to his conpanions with a vindictive smle.

Yverne hel d out bread and cheese with a frown. "What virtue is there in setting
out a stake?"

"Yeah," Narlh concurred. "Tryin' to set a booby trap for anybody com n' after
us?"

"No--1 didn't even sharpen the top." Matt folded up tailor-fashion and accepted
the slab of bread and cheese.

"Then what purpose will it serve?" Fadecourt asked.
"Let's just say that | hope like fury | don't see it again."

It took a long tine. It took four hours, and Matt was begi nning to think he was
wrong, and it had all been his imagination, and the forest really was that |arge.
It took so long that the sun was declining toward the horizon with a thought of

reclining, and Fadecourt was sighing. "I can only admre your tenacity, Lord
Mat t hew, and your zeal--but if we do not nmake canp soon, the darkness will catch us
unawar e. "

"As long as it's only the darkness that catches us,"” Matt said grimy. "No,
Fadecourt. We have to know what we're up agai nst, before..."

Then he saw it.

He stopped dead, and Yverne |ifted her tired gaze, frowning, wondering why he
had hal ted; but just as she was about to ask, Matt sprinted ahead to sonmething in
the grass. He yanked it up, bellowing, "Dam it!"

Yverne turned ghastly pale, and Fadecourt stood ranrod stiff. Even Narlh
scowl ed and nmuttered to hinself.

Matt stunped back to them holding out the stick and shaking it. "Do you see
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this? Do you see it?"

"Aye," Fadecourt said his face frozen
pl anted. "

"Tis the stick you notched and

"Planted, yeah! And it's grown into a regular nightmare! You know what this
proves, don't you?"

"Yeah," Narlh said. "Sone sorcerer noved it ahead of us."

"Sorcerer, yes--ahead, no! It stayed put--we did the noving! We cane in a ful
circle! W've been tranping around in the sane path all day!"

"But how can that be?" Yverne protested. "W have kept the sun behind us in the
nor ni ng, and before us after noon!"

"And the wood on our |eft hand,"” Fadecourt added. "Can it be a circular wood?"
"Why not? It's a product of sorcery!”
"But the sun!" Fadecourt protested.

Matt nodded. "That proves it--that's the clincher. Gordogrosso tw sted space on
us, isolating us and those trees fromthe rest of the universe in a closed |oop."

"Twi st space?" Yverne gasped, eyes w de, and Fadecourt frowned. "Space is all
about us--it is naught but air! How can one twist it?"

Matt started to answer, then scanned their faces and decided it wasn't the tine
for a lecture on math and physics. "Magic," he explained. "W' ve known we're up
agai nst sorcery--only Gordogrosso's a bit nore of a heavywei ght than | thought.
Believe ne, it's possible--here. And he did it." H's face suddenly contorted with
rage, and he whirled, hurling the stick fromhim "Dam that stick!"

Yverne bl anched. Fadecourt's face hardened to granite. "Well, then, we have
wasted a day, and | doubt not the king has used the tinme well, to bring his arny
that nuch closer to us. Yet it is done, and there's naught we can do to counter it--
or is there?"

"No," Matt agreed. "Nothing, until norning--or at least, there's no point in
trying. If I conme up with a spell that gets us out of here before night, I'll just
gi ve King Gordogrosso all the time he needs to conme up with something worse. W'd
better just find dinner and bed down."

"And nmake a defense line," the cyclops said grimy. "W shall need a strong
one, surely."
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Matt stared at himin surprise. Then he said "Wy yes, of course. Any speci al
reason?"

But Fadecourt had already turned away, casting about the nmeadow and in search
of a canpsite--not that there seenmed to be nmuch to choose from It was perilously
cl ose to rudeness, saved only by the fact that Fadecourt had nmanaged to turn away
before Matt got his nmouth in gear--but it jolted the w zard nonet hel ess. He turned
to Yverne, but she had already slid down off Narlh's shoul ders and was wal ki ng
away, too, dipping down now and then to pick up kindling wood. In desperation, he
turned to Narlh. "How conme |I'm persona non grata all of a sudden?"

"Whadda ya expect, Wzard?" the dracogriff growl ed. "You just put us all in
danger and set yourself up on the side of evil."

Matt stared.

Nar | h nodded.

"I must have done it while I wasn't |ooking, then," Matt said "What did | do?"
"You cursed the stick," Narlh expl ai ned.

"Cursed it?"

"Yeah--when you sent it to Hell."

"But | didn't...Oh." Matt's eyes wi dened. "You nean...when | said, "~Damm that
stick'?"

Narl h wi nced at the repetition. "Yeah, yeah! Did ya have to say it again? Look--
i f you damm sonething, you send it to Hell--right? You set the worst of curses upon
t hat hel pl ess piece of wood."

"But | didn't nmean it that way! It was just a figure of speech!”

Narl h wi nced. "Wat you say, can really happen here. And if you heap so nuch
torture on such a poor little innocent object, you ve done a lotta wong."

"But it isn't even alivel™

"Doesn't matter. \What the words said is evil--and that neans you gave the
sorcerer a hole in our defenses, by siding with Hell, no matter how small the issue
was. "

Matt stared at him shocked.
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Narl h cocked his head to the side, frowning. "So how cone you didn't know all
about this? You're a wizard, ain't you?"

"Yes," Matt said, "but | still haven't managed to shift ny Weltanschauung, ny
wor | dview, along with ny shift in worlds. You're right--1 really should have
t hought of that.”

Narl h started to ask, but Matt suddenly whirled and ran toward the forest,
plowing to a halt and casting about frantically. He found the stick and yanked it
up out of the grass, cast around again until he'd found three rocks, slapped them
together into a rough hearth, then yanked up grass fromall around it and pulled
out flint and steel. He struck a spark and breathed on it as the grasses cri sped
around it, breathed the spark into flane, blew gently on it until the stick caught
fire, and bl ew harder and harder until the flanes surrounded it Then he sat back on
his heels with a sigh and | ooked up to see Yverne gazing down at him-and she was
| ooki ng rather bitter.

Matt spread his hands: "Look--no nore stick, no nore curse.”

She stared at himas though he'd lost his wits. "Can you truly think so--and
you, a lord of w zardry?"

Matt just stared at her as the flanmes died down and guttered out, |eaving only
a small heap of ash. Then he said, "Okay--what basic, elenentary fact have |
over| ooked this tinme?"

"The stuff of life," she said, "or rather, that |life has no stuff. These sticks
and rocks about us are but illusions, as are we ourselves; the real world is the
spirit's.”

Matt stared, horrified. Slowy, he said, "And in that real spirit world, 1've
condemmed this stick to hellfire eternal ?"

"You have," she confirned. "What use is making the stick itself to vani sh?"

He had the odd, irrational feeling that she was hopi ng he woul d expl ain sone
secret of wi zardry to her, whereby his cursing the stick would be erased; but he
had none to give, and after a nonent, the light in her eyes died, her nouth tw sted
wWith bitterness again, and she turned away. Matt stared down at the pitiful heap of
ashes before him feeling foolish and, strangely, very, very guilty.

But it was just a stick!

Finally, he hauled hinself to his feet and turned to | ook around and see what
hi s conpani ons had done while he was chasing the wild goose.
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The first thing he saw was the dozen sharpened stakes on top of the hillock,
| eani ng outward in an inpronptu chevauxde-frise. They nade a neat circle around the
top of alittle hillock--a hillock that Matt hadn't even known was there. He
woul dn't ever have, either, if Fadecourt hadn't been busy finding sticks and
sharpening them setting themup in a stockade. The cyclops was still at the task,
setting up another sharp point to close the ring. Matt stared at himin silent
tribute, shaking his head with a shaned smle

I f there was anything resenbling a defense to be found or built, Fadecourt
woul d do both. Matt pushed hinself into notion, heading toward his conpanion. As he
came up, he asked, "Anything |I can do to hel p?"

"Aye," Fadecourt said, his attention still on the stake he was setting. "Seek
out boul ders and roll them back."

Matt accepted the unstated rebuke and turned away to go rock hunting.

Narl h was already on the job, bringing foot-thick rocks back to the hill ock--
except that he wasn't rolling them of course, he was just picking themup in his
jaws and carrying them back. He spat out the current one and called out, "This is
stupid--1 can haul '"ema lot faster'n you, Wzard. But it slows nme down having to
| ook for "em You just hunt 'emout, okay? And wave to nme when y' find '"em"

So Matt did--and the dracogriff was right, it did go faster that way. As the
sun was setting, they all settled down inside a ring of stone two boul ders high,
with a stack of eight-foot tree |linbs beside themto sharpen and add to the
st ockade.

The at nosphere had t hawed enough for conversation--sinner and klutz though he
m ght be, Matt was on their side. He groused at Fadecourt, "Were' d you learn so
much about the mlitary, anyway?"

Since he intended it as a rhetorical question, he didn't really notice that the
cyclops didn't answer.

Al'i sande neared the western border with an arny at her back, and the peasant
not hers ran hone and hid their daughters, out of |long habit. They had heard that
t he queen had al ready executed two nmen for rape, but soldiers will be soldiers.

The queen cane to the border with an arny at her back, yes,. but the only unit
she really trusted was D Art's. And Sauvignon's, of course--at |east, she trusted
his intentions and his fighting ability; the marquis had been jailed with his
father, after racking up quite a score on the tournanment circuit.

But how he would fare in battle--ah, that was another matter. Due to the
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consequences of his loyalty, he had been forced to sit out the last war, unable to
rally to Alisande's banner

He had rallied now, well enough, with the gleamof fervor in his eye, and a
| ook of awed worshi p whenever he glanced at his queen. Alisande gl anced back to her
right; he was there, Iike a shield on her shoul der, eyes only for his sovereign.

But not for the wonan Al i sande.

Regrettable, in its way, for he was a handsone youth, only a few years ol der
than Alisande--clean-favored, with a strong jaw and flashi ng bl ue eyes. She
reflected, not for the first tine, that a pedestal can be an unconfortable
| ocation. Not to mention its being an exposed position.

Wth a shock, she realized the course of her thoughts and defl ected them
thrusting themfromher angrily. The man was anot her wonman's husband, after all

Besi des, she herself was betrot hed.
Yet he was the son of a duke..

If only her Matthew were as well born as Sauvignon! Her Matthew, who regarded
her not with awe, but only admration--admration, and a healthy |ust.

Agai n, she thrust the thought fromher; it was apt to weaken her with the
womanly enotions it raised. She lifted her eyes unto the hills and beheld the
borderland, with its lofty spires and rocky crags. A dragon drifted between the
peaks, no doubt eyeing themw th suspicion. She smled and raised a hand in
greeting, renenbering Matthew s dragon friend Stegoman, who had ai ded them so
strongly in battle, and en route to it. Was there nothing that did not rem nd her
of Matt hew?

The dragon tipped its wings, rocking fromside to side, and wheel ed away, back
into the nountains. "W are espied, Mjesty," Sauvignon said in his clear, rich
t enor.

It sent thrills up her spine, as Matthew s voice once had. But she kept her
face inpassive and returned, "Espied by friends, ny Lord Marquis--for any who fight
for their freedom nmust needs be enemes of Ibile, and Ibile's enenm es are our
friends."

"May they, then, seek out word of the enenmy for us?" H's tone was hopeful.

"They may," Alisande answered. "But | ook you, mlord, these are not our mnions
to conmmand, but allies to be asked."

"Brave and valiant allies,"” the young man nur nur ed.
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Al i sande hoped he was right.

CHAPTER 13

The Burning Stake

Friends are friends, so the atnosphere couldn't stay chilly forever. On the
other hand, it didn't have to becone warm and cozy, either. The conversation
gl eaned with a veneer of great politeness throughout the neal. Mtt could
understand--it after all, he was the one who had nade the crass, unbelievably basic
m st ake that had endangered themall. So, under the circunstances, he was nore than
glad to volunteer for the first watch. He was even gl adder when his friends had
rolled up in their blankets and left himto his vigil. The coals glowed on their
bl anket - w apped forns, and the sound of deep, even breathing filled the air,
punctuat ed by the occasional snore from Fadecourt.

Peace began to fill Matt's soul, or at |east cal mess; he felt his spirit
filling with the elation of the star-filled canopy above him The stillness of the
ni ght was soot hing, only the sounds of nature about him proceeding with their even
rhythm Even the shadowed, | oomng wall of the forest, bul king dark agai nst the
sky, seened only the vandalism of a petulant child.

Narl h, however, was a little nore suspicious of that tranquility, and its
effects on Matt--especially as he saw the wi zard's gaze drift to the wand |ying
beside him When Matt picked it up and started gazing at it, the dracogriff decided
it was tinme for action. He cleared his throat and grow ed, "You sure you want to
take the first watch?"

Fadecourt | ooked up at the sound of the dracogriff's voice, instantly alert.
Even Yverne lifted her head--under the circunstances, she wasn't sl eeping too
soundly, either

"Yeah, sure |'msure." Matt waved Narl h away w t hout | ooking; his eyes were on
the three-foot stick across his knees.

Nar| h gave hima doubtful glance, but curled back up on his side of the fire.
Yverne and Fadecourt, however, were not quite so sangui ne. She | ooked up from her
pi ne- bough bed to exchange a glance with himwhere he |ay on the grass.

"Does he know the w el ding of a wand?" Yverne asked. "For surely, if he does

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/C...20Majestys%20Wizard%202%20-%200athBound.htm (136 of 397) [10/31/2004 11:04:09 PM]



Her Majesty's Wizard #2 The Oath Bound Wizard

not, he could bring down disaster on all our heads."

"He is a wizard of experience," Fadecourt answered, "yet | share your
m sgivings." He turned to Matt and called out, "Ho, Lord Matthew! Dost'a know aught
of magi ¢ wands?"

"Sonet hing," Matt answered, his eyes still on the stick. "Were | conme from
magi ci ans wave them around as part of the spell.” He didn't nmention that the
magi ci ans in question were illusionists, or that the wands were only there to cal

the audi ence's attention away from what the magician was really doing. "And |'ve
read stories in which the magicians made nystic passes’ with them-I assune that
meant gestures that sonehow reinforced the spell.”

Fadecourt and Yverne exchanged a glance that said their m sgivings had been

confirmed. " '"Tis not that, Lord Matthew, " the lady said, turning back to him "
"Tis sinply that, when the wi zard casts a spell at soneone, he points the wand at
that person, and the spell is nade far stronger.”

Matt stared, his eyes losing focus, as he tried to renenber what he' d seen
during the magic fight. "That's right--the sorcerer didn't gesture with the wand.
He just held it straight up until the |ast few syllables of the spell, then snapped
it domm as if he were a fisherman casting.”

"Nay." Yverne frowned. " 'Tis a wand, not a net."

"I nmeant an angler, not a commercial fish-harvester." Mtt | ooked up, frowning.
"You sure there's no chance this thing is dedicated to evil?"

Fadecourt spread his hands. "You are the w zard, not we. Yet surely, if it
were, you would feel its nalice in your hands."

Matt nodded slowy. "That's true, and | don't really feel anything in it,
except maybe a residue of nastiness. But | should be able to clear that out with a
magi cal cl eansing spell."

"Take it away fromus when you do, | pray you," Fadecourt said hastily.

"Don't worry, I'mnot about to do anything with it until | have a fairly good
i dea of how it works." Matt shook his head.

"But | don't see how it could make a spell stronger. | nean, once | conjured up
a horde of insects, and they came fromall four quarters of the sky. How could I
have pointed the wand at them when they cane from everywhere?"

Yverne was staring. "You truly summoned a pl ague of | ocusts?"

"Bugs, anyway." Matt squirnmed, unconfortable with the awe in her eyes. "Another
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time, | had to alter the weather a little, sunmon up a storm-and, of course, | had
to control it. How could a wand help with that? I nean, a stormcovers the whole
sky, so a wand..."

"I have no idea," she said, shaken. "I have told you all that I can--yet ne
thinks "twas no need, if you are so puissant a wizard as that. By your |eave, |l
retire." And she beat a hasty retreat back to her brush pile.

Fadecourt stayed | ong enough to shake his head. "And | had dared to counsel
you! Your pardon, Lord Wzard."

"Oh, no, | appreciate your help! | nean, it's not as though | had spent a
l'ifetinme studying magic, you know. | had to pick it up quickly, and I'm sure there
are still a lot of holes in nmy know edge."

"I cannot patch them then," the cyclops said. "Geat or little, your know edge
of magic far exceeds ny own. Nay, in future I'lIl stick to ny boul ders. Good even,
Lord Matthew." And he turned away to find hinself a nice soft patch of grass.

Matt stared after him frowning, feeling sonehow guilty. He certainly hadn't
meant to hurt their feelings, or to nake themfeel small. He was just being honest--
but of course, admitting that he didn't really know what he was doi ng wasn't
exactly going to inspire confidence in people who were dependi ng on him Besides,

t hough he hadn't been studying magic his whole life, he had been studying the
controls for it, without knowng it--literature. He had becone a student, though
somewhat reluctantly, in elenentary school--and Mss Gind, in junior high, had
practically killed his |ove for poetry by forcing his class to read syrupy
sentinents by mnor versifiers and telling her students they were great. But M.
Luce and M ss Soleil, in high school, had restored his wonder at the old songs, and
a couple of his college professors had hel ped hi mto understand the new ones: The
rest, at least, he had suffered in silence; their subject nmatter redeened their
teaching. H s whol e advant age, agai nst the sorcerers in Merovence, had cone from
hi s knowi ng great poetry that they hadn't known.

Vell, no, not just fromthat. To be fair, a lot of his advantage had conme from
bei ng able to anal yze the workings of nmagic nethodically--being able to ask, "How
does that work?" and figure out an answer.

And how had he done his figuring? Well, by the scientific nethod, really--
observation, formulation of hypothesis, experinentation, revision, and concl usion.
And where had he | earned that? Fromthat wonderful ninth-grade science teacher, and
fromthe other science courses he'd been forced to take in high school and coll ege.
No, in a manner of speaking, he'd have to say that he'd been studying the
background material for Merovence's magi c | onger than he had known--whi ch was why
he'd been able to learn it so quickly here.

So apply it all again. He'd figured out how nmagi c worked in Merovence with
not hi ng but his own observations to help him Later on, he'd refined that know edge
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with a ot of helpful hints people had given him-but he'd figured out his first
pur poseful spell on his own.

I f he could have done it then, he could do it now Okay--apply the scientific
method to a fantastic object. Figure out how the magi ¢ wand worked. .

On the other side of the fire, Narlh eyed Matt warily. He could tell fromthe
way the wi zard was staring at the snooth stick that he wasn't going to be paying
any attention to anything else all evening. Silently, and w thout Mtthew noti cing,
Narl h uncurled and started prowing. So the wi zard would take first watch? Big
deal. So Narl h would watch the w zard--and anything el se that cane up.

H s back being guarded without his knowing it, Matt studied the wand, trying to
apply the scientific method to magic. After all, it was a nethod for solving
probl ens, any problens that produced synptons, which could show the way to a
possi bl e solution, which could in turn be checked by experinent.

Okay. First: observation.

Vell, Matt had observed that the wand was used, and he had seen and felt the
result when it was pointed at him-but the consequences weren't noticeably
different fromthose of any other spells he'd experienced. O course, they were
presumably stronger than they woul d have been w thout the wand--but maybe it had
just been anplifying the magic of a very weak sorcerer.

Amplifier? No, certainly a stick of wood couldn't function as an anplifier.

But the idea did catch at Matt's attention, at |east enough to nake an anal ogy
bet ween magi ¢ and el ectroni cs--and he noved into the next step of the scientific
nmet hod: hypot hesi zing. After all, electromagnetismwas a field force, and from what
Matt felt when he worked a spell, so was nagic. Here in Ibile, the feeling of sone
sort of force gathering all about himwas al nost suffocating. If the anal ogy held,
the field force could be channeled into a directional force.

Was that what the wand di d?

Yes, of course! It was the "antenna" for the "transm ssion" of magic--and a
spell converted the field force into a formthat could be "nodul ated,” fornmed, by a
human m nd! That nodul ated force could be radiated in all directions, which was
what Matt had been doi ng--"broadcasti ng” magi cal energy. But the wand nade the
transm ssion directional, like a parabolic dish concentrating el ectromagnetic
m crowaves into a beam O |ike those sharp points of static electricity he once
saw in the college | aboratory, in his one required | ab science course. |If that was
right, then the wand certainly wouldn't have been useful for summoning a horde of
I nsects, controlling the weather, or anything in which the magi c needed to affect
everything in sight, in all directions.

Was that why sone magi ci ans used gestures, "nystic passes”"--for the nore
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general spells? Maybe the sawing of the air did do sone good, after all--Matt had
i magined it was just sort of an aid to concentration, or a way of boosting self-
belief in the magi c-worker's own power. But words were synbols, and it was those
synbol s that nodul ated, nmani pul ated, the magical field. As Matt had recently
proved, just thinking the synbols was enough, if you concentrated on maki ng things
happen through them-but for nost people, hinmself included, it was easier to
concentrate when you spoke al oud, which was why he had paced his roomnuttering to
hi nsel f when he studied for exans. And why, cone to think of it, magicians could
write books of spells w thout making natural cataclysns erupt while they were
witing--by deliberately not speaking the verses aloud, they'd been choosing to
have the spells be ineffective. He'd noticed hinself that a poemwould concentrate
a magical field about him but that it couldn't discharge unless he put sone sort
of inperative at the end of the verse. If his analogy to electronics held, the
verse accunul ated and nodul ated that field, as a power anplifier increased the
strength of a signal and a transmitter nodul ated it--but the conpleted radi o wave
couldn't go anywhere if you didn't route it into the antenna. The inperative at the
end of the verse was like pressing the "transmt" button on a CB transceiver. The
| nperative, the conmand, was a matter of willing the spell to effect its results.

But if Matt had been broadcasting spells |ike a spark-gap transmtter, no
wonder every wi zard and sorcerer within range had suddenly known there was a
strange magician in his territory! They'd picked himup, |oud and cl ear.

Whi ch was probably why the Ibilian sorcerers used wands--so that they coul d
keep the king fromknow ng what they were doing. OF course, it also nade spells
nore powerful, by making themnore directional--so as Matt used the wand, it would
direct the discharge of nagic into a nuch snmaller area, and there wouldn't be any
spill over for King Gordogrosso to pick up

The wand could let Matt work magic without letting the king and his nobl enen
know Matt was there. Al so, by concentrating a field into a beam it should nmake the
spells much nore powerful. O course, this would only work for a spell that was
supposed to happen in a very snmall area. It wouldn't do any good for fighting a
whol e arny, as Matt had once infected a whol e host of besiegers with sal nonella, or
for anything el se that was supposed to apply to everything in the vicinity--but
nost spells were directed at specific people or things, anyway. Wth the wand, Matt
woul dn't have worried that pushing the rock off Narlh's tail mght alert the |oca
magi cal gendar nes.

I f the wand worked as Matt was guessi ng.
Hypot hesi zi ng, rather--he wasn't guessing blind; he had sone data to build on.

Okay. The hypot hesis was conplete--but it was based on an anal ogy that m ght
not really fit the actual situation. If the two forces only seened to be anal ogous,
but weren't really so, then the hypothesis would be w ong.

Only one way to find out--test it. Experinent--the third step in the scientific
met hod.
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What to try?

Matt | ooked about him and spied a boul der that Fadecourt had brought over for
the fire ring, then found to be too |arge and tossed away. It was about two feet in
di anmeter, and the cyclops had only tossed, not pitched, so it was only about twenty
feet outside Matt's guarding circle. He stared at it and recited a quick rock-
novi ng verse.

"Roll down, roll down the neadow
You nmust roll o'er the neadow.
Rol | out and o'er the neadow,
Whet her you be young or ol d."

He felt the fam liar gathering of forces, thickened, oppressive, and pushed
back against themw th sheer willpower--but not very hard; just a little harder
than they pressed in. He only wanted the rock to nove a little bit, not becone a
per petual notion machi ne, as the one he'd pushed off Narlh's w ng had.

The rock stirred, then noved a little to the right, rolled back, noved a little
farther to the left, rolled back and a little farther to the right--and, rocking
back and forth, finally boosted itself up over its own shallow bow, past the rim
and |l unped itself over and over for about two feet, then canme to rest. This tine,
there was no slope to keep it going. Matt nodded--all had proceeded as he had
expected. So nmuch for the control; now for the experinent. He introduced the
vari abl e--the wand. A nonent of whinsy seized him and he decided really to
i ntroduce the variable. "Rock," he nuttered, "this is the wand. Wand, this is the
rock. "

The wand bobbed, and the stone wobbl ed.

Matt felt his hair try to stand on end. There was nore power here than he'd
real i zed! He summoned conposure, pointed the stick at the stone, and recited the
exact same verse again

The boul der junped into the air, |anded, and junped agai n--but only half as
hi gh--and went bouncing away toward the forest. It really was rolling, too--but the
rolling was happening nostly in the air.

Matt's heart soared. Hypothesis validated! Now, if he tried a dozen or a
hundred tines and got the sane results on every occasion, he could include it in
the theory of magi c he was devel opi ng. By necessity.

Enough gl oating. He couldn't take the chance that the boul der m ght keep on
rolling forever--that was what he'd been trying to avoid when he perforned the
control experinment. Matt pointed the wand in the direction of the rolling rock and
tried to remenber the verse he'd used to stop the stone that had gone rolling down
t he nount ai nsi de.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/C...20Majestys%20Wizard%202%20-%200athBound.htm (141 of 397) [10/31/2004 11:04:09 PM]



Her Majesty's Wizard #2 The Oath Bound Wizard

Before he could get it out, he heard the crash of snapping brush, a how of
pai n, and several |oud baritone voices cursing.

He'd hurt sonebody! Quickly, he snapped out,

" Si syphus, you've gone too far

Stop your heaving where you are!

Then rock, stop rolling! Stand you still
And so your destiny fulfilll"

The crashing stopped, and the cursing went on. It finally occurred to Matt to
wonder who' d been skul king in his underbrush.

"Up!"™ Narlh shouted. "Enemes to the northwest! And they m ght not be al one!"

Fadecourt was on his feet before the dracogriff finished, blinking as he | ooked
about him crouched, arns spread to fight. Yverne was lifting her head, blinking
sl eep out of her eyes.

Matt suddenly renenbered that he was supposed to be the sentry. He |leaped to
his feet, shouting, "Fadecourt, up! Fear! Foes! Fight!"

"I am awake," the cycl ops snapped. "Yet where is the foe?"

"In the trees.” Narlh hissed, w ngs spreadi ng dark agai nst the night, and
Yverne rose with a single, sinuous notion that was so graceful Mtt caught his
breath for a nonent, gazing, before he turned to foll ow Fadecourt toward the
chevaux-defrise, drawing his sword. As an afterthought, he called back softly,
"Yverne! Watch the back, the other side of the circle! You never know, they m ght
try to outflank us!"

Hooves filled the night with drumm ng, and boots rolled under them Then a war
cry cut loose, and a score of footnen dashed out of the trees and hit the
barricade. Matt quailed inside, but his body was already running toward the
attackers, because Fadecourt was smashing into the front rank as they struggled
bet ween t he pointed stakes, and Matt was hanged if he'd let the cycl ops show him
up. Besides, Narlh was right behind him so he drew his dagger to nmake it | ook good
and yell ed back. Leaping forward he struck a hal berd spinning froma soldier's
hand. It flipped up into the night, and Matt's heart jamred into his throat, hoping
it wouldn't hit Yverne. He risked a quick | ook back and saw he'd al nost been right--
it had spun straight toward her! But the frail, vul nerable dansel stepped aside
adroitly and caught the halberd by the mddle of its shaft. Then it went on
spi nni ng, but by her intention--she brandished it over her head, whirling it about
t wo- handed, and charged into the fray with a screamthat chilled Matt's bl ood.

Fadecourt struck another pike out of a soldier's hand, and the man tried to
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shrink back--but that was very hard to do, sideways, and Fadecourt had set the
stakes too cl ose together for a head-on advance. As a result, he had tine to turn
and cl obber the hand of the next pikeman, who was trying to sidle through the stake
next door. But the men on either side were al nost through, and Matt ran at the left-
hand one with a yell that would have done credit to a Georgia rebel, while Narlh
advanced on the right-hand one. Al he had to do was advance; the man took one

| ook, paled, and tried to pull back. But of course, the pressure of the nen behind
was too great, and the disarned ones were being forced, bit by bit, through the

fence of stakes--largely because, behind themall, the fully arnored and thoroughly
protected knights were shouting, "Advance! Smte them down! O you shall feel ny
sword in your back!" And, "Charge them and risk death--for if you do not, I'Il give

you certain dem se!"

Matt felt a surge of class resentnent, even as he grabbed up a di scarded sword,
bl ocked t he next pike, and chopped through the shaft. How gung ho woul d t hose
kni ghts be without their arnor and horses, he wondered?

It was an intriguing notion. He junped back into the clear--but before he could
frame the verse, he saw a sight that took his breath away. Yverne was sparring with
a pi keman who had nmanaged to squeeze through the barricade. He | eaped to help her--
but even as he did, she blocked the soldier's jab, pushing his blade down, caught
himin the jaw with the butt of her own pike, then jabbed himhard under the
sternum and managed to get a foot on his pike so that it pulled | oose fromhis
hands as he fell back.

Matt skidded to a stop, with the vague notion that his help wasn't needed. He
wonder ed where Yverne had picked up such skill wth a weapon, but it was only a
fleeting thought--he had to get back to the battle! Let's see, what had he been
about to do?

Oh yes, cast a spell! On the knights. He called out:

"H's horse is slain, and all on foot he fights,
Seeking his foes in the throat of death.”

The two kni ghts suddenly shot downward, disappearing behind their men with a
doubl e crash that told Matt his effort had been successful. The soldiers crowded
back fromtheir fallen | eaders, and Matt could see them struggling to get up. Their
squires hurried in and tried to haul themup, bawing to the soldiers to help.

They woul d get the knights back on their feet, given enough timnme--which Matt
didn't intend to allow He added,

"This tight-fitting cuirass
I's but a usel ess mass,

It's made of st eel

And wei ghs a deal .

A man is but an ass
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Who fights in a cuirass--
So of f goes that cuirass!”

He heard two how s of shocked surprise quite clearly over the din of the fight,
as the two knights suddenly found thensel ves devoid of breastplates, protected only
by the thick padding of their ganbesons. Matt grinned w ckedly. Sonehow, he wasn't
hearing the knights threatening their nmen any nore--and a few sol diers were
devel oping gleans in their eyes, lowering their pikes.

Matt didn't stay to watch. He ran back to the barricade, bl ocked a pi ke but
found it was a hal berd that cut down at his foot. He hopped back, but the bl ade
caught his leg, and pain seared through. He cried out, but muffled it quickly,
shifting his weight as he chopped through the shaft and riposted with a thrust
toward the hal berdier. The man | eaped back with alacrity, and Matt was grimy
pl eased to note that there wasn't any great push to shove himforward.

Then a hal berdier on his right knocked the sword out of his hand.

Matt | eaped back fromthe fight--he knew better than to try to pick up the
sword. A quick glance showed hi m Fadecourt with a captured pi ke, beating back
soldier after soldier, Narlh catching soldiers in his jaws and tossing them away,
and Yverne, bleeding fromtwo cuts but fighting with the deftness of an expert and
a very pale face.

The sight of her blood made Matt's plasma boil. He caught up a fallen hal berd
and junped back into the fray just as a pi keman wiggl ed through the chevaux-de-
frise. Matt slamed a chop at him-but the pi keman bl ocked the bl ow and sl ammed t he
butt of his pike into Matt's knee. Pain exploded as the knee fol ded, and Matt sank
down before his eneny, whose point was spearing right toward him..

A pi ke butt whistled around and clipped the pi keman under the chin. The man
fell back, and Fadecourt |eaped up to stab down. The nman screaned, then spraw ed
| oose, and the cyclops junped back to his own sector, crying, "Desist, Lord
Matt hew! You are not accustoned to the hal berd! Devote yourself to spells for our
def ense! "

Matt staggered to his feet, trying to ignore the pain in knee and shin. He
st epped back fromthe battle, using the halberd as a staff to support his injured
|l eg. His face burned with shanme--at having a woman outdo himw th a weapon, but
also at his failure to aid his friends by fighting with his strongest weapon--
magi C.

And he'd better get with it--it was very odd that no junior sorcerers had
started magi cal support for the attackers yet. If he noved fast, nmaybe he could
forestall them..

Wth a neteor.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/C...20Majestys%20Wizard%202%20-%200athBound.htm (144 of 397) [10/31/2004 11:04:09 PM]



Her Majesty's Wizard #2 The Oath Bound Wizard

"Go and catch a falling star,
Get with child a mandrake root..."

A roar split the night. Matt stared, nouth hangi ng open, last |ine unfinished,
because a towering flame swept toward him The ranks of attackers split with a huge
shout to make roomfor it, and Matt found hinself wondering, Ch, no! Did I do that?

Not with the verse about the neteor, at least--for as it canme closer, Matt saw
a twelve-foot tree trunk, blazing like a Yule | og, stanping up on two | egs nade by
asplit inits bottomend. Two fiery knots toward its top glared down at him a
gash bel ow t hem opened and bel | owed, "You! Vile sorcerer! Mst evil of nagi! Never
did I do you hurt! Innocent was | of any wongdoi ng! Wherefore did you cast ne into
the fiery furnace?"

Matt was so startled he could only stare back at it and stutter

The tree blundered into the barricade, and three stakes caught fire. It glared
down at them then sought out Matt again. "WII| you now condemm t hese poor tw gs,
also, to the eternal flanme? WIIl you damm them as you dammed ne?"

"But--1 didn't!" Matt bawl ed. "I've never seen you before in ny life!™

"Of a certainty, you have," the flam ng tree bellowed, "though the powers of
Hel | have magnified nme so that | nay be the instrument of your destruction! | was
the twig you set into the earth as a marker, the poor, unoffending stick that you
threw fromyou with a curse!”

Even through his panic, Mtt recogni zed the reference to Gordogrosso. The
sorcerer-king had magnified the little stick he had throwmm away with a "Damm you!"
and pulled it back fromHell to threaten Matt.

Wait a mnute...The torture chanber for damed soul s..
"You can't have been dammed!" WMatt cried. "You didn't have a soul!"
The tree froze in place, its fiery eyes wi dening in astonishnent.

Matt pressed his point. "Hell is only for the souls of the w cked! And no ot her
person can send you to Hell--only yourself, by refusing God's help! Did you ever
refuse God?"

"Nay..." the tree admtted

"And you didn't have a soul to send to Hell in the first place! Mterial things
don't go to Hell--not flesh, or stone, or wood! Only souls!"
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"If that is true," the tree said, "I cannot have been dammed."” Its fl anes began
to shrink.

"Right!" Matt cried. "And if you weren't damed, you can't be on fire!"
"Aye...that is true..." The flames guttered out.

"In fact," Matt shouted, "you can't even be alive! Sone idiot sorcerer just
made you think you were, so he could give you the tortures of the dammed!"

That did it. The last spark of light died fromthe tree's eyes, and it began to
tilt.

"Tinber!" Matt shouted, and the snoldering trunk canme crashing to the ground.
But it left a hole in the defenses, three broken stakes.

On the other hand, those stakes were burning, and the soldiers were staring at
the flanes in horror and fascination.

Matt saw his chance. "Quick! Flee! H de yourselves in the hills and repent! O
you, too, will fall into everlasting hellfire!"

The soldiers howed in despair, turned, and fled. They left two nmen, clad in
t he padded jackets of ganmbesons, waving swords at them and shouting frantically,
"Hol d! Do not believe this madman! Come back! What is the fury of Hell in the next
wor |l d, against the rage of King Gordogrosso in this?"

Apparently, the men were suddenly nmuch nore aware of the next world's perils,
because they didn't conme back.

The one unarnored knight turned to the other. "I, at |east, fear Gordogrosso
nore than God! | would rather die in battle than face the king!" And he turned to
advance with determ nation toward the burning stakes.

Reluctantly, the second knight started to advance.

"Stop and think!" Matt held up a hand. "If you die serving Gordogrosso, you'l
go right to Hell!"

The second kni ght hesitated.

"Fool!" the first knight cried. "WII you |lose all the manor and | ands the king
has given you? Not I!"™ And, with a bellow, he charged, |eaping the burning stake
and whi ppi ng his sword down in a huge cut as he | anded.
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Fadecourt | eaped back fromthe sword, then | eaped in again as soon as it had
passed. Before the knight could recover, the cyclops stabbed with the pike. The
knight tried to block wwth the shield that wasn't there, and the pike scored his
arm |eaving a gash of blood as its point transfixed his throat. Fadecourt yanked
the spear out in sone agitation. " "Tis too slow a death! I'll not |eave thee to
suffer, eneny or no!" And, as the knight's knees fol ded, the cyclops drew back the
pi ke for the deat h-bl ow.

Yverne touched his arm "H s soul!"
Fadecourt froze. "Do you repent of all your sins?"
The kni ght managed a feebl e nod.

"We can save him" Matt cried. Then he saw how nuch bl ood had al ready punped
out onto the earth, and said, "No, we can't."

The pi ke flashed down through the heart and pinned the knight to the earth.
Fadecourt rel eased the shaft and turned slowy to the other knight.

The knight stared at him white showing all around his irises, gave a cry of
despair, and lurched into a stunbling run

Fadecourt skipped aside, only to trip on the dracogriff's tail
The kni ght barreled straight on, heading right toward Yverne.

Matt how ed and threw hinself forward in a flying tackle, just the way he'd
seen it done in the novies.

He slamred into his quarry right behind the knees, and the kni ght went
spraw ing. Matt's shoul der added its pain to balance that of his opposite leg. He
tried to scranble up, but only managed to roll over onto his el bow-where he saw
Yverne, standing over the man with a pi ke point poised over his face, crying, "You
bastard! You bully, you false knight! How could you be so dishonorable as to strike
at a poor, defensel ess nmai d?"

"Yes," Matt agreed. "Totally despicable.”

"You should hesitate to speak for shane, sir!" Yverne reproached him "You, who
do not scruple to strike the | owest bl ow™"

"So," Matt said, "did he."

Fadecourt resolved the argunment by stepping forward and ki cking the sword out
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of the knight's hand. "Your life is the lady's, sir. Beg her indul gence, or die."

"I yield ne," the knight groaned. "Claimwhat forfeit you wll.

Triunph gl eaned in Yverne's eye, but she kept the spear poised "Wy, then, ny
forfeit is this--that you kneel to God and swear to lead a life of virtue,
def endi ng the weak and puni shing the w cked, as a kni ght shoul d!'"

The kni ght groaned. "Mercy, lady! To seek to live virtuously in King
CGordogrosso's Ibile is to seek one's own death!”

"Not to nmention the |oss of your house and | and, of course?" Mtt put in, as
Narl h gave a di sgusted snort.

"That al so," the kni ght agreed norosely.

"You have but to choose," Yverne said sweetly. "A short life of virtue, or a
|l ong death in Hell."

"Maybe not," Matt said thoughtfully. "We're not all that far fromthe border--
I f you nove fast, you mght be able to make it into Merovence before King Gor--
bef ore the king catches up with you."

The kni ght shuddered. "You know not Gordogrosso's power."

"I know he doesn't dare do anything in Saint Mncaire' s domain," Mttt said
sharply. "Get far enough into Alisande's territory, and the king can't touch you."

"Even in Ibile, there is sonme defense,"” Fadecourt advised. "Seek the sacraments
of your faith, sir, and nmaintain your soul in a state of Grace, and you put
yoursel f beyond the reach of the evil king."

"My soul, perhaps,” the knight said nournfully. "Not ny body."

"Even your body namy be protected, by sacranental s--by the wearing of scapul ar
and crucifix, by the carrying of holy water and rosary."

"It is, at least, a chance, sir," Yverne said wth pity.
The knight lay imobile for a nonent.

"Of course,” Matt said, "you could let himrepent, then kill himinstantly."

"For shane, sir!" Yverne cried.
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"Woul dst kill in cold blood!" Fadecourt denmanded, shocked. "I gave the other
his death wound in battle, Lord Matthew The coup de grace only finished nore
qui ckly what had been wrought in hot blood!"

"l suppose so." Matt sighed. "It was just an idea."

"One well intended, | amcertain, sir," the fallen knight said, "but I quail at
the thought of the centuries in Purgatory awaiting one who has lived so vile a life
as | have. Nay, | thank you all and will accept your kind offer. I will brave the
king--and if | die in tornment, at least it will be brief."

Matt had a vision of a nedieval torture chanber, and what he had heard about
maki ng the pain last for days. But the knight was right, it was brief--conpared to
hi s probabl e sentence in the domain of the spiritually deficient.

"Kneel, then." Yverne w thdrew the spear point.

The knight rolled up to his knees, joined his hands in prayer, and bent his
head.

The conpani ons wai t ed.

After a short while, the knight raised his head "I have made ny peace with God,
as well as | may. And | swear, by all that is holy, to try with all ny heart to
live a virtuous |life henceforth, defending the weak and puni shing the w cked. Now
must needs find a priest”

"Ri se," Yverne said.

The kni ght stood, and Fadecourt clasped himby the hand, sl apping his shoul der.
"Wl cone back to the world of the living in spirit, brother!”

"I thank you." The knight nmanaged a smile. "Yet forgive ny abruptness, but I
must ride as soon as | nay."

"Aye." Fadecourt stepped back. "Away with you, then!"

The kni ght | ooked about him at sonmething of a loss. "Wzard...if | may...

"Ch, sure." Matt snapped his fingers.

"I have many spells--what say they?
Boot, saddle, to horse, and away!"

A sharp whinny split the night, and the knight's charger cane trotting up. It
pul | ed up beside its naster and bl ew. The kni ght nanaged the ghost of a smle,
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patted the beast's neck, and nounted.
"Ah," Yverne breathed, "so there was hope for him ere he net us."

Matt wasn't quite sure what she neant, unless it was that [ove for a horse was
better than no | ove at all

"I shall chance finding sanctuary, ere the mnions of Satan find ne," the
kni ght said, turning his horse's head toward the west.

"Renenber the sacranentals,"” Mitt advi sed.

The kni ght gave hima sardonic smle. "And what such may | take from here, Lord
W zar d?"

"Hymms, " Matt said. "After all, the Iyrics rhyme. There's a definite chance
that singing holy songs will protect you, at least a little."

The man | ooked startled, then nodded slowly. "Aye, there is truth in what you
say. At the least, it cannot hurt ne. | thank you, Wzard."

"You're wel cone. Uh, do you know any hyms?"

"One or two, fromny childhood. Hail, Wzard, |ady, cyclops! Hail, great beast!

Hail, and farewell!" And he turned, riding off into the darkness, disappearing in
the nmurk. But they could still hear him chanting a Latin hym in a |oud, off-key
bari t one.

Fadecourt winced at the man's grating voice. "Nay, | doubt not he will be quite

saf e i ndeed. "

"You can say that again," Matt agreed. "Who'd want to conme anywhere nearer any
singing like that than they had to?"

Privately, he suspected that the knight would renege on all his prom ses as
soon as he was out of sight and return to his lord' s castle--what difference did
honor make, in Ibile?

But he hoped he was wrong.

CHAPTER 14
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Negati ve Narci ssus

When they started out the next norning, patched up and refreshed, they chatted
happily with each other, in perfect accord. Matt deci ded that he nust have nmade up
for his lapse with the stick and restored his conpanions' faith in him

The sl ope was angling downhill, and the |and they had ridden yesterday was now
di scerni ble as a nountain behind them-but a nountain w thout the plateau that
woul d have hel d the enchanted forest they had marched around and around. That
forest had di sappeared, and their path wound down in sw tchbacks through a naze of
evergreens, dark and nassive to either side of the path, but the roadway filled
with light, due to the angle of descent. This forest had very little underbrush,
and certainly no aura of evil; it filled their heads with the clean scent of pine
and spruce.

But they cane out of the forest about noon and, as they rode on after the
m dday neal, they began to see deciduous trees. They were stunted and gnarl ed,
t hough; every other tree seenmed to be snothered by a vine whose | eaves were so fine
they resenbl ed fungus, and between the trunks, the underbrush was a wai st-high
tangl e of thistles, thorns, and | eprous-| ooki ng bl ossons.

"Ugly-looking plant |life they have around here,” Matt noted.

Fadecourt nodded, | ooking around himw th heavy brow, and his tension was
al nost pal pable. "W have cone down out of the borderland, Lord Matthew. W are in
I bile now "

Then he saw the fl at-topped boul der ten yards down the hill and halted so
suddenly that Matt al nost bunped into him Mtt stared at the rock in surprise--and
saw a lizard sunning itself. It was pointed away fromthem so he couldn't really
see nmuch of its face, but he had certainly never before seen anything |like the
fl eshy excrescence that bul ged out of its head, ending in five points that
glistened like polished horn. Matt stared--never before had he heard of a lizard
with antlers!

Yverne gave a little noan, and Fadecourt rasped, "Be still! '"Tis a cockatrice--
and woe upon us if the creature turns to showits face!"

Matt decided to keep the stare. The basilisk, or cockatrice, could turn themto
stone just by looking at them In fact, it couldn't help turning themto stone, and
you couldn't blanme it if it |ooked around every now and then to see what m ght be
comng up behind it, in case it was threatened. O course, it never was--at |east,
no longer than it took to spot the threat--though Matt supposed the occasi ona
lizard had been lost to predators that could sneak up from behi nd.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/C...20Majestys%20Wizard%202%20-%200athBound.htm (151 of 397) [10/31/2004 11:04:09 PM]



Her Majesty's Wizard #2 The Oath Bound Wizard

Fadecourt waved them back, and as silently as possible, the conpanions did
their best to slip behind the stunted trees avail able. But not quite quickly
enough; a stick cracked under sonebody's foot, and the little nonster whipped
about .

"Hi de!" Fadecourt bell owed, and everybody | eaped for the | eaves.
Then things becane very quiet.
Finally, Matt whispered, "Everybody safe?"

"Yeah," Narlh grunted nearby. Matt heaved a sigh of relief. Then he heard a
stifled sob from Yverne, and Fadecourt said roughly, " "Tis naught. I'myet alive.

"What happened?” Matt bleated. A hiss answered himfromup the road, and he
throttled it down to a whi sper as he peeked around his tree. "Fadecourt! Wuat's..."
Then he saw the cycl ops and broke off.

"Oh, be still, Wzard!" The cycl ops shook a stone fist at him "I amnot hurt!
| can walk, | can fight!"
Matt swal |l owed and turned away. "I think the danger is clear and present. How

far back do we have to go before we can find a detour?"

"We cannot." Fadecourt picked up a rock, left-handed. "This is the only road
down fromthe heights. Stay hid till | have done."”™ And he stepped out from behind
t he oak.

"Whoa! " Matt caught his shoulder. "Hold on there, boy! If that beastie spots
you, we'll be taking you for granite!"

"And how can man die better?" Fadecourt challenged him "Yet though I die,
mayhap 1'Il clear the nonster fromthe pathway first." He started to go, realized
Matt's hand was still there, and frowned back at him "Unhand nme, Lord Matthew. "

"Don't be silly; wthout your hands, you wouldn't stand a chance. Let's try a
better way."

The cycl ops turned back, glowering--and just in tine; behind him Mtt caught a
glinpse of the lizard starting to turn. He yanked Fadecourt back behind the trunk.
"Don't | ook now, but our igneous iguana just turned around to see what all the fuss
was about . "

Fadecourt pal ed, but he stuck to his guns. "You spoke of a way. Wat way is
t hat ?"
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"Unh...well..." Matt's brain kicked into high gear as he started to inprovise.
"Sonet hing that woul d appeal to the essential vanity of the beastie.”

Fadecourt kept his frown. "I had not heard that they were vain."

"Nei ther have L" But Matt's mind had fastened on the word beastie and wasn't
letting go. "Look at it this way--if a perversion of nature |ike that ever really
had to confront itself, it wouldn't be able to bear it." He wondered why Fadecourt
stared, but plowed ahead. "So let's |let himhave a | ook." He raised his voice a
little, and chanted:

"Ah, would a power the giftie give us
To see ourselves as others see us!

It would frommany an error free us,
And foolish notion!"

The air in front of the basilisk fogged up, coal escing and hardening into a
gl eam ng di sk

Fadecourt stared. "Wat engine is that, Lord Matthew?"
"Why," Yverne said, " 'tis a mrror."

The cockatrice stared, wi de-eyed, at its own image--and, as it stared, its
greeni sh-gray skin becane steadily | ess green and nore gray.

"Why don't it turn away?" Narl h wondered

"Wy, for that it cannot,"” Yverne said, with a smle of whinsy. "It is
fascinated by its own image; |ook you--it is transfixed!"

The basilisk was al nost conpletely gray now, and its eyes were film ng over--
but as nmuch with a | ook of ecstasy as with silicon.

"Can it truly think it is beautiful ?" Yverne wondered
"Of course,"” Matt murnured. "Only advanced creatures can be self-critical."

The cockatrice trenbled with a single, protracted shiver, and a crinkling sound
filled the clearing. Then it stood, frozen, totally gray.

"Stoned," Matt breathed. "Frozen in ecstasy."

Then he raised his hand, palmflat, and noved it in a circle as though he were
Wi ping a hole in the frost on an invisible w ndow.
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"Let the power take away

That which it has left astray.
Recall the mrror-surfaced pane;
Renove afar the silvered plane.”

Yverne frowned. "Way did you banish the mrror, Lord Matthew?"
"Because," Matt said, "I didn't want to |leave it hanging there."
"Could we not have taken it with us?"

"Well, yes--but it m ght have broken."

Yverne stared at himwith wide, frightened eyes, and Narl h hissed. Fadecourt
nodded. "Ah. Yes, we have no need of seven years' ill fortune.”

"No, we don't." Matt frowned at the frozen nonster.

"Do not pity it," Fadecourt runbled. "It had no nore than it would have done to

us.

Matt shook his head. "It wouldn't have nmeant evil--it would only have been
following its nature.”

The cycl ops | ooked up, frowning. "Wiy, howis that?"

"The instinct to look at any threat is inborn," Mtt explained. "lI've seen
machi nes that could do anything just by reacting to what people do, according to
the instructions of the, ah, "w zards' who built them"

Fadecourt shuddered at the notion. "Dost'a nean these sorcerers nade suits of
arnor |ive?"

"Not live, no, though you' d think it to look at them They could even fight a
warrior by automatically blocking his thrusts and cuts, so people think they were
alive. But they weren't, not really--they were just follow ng their programm ng."
He stopped, seeing the blank, wary | ooks all about him and gave it up with a sigh
"Never mnd. Just take nmy word for it."

"Why, certes," Fadecourt said. "It is you who are the w zard."

"If you say so." Matt sighed. "But while we're on the subject, how about | turn
that fist back into flesh for you?"

Fadecourt frowned, lifting the fist and gazing at it. Then he | ooked up at Matt
with a wicked grin. "Nay, | think not--but | thank you. | have some notion it may
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prove of use."

"Well, it's your hand." Matt tried not to think too hard about what kind of
"use" the cyclops had in mnd. "Back to the imediate peril, then. Let's just make
sure the spell worked." He caught up a stick and pitched it at the little nonster.
Fadecourt and Yverne gave yel ps of dread, but the cockatrice only tipped over onto
its side and lay frozen, legs holding their poses in the air

"Yeah, it's safe,” Narlh opined.

"Well, you're the reptile--at |least partly.” Matt |ooked up, frowning--the
dracogriff had sounded shaken. "Wat's the matter--genus | oyalty?"

"Loyalty, ny tail! No way, Wzard! Way would | be loyal to a jinni? It's
just...well..."” Narlh took a breath. "Do you have any i dea how dangerous those
beasties are?"

"Well, I've heard sonething about them yeah."

"Sonet hi ng about them he says,
nme you were that strong a w zard?"

the dracogriff nuttered. "Wy didn't you tel

Matt spread his hands, at a |loss. "Hey--it's not that big a deal!"
Then he wondered why all four of his friends eyed himso strangely.

It made himfeel alittle odd, so Matt shook off the nonent and stepped up to
the basilisk, albeit gingerly. He stepped right in front of its face--and stayed
fleshly. "All safe, folks."

The joint hiss of four pent-up breaths answered him and the conpani ons stepped
forth. "Hey, Wzard," Narlh grunted. "Next tine |let one of us take the risk, huh?"

Matt frowned. "But it was ny spell.”

"And therefore, if the first to pass had turned to stone,
"only you could have restored him™"

Fadecourt expl ai ned,

Yverne nodded. "Yet if you' d been frozen, Lord Matthew, how could the rest of
us have passed the basilisk?"

"I't makes sense," Matt grudged, "but | should take nmy share of the risks."

"I do not doubt you shall,"” Fadecourt said, with sonme asperity, "since there
wi Il be many you cannot avoid. Yet | nust ask you, Lord Matthew, to avoid such
chances as you can."
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Matt grunped and turned away to | ead them past the boul der.

They swung on down the wi nding path. After a while, Yverne stepped up beside
Matt, giving hima |ook of concern. "Why are you so silent, Lord Matthew?"

"I's it that rare?" Matt asked, astonished.
Yverne managed a smle. "Wiy, no, | think not--yet you do seemtroubled."”

"Ch, that." Matt shrugged, trying to hide his reaction to her proximty. "Just
trying to figure out the logic of this land, that's all. Before it figures out ne."

"Logi c?" Yverne frowned. "How can there be such, in a land of evil?"

"Just what | needed to hear! Sorry, mlady, but I"mthe kind who tries to work
magi ¢ by good sense. How can | counter sonething | don't understand?"

"By virtue," she responded sinply, "since there is none of that here.”

"That al nost makes sense. But...do you mind if | ask how cone the supernatura
creature | ran into, back in the nountains, wasn't necessarily evil, but the
nonster of the foothills seens to be a hybrid of foul and unnatural origins?"

"Foul | do not doubt--yet how was this cockatrice unnatural ?" Yverne | ooked up
at him puzzl ed.

Matt | ooked down at her clear, innocent face and hesitated.

She saw his enbarrassnment and | aughed. "Do not think to shock me by saying how
two creatures may nmake two nore, Lord Matthew. | amthe daughter of a country |ord,
| have seen the couplings of spring.”

"Well...this isn't exactly a coupling..." Matt took a deep breath and deci ded
torisk it. "Let ne tell you how to nake a cockatrice. First, you take a rooster's

egg. . .

"Oh, ny lord!" she cried, pursing her lips with amusenent. "It is hens who | ay
eggs, not roosters!”

"Yeah, that's just the first unnatural thing about it. So you take this egg
laid by a rooster, see, and | can just imagi ne what kind of spells of perversion it
takes to produce that! And you put it where a toad can fertilize it, and you bury
the fertilized egg in a manure pile, and sonme tine later, by the light of a ful
noon, out cones a cockatrice!"
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As he had feared, Yverne |ooked slightly green. Matt hurried to change the
subject. "So you see why |I'mcurious to know why the nonsters of the foothills are
unnatural . "

" '"Tis well asked." Yverne bore up ganely. "I had thought naught of it,
thinking it natural in creatures of evil--yet |I had ne'er lived in a mlieu of
virtue."

"Mayhap | can nake sense of it." Fadecourt stepped up on Matt's other side.

Matt turned to the cyclops in surprise. "Well, sure. | nmean, |'d appreciate the
information--but 1'd think it was a little out of your line."

"I't may be, yet it is a part of |life for all who grow up in Ibile. Nay, nore--
"tis a condition of life, for not to knowit may |ead one to toy with fell and
dangerous nonsters who do not appear so terribly threatening, as this little
nonster did not. It is a condition of life, for not to know it may bring death."”

Matt coul d i magi ne a bunch of rowdy village boys conming, up to tornent the
basilisk by poking it with long sticks and jeering--and the basilisk freezing them
out. "Geat. So it's part of the basic equipnment of |[ife, and | don't have it."

"Tis easily gained,” Yverne said, "for '"tis only that the foothills we now
wander are nost certainly within Ibile, which has been corrupted by the rule of
Evil. The nountains, though, are not wholly within the domain of Satan."

Matt frowned. "But | thought Ibile clained territory halfway into the hills. In
fact, I'msure of it, because | canme by way of a spell that was supposed to put ne
over the border."

Yverne nodded "Yet |bile's king cannot enforce his rule so near to Merovence- -
nor can your queen lay the border country under her sway. Wen all is said and
done, the nountains belong to the nountain fol k."

Matt lifted his head as understandi ng dawned. "OF course! They're the gray
area, aren't they?"

Yverne frowned. "Gay stone, do you nean? But their slopes are well watered,
for the nost part, and quite green!"

"No, no! | nean the place where neither good nor evil has total power!"

"Ah! That is true--yet it is nore true, praise Heaven, that Evil can never have
total power; for there will always be sone few souls with courage so great as to
stand against it."

"True, true--and there will always be sone people so warped and selfish as to
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dedi cate thenselves to Evil, even within a real mgoverned by those dedicated to
Good. But what about the nontagnards thensel ves? Who are they dedicated to?"

"Why, to one another, for all | hear of them and therefore do they guard their
I ndependence with ferocious zeal, harrying any arny so foolish as to cone within
their hills.”

Matt frowned. "But if they' re dedicated to one another, that neans they're
dedi cated to Good."

Yver ne nodded "Aye, fromall that | have heard of them They are fierce toward
those who wish themill, yet are kindly to one another. They do demand a toll of
any who seek to pass through their hills, yet do not ravage caravans nor despoi
wayfarers."

"Probably smart enough to realize that no nerchants neans no tolls," Matt
nused, "and that banditry would kill the trade."

Yverne frowned. " 'Tis an odd notion, and one not entirely charitable,
met hi nks. "

"No, but probably accurate.”

"I msdoubt it." The lady frowned. "For they are hospitable fol k, |ook you, and
have been known to succor travel ers caught by stormw thin their domain."

Matt nodded. "Sound |ike good guys, all right--and not entirely unfamliar

either; 1've heard of people like them in nountainous countries. But if they're
good peopl e, doesn't that nake them part of Merovence, for all intents and
pur poses?"

Yverne smled. "They do not harken to the conmands of Merovence's gqueen.”

"Well, no--but in the battle of Good and Evil we're concerned with, they're on
the side of the angels.” He had a brief and poi gnant vision of Alisande.

" '"Tis true," Fadecourt agreed, "and even in countries where Good rules, Evi
Is continually at work, tenpting souls to ruin. Therefore the forces of Evil and
Good are at sonething of a balance within the nountains, and Evil cannot exercise
so harsh a sway as to pervert the very nature of the animals within it."

"But in the foothills, Evil's rule is dom nant, so foul things |ike cockatrices
are made." Matt nodded. "Not that it's any fault of theirs, of course. But there's
one problemw th this whol e explanation, mlady."

"What is that, Lord NMatthew?"
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"The mnor difficulty of which action belongs to which power. Could you trust a
w zard who wasn't sure of the difference between good and evil ?"

Yverne and Fadecourt stopped and stared at him appall ed.
Matt nodded. "I thought not."

"But who could m stake?" Yverne gasped.

"Many, |ady," Fadecourt said, his face grim "the young and innocent nost
especially, for bad things can be nade to seem good. But, Wzard, our Lord hath
said, "By their fruits ye shall know them"'"

Matt nodded. "If it has evil results, then it's probably evil, yes. But how can
you tell before it has done its damage?"

"There are signs," Fadecourt said, frowning.

"Yes, if you can learn them"” Matt smled bleakly and turned back to the road.
"Well, on we go. Hopefully, we won't run into anything we don't already know
about . "

He was sunk into contenplation before his friends began to foll ow him
Fadecourt's definition certainly did make the issue sinple. Now all Matt had to do
was figure out what the signs of devotion to God were--well, he'd growm up with the
usual list--and howto tell the real thing fromthe fake.

He sighed, settling into the march again. It shouldn't be too hard--after all
a con man was a con man, no matter what the culture.

"Not so many soldiers as all that," the peasant told her. "They have cl erks
stationed by the path fromthe pass, Majesty, and there are but a handful of
soldiers to guard them"

"How |l arge is that "“handful'?" Sauvi gnon denanded.

The peasant shrugged. "Ten awake and at arns, mlord. Another ten refurbishing
their weapons or asl eep.”

"Why, this will serve but to whet our appetites,” Sauvignon said with disgust.

"Bide in patience, ny lord," Alisande soothed. "There shall be nore anon; for
when Ki ng CGordogrosso knows our Lord Wzard is within his borders, he shall strike
agai nst Merovence with all his strength.”
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"So that is why we are here! How could the Lord Wzard desert us in so cavalier
a fashi on?"

Actual Iy, Alisande had been wondering about that, too, though on a nore
personal level--and that, in spite of her very vivid nenory of their parting. But
all she said was, "He serves God, mlord, as do we all, and nust go where the Lord
directs."” She turned back to the peasant. "How shall we cone through the nountains?
W1l not the nontagnards resent our intrusion?"

"How can this man know?" Sauvi gnon protested. "He is not one of them"

"Mayhap not." The peasant gave hima gap-toothed smle. "Yet ny wife's cousin's
aunt is wed to a nontagnard, and 'tis his cousin's sons who have spied out the
clerks and soldiers for ten nmiles along the foothills of Ibile.”

Alisande hid a smle at Sauvignon's surprise. "The common fol k have respect for
t he border, mlord, but never overnuch."

"Borders are for nations,"” the peasant agreed, "but pathways are for kin."

CHAPTER 15

Pack of the Quarry

"Well, at least you can't say the scenery is boring."

"Whuldn't dreamof it." Matt eyed the hills to left and right--and ahead.
Behi nd them nountains towered, blocking the sun; it was mdnorning, but they were
still noving through fal se dawn. "Was | conplaining? At |east we're wal ki ng on
| evel ground, nore or |ess."

"W have cone out of the foothills,"” Fadecourt assured them "It will not be
long ere we see little but plowed fields, and nust needs go through many towns."

"I'd prefer to go around them if you don't mnd." Matt eyed the nearby sl opes
wi th suspicion. "Even out here in the open, |I'mconstantly watching for
CGor dogrosso' s | ackeys."

"H s | ackeys are nobl enen,"” Yverne pointed out. "Dost'a not nmean "the | ackeys
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of his barons'?"

"Well, no, actually, I was kind of neaning what | said. Besides, how many of
hi s barons were born aristocrats?"”

Yverne flushed. "Mst, though there were always a dozen or so whom he hal ed
down, to make roomfor his |ow born | ackeys."

"Let that go on |ong enough, and there'll only be a handful whose ancestors go
back before the sorcerers.”

"Tis even so." Surprisingly, her eyes filled with tears. "Only a marcher
baron is given his due here. And the parvenus are ever eager to seize what is not
theirs.”

Matt was horrified to realize she'd been tal king personally. "Hey, now, [|'m
sorry! No offense intended. Don't worry, mlady--we'll put the old houses back
where they bel ong."

"Do not prom se what you cannot assure,"” Fadecourt runbled. "Only cadet
branches of the old noble houses renmain, and even they are so enbittered that nost
have turned to evil ways, seeking to recoup their fortunes."

Matt | ooked up, appalled. "You nean even if | do manage to kick out Gordo--uh,
the sorcerer-king, I won't be able to find enough good people to adm nister the
countryside for ne?"

"Even so," Fadecourt answer ed.

But Yverne countered, "You nust take them where you find them Lord W zard.
There be good fol k anong the conmoners, and sone may prove able.”

That rocked Matt. "Uh, you'll pardon ny saying it, mlady, but--I"ma little
surprised to hear a lady of the aristocracy lauding the abilities of comopners.”

"Any who have kept their faith in God and kept being good," Yverne answered,
"are noble in heart. Mayhap goodness is the only true nobility left in Ibile, since
"tis done in the face of such adversity."

Sonehow, Matt had thought of Ibile as masses of good, poor people, |aboring
under the yoke of oppression and cruelty inposed by evil magic. He hadn't realized
that the licentiousness of the aristocrats would make the conmon peopl e think that
there was no reason in their maintaining honest conduct toward one another, or
living by any | aw other than the aristocrats' selfishness. He hadn't stopped to
t hi nk how thoroughly the violation of norals could trickle down to perneate every
| evel of society. He should have, of course--Greshanis |aw applied to any nedi um
not just to noney, and people's nedia of exchange were only anal ogies for their
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real interactions.

They rounded a hill, and Matt found hinself confronting the physical inage of
the rejected virtues he'd just been thinking about.

Where two slopes net, there was a little cave, a grotto, and in it was a
statue. But its paint was peeling, and vines had grown over it, alnost hiding all
but the face and the left hand. Matt | ooked closely, but didn't recognize the
features. "Who's that?"

Fadecourt | ooked up, surprised. " '"Tis he to whom you have prayed, Lord W zard--
Saint lago. Dost'a say you have prayed to him but never knew his |ikeness?"

Matt reddened. "lI'mafraid not. Wrse, | don't know anythi ng about him"

Nearby were the remains of a small building, roof fallen in, stone walls
breached, with soot stains over every place where there had been woodwor k.

"Alas! That so sacred a shrine should cone to this!" Yverne cried, tears in her
eyes.

Matt | ooked at Fadecourt.

"This was once the nost holy place of all, Lord Wzard," the cyclops said
heavily, "for it stands in the place where Saint lago did appear to Brother Chard,
a sinmple nendicant nonk. His brothers built this Iittle chapter house, that they
m ght live by the place, basking in its sanctity and tending its grounds. They held
it safe 'gainst the sorcerer-kings for a hundred and fifty years. Then, alas, there
came one traitor, one Vile by nane, who becane a novice, then a nonk. He was
sonehow turned toward Evil, mayhap in hope of prefernent by the king, and he nade
t he nonks a pl an whereby, said he, they could defeat Gordogrosso. They were to go
forth fromthis small cloister of theirs and conme one by one into Ol equedrille,
Gordogrosso's capital. There they were to surround the palace and pray with all
their hearts to God, for the downfall of the king."

"And while they were out, the king's nen fell on the shrine and desecrated it?"

"Aye; the chapter house they tore apart and burned wthin, as you have seen;
and they smashed the beautiful nobsaics in the grotto."” Tears flowed freely down
Yverne's cheeks.

"Yet the statue they could not destroy."” Even through his anger, the awe in
Fadecourt's voice was clear. "The soldiers could not enter the grotto; 'twas as
t hough an unseen wall w thheld them"

"A wall they could neither breach nor scale,” Yverne whispered, " Twas even

then a mracle."
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"So the shrine itself remains.” Matt frowned, brooding, gazing at the ivy-
covered statue. "But what of the nonks?"

"They were slain as they entered the town," Yverne said, "for the soldiers knew
of their novenents."

"Don't tell ne they were fools enough to wear their nonks' robes!"

"Nay; but a tonsure's not so easily hidden, when the guards at the gate denmand
that all nen uncover,"” Fadecourt told him "Then the king gave themtrial, of
course, and had his chancellor prove themguilty of |ese ngjeste"

"After they were safely dead."

"Aye, poor souls!" Yverne's cheeks were wet. "Yet their shrine still stands
negl ected, for none dare cone here; abandoned and in disrepair; but it stands, that
the doers of evil deeds may know they have never fully won."

Matt sat frowning at the shrine.
Fadecourt noticed; and his voice was apprehensive. "Wzard? Wiat would you do?"

"Just thinking that we're here," Matt said, "and no nore likely to draw the
wrath of any sentry-sorcerers by doing one nore good deed. Cone on, folks! Let's
tidy up this grotto a little bit!" He strode away toward the statue.

Yverne and Fadecourt exchanged a gl ance of surprise and delight, then foll owed
him So did Narlh, rmuttering, "Sonething bad is gonna cone of this. | just know
it."

The statue's paint was faded and flaking, and Matt was tenpted to scrape it al
off, since it was stone underneath, but he resisted the tenptation, contenting
hinself with clearing away the ivy and sweeping out the debris, while Yverne
transplanted wi |l dfl owers and Narl h hel ped Fadecourt rebuild the low wall that had
surrounded the grotto. They did sone general cleaning and scrubbing, too, though
there was no streamw thin the grotto, and they had to haul water from a nearby
rivulet in makeshift buckets. It was m dafternoon before they were done, but Matt
stood back with a feeling of acconplishnent and said, "There! That was tinme well
spent.”

Whet her or not there had been a cave there originally was hard to tell fromhis
angl e, though Matt had seen fromthe inside that there was. But the nonks had built
an arch in front of it, of blocks snoothly fitted and extending at the front into a
| ow stone rail. Along that rail, they had packed dirt into steps that ran the
| ength of the wall, overgrown with grass, which Matt had nown with his dagger. It
formed a prie-dieu, a kneeling bench for praying. Yverne's flowers adorned the base
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of the statue. There were also plants at two points up each side of the arch, in
little earth-filled basins built for the purpose.

"I won't say it |ooks as good as new," Matt hedged, "but it doesn't | ook
totally abandoned anynore."”

"It does not, indeed," Fadecourt said. "Your pardon, Lord Wzard." And he went
to kneel on the grass by the stone rail, beside Yverne, head bent in prayer.

"How about you?" Narl h demanded.

Matt stood for a second, thinking it over. Then he shook his head. "I never was
much for devotion to the saints, I"'mafraid. But I'll say a short prayer."” He
cl osed his eyes and bowed his head. Wien he lifted it again, Narlh snorted, "Short,
all right.”

"But to the point Besides, if he cares at all, | think the work will do instead
of the words."

"Maybe," Narlh allowed, "and | guess |I'd rather have a nman who di d sonethi ng
W t hout sayi ng he woul d"

"Over the one who talked a lot, but never got around to doing it?"

"You've net 'em too, huh?"

"*Fraid so." Matt was watching Yverne as she rose and cane back toward them
Fadecourt followed a few seconds |ater. "Back on the road?"

Yverne turned a radiant face toward him "Aye, Lord Wzard. | think | shal
fear naught that the sorcerer can do agai nst us, now. "

"Tis good not to fear," Fadecourt runbled, "so |long as one renenbers to take

care."

The sunset was long on this side of the nountains, but the land flattened out
amazingly, and by the tinme it was dark, they still hadn't found a good canping
pl ace.

Matt signaled for a stop. "Well, when there's no place right, one spot's as
good as another, isn't it?"

"I think not," Fadecourt said, frowning, "though there seens to be little
choice. | prithee, make thy circle quickly, Wzard, for | mslike this open land.”

"Yeah, and you didn't even grow up in the city.” Matt started to swing his

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/C...20Majestys%20Wizard%202%20-%200athBound.htm (164 of 397) [10/31/2004 11:04:09 PM]



Her Majesty's Wizard #2 The Oath Bound Wizard

I nprovi sed pack off his shoul der.
But Yverne put out a hand to stop him "H st! Wat conmes?"
They were instantly silent, taut, |istening.

Faint with distance canme a horrible grinding, gnashing sound. Even as they
registered its existence, it grew louder. It sounded |ike giant teeth cl ashing
agai nst one another in anticipation of a feast.

"Whatever it is, it's comng fast.” Matt | ooked worri ed.
"Coming fast? It approaches like a hailstorm " Fadecourt said.
Yverne turned pale. "I mslike that sound, Lord Wzard."

"Oh?" Matt | ooked up. "Ever heard it before?”

"Aye--as a child. A sorcerer of the king's cane to reside at ny father's castle
for a short space--a reeve, he was, a conmon-born popinjay." Her eyes dewed at the
menory of her father. "To awe ny parent, he brought to |life a gargoyle from our
roof. It sounded nmuch like this, as it noved its stony linbs and clashed its iron
jaws. "

Matt caught an echo of sonme nore om nous event underscoring her words and
wondered if the reeve's visit had eventually resulted in the siege that had j ust
ended. But he had to file it away for a better nonent. "If that's a gargoyle, then
there's nore than one. "

"I doubt it not." Fadecourt was grim "I have heard that King Gordogrosso has
rai sed these beasts before, to track and shred enem es of whom he particularly
wi shed to be rid."

"Congratul ations, Wzard," Narlh grow ed. "You've been noticed."

"This time, | think | could do without the approbation. What are we standing
around waiting for, people? Run!"

They turned and started back the way they'd conme, but the gnashing and grinding
grew | ouder behind them

"To where...do we...run?" Fadecourt panted.
"You...tell me!" Matt wheezed. "You're the...mlitary! Were...can we...hole

up?"
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"Nowhere," the cyclops answered, with instant certainty. "There's naught of...a
stronghol d, nor even...a good battle ground, between us and the grotto!"

"The grotto!™ Matt cried. "You told ne...nothing evil could...enter there! At
least...it couldn't when...CGordogrosso's henchnen...tried to defile it!"

"Can it...hold 'gainst...then?" Fadecourt panted.
"It's the only chance...we've got! Shut up and...run!"

But Narlh slowed to a stop. "Here, you little guys will never nake it! | can
carry triple, for that far at |east! Cone on, up!"

Matt started to protest, but Fadecourt was already up and yanking Yverne
aboard. Matt shut up and scranbled for a seat, grabbed at a fin, and held tight as
the nonster | eaped forward into a run. Matt | eaned into the wind and hoped.

The distance that had taken them six hours to traverse at a wal k sped past them
at Narl h's gargantuan pace. The wind how ed by Matt's face, and he realized that
he'd never seen the dracogriff run flat out before. Even so, the grinding and
gnashi ng swel |l ed behind them faster than they could travel.

"This is too slow"™ Narl h snapped. "Hang on--1 hate it, but |I'm gonna have to
get off the ground.”

They hung on for dear |ife as the dracogriff spread his w ngs and bounded into
the air. He flapped mghtily, straining upward, farther and farther, griping
savagely every second, until, about fifty feet up, he caught a breeze and began to
glide. Then he swooped eastward so fast that the clanor behind them actually began
to fade a little--but not nuch. Peering over Fadecourt, Matt could see Yverne's
back, rigid and trenbling. He didn't doubt she had her eyes squeezed shut, but she
hung on without a word of protest. Could he do any | ess?

Then the double hills rose up before them and Yverne cried, " 'Tis yon! The
grotto!"

Narl h fol ded his w ngs and st ooped.

He hit the ground running, cupping his wi ngs against the wind, then dug in with
his claws and plowed to a stop. "Down! Those nonsters will be here any mnute!"

They didn't stay to argue.

Now that they were back on the ground, the sound swelled again--faster and
faster. They bolted ahead of it, Fadecourt hanging back a little, Mtt pacing
hi nsel f to Yverne. The clanor clashed and cl anged | ouder behind him and he was
very nmuch tenpted to shoot past the girl, but he held hinself in until he saw her
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bolt through the gateway. Then he shot through, with Fadecourt right on his heels.
Matt turned to | ook back, dreading the sight of their pursuers--and saw Narl h.

The dracogriff was facing into the wind, w ngs spread, running at an angle from
them -but toward their pursuers.

And there they were, just comng into sight, noonlight glinting off granite
faces and steel teeth.

"Narl h!" Matt shouted. "Are you out of your mnd? Get in here!"
Nar| h skidded to a stop, head lifted, staring. "Me? In a holy place |like that?"

"You' re good enough, you're good enough! After all, you helped clean it, didn't
you?"

The dracogriff took one | ook over his shoul der, then bounded toward the shrine.
As he squeezed through the gateway, he panted, "You sure there's roonP"

"You'll have to curl up around the statue, | expect," Mtt said, "but you
shoul d be able to nake it."

Narl h did as he said, curving right around the statue, then left, as his head
canme out from behind. He lay down as he went, the roof being |low, and | ooked up at
the statue. " ' Scuse ne, sir."

Matt turned back to the plain and saw t he gargoyles waddling up toward them
They were a horrible sight--bits and pieces of recogni zabl e beasts, |egs from
crocodiles, wings frombats, tails from snakes, human arnms that were covered with
fish scales--but with heads never seen on any living man or beast. And every single
one was different; no two were renotely the sanme conbination

The heads were crested with growths that |ooked |ike feathers, fins, or
wattles, and the faces were travesties of the human, just close enough to | ook
really horrible. But every nouth was filled with glinting, pointed teeth. Matt
| ooked at the noonlight wi nking off themand felt a chill shiver through him Wre
t hose polished surfaces really steel?

"Close the door!"™ Narlh call ed.
"I can't," Matt answered. "There isn't any."

"There are no walls, either." Fadecourt braced hinself for his last fight. "I
i mplore thee, wizard-ready a spell, in case this shrine is no |onger shielded by
God. "
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"Well...l suppose that's wise." Matt tried to renenber a shielding spell.

"Though evil things surround us,
May savi ng grace be round us.
May nothing ill betide us,

Good confort stand beside us..."

He stopped, eyes wide. The air seened to tingle about him he could feel sone
sort of field pressing in on his skin. But it wasn't the turgid weight of evil
magi ¢ that he was used to pushing agai nst.

"Why do you stop?" Fadecourt cried.
"Because," Matt said, "sonebody, or sonething, doesn't want ne to go on."
"Who coul d have taken power here?" Yverne cried.

"Nobody, " Matt said with total certainty. "You don't know how this feels, but
believe ne, if you did, you'd know nobody could even ruffle it."

Then the nonsters struck the shrine.

They struck--and reared on up into the air, just as though they'd slamed into
a wall. The ones in back clinmbed up on top of the ones in front, then went on
clinmbing with their front legs. Their rear claws flailed at thin air, seeking to
gai n purchase on sonmething, but not finding it. Then the third tier clinbed on top
of the second, and they had a little luck--they were able to bend forward, as
t hough they were | eaning over the curve of a domed roof. But they couldn't clinb it-
-not that it mattered; the fourth row of nonsters did that. They craw ed up above
Matt's head on thin air, claws scrabbling at the unseen roof--but unable to dent

it. It was quite a sight, wall-to-wall |iving gargoyles, and up above, too. Their
ugl i ness was bad enough, but the sheer, unrelieved nmalice in their eyes nade Matt's
spirit quail. Every now and again, a gargoyle |ooked down at himas though to say

he was going to get his--and that the gargoyle would thoroughly enjoy every second
of shredding his flesh.

Matt shrank back against the base of the statue next to Yverne and asked,
yelling to nmake hinself heard above the grinding and clashing, "What are they? D d
CGor dogrosso have themall carved out of granite and brought to life, just so he
could use themfor his own hunting dogs?"

But Yverne only shook her head and yell ed back, "I know not"

"They are denons, of course,"” Fadecourt called. "I can only conjecture how 'tis
the artists who did carve the ornanments for cathedral roofs did know of them-but
be sure that they are denons, brought hot fromHell for this night's chasing."
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That explained the malice, and the feeling of pure, unmtigated evil. If they
hadn't been carved from stone, they seened to have been made of it; their hides
varied fromslaty gray to charcoal black, and | ooked |ike igneous rock. Their |inbs
grated as they noved, clashing against one another as they slipped or fell back,
then clawed their way back up--and those claws glinted with netal. Each claw ng
roused anger and was answered with a sudden slash of glittering teeth, but it was a
case of the inpervious object neeting the superhardened alloy. Then one of the
gargoyl es di scovered the wall.

Hi s jaws, grinding against each other with the sound they had first heard mles
away, ripped into the stones form ng the arch over the grotto. The jaws bit through
the stone and net, taking a neat, snoothly bevel ed chunk out of the wall. The
creature spat out the stone and bit again--and froze, its nouth open. It fought to
close its jaws, but couldn't, though there was nothing between them it had cone up
against the field force surrounding the statue and coul d nake no headway agai nst
it.

Slow y, one by one, the gargoyles fell back, and didn't bother clinbing up
again--they'd found it was no use. Instead they prow ed around the grotto, their
stone linmbs filling the little valley with clashing and grinding, their steel teeth
gnashing in fury.

Tears streanmed down Yverne's cheeks, but she said bravely, "Praise Heaven! W
are safe here!”

"Aye." Fadecourt patted her hand. "They cannot cone in."

"On the other hand," Matt said, "we can't go out."

"Have we need to?"

"Unl ess we want to spend the next several years here--1'd say so, yes."
"Surely they wll tire and go away!" Yverne protested.

"They don't look like the type to bore easily,” Mtt said. "Not very
intelligent, at a guess, but very, very determ ned. Besides, there's the question
of how |l ong we can wait."

"l have fasted before,
food. "

Fadecourt informed him "I can endure sonme days w t hout

Yver ne | ooked apprehensive, but she nodded.
"All well and good," Matt said slowy, "but let's say, now-water?"

They were all quiet.
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"Aye," Fadecourt admtted. "Thirst will drive us out within a day or two."

"And there's nothing to drink," Matt said. "W found that out this afternoon,
whil e we were patching the place up.”

"But surely they will not |inger past dawn,"” Yverne protested.

"Only one way to find out.” Matt |lay down on a patch of grass and rolled over,
covering hinself with his cloak and pillowi ng his head on his arm "Wake ne if
anyt hi ng goes right."

Narl h nuzzl ed himawake. Matt sat up with a start, |ooked about himin a panic,
and renenbered where he was. He relaxed with a sigh. "Thanks, O Vigilant One.
Anyt hi ng changed?"

"Yeah--the sky." Narl h nodded upward. "Dawn's com ng--and your gargoyles are
getting restless.”

"Not mine," Matt nuttered automatically--but he watched the gargoyl es.

They were paci ng about, snapping at one another, apparently quite agitated. As
the first ray of sunlight struck the hillside above them each of them began to
dig. They went down into the ground very fast, of course, with steel claws and al
t hat wei ght--down, and down, dirt gouting up about themthough they stayed pretty
much in place, remnding Matt of pigs wallowing into nmud. In a few m nutes, they
had di sappeared, their places marked only by nounds of dirt.

Yverne sat up, stifling a yawn and blinking about her. Then her eyes went w de.
"They have gone!"

"No," Matt said, "only gone underground. They'll rise again at sunset, |'m
sure."

"What wi I | ?" Fadecourt sat up, scowing. He saw the nounds of dirt, at least a
hundred of them and realized what they neant. "So. Qur enem es await us w thout
and wi t hunder, do they not?"

"They do," Matt agreed. "My question is, wll they dare cone out if they know
they' Il be in sunlight?"

"We mght try them" Fadecourt suggested. "How nuch is the knowl edge worth to
you--an arm or a |leg?"
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Matt gazed at the dirt nounds, thinking it over.

"Mayhap the course of discretion is wser," the cyclops suggested.

"Definitely. After all, I'mnot eager to | ose a nenber."

"There are other ways to test," Fadecourt pointed out. "Yet to be clear, we
must wait till sunlight covers the ground outside of this shrine.”

"I can wait."

He didn't have to wait long. The sun's rays soon covered the grass outside the
shrine, what was left of it. Fadecourt nodded, satisfied, went back into the cave
behind the grotto, and cane back with a boulder. He bowed it toward the nearest
dirt pile. Matt wondered whether it would be able to pass out of the gate.

It did, rolling a couple of feet away froma burrow There was an expl osi on of
dirt, a blinding flash of granite legs with a horrendous cl ashing. Steel teeth
sl ashed, and the boul der was gone.

Abruptly, the gargoyle froze. Then, slowy, it turned toward the humans, giving
them a | ook of such pure mal evol ence that Matt felt his heart trying to sink down
into his boot tops.

"I't knows we deceived it," Yverne whispered. "It would rend us linb fromlinb
for that deception, if it could.”

Narl h snorted behind them "How many pieces can it tear you into? It was ready
to do that last night."

But al ready, the nonster's skin was dulling. It turned and dragged itself
pai nfully back to its hole, where it wall owed down, sending up a cloud of soil that
settled to hide it fromthe |ight.

"It can endure the sun,"” Fadecourt said, "though not for any great |ength of
tinme."

"Long enough to tear us to shreds, though." Matt shook his head. "No, we're
very effectively penned up here.”

They were quiet, digesting the fact.

Then Yverne rose. "Well, we nust proceed with the norning' s duties, as best we
may. By your |eave, gentlenen.” She turned and went away, behind the grotto, to the
cave. Narlh lifted his head as she passed and gazed after her.
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Matt knew the feeling. After seeing those gargoyles, he woul d never trust
honest stone again.

"Well, Wzard," the dracogriff challenged, "how re you gonna get us out of this
one?"

"I don't know," Matt confessed. "If these obscene; uh, works of art, really do
cone fromHell, any power | can wield probably won't be enough. It'd take a direct

mracle, straight from Heaven."
"I's our plight so desperate that a saint mght intervene?" Fadecourt asked.

Matt shook his head. "As | understand it, that takes direct, persona

participation by a major devil. Subordi nate denons |ike these aren't enough--
they're no nore than the evil ideas Satan | ends his mnions, to make people

m serable."” He wondered about the nature of that power. Since he could feel a sort
of magi cal pressure around hi mwhen he was casting a spell, naybe Satan just gave

hi s worshi pers the ideas for verses; the nagi cal power was always there, only
needi ng to be shaped and f or ned.

It would be very chancy, he realized, working for Satan. You' d never know when
t hat devastating power would hit you, as well as your chosen target. You could
never be sure your boss wouldn't turn agai nst you.

Yverne cane back just in tinme to hear Narlh growl, "So what woul d happen if you
prayed real hard, and a saint cane to kick these nonsters out?"

"That woul d just provide an opening for a devil to show up for a showdown. See,
God leaves it to us to work out our own destinies, but He'll give us whatever
spiritual help we need--and guidance, if we'll just shut up and listen to Hm"

"That is Grace," Yverne nurmnured.

"Right. He'll even performconstant small mracles, if they' |l help us inprove
our souls and not hurt anybody else's, and we really, sincerely, want them enough
to help open the way--1like an al coholic going on the wagon, or an incurable illness

going into spontaneous remssion..."
" ' Spontaneous rem ssion'?" Narlh frowed. "What is that?"

"What you call a mracle when you don't want to admt it's a mracle. And, of
course, Hell is allowed its own |owkey interference, except that it has to work
t hrough the human agents it cons into its service, not directly--and the result can
be sonme really gruesone tenptations to despair. But outright, open neddling isn't
al | owed--so no saint would show up without a devil to kick out."

"But a devil may appear, to interfere in human affairs?"
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"It's been known to happen. Not very often, because the devils know that,
agai nst a saint who's a channel for CGod's power, they can't do anything--and the
first thing the saint will do is banish them"

"But then," Yverne cried "if a saint did cone to aid us, and a devil came to
oppose him the saint would banish the devil!"

"Yes--but the saint won't break God's rules. W have free will, after all--that
seens to be the whol e purpose of human existence, as well as | can understand it,
whi ch may not be much: for us to choose to go to Heaven, and transform oursel ves
i nto sonet hing good enough to belong there. Qutright interference is too nuch
i nfl uence. "

"Hey, wait a mnute!" Narlh frowed. "You're trying to say that to get to

Heaven, we have to choose not to have free will, to just do whatever Heaven wants!"
"Yes, but we use free will in making that choice."
"But..." Narlh tried to follow the |oop of the paradox, got |ost, and grunbl ed,

"Too deep for ne.

"Me, too--1 need an Aqua-lung. O course, the trick is trying to know what
Heaven wants; a | ot of people have done sonme very horrible things, believing they
knew God's will and were just carrying it out. And, of course, each of the few who
really did manage to becone a nmedium for God always had the tenptation not to and
had to constantly be choosing H's will instead of their own. | understand it does
require a ot of self-sacrifice. Wuldn't know fromny own experience, of course.”

Yverne eyed himnarrowy, and Matt hastened to explain, "OF course, | don't
real ly understand any of this."

"There are three of us who do not, then," Fadecourt said, with a quick glance
at Narlh. "Yet | take it that all of this nmakes you believe you can do naught
'gai nst these engines of Hell."

Matt nodded. "Unless | can figure out a way to harness sone sort of natural
force. | used to have a scab denon who had taken a liking to me--no, no, ny |ady,
I"'mnot a sorcerer in disguisel He wasn't part of the Hell crew, in fact, properly
speaki ng, he wasn't even a denon. Humans named himthat, because they didn't know
what else to call him He was the personification of a natural process called
entropy, and people called him Maxwel|l's Denon."

"Who was Maxwel | ?" Narl h grunted.

"A scientist--uh, that was the equivalent of a wizard, where | cane from-and
he never met the denon, just imagined that it mght exist. Which it didn't, back
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home. But when | cane here, | took a chance and call ed hi mup--and sure enough
here, he did exist!"

"And his power was enough to break such as these?" Fadecourt asked, | ooking
skepti cal

Matt nodded. "He could nake anything go to wack and ruin, if sonebody asked
himto in the right way. He could freeze these nonsters back into ordinary stone,
for exanple, then make them crunble away into powder."

"Wy, then, call himup!" Yverne cl apped her hands.

"I wish | could--but he went adventuring with a friend of mne, and | can't
take hi m back w thout asking. Asking him | nean--and I'd have to find him first"

"Can you not conjure up sone other such spirit?" Fadecourt asked.

Matt sat still for a mnute, letting the idea soak in. Then he nodded. "Yes, |
coul d--but we'd be taking a chance. Whatever | got mght do as nuch danage to us as
to our enemes--or mght not be willing to do what we ask. It's a risk."

"Could it be worse than what awaits us yon?" Yverne nodded toward the nounds of
dirt outside the gateway of the shrine.

Matt thought about steel claws and teeth--vanadiumsteel, to judge fromthe way
that one nonster had sheared through a stone--and shook his head. "I don't think
so, no--and there would be a chance that | mght be able to bani sh whatever
called up."

"There is a chance that you could not?" Fadecourt stared.
"Dependi ng on what kind of nonster | got--definitely."
"Then don't start up sonething you can't finish off,” Narlh grow ed.

"That's what they told Frankenstein. No, don't ask--he was another, uh, w zard
from back hone, though not a very wise one. Still, the point's well taken. Anybody
got any ideas as to what kind of spirit | could call up, that would be strong
enough to get rid of these gargoyles, but not likely to turn against us?"

A very deep silence answered him
"Well, so nmuch for that idea." Matt sighed.

"Tis a question without an answer, Lord Wzard," Yverne said, | ooking
m serable. "Wiat spirit could be strong enough to aid us, yet not apt to weak
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unholy m schi ef upon us?"
"M schief!" Matt sat bolt upright.

Then he junped to his feet, stepped over to Yverne, and gave her a big, Ioud
kiss on the cheek. "Thank you, mlady! | should have known | coul d depend on you!"

"What...what have | sai d?" she asked, eyes round.

"M schief! Not malice, mschief! A spirit who |oves to play pranks, but doesn't
get nasty about it unless people deserve it--or turn out not to be able to take a
j oke. ™

"But," she protested, "would a spirit of m schief not be one also of evil?"

"Not necessarily. My parish priest, when | was a boy, had a very active sense
of m schi ef--you know, junping out of dark hallways shouting "Boo!' and that sort
of thing. Gave you the willies, if you were an altar boy going into a dark church
on a Sunday norning--but it did teach nme to be alert.”

"Wth a priest, all well and good." Fadecourt frowned. "But with a spirit,
there m ght be | ess of goodness to alloy the neanness.”

"Well, it could subject us to sone very undignified pranks, of course, but no
real damage," Matt answered, "as |long as we can take practical jokes in good part."”

"What spirit is this?" Fadecourt asked with foreboding.

"I can't guarantee the formor the nane." Mtt tried to smle. "The worst |'ve
heard himcall ed, is Hobgoblin."

"I like not the sound of that," Fadecourt said darkly.
Yver ne, however, clapped her hands and cried, "Hop o° My Thunb!"
"Ch." Matt turned to her. "You' ve heard of hin®"

"Aye. 'Tis said the careful housewife will now and again find a sixpence in her
shoe, and '"tis his work--but the lazy sloven will discover naught but bl ack stones,
or mayhap beetles."” She sobered. "Not a pleasant jest."

"You do have to watch your step,” Matt admtted. "He has a knack of taking
advant age of human foibles, finds themvery fertile ground for hunor. Not that he's
alone in that, of course.”

But Fadecourt was still frowning. "How could such a spirit aid us 'gainst
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nonsters such as these?"
"By having fun with them"
"Fun! Wth...such as these!?"

"Fun," Matt affirmed. "Get themchasing their tails, or sonmething. Look, it's
possible, isn't it?"

"Don't tell himno," Narlh advised Fadecourt. "Anything else he dreans up is
likely to be worse.™

"There is that," Fadecourt adnmtted, "and these gargoyles are assuredly far
wor se than aught el se we m ght bethink us of. Nay, Lord Wzard, call thy sprite.”

"Ckay. Just a mnute, though--1 have to try to renenber the verse." Mtt
frowned, running through it silently, then | ooked up. "Okay. Here goes:

"Unl ess | mstake his shape and naking quite,

He is that merry wanderer of the night

Who mght a fat and bean-fed horse beguile
Neighing in likeness of a filly foal.

O slips he in a gossip's bow

In |ikeness of a roasted crab.

Agai nst her withered |ips he bobs,

And on her withered dew ap, spills the ale.

The wi sest aunt, telling the saddest tale,
Sonetines for three-foot stool m staketh he.

Then slips he fromher bum down topples she,

And "Tailor!" cries, and falls into a cough.

Then all the choir waxen in their mrth, and |augh,
And sneeze, and swear

A nmerrier hour was never wasted there.

Let himcone near, if he WII| aid poor wanderers beset, such as we!"

He ended hol di ng out his hands, as though pleadi ng, which was not perhaps the
W sest idea--for a glimer appeared in his palm progressing to a glitter, then a
| uster of twinkling that clustered and faded--1|eaving a m niature human bei ng,
| eani ng back cross-legged in Matt's pal m one ankle propped on the other bended
knee, hands behind his head, and a wisp of tinothy between his teeth. He wore a
sort of furry kilt, a feather in his hair, and nothing nore. And he was very snall
If it hadn't been for the feather, Matt m ght have thought he was a nut.

Later on, he was to deci de he woul d have been right.

"Those that Hobgoblin call nme, and sweet Puck,"” the apparition runbled, in a
surprisingly deep voice,
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"I do their work, and they shall have good | uck.

"And who are ye?"

"Uh--a poor w zard, down on his luck." Matt tried to stop goggling, and fail ed.
"At whom do you stare, horse-face?"

The ot her three conpani ons were staring, too, but Puck didn't seemto notice
t hem

"Uh--sorry." Matt managed to blink and forced a smle. The real, genuine Puck!
He felt |ike asking for an autograph. "Just that you're, uh--amazing."

"Certes. Yet not what you did expect?" The mani kin sat up, pulling the w sp out
of his nmouth and tossing it away. "Wy, what did you think I anf"

"Uh--well, alittle bigger, actually. At least a foot high."

"A foot? Nay, faugh! Wat use would such a size be? How then could | capture
bees to ride, or steal their honey bags? How should | lie in a cowslip's bell?"

"But...l thought that was Ariel..."

"How foolish can you be? Cowslips conme fromearth, not air."” The little man
| eaped up, standing with | egs spread, arns akinbo. "And, too, you did speak with
your friend of '"Hop o My Thunb'--and if '"tis by that nanme they know ne here, 'tis
in that guise I'lIl appear!”

He was, Matt had to admt, fitting the nane. He was about three-quarters of the
size of Matt's thunb, and he certainly did | ook as though he was ready to hop with
excess energy. In fact, Matt realized he'd better figure out a way to channel all
that m schief fast, or it would be turned against him "Unh--thanks for com ng. W
really could use the kind of help you can give."

"I, and only I!'" Puck thrust out his chest and strutted. "Nay, | will gladly
hel p you--if you have the wit to use ny aid. For |ook you, you nust be careful what
you ask for."

"'*Cause | mght get it, huh?" Matt nuttered. "How about if | asked for...No,
never mnd. We don't have tine for that, now "

"There is always tine for a jest." Puck smled, not altogether pleasantly.
"What did you think of?"
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"Well, | was just wondering what would happen if | asked you if nmy thoughts had
wings...Help!" Hs mnd had suddenly filled with a picture of flapping w ngs, all
ki nds of wi ngs--bee's, bird' s, bat's, bounder's...Wat was a bounder? "No, no! |
was j ust wondering!"

Puck nade a wapping gesture with his hand, grinning with m schievous delight.
"Well done! Oh, well done! You will be a nost excellent subject for ny jests! Nay,
go on! Do ask for nore!”

Matt had the unconfortable feeling that he had just set hinself up as the
straight man in a permanent, ongoing vaudeville routine. "Wll, actually, we called
you to hel p us agai nst sone denons."

"Denons?" Puck's smile turned to gloating. "Wiy, ever do | rejoice in
countering those great chunks of evil! Nay, if you can find themfor me, unleash
rr.e! n

"You have fought denons before?" Yverne asked, w de-eyed.

Puck gave her a quick | ook of appraisal and grinned at what he saw. "For you,
fair maid, I would fight devils incarnate!"

"That's exactly what we were hoping for, on a mnor scale,”" Mttt interrupted.
"You see, we're trying to get a chance to fight an evil sorcerer, but he's trying
to nake sure we don't get close enough. Last night, he sicced a score or two of
gargoyles on us."

"Gar goyl es?" Puck | ooked up, startled. "Wiy, what had you to fear from stone?
It cannot turn to smte you!"

"Eppur si nuove, " Matt quoted. "And these ones really did nove. They waddl ed,
m nd you, not gall oped--but they still noved a |lot faster than I woul d have thought
they could have. And they had steel teeth, which they were very eager to use.”

"Ah, those denons whom your scul ptors saw in visions dread and rendered in
stone to hang up high above your head! ' Twoul d be reason enough never to go into a
church. But how stood you agai nst then?"

"We were | ucky enough to find this shrine to Saint lago. It's stil
consecrated, you see, and..."

He didn't finish. Wth an ear-splitting screech, Puck di sappear ed.

He reappeared a nonent |ater, outside the gateway, mad and hoppi ng. "You fool,
you idiot, you blind ass! Have you no better wit than to bring one of the elvin
kind into a Christian holy place? Did you wish to see nme shrivel in agony?" He
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|l evel ed a forefinger. "Let us see if your appearance can accord with your..."

Under the circunstances, Matt was very gl ad the nearest gargoyle chose that
nonment to explode fromthe ground in a cloud of dirt.

Puck heard the noise and whirled to see the nonster |eaping straight for him
cl aws wi despread, steel teeth reaching. The elf disappeared in a flash of Iight,
and as the gargoyle jarred to | and, |ooking about, befuddl ed and enraged, Puck
appeared again at the nonster's tail. He grabbed with both hands and pi nched.

Matt woul dn't have thought sonmeone so small could pinch so hard.

The gargoyl e roared and reared up, whipping about to snap up the mniscule
bei ng who dared affront it--but the being had hopped backward far enough for
anot her gargoyle to explode fromthe earth. The first one got there just in tine to
clanmp its jaws down on the second. Wth a bellow, the second turned to bite at the
first and took a chunk of granite out of its flinty hide.

But Puck had junped backward again, triggering a third eruption of gargoyle,
t hen danced toward the first two, who were snapping and clawi ng at each other like
a quarry gone nad. The third | eaped, Puck di sappeared, and the third slamed teeth-
first into the tunble of two--both of whom | eaped on the interloper. But a fourth
was runbling out of the ground, to see Puck seated on the third' s tail. The fourth
snapped up Puck--and took a chunk out of its neighbor. The third whirled to snap
out, bringing the first two al ong.

"Ch, the brave elf!" Yverne cried. "He is lost!™

Matt must have gone insane for a second, because he plunged out through the
gateway. Fadecourt and Narl h both shouted and dived to catch him but before he
could go nore than one step, Puck reappeared on the outside of the snarling,
roaring ball, just as it rolled back into the living mne field. Oher gargoyles
| aunched t hensel ves fromtheir inprovised silos, thundering with blood |ust, and
Puck di sappeared as they plunged into the sphere of disaster. As the ball rolled,
nore and nore gargoyles canme out to slay, and wound up trapped in the round of
biting and revengi ng.

Puck appeared on top of Matt's head, dancing and pantom m ng punches as he
cried, "Slay him Stoneface! Gouge at him Ganite! Bite at him Basalt! Aye, hew,
gobbl e, chew, gorge, gnaw, gulp, and bite through!"”

“I think they're all in there.” Narlh stared in disbelief.

"But," Fadecourt protested, "how can they hurt one another? They are all of
stone!"

"Yes," Matt said, "but they all have steel teeth."
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Puck di sappeared from Matt's head, appeared above the churning battle, then
reappeared atop Matt, saying, "All gargoyles are indeed within the fray, and they
fray one another quite well. Aye, they have chopped and ground several of the
smal | er into pebbles already!"

Yverne shuddered. "Praise Heaven we were not caught by them"
Puck wi nced. "Mercy, |ady! And pray be m ndful who has wought this coil!"

"The ball's getting snmaller,” Matt pointed out. "I think they've chewed up the
medi um si ze ones now. "

Puck popped over above the whirling nmass of stone again, then popped back to
Matt's crown. "Only the largest and ugliest remain, and they are chewing into one
anot her at a nost excellent rate! Wiy, one would think they had ne'er been fed in
their lives!”

The ball grew smaller and smaller, until finally, they could distinguish
separate nonsters again--but there were only two, with vastly distended bellies,
each chewing on the other's tail, each bite taking up nore and nore. They roared
and shrieked and bell owed with each bite, but one gobbled faster than the other,
devouring its hind | egs, abdonen, chest, and forelegs, then chewed up its head and
spit out the teeth. But it couldn't stop; it kept going, past where its enem es
jaws had been fastened into its own flinty hide, chewing and grinding in a roaring
rage, grating its own substance until it expired in gravel, |eaving nothing but a
set of steel teeth that rolled on the ground, gnashing and snapping.

Puck appeared above it, making shooing notions. Then he reappeared on Matt's
head, saying, "Its erstwhile foe's teeth also remain. Shall we see their fond
enbrace?"

There wasn't nuch choice; he had started the one set of snapping teeth rolling

in the right direction, and it kept on rolling until it bunped into the other set
of ani mated dentures. Then they clashed and sl ashed and chopped at each other until
both were shredded into scrap. Even the bits and pieces still junped about,

slamm ng i nto each other.

Puck hopped down to Matt's shoul der, set his arnms aki nbo, and denmanded, " Now,
what did you wish ne to do with these nonstrosities?"

"Uh..." Matt could only stare at the barren, churned-up ground before him
strewn with bits and fragnents of stone that m ght just possibly have been
recogni zabl e as parts of nonsters, if he had | ooked really closely--which he had no
intention of doing.

"Well, put themout of their msery, Wzard!" the elf snapped. "Can you not
give these bits of iron their quietus?"
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Matt snapped out of it. "Yeah, sure!

"Doubl e, double, toil, and troubl e!
Furnace heat, make steel scrap bubble!”

It wasn't nuch, but it served the purpose. The bits of steel turned red, then
yel l ow, then white, and flowed together into a huge, quivering droplet. Matt could
feel a blast of heat; then the bubble was nelting its way down underground. Matt
could have just let it keep going until it hit the nolten nickel-iron core of the
pl anet, of course, but he didn't relish the volcano that would result, so he
quickly recited an advertising jingle for a deep-freeze conpany, and the steam
stopped rising fromthe hole. Matt decided he'd wait for alittle while, then kick
the dirt in.

Puck was giving himan appraising |ook. "Well done, Wzard! You are no inept
apprentice to this craft, | see!"

"Not as good as | should be." Matt swal |l owed.

"We nust not |eave the detritus of evil so close by the holy shrine." Fadecourt
sounded nunb, but he stepped out through the gateway anyway.

"No, wait!" Matt stopped himwith a hand on his shoulder. "I don't trust that
gravel. Let ne see if | can't do this a little nore efficiently.”

Fadecourt stopped, | ooking up at himin inquiry, but Matt didn't notice. He
frowmed out at the mass of detritus, thinking over his verses.

"Qut of the pebble-strewn days

Let us all seek snpother ways,

May these fragnents that once were |Iike sand on a shore
Be gone, and trouble us al

Never nore!"

The mass of pebbles glimered, wavered, and was gone.
Matt exhal ed a sigh of relief.
"Where have they gone, Lord Wzard?" Yverne asked, eyes wi de.

"Back where they canme from | hope--whether it be a rock quarry, or sonepl ace
nore sinister." Then Matt nmanaged to smile as he turned his head to | ook at the
mani ki n on his shoul der--out of the corner of his eye was the best he could do--and
was glad that it turned into a real smle of relief and gratitude. "Thank you with
all my goodwill, Hop o My Thunb! That, | certainly could not have done w t hout
you!"
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"I't was nmy pleasure."” Puck grinned, eyes glinting with delight. "Wat gane
woul d you have me play next?"

Malt's smle vani shed. "Well, uh--now that you nention it, that was the only
probl em facing us at the nonent."

Puck's face cl ouded. "You dared summon ne for only one easily sol ved chore?"

Matt suddenly becanme aware, all over again, of the spirit's ability to weak
massi ve havoc sinply in the process of having a good tinme. "Well, uh--yes,
actually. You see, it was sonething we couldn't handl e alone, and..."

"And woul d | have the courtesy to quietly fade fromsight, now that you no
| onger have need of ne?" The elf's eyes narrowed. "I think not, Wzard! Know that
we faerie-folk always claimwhat's owed us."

"Uh...well, yes, | know | owe you a |lot of thanks, but..."

" '"Tis nore than thanks," Puck said with a wolfish grin. "Know that, when you
accept aid fromone such as I, you do incur an obligation to us--and we husband our
resources; we stay hard by you, seen or unseen, until you've done by us as we've
done by you."

Matt groaned. "Meaning that, unless | get a chance to save you from as nuch
grief as you' ve just spared us, that you' re nmy pernmanent conpani on?"

"Till debt do us part--or its discharge, at least. Yet |, nore than any other
sprite, grow restless in boredom You nust find occupation for nme, Wzard--and if
you can find no better diversion for me, | shall have to find ny pleasure in

tornmenting you!"
Matt swal |l owed heavily, frantically trying to think of a way out.

It was Yverne who found it. "Can you not be patient for a short while? For
surely King Gordogrosso will find newterrors to set upon us, and right soon.™

"Yes!" Matt agreed with vehenence. "Now that he's finally taking us seriously
enough to notice us, we'll probably have one nonster after another to fight. At
| east one a day!"

Puck pursed his lips around a smle, eyeing Matt and considering.” 'Tis a
better offer than I've had this last hundred years..."

"Take it, | prithee!"™ Yverne begged. "W shall have need of you right soon, |
doubt not--and we would be so very wearied of staying wwthin this shrine, for dread
of you."
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That decided the issue; Puck's smle disappeared as he glanced up at the statue
of the saint, then quickly glanced away. Wen he | ooked back, his inpish grin had
spread across his face again. "Well, since it is a beautiful dansel who doth ask it
of me, and a virgin to boot, with all the powers of enchantnent that brings..."

Matt tried not to | ook surprised. He had wondered if a grown wonman could be a
virginin Ibile, but Puck had just settled the issue. Considering the elf's earthy
connections, he didn't think Hop 'o My Thunb could be wong about such a thing.

"I shall travel with you!" Puck said magnani nously, then quickly held up a
pal m nodestly closing his eyes. "Nay, do not thank ne--1 shall be glad to aid you.
Only find work for nme, or..." He gave Matt a keen look. "I shall find ny own
anmusenents. "

Matt didn't have to ask who would be the butt of the elf's hunor. But he nade
hi msel f sm | e anyway, and beckoned his friends out of the shrine. He turned back to
Puck with a smle of welcone, feeling as though he had just tucked a nucl ear bonb
into his pocket. He prom sed hinself that he would never ask Puck for another favor-
-ow ng hi mone was bad enough.

CHAPTER 16

Goblins in Bondage

Matt checked to make sure his wand was stuck in his belt, then turned back to
hi s conpani ons. "Ckay--sun's up. Let's..."

"Shh!'" Narlh glowered at him then turned back toward the shrine, bowi ng his
head.

Matt's voice trailed off; he saw Yverne kneeling at the railing of the shrine,
head bowed in prayer. Fadecourt cane up silently and knelt on the other side of the
gat eway.

"What hol ds you?" Puck demanded, arns akinbo. "Let us be off! The night wll
cone too soon, and with it, the spirits of evill"

Narl h gave hima glare. "W're thanking the one who protected us fromthe
nonsters. "
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"Why, thanks are wel cone, though the victory cost ne little effort! But | hear
you not."

"They're thanking Saint lago," Matt explained. "W wouldn't have been alive to
call you, if he hadn't kept the gargoyles out of his shrine.”

But Puck had already shied away at the nention of the saint. "Wzard, please!
Have a care for ny ears!”

"He should have a care for his allies,” Narlh snorted. "What's the matter,
W zard--think you' re too good to give credit where it's due?"

Matt bal ked; praying at statues ran against his grain. In fact, praying to
anyt hi ng had ki nd of disgusted him ever since he'd | earned about the devel opnent
of religion in his freshman col |l ege courses.

On the other hand, that attitude had softened a bit, since he'd been in
Mer ovence. .

"Kind of hard to take credit, under the circunstances, isn't it?" He sighed.
"And calling it "coincidence' is stretching things a bit--here. Sure, Narlh, I"l]
pitch in." He went back to the gateway.

Yverne and Fadecourt | ooked up in expectation fromeither side.
So this had to be a public spectacle, did it?
O course--he was the | eader

Since when? He didn't renenber standing for election. Since he cane to Ibile.
The whol e expedition was his idea. Admttedly, an idea hatched in a nonent of very
dubi ous inspiration, but his own, nonetheless. He took a deep breath, |ooked up at
the tranquil face above him then rem nded hinself that the statue wasn't the
saint, but only a rem nder of him Deliberately, Matt turned his eyes up to the
sky. "I thank you, Saint lago, for your protection and aid. | thank you with all ny
heart and pray you'll ever be with ne!l”

The shrine was awful ly qui et.
Then Narl h sniffed. "Kinda cheap, isn't he?"
Matt turned, frowning. "What do you nean? Saints don't want bribes."

"Of course not," Fadecourt said slowy, "but it mght be polite to at | east
indicate willingness to return the favor."
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Matt frowned at himwhile his nmeaning percolated in. Then he sighed and turned
away, calling out, "Stand by ne, Saint lago, while | do all that | can to save
Ibile! Only guide nme, and protect me, and show ne the way to God that you have
al ready foll owed!"

And, of course, that neant he was even nore tightly bound to do or die than
he' d al ready been.

Matt set a hard pace that day--Narlh had to stretch his legs to keep up with
hi s demands, and started grunbling even earlier than usual, about noon. Matt call ed
a halt for lunch then, sonmewhat against his will. As they finished off the
| eftovers fromtwo nights before, Fadecourt asked, "Werefore your haste, Lord
W zard? Have a care for the dansel."

Matt | ooked up at Yverne, startled. "I'msorry, mlady. Since Narlh's giving us
a ride, | thought--"

"Rightly."” She cut himoff with a weary smle. "And, truly, you nust be far
nore wearied than |."

Matt frowned, his brain clicking over. "But even a saddle can be tiring,
right?"

"I amaccustoned to riding," she assured him "and we have matters of greater
nmonment than confort.”

"Yes. Kind of what | was thinking, too." But Matt frowned, brooding. "I want to
nove as fast as | can, now that the King seens to have found us. Once he has us
spotted and anal yzed--"

"Any lies?" Narlh frowned. "Sure, | know he'll |ie every chance he gets, but
what's that got to do with you?"

"No, 'analyzed' --nmeaning he has chall enged nme, tested ne, found out sone idea
of how much magic | can do and can't."”

"You do nmean he has taken your neasure," Fadecourt interpreted.

"I'n a manner of speaking--and |I'm hoping the spells he's knitting will be a bad
fit. But now that he does have sone idea of ny magical strengths and weaknesses,
and what kind of allies | have, he'll probably be doing everything he can to make

t hi ngs tough for us. So the |longer we take getting to Olequedrille, the nore
chances he has to elimnate us before we can do any damage--and the nore tine he
has to prepare his defense.”
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Fadecourt al nost choked on his cup of water. \Weezing, he |ooked up at Matt.
"W zard, what defense has he need or. Even if we cane to his castle this instant,
what could we do?"

"I don't know yet," Matt admtted, "but there nust be sonething, or he woul dn't
be trying to stop us."

"There is truth in that,"” Yverne agreed. "Yet he is quite likely to smte you
sinply because you are not evil--but even nore likely to strike, because you have
saved me fromhis mnions. Wrse, you now keep ne safe fromhim Nay, gentlenen,
surely '"twould be the course of wisdomto--"

"W would not think of it," Fadecourt cut her off.
Matt nodded. "Don't you think of it, either, mlady. Please."

"We're all together on this,” Narlh grow ed. "Besides, he' d strike us out of
sheer revenge, m |l ady."

"That's decided, then," Matt said quickly, giving Yverne no chance to
i nterrupt.

Puck appeared in the mddle of their circle. "Not so quickly, nortal! | have
not spoken yet!"

Matt eyed him askance. "You really feel the need to?"
Puck took a breath

"On this topic, | nean!”

Puck defl ated. "Nay. You cannot abandon the mai den."
Yver ne di npl ed.

Matt took it as a sign of acceptance. "Fine, then. | do wonder, though, why
Gordogrosso isn't causing us any nore trouble. | mean, now that he's found out
where we are..."

"Speak his nanme, and he will hear you," Fadecourt corrected him "Let us speak
merely of "the king."

Matt frowned. "Wiat difference does it nake? W know he's found us now, and he
can track us wth that magic mrror of his."

“In all likelihood," the cyclops said slowmwy. "Yet '"tis also to be narked, Lord
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Matt hew, that there be runors..."
Matt hated it when people didn't finish sentences. "Runors of what?"
"That there do be places into which the king cannot see,” Yverne expl ai ned.
Nar| h nodded. "Nobody knows where they are, though.”

"Interesting.” Matt's gaze drifted as he considered the idea. "Logically, we
shoul d have been in one of themlast night..."

"Well, true," Fadecourt admitted. "Evil magic could not probe into holy places--
but beli ke the king saw all around the shrine."

Matt nodded. "True, true. | nean, if the gargoyles could be there, why not the
king's eyes?" He straightened as the inplications hit him "Hey, wait a m nute!
What's to keep himfrom having spies, for the places his mnor can't see into?"

"Naught ," Fadecourt said grinmy, "and sorcerers are reputed to have many such.”
"You nean, besides the nen and wonen they' ve corrupted for the purpose?”

"Ch, assuredly." Puck grinned, apparently reveling in the problem "There are
spirits a-plenty who delight in such service--and many nore who can be coerced in
sone manner."

"Like famliars, you nean?"

"Aye, though sorcerers' famliars are oft denons disguised, bound to serve the
foolish nortals who trade worldly power for eternal torment. Yet there are nmany who
are not of Hell, but who care not who they hurt, or who are malicious by nature.”

Matt stared. "You don't nean elves would work for the king!"

"Nay, surely not!" Puck dism ssed the notion with a toss of his head. "Yet
there are kobol ds, though they rarely cone so far to the west, and they delight in
pain and harm-and | am as, and basilisks, and ghouls..."

"I get the point." Matt nodded, frowning. "Goblins, too, and all manner of
cobblies. Which neans that our every nove will be shadowed, unless | can figure out
some way of chasing off any spies that come near us."

O unl ess he found some way to use those spies for his benefit--sonme way to
have themreport where he was, when he wasn't really there. He began toying with
noti ons of stocks, artificial inages of himand his friends--and doppel gangers, and
anal ogues, and fl at-out copies..
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His friends noticed his sudden silence and abstracted gaze. They exchanged
gl ances, finished their lunches, packed up, and tapped himlightly on the shoul der
"Lord Wzard," Yverne said, "we nust walk."

"Huh?" Matt snapped out of his reverie. "Oh! Sure. Sorry, | seemto have
drifted off there...”

But he was no sooner on his feet and trudgi ng westward, than he | apsed back
into the daze of thought. His friends took the burden of conversation on thensel ves-
-and of keepi ng wat ch.

Toward evening, the road cane parallel to a small river. It nade sense--
agricultural roads frequently followed the rivers, which had done the great service
of cutting through the hills for the farners. Here and there, though, the hills did
i ndeed rise up--and as the sun was setting, they cane to a high bluff, with the
road rising up beside it, so that there was a steep hillside to the left, and a
steeper hillside falling down to the water on their right.

Fadecourt stopped. "I like this not."
Matt jolted out of his daze. "Huh? Don't |ike what?...0On."
"Be a great place for an anbush,” Narlh runbl ed.

"Aye," Fadecourt agreed. "The slope is too steep for bandits to run down
wi thout a great risk of falling--though they m ght rain arrows upon us."

"Bad enough."

"Aye--but what | truly amwary of is the chance of entrapnment between a force
bef ore us and one behind."

Matt studied the road, then said, "W have to go through here sone tine,
right?"

"Well,"™ Narlh said, "we could clinb the hillside before we get to the road.
O..."

Matt didn't make himfinish the offer; he didn't particularly want to be in the
air, if archers were going to be shooting at him "W'd be sitting ducks on the
hillside, too, wouldn't we?"

"Surely," Fadecourt agreed.

"How about flying ducks?" Narlh grunted.
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Yverne turned a beaming smle on her nmount. " 'Tis sweet of you to offer! But |
woul d as lief not be a target, afoot or aloft.”

"Flying out of a jam though," Matt said, "has definite possibilities. So, al
in all, our best course of action is to keep going--but carefully.”

"I fear so," Fadecourt grow ed.

"Then forward we go." Matt set off. "At least this way we'll find out whether
or not the king really is watching us."

"There must be a better way to get news,"” Narlh grunbled, but he foll owed Matt
down t he road.

In trepidation, they cane up to the crest of the hill. Malt's heart thudded so
| oudly that he was expecting an acconpani nent as they passed the top and started
down the other side, but no enem es sprang out at them Still, he didn't breathe

easily until they were all the way down, and fifty yards farther along the road.
Then Matt relaxed with a sigh, w ping his brow "Thank Heaven! Mybe the king can't
see us, after--"

A horn sounded behi nd t hem

Matt whirled about and saw a man in a robe standing at the crest of the hil
road, gesticulating and, presumably, chanting. To either side of himstood nmen in
pl ate arnor, seem ng i nhuman and certainly inpersonal behind their iron helns. As
Matt wat ched, they kicked their horses into notion and started down the sl ope.

Then Fadecourt shouted, and Matt spun back to the front just in tinme to see a

phal anx of pikenmen spilling out of the woods with an arnored kni ght at their head.
"You take the ones in front,” Narlh growl ed to Fadecourt. "I1'Il cover our
backsi des. "

The cycl ops turned, catching up a rock and swinging it. Matt didn't dare take
his eyes away from his opposite nunber, but the crash of stone against steel from
behi nd hi mwas very gratifying.

"Duck down, dansel,’
a tougher hide than you."

Nar|l h snapped. "You, too, Wzard--get behind nme. |I've got

Matt nodded. "You take care of the knights--and renmenber, if you can make their
arnmor hot enough, they'll peel out."”

Even as he spoke, the knights began their charge down the hill. Matt took a
deep breath and recited,
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"The fierce spirit painfully endured hardship for a tine,

He who dwelt in darkness..

The grimspirit was called Gendel, a rover of the borders,
One who held the noors, fen and fastness..

There canme gliding in the black night the wal ker in darkness,
From the nmoor under the mst-hills G endel cane wal king,
Wearing God's anger!”

Ni ght thickened around them and Matt took off, followi ng the crashing Narlh
was making. On his third step, he slammed into sonething hard and furry. A roar
resounded around him and a huge, clawed hand reached down through the darkness.
Far above, two little red eyes gleaned...Matt how ed, ducked around the giant shin
and ran.

G endel apparently wasn't about to change course for so small an irritation,
because the crashing of boul ders being ground into pebbles was goi ng away behind
Matt, and he didn't think that was just because he was running so fast. A yell of
horror confirnmed it, followed by the rattle and clash of suits of arnor being
junmbl ed together. Matt slowed and | ooked back, but all he could see was a bl ack
cloud with a horse arcing above it and a sorcerer beyond, sawing the air
frantically with his hands. The horse | anded on its hooves, by sone nmracle, and
streaked off in a panic--but the sorcerer had to stand his ground and keep trying.
Matt didn't think he'd have nuch | uck when he couldn't even tell what the nonster
was--especially since he didn't think the man knew O d English. Too bad the Dark
Age bards hadn't left a few verses with a wider range of applications--but their
interests had seened to be rather narrow

W de enough for current purposes, however. Matt noticed that the crashing
seened to have stopped. So did the sorcerer--he was frozen with his arns hal f-
rai sed, |ooking uncommonly as though he were surrendering to a Wld West sheriff.
Then he whi pped about and di sappeared back into the pass. The black cloud drifted
after him | eaving huge, clawed, vaguely anthropoid footprints.

Not that he cared about the sorcerer, but Matt couldn't |eave a scourge |like
that to prow the countryside. He tried to remenber how the fight finished, decided
to be alittle nore hunmane, and inprovised a different ending:

"Gendel nust flee fromthere, nortally sick,

Seek his joyless hone in the fen-slopes.

He knew the nore surely that his |life's end had cone,
The full nunber of his days."

The bl ack cl oud kept noving up toward the pass--but as it noved it thinned,
until, by the tine it reached the top, it was al nost gone. A vague outline hung in
the air for a second, huge and gross, |like a nonstrous parody of the human form-or
was it reptilian?--then was gone, so quickly that Matt wondered if he'd really seen
it. He sighed and turned away--there had been sonething heroic about the nonster,
after all.
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Fadecourt was glancing warily up toward the hilltop, then back to the place
where his targets had been. There was only a dust cloud there now.

Matt | ooked at it, surprised. "Wat did you do--knock themall the way back to
t he nount ai ns?"

"Nay. They saw that black cloud you raised, and turned tail. They fled, and I
cane near to fleeing after them"

"Near!" the dracogriff snorted. "If I'd had a clear field, | would' ve been
flying out of here so fast ny backwash woul d have knocked you over!™

Matt | ooked up at Narlh, frowning. "I thought you hated flying."
"Some things |I'mscared of nore, Wzard. You found one."

"And you did banish it, also." Fadecourt |ooked up at Matt, white still show ng
around his eyes. "Nay, you have certainly cleared our pathway! Have you di sbanded
them so quickly, then?"

"Di snenbered’ may be nore like it,’
don't go back to check."

Matt answered. "You'll pardon ne if |

"Aye, certes." Yverne | ooked out from behind Narlh's back, eyes huge. "How have
you routed them so quickly, Lord Matthew? And what nonstrous apparition was that
whi ch you did rai se agai nst thenP"

"That's an old story," Matt said, "and a reasonably long one. I'Il tell it to
you, sone tine--but right now, I think we'd better get as far away as we can before
we run out of daylight and have to canp.”

"Surely we may hearken as we speed!"

Matt gl anced around and saw that even the dracogriff was |ooking mldly
interested. He rel axed and took a deep breath. "Well...okay. Once, |ong ago and
very far away, a hero named Hrothgar built hima hall, hight Heorot..."

And they set off down the road, eyes growing |larger and | arger, as they
|istened to the wondrous tale of the hero Beowul f.

Al'i sande crested the nountain pass, wth her arny glancing up nervously behind
her. She couldn't blanme them-there were a great many boul ders up there, poised as
t hough bal anced, ready to fall, and she doubted that the presence of such stones

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/C...20Majestys%20Wizard%202%20-%200athBound.htm (191 of 397) [10/31/2004 11:04:09 PM]



Her Majesty's Wizard #2 The Oath Bound Wizard

was due sinply to nature. Still, they had not had the slightest difficulty fromthe
mountain fol k--nor the slightest sign of them either.

"May we not see the eneny fromthis height, Mjesty?" Sauvignon shivered, in
spite of the sable-lined cloak wapped tightly about him Mst of the other
hor senen were shivering, too, except for Alisande. She wondered why she felt no
col der than on a brisk autumm day. Perhaps for the sane reason that the infantry
did; they were not shivering, though they had wound nufflers close around their
faces. On the other hand, it could be because toiling up the slope had raised their
body t enper at ures.

"We shoul d," she agreed. "Mayhap the scouts...”

Runni ng footsteps crunched in the snow, and a pair of scouts rounded a boul der
and skidded to a halt in front of their queen. "Mjesty" the first puffed,
sketching a salute, "the Arny of Evil is drawn up below us, on the plain!"

"Battle!" Sauvignon's eye gl eaned; his basal tenperature nust have risen.
"W shall see them" Alisande decided "Lead on."
They followed the sentries back around the boul der--and stopped, staring.

The nount ai nsi de sl oped away bel ow them too steep for a horse, though a nman
could have had a wonderful tine with a toboggan; and, far below them a black |ine
of men straggl ed across a bow near the foot of the nountain, interspersed with the
orange buttons of canp fires.

"Maj esty" Sauvignon said, "they are not..."

"On a plain." Alisande nodded. "Indeed they are not, good Marquis. They have
drawn a battle line across a | ower valley, and they have taken the high ground.™

"May we not sinply pass..." Sauvignon saw the jagged rock field that filled the
valley just to the south of the one Gordogrosso's arny had taken, saw al so the
sheer cliff face that fell a thousand feet into the valley to the north, and
interrupted hinself. "Nay. O course we cannot."

"There is no passage,"” Alisande agreed. "W are not through the pass yet,
mlord. Satan's general but holds its | ower reaches.™

"I see that there is a reason for the course of a road,"” Sauvignon sighed.
"Even in these nountains."

Alisande let the soldiers rest for a day, on the plateau just above the valley
held by the Ibilian arnmy. They weren't about to Il et her nen rest in peace, of
course--not if they could help it; her pickets and outriders had a glorious tine
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actually crossing swords with the eneny. She had to pick and choose anong the
volunteers for guard and scout duty, and cautioned themall not to judge their
eneny by the little sortie parties they encountered--nost of themwere com ng very
unwi I lingly to battle.

"Yet will not all their nates cone so unwillingly, Mjesty?" one footman asked
in surprise.

Al i sande was caught. "Belike they will, footman," she answered. "Yet when they
charge, or wade as one into the fray, the turnoil of the battle will seize them
and the presence of their conrades will shame them so that they will fall to their
work with a will, enbol dened by the many who surround them"

"There will be evil spells to catch themup in the stir of the nonent, Mjesty,

wi Il there not?" Sauvi gnon runbl ed.

"There will," she answered, pleased by his support, and turned to the footman
again. "Therefore, be not overbol d."

"As Your Majesty will have it,"” he answered with a bow, and went off to tel
his mates that the I bilians were craven.

"What shall we do with them Sauvignon?" The queen sighed. "W cannot bid them
| ose heart!"

"Remi nd themthat they encounter sorcery,” the nmarquis answered.

"The very thing," Alisande murnured, for the words sent a chill down her own
back. The man was not, she noticed, always the best of conpany.

The skirm shes stopped about noon, and her soldiers prowed the perineter line
growing, restless as wolves for the renmai nder of the day, frustrated by the | ack
of prey. But when the night cane, they renmenbered the eneny's sorcery and drew in
around the fires.

"They may send nonsters agai nst you," Sauvi gnon counsel ed. "Be of stout heart
nat hel ess, and strike with your pikes and swords. Watever its form no beast can
do nmuch if it's cut in two."

The soldiers took heart at the notion, and just in time, too, for the swarm of
gi ant bats that pounced on the encanpnent woul d have daunted the nbst courageous
heart. But Alisande shouted her challenge at themand threshed with her sword, and
her troops foll owed her exanple. Leathery w ngs and fanged heads fell to the
ground, and the few left whole flapped away into the night with cries of woe.

Rattl ed, the soldiers pulled thensel ves together and watched the night, fingering
their bl ades wi th apprehension
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"There is no virtue in this,"” Sauvignon pointed out. "They will greet the dawn
with grainy eyes, and in the fight, their arms will weigh Iike lead."

"Which is the sorcerer's plan,” Alisande answered. "Let sone guard others, that
the nost may sleep. Set a quarter of themto the first watch."

She had to quarrel w th Sauvi gnon about who should stay awake to comrand, but
won by the sinple expedient of conmmanding himto sleep. He went off to his tent,
di sgruntl ed, and she prow ed the perineter, with a word of encouragenent here and a
spot inspection there, boosting norale by her sheer presence.

So the nmen weren't conpletely unprepared when the dead wol ves hit.

They were horrible things, sonme only scraps of hide over bones, sone half-
rotted corpses, sone only skeletons, and the nen at first pulled back with cries of
superstitious terror. But Alisande waded in with the cry of "Poor things! Put them
out fromtheir msery!" and denonstrated anply that a dead wolf cut apart can't
attack any nore than a live one--though there was a head that dragged itself after
her on two forepaws before she cut through its neck. And, once scattered, the bones
did not pull thenselves back together again. The sentries took heart and cut the
hundred corpses to pieces. Wien nothi ng noved under the nobon except people,

Ali sande congratul ated themall, praising themto the skies, and watched t hem
inflate visibly as she did. Then she turned away to wake Sauvignon, gratified to
hear behind her, "He nust be a fool, the Lord Wzard, to | eave such a one as her!"

The gl ow was enough to make her gentle when she found Sauvignon with sword in
hand. He confessed, guiltily, that he had awakened at the noise and cone running
out to get in on the skirm sh. There was no point in scolding him-half the canmp
had done the same--so Alisande only thanked him turned over the watch to him and
went into her own tent to |lie down.

Not that she expected to sleep

It was going to be a |ong night.

CHAPTER 17

The Qui di ng Ghost

Caught up in the epic, Matt scarcely noticed that the sun was dropping toward
the west. He wapped up the tale, though not in its original verse, and his
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conpani ons exclainmed with delight. Even Narl h gave an approving grunt. Then
Fadecourt said, "Mayhap, now you' ve told the tale, we should seek a site for--"

Yverne gave a little cry of alarm quickly strangled. Fadecourt whirled, and
Matt | ooked up, straight ahead.

The ghost was there again, quite clear in the evening dusk. H's plunp, antique
tunic and robe even had a tinge of color--purple and gold--and his round face no
| onger | ooked quite so threatening, with the bald head and wi de eyes, even if those
eyes were enpty hollows. But there was a feeling of asking about him al nost of
i mpl ori ng.

"Avaunt!" Yverne call ed, her voice shaking.

"Don't worry, mlady." Matt's eyes narrowed. "We'Il get himout of here soon
enough.

M ss Bail ey, then, since you and I
Accounts nust once for all close,

| have a five-pound note in

My regimental small cl othes.

"Twill bribe the parson for your grave.
The ghost then vani shed gaily,

Crying Bless you, wicked Captain Smth!
Renmenber poor M ss Bailey!'

The ghost actually nmade a noi se--a whisper of a noban, as its formdi med and
di sappear ed.

"Prai se Heaven!" Yverne slunped. "And you, Lord Wzard."

"You were right the first time. Cone on, let's go." Matt started forward again
"But why do you suppose he bothered show ng up, when he knows | can bani sh hi nP"

A yap sounded.
Narl h shied "Wat the bl azes...?"

A spectral dog had appeared by the side of the road, one whose face | ooked
uncomonly famliar. It struck a point, tail making a straight line through its
backbone and nose toward the south.

" 'Tis back, W=zard!" Fadecourt danced asi de.

Puck appeared on Matt's shoul der, the gleam of battle in his eye. "Shall |
Lord Matthew?"
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"No!" Matt yelped. "I owe you too nmuch already! |I'll handle this nyself, thank
youl!

"And then each ghost.

Wth his | ady toast,

To their churchyard beds nake flight,
Wth a kiss, perhaps,

On her lantern chaps,

And a grisly grimgood-night!"”

The ghost dog gave a faint yelp and di sappeared.
"Ckay." Matt relaxed. "Now, why do you suppose...?"
Awll-0 -the-wisp forned ten feet in front of them

It danced ahead, swerving off toward the south. An enchanting nel ody cane from
it, blending pipes, harps, and viols. Yverne's eyes glazed; she slid down off
Narl| h's back and began to nove toward the |ight.

"No way!" The dracogriff swung his head around in a half circle, pushing her
back. Yverne cane to her senses with a start. "Ch! "Tis quite conpelling.”

"Shall | now W zard?" Puck asked.

"Not until | run out of spells."” Matt peered closely at the ball of light. It
coul d have been his imagination, but he could have sworn he could see the ghost's
features inside the glow...

"Fade, little glowball, glinmrer, glinmer!
Fade |i ke a candl e, grow ng di mrer!
Fade till your fire has lost its glow,

And go, |um nescent, go!"
The will-0'-the-w sp faded.
"I't will be back anon,"” Puck informed Matt.

"Anon or a nonk, I'll banish it again!" Matt turned back toward his friends.
“If I should, that is."

Fadecourt stared at him scandalized. "Werefore m ght you

But Yverne was nodding. "I ken your thought, Lord Matthew. What harm has this
ghost done us, after all?"
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"None, really."” Matt nodded. "Except for scaring you, of course--and he m ght
not have meant to do that."

"Aye," she said. "I was overwought, or I mght not have fled. Yet even so, he
did bring ne to you, where | found sanctuary and protection fromm ne enemes."”

"Coul d be he had good intentions. And he did warn us off fromthat forest--
which, if the trouble we had outside it is any indication, wuld have been an
adventure we m ght not have survived."

Fadecourt nodded, a reflective |look on his face. "And he did afright our
enem es, when we were beset..."

"You guys trying to say the spook m ght be on our side?" Narlh grow ed.
"Seens possible."
Yver ne gasped, |ooking over Matt's head

"Don't tell nme--1 can guess.” Matt turned slowy, to see the ghost drifting
before him | ooking distinctly hopeful. "Listening, were you?"

The ghost nodded brightly.

"You can hear, but you can't talk?"

The ghost shook his head, then nodded it again.

"Look," Matt said, "if you can noban, you can talk. Try again."

The ghost opened its mouth, slowly formng a word--but all Matt could hear was
a vagrant sigh, like a breeze blow ng past. He shook his head sadly. "No go. But |
m ght be able to read your lips, if..."

He let it go. The ghost was clearly tal king, but his nmouth was only opening and
closing, formng an O each tine--one of the constraints of ghosts in this universe,
apparently.

Matt sighed and shook his head. "Let's try sign | anguage again."
"Whil e you do," Fadecourt interrupted, "pardon us if we set up canp."”

"Huh? Onh, sure, go right ahead." Matt sat down on a nearby stunp, not really
regi stering what Fadecourt had said. He had a new puzzle to work on, and everything
el se becane uni nportant. "Okay. Now-hold up one finger for every word you're
trying to get across.”
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The ghost held up ten fingers, then closed his fists, opened themto all ten
agai n--then again, and again, and again..."Let's try for sonmething a little
shorter,”™ Matt said.

An hour later, Fadecourt finally dragged himaway to dinner. Matt had
established that the ghost didn't know what "syllable" neant, nor "preposition" nor
"article,” and that the notion of an infinitive was enough to make himsplit. He
had been able to get across the idea of "little words,"” but the ghost seened to
have radically different ideas as to what "little" nmeant. Matt tossed in his
met aphori cal towel, gave the ghost an apologetic smle as he took the bow Yverne
handed him and turned his attention to dinner, deciding that maybe there was sone
point in learning grammar, after all.

But the ghost was persistent; it hung around all through Matt's watch,
pantom m ng and trying to nake Matt understand--with absolutely no success, try as
Matt m ght. He stuck around while Matt was asl eep, too, apparently, because he was
still there when they woke up.

"Your conpanion awaits," Fadecourt told himas he cracked partridge eggs onto a
hot, flat stone. "Are not ghosts bani shed by daylight?"

Matt | ooked up; the ghost was only an outline, barely visible at all. "I guess
t he sun just outshines them"™

"If they wish to stay at all.’
pai n?"

Puck pointed. "Seest you not that he is in

Matt | ooked as sharply as he could, then shook his head. "No. | can't see it
that well. How cone you can?"

Puck shrugged. "An affinity of spirits. Believe ne, he doth suffer--not
greatly, though constantly."”

"What's he wanna stick around that badly for?" Narlh wondered.

"He wants to tell us sonmething, that's for sure.” Matt shook his head, seized
with a sudden pang of synpathy. "I'm sorry, ghost. Wat we have here is a rea
failure to comunicate."

The outline of the ghost's shoul ders slunped, and slowy, what little they
could see of it faded away.

"Poor guy." Matt sighed.

"Yet 'tis better than his suffering to no purpose,” Yverne said.
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"l suppose so." Matt sighed "Well, tine to stir up the coals. Any journey bread
| ef t 2"

"W never had any," Narlh snorted.

"Remind nme to find sonme wild wheat to grind" Matt sat down by the fire. "Wll,
|*ve had plain eggs before, but |I've never been gl adder of them"™

Fadecourt handed hima bow. "Dine well."

"Hope so." Matt took out his dagger and tried to spoon scranbled egg into his
nout h, being very careful of the point.

"You do realize," Puck said, "that you do owe ne for another favor."

Matt swal | owed hard, then swung to face the manikin in the sun shaft. "What
favor?"

"Telling you that the ghost was in pain."

Matt's lips fornmed a "no" as he gave the elf a dirty look. "I didn't ask for
that."

"Asking matters not," Puck said with airy nonchal ance. "The favor is all."
"Uh-uh." Matt shook his head. "Not kosher. | won't buy it"

"Bought or not, '"tis registered.” Puck gave hima sly grin.. "After all, who
is't who does register what is owed nme? Only ne!”

Matt turned purple. "So who do you think you are? The arbiter of..."

He noticed that Puck had suddenly stiffened, |ooking past his shoulder. It
could be a trick--he | ooked up at Yverne and Fadecourt. They, too, were staring
past him

"W zard," Narlh runbl ed

Matt spun--and saw the ghost, as solid as he'd been the night before, smling
and beckoni ng. Beside himdanced a spark, so bright that it hurt the eyes.

Then the spark di sappeared, and the ghost instantly faded to ordinary
translucence--but that foggy view was a huge inprovenent over his being a nere
shell of his former self.
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"What witchery is this?" Fadecourt asked--and Puck, for once, could only say,
"Tis a spirit of another sort!"”

And Matt knew which sort--and which spirit. "That was Max!"
Narl h frowed at him "Wo's Max?"

"Maxwel | 's Denon! The one | told you about, the Spirit of Entropy! He controls
t he organi zation of matter and energy!”

"What spell is this?" Puck said with disapproval.
"It's not a spell, it's science! Uh, wait a mnute..." Matt thrust the issue
behind himwith an act of will. "Max channel ed nore energy into the ghost, then

t ook of f about his business!"

"Hold on!" Narlh frowned. "If he's such a buddy of yours, why'd he take off so
fast?"

"Because he couldn't stay! I'mnot his controller now, anynore--Sir GQuy is!"
"But then,"” Yverne said, eyes round, "if the denon appeared..."

"Can Sir CQuy be far behind?" Matt finished. "And if the ghost went to get Max,
then he nust know where Sir Guy is!" He spun to the ghost. "And that's what you've
been trying to tell us!™

The ghost nodded eagerly, face glowi ng. "Yet this ghost has been so earnest to
tell us that," Fadecourt said, "even to the point of suffering pain. Is there not,
then, sonme urgency in his nmessage?"

"Good point! CGhost! Is Sir GQuy in trouble?"
The ghost nodded eagerly, positively beam ng.

"Then |l ead on!" Matt kicked dirt over the coals, then turned to follow the
ghost. "To Sir CGuy!"

The ghost took off, drifting away in front of them | ooking back to nake sure
they were foll ow ng

Matt's consci ence nudged him "Uh, |ook, folks--this knight is a friend of
m ne, but he's no business of yours. And if he's in trouble he can't handle, it's
probably pretty bad. |I really can't ask you to put your heads in the comunal noose
with nme--"
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"You insult ne!" Fadecourt cried, offended. "Could | turn away froman ally in
danger, even though 1've never net hin®P"

"And the danger would be mne, w thout the conpany of you gentlenen," Yverne
sai d.

“I"ll take nmy chances,” Narlh grow ed, "since you inprove them?"

That |eft only one--and he was | eani ng agai nst a pebble, grinning fromear to
ear. "Wzard--do you ask a favor?"

"All right, all right! I'masking a favor! 1'll pay you back when | get the
chance!"

"Then ho! For a knight of trouble!" Puck disappeared, but Matt's wall et bul ged
om nously, and Puck's nuffled voice cried, "En avant!"

"Tis sad to speak poorly of one so eager to aid," Fadecourt said, "but yon
ghost is not the easiest of guides to follow"

"He's got to be around here sonewhere."” Matt frowned, scanning the way ahead
fromleft to right. "Narl h--1 don't suppose...that grandfather of a nose you have
there..."

"Oh, I"'mgreat at tracking, all right. But it has to |eave a snell, Wzard."

"And ghosts don't usually have much in the way of body odor." Matt sighed. "I
know he's around here sonepl ace. ™

"How coul d he be so bright at breakfast and have faded so dimy by m dnorning?"
Yver ne asked

"I't was Max," Matt explained "He shifted extra energy into the ghost--you
noti ced how the sunlight seened a little dinmer? But when Max left, that extra
charge wore off pretty quickly--and Max wasn't there to recharge him™

"Recharge! Charge! Energy!"™ Narlh nuttered. "WIIl you quit using w zard talk
and just tell us what happened?”

Matt sighed, searching for the sinple explanation. "The ghost got tired. That's
all it boils down to."

Fadecourt nodded. "He has been growi ng di nmer and di mrer this hour past, til
he was but a shimrer before us.”
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"And it's not too easy, following an outline.” Matt turned to his friendly
nenmesis. "Puck, | don't suppose you could..."

"Most surely! Since you ask." Puck pointed south by south-east. "Yon."

Matt | ooked, but saw nothing. "If you say so. But how are the rest of us
supposed to see sonething to foll ow?"

"Dost you ask?"

Matt sighed. "Yes, |I'masking! Wuld you kindly do ne the favor, Puck, of
finding a way for the ghost to | ead us?"

"Why, surely, Wzard! 'Tis sinplicity itself!"™ Puck called out, "Ghost! Do not
seek to show us your whol e body! Put all your strength into one part only, and show
us that!"

A very long few seconds ticked by. Matt was just about to charge Puck with
failure, when the ghost's head glowed into sight. Matt stared, swallow ng his
wor ds.

" '"Tis not so bright," Fadecourt runbled, "but we can follow. Cone, ml ady,
mlord."

"Yes." Matt nodded. "Follow the guiding light."
But that wasn't so easy. The charge Max had |l ent ran down even further

By noon, there wasn't even enough left to keep a full head going. They found
this out the hard way, when the ghost vani shed.

Matt called a halt. "Ghost! W' ve |lost you! W'd better stay where we are until
you can cone back for us."

They wai ted. Not hi ng happened.
"Do you wish ne to say where he is?" Puck asked.
"Not if it counts as a favor," Matt grunted. "How many do | owe you so far?"

"Three favors, Puck not ed.

"And wor ki ng on nunber four?" Matt shook his head. "I'mnot that desperate

yet .
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"How i f we do not find hi n?" Fadecourt asked.

Matt shrugged. "W keep on going the way we're heading, | guess. So far, we
seemto have been going south, and just a little east. If we keep that up..."

A hand appeared before them palely glow ng, but beckoning
"He heard us!"™ Mtt grinned. "Thanks, kindly ghost! Let's follow, folks."

They trudged off again. The hand di sappeared, and for a mnute a toothy grin
fl ashed at them

"Why does that seemfamliar, sonehow?" Matt wondered. "d ad he's feeling good
about it, anyway."

Over hill, over dale they went--follow ng whatever sort of road or trackway
woul d take them south by southeast. The ghost nanaged to stretch out his ectoplasm
by switching fromone part of his body to another; at one point, they were
followng a pair of shoes, striding forward at a goodly clip. Then they canme out
into a patch of bright sunlight, and the shoes faded.

"Where'd he go?" Matt cane to a halt, |ooking about him
"Yon!" Fadecourt pointed.

Matt | ooked, and saw a trail of footprints appearing in the dust of the road.
They took up the chase again.

By the tinme sunset was approaching, they were all weary and draggi ng,
especially Narl h--but they kept on doggedly following what |ittle of the ghost
there was. At the nonent, they were down to a beckoning finger that appeared every
hundred yards or so.

"The positive side," Matt wheezed, "is that as twilight comes on, he gets
brighter."

"The bad side,"” Narlh puffed, "is that there isn't very rmuch of himto
bri ghten. ™

"Thi s whol e journey nust have been painful for him" Fadecourt noted.

Matt nodded. "The advantage of showing |less and | ess of his body. Miust be a
brave ghost."

"A quality one does not oft associate with specters,” Fadecourt noted.
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Puck appeared on Matt's shoul der, giving Fadecourt a keen | ook, but apparently
deciding there was no insult intended.

Matt finally dragged to a halt. "I'msorry, ghost," he called out, "but I..."

A finger flashed into sight, waving upright; a pair of pursed |ips appeared
behind it.

Matt | owered his voice to a whisper. "I just can't go any farther. Besides,
dar kness is coming on, and we need to pitch canmp.”

The shushing lips turned back into a hand, beckoning frantically, the rest of
the armcomng into view behind it. The ghost's whol e body appeared in outline
again, urgency in every curve.

"There is need to persevere," Fadecourt sighed. "Come, Lord Matthew He woul d
not urge us on if our goal were not close.”

Matt had to admt the cyclops was right--and, truth to tell, they'd only cone
about twelve mles; they'd lost a lot of tinme trying to follow an al nost-invisible
guide. "Al right." He sighed. "Lead on."

The shushing had nmade them all cautious, though; they stayed quiet, except for
whi spered, necessary comments. They went as silently as possible down a long hill,
then through a narrow gorge, the walls of which towered high on either side. Mtt
was very nervous through the whole length of it, constantly trying to watch for
signs of anbush--but apparently Gordogrosso wasn't expecting themhere. O naybe he
had ot her, nore urgent nmatters he had to | ouse up.

Finally, the gorge debouched into a shallow valley. Comng to the edge of the
pass, they found thensel ves | ooking down on a verdant bow, rose-colored by the
sunset. In its center was a large, ranbling castle, filling a wedge of |and where
two streans net to forma third, nmuch larger, river. The castle's towers were tall
but two were broken at the tops; its once-proud walls were darkened with fires
wher e siege engi nes had burned, and its battlenents were m ssing whol e sections of
crenel s, where catapult stones had snmashed into the fortification.

Around it, just alittle farther than a bow shot, were thousands of tents.
Cooking fires now gleaned in the dusk, and the clatter and grow of a waking arny
was borne on the breeze. " '"Tis a siege," Fadecourt rmurmnured.

Nar| h groaned. "Not another one!"
"This time," Matt hissed, "we're here intinme to do sonething.”

"Agai nst that?" the dracogriff protested in an appalled whisper. "You see how
many of 'emthere are?"
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"And of the king's own arny." Fadecourt pointed. "I know those pennons; they
are knights of his household. And the soldiers' livery is royal--mxed with those
of his chiefest vassals."

"I came here to fight the king," Matt rem nded them "O course, | can't ask
you to--"

"Stuff it, will you?" Narlh growed. "We're getting tired of that song. W're
with you, y' know that."

" '"Tis only a question of tactics,” Fadecourt confirned, "and it may be that
confronting ei ght thousand knights and soldiers directly is not the w sest of
courses. You will come to the king nore quickly by going around his arny."

"But we can't |eave allies unaided," Matt argued, "and there have to be a | ot
of soldiers inside, too."

"All that nmeans is that they'll go through their supplies faster!”™ Narlh
snapped.

Fadecourt shook his head. "They have river water to drink, and so vasty a keep
could hold provisions for a siege of a year and nore."

" '"Could" has a kind of chancy sound to it..."

"Ch, | doubt not they were well enough supplied at the beginning of the siege."
Fadecourt frowned down at the churned nud before the walls. "Yet fromthe condition
of that canp, | would conjecture that begi nning was nany nont hs agone."

"I't does explain why the king hasn't been working a little harder at hunting us
down, though.” Matt scowl ed at the arny. "How much of his force is tied up here,
Fadecourt ?"

"Most of it, at a guess. He would have a thousand or so to guard Ol equedrille,
and anot her thousand to nmaintain his will over his barons, as we saw at the duke's
castle. But nine-tenths of his arny is here."

Matt nodded. "Miust be a mighty inportant enemy in there, to rate so nuch
force.” He turned to the gl owi ng ghost nouth. "The Black Knight is in there, isn't
he? Sir GQuy de Toutarien?"

The rest of the head becane visible and nodded.

"You trying to tell us this friend of yours is bigger magi c than we know?"
Nar | h grow ed.
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"Only in war,"” Puck put in. "Yet in battle, he does indeed have sone sort of
magi c--and it is mghty, very mghty."

The nonster glared down at him "What nakes you the expert?”

"Why," the elf said, "this Black Knight is alnost as nuch a part of the |land as
I.II

"We cannot let so great a force for good be slain out of hand," Fadecourt
runbl ed. "But what can we do, w zard?"

"Not rnuch, out here. Inside, who knows? Maybe a |ot, maybe nothing...No, strike
that. Fromwhat |1'm seeing here, Sir Guy hasn't |earned how to persuade Max to do
his utnost--he didn't really have the basic concepts, you see, thought entropy was
a magic word..."

"It is not?"

"Whatever. But if | get in there, at the very least | can show himhow to
manage Max--or do it nyself. The problemis to get inside, where we can join
forces.” Matt turned to Puck. "All right, |I'masking for another favor. | need
sonmething to distract the soldiers, really distract them while we sneak through
their ranks and up to the castle. Think you can do it?"

"1 ?" Puck | ooked up, startled. "Unaided? Wzard, you know not what you ask!"

"Sure, | do. I'masking for, oh, an itching powder. Guaranteed, surefire,
likely to drive a man mad if he doesn't scratch--but totally harm ess. Think you
can make it?"

"I ?" Puck's grin was as nuch disbelief as anything else. "I, nake folk to itch?
Can an el ephant nash grapes? But what use would it be, Wzard?"

"Use?" Matt stared. "It'd get them so busy scratching, they couldn't stop us
sneaki ng past them"

"For a hundred nen, certes. For a thousand, mayhap. For ten thousand? Surely
not!" The elf |ooked at Matt with exasperation. "Canst not see, Wzard?"

"Nay, " Fadecourt runbled. " "'Tis not his function, but mne. He is a mghty
w zard, but in the ways of war, he has no nore vision than a babe--or than | have
in things magical." He stepped up between them "Anong so nmany kni ghts, W zard,
there will surely be at | east a score who will suffer anything for duty.”

"Hey, these are evil knights we're tal ki ng about--"
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"They will sacrifice all, for advantage--and the chevalier who captures you,
| et alone the lady here, will gain great preference in the king's eyes. Nay, as we
wend our way through that host, there will be one at |east, and nore likely a
dozen, who will ignore that itch, though it drive themto the brink of insanity.
For they will see that it nust needs be a w zard's diversion--and will suffer
gladly, to apprehend such strangers as they see going past to the castle." He
turned to Puck for confirmation.

The el f nodded. "What you have need of, Wzard, is not a distraction alone, but
the arnmy to follow it to advantage--and to clear you a road to that drawbridge."

Matt threw up his hands. "Geat. Al | have to do is conjure up ten thousand
good sol diers and knights, and I can get us in." He frowned at a sudden thought. "I
m ght be able to manage a thousand and one--but no, they'd be Arabian, and they
m ght not be feeling too kindly toward Europeans just now. " He shook his head.
"Sanme kind of problemw th any other knights I mght conjure up--how |long would it
take to explain to them what was goi ng on and persuade themto join us? Because,
see, | can't make soldiers out of nothing--that's creating, and only God can do
that. Al | can do is nove people fromthe place where they are to here--and you'l
understand that they'd be a little confused when they arrived."

"You do not need so nmany," Fadecourt protested. "W seek to pass through the
arny, not crush it. A hundred would suffice--if they were excellent warriors, and
fired with a zeal for the good."

"And the just, and the beautiful?" Matt eyed himw th skepticism "And just
where am | supposed to find so many excellent and selfless fighters, pray tell?"

He | ooked from one puzzled, abstracted face to another, feeling a streak of
vindication--till he got to Puck, and saw the canary-feather grin on the elf's
face. He sighed, feeling vindication slide away. "All right, Puck, 1'Il owe you--
what is it, favor nunber five? Wo's the superwarrior?"

"Who el se but ny nanesake?" Puck spread his hands. "I am Robi n Goodfell ow, and
he is..."

"Ch, no." Matt squeezed his eyes shut. "He didn't happen in this universe, too,
did he?"

"Aye," Puck said, "and in every earth in which good folk are oppressed by
wi cked rulers.”

Yverne | ooked fromone to the other, at a | oss, but Fadecourt was a little
better versed in mlitary lore. "Do you speak of Robin Hood?"

"You have said it!" Puck crowed, pointing at the cyclops. "The very one! Nay,
W zard, how can you deny the truth of it, when even your ally speaks it?"
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Matt threw up his hands. "All right, so Robin Hood would be ideal! | can't deny
it, if even half of the stunts he pulled against the Sheriff of Nottingham were
true. But wouldn't it be a little inconvenient if I tried to bring himhere? |
mean, Robin Hood's back at the tinme of Richard Coeur de Lion--or |ong before, since
Scott admtted error.”

Puck shrugged. "You may as well say, "long after' if you speak of the man who
gave the slip so often to the foresters of Edward I11."

"That's still "the old days,' where we are today. Wuldn't he be a little dead
by now?"

"Ch, nay!" Puck | aughed. "Brave Robin die? It cannot be. Wene'er the people of
Engl and groan under the hand of a tyrant, Robin's spirit will inspire those who
fight in opposition. Mnd you, he was "Brave Robin" when the Saxons strove agai nst
t he Danes, and Robert Fitz-Ooth, and WIlikin o' the Wald, and many nanes before
even that."

Matt frowned. "You trying to tell nme that Robin was al ways supernatural ?"

"Nay, he began as a living man--but when his body should have aged, we elvin
folk laid an enchantnment on him and a geas--that he defend the poor for all of
Engl and' s days. He and his band will never die, though they nove from one pl ane of
exi stence to another."

Matt frowned. If "plane of existence" nmeant "alternate universe,"” it nmade sense-
-but how could Robin and his nerry nen nove fromone world to another?

How had he noved from one to another? He scolded hinself; by this tine, he
shoul d have recogni zed a qui bbl e when he cane to one.

"After all,"” Puck said, "I allied with bold Robin only...umm was it a century
ago, or two? A band of evil nen sought to inprison England under rails of steel,
for snorting nonsters to scurry o' er. | could not act 'gainst Cold Iron nyself, so

| found need to call on Robin. He and his nen nade short work of those iron
dragons, | prom se you."

I nside, Matt shuddered. The Industrial Revolution, brought to a halt by an
outl aw band fromthe greenwood, with Puck's nagic behind then? He found the notion

very easy to believe. After all, as a scholar, he knew that the |egend that had
grown up around Jesse Janes owed far nore to the Robin Hood ballads than it did to
fact. "That's all very well, but how do we get him here?"

Puck shrugged. "Who but now spoke of noving folk fromone place to another?"

Matt pressed his lips thin, biting down on words of exasperation. "Look. If |
coul d send peopl e between universes, | would have sent nyself back where | cane
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from a long tine
Puck gl anced at himkeenly. "Wuld you i ndeed?"

There it was, that nasty knack other people had for making Matt confront
hinself. "All right, already! So as long as Alisande is here, | won't go back to ny
hone "pl ane of existence'!" Wth enphasis on the "plain,"” he had to adnmit--in his
home uni verse, he'd been just one nore scholar in a market overstocked with Ph.D.s.
Here, he bel onged. Maybe even if Alisande hadn't been here..

"What's he tal king about?" Narlh demanded. "Can you make people go back and
forth between worlds, or sonething?"

"That's what it boils down to." Matt heaved a sigh. "But if | have to admt
that, I have to admt that | really wanted to cone to this universe, Puck. And the
corollary is that you can't nove anyone out of his own universe against his will.
What ' re the chances that Robin would be willing to conme?"

"Do you jest?" Puck demanded. "Wen there is, here, a ruler who not only is
wi cked in word and deed, but has fully dedicated hinself to evil? A ruler who does
encourage his soldiers and vassals to rapi ne, plunder, and nmurder of the conmon
fol k? A ruler who grinds all into squalor and hunger? Tell that to Robin, and see
i f you can prevent his com ng!"

"I think the forces separating the universes would do that. Ckay, so he'll want
to cone if I tell himwhat's going on. How do we get word to hin®"

"Sing of him" Puck suggested. "That will show nme the way to him where he
bi des at a nmonment corresponding to this, and I shall go to himand tell to himthe
plight that we are in. Then do you sumon him and be ready."

"All right, let's see how nmnuch of the Robin Hood ballads I can renenber..."

The conpanions grew silent while Matt pondered. Then he began to intone a | ow
chant :

"Once nore the knights to battle go
Wth sword and spear and | ance,

Till once, once nore the bal eful foe
WI| face new circunstance,

For Robin and his Merry Men

WIIl turn the tide of chance."

"I have it!" Puck cried, and di sappeared.

So nmuch for step one. Matt took a deep breath, trying to ignore his
trepidation, and waved his conpani ons back as he recited,
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"I'n sunmer time, when | eaves grow greene,
And flowers are fresh and gay,

Then Robi n Hood he deckt his nen

Each one in brave array.

When they were in Lincoln greene,
Save WIIl Scarlet in red,

They took their bows and arrows keen,
And to Ibile they sped.”

The air along the trail thickened with nore than dusk. Matt began to notice an
earthy aroma, conpounded of fallen |leaves and | ate-flowering plants, of small
ani mal s and nusky deer. ..

"He has cone," Puck's voice said in his ear.

And he had. The thickening air coal esced, and a whole troop of bowren filled
the trackway. Feathered arrows |anced up from quivers, feathers adorned hats, hoods
shi el ded faces. A few rows back, one lithe young man clothed in glaring red | eaned
upon a quarterstaff; farther on, a slender, handsone bl ond man had a bow on his
back, but carried a lute before him Near the front was a short, round man in a
nmonk's robe. He m ght have had a tonsure, but Matt couldn't tell, because he was
wearing a | eather cap reinforced by steel cross-straps--and that staff he was
carrying coul d have been a pilgrims staff, but Matt suspected he knew how to use
It as sonething el se.

And in the front stood a wonan as tall as Matt was, whose denure tan gown and
brown bodice and kirtle couldn't hide the bul ging nuscl es under neat h.

Matt felt an eldritch prickling creep over his shoulders and up the back of his
head. Could that be Maid Marian?

It had to be, because the man next to her exuded a magnetism a charism, that
instantly drew Matt's attention and nade himwant to ask for orders on the spot.
Sonehow, he had instant, total faith in this nman and knew that, with him]leading,
they couldn't possibly |ose.

By twentieth-century standards, Robin Hood was a short, round-faced man with a
nmust ache, naybe five-feet-four-inches tall--but he was broad-shoul dered, deep-
chested, and nuscular, and the eyes in that round face were glowing with the joy of
life and anticipation of battle. And his mld smle expanded into a reckless grin.

Behind him the "giant"” towering over the rest of the band wasn't nuch over siXx
feet--Little John? Matt felt the prickle renew itself--but he still stood a head
taller than the rest, nost of whomwere only five and a half feet high.

"Good e'en," said the man with the nustache. "Are you the w zard Matthew?"
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"Uh--yes, | am" Could he actually be talking with Robin Hood? "These are ny
conpani ons- - Fadecourt, and the Lady Yverne--and don't let the big one fool you, he
may | ook ferocious, but he's on our side, his nane's Narlh..." Matt realized he was
running off at the mouth and st opped.

Robi n bowed in response to Fadecourt's bow and Yverne's curtsy. Matt,
meanwhi | e, was noticing that Marian had a face of stunning beauty, no matter what
her physique...He wenched hinself back to the matter at hand. "And | think you
know Puck. .."

"Aye, but not by that nane." Robin Hood wi nked at Robin Goodfellow. "He is a
staunch ally, and a nerry one."

"I'"d have to agree, even if he does insist on having his favors paid back."

"Pai d back?" Robin frowned, and m ght have said nore if he hadn't noticed
Puck's shushing notions. Instead, he said, "He tells nme that you are sworn to
overthrow a brutal nonarch who does grind his people into the dirt."

Matt m ght have known Puck would state it in a very colorful style. "Yes,
t hough I should have realized what | was getting nyself into. And at the nonent,
nost of the king's forces are besieging that castle down there. They have a good
friend of mne, who's a very powerful fighter, penned up in there, and | think that
we can break himout--but only if I"'mon the inside with him"

Robi n was noddi ng. "Mich as Puck did say. And you do think that, with us to aid
you, you can cut through that force?" He indicated the arnmy in the valley bel ow
with a negligent toss of his head.

"Yes--if Puck does his part.” Matt noticed that Maid Marian and Yverne were
al ready chatting like old pals and wondered about it--but they did conme from
sim | ar backgrounds..."Does that seem uh, a little unrealistic to you? | nean,
al together, we can't nunber nore than a hundred or so..."

"An hundred twenty-three, with you and your friends. It will suffice.” Robin
gri nned.

"Suffice? Look, at a guess, there are ten thousand nen down there..

"Only a thousand of whomw ||l be anywhere near us--and the CGoodfell ow assures
me that nost of those will be mad with itching. Fear not, Lord Wzard--our bows are
strung, and our quivers are full."

"Well, yes--but are you sure they won't be enpty before you cone to the
dr awbri dge?"
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Robi n seened to becone nore serious, but his eyes still gleanmed with anusenent.
"Qur quivers are ever full, no matter how many arrows we shoot." He cl apped a hand
on Matt's shoul der. "Be of good heart, Lord Wzard--we shall prevail." He | ooked

straight into Matt's eyes, and sonehow, Matt was totally certain they'd cone
through to the castle intact.

Then Robin turned away, and the conviction faded a bit. "Al ways ful |l ?" Matt
muttered. "I thought magi cians had a nonopoly on magic in this universe!"”

"Not on the magic that is inherent in the being," Puck countered. "Could yon
dracogriff fly in your world? Could he even exist?"

"Well, no," Matt admitted, "not a hybrid between a bird and a reptile, no..."

"Yet inthis world, "tis possible--but even in being, it is nmagical. Thus you
may be sure that Robin and his nen have quivers ever full, no matter how many
arrows they may | oose. After all, have you ever heard of their running out?"

"Now that you nention it..."
"Or of their fletching nore arrows?"
"Not really. But what if a bowstring snaps?"

Puck dism ssed the notion with a wave. "An unlikely thing--yet were it to hap,
there woul d ever be fresh strings in their pouches.™

"Fant astic!™"

"I's it not? But then, do they not draw their strength fromthe fantasies of the
common fol k?"

"I don't know," Matt nuttered. "Do they?"
Robi n cane back up to Matt. "W are ready, Lord Wzard."

Matt's stonmach sank. To ignore it, he said, "Unh...Puck assures ne you really do
never run out of arrows, or bowstrings..."

"Tis even so." The glint of amusenment showed in Robin Hood' s eye again.

"How do you manage that? | nmean, is there a spell you say just before action,
or...

Robi n Hood cut himoff with a shrug. "I ken not, Lord Wzard, though | doubt
not your interest. Yet for ne and mne--why ask? That is sinply the way of it. Come
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now, to battle.'

"Uh--right" Matt | ooked around. "lI'mafraid | didn't cone properly prepared for
this expedition. Wuld you have an extra quarterstaff?”

"Do not heed him" Fadecourt said to Robin Hood, then turned to Matt. "And do
not heed yourself. Do you think there will be no sorcerers there, who seek to undo
Puck's spell? Do you think there will be no wi cked nmagi, 'gainst whose spells we
woul d be as chil dren?"

"Al'l right, all right.” Matt sighed "I'Il stick to ny last." He whi pped the
wand out of his belt "En garde! Away, 'gainst the Arny of Evil!"

Dusk was fading into night as Puck, standing on a boul der, nade a few gestures
rem ni scent of small life-fornms with many | egs, scuttling and clinbing about, as he
chanted sonmething in a |anguage Matt coul dn't understand; it seemed to be nostly
squeaki ng and squealing. But it was very effective; Matt coul d al nost see invisible
creepies craw i ng about, just beyond Puck's fingertips. Maybe he had a cl oser
association with themthan Matt knew.

The arny bel ow suddenly fell deathly silent. Then it erupted into a cacophony
of yells and how s.

"Now! " Robi n Hood sprang forward down the path
Matt ran to keep up with him "Can you really see where you' re goi ng?"

"This star-filled sky is bright, conpared with the gl oom of Sherwood' s night!
Have a care, Lord Wzard--the path is not quite even."”

Matt stunbl ed and regai ned his bal ance, but that put himfar enough behind so
that he was caught up anobng his conpanions, in the mddle of Robin Hood s conpany.
Little John, Maid Marian, and WI| Scarlet went nerrily | eapi ng ahead, down the
hillside and into the arny. Quarterstaves whirled, clearing a path for themto an
acconpani nent of yells and curses. Matt saw a soldier freeze in mdscratch, then
grab at his sword--and suddenly, an arrow was standing in his chest, and he was
reeling backward Then he was gone, and they were poundi ng past the place where he'd
been, but Matt was trying to remind his stomach that its place was with him

Then an eneny sorcerer rose up on horseback, waving his wand. Matt didn't wait
to hear what the nan was saying, or to see its results; he just called out,

"Your very, very rapid, unintelligible patter
Isn't likely to be heard,
And if it is, it doesn't matter!”
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Then he snapped his wand down, pointing straight at the sorcerer. The nman
reeled in his saddle and fell, out cold. The ranks closed and hid the fallen
sorcerer--but ahead, two knights, groaning with the torture of the suppressed urge
to scratch, stepped together to block the group's path, swords sw nging high.

Mai d Marian thrust her quarterstaff between one's ankles and twi sted as she
| eaped aside. The man tunbled, flailing--and as he fell, she swng the staff,
knocki ng his sword spinning away. Then her quarterstaff rose up and sl amed down.

Matt w nced.

The ot her knight was struggling with an arrow that had sonehow appeared between
hi s shoul der piece and his breastplate. Little John reached out with a quarterstaff
and ti pped him asi de.

Then Matt saw Friar Tuck parry a sword cut froma nmadly scratching trooper,
ri poste--and freeze. The outlaw next to himran an arrow into the trooper, while
Tuck's |ips noved. Matt couldn't hear what he was saying, but followed the
direction of his gaze, and saw a sorcerer with a striped fool scap waving a wand in
a spiral, roughly in Tuck's direction. Matt lifted his own wand, but before he
coul d say anything, the sorcerer crunpled like tinfoil under a horse's hoof.

Tuck turned away, his lips thin, and sl apped another trooper aside with the
flat of his bl ade.

Then Narl h roared behind him and Matt risked a quick glance. A knight ran
hooti ng, clutching at the seat of his iron pants.

And Matt slammed into the back of the man in front of him

It was Fadecourt, who reached up in tine to keep Matt fromti pping over. "Have
a care! We've cone to the noat!”

Matt | ooked up and saw a huge bl ackness rushing toward himw th a roaring
clatter of chain

But they had to stand still while they waited for the drawbridge to descend,
and a sorcerer's chant pierced the din. Suddenly, the knights and nen-at-arns
near by were rushing them a hundred pikes and a dozen human tanks wi th swords and
shi el ds, pi kes stabbing, edges whirling to cut.

Robi n Hood | oosed six arrows, alnost too fast for the eye to follow, and the
six knights fell, with arrows sticking out of various joints. Mre arrows filled
the air, and Puck was shrieking sonething arcane in Matt's ear. For his own part,
he sang out,
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"Oh see, these ferocious nen of war,

Who cone running right into our arns!

Lay them |l ow for our sons and our country!
To arnms, ny citizens!

Wthold your pity's sensel

W march, we march, till inmpure bl ood
Shal | water deep our fields!"

The sorcerer fell, and the nen-at-arns and knights |let out a how as the
itching hit themredoubled. But their racket was drowned out by the huge thud of
t he drawbridge striking earth.

"Across!" Robin yelled, and the nerry nen ran for the great gateway, thundering
across the bridge. Matt was shocked to see that several of them carried wounded
conrades--he hadn't realized they'd suffered casualties of their own.

A hundred throats how ed |i ke baying dogs, and Matt risked a quick | ook back.
In spite of the itch, arnored nmen were pelting toward the | owered drawbridge--but a
hai | of crossbow bolts rained down on them WMatt turned away and ran.

They were in the gatehouse, but still running--and the portcullis was down
across its end! Matt whirled--betrayed! But the drawbridge was al ready up and
rising fast. Torches burned along the stone tunnel, and Matt coul d see Robi n Hood,
grinning in elation, as were nost of his nmen--except Tuck, who was sighing and
beati ng his breast.

Suddenly, Matt was very nuch aware of glittering eyes behind the arrow slits in
the wall, and was even nore aware that those slits could rain arrows to skewer them
all. Wrse, Robin and his nen would fire back--and their arrows never m ssed, not
even so snall a target as the nmurder holes. Matt had no wish to see his allies
sl aught er one anot her.

"Who are you, and why are you conme?" a voice behind a nurder hol e asked.

"Friends!" Robin Hood shouted to the tunnel in general, but Matt was el bow ng
his way toward the slit fromwhich the question had cone. He had recogni zed t he
voice. "I am Matthew Mantrell, Lord Wzard of Merovence!" he cried. "I amconme in
aid of ny conrades, Sir Quy de Toutarien, Mx, and Stegoman!”

The portcullis rose up so fast Matt thought the |aw of gravity had been
i nverted--and the Bl ack Knight stood there in a pool of torchlight, arnms spread
wide. "Sir Matthew, ny friend and ally! Prai se Heaven you are cone!"

But Narl h shoul dered past, every nuscle stiff, eyes bulging, staring at the
huge, scaly form beyond Sir GQuy. Then he charged, bellow ng, "You m sbegotten son
of a sea snake and a buzzard! You're dead, nonster, you are bait!"
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CHAPTER 18

Strange Allies

Narl h scrabbled roaring toward the dragon. Sir Guy shouted and junped into the
dracogriff's path, trying to block him but Narlh hurdled himin a single bound and
sailed toward the bigger reptile.

A blast of flane filled the air between them

Narl h hit the ground, flattened hinself against it until the fire had died,
then sprang at its source. The dragon | eaped back and snapped, "I nvader
Interl oper! Go, get thee gone! Cone not near these good fol k!'"

"Pretty loud, for a bully! But I'mnot a half-grown drakling any nore, you pie-
eyed prow er!" He pounced, but the dragon | eaped high, and people fled to the walls
of the courtyard, scream ng

"Oh, yeah? Well, | can fly, too!"™ Narlh |launched hinself up, teeth sl ashing.

"Do you dare, half heart? | bade you go when you did trespass before! | bid you
go now, or I"Il hurl you o' er the wall!"

"Bade?" Narl h shrieked, outraged. "You did a |lot nore than bid, snake-face! You
gave nme a royal roasting, that's what you did! Toast this, you bat-w nged belly-
cram er!™ And he pounced on the dragon |ike a hawk on a nouse.

O an alligator, rather. The dragon tw sted away from beneath him all but his

tail--and the dracogriff seized the tip with a bite |ike a vise. The dragon
bell owed i n anger nore than pain--but also in high octane, and the flanme swept the
wal I, just above the heads of the scream ng spectators. The fire cut off, and they

fled for doorways.
"Separate them ny friend!™ Sir Guy cried.
"Darn right | will!"™ Matt answered.

"Stone walls do not a prison nake,
Nor iron bars a cage--

But both will function well enough
Till these two cal mtheir rage!
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Let grilles formup round both of them
Lest nonsters do engage!”

Not the world's greatest verse, but it worked well enough--huge iron grids
suddenly appeared around all six sides of both nonsters, clashing shut and dropping
themto the courtyard surface with a crash.

"Lemme outa here!" Narlh tore at the bars in frustration. "Waddaya think
you' re doing, Wzard?"

"Trying to prevent two of ny friends fromhurting each other!"
Both nonsters froze, staring at Matt. Then, in chorus, they roared, "Friends?"
"He's a bully and a homi cidal maniac!"™ Narlh screeched.

"This abom nation is an insult to all Dragondom and a trespasser besides!" the
dragon how ed.

"It was nmy beast of a father who was the abom nation, you half-crocked-dile!"
Narl h bel l owed. "He seduced ny nother and flew | aughi ng away! Her, the nost
beautiful, innocent griffin that ever was! And you have the gall to defend hin®"

The dragon froze. Then he said, in glacial tones, "No. And if '"tis true, he

wll die battling a dozen dragons. His is the right of defense, but ours is the
privilege of enforcing our law. Only tell nme his nane, and I will hale himbefore
the H gh Council, to answer for his m sdeeds with tooth and flane."

"I don't know his nane!" Narlh bleated in agony. "He didn't exactly |eave us
his pedigree and his coat of arns, y' know All he left was ne--and a ravaged soul!"

The dragon crouched, eyes snoldering. At last, he said, "H s deed shanes ne,
and all dragonkind. W will seek himout, we will tear him"

"Oh, yeah, sure! The only thing you tear is half-fledged wanderers with dreans
in their heads!"

The dragon glowered at him then said, "None may enter the real mof the Free
save t hensel ves al one--or their guests.”

Matt decided it was time to junp in--literally. He | anded between the two
cages, holding up a palmtoward the dracogriff. "Hold it, Narlh!"

The nonster gul ped, then coughed and gasped. "Don't do that, Wzard! You know
what it's like to swallow a fireball?"
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The dragon stared, then swung his head toward Matt. "He is thy friend,
Mat t hew! "

"Yes," Matt said. "He has saved ny life twice, at l|east.”

Narl h stared, frozen. Then, slowy, he turned his head toward Matt, and there
was bitterness and blanme in every line of his face.

"Don't look at me like that!" Matt held up both hands, beseeching. "There's a
reason for it--what Stegoman did to you! He wouldn't do it again for the life of
him "

"Ch?" Narlh's syllable dripped sarcasm "I suppose a denon nade himdo it,
huh?"

"OF a kind, yes--the denon rum or its first cousin.”

"Doi ng what ?" Sir Quy stepped up, frowning fromone beast to the other, his
hand on his sword.

"Burned Narl h and chased himout of the air, so badly that he fell, and just
barely survived," Matt said, his voice |low "Stegoman was on sentry duty at the
border of Dragondom Sir Quy--and he was drunk."

Narl h star ed.
Then he said, "Drunk? A dragon, drunk? What'd he do, drink a brewery?"

"Nay." Stegoman's face set into rocky lines. "M ne own funes. When | breathed

flanme, | becane giddy and crazed. | was rent for that, nonster--nmy wi ngs were torn
in many places; | was condemmed to crawl upon the ground for hurting other
dragons. "

"Oh, sure, dragons! But who cares about a lowy dracogriff, huh?"

"None saw that, '
nuch sooner."

St egoman confessed, "or | mght have been taken fromthe air

"Sure. Right. A nodel of justice, these dragons.”
St egoman' s eyes narrowed. "Do not nock."

"Why not?" Narlh blasted. "Who're you trying to feed the big lie, lizard? So
you were grounded, huh? Then how d your wi ngs get heal ed?"

"By Matthew," Stegonan said sinply.
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Narl h stared at him Then, slowy, he turned toward Matt again. "You traitor."

"I hadn't even net you yet! Besides, Narlh, | cured his drunkenness, too! He
can breathe enough flane to fire a steamengine for a hundred mles and not even be
ti psy! That's why | know he wouldn't fry you now "

" '"Tis true," Stegonan said "I would summon ot her dragons and chase thee away
fromour borders, aye--yet not even that, if thou wert to tell nme of thy conpl aint
agai nst one of our nunber.™

"Sure," Narlh said. "Sure." But he didn't bellowthis time.

Then he turned to Matt. "If you're such good buddi es, how cone he isn't
traveling with you anynore?"

"Because," Stegoman said, "Matthew is a wedded nman, and cannot go gaddi ng about
on a quest--and there's no place at court for a dragon.”

"There will always be a place for you at Alisande's court!" Matt protested.

A hint of a smle showed at the corners of the saurian's nmouth. "Bl ess thee for
thy fond protestations, Matthew -yet even had | stayed, thou woul dst have had scant
time for the conpany of a confirmed ol d bachelor like nyself. Nay, a wife | eaves a
man little time for unwed friends."

Sir Guy frowned. "I would not say--"

"Nor would I," Matt cut in, "considering that | didn't marry her."
St egoman stared. "Not marry..."

Sir Quy | ooked up, startled "Wiy, howis this, Matthew?"

"Ali sande has this thing about being nobly born.” Matt shrugged the issue away.
"I developed a certain desire for a higher station inlife."

Sir Guy lifted his head slowy, |ooking nore and nore worried as he went.

"Desire, yeah." Narlh's jaw lolled open in a grin. "And a big nouth. Tell 'em

about your little nmenory |apse, Wzard."
"Menory | apse?" Stegonman turned to Matt, frowning.

Matt felt his face grow hot. "I, uh...kind of bent the Third Commandnent a

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/C...20Majestys%20Wizard%202%20-%200athBound.htm (219 of 397) [10/31/2004 11:04:09 PM]



Her Majesty's Wizard #2 The Oath Bound Wizard

little..."
"Bent?" Narlh hooted. "He bent it so far it snapped back!"

" '"Thou shalt not take the nanme of the Lord thy God in vain'?" Sir Quy turned
very sonber. "Wiat did you call Hmto witness, ny friend?"

“I''l'l, uh, tell you later."” Matt forced a sickly grin. "Suffice it to say that
it resulted in my undertaking a quest remarkably simlar to your own."

"And not entirely voluntarily.” Finally, a smle broke through Sir Guy's cloudy
nood. "Well, no matter how you are cone, you are well cone! | thank all the saints
for your presence; now | can hope!"

"So can I," Narlh grow ed. "Hope these bars'l| rust! If | have to wait that
long to get at that overgrown sal amander, it'll be worth it!"

" Sal amander ? Why, thou knowest not of what thou dost speak, foolish halfling!"

"Hal fling?" Narlh | eaped forward, slamm ng into the bars and bunping the whol e
cage forward a yard. "You take that back, you nettled nemt! O so help ne, Il
haul my brass over there and toast you for a mallow™

"Thy cage is iron, not brass,"” Stegoman snorted, "and thou hast but half a
brain! Half a brain, half a dragon, half a griffin--why, thou art so nmany things
thou art naught of any, least of all a dragon!”

"I"ve had it!"™ Narlh bellowed. He threw hinself against the bars, bunping his
cage closer and closer to Stegoman's. "You hi gh-and-m ghty hypocrite! You self-
ri ght eous, ponpous excuse for a syllabub! You' re the kind of flag-waving traitor
who'd turn around and | ead a hunter to a nest, to kill the hatchlings for their
bl ood! "

"I ? Never!" Stegoman roared, outraged--and Narlh had to duck the tip of his
flane. "I, stoop to so vile a vengeance? To craw beneath the | owest of the |ow?
How durst thou accuse ne of such! Blood nust answer! Wzard, take away these bars,
for | amhot for..." He suddenly froze.

Matt | ooked at the dragon's eyes and nmade a guess as to what was going on in
hi s m nd.

Narlh turned to him narroweyed. "Wat'd you do to hinP"

"Not hing," Matt said, lowvoiced. "I think he's just realized how cone you
woul d think of such a vile insult."
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"Aye." Stegoman gazed at the dracogriff out of hooded eyes. "Thou, too, hast
known their horrors, hast thou not? Thou wast not the only egg hatched fromthy
brood, wast thou?"

Nar| h, gl ared, outraged. Then he whi pped his head around to Matt. "You told!"

Matt shook his head. "I didn't know. You never told ne. You were here, you
heard--1 didn't say a word about it."

"Why el se woul dst thou have thought of such scun®?" Stegoman said. "Wy el se
woul dst thou think that the nadir of life-forms is the hunter who doth seek out
hatchlings to drain and sell their blood, even as they destroy those of dragons?
Thou nust needs have known them nust thou not?"

"Awmight aweady! So | ran, |I flew, |I fled! The fiend was towering up into the
sky, fromwhere | was! | was only two feet long! | chickened out, all right? |
didn't even try to fight! Now you know Y' happy now?" Then Narl h bowed his head,
his voi ce choked, hushed. "All of '"em Al ny brothers and sisters, all five! And

didn't even raise a claw to defend "em Wl I, al nost none." H s head snapped up,
glaring at Stegoman. "I did scratch his face for him And ny sister al nbst got
away! But he..." He choked and turned his face aside.

"None can bl anme thee," Stegoman said quietly. "Thou didst fight whiles thou
couldst, and fled when thou couldst not fight. Nay, I, too, fled, for the w ght was
far too huge for ne."

Narl h | ooked up, startled. "You...?"

"I was not born vast, no nore than thou wert," Stegoman rem nded him "I, too,
was hunted by these vile humans, who pander to the nore depraved of the sorcerers.”
He turned to Matt. "Take off these bars, Wzard!"

"Hey, hold on!™ Narlh bellowed. "If you |l et himout, you got to..." He stared
as his cage faded away. "I didn't even hear you talk."

"You were kind of loud." Matt was beginning to understand a | ot about his
nonstrous friend.

St egoman waddl ed up toward Narl h. The dracogriff braced hinself, but the dragon
only said, "Cone. W nust discuss howwe will clear the earth of these vile
sorcerers, who buy our blood--how we will chase them as their mnions have chased
us, and scour themfromthe |land, thou and I."

Narl h stared at himfor a few |l ong m nutes.

Then he nodded. "Yeah, sure. Awight " He turned his head a little away, eyeing
St egoman narrow y. "Truce?"
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"Truce," Stegonman confirned, "and peace, if thou wilt, for no greater reason
t han our conmon friendship with one of the few wi zards who doth disdain to feed his
power fromothers' lives. Nay, and if thou dost wish to seek justice for thy
nmother, | will nyself escort you into Dragondom -when this coil is done, and Ibile
I's cleansed.”

"Yeah. Yeah, sure."” Narl h nodded, faster and faster. "Yeah, we'll get the
wi zard to work up the right verses, and tear "emouta their lairs!...You really
thi nk we got a chance?"

"As to that..." Stegoman said, and |l ed the other nonster away, chatting
quietly, plotting mayhem

Peopl e began to | ook out of arrow slits and doorways, wondering if the quiet in
the courtyard nmeant anything trustworthy.

Sir Quy blew out a shaky breath. "For an instant, | feared our keep woul d be
tunbled fromw thin! Yet |I doubt ne not we have strengthened our forces anmazingly,
by these two nonsters' union.”™ He forced a grin and finally managed to clasp Matt's
hand, slapping himon the shoulder. "And you do strengthen us tenfold! How good of
you to cone, Matthew! Yet how did you know we stood in your need?"

"Mostly because | had a friendly ghost trying to | ead nme sonewhere--and when
Max showed up beside himfor a mnute, I knew he was showi ng ne the way toward
you." Matt grinned, massaging his hand and trying to ignore the sudden ache in his
shoul der. "So how s the quest been? Doesn't |look Iike a total bust.”

"Well, we are alive," Sir Quy said, "and that's no snall task, after three
years' sojourn in this land of evil."

"I't"s well-nigh inpossible! But that was al ways your kind of job. WAs Max any
hel p?"

Sir Quy opened his nouth, but the spark was there, dancing in the air between
t hem and hunming, "Not a whit! This great |out of a knight kens no nore the use of
nmy powers than he knows of the shape of the earth.”

Sir Quy reddened. "The earth is flat, Denon, as all do know "

"He will not believe "tis round!" the spark keened in exasperation. "Nay, the
best he can think to have ne do is to kindle fires in siege engines--a task that he
could achieve with an arrow and a bit of tow"

Matt shook his head in conmm seration. "Sounds |ike a rough three years for both
of you." He'd never seen Sir Quy run out of patience before. "Maybe it's a good
thing I cane."
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"Aye, if he will give ne back into your direction again!"

"Done!" Sir Quy snapped, with as nmuch relief as anger. "Go you again to your
old master..."

"Friend!"™ Max snapped

"Friend, then." Sir CQuy eyed Matt as though he doubted the term "Let him
direct you--and | will cleave to the steel that is ny heritage!"

"Shoemaker, stick to thy first.” Matt held out a hand, and Max darted up his
cuff. He turned back to Sir Guy. "Maybe | can be sone help here, after all."

"First?" Sir Quy frowned. "Werefore should a cobbler adhere to a first?"

"Think about it. In the neantine, though, let nme conplinent you on three years
of amazingly good work." Matt surveyed the tents pitched against the walls, the
overfl owi ng stables, and the stalwart peasants who were just now getting back to
their evening chores, alnost certain the nonsters were done fighting.

Sir Quy nodded. "I thank you. And, yes, this is a worthy acconplishnent--to
gat her together these few of Ibile's four estates who as yet |live free of
corruption.™

"Al'l four?" Matt |ooked up, alert for inplications. "Clergy, nobility,
commners, and serfs? You found a few priests still alive?"

"Sonme dozen, from a proud Archbi shop, whom Stegoman and | succored from a siege
of evil that would surely have been his death, to a hunble trio of nuns--all that
was | eft of their abbey--who did cone to us in the guise of beggars, to seek
shel ter anong us. Yet their prayers gave us nore strength than they took, 'gainst
evil sorcery.”

"Nice gleaning,"” Matt said, amazed. "But how about the nobility? | thought Gord-
-uh, the king, had been busy kicking out any |ords who | ooked to be virtuous."

"He did, but sonme few hacked and hewed their way free, and roaned the
countrysi de, defending the poor where they could and el uding his sorcerers and
knights as well as they mght. One by one, they cane to us, estranged and
di spossessed, but alive, and still a mghty force in the land."

Matt renmenbered the |ink between the | and of Merovence and its people, and how
the land virtually repelled a usurper--or sickened under his rule. "Well, between
them and the common fol k, you have a fair anount of strength concentrated here."

"Aye, if we can endure.”
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"“I"d guess you could hold out for years." Mtt |ooked at the fortifications
around him "This castle |ooks pretty sturdy."”

"It is, a valiant nmaiden. She has guarded this confluence of waterways for
three hundred years, never taken. Twi ce has she wi thstood siege and energed
vi ctorious--but never against a host so wi cked and so powerful as Penal dehyde."

"Penal dehyde?" Matt frowned. "Wat kind of weapon is that?"

Sir GQuy smled without mrth. "Aliving weapon, Sir Matthew, and as mghty a
one as resides in the king's arsenal. Nay, Penal dehyde is a sorcerer nost truly
steeped in wi ckedness, whomthe king wields as the sword of his right hand."

"Ch." Matt frowned. "Gord--uh, the gross one's chief assistant?"

"Even so," Sir @Quy confirnmed. "And he is mghty in magic, and devious. W are
hard pressed, Matthew. "

"But alive." Matt raised a finger. "Considering the sink of debauchery this
kingdomis in, |1'd say you haven't done badly."

"Yet not so well as | had thought to do," Sir Guy said with a sardonic snle.
"I had wished to ride into Ibile and cleanse it in a nonth, aided by such doughty
conpani ons as the marvel ous Denon and Stegoman.”

"Even with themin your arsenal, you were outgunned by evil. But how about ny
i dea for having you and Max get al ong? He was supposed to provide you ideas that
you could turn into orders."

"It fizzled like a match with no fuel." The spark was there suddenly, dancing
between themin mdair. "I had not known that this nedieval nuscleman knew little
of nol ecul es, and | ess of atons. |Indeed, he knows so little of operations at atomc
and subatomc |evels that the words nmean nothing to him He thinks that
Schrodinger's Cat is a German house pet."

Sir Quy reddened, but said, " '"Tis true. | can conprehend not one word in five
of his nystical phrases.”

"Not nystical, you dolt! Mysticism is conjecture about matters not subject to
testing! '"Tis of matters physical we speak, not netaphysical!”

"You sure about that?" Matt said. "I nean, considering quantum nechani cs and
general relativity..."

The spark ceased its usual Browni an novenment and hung still in mdair. Slowy,
Its voice humed, "You nmay speak nore truth than you know. .."
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"Or can understand,” Matt finished. "How about you retire and consi der the
matt er ?"

"Well said."” The spark of |ight w nked out.
Sir Guy heaved a sigh. " Was well for me that the ghost appeared.”

Matt | ooked up, startled. "Mediumsize guy? Hangdog expression? Gay clothes?
Ki nda dunpy? Head in his hand?"

"Ah," Sir GQuy said, "you know himwell."

"I do indeed," Matt said. "Had a bit of a comrunication problem though. | take
it you didn't?"

"Not greatly,"” Sir Quy said, puzzled. "I did encounter himnot |long after ny
advent into Ibile. Near close of day, he did appear--and I own, | was fearful,
though I let it not be seen...”

That, Matt could believe--at |east, the part about not showing it. He wasn't so
sure Sir Quy had really been afraid. Ever

"Yet it nmade no threat, but only seenmed to wish that we follow-so we did,
t hough ever-wary of traps and snares. The ghost did | ead us to a shrine, overgrown
and ruined, but intact. W nade our devotions; then, upon our outgoing, we were
beset by a band of gargoyles.”

"You were?" Matt stared. "Must be a local condition, then. H1 And we thought
they were just for us!"

"I'n truth?" Sir Quy asked, horrified. "Ah, Matthew | repent | did not battle
with them They nmust have |urked about the | andscape, to your peril!"

"Don't worry about it. But how did you get out?"

"Ah. There, at least, | nanaged a thought that Max the Denon could twi st to
some purpose. | but asked himto turn the gargoyles once again to stone, and he did-
-though he infornmed nme he could not nmake the condition endure w thout his presence.
That sufficed, of course, because when he had quit their environs, so had Stegoman
and I--and | had thought they woul d di sappear, having been summoned only to fight
us. My apol ogies."

"Accepted, and not needed. We finished themoff."

"You...?" Sir Quy stared and al nost choked. He turned aside to cough, then
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managed a weak smle. "Nay, surely w zardry acconplished what force of arns coul d
not! Yet how, Matthew? What magic did you work, that could overcone such
enbodi nents of savage urges?”

"Oh, | didn't doit! I just found a new friend."

"Afriend?" Sir GQuy was instantly wary, eyes flicking to left and right. "Wat
manner of being was this, who could counter such fell foes?"

"A goblin nore fell than they." Puck was there suddenly, standing arnms aki nbo
on Matt's shoulder, grin flashing. "I but set themto fighting each to each, and
| et them chew one another to powder, whiles the wizard did watch and ponder. Then
he di spersed the I ast one, and all was peace.”

"He's got an unusual tw st of thought,” Matt explained. "Puck, neet Sir Quy."

"Nay, this manner of spirit, | can conprehend!” Sir GQuy grinned, holding out a
forefinger. "Well net, good sprite!”

Puck cl asped the forefinger. "I like the ook of you, Sir Knight! Say, what
m schief mght you find for ne?"

"He's good at mischief,” Matt explained. "In fact, he's the enbodi nent of it."
"Why, | have as nmuch a liking for a good jest as any," Sir Quy said.

Puck made a face. "(Good jests have little of anusenent in them Sir Knight.
"Tis bad jests that do delight--when one does watch his eneny chasing after
phant ons, belike, or being mred in the slough of his own cupidity."”

"I own to enjoynent of seeing those who care naught for their fellow creatures
suffering fromthe very ruses they used upon their victinms. Wat would you say,
Spirit, to making these soldiers of vileness execute the opposite of each comrand
they're given?"

"So that, when their captain sounds the charge, they turn and flee in rout?"
Puck's eyes lit with sonething |ike respect. He turned to Matt, nodding. "You may
have here a nortal with nore than half a mnd!"

"That's a conmplinment,” Matt explained quickly.

"Aye." Puck made a face. "This man who has called ne up has too nuch of the
proper prude in him He kens not a true anusenent.”

"Prude?" Matt bleated. "Wiy, you hal f-pint harlequin---"
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"Enough!" Sir GQuy held up a palm "One nust never give insult to an ally,
Matt hew, as you wel |l know. "

"Apinin the chair, perhaps,"” Puck suggest ed.

"Or an unseen hand that pulls at his hair whenever he ceases to expect it," Sir
Quy proposed.

Puck's grin w dened. "Better and better! Here stands a man of true insight!"

I nsi ght into ways of making other people |ook foolish. Matt shuddered; he had
never suspected that side of Sir GQuy's nature before. But, now that he thought of
it, to a man of war, it probably was better than having to carve your eneny into
scrinmshaw. "You were telling ne about the ghost. He tal ks to you?"

"Un? Oh!'" Sir GQuy cane back to the subject fromsone vision of practical jokes
that woul d have nmade Matt shudder

"Nay, he spoke not--but |I had little difficulty conprehending the gist of his
intent. Therefore, when he appeared before ne this norn, and was clearly in a state
of great excitenent, | understood fromhis signs and gestures that doughty heroes
wer e nearby and could be gathered into our nunber--but they could not see himwell
enough to conprehend. ™

"No, | couldn't." Matt frowned, unable to understand how Sir Guy coul d guess
t he ghost's nmeaning so easily, when Matt had been stunped.

Unabl e to understand. That was it--Sir Guy had the referents; he naturally
t hought the same way the ghost did. Wiich Matt did not. At all.

Qdd. The ghost didn't look Iike a warrior..."So you decided to hel p hinP"

"Aye. | had understood, fromyour talk and the Denpon's, that seeing had
sonething to do with Max's function; so | asked himto nove brightness fromthe
norning into the ghost..."

"A nost distasteful anbiguity” Max hummed, hovering between them again. "He
seens not even to know the word 'energy,' or to be able to understand it as
anything other than a liveliness within his |inbs."

Sir Quy glared at the spark, but Puck hooted with |laughter. "Wat have we here?
Awll-0 -the-wisp that's scarcely hatched?"

"Hat ched?" the Denon sang in indignation. "Wy, what oaf is this, who nocks
even at the powers of the universe!”
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"Hoo! So you are the universe, are you, small spark? What is the sun, then
your child? The infant dwarfing ever the sire!”

"What foolishness!”™ Max snapped. "How could the sun be begotten of ne, when
was there to oversee its birth?"

"Amdw fe to the sun?" Puck cried. "Nay, enough of such vaingl orious
boasti ng. "

"Of course,"” Matt murnured. "That's your province."

"Speak with respect, weak nortal! Wiles | do danpen the enthusiasmof this
hunorl ess coal!™ Puck gestured, and a snmall rain cloud appeared above the Denon. It
contracted in an instant, intensive typhoon.

The drops struck the spark and expl oded into steam
Puck frowned. "Strange."

"What woul d you expect, foolish sprite?" the Denon seethed. "Know you not
Boyl e' s | aw?"

"Way, it shall be ny Iaw that you shall boil!" Puck started another gesture,
but Matt held up a hand. "Don't try to fine-tune it any, will you?" He had a
ni ght mare vision of a duel between the Spirits of Entropy and M schief. Strange--he
woul d have thought the two woul d have gotten al ong fanously.

O notoriously...

I n desperation, he guessed the end of Sir GQuy's story. "So the ghost left with
Max--and | saw them toget her, and knew he nust be leading us to you." Finally, he
had a referent for the ghost's notions.

"And thus you are cone."” Sir Quy grinned. "In good tine, Matthew Shall we chew
this host up between us?"

"Say, rather, that you shall grind them'gainst the grit of your grating wit!"
Max keened. "Wzard, you know not what | have endured at his hands! Scarcely one
task in a week, and that so sinple it could have been done with stone and sti ck!
This enforced idl eness has brought nme to seethe with inpatience!"”

"You were free to suggest any course of action you wi shed,"” Sir GQuy snapped.

"I did, and you conprehended not! Wy, Wzard, his grasp of science exceeds a
child s--inversely! It rivals an infant's! H's notion of experinment is to see how
cl ose he can bring the point of his lance to a target! He thinks a field force is
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an arny's bivouac! That relativity is the tracing of his kindred!' How could you
desert ne with such a one?"

"Easy, easy," Matt soothed. "Nobody said you had to stay with him?"
"How could | have deserted him in the face of such foes?"
"Easily," Puck said sourly. "You gave himno gain by your staying."

The Denon emtted a single, high-pitched note that stabbed right through Matt's
eardrunms and veered up higher. In a panic, he called, "Easy! Easy! Ease off, in
fact! Danp your gain! H's worldview doesn't enconpass science, you know In fact,
he doesn't really have the concept of causality.”

The Denon's note cut off in sonething that sounded renmarkably |ike a gasp of
horror. "You jest!"

"Who, hin?" Puck said in scorn

Matt reddened and gave the elf a glare as he told Max, "Not really. Cause-and-
effect thinking is a relatively nodern idea, you know. "

"Modern! I n what sense?"

"Fromthe Renai ssance on. Wll|, okay, the classical Geeks had it, and gave it
to the Romans--but it died out for alnpbst a thousand years, in anything nore subtle
than hammering a door with a battering ramto cause it to break. Then Europe
rel earned geonetry, picked up algebra fromthe Mislinms--and scientists |ike
Coper ni cus and Kepl er redi scovered the idea that you could reason back fromeffects
to causes."

"Do you say this knight's teachers did not know enough to |learn true science?"

"Not really, no. At this stage, Europe hasn't |earned any mat hemati cs beyond
arithnetic, and they don't even have the idea of the zero--they're still using
Roman nuneral s. "

"What other formis there?" Sir GQuy asked, intrigued.
Matt swal | owed heavily. "Arabic.”
" Sar acens!”

"They' re good mat hematicians,"” Mtt protested. Then he turned back to Mx.
"Before they can really start thinking scientifically, they' |l need geonetry. Then
Copernicus will be able to realize that the orbits of the planets don't | ook the
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way they should if they were revolving around the earth. Kepler will take his idea
and try to make it specific--but he'll need Tycho Brahe's observations. Wth those
records, Kepler will find out that the notions of the planets don't fit the shapes
of the perfect solids he's been thinking of--but they do fit ovals. Then Galil eo
wll have to build his work on top of theirs, and Newton will have to learn
Galileo' s ideas and invent his own version of calculus before he'll be able to
figure out the law of gravity. Know edge is built up like a pyram d, you see--and
so far, Europe has only laid the foundations."

"Not even that, if what you say about their worldviewis true!"

"Oh, the idea of cause-and-effect is inplicit in the Judaeo-Christian attitude
toward history. It's beginning to assert itself--but at the nonent, it's only
aborning. "

"Yet what el se can there be?" the Denon cried. "Wen you elimnate causality,
what's left?"

"Coi nci dence, " Matt answered. "One event doesn't cause another--they just
happen at the sane tinme, nore or less. The clouds are there, and so is the
| i ghtning and thunder. They go together, but they don't cause each other."

Puck raised an eyebrow. "At |ast, sone sense!”

"Sense?!" the Denon bleated, but Sir Guy nodded. "Even so. If two arm es cone,
there will be a battle. He who is nore right, will win."

"Bl asphenmy!" the Denon keened. "If men think thus, there will never be peace!"

"Well, even in ny world people aren't very good at seeing their own behavior in
terns of cause and effect,” Matt denurred.

"What fools these nortals be."” Puck grinned. "Thy race is excellent, nortal --
your lives are the very stuff of conedy!"

"We are such things as vaudeville was made of, huh? So you see, Max, even with
t he best nedi eval education available--which I'msure Sir Guy has had; he knows how
to read--he can't understand our physics as anything but a netaphor."

"How can physics be a netaphor?"

"Well, the Church thought that the sun revolving around the earth was proof
that human life was the nost inportant part of creation--after all, we were made in
God's image. And they thought that building tall towers had to be a sign of
arrogance, because God |lived above the sky. They didn't quite realize that an apple
falling to earth was |i ke the hunman soul wi shing to be closer to God--but they
woul d have |l oved it."
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"What nonsense! What has this to do with physics?"

Matt sighed. "Think of it as anal ogies. They see the world as being suspended
bet ween Heaven and Hell, and everything surrounding the earth was nade solely for
Its benefit, because it's the nost inportant part of creation.”

"What nonsense! Wien you are only a small planet, far out on the tip of one arm
of a quite ordinary gal axy? Wherefore should your world be nore inportant than any
ot her ?"

Now it was Sir GQuy who nuttered, "Bl aspheny!"

"Because human beings live on it,"” Matt said sinply.
"How primtive a notion!"

"I told you we have a long way to go. So to them see, the world is an anal ogue
of the Church, because it's the nost inportant part of society..."

"By whose reckoni ng?"
"The schol ars."
"And whence cone these "schol ars' ?"

"Fromthe Church. And the sun is anal ogous to the king, because it controls the
seasons. "

Max humred wi thout words for a mnute, then said, "The knight would thus
under stand entropy only as anal ogous to a | ack of governnent.”

"You' ve got it!"
"But then all ny works, to him would be..."

"I nconprehensi ble."” Matt nodded. "Fortunately, European culture has a nental
structure for dealing with things it doesn't understand--it calls them magic, and
lets it go at that."

"Then they shall never approach true understanding of their world!"

"No," Puck said, "but they may understand one another--as well as human fol k
can be understood."
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Matt threw up his hands. "What can | say? Chaucer understood people as well as
anyone did, before we discovered biochem stry and neurol ogy. "

"Faugh!" Puck nade a face. "These are but words. One mght as well speak of the
elf shot and the nmd."

"See what | nean?"

"Aye, and 'tis unbearable! Wzard, you cannot |eave ne shackled to one whose
skull holds such a vacuum "

Sir @Quy's scow turned dangerous. "Wat is a " vacuunm ?"

"Sonet hing for making things pure--or cleaner, anyway," Mtt inprovised.--"I
know how you feel, Max--1"mcurrently dogged with a conpani on who rubs ne the wong
way, too."

"Be rid of him then!"
Puck grinned. "Let himtry!"

"See what | nmean?" Matt sighed "You don't suppose you could counteract him do
you?"

"This sprite?" Max hummed, drifting closer to Puck.
The elf scow ed. "Do not even consider..."

Hi s voice ran down the scale, and his novenents slowed. Hi s features began
wor ki ng thensel ves toward an expression of alarm and one hand began to nove in a
strange, but very slow, gesture.

"No, Max!" Matt cried. "I didn't nmean..."
"Leave the elf be!"™ Sir Quy |oosened his broadsword in its scabbard.

But Puck's hand had conpl eted the gesture, and suddenly an icicle appeared in
the air--a glowing icicle, with the Denon trapped inside it.

O maybe not trapped--the ice imediately began to nelt. Puck's voice soared
upscal e, finishing the phrase. "...any spell against ne! Nay, since you have, dea
with this!" He pointed at the ice-coated spark with fingers stiffened into a sort
of cylinder, and a jet of darkness sped fromhis hand to enfold the Denon,
shrouding himin a small sphere of night so total as to be absol ute.

Light flared within it, banishing the darkness, and the Denpbn sang, "Know that
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| have power over entropy, foolish elf! Do you dare beard ne in ny own real n?"

"Fool i sh indeed," Puck admtted, rolling one hand around anot her and tossing
sonmet hing invisible at the Denon. He suddenly grew a white beard, shooting down
fromthe spark, |onger and | onger.

"What do you do?" Max screeched, just before he took off |ike a rocket.

Puck met Matt's accusing glare with a shrug. "Make him a bearded star, and
Nature will hurl himback to the firmnent, where he bel ongs."

The "bearded star"” turned into a falling star, and the mniature neteorite
spat, "As a conet resenbles a neteor, foolish spirit, so can | return unto you! But
know t hat, in enbodying entropy, | amalso the Spirit of Perversity!" And Puck
suddenly grew |l ong ears, his nose stretched out and thickened, and he stood before
themwearing a mniature ass's head. He brayed in alarm

"There will be no ending to this,” Sir Guy confided to Matt, "unless we provide
it."

Matt nodded. "Let's sort this out the way it should be."

"Aye," Sir Quy said. "Do you take the Denon in hand, whiles | speak with the
el f."

One step ahead of Puck's gesture, Matt chanted,

"See as thou wast wont to see,
Be as thou wast wont to be!"

Puck's head suddenly reverted to normal--with a | ook of fury. "I asked not for
aid, Wzard!"

"You have abetted m ne eneny!" the spark keened. "Are you a traitor?"

"No, and he's not your eneny." Matt cupped a hand around the spark and, as he
turned away, noticed that Sir Guy was doing sone pretty fast tal king with Puck
"We're both fighting the evil king, after all--"

"Tis no contest of mne!"

"Ckay, then--you're free. | can't ask you to fight in a cause you don't believe
in."

"Ask?" The spark hopped in astoni shnent. "But the Black Knight--"
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"Fully relinquishes any claimhe m ght have upon you," Mtt said firmy.
"You're free to go back to the void if you want to."

"But how boring! Wzard, inmagine eternity with no tasks to acconplish, none
save to supervise the snooth, even progress of entropy!"”

"Well, of course, if you want to...Heaven knows |'d appreciate your help..."
" '"Tis done!" The spark snapped. "I amfree of Toutarien and bonded to you--
till I wish to sever the bond, at |east!"

"You were always free to. But you nust understand what you're getting yourself
into."

"Dost truly think this kinglet you fight can do damage to ne?" Max said in
scorn.

"No--but Sir GQuy is over there trying to talk Puck into staying with the team
Just annexed to Sir CGuy, is all."

The spark danced in mdair, hummng to itself a while. Then it sang, "I can
endure his conpany, if | need not speak to himsave with the strongest of causes.”

"Done."” Matt nodded. " In fact, | recomrend that if he talks to you, you don't
answer . "

"Oh, be assured that | shall!" The singing turned flat and harsh. "And | ong
wll he regret it!"

"Friends, remenber," Matt cautioned, "or at least allies.. But at the nonment,
it would be politic if you got out of sight."

"A point," the spark agreed, and vani shed.

Matt noticed that his wallet warnmed up at his belt, and felt reassured. He
turned to Sir Guy. "Any | uck?"

"He is ny man," Puck answered, grinning, "and | shall ride on his shoul der
Thi nk naught of such favors as you owe ne, Wzard--1 shall be too busy brew ng
m schief with this knight to concern nyself with you."

"Very generous of you," Matt murnured. "Sir Quy, you sure you know what you're
doi ng?"

"Aye." The Bl ack Knight grinned. "And if you will excuse ne, Sir Mtthew, we
have al ready begun to brew a coil for the army that sits wi thout our gate." He
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turned away, holding Puck in a palmand chatting like an old friend.

Matt gazed after, heaving a sigh of relief, but having a hard tinme accepting it
all.

"Why do you stand anmzed, Lord W=zard? Are you so surprised at your own
peacemaki ng?"

Matt | ooked up and was astoni shed to see Marian standing beside him For a
split second, he was lost in the dazzle of her beauty; then the nenory of how she
had dented heads with a quarterstaff cane to m nd, and he managed to pull back to a
safe enotional distance. Fromthat vantage point, he noticed that Robin was
conducting his band to places around the great fire pit near an inner wall and
detailing a fewto join the guard on the walls. The net result was that, for the
nmoment, Matt was alone with Marian.

It wasn't the world's nost confortable feeling. Wiat do you say to a | egend?
Especially one who had turned out to be rather intimdating? "Unh...don't you get a
bit |Ionely, being the only woman in the band?"

"COh, but | amnot."” The smle dazzled himagain. "There are Allan-a-Dale's
wife, and WII Scarlet's |eman, and the wi ves of nost of the other nmen of the band,
save those who are too young."

"Fam | ies?" Matt stared, amazed. "But...but...you're a mlitary unit! A
guerrilla band!"

"CGuerrilla?" Maid Marian frowned, puzzled; then her face cleared. "Ah! 'Tis a
Spani sh word, is't not?"

"Why, yes. | think it neans "little war.' " Matt was surprised that the woman
showed evi dence of education; it hadn't been conmon for anyone in the M ddle Ages.

But then, Marian was a gentlewoman, a |ady--only a generation or two from m nor
aristocracy. "l, uh--don't see any other wonen around.”

"Nay. They wait in Sherwood, with the older nmen and striplings, where they bide
in safety. | have not yet a child, so |l amfree to cone venturing."

At a guess, she and Robin were finally married--but it would be difficult to
think of her as anything but "Miid" Marian. "I take it you won't have any
difficulty going back to your hone, uh, world."

"Returning, no. Coming..." Marion shrugged. "W nust know where there's need of
us, ere we can march. But once having traveled the route, '"tis easy enough to go
back. "
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Matt hadn't realized Robin Hood was hinself magical. He should have, of course.

"Do you still, uh...serve King Richard, though in his absence?"

"Ah! You know our tale well, | see. Aye, we served the Lionheart |ong, and
aided in gathering pennies fromthe poor for his ransom-and jewels fromthe
weal thy. So we | abored, and guarded his people, till he was finally returned to

Engl and and put down his usurping regent John."

So. Scott had witten better than he knew. But why not? Wth an infinity of
uni verses, anything Scott had i nagi ned nust have really happened, sonmewhere. "So
you all woul d have been happy to retire, as long as Richard |ived?"

A shadow crossed Marian's face. "Ch, he rewarded ny Robin amply, with
restoration of his famly's estates and two others that were taken from nen who
| eagued with John. But the sheriff of Nottingham he would not punish, claimng he
had only been obedient to his lord, as he should."

"Alittle shortsighted of him"

"He was in so many things. Wthin a few nonths, we saw he truly held no | ove
for Engl and; he was already dunning his noblenen for nore gold, to take him
adventuring again. In a year's tinme he was gone from Engl and, and his brother was
regent again."

"I know." Matt shook his head. "Rights of succession aside, he still should
have known better."

"He did not truly care.” Marian's voice hardened. "And John set the sheriff
once again to plaguing ny Robin, with boundary disputes and taxes on every excuse--
yet he could be no nore to himthan a nui sance. But he could throw Robin's nen into
prison on the slightest pretext, and he seized upon the first who poached, to put
himto death.”

"Robin didn't let himget away with that, did he?"

Mari an shook her head. "He rode against the sheriff in force, and in arnor, and
wested his man fromthe Nottingham gaol. Then did John pronounce hi monce again
outlaw, in that he had noved agai nst the king's law-and Robin and I were off to
t he greenwood once nore, with all our household, and our estates confiscated. But
Robin's ol d band cane, one by one, to find himin the forest, and we set ourselves
to plague the sheriff as in days of old. Then Richard died."

Matt nodded. "In a pointless fight, by a virtual accident--but he was good at
getting into pointless fights."

"A parfit gentil knight--but a very poor king," Mrian agreed. "England was
naught but a treasure house to him Yet by the tine of his death, he had taken al
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the treasure and | eft us only the house. And John becane king."
"And you decided to stay in the greenwood," Matt suppli ed.

"We have." Marian turned nerry again. "W plagued John till he died. Robin
carried word of each nobleman's discontent to his peers, so that all knew that few
woul d side with John, if he sought to nove agai nst any one of them-and they made
him sign a great charter acknow edging their rights. It was Robin's proudest
monment . "

"The Magna Carta," Matt murnmured. "1'Il bet it was. Not that John felt bound to
honor it, though.™

Mari an waved the objection away, irritated. "John honored naught but force, no
matter how often he saw the folly of his efforts to tyrannize his peers. But he
died at last, and his heir would have restored Robin's estates."”

Matt frowned. "Robin didn't accept?”

"Nay, for he saw the poor fol k woul d prosper under Edward. Then the elvin folk
offered himlife till Doom's Trunp should sound, and work to keep hi m busied al
hi s days."

Matt shook his head. "Tough choice--famly versus career."”

"Ah, but the elves promsed lasting |life to all his band."™ Marian raised a
finger. "Not one of us has died since, though we've been wounded sore, and have
endured great pain till the elves could heal us. Yet all becone fit again and are
ever filled with zeal to protect the common fol k."

"But | thought the elves left England in the Dynchurch Flit."

"What of it? There are other Englands--so many, in fact, that they are beyond
counting. Nay, sonewhere there will ever be a Sherwood, and elves and nerry nen to
fill it"

Matt grinned. "Conforting to know -especially now. "

"Aye, now." Sir Quy cane up to them wearing a jaunty grin and an elfin
shoul der ornanent. "Ni ght approaches and, with it, the assault of sorcery. WII it
pl ease you to cone watch their feints and spells? Then, on the norrow, we can pl ot
their overthrow "

Matt's bl ood turned cold, but he nodded, tried to grin, and followed Sir Guy
toward the battlenents. Marian acconpani ed them-and, after five paces, Matt
real i zed Robin Hood had joi ned her
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Now t hat the fuss of arrival was over, he had tinme to take a | onger and nore
t horough | ook about him

The place was a ness. The reek that had been nudgi ng at his consci ousness al
along finally sank in--maybe it was the relatively clean air at the top of the
stairs that made himrealize how badly the courtyard stank. Over against the
juncture of curtain wall and keep, he saw a naze of crosses, cobbled out of scraps
of lunber and not even painted. Bodies |ay wapped in shrouds, piled up along the
edges of the little cenetery--they had run out of burial room

Looking at the faces of the sentries around him WMatt realized that what he had
m staken for grimpurpose was at |east partly malnutrition. They weren't starving,
but they were very lean--like Sir Guy hinself, Matt now realized; he hadn't just
har dened from canpai gning. There wasn't an ounce of fat on his bones. H s cheeks
were hollow with hunger as much as stress, and the circles under his eyes cane from
vitam n deficiency, not |ack of steep. Though there m ght have been sonet hi ng of
that, too--and, as Matt watched him he thought the Black Knight's gaiety was a bit
forced. Now and then, for just a nonment, a grimdesperation showed through

Matt shuddered at the inplications. What manner of deviltry was he going to see
toni ght ?

Looki ng down at the courtyard below, he realized that the nmasses agai nst the
walls were trash dunps. The peasants who noved so silently below were thin as
whi pcord under their snocks--and filthy. Not that body odor was terribly unusual in
nmedi eval society, but they had taken it to new hei ghts here.

O course. Water fromthe river or no, they were rationing. Everyone had enough
to drink, but they portioned out the baths.

Matt resolved to speak to Sir Guy about it. Lack of sanitation could kill them
just as quickly as poor nutrition.

But there wasn't a murmur of protest or of discontent. Matt | ooked at people
stretched al nost to the breaking point, and nmarvel ed at the grim purpose that kept
t hem novi ng. He wondered at the events that had brought them here, and if there
were a soul in the castle who didn't have a harrowing tale to tell of cruelty and
vi ci ousness. Lean as it was, beleaguered as it was, this castle nust have seened a
sanctuary to those who had suffered from Gordogrosso--and his imtators.

"This is a dirty war," he nmuttered.

"Aye." Robin nodded beside him hard-faced--and Matt was startl ed; he hadn't
real i zed he had spoken al oud.

"It is indeed,” Sir CGuy agreed, "and no quarter is given, or asked for."
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Matt shrugged. "That was always the way of it, with the arny of a sorcerer.”

Sir Quy shook his head. "These lice of Ibile are far worse than those forced
sol diers we fought in Merovence, Sir Matthew. There, the greater nunber of the
soldiers were inpressed into service and woul d take any chance to escape their own
ranks. Here, though, even the lowiest soldier is thoroughly and conpletely
dedicated to evil, in the anticipation of the power and prefernment his |ord may
grant him There's not a one of our besiegers but wi shes to be here, not a one that
woul d not delight to see us expire in tornent."

Matt turned to | ook out at the eneny, surrounding themfor as far to each side
as he could see, and half a mle deep. The sun had set, and the dusk was hurrying
on toward night. A strange, growing sound, half nutter and half chant, was rising
fromthe churning mass before him

Suddenly, a crinmson ball shot up fromthe circling army, arcing toward the
castle. A half-dozen others followed it, all along the walls.

"It begins,"” Sir GQuy said griny.

Surprisingly, Alisande did sleep, though her slunber was interrupted. First had
cone the attack of the fire snakes, but they were gone by the tinme she cane out of
her tent; Sauvi gnon, pronpted by the apprentice w zard they had brought al ong, had
simply told the men to throw snowballs. There foll owed the plague of rats, to be
scared off by the young wi zard' s quick summoning of a hundred terriers. Finally,
near dawn, Alisande was up, feeling noderately rested, and she sent Sauvi gnon back
to bed just before she had to greet the flam ng skel etons that cane stal ki ng up
over the lip of the plateau. The snowbal | s worked again, of course, and the bones
stayed scattered, but it did take her a little while to overcone her footnen's
terror enough to get themall to pitch in.

And their yelling woke the sl eepers again. That was the bad part.

So, all inall, it was a rather creaky arny that finally greeted the sun that
norni ng. Al i sande paced through the canp, eyeing her soldiers Iike a worried
not her, and murnured to Sauvi gnon, "Perhaps we should bid them sleep this day, then
wat ch through the night."

"They woul d then be weary in the norning," the young nobl eman poi nted out, and
a grizzled veteran | ooked up to agree. " '"Tis true, Mjesty. Lead us out agai nst
them that we nmay send them packing. 'Tis the only road to a sound night's sl eep
for us, now "

"You have the right of it, Sergeant."” Alisande sighed and turned to give the
orders to pack up.
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CHAPTER 19

The Si ege Peril ous

Matt nodded. "Your w zards are ready to quench those fireballs, aren't they?

"Qur wizards all are dead,"” Sir GQuy said, his voice flat. "The last of them a
nonk, died yestereen when an evil spell overcane his ward, in a nonment of
distraction. "Twas a foul thing, a liquid that burned--as are these, | doubt not.
There was little enough left of himto stack up with the dead. Now we are |eft
W t hout benefit of clergy--for he was also our last priest, and though there are
two nuns left us, they cannot consecrate the Host, nor say Mass."

"Best argunent | ever heard for fenmale ordination.” Matt stared at the crinson
gl obes, watching themarc closer, then realized he was hearing a voice chanting a
| ow, sonorous Latin to his left. He | ooked up, startled--and saw Tuck, his hands
folded in prayer, his eyes on the crinmson gl obes.

"Prai se Heaven!" Sir Quy cried. "You have brought a friar! But ward him w zard-
-it was such a gl obe as one of these that burned our nonk to death!"

Matt jolted out of his trance, his mnd kicking into overdrive. Aliquid that
burned? An acid, or a base--or sone nagical thing that was neither! He readi ed an
al | - purpose spell against fire.

Tuck shouted the | ast phrase al oud, hands snappi ng out, spread w de--and Matt
realized he'd been reciting the Dies Irae. Wiat good could that do?

One of the gl obes veered toward them then suddenly puckered and gushed, like a
bubbl e of water pricked, the surface tension that was holding it suddenly gone.
Liquid fire ran fromit, cascading down over the battl enents.

Napht ha! Matt thought. It had to be a petrol eum derivative--one of the
sorcerers had gotten hold of the fornula for G eek fire. But even as he was
starting to chant the counterspell, he saw the fire arc away, running over an
i nvisible curve to course down the outer battlenents. For a nonent, it masked their
sight; then it was gone. Matt gl anced quickly along the battlenments and saw t hat
the other streans of fire had simlarly been shed w thout hurting anyone. He
whirled to Tuck incredul ous.
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"I asked Hmto shield us," Tuck explained, "and He did."
"You're a wizard!" Matt pointed the accusing finger.

Tuck shrank in on hinself, shaking his head. "Only a friar, Lord Matthew -only
a poor, hunmble sinner of a friar. Nay, | can pray, but not conjure.”

There was no tine to debate the topic, for roaring filled the night. Wirling,
Matt sprang to the crenels and saw a senicircle of |ions advancing on the castle.
But what lions! Their manes were fire, and their teeth glinted |Iike daggers. Their
tails were tipped with stings, and their coats gl owed w th an unwhol esone
radi oacti ve sheen.

"Hell lions!"™ Sir GQuy cried. "W can do naught till they conme nigh--but we can
be ready! Cold water, nmen of mne!"

" '"Tis boiling, Sir Guy." A footman pointed at a huge caul dron, suspended over
t he hol es beneath the outslung crenels.

“"I't'll do as well as anything," Matt assured him-and becane aware that Tuck
was chanting again. He glanced at the friar, then turned to see what woul d happen
to the lions--and saw greeni sh-bl ue streaks stabbi ng dowmmward toward the
battl enents. "What in Hell...?"

"Fromit, rather!" Sir Quy snapped. "Firedrakes! Shield nen! Ward the friar!"

"Nay!" Tuck broke off his chant, |ugging out a broadsword. "If there are
enemes to fight, then in the nane of all that is right and good, I--"

"You nmust wield magic!" Sir GQuy cried, his voice hoarse with anxiety. "Qthers
can wield sword and shield, friar, but only you and the Lord Wzard can protect us
fromill sorcery!"

Tuck's hand fell nerveless fromhis hilt. "You are right. In ny pride and | ust
for a fray, | would have cast away our chances. Nay, then..." And he began to chant
his Latin verse again.

But Matt hadn't been terribly aware of what had been going on; all his
attention had been focused on the firedrakes--or rather, the grotesque parodi es of
firedrakes, their snouts winkled Iike prunes, their teeth dripping venom their
W ngs swept back in a delta shape, their tails like scorpions'. Matt glared at them
and chanted a verse designed to change theminto ducks--when suddenly, Stegoman
swept into the sky with a roar like a jetliner taking off. Flane stabbed out
fifteen feet ahead of him Werever it touched a firedrake, the creature expl oded.
Matt could only think of matter and antimatter, good colliding with evil--until he
could also think of the eneny archers, and the evil enchantnents that nust be on
sone of their arrows. "Stegoman, no! You're a sitting duck!"
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The dragon nmust have heard him because he began to weave across the sky as if
he were drunken again. Matt couldn't see the arrows and bolts of the eneny; he
could only try to shield his friend..

And Narl h? Matt ducked a quick gl ance back at the other side of the castle and
saw a nuch smaller jet of flane sweeping the skies there, weaving in imtation of
St egoman' s broken-sky flying.

Two to protect! Matt shouted out,

"...take arns agai nst

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune...
And by opposing, end them They shall

Be set at naught, so we inportune!”

He couldn't see the results--except that his two flamng idiots stayed in the
air. If either of themwere to fall, he would have fail ed.

Then he heard a change in the roaring frombel ow-a note of outrage. He | eaped
to the battlenents and peered down.

The lions had nmade it halfway to the walls--the eneny soldiers had pulled well
back, |eaving each beast an avenue to prowl. But now, suddenly, they were
confronted wi th huge, bul bous beasts twice their size, apparitions with four |egs
| i ke sections of tree trunks, huge bodies, and heads with huge, clanmshell nouths
surnmounted by snouts that ainmed at the |lions and sprayed, each body squeezing
smaller as the fluid gushed out. The jets of water washed over the hell lions from
nose to tail, exploding into steam-but taking the lions with them Even as they
sublinmed i nto nothingness, though, each cat sprang at its pachyderm nenesis, and
the two beasts anni hilated each other in a blast of steam

Matt took a quick glance back at the friar, who was watching the results of his
work as avidly as Matt. So he knew not hi ng about wi zardry--sure! Only enough to
pai r opposite el enents agai nst each other--the fire |lions opposed by the
hi ppopotam , the "water horses” of Africa.

But it was his turn for the next magic offensive. He was scanning the field,
wary for nonsters, when the infantrynen along the wall let up a shout. Ladder tips
sl ammed agai nst the walls, and eneny soldiers were scurrying up even as the |adders
| anded. The pi kenen bellowed their war cry and lit into the attackers---even as a
mal voi sin materialized out of the darkness and began to spew arnored and hal f -
arnored nmen onto the wall.

Wth a shout, Sir Guy | eaped at the eneny knights--and Tuck gave in to
tenptati on and haul ed out his broadsword, howing with heathen glee as he pounced
on the grinning, gloating invaders. They saw hi mcom ng, huge sword w ndnmlling,
and they lost their grins--even as pikes pushed their | adders away and back,
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crashing down with their |oads of soldiers crushed into the earth. But the nen-at-
arms hewed away, chopping off heads and stabbing through breasts, kicking the
wounded and dying off their walls wi thout the slightest conpunction. They had
fought this siege too long to have anything of pity left.

All, that is, except Tuck. He staggered back against the tower wall, burying
his face in his hands and noaning, "Lord forgive ne! | have slain evil nen
unshriven of their sins!”

The soldiers stared, stricken, unable to cope with a priest overconme with
renor se

Matt, however, had a nore realistic view of the clergy. He stepped up to clap
Tuck on the shoulder. "If you had given themthe chance, they would have used it to
stab you through the liver! Christ never said to |l et your enemes kill the people
you were protecting! Buck up, shepherd, and guard your flock!"

Tuck | ooked up, amazed, his guilt evaporating on the spot. "Wy, 'tis even as
you say! How unmanly of me, to give way to renorse unnerited!"

He was bl eeding fromat |east three wounds, Matt noticed, but none of them
| ooked serious. "Just resist the tenptation for hand-to-hand conbat, okay? It's
only you and ne, countering those eneny sorcerers!”

"Aye. Aye, even so." Tuck heaved at his sword belt, settling his huge belly
nore firmy in place, and turned toward the battl enents.

"They come!" a sentry shouted. "They come still, by their hundreds!"
"Why, aimand | oose, nman!" one of the knights cried.

"W have so few arrows!"

Tuck | ooked up, then baw ed, "Robin! Little John!"

"Robin guards the north wall, and Little John the south,” the tall, red-clad
man said, stepping forward. "You shall have to manage with ne, friar!"

Tuck relaxed, smling. "Then all is well, WII| Scarlet! Cone, send your two
score archers to prickle these invaders."

"Up and | ocose!™ WII Scarlet baw ed, and he | eaped up to a crenel to begin
suiting action to word. Matt spared a quick glance at the ground bel ow, watching
charging eneny soldiers fall flat on their faces, twenty-five at a tine--then
suddenly realized that Tuck was chanting again. He scanned the sky quickly, aware
that he'd slacked off on his own duties, turning in place for a 360-degree survey,
since Tuck was | ooki ng downward. He had al nost deci ded everything was clear, in
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fact had | ooked down at the courtyard to see Narlh and Stegoman havi ng arrows
pulled fromtheir w ngs--then suddenly | ooked back up at the sky. Yes, it was! The
noon was getting bigger

Not the noon, he realized--it was high in the sky; could the night really be
hal f over? This other crescent, then, nust be sonething sorcereus--and now he saw
three nore, one comng fromeach point of the conpass, sw nging closer and cl oser--

G ant scimtars! He didn't need to know if anything was sw nging them he
chant ed,

"There is hissing |like the serpent's,
Fromthe blade so widely feared,

It whirls down through the darkness,

But is caught in unseen weird,

And strikes a hidden, view ess shield

Its counter and its curse,

Li ke a strong gong groaning as it shivers
bl ades to burst!"

Screans echoed a!! about him He whirled to see a huge bl ade sweeping the
battl enents behind him-and its point was chopping straight at him He yel ped,
| eaped back, stunbled--and fell just far enough so that the bl ade swept over him

Then it shivered, and all the battlenents quivered with the shock of a sound
wave so |low that no one could hear it, froma gargantuan collision between the
crescent and its invisible opposite. A vibration sprang up all along its |ength,
shivering it into a mllion fragnents that faded and di sappeared before they even
| anded on the stone.

Men were groaning, linbs cut off; other men were helping them slipping in the
sheen of bl ood that slicked the stone in the scimtar's wake. Matt saw a few dead
and cursed hinmself for his lack of vigilance--then realized that he was seeing it
all through a red film He pulled out a kerchief and wi ped his forehead, and the
sheen di sappeared. He becane aware of a dull ache, knew that it would hurt horribly
tonorrow -but just kept wiping it for now, as he paced the battlenents, trying to
see what else to do.

A huge nonster was roaring and thrashing about on the ground bel ow, a gi ant
stake driven through it, holding it to the ground.

Matt turned away before his stonmach flipped. He didn't know how Tuck had
managed that one, and he didn't want to.

Then he realized he was hearing the flapping of |eathery w ngs.

Not unusual, considering the eneny--but outside the rules, if it was a genui ne
devi | .
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No, it wasn't. It was a horde of huge bats, stooping to claw at the soldiers
chests, needle teeth reaching for their necks. Bel ow there was shouting, and
| adder s thudded agai nst stone--but the defenders were screamng, flailing at the
flying rats, trying to drive themoff. They clung, though, and their teeth probed.

One slammed into Matt's chest. Fire erupted across his pectorals as claws dug
in, and a foul snout reached for his jugular.

Matt jammed an armin the way and felt the teeth sink in, but his throat was
safe. He tried to ignore the pain, the shifting claws as the nonster tried to work
its way around his arm and shout ed,

"Eye to eye, and head to head,
(We betide thee, bat!)

This shall end when one is dead
(Go and hide thee, bat!)

Darts of wood, match each to each!
Fly like arrows, hearts to reach

| npal e the undead flying | eech
(Never rise thee, bat!)"

Skewers suddenly filled the air, stabbing through the bats' chests and into
their hearts. Jaws gaped wide in screans the nmen couldn't hear, and the flying
vermn fell backward, |osing their holds and crunpling in death. Matt kicked his
attacker out of the way, nopping at two nore wounds, but scanning the sky
frantically. WIIl Scarlet and his two score were shooti ng down al ong the | adders,
knocki ng over invading soldiers alnost as fast as they could clanber onto the
rungs, and the pikenen were dealing with the few who cane near the tops. Tuck was
chanting again, but Matt didn't even want to know what it was about.

Sir GQuy reeled up beside him |eaning back against the wall and panting, "W
must find sone way to take the offensive."

"Nane it!" Puck appeared on his shoulder. "Only bid nme offend them and | shal
have themthinking their tales of woe and tails indeed!"

"A nost excellent notion." Sir GQuy grinned. "And whiles you are about it, see
that those tails are pulled, and pinched, and stepped on at every turn."

"Turn?" Puck cried "Wy, let us have themturn and tw ne about their owners
| egs!™

"Well thought! See to it!"

The el f di sappeared, but the spark flared in his place. "Have you no new task
for me?" the humm ng voi ce demanded.
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Matt was fed up with the eneny--he was running very low on the mlk of human
conpassion and he'd only been fighting for half a night! "Freeze their arnor."

The Denon hunmed in astoni shnent. "Freeze...? But they will screamwth the
chill and tear off their plate! Wat gain then?"

"Plenty, if you freeze it so fast it shrinks!"

"That will choke off their circulation! Their linbs will swell! Their
breastplates will crush their ribs! Their hel mets--"

"Have you seen what they've been trying to do here? Just nake it fast, and
it'll be relatively nmerciful."”

"They shall scarce know what hit them" the spark pronmi sed, and di sappear ed.
Sir Guy nodded. "It is merited."

A sudden shocked howl i ng broke out below, and all around the castle. Puck
appeared again. " 'Tis done; |ike Rover, they chase their latter ends.”

"I'n nore ways than one," Matt nuttered.
"What say?"
"What matter?" Sir Quy countered. "Can you befuddle their sorcerers, Robin?"

A slow grin spread across the elf's face. "Make themthink one another are
Matthew and the friar? O that their commander's tent is the castle? Aye."

"Those," Sir Quy agreed, "but | had nore in mnd having their thoughts so m xed
that, when they wish to sutmmon a denon, they speak of a cabbage!”

"I know just the place," Puck crowed, "within their brains! Nay, they'||l speak
of chard when they wish a flane!" He was gone.

"You sure that won't get us in worse trouble than we're in?" Matt said
nervously.

Carrots began to rain on the battl enents.
"What sorcery is this?" Tuck called, amazed.

"Bvil gone wong," Sir Quy called back. "I fear the Puck cannot so far
transformit as to nmake evil inpulses yield good--yet he has tried valiantly."
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"Masterstoke,” Matt nuttered. "Should have thought of it."

CGeysers erupted all along the castle wall, heaving huge foanm ng | ances of water
agai nst the stone. Wuere it struck, the char left by past fireballs disappeared.

"What now?" Tuck cri ed.

"Soap and water, | think," Matt called back. "I'Il bet the enenmy was trying for
acid."”

A sound of crunches, wth screans quickly cut off, approached fromthe north,
com ng nearer and nearer. It peaked right opposite them then stopped.

The danci ng spark appeared again. "All who wore arnor are dead--or have
di srobed and now are clad only in ganbesons. Wat next would you, Wzard?"

"A quantum bl ack hole!" Matt | ooked up slowy, a grin spreading over his face.

"Are you daft?" the spark keened. "That was a notion guessed at, but proven
fal se! There are none such!”

"You nmean you can't make one?"

The spark was still for a second; then Max said, " "Twill not be easy, for 'tis
truly matter organized quite highly--yet "tis the product of entropy, and yields
chaos within its event horizon. Aye, | can craft it."

"Then do--and drag it around the battlefield."

" '"Twill throw theminto turnoil!" Max sang. "Ah, | have m ssed you, Wzard!"
And he blinked out.

"What wi zardry is this?" Tuck called out.

"Only a little m splaced cosnol ogy,” Matt call ed back. He stepped over to the
crenels to watch the show.

For a m nute or two, nothing happened. Then a woeful shout went up as a spark
of light danced through the arny, pulling soldiers together into its wake to slam
into the ones comng fromthe other side. They stunbled, they fell, they were
dragged over the ground, but nothing could stop them The soldiers nearest the wake
were stretched and crushed unnercifully, as though by unseen hands. They grabbed at
tent pegs and hitching posts, but the pegs and posts were wenched out of the
ground and cane tunbling along with them-as did the tripods fromthe canp fires,
and the kettles, and any | oose arnor or weapons, all junbled together with a huge
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clash and clatter--but above it all rose the shouting and noani ng of dread, that
went on and on as other voices took it up. The line of devastation, a hundred feet
w de, began to curve as it reached the outer edge of the besiegers' armny, turning
back to cut another swath. A sorcerer rose up to bar its way, wand swirling, and
Matt haul ed out his own wand, beginning to chant--but before he could finish, the
sorcerer's head snapped back, as though he'd been flung away. At the sanme nonent,
his feet surged forward. Then, suddenly, his body split straight down the niddle
fromtop to toe. Matt had a nonentary sight of it; then tunbling nen and nmateri al
bl ocked the sight from him

He was very gl ad.

A huge cabbage appeared in front of the spark. It, too, was sliced neatly
t hr ough.

"What was that?" Sir GQuy asked, w de-eyed.

"An eneny sorcerer trying to put some kind of dermon in Max's way," Matt
answered. "True to Puck's word, he said 'cabbage' when he neant 'devil.' Artificial
encoding error."

A huge asparagus towered up in Max's path. It fell a nonent later, like a
felled redwood.

"I'f naught el se,
I s done."

Friar Tuck said, "we'll eat vegetable broth enough when this

Two gi ant kni ghts suddenly appeared, twenty feet tall, barring the path. A
second | ater, they crashed together and were buried under an aval anche of tunbling
nmen.

"There is a strong sorcerer near," Friar Tuck noted. "He did not conpletely
mss his mark."

"Then we'd better give hima little nore to worry about."” Matt wei ghed the wand
i n his hand, shrugged, and whipped it overhand to point eastward.

"When the wind is in the east,
"Tis neither good for man nor beast."

He flourished the wand overhand and snapped it down toward the north.

"When the wind is in the north,
The skilful fisher goes not forth."

Then he swung the wand to each of the other two points of
the conpass as he recited:
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"When the wind is in the south,

It blows the bait in the fish's nouth.
When the wind is in the west,

Then '"tis at the very best.”

Then, finally, he swng the wand around in a great circle, chanting,

"When all wi nds blow in unison,
Qur foes do flee our benison!

"Bl ess them Tuck!" he shout ed.

A | ook of delight broke over the friar's face. "Wy, certes! Wat could weaken
a foe of evil, so nmuch as a blessing?" He turned to face the canp, sketching the
Sign of the Cross in the air, and began to chant in Latin, his face softening,
turning wistful, alnost fond. Matt realized that, no matter how nuch evil the eneny
had done, there was still roomin this huge friar's heart to forgive, to
understand, for they were God' s handi work, and he believed to the core of his sou
that they were redeenmabl e.

Sir Guy frowned. "Wiat use were these invocations?"

But Friar Tuck caught his shoul der, eyes alight, grinning. "Hark! Do you not
hear ?"

Sir Quy bent his head, listening carefully.

Faintly at first, then |ouder and | ouder, a whistling cane toward them
building into a how . Sl eeves and robes began to stir, then to whip in the w nd.

"Gab sonething solid!" Matt yelled, and the word was relayed all along the
battl ements. Knights and nen-at-arnms grabbed at crenels, arrow | oops, doorways--and
just in tinme, before the stormhit.

It was a hurricane. It was a whirlwind. It was a tornado, and the castle was in
the center. The wi nd screaned around the walls, tearing at the stone and howing in
frustration. It careened off |ooking for |ess-guarded targets--and found the
eneny's canp. There, it roared in glee, plucking up tents and horses and nen and
juggling themwith a fine disregard for class or dignity.

But only outsi de.

Al ong the ranparts, the w nd whi pped and tugged at clothes and nen--but only in
passing, only as an afterthought--and within the courtyard, there wasn't even a
breeze, though nen and wonen crouched in hiding, fearful of the tenpest.
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Matt let it run, fifteen mnutes, an hour, while he and Friar Tuck took turns,
one watching for attenpts at retaliation while the other tried to explain things to
Sir Guy. But there was no reaction--neither fromthe sorcerers, who were too busy
trying to cope with both the black hole and the wind, nor fromSir Guy, who could
only understand the effects of the magic and was beginning to be bored with the
causes.

Then, finally, as the sky lightened with fal se dawn, Matt called out,

"A rushing noise he had not heard of !ate,

A rushing sound of wind, and stream and fl ane,

In short, a roar of things extrenely great,

Whi ch woul d have nade aught save a saint exclaim-
And when the tumult dwindled to a calm

| left himpracticing the Hundredth Psalm™

As suddenly as they had conme, the four w nds sped away. The npani ng faded off
into the distance, like an express train |eaving. Trees on the horizon, just barely
visible in the predawn |ight, whipped about crazily for a mnute or two, then were
still.

They listened. The only sound fromoutside the walls was a | ow and const ant
noani ng. They stepped up to the crenels and the arrow slits to | ook out--and saw a
scene of utter devastation, broken tents and overturned carts, dead and wounded in
w nnows showi ng Max's trail--and the remmants of the Arny of Evil, just pulling
t hensel ves together as they set out toward the east in a ragged doubl e col um.

The shouts of victory began along Matt's wall and spread all around the
battl enments, then down into the courtyard. Men and wonen | aughed and shouted for
j oy, huggi ng one anot her and danci ng--and, palely seen in the dawn |ight, a ghost
appeared atop the gate house, now brighter, now di mrer. Fromwhat they could tel
when he was visible, he was dancing a jig.

"Wzard," said the Denpon, suddenly appearing before him "shall we attenpt sone
ot her device to confound the eneny?"

"Uh, no," Matt said. "I think that'll be enough for the nonent."

CHAPTER 20

Querrillas in the M st
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Sir Quy kept sentries posted, and a conpl enent of nen-at-arns within the
castle, in case the rout had really been a ruse. But he threw open the castle gates
and | owered the drawbri dge, and the peasants streaned out to bring in all the
provisions the king's arny had | eft behind--salted neat, hardtack, grain, and even
sone fresh neat and fruits that the officers and sorcerers had kept for thenselves.
Squadrons of soldiers fanned out to both sides of the |ooting party, keeping pace
with themto guard agai nst any sudden reappearance by the besiegers--but the
foragi ng went snoothly.

Not that Matt was up to participating. Hs head hurt, his chest hurt, and his
armhurt. Mre accurately, it felt as if slow fire streaked his scalp and his arm
whil e he was having a double heart attack. He gritted his teeth agai nst the pain.
Unfortunately, this made it very hard to chant a healing spell

Friar Tuck saw and, in spite of his own wounds, tottered over to lay a
reassuring hand on Matt's shoul der--gently, of course. "Be of good heart, Lord
W zard," he gasped. "I'll have us hale and sound directly.” He sat down beside
Matt, nuttering in Latin.

Matt's head stopped hurting.

He | ooked up at the rotund priest, amazed. O course, it could be prayer--and
in this universe, the power of prayer could be greater than antibiotics were in his
home worl d, maybe nuch greater. But sonehow, Matt didn't think that was what the
friar was doi ng. Knowi ngly or not, Tuck was working magi c--and Matt suspected it
was know ngly. Unfortunately, he didn't know enough Latin to be sure.

Ei ther way, his arm had stopped hurting, and his chest. He yanked up his sleeve
and wat ched as the wounds cl osed, then snoothed as neatly as if they had never been
there. Matt found hinself wondering if they had.

Then he bent his arm and decided they' d been real. He'd have to use that arm
delicately for an hour or two--and take shall ow breaths.

He gl anced at Tuck. The color had returned to the friar's face, and he was
breathing nore easily. "Prai se Heaven!" He sighed. "W are well again.”

Matt gl anced out over the courtyard and saw a few nmen picking thensel ves up,
| ooki ng amazed and making the Sign of the Cross. Apparently Tuck's spell had been
broadcast; Matt wondered how nany of the enemy's wounded the friar had heal ed, too.
That wasn't so good--they could have hundreds nore enemes to fight, all over
again. ..

He | eaped up, winced, and clinmbed up to the battlenments--stiffly, but w thout
much nore than a set of aches. He | ooked out over the slope and saw all the eneny
wounded still lying where they lay, calling out for help
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"I can only aid those who are in a state of G ace, or wish to be."

Matt turned around to see that Friar Tuck had conme up behind him "I should
think,"” he said slowy, "that they're in great shape to realize the error of their
ways. "

"Sonme, no doubt--mayhap nost, now that they are renoved fromthe influence of
their arny's sorcerer.”

"Or now that he has renpved hinself fromthem" Mutt denurred.

"Even so. But there be those in whomhatred for all things good and Godly has
grown so strong that they will not even now repent.”

That struck a false note. Matt | ooked at himnarrowy. "Not trying to come up
wi th excuses ahead of tinme, are you?"

"Never!" Tuck | ooked up at himin indignation

"Sorry, | didn't really nean it," Matt said quickly. "Just habit. I owe you an
awful lot of thanks, Friar."

"Then aid me with these eneny wounded." Tuck turned away. "Cone with ne; | nust
visit the sick."

Matt frowned, wondering why the friar wanted hi mal ong. Then he renenbered that
he coul d heal the bodies as soon as Tuck had heal ed the soul, and followed after.

They joined the soldiers who were collecting fallen weapons and stray arrows.
They al so gathered up the extra crossbow bolts and other nunitions that had been
stored away, plus any hardware the arny had left inits flight. Then they filed
back into the castle, nmuch nore slowy than they had gone out, for Friar Tuck
checked every |oad to be sure that nothing under an evil spell was bei ng brought
back into the castle. Afewitens did indeed grate on him apparently having been
put to some rather gruesone uses; Tuck even drew away, repul sed, by one or two. The
sol diers threw them back anong their dead owners. The incident set Matt to thinking
of Trojan horses, and being very glad Friar Tuck was there.

The checki ng woul d have been even slower if Puck hadn't been screening the
peasants before they got to the friar. He rode unseen within Sir Quy's hel net,
murnmuring to himas he wal ked anong the peasants and soldiers. Ostensibly, the
Bl ack Kni ght was keeping up norale that had never been higher, congratulating the
def enders and thanking themfor their loyalty and faithful ness.

Matt, however, had adamantly refused to help out. He knew his own linmtations
and had no illusions about the anobunt of goodness in his soul. He knew hinself to
be secretly vengeful, with a repressed streak of cruelty. It never occurred to him
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that Tuck m ght have had simlar failings, kept in check only by stern self-
control. Matt had not quite yet realized that norality is not an inborn trait and
does not cone naturally.

"We can't stay here, though,” he told Sir Guy, when all the peasants and
sol diers were back in, and the gates had been closed with the drawbridge up. "We're
sitting ducks."

Sir Guy nodded. "It was needful to seek refuge within this castle when the Arny
of Evil was hot on our heels; but now that they are gone, we may sally forth once
nore and carry the battle to them"™

Matt felt cold inside at the thought of deliberately confronting that arny
agai n--but he nodded anyway. "That's what we cane here to do, isn't it? Besides, if
we | et our soldiers disperse and go back to their honmes, they' || be overwhel ned by
| ocal sorcerers and their henchnen.”

“In unity there is strength,” Sir Guy agreed, "though there is no safety for
good folk in this land--and none for evil folk, either, if they only knewit."

"Yes. It's just a question of how soon the wolves will turn on each ot her,
isn"t it?"

"Not whiles we do nove, | fear. Nay, we nust band together, no matter where we
go. As an arny, we have at |east sone chance of survival."

Matt didn't bother nentioning that, in the position they were in, survival
depended on winning. It went w thout saying.

So they gave everyone a chance to catch up on eating and sl eepi ng--though they
still rationed the food, at Matt's insistence; he knew what gorging could do to
peopl e who' d been on a bare subsistence diet for so | ong. Between snoozes, the
peasants packed food, and the soldiers packed weapons--Sir Guy made it very clear
t hat personal possessions would have to stay behind.

So it was, along triple file that fl owed out across the drawbridge, in the
early norning light two days later--an inner file of peasants, many driving carts
filled with provisions, with soldiers pacing themon either side. Robin and his
band |l ed the way, right behind Sir Guy and Matt.

"So why don't |I get to carry the knight?" Narlh grow ed. "Too | owclass, huh?"

"Now, Narlh, you know 'tis naught of the sort,"” Yverne soothed him " '"Tis only
that Sir Guy is accustoned to the dragon--and | nost surely amnot." She shudder ed.

Narl h imedi ately softened. "Ch, all right, lady. Yeah, you need to ride just
as much as any of the other wonen--and | wouldn't trust you to that big | unk of
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lizard. And | suppose the knight shouldn't do nuch walking, in all that tin he's
wearing."

"I't would overtax himsorely," Yverne agreed.
Matt reflected that they were in the right country for over-taxing.

The day was bright and clear when they set out--but it clouded up fast. About
noon, with the clouds |owering about them Mtt began to feel a thickening in the
air--not really the atnosphere, of course, but his own personal anbiance. He
stepped over next to Stegoman and call ed upward toward the knight. "Sir Guy?"

"Aye, Lord Wzard?"

"I"'mfeeling magi c thickening about ne. Not nmuch, yet, you understand, just the
first traces."

The kni ght frowned and gl anced back at Friar Tuck. The cl ergyman was marching
along with a strained face. "Qur holy man nust sense it, too," Sir GQuy said. "He is
telling his beads."

Matt | ooked behind, startled. Sure enough, Friar Tuck had haul ed out a rosary
| arge enough to qualify as a m nor weapon and was munbling the old, sinple prayers
as he fingered the beads.

"What ill do our sorcerous enemes brew for us?" the Black Kni ght demanded.

Matt shook his head. "I don't know-too early to tell. But tell everybody to
brace thensel ves for an attack."

"Whence could it come?" Sir CGuy waved an armat the wide plain all about them
The | and stretched away to the horizon, golden with ripening grain--except for the
swat h of waste where the fleeing arnmy had tranpled it. They were nmarchi ng down the
m ddl e of that swath, for it spread twenty yards on either side of the road,
rem nding Matt that they were marching toward their eneny--who m ght have pulled
his nmen together by now. The notion didn't exactly inprove Matt's state of m nd.

Still, Sir Guy had a point. How could there be an anbush in the mddle of a
plain that made Kansas | ook hilly? Wiere woul d the anbushers hide?

The answer to his question canme right after lunch. The arny had rested and
eaten, packed up the leftovers, and set forth agai n--but as they nmarched, the
clouds lowered farther and farther, until they touched the earth. The feeling of
magi ¢ was as thick as the humdity.

"Faugh!" Yverne's voice called fromahead. "Wiat stench is this!”
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"Tis truly appalling,” Maid Marian's voice agreed fromfarther off. "Wat
evil m st has risen about us?"

"It's the work of sorcerers, whatever it is," Matt call ed back.
"Are they nearby?" Sir Quy's voice denanded.

"I doubt it," Matt called back. "They're probably still with their army. They
can hex us quite easily fromthere, | assure you--especially since they've already
been over this bit of terrain, and we haven't."

"Anything could hide in this fog!" Sir Guy grow ed.

"You can say that again,"” Matt called back. "In fact, say anything! Just keep
talking, or I won't be able to tell where you are.”

"Halt!" the Black Knight cried, and Stegoman sl owed and stopped. Matt funbl ed
toward them felt a scaly hide under his hand, then saw the slab of Stegonan's side
| oom out of the m st--and, above, sone dark object that nust be Sir Guy. "W cannot
march am d such blindness,” the knight called dowmn. "Hold to the dragon's tail
Lord Matthew, and bid another hold to you. Then, mayhap, we can wend our way to
light and safety.”

"Not too nuch wending," Matt cautioned. "W could get trapped going around in a
circle forever."

"Thou hast the right of it," Stegoman agreed. "Nay, are we marching west still?
O have we turned al ready?"

"I''l'l find out,” Narlh's voice said. "Lady, if you would clinb down for a few
m nut es?"

"Surely." There was the slithering sound of cloth against scales. "But what
mean you to do, good nonster?"

"There's the wi zard, over there. Say sonething, Wzard!"
"Ri ght over here, Yverne," Matt called. "That's right, here--take ny hand..."

Yverne caught his fingers and stepped close to himwi th a shudder. "I had
t hought nyself lost, even in the space of two strides!”

"You coul d have been," Matt assured her. "But back to your first question--
Narl h, what're you trying--"

W ngs thundered as huge feet pounded away, then ceased.
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"Alley!" Matt swore, not daring to use the first word in Ibile. "He's flying!"
"He shall |ose hinself!" Stegoman cried. "Knight, disnmount--or ride high!"

"What do you nean to do!"™ Sir Quy cried--but he slid to the ground anyway, then
was al nost bowl ed over in the backblast from Stegonman's wi ngs as the dragon | eaped
into the sky.

"Watch out!"™ Narlh's voice thundered from overhead. "Were do you think you're
goi ng, you pl ate-nosed pl at ypus?”

"To find thee!"™ Stegoman runbled, his voice dwi ndling. "Nay, cone down! Thou'lt
be | ost forever in this fog!"

"There's got to be a top to it, sonewh--OM GCet off ny back!"

"I amnot on it, thou dunder headed drake! Thou hast e'en now collided with
m ne!"

"Yeah, and those fins hurt, too! What're you doing flying upsi de down?"

"Upsi de down?" Stegoman cried, outraged. "Wy, thou half-brained half hawk,
am an upright dragon in every sense of the termi "Tis thou who art inverted!"

"Look, lay off the fancy | anguage and tell nme why you're flying with your back
to the earth!"

"I amnot!" Stegoman howed. " 'Tis thou who dost roll as thou dost fly!"
"Well, sheer off, then! 1'"'mgoing to find the top of this fog if it kills ne!"

"Nay!" Stegoman cried in a panic. "W have need of thee! Thou art too good a
nonster to squander thy life so untinely!"

There was no answer, except for a high, long, fading screech, as of a falcon
st oopi ng.

"He has gone!" Stegoman's voice grew | ouder. "Nay, Sir Knight, call out to ne,
so that I may land not too far fromthee!"

"Back, everyone!"™ Sir Quy called. "Back, but stay |linked by touch! Gve the
dragon roomto |land!"

"I hear thee!" Stegoman's voice booned out overhead. "Keep thy call sounding!"
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"Conme nigh!"™ Sir Guy called. "Cone hither! W await you! Cone, kindly dragon!
Lower thy great bulk to us again, that we mght--"

Hi s voi ce was drowned out by a huge thundering of wing beats that abruptly
stilled. Matt strained to see, worried that his friend m ght have crashed..

"I am | anded,"” Stegoman's voice booned out. "Cone nigh ne, friends!"

They all started to nove, but Matt called "Wait! We might mss you in the fog!
Gve us a light!"

St egoman roared, and Matt saw a di m orange gl ow ahead and to his right. He
sl ogged over to it, picking up Sir Guy on the way and pulling Yverne at full reach
behind him He was careful to note just how far he was angling away from his forner
direction of travel. Then he felt Stegoman's scal es under his hand, and called out,
"We're here!"

The roaring stopped, and he heard Yverne weeping softly behind him Sir Quy
said, "Nay, fear not, maiden. You know the dragon to be a good friend and true. H's
roar is fearsone, aye, but only for our enemes, not for us."

"You are a great confort, Sir Knight!" Yverne said, and there was a quality to
her voice that kindled jealousy within Matt. "I am assured. But what of our friend
the dracogriff

"Dunb beast," Stegoman growl ed. "Flew away. Up high. Couldn't fnda topsh ofa
cl oudzh, and izh shtill tryin'."

Matt | ooked up, alarned. He tried to stall it, and called, "You need to turn
around, Stegoman! We're going the other way."

"How y' know?" But Stegonan slewed around toward Matt, nunbling and | ooki ng
surly.

Matt frowned. "How s that again?”

"l shaid, shtupid shorsherer who triezh to blind ush all sho he c¢'n steal our
bl ood, " Stegonman grunbl ed.

Matt felt a chill that had nothing to do with the weather. He woul d have
recogni zed that slurring anywhere! Stegoman was drunk again.

But how? On what? Had Matt's cure for his hatchling trauma worn off sonmehow? O
been count eract ed?

O...
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"Vile shtuff nmusht be shtraight fromHell," Stegoman nuttered.

"Even so." Sir Quy frowned. "Is't not nade by a denon, Sir Matthew?"

"You bet it is!" Now Matt recogni zed that vile snell--it was charred rum "Unh,
cone on, Stegonman. W've got to get out of this fog, before we suffocate.”

"Ohh, awight."” The dragon lifted his head. "Uh...which way izh out?"

"That way!" Matt pointed straight ahead with total conviction. "I was carefu
to keep facing the sane way | had been as | angled over toward you! Just turn
around and head that way! We'll be right on your tail!"

" ' Sh not |ong enough for all of you." Stegoman |unbered around, headed
roughly the way Matt was pointing, and started waddli ng.

Matt |aid a hand on the dragon's tail and stunbled after, yanking on Yverne's
hand.

Sir Quy strode al ong beside him | eaning over to set his helnmet near Matt's
ear. "Lord Wzard--dare we trust ourselves to a drunken dragon?"

"I think so--he's always had a great sense of direction. But if you think it"l
hel p, you could ask Puck. | nean, this fog is mschief of the first order--if
anyone can understand it, it would be him"

"A good thought. Dost'a hear, Puck?"

A dimnutive head poked out of the knight's hel nmet, clanbering halfway up on
forearns and el bows. It scowed at Matt, squint-eyed, and gave a careful, well
consi dered hi ccup.

Matt felt his blood run cold.
"What dost'a wi sh, knight?" Puck slurred.
"Canst tell us which way to travel in this mst, Puck?" Sir Guy asked.

"Why, whi shever way you wanna go!" Puck's eyes wi dened, and a slow sm | e spread
across his face. "There izh fog! Id' nit purty? Haven't sheen it in sho long I
msht it!"

Sir Quy turned a nmournful gaze on Matt. "It would seem even our sprite is not
I mune. "
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Matt could only stare while little prickles ran up and down his spine. \Wuat
kind of a spell did it take to nmake Puck succunb to the snell of the denon runf

"Roashted crabzh!" Puck nuttered. "Roashted crabsh, floatin' inna bow!" Hi s
grip loosened, and he slid back inside Sir Guy's arnor.

"Wzard," Yverne's voice said behind him "can you not banish this unholy
elixir?"

"Well, | can try, | suppose.” Matt tried to renenber the spell he had used to
di spel a fog three years before.

"Western wi nd, cone now to save us!
Restore the breezes you once gave us!"”

He felt the magical forces strengthen about him felt as though he was trying
to push his way through a wall of nolasses...

"Clear this fog that you' ve all owed!
Rid us of this reeking cloud!"

He was actually surprised when the fog began to |ighten.

Surprised, with good reason--the magic field strengthened, in a way that gave
hima peculiarly nasty feeling inside, a feeling that reached all the way down to
his groin with a painful, sickening wench. Then the fog thickened again.

"You had sone snall success, Wzard," Fadecourt noted.

"Smal |, yes. Then ny opposite nunber, whoever he is, clanped down with a
counterspell.”™ Matt turned to Sir Quy. "Gor--uh the king, that is, has sone really
powerful sorcerers, doesn't he?"

"He always said so." Sir CQuy frowned off into the fog, his feet still nmoving in
time to the dragon's waddling. "Yet an he had sone who were so nuch nore powerful
t han you, surely he would have sent themto the siege we but now broke."

"Yeah, you would think that, wouldn't you?" Matt frowned as though he was only
puzzl ed, but inside, he was hollow with dread. He had a nasty, unpleasant notion
that he was opposing the nmagic of the king hinself. "Let's give it another try,

t hough.

"When t he noban of the breeze
Echoes through the trees

And the mst lies | ow on the plain,
Fromearth and stones

Come boul ders' groans
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As the heat rises fromthem again!

And away the fog goes

As the warm breeze bl ows

In tatters and shreds quite soon,

For the sun's rays quench their holiday,
The end of the night's high noon!"

It must have been his inmagination, but he could have sworn a nmale chorus echoed
those last two words. Certainly the chord of nmagic seened strained all about him
and for a nonent, the m st gl owed about them as sun rays broke through the clouds
above--then di nmed and vani shed, as the evil magic strengthened about him Matt
shook his head. "Too strong for ne--and | think it's several sorcerers working in
concert, not just one."

“In concert!" Yverne sounded appalled. "Nay, surely it nust be the king hinself
who | eads them-for none other can conpel sorcerers to neld their powers!”

"I was afraid of that,” Matt grunted. "But we're not |icked yet. W have one
nore weapon in our arsenal, anyway." He opened his pouch and saw the gl ow wthin.
"How about it, Max?"

"I ndeed, how?" the Denon sang. "How could I clear this fog for you, Wzard?"

"Precipitate it," Matt said. "Bind the droplets of water together into
rai ndr ops. "

"And how shall | do that?"

Matt took a deep breath. He had forgotten just how explicit Max wanted his
i nstructions to be. "Reduce the surface tension, so the water vapor w |l condense
I nto bigger drops."”

"No sooner said than done!" the Denon cri ed.

"Put your hoods up, everybody," Matt called. "Sir GQuy, we'd better see about
sone rust renover."

The air began to clear a little, and Matt felt a few raindrops strike his head.
But only a few, they stopped, and the fog thickened about them again.

"Tis too nmuch for nme," the Denbn reported. "Sone power resists; a greater
force than m ne seeks to naintain the surface tension."

O course, Matt's shiver could have been fromthe weather. He could only think
of a few sources of power that could surpass entropy, and only one of them had
always tried to cloud nen's sight and | ead themastray in a world gone nmurky. "Try
heating it! Accelerate the Browni an novenent of the water nol ecul es! Make it al
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evaporate!™

"I shall,"” Max agreed, and again the fog |ightened for a few nonents--but
t hi ckened again. Max began to junp about, agitated. "Again it thwarts ne! Sone
agency that has greater control over heat than | has bound it into mst!"

"He exceeds your power, and that of all our allies,” Sir GQuy said heavily. "In
truth, it nust be the king hinself whose power you encounter, Lord Matthew "

"' mafraid you're right" Matt nmuttered a quick prayer to Saint lago, his own
tap into a high-Power line, then turned back to his friends. "Not nuch we can do
except forge ahead, no matter how slowy, and try to stay together. W'IlIl call out
to one another and hone in on voices." He boosted his own volune. "Do you think
that will work, Robin Hood?"

"We shall essay it,’
you in | eading the way?"

the outl aw | eader called back. "Should our good friar join

"No--1 think we'll be safer with one wizard in each half of the party..."
"I amnot a w zard!" Tuck said quickly.
"Whatever. We'll all follow Stegoman. Sir Quy, deploy your forces."”

"Sir Loring, lead the right flank!" the Black Knight called. "Sir M chael, the
left! Sir Dai, |lead the center in pursuit of ne!"

The knights answered himwi th a chorus of "ayes." Matt wondered how t he ot her
nobl emen and kni ghts had cone to acknow edge Sir Quy's | eadership--not that he
doubted it had been earned. They'd had two years to figure out how vital he was. It
was no doubt a fascinating, not to say hair-raising story, and Matt intended to
hear every word of it--sonme day, in front of a roaring fire inside a stout castle,
wi t hout an eneny for mles around.

At the nonent, though, he needed to try to get his forces through this ness.
"Ready, then? Away!"

"Away, he shayzh!" Stegoman nuttered. "Doezh he have to |l ead the way? Nay! |zh
he the one who getsh blanmed if we go ashtray? Nay!" But, griping and protesting, he
| unbered into notion and began a slow, if constant, novenent across the plain.

Matt felt Sir GQuy's hand on his shoul der, so he knew his own inmedi ate party

was together, linked hand to hand. "Robin Hood! Are you near ne?"
But his voice echoed strangely in the fog. "Aye; | amnigh!" Robin's voice
called frombehind him-then called again, off to his left, "Aye, I amnigh!”
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Matt frowned. "You only needed to say it once."” He was startled to hear his own
voi ce conpl etely echoed from behind--"Say it once!"

"I spoke but the one tine, in truth!™ Robin called, but he hadn't quite
finished before the words sounded again fromMatt's left, then a third time, from
his right.

Matt felt the dread creeping higher. "The sorcerer is trying to confuse us by
maki ng our voi ces sound fromdifferent directions!”

"Sir Loring!™ Sir Guy called. "Do you follow ne?"
"You follow ne," the voice repeated, frombehind and left.
"Follow," it said again, fromahead and to the right.

"Aye, Sir Guy! | follow the sound of your words!" But Sir Loring's voice faded
even as he call ed--then cane back, nore strongly, fromMtt's far side.

"Sir Nigel!" There was a tinge of ironin Sir GQuy's tone. "Quide on ny voice,
and touch hands with ne!"

"Quide on nmy voice," the Black Knight's echo called fromhis left, and, "Touch
hands with nme," the sanme voice called frombehind and to the right.

"I come, Sir Guy!" But Sir N gel's voice faded away, too.
"Sir Dai Do you march forward doubl e-quick, and link hands with the cycl ops!"”

"March forward,"” Sir @Quy's echo called from behind, then, "Link hands with the
cyclops!™ fromoff to the left.

"I come, Sir GQuy!" But even as he called it, Sir Dai's voice faded off to the
| eft--then sounded fromthe right.

"Robi n Hood! Do you hear nme?" Matt called in a panic.

"I hear!"™ Robin's voice called frombehind. "I shall summon ny nen by ny horn!”
it said fromthe right.

The horn sounded, and a ragged cheer went up fromthe nmen of Sherwood, off to
their right, swerving around to the front, then back to the left. Another horn bl ew
fromthe north, then its echo sounded fromthe south, then again fromthe east.

"I just hope his nmen know which one is the real horn," Mitt groaned. "Are your
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people still together, Robin Hood?"

But this tinme, only the echoes of his own voice answered him-and, in the
di stance and fading, the blare of a hunting horn. On the other side, knightly
voices called to their nen, growng nore distant. Steel clanked as the arny
mar ched, and the whole plain was filled with its distant susurrus--but all far
away, and going farther.

"He has fragnmented our arny!"™ Sir Guy groaned. "He has |ed us away from one
another in the fog! Pray Heaven the nen of each flank stay together."

"Do," Matt agreed. "Please do. As for us, let's find out who's here. I'mstil
feeling Stegoman's scal es--and that nust be your hand I'm holding, Sir Guy, because
it's nmetal. Squeeze the hand you're holding, and tell its owner to say his or her
name. "

"I amSir Quy," the knight called. "Say your nane when | squeeze your hand!"

"Squeeze not overly hard,"” quavered a female voice. "I am Yverne. Nay, say your
nane as | squeeze your hand."

"I am Fadecourt," the cyclops' voice answered.

Matt waited.

No one call ed.

Finally, he said, "Who's hol ding your other hand, Fadecourt ?"
"I feel no hand upon that arm Lord W zard"

"Down to our original group,” Mtt groaned, "plus yourself, Sir GQuy. | see why
you stayed in that castle.”

"Even as you said, we could not remain there forever," the Bl ack Kni ght
rem nded him "To live is to place oneself at risk, Sir Matthew. W nust nake that
risk as small as possible, and lay protections in case we are beset--yet still is
there risk."

"I knew | needed a savings account."” Matt sighed. "Well, there's nothing to be
done about it now. "

"You did not pray while peace |asted?"

"Well, sure, but..."
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"Then you have a font of strength to draw on--the channel you established
bet ween your God and yourself. Go forward boldly, ny friend."

"Yeah, sure," Matt nuttered, and foll owed Stegonan, sonewhat shaken by the
Bl ack Kni ght's conbination of theology and mlitary science.

" "Boldly," he shaizh," Stegoman nuttered. "Channel, he tal ksh about Pretty
good, for a man who spendzh all hizh tinme making noizh with a shword.” Then his
voice trailed off into ranblings that didn't make nuch sense, aside fromthe
occasional reference to a foul hatchling hunter and vanpires who drai ned dragons
bl ood to strengthen their charns. Matt realized there was still a |lot of Stegoman's
bi ography he didn't know about. "Anybody have any idea where we are?"

"Aye," Puck's voice slurred. "W wander on a darkling plain, beset by ignorance
and confusion.”

"Thanks for a sunmary of the condition of humankind," Matt grunted, then
stopped bolt still. "Stegonman! Hold on!"

"Wha' for?" But the dragon ground to a halt.

Matt took a few nore steps to catch up, meking sure his hand was firnmly on the
dragon's tail plates. "I just had an idea." He ignored Puck's gasp of amazenent and
recited,

"Then to the rolling Heaven itself | cried,
“Aski ng what Lanp had Destiny to guide

Her little Children stunbling in the Dark?
And, " A blind understanding,' Heaven replied."

It worked. He actually did begin to understand where he was--and the fog began
to thin.

"You have done it!" Yverne cried. "You have lifted the fog!"

"Don't cel ebrate too soon," Matt cautioned, but he was alnost linp with relief
hi nsel f, as he began to be able to see all of Stegoman's bulk, then to make out the
dragon's head and even, in front of that, the road, with huge boul ders |ining each
side, a grove of fir trees ahead on their right...

And an arnored man half as wide as he was tall, with a huge broadsword and an
evil grin. "Wse advice," the arnored man gl oated. "Do not celebrate at all."

"Duke Bruitfort!" Yverne screaned.

Suddenly there were sol diers everywhere, erupting fromthe rocks and raci ng up
from behind. A squadron of knights canme charging out of the clunp of fir trees.
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St egoman saw t he nmen on horseback, gave a roar of drunken rage, and pounded off to
slaminto them..

Leavi ng the humans' fl ank exposed. The evil duke | aughed and stepped into the
gap, sword slashing. Sir GQuy's blade flashed out, but it was Yverne who | eaped on
the eneny. Grabbing a halberd and twisting it out of a trooper's hands, she swing
it about with a sweeping notion that bespoke years of training, and clipped the
trooper snmartly with the butt, then swng the axe head to chop the next soldier in
t he hip.

Sir GQuy leaped in front of Matt, blocking the duke's blow and riposting in a
huge, deadly, sweeping cut.

Fadecourt roared, |eaped on a soldier, and threw himinto the nen behind. He
grabbed up the fallen hal berd, broke it over his knee, and waded into the soldiers,
chopping with his left hand and whirling his right as a cl ub.

A net sailed out of nowhere and settled down over him The cycl ops bell owed and
chopped at it. He slashed through the nmesh, but two nen caught his arm and a third
stepped up to slama cudgel against his skull. Fadecourt sl unped.

Matt scarcely noticed; he had pulled out his wand and was wielding it as a
cl ub, ducking pike thrusts and cracking skulls. Then sone sixth sense warned him
just in time to spin around and see a wei ghted club sw nging down toward his
sinuses with a fully arnored knight behind it. He was just realizing that he m ght
not have used the wand in the nost effective way possible, when the club connected,
and he didn't get to see how they managed to disarmSir CQuy.

The line straggled across the hillside above them and the slope that had
seened small and insignificant when it was far bel ow seened to be lofty and
forbi ddi ng now. The sol diers who had been ants were now fearsone gargoyl es,
frowni ng down on them

Al i sande found the grizzled veteran and summoned him "How say you now,
Sergeant? Shall | lead you in a charge up this hill?"

"God forbid!'" the sergeant cried. "Begging your Majesty's pardon--but | would
rat her save your Majesty's life!l"

"I, too," Alisande agreed, "for |I have not so many nen that | can spend their
lives |like pennies. Yet how think you we are to progress, if we do not clinb this
hil | 2"

The sergeant frowned. "Wherefore does..." He cleared his throat, also his
I npatience, and pulled his mask of civility back on. "I am surprised that your
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Maj esty asks.™

Al'i sande nodded in agreenent, smling. "W may not fly up, but the gray goose
shall. Go call up the archers.”

A few mnutes later, a flight of arrows arced up fromthe ranks of Merovence.

But at the tops of their arcs, they burst into bright flanme. Wat fell on the
men of Ibile was little nore than ashes.

Ali sande just stood staring up at the sky.

Finally, the sergeant said, "Right glad I am that 'twas only the gray goose
that rose up against that sorcerer.”

"Aye," Sauvignon agreed. "Better that our goose should be cooked, than we
oursel ves. "

The queen finally spoke. "I'Il not say nay to that" She turned to Ortho the
Frank, Matthew s apprentice sorcerer. "Good clerk, you may be a novice in w zardry,
but you are a veteran of many battles. How say you? How shall we ward our arrows
fromthis sorcerer?”

"Ay de m!" Otho sighed. "Wuld that | had retained the profession of arns.”
"But you were a poet."

"And a swordsman, Majesty. 'Twas useful, when nmen spoke of ny verses. Yet now
"1l seek anpbng the scraps of verse ny master hath taught ne and see if | can find
one that is apt to the condition.

"Ch, let the rain cone down!
Oh yes,

Do let the rain come down!
Oh yes, oh yes,

Do let the rain cone down
Upon our clothyard arrows
"Til their fires do drown!"”

A few minutes later, a second flight of arrows sprang up fromthe Merovencian
lines. At apogee, they burst into flames--and rain appeared out of nowhere.

The arrows flew on, surrounded by their own private drizzle, while the flanes
hi ssed, sputtered, and died. But just before the darts hit their target, their
poi nts shot downward, and they fell short, rattling agai nst one anot her
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"What can he have done?" Sauvi gnon cri ed.

A noan swept the eneny line as cl oaks snapped in a sudden gust, and hats went
flying.

"A gust of wind." Ortho nodded. "Brief, but strong--a "downdraft,' as Lord
Matt hew woul d call it."

A sudden chill engulfed them then swept past them and they shivered, but not
at the tenperature al one.

"When it struck the earth,” Ortho went on, subdued, "it splashed out, as water
does in a pool. Its gust struck the nen of ibile--but when it reached us, it was
only a breeze."

"Yet one that breathed despair!" Sauvignon shuddered. "Wence cones such a
wi nd, that chills even the soul ?"

"I shall find a remedy for it," Otho said quickly, ignoring the question. "You
shall see, Majesty--with each flight, our shafts shall cone nearer the mark."

"They shoot!" the sergeant cried, and they | ooked up, startled, to see arrows
sailing down at them Otho, however, nmuttered a rhyne about soneone |ighting
sonmeone else's fire, and added a reference to a |lady who was still carrying a torch
for sonmeone. He understood neither, but Mitthew had insisted he nenorize them-and
he was vindicated, for the line of arrows bl azed. Wel|l before they reached the
Mer ovenci an |lines, they had guttered and gone out. Alisande could distinctly hear
the tinkling of a rain of arrowheads--uphill.

"This Ibilian sorcerer is nost instructive," Otho nused. "Between his exanpl e,
and the Lord Matthew s spells, | may yet begin to think of nyself as a w zard."

Strangely, Alisande found herself beginning to be optimstic.

CHAPTER 21

Rack and Rune

The first thought through Matt's head, when he cane to, was wondering why he
had. After all, if King Gordogrosso had finally deci ded he was a big enough
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nui sance to swat, why would the king settle for a capture instead of a quick, clean
Kill?

Sonmehow he didn't |ike the sounds of "quick"”™ and "clean." He w shed he hadn't
t hought of themin just that way. Wth trepi dation, he opened his eyes.

He saw a round, grinning face with a bowl haircut and a gloating snmle. "I am
Regi nal d, the Duke Bruitfort."

Matt squeezed his eyes shut, then opened themjust a crack, hoping the face
woul d go away, but it didn't. In fact it laughed. That irked Matt, so, carefully he
began to raise his head--and found he couldn't. He tried to nove his arns, but they
were fastened down sonewhere above his head. Hs stomach shrank and tried to craw
away. Yes, that was why the man hadn't killed him He |iked to make his pl easures
| ast .

The duke nust have seen that in his eyes, because he | aughed and reached out,
pushing Matt's head to the side. Matt squeezed his eyes shut, but not fast enough--
he'd seen the torturer with the hot iron, at work on a hal f-naked peasant. Finally,
Matt realized he'd been hearing screaming for a while.

A bl ow rocked his head, and a gravelly voice grated, "Look!"

That nade Matt nmad. He squeezed his eyes shut, but managed to bite back the
retort.

A hard thunb jabbed his forehead, pulling up an eyelid and poking the eye in
the process. Matt yelped in spite of hinself and saw that there was a woman
strapped down beyond the peasant man, one who m ght have been pretty once, but was
scarcely enchanting now as she strained agai nst her bonds, scream ng at the things
the torturers were doing to her.

The duke, however, apparently liked the sight--his breathing rasped, hoarse. He
shuddered and snapped, "Cease! Matters of state nust be resolved! W shall finish
with these two anon!" He said it in the tone usually reserved for an extra hel pi ng
of dessert. Matt wondered about noral obesity. Anything to keep fromthinking about
what he was seei ng.

Especially as the duke seized his chin and yanked, turning his head the other
way. Matt saw Yverne, strapped down and stripped to the waist. It was a sight he'd
been secretly yearning for, but not in the current setting. Especially since Sir
GQuy lay strapped down beyond her, also with his torso bared and his hands manacl ed
above his head, with Fadecourt in a simlar bind between them The knight's eyes,

t hough, were calm in spite of the bruises that marred his face and had welted his
chest. His gaze seened to counsel Matt to courage and steadfast faith.

Then a hot iron cane between them and touched Yverne's upper arm Only a
touch; she screanmed, and the duke waved the instrunent away, chuckling. "Do you not
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find the sight stimulating, Wzard?"

"No," Matt said. "Not at all.” It wasn't quite true; it was stinmulating himto
some very lurid thoughts about what he wanted to do to the duke.

"I ndeed! Wbul d you rather be the banquet guest, or the roast? Cone, join ne in
this sport! O | shall set ny torturers to work on you." To prove it, he snapped
his fingers, and pain seared through Matt's belly. He et out a how before he
managed to choke it off, and | ooked down, amazed, to see a red-hot iron lifting
away from his skin.

"The next shall be lower." The duke grinned, and a thin trickle of saliva oozed
fromthe corner of his nouth. "Lower, and |ower yet. Therefore, join nme in
eliciting delightful, nusical shrieks fromthis wench, and we shall work our way
down together. Then up, and | shall raise you to chief anbng ny sorcerers. You
shall| have power, vast power--over ny estates, over half the kingdom And, at |ast,
over all of Ibile."™ H's grin w dened, sweat starting fromhis brow "After that,
who knows? You have cause for revenge on Merovence, have you not ?"

Understanding hit Matt alnost |ike a physical blow "You're trying to usurp the
t hrone! "

"Certes." The eyes narrowed, the grin hardened. "And | have need of strong
magics to aid ne.”

It all nmade sense. If Matt joined the duke in his torturing, he would be
corrupt ed--and doubly corrupted, since the people they'd be torturing would be his
friends. Then he woul d i ndeed have devoted hinself to evil and could be trusted to
becone a sorcerer who would | abor diligently for his wicked |ord. Matt nanaged to
get his voice working again. "What is this? If you can becone evil enough, you get
to be king? It's a corruption conpetition?"

"That is the way of it in Ibile,"” the duke verified. "Succession is usurpation
It is acconplished by assassination, either before or after the taking of the
t hrone. "

Matt frowned. "But the king's got all the power! He's a puissant sorcerer--and
he has Satan's power backing himup!"

"So it may seem But know, foolish neddler, that Satan will aid any pretender
who seeks the crown--for the result of that is civil war, and amd the strife and
suffering it brings, many lose faith and curse God."

"And Satan gets their souls!"

"He is a collector of useless things. Thus the king may be ai ded by the powers
of Hell, but so aml."
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"Then Satan's assistance cancels out.” Matt nodded. "It makes sense. The sooner
you chal | enge the king, the sooner one of you will die--and Satan doesn't have to
wait as long for your soul.”

Anger flashed in Bruitfort's eyes, but he contained it. "Even so. 'Tis then a
contest of strength, and the king nust strive mightily to overcone ne ere | am

grown great enough to topple him" H's grin broke through again. "In that, he has
failed. | have countered his magics with nmy own sorcery, and that of ny apprentices
and journeynen. | have matched his arm es and beaten them back--and steadily gai ned

ground. Already | rule half of Ibile, and "tis soon to be nore."

A random t hought occurred. "OF course, you could be fundanentally good, but
just pretending to be evil |ong enough to get Satan's support."”

Bruitfort threw back his head and | aughed. "Think you the Prince of Lies is so
easi |y deceived? Nay, | assure you! He knows true evil when he sees it! He would
not aid a man who was good-hearted in secret!”

"So whose soldiers did | see looting and raping in the villages--yours, or the
ki ng' s?"

"Mne." The duke's grin widened.--Thus | bind themto ne--by the prom ses of
the pleasures of cruelty, and the wealth gained by |ooting."

And, of course, the disregard for |aw that nade such decadence possible. "Which
means the king's soldiers are no better than yours."

"Surely not. If he seeks to keep his throne, he nust be all that | am and nore-
-and instantly ruthless in quashing the first signs of rebellion. In that, he
fail ed--for he had need of great enough intelligence to see when a contender was
rising, but he did not see through ny deception, ny grinning sycophant's pose,
until it was too late, and | had power enough to contend with him For that, he
shall die--and in not too long a while, | think."

So that was why Matt had encountered so little trouble from Gordogrosso--he was
distracted by a donmestic rebellion. The thought sent insight. "It was Sir Quy's
attack! That's what gave you your chance!™

"Even so." The duke turned to Sir Guy with a nocking bow "The Bl ack Kni ght
struck down the overbearing | ords who preyed upon their peasants--and left holes in
the fabric of evil behind him™

"Which you filled."

Bruitfort nodded. "He put down the vicious outlaws who sought to prey upon the
weak, and gained the all egiance of the poor. He struck down the king's tax
grinders, and weakened the royal power over the villages. He gathered about him al
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the fools who worship goodness; they canme out fromtheir hiding places to band
toget her, and the king, of a sudden, had to contend with a challenge to his rule
that could have been fatal."

"So he had to tie up nost of his arny, keeping Sir Guy and his followers penned
in that castle--and while they were tied up, you took over the estates of the |ords
Sir GQuy had ousted.”

The Bl ack Knight was staring, pale and drawn.

"Even so." The duke's grin w dened |like a shark's. "Let others waste their tine
in strife; | waited, and bowed, and scraped, then struck. Yet to counter the Kking,
| nmust garner all the power | can, for even mained, his nmagical power is
form dable. Therefore, join with ne, Wzard! Swell the strength of ny evil
chal l enge! Free Ibile fromthe rule of this corrupt nonarch!”

"And replace himw th another who's even nore corrupt?" Matt suggested. "One
who's much nore efficient about maki ng peopl e m serabl e?"

"You will thus gain power you scarce can dreamof. Join in nmy delights, and
there shall be earthly power for you second only to mne! The nost beautiful |asses
of the kingdom used only once! Fine neats, fine rainment, fine w nes! Wat say you,
Wzard? WIIl you have wealth, |luxury, and power? O a slow, agonizing death?" He
| ooked up and gestured, and pain ripped through the sole of Matt's foot. He how ed
I n agony; the room di sappeared behind a red film It cleared slowy, tending to
pulse in tine to the dimnished but throbbing pain in his foot, thinned enough to
show t he duke, eyes bulging, teeth bared in a grimace of nounting pleasure.
"Choose, " he panted. "Choose."

Matt chose.

"The screw may twi st and the rack may turn,
And nmen may scream and nen may burn,

But England's pride will cast aside

All nmen who for others' pain may yearn."

The duke shot back away, slamrming into the solid stone wall. But he didn't
fall; he stepped back, shaking his head, only dazed--and a nasty little whip with
sharp bits of metal at the ends of its thongs scored Matt's chest. Matt shouted
with the pain but renmenbered to keep bel | owi ng:

"The | ash sweeps back to score with thirst
The hand that wields it last and first!"

The t hongs snapped back, and soneone out of sight screaned. The thrill of
victory shot through Matt, and he cried out,
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"Like a mrror on the wall,

Let each new torture turn and naul
So he who seeks another's pain
Shall feel it turn on hima--"

"Silence him" the duke screaned.

A hard hand sl apped down across Matt's nouth, which happened to be open. He
bit.

The torturer screaned, but kept the hand there, and Matt started chewing in
spite of the taste. Suddenly, the hand yanked away, and a wad of cloth jamed into
Matt's nmouth. It snelled foul and tasted worse.

The duke | oomed over him panting and wild-eyed "Well tried, Wzard! But poorly
struck! There are too many of us here, ready to stop you! You cannot prevail
agai nst us!"

Showed how nmuch he knew. Matt glared at him gargling a few dire noi ses through
his gag, while his mnd raced, trying to dredge up verses that would be effective
even t hough unspoken.

"Know t hen," the duke panted, "that your famliars are taken, and slain."
Matt frowned. Fam liars? Wiat was the man tal ki ng about?

"Your animals, your beasts!" the duke snapped. "The dragon, and that obscene
hybri d! W have taken them and drained their blood."

Matt stared, every nuscle rigid. Then norality gave way--there could be no
protection for so vile a man. He had forfeited all right to the protections of
ot hers' conpassi on or conscience. Matt would make himburn to death fromthe inside
out, while his nails grew inward and his inner ears rocked..

Cal m fl ooded through him alnost as if sonme outer spirit had filled himwth
charity and restraint. The man was human, after all, and though it m ght be Mtt's
duty to renmove him before he could hurt anyone el se, he had no right to work
justice upon him Torture could wait until after his death, if he deserved it,
which Matt didn't doubt for an instant--but it wasn't his job.

Wl | enough. Back to hi gh-powered, unspoken verses.

"Their blood w Il enhance ny power enornously." The duke's eyes narrowed; he
was al |l business now, sadism put aside for the nonent. "So would your magic, though
| can work quite well without it, if I nust. Yet there is another source of power
nore vital by far.” And he turned to Yverne.
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Matt's heart nearly stopped. Then, frantically, he began to recite as nuch of
the verse as he had worked out in his mnd.

The duke's' eye gl eanmed as his gaze noved slowy over Yverne's form but he was
all business as he expl ained, "Your father's |lands marched with m ne, dansel, but
al so marched with Merovence. His lands ran along its border, through the nountains,
for fifty mles. That distance is |ong enough to admt an arny that could hanstring
nmy forces frombehind. I mght take the capital only to find ny own hard-won
demesnes lost to the Bitch of Merovence."

Matt froze for a nmonment; then his eyes narrowed, and he changed a |ine of verse
for the worse.

"He was ny prisoner, as you know." The duke watched her face carefully for
signs of reaction to the past tense. "He was a brave, though stupid, nman--he
w thstood all nmy tortures and would not cede his lands to ne. Now he is dead."

Yverne stared in horror

"It is hard, | know," the duke said gently, fairly oozing synpathy. "Let the
tears fall; grief nust be vented."

It was; the tears flowed, though Yverne squeezed her eyes shut and bit her lip
to stifle the sobs.

"Let it loose, let it |loose," the duke soothed. "None here will blane you for
wailing with renorse.”

Renor se! For what ?
"Ch, ny father! My poor father!" Yverne gasped.

"Aye, aye, 'tis hard, 'tis hard,” the duke conmm serated. "Yet you must know,
poor |ass..."

Finally, the wail cut | oose and wenched into sobbing. The duke, tense as a
tent rope, kept murnuring inanities, patting his captive's bound hand, conpletely
ignoring the fact that it was he who had caused her m sery.

The strategy seemed to be working. As her sobs slackened, his murnurs turned to
advi ce. "You are but a weak worman, dansel, and a young one at that. Nay, surely you
are not school ed and hardened to the governing of a dukedom 'Twill be a burden on
you, a horrible burden. You will bend under it, you will break. The adm nistering
of justice alone will tornment you. Can you truly order a nurderer hanged, and sl eep
wel | o' night?"

Yver ne wai |l ed.
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"Let her be!" Fadecourt barked. "Can you not allow her to be alone in her
m sery?"

The duke | ooked up at him eyes narrowed, and nodded to a torturer. A hand
sl apped a wad of cloth over Fadecourt's nouth and nose; another set the gl ow ng
iron to his upper arm The cycl ops' body bucked, but he stifled his scream

Yverne, still weeping and faced away from Fadecourt, had not even noticed.

"Nay, certes you cannot take up the weight of such a task," the duke soot hed.
"Poor lass, | shall aid you! Only cede your lands to ne, and | shall govern them
for you, well and w sely!"

"Never!" Yverne's voice was raw with tears.

The duke's eyes sparked, but he said, " 'Never' is a great expanse of tine,
dansel . Your people suffer, even now, fromthe ravages of war. Can they wait your
| ei sure to take up their governance?"

"Be mndful," Sir GQuy said in a |ow voice that nonethel ess seened to fill the
chanmber, "m ndful that he may lie. Your father may still be alive, dansel, yet so
badly hurted as not to be able to govern. It may be your regency you cede to him
not--"

"Be still!" the duke snapped, and daggers stabbed Sir GQuy's chest nuscles. H s
jaw cl enched agai nst a how of pain, and a beefy hand covered his |ips.

But his words had done their work. Hope glowed in Yverne's eyes, and she said,
"Never, vile duke! Torture ne as you will, | shall never yield ny father's poor
peasants and rich [ands unto your cruelty! Far better that | should suffer for
t hem ™

"Then be assured that you will!" Bruitfort bellowed in sudden rage. "Your
father truly is dead! He died at these hands, mne own, w elding the instrunents of
agony--but the fool refused to cede his |ands! The sane fate awaits you!"

Pal e and trenbling with rage, Yverne snapped, "I can do no less than to foll ow
the exanple of so worthy a sire!"

"Then you shall have the opportunity!" the duke thundered. But he cal ned just
as quickly as he had flared, the anticipation of depraved pleasures filling his
face with unholy glee. "The power you deny nme, | shall rip fromyou! If | cannot
have the full ness of power fromyour |ands and people, | shall have it by debasing
and corrupting you! Aye, ceding your people to nme would have been the ultimte
abasenent--but | shall do nearly as well, by ripping your virginity fromyou and
gri nding you down by pain and degradation, till you beg nme to have ny will, if only
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I will |essen your agony!" Spittle drooled fromthe corner of his nouth again. "I
shall break your soul and drink its strength with mne! Yet we shall begin this
feast of torture with the hors d' oeuvre of the knight's pain; you shall join ne in
watching as | ply himw th agony so exquisite that he, even he, shall regale ne
with his screans!”

Sir Guy threw off the hand that gagged himwith a m ghty heave and cried, "Even
i f he should wing wailing fromne, dansel, pay it no heed!" Then the torturer
backhanded hi m across the nmouth, and it was Yverne who cried out, "Foul villain! Do
you think to ruin a man so goodl y?"

"Easily," the duke sneered. "Think you his God will save hinf Nay, for He only
wor ks through human agents, and | can best any of those! If you wish to free him
fromthe throes of excruciation, you may cry out, at any nonent, that you cede your
| ands to nme. Yet be assured that if you truly summon the fortitude to remain silent
until the Black Knight is dead, you will take his place on the rack!"

Matt couldn't take it any longer. He thought with all the energy he could,

Bot h back and side, go bare, go bare,
Let chains and ropes go sl ack,

Until each henp or netal strand

Det ach, upon the ground he back!

Yverne's bonds broke, and she |eaped off the pallet, filled with sudden vigor,
even as Sir Quy and Fadecourt sprang up, |eaping upon the torturers and w enching
I nstrunments fromthem then striking them down.

The duke shouted sonething in a corrupted formof Latin that Matt coul dn't
quite nmake out; it had sonething to do with laying | ow his enem es and bi ndi ng them
fast. Fadecourt, Sir Quy, and Yverne fainted dead away, and as Matt felt the dark
tide pressing in, he recited inside his head,

Gaudeanus igitur, luvenesdum sunus!
Gaudeanus igitur, luvenesdum sunus!
Vi vat am cus neam Non habebit hunus!

For good neasure, he repeated in English:

Therefore let us all rejoice,

While we're young and sprightly.
Long live all these friends of mne,
May earth not clutch themtightly!

But the unspoken verse was nmuch weaker than those spoken al oud. The dark tide
did |l essen, and Matt struggled against it |ong enough to hear the duke say, "Bind
t he kni ght again--and throw the cyclops and the trickster into our nost fou
dungeon cell, bound and gagged. W shall have our pleasure of them when we are
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done with the naiden. Go, begone!”
"The wi zard wakes!" a voice cried behind Mtt.

Bruitfort spun, swinging a truncheon. It cracked down on Matt's skull, and the
dark tide bore himaway.

CHAPTER 22

About Fates

Matt | anded hard, but Fadecourt bounced--partly because his head | anded on
Matt's belly. Matt said, "Oof!" and Fadecourt bell owed, "You | oathsone villains!"
as he leaped to his feet. "Nay, unbind mne hands, and | shall--"

The door slanmmed shut, |aughter echoed away, and they were left in the dark.

"Toadi es!" Fadecourt raged. "Vile excuses for humanity! Nay, do not tell ne, |
know-they but did as they were bid, and woul d have been made to suffer an they had
not."

Matt gargl ed sonething through his gag.

"Yet an 'twere no nore than that, they would not have grinned |ike japing apes,
nor have taken such pleasure in so cruelly hurling us within! So do not tell ne of
t heir goodness."

Matt tried to nake agreei ng noi ses.

"How i s that?" Fadecourt's voice becanme | ouder; he nust have turned toward Matt
Wthout light, it was rather hard to see. "Ah. Thou canst tell ne naught, canst
t hou? Nay, not with that gag...Faugh! Away, thou crawing ferleigh!”™ There was a
smal |, neaty thud acconpani ed by an outraged squealing, then a splatting noise off
in the dark.

"Begone! You, and you and you!" Fadecourt stanped with vigor.

Rats! Matt scranbled to his feet--as well as he could, with his hands tied
behi nd him
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" '"Ware the roof!" Fadecourt cried.
stature, and for you--"

"Tis scarce high enough for one of ny

Somret hi ng cracked agai nst the top of Matt's head, and he sl unped back to the
fl oor, senses reeling.

"...it would be a danger," Fadecourt finished. "Ay de m! M regrets, Lord
Matt hew! | should have thought..."

Matt gargl ed sonething very nasty as he rolled up to a groggy sitting position

| deserve no such mal ediction!" Fadecourt protested. "I was but tardy in ny
warni ng, not omtting entirely."

Matt nunbl ed as loudly as he could, beginning to feel a little frantic.

"What...? Ch, the gag. Aye, | would loose it an | could, Lord Wzard--but they
have bound my arns in some manner of |eather casings, like to gloves wthout
fingers. | cannot aid thee, unless I can..." H's voice broke off into a straining
groan that rose up the scale till it broke in a massive gasp. " 'Tis no use; they
have manacled ny wists with a steel nost excellent. Nay, | fear | cannot | oosen
your restraints, Lord Matthew "

Matt nade a noi se that he hoped sounded phil osophical and set hinself to
wor ki ng out an escape spell. The duke struck himas the nuscl e-bound sort who had
taken up nagic as if he were learning to use a new weapon, rather than trying to
di scover how and why it worked--sort of a consunmer's view of sorcery, wthout
bothering to look in the owner's nanual. He probably hadn't bothered putting a
contai nnent spell on his dungeon, either; he was the type to trust in netal and
rope.

Bl est be the tie that binds
This cloth that | taste of,

And falls fromoff ny jaw

So that the wad inside may nove.

The knot started to | oosen itself before he finished the second line. It nust
have been the word blest--nothing in Duke Bruitfort's castle wanted to receive a
bl essing. Matt worked his jaws, pushing with his tongue until the wad of cloth fell
out. It had never felt so good to close his nouth. Still painful, but a definite
| mprovenent .

"I would I could hel p you," Fadecourt nourned.
Matt worked up sone saliva, noistened his |lips, and croaked, "You don't need

to."
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"What in Heaven's nane...?" Fadecourt cried, and Matt felt magical forces
enwap him "Shh! Don't tal k about anything holy! W don't want to attract
attention!”

"You can tal k! But how?"

"Magic." Matt dismissed the issue with an airy toss of the head that went
unseen--and shot another wave of pain through his skull. "But | think we need our
hands free, too, and |I'd rather not use another spell if | can avoid it. Max?"

"Aye, Wzard?" The Denon was there before him a spark amazingly bright in the
total darkness. Matt's eyes had adjusted to the di nmmess; he coul d see Fadecourt
clearly in Max's glow. "Well, you' ve taken care of one of our problens already.

Thi nk you could crystallize the netal in our manacl es, too?"

"Can a cat make kittens?" Max scoffed. "Only hold your places a nonent." He
shot over to Fadecourt and sank behi nd his back.

"What does he?" the cycl ops demanded.

"Magic," Matt explained again. "Just hold still."
The Denon rose back into sight. " "Tis done.™
Matt nodded. "G ve a good yank, Fadecourt."

The cycl ops grunted, his shoul ders, chest, and upper arns all bulging. A
netal lic crack sounded, and he brought his freed wists up in front of his single
eye, staring in astonishnent.

"Don't know your own strength, do you? Ckay, Max--try mne."

"Even so." The Denon zi pped around behind Matt. A nonent |ater, he sang,
"Pull!"

Matt yanked as hard as he could, and the manacl es cl anked, but didn't | oosen.
"How about dissipating the nol ecul ar bonds?"

"Well thought; this primtive ironis far frompure."

Suddenly, Matt's hands were free. He lifted his arns, staring at the clean
wists. "I didn't say to dissipate themall the way."

"You did not say to stop,"” Max pointed out.

"Wse. Well!" Matt rubbed his freed hands. "Let me see what | can do about
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those mttens, Fadecourt."” He untied the thongs around Fadecourt's wists. The
cycl ops groaned, and Matt was appall ed at the darkness of the skin he reveal ed on
t he hand that was not stone.

"Now we can get down to sonme real m schief! Wich rem nds ne--1 wonder what
happened to Puck?"

"I should think he pursued the better course of valor and decanped when the
kni ght was captured.”

"Makes sense--but that nmeans he probably has a grudge agai nst the duke and his
men. "

"Have you any fault to find with that?"

Matt shook his head. "Sounds fine. Wi ch neans we shoul d be seeing hi mnmaking
trouble pretty soon now. "

"Aye, but we'll not be told of it."

"Until it reaches disaster proportions, anyway." Matt rose to a crouch,
prow i ng about the cell. "Wnder what happened to Stegoman? W sure could use his
light right now ..Hey!"™ He | ooked up, appalled at a thought. "You don't suppose
they really nanaged to catch him do you?"

Fadecourt shook his head with conviction. "I had thought of it as soon as the
duke said it, but knew it was not so. Even drunken, the dragon would be a
form dabl e eneny--and it was by force of arns they captured us, not by sorcery."

"Good thought." Matt nodded, relieved. "The sorcery was only to suck us into
the trap--but this mlitary duke preferred to do the actual take by force of arns.
And Stegonman is at | east as dangerous drunken as sober." He didn't nention the
dragon's tendency to blast at random when he was i ntoxi cated--when he was
surrounded by enemes, it really didn't matter nuch.

"What do you seek?"

"This!"™ Matt lifted a stick of rotted wood. "Max, could you set this flam ng?
Then you won't have to hover just to give us light."

" '"Tis no trouble to me--but if you wish it, why not?" The Denon fl oated over
to the stick, touched its end, and it flared.

"That's fine. Thanks." Matt |ifted the stick, squinting against the sudden
glare. "Wo'd have thought to have found a piece of wood in a dunp |ike this?
coul d have sworn they woul dn't even have had furniture. Just a shot in the dark,
| ooking for it."
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" '"Tis not a stick," Fadecourt pointed out. "You hold the | eg bone of a man."
"l'yuch!" Matt nearly dropped the linb. "How cone it burns so well?"

"Because it is so dry." Max's tone was tinged wth contenpt. "Still, | did have
need of high tenperature to kindle it."

Matt debated with hinself and deci ded he needed |ight nore than the previous
owner needed a decent burial. He said a quick nental apology to the departed
spirit, then | ooked around at the floor, trying not to notice the rest of the
skeleton. He was just in tinme to see rat tails scurrying away fromthe light. He
shuddered and knelt down with a sigh of relief, letting nuscles knotted from
crouching relax. He winced at the stab of pain. The nuscles would stop hurting soon
enough- - but how about his feet?

"Call at need." Max w nked out.

"Need," Matt croaked, "but not of his type of services. Fadecourt, | think we
m ght see about tending a few wounds, here."

"I ndeed, " the cycl ops agreed, "though your feet nust hurt so badly, | marvel
you can think at all."

"A wizard's gotta do what a wizard's gotta do," Matt groaned, and chanted,

"Wthin each wounded heel and sol e
Starts the healing of the whole.
Knit up the epiderm s neat,

So |l won't fall into defeat."

The pai n di sappeared so suddenly that he groaned in relief.
"Are you not well?" the cyclops asked anxi ously.

"Ch, yeah! Just fine. Gve nme ten mnutes to work up ny courage, and I'Il even
try standing on them"™

"I rejoice to hear it." But Fadecourt still | ooked concerned. "Yet what of
Nar | h?"

Matt shook his head. "I don't think he ever cane down--at |east, not anywhere
near us. Sure, the duke m ght have caught hi m-but so m ght any other sorcerer. |
have a sneaki ng suspicion that he figured out he'd | ost us and flew for the nearest
clear air."
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"I'n any event, the nonsters have escaped him" Fadecourt agreed. "Had they not,
t he duke woul d have shown us their heads, to afright us."

Matt nodded. "It would be just like him Even if we didn't scare, he'd have a
bl ast watching our grief."

Fadecourt's jaw hardened. "If they could escape, may not we? Wzard, | inplore
you, find us a passage! Exert your powers to the utnost! Expend your greatest
efforts! The dansel lies in torment! We nust to her!"

"Well, it mght be easier to bypass the walls than to tunnel through them™

Matt frowned and tried the verse he had used to escape fromthe dungeon in which
Al i sande had been i npri soned.

"I know a bank where the wild thynme bl ows,
Where oxlips and the nodding violet grows..."

He had scarcely begun chanting before he began to feel inimcal nagical forces
gat heri ng about him

He strained, sweat starting fromhis brow-but the web of force held himtight.
He rel axed, shaking his head. "He did put an encl osure spell on this dungeon.”

"Can you not break it?" Fadecourt asked anxi ously.
"Let nme try alittle better verse.

"And thus when they appeared at | ast,
And all mny bonds were cast aside,

| asked not why, and reck'd not where,
So it was far outsidel™

Again, the magical field pressed around him grating on his nerves, raising the
hairs on the back of his neck--but there was a greater sense of tension, and he
felt the strain physically. Byron's verse was working better than his adaptation of
Shakespeare, but not better enough.

"Can you not shift us?"

Matt shook his head. "It's very heavily enchanted. This is no amateur job.
Either the duke is a better sorcerer than he | ooks, or he's got a crackerjack
wor king for him"

"What is a crackerjack' ?"

"I am-or at least, I'"'ma jack who's trying to crack us out of here." Matt
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frowed and tried again.

"Alas, ny foe, you do us w ong,

To bind us up so close to death.

Yet we will match you, song for song,
Until we draw a free man's breath,

For dying in a prison strong

Is not the destiny that waits,

For good nmen who still seek and strive.
For them shall open nmany gates

If they keep faith, and onward drive
Till they behold their hard-won fates!"

The magi cal web enw apped hi magain, but not so tightly. H's whole body was
raked with tension, though, as his spell contended with the duke's.

Then sonet hing seenmed to | ance through to Matt, and the tension was gone with
an al nost-audi bl e snap. Matt went |inp, staring about, startled.

They were still in the cell. "Naught has occurred,” Fadecourt said, severely
di sappoi nted. "The duke's spell nust be too strong for you."

"But | could have sworn | broke it!" Matt protested. "I felt sone outside force
reach through to me! We ganged up on him-or his spell, anyway! W broke it!"

"We are still here," Fadecourt pointed out.

"Yeah, we sure are." Matt frowned, then | ooked up, eyes widening. "I didn't say
anyt hi ng about noving us out of here! | only said we'd keep trying!"

Soneone cackl ed just outside the cell door.
Matt stared at Fadecourt, the hairs rising on the back of his neck.
Fadecourt stared back.

"Either that's a hen with a very odd idea of the ideal roost,"” Matt said, "or
we' ve got unexpected conpany.”

Fadecourt gl anced sidelong at the door. "There is light through the w cket."

Matt stared at the glow through the little, barred wi ndow, hearing the cackle
again, then a gabble of | ow voiced conversation. Al nost against his will, he sidled
across and | ooked out.

Asmall firelit a small area--it couldn't be called a chanber, there weren't
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any walls. In fact, Matt could have sworn the hall outside his cell had only been
two feet wwde. Now it was broad enough so that the walls were | ost in shadow.

Around the fire stood three old | adies--at |east, Matt hoped they were | adies,
because they seened to be discussing his future--or was it his past?

"Have you nore thread upon your spindle, Cotho?" the one with the yardstick
asked.

"Aye," Cotho said. "It could make his |ife |onger--or make another life,
anew. "

"What, two |lives for one man?"

The m ddl e sister shrugged. "It would be rare, yet | have known w zard folk to
achieve it aforetinme. Sorcerers, now, sone have spun out their lives to
unbel i evably | ong spans..."

"Yet | have cut themoff, natheless,” the third lady nuttered darkly, "cut them
off at last--have | not, Lachesis?"

"That you have, sister Atropos--and | have shown you where their threads nust

end, in such fashion that they would have no hint of their end com ng."

"I ndeed you have, and well done, too, for such as would cheat Death."
Matt shuddered. These three hags didn't play around, did they?

"Yet a wizard who holds to the straight and straitened path has no such
cheating done. And, too, this one is young."

"Who speaks?" Fadecourt hissed in Matt's ear.
"I"'mnot sure,"” Matt nuttered back, "but | think it's the Norns."
"Nay, surely not! | hear G eek nanes!"”

"Cut himnow," the mddle sister nused, "and Ibile will surely subside in
slavery and m sery. Merovence, too, may falter--for see! In ny tapestry, the queen
will waver 'twi xt despair and faith, 'tw xt the slough of despond and the iron of
duty."”

Well. At least Alisande would m ss him That nuch was good to know, anyway.

At ropos cl acked her shears inpatiently. "Have done! Wether all of Europe
succunbs to the rule of the Prince of Evil is not our care! Qurs is the destiny of
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human fol k, not nations or races! 'Tis for God to concern Hnmself with them"

"Yet are we not H s tool s?" Lachesis argued. "Nay, | nust listen for H's voi ce,
sister.”

"How about ny voice?" Matt called out. He shook one of the w ndow bars and
demanded, "Only a few nore years! Let ne finish what |1've started, at |least!”

But if the wonen heard him they gave no sign. "My care is for the tapestry.”
Lachesis held out her cloth, frowming at it with a critical eye. "If one forgets
that each thread is a human Iife, and regards the design as a whole, it grows to a
har nony of bal ance. Yet will the nyriad threads that nust surely spread out from
his acti ons enhance that pattern, or weaken it?"

"Enhance!" Matt opined. "Definitely enhance!"

" '"Tis for you to say, sister, not us,"” the spinner said. "Natheless, | would
hazard the notion that the bright strands he will enliven will neatly bal ance the
uncol ored throng that have stemmed fromthe first usurper of Ibile."

"Can you not stop them Wzard?" Fadecourt stood at his el bow, ashen-faced.

"Uhhhh..." Matt's mnd raced furiously. "Not 'can,' Fadecourt--"will." The
question is, can | justify lousing up the rest of the world just to save ny own
life?"

"If you do not act, you will die!" the cyclops cried. "lIbile will have lost its
one chance to be free of the reign of the Devil, and you will have |ost the hand of
t he queen!™

Matt stood, gal vani zed by the thought of annihilation--not just of hinself, but
of all the bright dreans he had ever had of precious private nonents with Alisande:
t he | overmaki ng he had ached for, the children he had hoped to gather about them
his determnation not to let the |ittle princes and princesses be raised by
nanni es, the physical training he would give themin the guise of ganes, the |ove
of learning he and Alisande would inbue in them by their conversations...He steeled
his resol ve, and recited:

"The ragi ng rocks
And shi vering shocks
Did break the | ocks
O prison gates,

And Phoebus' car

Did shine fromfar,
To make and nar

The foolish Fates."
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Sudden and savage, sunbeans | anced down fromthe solid rock ceiling as the |ock
on the door exploded. The shafts of |ight caressed the wonen's faces, but wherever
they touched, a face flowed |i ke wax. The three wonen screaned, a horrible ragged
cry, and their firelit chanber shrank, as if receding, to a globe, then a gl obul e,
still shrinking until it finally w nked out.

"I did not nmean you should smte them so!" Fadecourt said, aghast.

"That makes us even; | didn't nean to." Matt pulled in a deep breath to try to
still his inner quaking. "Tal k about power! That man couldn't wite poorly even
when he tried!"

The cycl ops eyed the broken | ock, then reached out a forefinger to nudge the
door. Wth a groan, it swung open. "You have indeed taken the first step to
bringing us forth fromthis dungeon, Wzard. Yet how shall you take us up this
stair?"

"The steps should be easy.” Matt was acutely aware of the word should. "After
all, bringing the Fates here broke the confinenent spell. But just to be on the
safe side, | think 1'd better try to work up a stronger transportation spell."

"How shall you..."

"Quiet! 1'mbeing creative." Matt frowned, running over verses froma couple of

old, old songs. Then he chanted,

"The autumm w nds bl ow col dly through
The castle of Bruitfort.

Yet anguish in its deepest depths
I s wought in chanber darke.

Al as, foul Duke! You do her wong
Who never sought to hurt vye,

You meke her suffer horribly,

So we'll be in your conpany!

To beard you is ny delight,

So I now cone for fiercest joy!

| conme with all ny heart and zeal
And shall confront you instantly!"”

He was barely aware of Fadecourt's hand, clanmping onto his armlike a vise, and
of the room suddenly rocking in a tilt; he was already preparing the next verse in
his mnd...

The roomjolted straight, but it was the torture chanber they stood in, with
Yverne and Sir Quy stretched sem naked on tables, and bul ky sem humans st andi ng
over themw th arcane netal instrunents. One was screwi ng a bl ocky boot-shaped
object onto Sir GQuy's foot, and Yverne was screamng at the nere sight of it as the
duke, spittle running down his chin, watched another torturer pushing her skirt up,
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dagger poi sed over the snooth skin of her thigh.

Her scream ng drove Fadecourt crazy. He bell owed and | eaped for a guardsman,
wrenching his hal berd away with one stroke and felling himw th another, then
whirling to attack the torturer.

But Matt's attention was all for the duke, who was just |ooking up at himin
st upef acti on.

"Then reach this | echer-duke a bl ow
Strike with mght and maul

Force himto reel about and | and

Qut cold, against the wall!"

The duke jolted upright as if he'd been hit with an uppercut, then slunped to
the ground. The guards and torturers stared, shocked.

Savage triunph boiled up in Matt, and he gave in to tenptation |ong enough to
pick up the nearest torturer and throw himagai nst the wall. The ot her snapped out
of his daze with a bellow and yanked a poker out of a brazier. As Matt turned back
to him the bigger man | eaped, lashing out with the iron. Matt | eaped, too,
slamming a fist into his attacker's belly. The poker's shaft cracked across the
back of Matt's shoulders, then fell fromfingers gone linp, its glowing tip
bruising Matt's shin on the way down. The pain, coupled with the ache across his
back, was enough to nmake himshout with rage; he slamred the torturer back, away.
The man tripped, stunbled, and fell against the brazier, knocking it over and
falling across the fire. He screaned and roll ed away, then lay rocking and noani ng
on the stone fl oor.

Not that Matt stayed to watch. He whirled and saw that Fadecourt had caught up
atorturer's knife and was slitting the bonds on Yverne's wists as he nunbl ed
soothing inanities. Matt nodded and turned to Sir Quy, frantically unscrew ng the
boot .

"My thanks," the Black Knight grunted. " "Ware the guards."” Matt | ooked up
appal l ed that he'd forgotten--but saw Fadecourt hurling two guards away, even as
Yverne caught up a fallen pike and leveled it at a torturer who skidded to a halt,
wavering between danger and the reputation of cowardice.

A shout fromthe hall saved him the door burst open, revealing a senior guard
who bellowed, "To the walls! W are beset!" and turned to run away, not even
regi stering what was happening in the torture chanber.

The guards | eaped on the excuse and ran for the door. Matt whirled to | ook
about him-and saw t he duke, hauling hinself up on the edge of one of the torture
benches, giving Matt a | ook that pierced right through him prom sing even greater
mayhem Matt was just readying a verse when Fadecourt stepped up with a cold iron
and slamred it agai nst the base of the duke's skull. The duke's eyes rolled up, and
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he fol ded back onto the floor.
Suddenly, the roomwas silent, with no one noving.

Then Matt yanked a dagger fromthe belt of an unconscious sol dier and strode
over to the fallen duke. He dropped to one knee, raising the dagger..

Fadecourt caught his wist. "Nay; Lord Wzard! He is not shriven!”

Qdd as it seened, that gave Matt pause. To kill the man wi thout giving hima
chance to confess his sins would condermm himto eternal tornment in Hell--and even
Matt didn't think that the nonster deserved to suffer for ever and ever, wth
absolutely no hope of ever getting out. For a few years, yes, maybe even for a few
centuries--but he was human, after all

Still, there were practical considerations. "If we don't kill himwhile we can,
Fadecourt, he'll attack us again as soon as he can--and next tinme, he m ght wn.
W' Il be caught between his arnmy and Gord--the king's, unless we give up and get
out of Ibile while we can. The sensible thing is to kill himnow"

"Twoul d be in cold blood, Wzard. 'Tis not needful; you would not slay himto
save your own life, or another's."

"Maybe not at the nonment--but a fool could see I"'mdoing it to save our |ives
in the future."

"Then we will deal with himin the future," Sir Quy said calmy. "But to slay
hi m now, when he is unconscious and not a present threat, would be nurder, Sir
Matt hew. ' Twould be a nortal sin--and such a burden on your soul would rmake you
vul nerable to the king. It would put you in his, and Satan's, power."

"It's not nurder, it's an execution! Not revenge, justice! Can you honestly
doubt he deserves it? How nmany people has he already killed--in cold bl ood?"

" '"Tis not for us to judge," the Black Knight rem nded him "That prerogative
Is God's alone. Nay, an you will have himtried by a jury of his peers, when al
this war is over and done, well enough--but you may not set yourself up as his
judge. That would be the sin of pride, added to the sin of nurder."

"You would inperil us all, Wzard," Fadecourt runbled, "and give up lbile's one
chance of salvation, through you and us."

Matt dropped the dagger with a noise of disgust. Satisfied, Fadecourt released
his wist. Then Matt caught up the dagger again, and the cyclops |eaped for him
wth acry of alarm

But Matt rose to his feet and turned away to Sir Quy. Yverne was there before
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him though, slipping her dagger between the knight's wists and severing the
bonds, then turning to cut through the thongs binding his ankles. Sir GQuy sat up,
rubbing his wists and swearing softly at the pain of noving his shoul ders, the
stabs of bl ood being released to recirculate. "By Qur Lady! By the blue of her
gown! Ah, but | thank you, dansel! An | had lain there any longer, | would have
frozen in that posture forever! And | thank you, Matthew and Fadecourt, for tinely
rescue.”

"Wthout you, we'd be lost,"” Matt assured him-"But | wonder to what we all owe
t he guards' sudden exit?"

"Whatever it was, it was on our side, whether it knew us or not."

Matt stepped over to help his friend off the table, then gathered up Sir Quy's
ganbeson and arnor and shoved it at him "Hold that in one arm and Yverne in the
ot her."

"And this for you." Fadecourt handed Yverne the remmants of her dress. She
qui ckly draped themto cover nost of her torso and hips.

"How shall we cone out from here, Wzard?" the cycl ops denanded.

Just then, a dimnutive figure popped in through the door and gave a cry of
triunph. "I have found thee, then!"

"Puck!" Yverne cried, anmazed.
"Sober, too," Matt noted. "Wien did you becone cl ear-headed, sprite?”

"Phaugh! M nutes ago, only! The dragon and | threw off our attackers, but found

you gone. We wandered in that dammable fog for hours, till it finally cleared. Then
we circled aloft and saw the duke's castle! Instantly | betook nyself to the
dungeons and heard your chatter! Well, | did discover a bolt hole, first."

"A hidden tunnel?" Sir GQuy's eyes |it. "Nay, take us there, good Robin! Have
you found any other m schiefs we m ght work?"

"I have given the matter sone thought," Puck said, turning and | eadi ng them out
of the torture chanber--w thout ever having seen the unconsci ous duke, which Matt
t hought was a great pity. He m ght be troubled by a conscience, but Puck was not.

Unfortunately, the chance was past, and he couldn't very well call Puck's
attention to the duke without virtually commtting nmurder hinself--so he foll owed
the chattering elf, the lady, the knight, and the cyclops down the dimy lit
hal | way and through the section of wall that swung outward. It swung shut behind
them too, but Puck nmuttered a spell, and a will-0"-the-wi sp appeared to |ight them
up the danp stone steps, through a clammy tunnel with mtered walls, up to a dead-
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end seal ed by rough and convex stone.

"There is the small matter of a boul der bl ocking the entrance,"” the elf pointed
out

"What problemis that?" Fadecourt stepped up to the boul der, set his shoul der
against it, and heaved--then stepped back, a | ook of surprise showing faintly by
the light of the fox fire. "It will not nove!"

"Consi dering your strength, it must be enchanted. Let ne see.” Mtt shoul dered
past and set a hand on the stone.

| medi ately, he felt a web of magical force enclosing his armw th the stone
and the nmouth of the tunnel--an unseen seal that bonded the boulder to the rocky
cavity with all the force of a high-voltage el ectronmagnet.

" 'Tis dur?" Puck asked, | ow voi ced.

"Very durable indeed."” Matt took his hand away, suppressing a shudder. "But as
t he saf ecracker said, no |locksmth can design a | ock that another man can't figure
out how to open. Let nme see what | can do.

"Ascend the knoll! May this rock rol
And find its way up to a crest
Let gravity then take its toll
Until it brings this rock to rest.”

The rock began to vibrate, then to shake, and finally expl oded out and away
fromthem Matt junped into the doorway and crashed through the screen of brush
that hid it, suddenly worried about innocent passersby.

He needn't have worried. He found hinself |ooking dowmn into a shallow, grassy
bow . The rock canme to a stop about hal fway up the other side, paused, and started
rolling back down. Matt | ooked around quickly, saw the castle off to his left, and
no sol diers nearby. He turned back to his conpanions, satisfied. "Al clear, and no
damage done. Let's hike."

They cane out of the tunnel nouth, Yverne still holding the rags of her gown
about her. Matt stopped her with a touch on her arm "Hold on, mlady. Let's do
somet hi ng about that."

"About what ?" she asked, startl ed.
But Matt was droning,

"Of pale blue gens the belt,
About her throat, |ike drops of mlKk,
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Were gl owi ng pearls she scarcely felt."

Yverne's dress shimered, turning cloudy, then stilled, having turned into a
dress exactly like the one Matt had described. "Ch!" she breathed, eyes wide with
del i ght.

"I thought you had said nmagic should not be used for inconsequentialities,
Wzard." Puck's lip twsted in a half sneer.

"Believe ne, this was sonething that could have bogged down our whole party."”
Matt noted that Sir Guy had taken advantage of the pause to pull on his ganbeson.
He stepped over to help with the arnor. Fadecourt took the other side, and the
kni ght was steel -plated again in no tinme, managing to stifle his groans as the
pressure rubbed on his new welts. Matt frowned; what was a spell or two nore, wth
so much magic in the air?

"If anything anyone | acks,

He'll find it all ready in stacks.
If sickly he's feeling,

He'll find hinself healing,

By seventy Sinmmery Axe!"

"Say, "Seventy Simery Axe,' Sir Quy."

"Seventy Simmery Axe," the knight said, alnbst automatically. "What is its
meani ng, W zard?"

"I't's an address--house nunber seventy, on a street called Saint Mary's Axe."
"But Saint Mary woul d never have borne an axe!" Yverne protested.
"Tis enough that she is nentioned.” Puck w nced.

Matt hoped so--that invoking the Bl essed Mot her would counteract the spell's
havi ng been witten for a fictitious sorcerer.

Apparently it did; Sir Guy | ooked up, eyes wide. "The pain is gone--and the

wounds that caused it healed, | doubt not. Sir Matthew, you never cease to amaze
me. "

"Well, now that | know what it's like to wear arnor, | can synpathize." Matt
turned his back on the tunnel. "It's going to be a |longer haul, with no obliging
nonsters to carry us--but I'd still like to get away from here as soon as
possi bl e."

"Aye, certes!" Yverne set off, taking the lead. "Cone, mlords, and allow nme to
show you the way; this is, at least, ground | have passed over sone several tines,
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in ny childhood."
"Beware!" Fadecourt cried, pointing upward. They all turned to | ook
A small, w nged shape swooped toward them growi ng |arger and | arger.

"Stegoman! " Matt yelped in glee. Then he had to dodge aside, as the buffeting
of air fromthe dragon's w ngs al nost knocked hi mover. He bounced back, running up
to his old friend with a grin. "How d you find us?"

"l have been circling about the castle since first | struck at it with boul ders
carried aloft, then torched the battlenents and stooped upon the courtyard," the
dragon informed him "Nay, | had thought thou woul dst never have cone out fromthat
pl ace. What kept thee?"

"Bad spells," Matt explained. "That duke is a nore powerful sorcerer than he
| ooks to be. But it helped a |ot, having the guards suddenly forget about us."

"l had hoped sone distraction would serve. Nay, | bethought ne to ranp through
their halls in search of thee, but they brought arrows enough to engender sone
caution.™

"Wse, and tinely." Matt made a stirrup of his hands and boosted Yverne up
"M nd carrying the |ady?"

"The |l ady, and all of thee! Let us not dally, ere the duke and his sorcerers
think to enchant us again!"”

"Good point; certain parties persuaded me not to kill him and he m ght cone
to, any nonent." Matt swung aboard.

"Ah, thou didst beset him then! But what daft soul bade thee | eave him
l'iving?"

"Certain parties with nore conscience than | have." Matt reached down to hel p
pull Sir Guy up onto Stegoman's back. Fadecourt, of course, had already |eaped up
fromthe hind leg. "All in all, though, I think they've probably saved us at | east
as much as you and | have, considering the local rules. So definitely, let's |eave
themto stewin their own brew "

"Even so." The dragon spread his wi ngs and sprang into the sky, beating
furiously to gain altitude.

"You cannot do this terribly long," Yverne said, worried. "W are too great a
| oad, even for one so mghty as thyself."
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"Granercy, dansel," the dragon puffed. "And, aye, | shall cone to earth so soon
as we are clear of this vile duke's domain. If "twere not for the knight's arnor, |
woul d carry thee fromhere to Merovence; yet | would not have himleave it behind,
| assure thee."

"Save your breath,"” Matt advised, eyeing the treetops bel ow with apprehension.
"Find us a good updraft, okay? O shall | nake one?"

"I shall manage," Stegoman assured him hastily.

"Hey, I'mnot making as nany m stakes as | was three years ago!"
"I rejoice to hear it."
"M st akes?" Yverne | ooked back at Sir Guy, questioning.

"Atale for another tine," he advised. "Hold fast, mlady."

"Be m ndful, they have not spent all their arrows!" Alisande said sternly to
her little army. "If they shoot, bring up shields, and right quickly--the nore so
since they'Il likely wait till we're at close range.”

The infantry glanced uncertainly at one another, then Il et out a half-hearted
cheer, which becane stronger as others joined in.

A swordsman in the front ranks hefted his shiel d--heavy oak, with three |ayers
of oxhi de. "Fear not, good friends--our planks shall stop their shafts!"”

"I ndeed they shall, good hearts." Alisande snmiled as she turned to face the
eneny, lifting her own shield and drawi ng her sword. "For Merovence and Sai nt
Moncaire!"

"Saint Moncaire and the queen!" the arny roared with a single voice, and they
started their long clinb up the hundred yards of hill.

They didn't run--Alisande had pointed out that there was no purpose to it,
until the last ten yards or so, when it would give them sone nonmentumto hel p break
through the Ibilian Iline. But her knights ranged beside her, on foot, as were they
all--horses would be small help in an uphill charge--and she felt the excitenent of
battle thrill through her. She had to give voice to it; she called out the old, old
battl e song,

"Ran! Tan! Terre et ciell
Terre et ciel, et sang verneil!
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Ran! Tan! Earth and sky!

Earth and sky, and fire and fl ood!
Ran! Tan! Earth and sky!

Scarl et streans of bl ood!"

Her whol e arnmy roared out the verse after her, and, chanting, they strode up
toward the arny of witchcraft.

CHAPTER 23

Vel l Wast Wl | - W st

They | anded fifty mles away, though Stegonman insisted he was good for twice
that nuch. "No," Matt said firmy. "I want sone energy reserves, not utter
exhaustion. You can never tell what we're going to have to deal with when we | and."

St egoman grunbl ed sonet hi ng about | ack of confidence, but glided down in a
spiral. H's wings roared as he hovered and slowy settled the last ten feet,
griping every inch of the way about it bei ng unnecessary.

"Then why are you panting?" Mtt asked.
"The Denon could...lend ne energy if...l had need of it...Wzard!"

"Yes, but you'd have to pay it back when the energency was over," Mtt pointed
out. "Not even magic can get it for you free, Stegoman. \Wol esal e, naybe, but not
free."

The dragon struck earth, flexing his legs to take up the shock, but it stil
jarred Matt's back teeth. He swung down to a scal ed knee, calling, "Okay! Everybody
of f except the lady! G ve the dragon a break before you break the dragon's giving."

Fadecourt was ahead of him |eaping ninbly fromknee to grass, then |ooking
back up at Yverne--and stiffening. "Wzard, 'ware!" He pointed at the sky. "Wat
great bird is that who stoops upon us?"

"Down, dansel!" Stegoman snapped. "I mnust be free to rise in battle!”

"Wait a minute, no." Matt put out a hand to Stegonan's |eg, and coul d al nost
feel the adrenaline rising. "I think | recognize that silhouette. At |east, |
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haven't seen too many birds with four |egs."

"Is't a dragon, then?" Still, Stegoman craned his neck back, |ooking up. "Nay,
thou hast it aright--the beast hath a bird' s tail and talons. Could it be that
I rresponsi bl e excuse for a nonster, cone hone at |ast?"

The wi nged formswell ed amazingly fast, and Narlh struck earth a hundred yards
behi nd. He gal |l oped toward them w ngs cupped, slow ng, and skidded to a halt
besi de them "There y' are! Wadda ya nean, taking off |ike that w thout waiting for
me?"

"Waiting!" Stegoman cried. "Thou great |unbering | umobx, wherefore didst thou
fly fromus and desert us?"

Narl h tossed his scaly snout, dism ssing the point. "I kept |ooking and
| ooking, but | couldn't find you in all that clammy gray stuff. By the tinme | found
the edge where it was clearing, you guys were just getting haul ed through the
gates. | figured the best idea was to lay |low and wait for a chance. Then, first
thing I knew, here was the dragon, scorching the parapets, and | figured it was now
or never, so | started dive-raking the gate tower. Got all the sentries cleared
out, too, and I held it for an hour at |east, but you never showed up! What took
you so | ong, anyhow?"

"W found the back door," Matt expl ained. "But you hel ped nore than you knew- -
all of a sudden, none of the guards had tine to worry about us. Wen did you deci de
to let themhave their walls back?"

"When the duke cane staggering out of the keep--and you know how I feel about
sorcerers. So | nmade a quick exit, thank you, and clinbed up as high as | could to
get out of range. Then | saw wings off to the east, and | figured it had to be the
dragon, if | could see himthat far away. Not as fast as he used to be, though."

"Nor woul dst thou be, if thou didst carry four, one in full arnmor!" Stegoman
retorted.

"No matter how, I'mawfully glad to have you both back," Matt said quickly.
"I"'d like to get as far away fromthe duke as I can, and | don't think Stegoman
could carry us all very far. Think you could take Fadecourt and Yverne together,
Nar | h?"

The dracogriff growed lowin his throat and shook his wings. "Sure, nothing to
it. But can scaly-face there carry you and the knight-in-arnmor both?"

"Scal y-face, indeed," Stegoman snapped. "And what hast thou for a visage,
bi r dbr ai n?"

"Takes one to know one, right?"
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"I prithee." Yverne stepped up to Narlh, nicely short-circuiting the insult
match. "WIt thou carry ne, good beast?"

"Well, for you, lady..."

No one wins |like the winsonme, Matt decided. He turned away to Stegoman. "M nd
trying again, old saur? O do you need sone rest?"

"Rest ? Phaugh!" Stegoman lifted tired wngs. "A dragon flies so long as there
I s need! Mount, knights!"”

They did--and Matt noticed that Sir Guy wasn't | ooking as enthusiastic as he
woul d have expected. He began to wonder if his courtesy to Yverne was just good
manners, after all.

He had al so noticed that she didn't seemto m nd having both the knight and the
cycl ops being very solicitous of her. He began to revise his opinion of the dansel,
then renenbered how steadfast she had been in the torture chanber. After all, he
had to admt she hadn't exactly been flirting with either man or cyclops--and there
was nothing wong with enjoying the situation, after all

Was t here?

They took off in a thunder of w ngs, and Stegonan grow ed, "Whither away,
W zard?"

"I hope that was a question, not a wish.”" Matt turned back to the knight. "Any
i dea how we can find Gor--the king's castle, Sir Quy?"

"Castle?" Sir Quy snapped out of a first-class brood. "Ch, aye! | have not seen
it, but ny allies have told ne nuch of it. The royal castle is by the sea, on a
small tongue of land that is surrounded on three sides by ocean.”

"Sounds easy enough to recogni ze." Matt nodded. "Hear that, Stegoman?"

"Aye." The dragon sounded | ess than enthusiastic. "Thou shalt wish to be set
down near to that, | conjecture?”

"As near as is safe, yes."

"If aught can be said to be safe, in Ibile," the dragon grunbl ed--but he
arrowed ahead into the west, anyway.

The castle was there, all right, a huge triangle of curtain walls containing a
trio of courtyards, a brooding old keep, and a whole town of support buil dings. But
there was a sul ky, sullen feeling of having gone to seed, of having been darkened
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by centuries of soot. "Max," Mtt said softly, "what's wong with that place?"

The spark appeared beside himin mdair, then humred, "Precisely what you
suspected, Wzard, or you' d not have summoned ne. Entropy has taken it, and none
has fought it off."

"But | don't see any visible signs of decay."
“Nor would you. The rot is not physical, but spiritual.”
"Castles don't have souls!"”

"Nay, but a house reflects its owners' spirits, Lord Wzard. The deni zens of
that house have let their souls subside in decay; 'tis why they are terned
"decadent.' This is only the outward sign of that corruption.”

It did seemcorrupt, now that Max had said the word--1ike the corpse of a great
fortress, rotting unburied. Matt shuddered and turned to the practical aspect of
the situation, which neant tal king backward over his shoulder. "See any way to get
in, Sir GQuy?"

"Nay, Sir Matthew. 'Tis inpregnable, unless it chooses to be otherw se."

Matt toyed with the notion of trying to get in by ruse and di sgui se, but
discarded it quickly. "We'd better get out of the sky, then--1 don't relish having
their sentries see us and watch to find out where we go. Think you' ve seen all you
need?"

"For what purpose?" Sir GQuy shrugged. "I have seen its overall plan and can
draw it for you from nenory, now-yet how w |l that serve? W shall not take it,
t hough we canp about its walls for ten years."

"Let's mull that over at leisure, shall we? Stegoman, find us a safe place for
rel axi ng. "

The dragon banked away toward the east. Matt scow ed down at the ocean bel ow,
trying to figure out how to take a castle on a headl and. Then he sat up straight,
eyes wi dening. "Down there, on that island! Wat castle is that?"

It was much smaller, only a curtain wall, an outer bailey partitioned off from
the inner bailey surrounding the keep, and four towers situated around its
irregular, ellipsoid shape. It was dilapidated to the eye, though not to the inner
eye, and surrounded by the long slopes of a hill, barren and bl ackened- - al nost,
Matt woul d have thought, charred.

" '"Tis the Castillo Adamanto,"” Sir GQuy answered. "l have heard of it--how it
has restrai ned past kings fromtyranny, by wel com ng such barons as di sagreed wth
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the king. If enem es opposed those earlier nonarchs fromacross so narrow a stretch
of ocean, and were able to bl ockade them by sea whilst others mght wall off their
peni nsul a on the | andward side, they mght bid fair to starve the kings out--as the
counts of that castle have done, ever and anon through these five hundred years.

Al ways has the king had to cone to terns with his barons, and his tyranny has never
been absolute--till now "

"Oh? The sorcerer king managed to conquer it?"

"Nay--but his ships have penned it up. None may cone there, now, and 'tis
likely that the |ast of the counts is dead. Yet his spells endure, to sear invaders
with fire if they approach his walls."

Coul d that explain the charred ook to the hillsides? But how could the count
keep a spell going after his death?

By enbedding the command in a po